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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis explores the history of Parramatta Mission (1815–2015) via its interactions 

and reciprocities with the city and people of Parramatta – the second oldest European 

settlement after Sydney and now one of Australia’s largest and most diverse and 

expanding urban hubs.  

As an examination of how a church-mission and a town-city have related to each other 

for over 200 years, it is an original, ‘comparative’ study and one that offers a broad and 

inter-connected survey of key people and events. It is also the first comprehensive 

evaluation of the nexus between Parramatta and its Wesleyan Methodist/Uniting Church 

Mission, and as such, explores the nature and extent of such cross-influence within a 

succession of historical contexts. Further to this, it identifies the impact of the Mission’s 

presence in Parramatta and its capacity or otherwise to influence social revision, and the 

delivery of aid, in a region of profound significance to Sydney’s multicultural West. 

Moreover, within a church-civic environment defined by hard work, courage and 

conjoined effort for the ‘common good,’ the study is written from the perspective of an 

‘insider’ historian. 

Of commensurate significance is that the thesis comes at a time when the city of 

Parramatta is being impacted by a large-scale re-development of its central precincts. 

Many structures on and around Parramatta Mission’s site on Macquarie Street have been, 

or will be, demolished and reconstructed as a part of this process and within the projected 

realisation of both ‘Parramatta Square’ and the Mission’s ‘InSpire Parramatta’ 

development plan. Implicit in such a transformation is the necessity to ‘take stock.’ This 
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thesis facilitates such a review, while delineating the Mission’s journey into the twenty-

first century. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Holiness and hard work were the hallmarks of early Parramatta Methodism and qualities 

that set it on a path towards widespread resonance within the tough environment of 

Sydney’s West. With a divine ‘calling’ to discharge, a commitment to ‘word and deed’ 

praxis, and the motivation of a God-imbued task, Samuel Leigh, Walter Lawry and a 

succession of Wesleyan missionaries arrived in Australia from the second decade of the 

nineteenth century and began work in a setting marked by both convictism and an 

unforgiving natural environment. Tasked with commencing an evangelical endeavour in 

Sydney’s second European settlement, they simultaneously began a pattern of interaction 

with the civic landscape, which would result in the formation and perpetuation of the 

enterprise known as ‘Parramatta Mission.’  

Finding connections within the dynamics of broader town life, the efforts of the Mission’s 

pioneers would commensurately engage, define and drive over 200 years of evangelistic 

and social outreach, in addition to activating a level of community interaction capable of 

dismantling the mere “veneer of Christianity” which had existed in the colony since 

English settlement in 1788.1 Missionaries such as Walter Lawry, the second Wesleyan 

leader to arrive in Parramatta in 1818, described this as the “treachery and inconsistency 

of the people,” which required uplift from both “temporal” and “spiritual” points of view.2  

                                                 
1 Gloster Udy, Spark of Grace (Chipping Norton, NSW: Surrey, Beatty & Sons, 1977), 14. 
2 Walter Lawry, Diary of Rev. Walter Lawry 1818-1825, transcribed (Parramatta Mission Archival 

Collection, n.d.), 8-10. 

NB: The Diary of Walter Lawry (1818–1825) used as a reference in this thesis is an A4 transcribed version 

held in the Parramatta Mission archival collection. The transcriber is unknown (n.d.). The copy has been 

verified for accuracy against the original manuscript held at the Mitchell Library, Sydney: Reverend Walter 

Lawry Papers, 1818–1847. Microfilm: CY 123 (A 1973); CY 3422, frames 1 – 24 (B 860). A1942, B860.  
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Within the parameters of this thesis, the origins and expansion of the Mission’s Wesleyan 

Methodist, then Uniting Church, efforts in Parramatta and its surrounds will be evaluated, 

in addition to the factors fuelling its longstanding interaction and reciprocity with the city 

and people of Parramatta, including its commitment to “transform lives” in the place of 

the Burramattagal.3  

As an examination of Parramatta Mission’s historical pathway from 1815 to 2015 and an 

exploration of the development and degrees of the Mission’s interactivity and reciprocity 

with the town, then city of Parramatta, this study has utilised a variety of traditional and 

non-traditional resources and methodologies. Furthermore, it has highlighted 

manifestations of the Mission’s “vision” and “values,” and the nexus between itself and 

the city and people of Parramatta, which first emerged during negotiations with Governor 

Macquarie over land grants after 1815 and continued during the era of Methodist chapel 

construction in Sydney’s West.  

In seeking to quantify the extent of various cross-influences, and to identify instances of 

success and failure over 200 years, the thesis is also a ‘comparative’ study. Moreover, it 

provides a critical analysis of the church-civic relationship and its implications for 

Parramatta Mission’s status and efficacy in a succession of historical contexts – from the 

pioneer phase of the town’s existence until the early twenty-first century. The study also 

acknowledges Parramatta’s geographical location – and its status as a population centre 

– as being of paramount importance in the history of its Wesleyan-Methodist-Uniting 

Church congregations.  

                                                 
3 Parramatta Mission, Annual Report 2010 (Parramatta Mission, 2010), cover. 
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In 1841, Parramatta minister, John McKenny, had in fact hailed the town’s Wesleyan 

church, by then the heartland of Sydney Methodism and home to an increasingly more 

diverse membership, as “in some respects…of more importance than Sydney.”4 Despite 

somewhat ‘feathering his own nest,’ McKenny’s pride in his new church denoted a 

growing sense of Parramatta Mission’s leadership and reputational example in both 

church and civic spheres by the mid-nineteenth century and the growing significance of 

the town itself. By 1884 and the ‘laying of foundation stones’ ceremony for the 

Wesleyans’ third church (‘Leigh Memorial’), the efforts of its congregation would be 

described by Rev. Joseph Fletcher, President of the Wesleyan Methodist Conference, as 

“the good…superseded by the better, the better by the best.”5 

Parramatta Mission’s progression from an itinerant ministry on horseback conducted by 

Staffordshire-born missionary, Samuel Leigh, after 1815 – to its twenty-first century 

status as a federation of linked congregations and multi-faceted welfare services, has been 

accompanied by transformation within the city itself. Nestled firmly within such change, 

from the town’s earliest manifestation as a convict outpost and country village until the 

present, the Mission’s site on Macquarie Street has been continuously occupied as a place 

of worship, evangelism and community assistance for 197 years. Situated behind the 

Parramatta Town Hall and town marketplace, its history has become increasingly 

significant to civic archivists and archaeologists as the ‘Parramatta Square’ development 

project currently gathers pace.6  

                                                 
4 John McKenny, quoted in Gloster Udy, Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church in Australia’s Cradle City 

(Chipping Norton: Surrey, Beatty & Sons, 1985), 28. 
5 Joseph Fletcher, quoted in Udy, Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church, 38. 
6 Parramatta City Council, Parramatta Square Public Space Design Brief and Specification to ITT05/2015 

(Parramatta, NSW: Parramatta City Council, 2015), https://www.gbca.org.au/uploads/239/ 

36079/SPECIFICATION%20Parramatta%20Square%20Public%20Space%20Design%20Brief.pdf. 
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As transforming as such construction will be to the very heart of Parramatta, both in 

appearance and demography, the challenge to the city’s heritage and the heritage of its 

churches is to remain pertinent within a swathe of irreversible change. The Mission’s 

longevity over 200 years has been predicated on the creation and maintenance of its 

relevance to the city, and on the church’s capacity or otherwise to infuse the sometimes 

cynical, disaffected interface of Parramatta with both Christian benevolence and a 

practical program aimed at evoking the “common good.”7 Such efforts will be particularly 

important as physical upgrades to the urban landscape of Parramatta increase in coming 

years, and as the dilemmas of social isolation, homelessness, hunger and economic 

hardship in the region also increase. In essence, Parramatta Square is producing a central 

business district (CBD) of “world class” proportions for Parramatta, but one which is 

nonetheless still wracked by human need and the specificities of life for many within 

Sydney’s Greater West.8 Within this dilemma, Parramatta Mission views itself as well-

situated as a community and mental health services provider – and heritage site – to 

provide a connective vision between past, present and future. Cognisant of this, in 2010, 

the Mission took as its catch-cry “Valuing the Past, Claiming the Present, Seeking a 

Future” during 125th anniversary celebrations for Leigh Memorial Church.9  

In addressing the various points of historical connectivity between the Mission and 

Parramatta, this thesis focuses on the first 200 years of the Mission’s history (1815−2015) 

                                                 
7 “The Uniting Church will be a fellowship of reconciliation, living God’s love, following Jesus Christ and 

acting for the common good to build a just and compassionate community.” General Secretary, “Uniting 

for the Common Good,” Insights Magazine, February 7, 2014.  

https://www.insights.uca.org.au/features/editorial/uniting-for-the-common-good-2. 
8 Tim Allerton, “Walker Corporation Breaks Ground at the $2.8 Billion Parramatta Square,” Parramatta 

Square, November 15, 2017, https://www.parramattasquare.net.au/updates/2017/11/walker-corporation-

breaks-ground-at-2-8-billion-parramatta-square/.  
9 Denham Grierson, Transforming a People of God (Australia: Joint Board of Christian Education, 1984), 

quoted in Keith Hamilton, preface to Our Church: An Historical Sketch of Leigh Memorial Church in its 

125th Anniversary Year & of the Westmead and Fijian congregations of Parramatta Mission, by Elizabeth 

de Réland (Parramatta Mission, 2010), 4. 
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and evaluates the diverse intersection points between Parramatta’s civic leadership, socio-

cultural proclivities, political direction and broader community characteristics, and that 

of the Mission’s leadership, evangelical charter and denominational expectations.  

In this task, the study seeks to interpret the extent, impacts and legacy of church–civic 

inter-connectedness, in addition to noting deficits within the binary, including their 

intermittent failure to materialise. Furthermore, it explores links between the Mission’s 

“vision” and “values,” intra-congregational and community outreach practices, and 

factors denoting its increasingly more incarnational presence in Sydney’s West. 

Similarly, through an exploration of the inevitable tensions between what was ‘God-

motivated’ in the town, and what was motivated by the human and often profane, this 

study begins with the arrival in Sydney of the Mission’s first minister, Leigh, and 

concludes in 2015 – during both the 200th anniversary of Leigh’s arrival and what was a 

key turning point in the future envisaging and re-building of both the Mission and the city 

in relation to the Parramatta Square project.  

Within emerging paradigms, the story of Parramatta Mission and its pioneer preachers, 

Leigh and Lawry, and of Parramatta Methodism as a whole, is longstanding, well-

documented and highly regarded across denominational lines. Recorded in various local 

and international texts, Leigh’s and Lawry’s establishment of a Wesleyan missionary 

enterprise at Parramatta and in areas south and further west, such as Liverpool and 

Castlereagh – in addition to their respective efforts in New Zealand and the Friendly 

Islands (Tonga) – have provided consistent points of interest for historians. Moreover, 

their experiences reveal the challenges of frontier life in Parramatta and Sydney’s West 

and the divine imperatives that became inextricably impacted by human weakness and 

temporality. As Lawry noted in his diary of the period, “The scorching of the sun from 
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without, and the state of Society here, almost makes me feel despair and faintness within. 

Lord my hope is only in Thee…”10 

Invoking a sense of denominational territoriality, self-determination and a capacity to 

overcome obvious physical obstacles, the intentions and praxis of Parramatta’s early 

Wesleyan missionaries led to the opening of a chapel at Castlereagh in 1817, followed by 

Macquarie Street, Sydney, in 1819 and at Windsor in 1820. Moreover, it was through 

such efforts that the movement became a rapidly evolving one, with a unique capacity to 

adapt to local ways. Although trialling time-honoured English methodologies in a 

uniquely ‘Australian’ context, the early missionary endeavours of Leigh, Lawry, 

Carvosso, Walker and others at Parramatta quickly developed a local grittiness of their 

own. More importantly, they created widespread opportunities for denominational growth 

and community conversion via the opening of the first Parramatta chapel in 1821. A 

structure made from locally sourced sandstone, built by Parramatta convicts with timber 

imported from the Illawarra and in all respects defiantly ‘Wesleyan,’ its presence captured 

a strength and singularity typical of both its location and its supporters. It exemplified, as 

Hilary Carey later noted, that “For all the British and Irish founding churches in Australia, 

Methodism, in all its branches, has the most substantial claim to be the distinctive form 

of Australian Christianity, with the strongest Australian accent.”11 

More crucially, it may be said that the actions of the Wesleyan pioneers not only changed 

the direction and intensity of their own and other missionizing in Sydney’s West, but 

summarily shifted the balance of power away from the monopoly of the ‘Established’ 

Church and towards rapidly hybridising alternate or ‘dissenter’ denominations, including 

                                                 
10 Lawry, Diary, 8.  
11 Hilary M. Carey, “Australian Methodist Historiography,” in Methodism in Australia: A History, eds. 

Glen O’Brien and Hilary Carey (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2015), 256. 
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the Primitives, Bible Christians, Presbyterians and themselves. In time, the mutual 

approaches of these sects would re-invigorate the acquisition of religion in the frontier 

environment of early Parramatta and invoke the original directive on denominational 

autonomy given to Leigh by the London Committee, that  

he shall pay a friendly visit to Rev. Mr. Marsden…but…shall not place 

himself under his or any other person’s control with respect to the objects of 

his mission but shall be entirely under the direction of the (Wesleyan) 

missionary committee.12 

The history of Australia’s ‘Cradle City’, Parramatta – the town and city in which this 

thesis is situated – is also well-documented.13 Established as the First Fleet’s ‘food basket’ 

in 1788 and declared a city 150 years later (1938), it stands as an important demographical 

and spiritual site within the national record. This applies not only to Parramatta’s role as 

a pivotal and culturally diverse population centre in the sphere of colonial and 

immigration-era Australia, but as a site of significance to Australia’s first people. 

Representing a minimum of 30,000 years of activity for the Burramattagal clan of the 

Darug nation and producing key anthropological and archaeological data regarding the 

Aboriginal occupation of the area (including property immediately surrounding the 

Mission’s site), information included in this project also broaches the transformation 

currently occurring in the city.14 As one unparalleled in both its human and built history, 

Parramatta’s expanding skyline, human geography, transport, education and governance 

infrastructures confirm the location’s long, diverse and evolving pathway as an urban 

centre. Furthermore, they place the current Parramatta in stark contrast with the town of 

                                                 
12 “Directions given to Mr. Leigh, Missionary to NSW by the London Missionary Committee,” Minute 

Book: 18 November 1814 (London: Wesleyan Missionary Society Archives, 1814), 2. 
13 James Jervis, The Cradle City of Australia: A History of Parramatta, 1788-1961, ed. George Mackaness 

(Sydney: Halstead Press, 1961). 
14 Richard Macey, “Settlers’ History Re-written: Go Back 30,000 years,” Sydney Morning Herald, 

September 15, 2007, http://www.smh.com.au/news/national/settlers-history-rewritten/2007/09/14/ 

1189276983698.html. 
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1788 and reveal not only the changing direction of its appearance, commercial 

potentialities, socio-cultural demographics and poly-religious affiliations, but the high 

level of community need and social marginalisation which have existed as almost 

constant features.  

Commencing, as did Sydney, with a contingent of troops, plentiful convict labour, a 

schedule of harsh punishments, some enterprising free settlers and a commitment to 

fulfilling the new settlement’s food requirements – followed by the influences of a strong 

emancipist and free settler-driven population during the remainder of the nineteenth 

century – Parramatta expanded rapidly after 1788.15 Although passing through phases of 

reference as little more than a sleepy country town and experiencing lengthy periods of 

cultural and socio-economic isolation (as late as the 1840s, Sydney’s newspapers were 

featuring stories about Parramatta as ‘News from the Interior’) – the city’s geographical 

placement and potential as a future urban giant was widely recognised by the mid-

twentieth century.16 Now estimated at 226,149 residents,17 Parramatta’s populace is 

projected to rise to 389,017 by 2036, with those living in the CBD expected to exceed 

20,000 within a similar timeframe.18 Moreover, new infrastructures, commercial 

investments and cultural features in the city are projected to fuel further expansion and a 

diversification of people and services across Sydney’s West as the twenty-first century 

                                                 
15 “Early Sydney was not just any town, but an unusual one, established by banished convicts, their guards 

and their governors, so the dynamics and strategies of banishment, forced labour and punishment are 

germane to this history.” Grace Karskens, The Colony: A History of Early Sydney (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 

2009), 9. 
16 Philip Geeves, Fellow, Australian Historical Society, ‘Introduction’, Frances Pollen, Parramatta, cradle 

city of Australia (Parramatta: Council of the City of Parramatta, 1983), 13. 
17 Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Parramatta (C), 2016 Census QuickStats,” released October 23, 2017, 

http://www.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/2016/quickstat/LGA16260?opendo

cument. 
18 “Community Data & Demographics,” City of Parramatta, https://www.cityofparramatta.nsw.gov.au/ 

about-parramatta/community-data-demographics. 
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progresses. As indicated in the city’s vision statement, Parramatta aspires to be “Sydney’s 

central city, sustainable, liveable, and productive – (and) inspired by our communities.”19 

It is clear from such statistics (and a regular peppering of community vision statements 

with notions of its value), that the city’s historical precedents and immersion in a current 

wave of transformation provide justification to explore a ‘parallel’ history within its 

precincts: that of Parramatta Mission. With a significance revealed in population growth 

and both poly-cultural and poly-faith transmogrification derived from the area’s now 

large migrant population, Parramatta’s characteristic toughness and diversity have 

perpetually spurred a range of social needs requiring remediation. 

A Uniting Church ‘parish mission,’ with a vision statement reading ‘A Community 

Transforming Lives,’ Parramatta Mission possesses a strong record of such remediation, 

in addition to civic interaction and missionary praxis dating from 1815-1816.20 Similarly, 

its history reveals ongoing connections with the history of Parramatta, and ones laden 

with everything from warm co-operation, to stasis and absolute negation. This thesis 

explores the ebb and flow of this connection, and its mutual enrichment and variations 

over 200 years, while commensurately examining the changing dynamics impacting both 

the city and the Mission. In doing so, a range of research material has been utilised – 

including that reflecting notable phases of growth, decline, celebration and regret.  

Research for this project has also, somewhat inevitably, included Australia’s socio-

cultural and political history of the 1815–2015 period and influences/phenomena 

including, although not limited to, convictism, the Church Act, the Industrial Revolution, 

the rise of trade unionism, the Gold Rush, the economic depression of the 1890s and the 

                                                 
19 Ibid. 
20 Parramatta Mission, Annual Review 2014/2015 (Parramatta Mission, 2016), 2.  
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broader imperatives of the British Empire. It has also contextualised the Mission’s 

pathway alongside events extending from Australian Federation, the Great Depression 

and the two world wars – to international migration, the impacts of popular and ‘youth’ 

culture in the mid-to-late twentieth century, and the inter-cultural, globalising and 

scientific advancements of recent decades. 

Similarly, a degree of tension and jockeying for precedence between congregational 

personalities and opposing external groups (such as the town’s alternate Christian 

denominations and partisan political interests), form compelling, additional features of 

this historical investigation. Including evidence of occasional bouts of public divisiveness 

and outright competition (manifest in the congregation’s quest to build the town’s tallest 

spire in 1885) – most interactions occurred within the bounds of a balanced and co-

operative agenda. In fact, alongside a declared sense of congregational unity and an 

ownership of its long-invoked, self-declared and ultimately ‘official’ values or keywords 

of “Grace, Inclusion, Dignity, Faith and Hope,” the Mission’s spiritual partnership with 

the people of Parramatta and fellow, local churches has been a predominantly functional 

one.21  

In addition to negotiating a chronological route through various historical complications 

and reciprocities, this study explores a complementary path involving the Mission’s off-

site projects and involvements. These have included the Centenary Church, North 

Parramatta (opened in 1841 and built with both Parramatta Wesleyan and secular 

                                                 
21 “Our Values: Grace – We joyfully seek to be gracious to our neighbour who ever they may be and commit 

ourselves to their well-being on account of the gift of God’s grace to us made known in and through Jesus 

Christ; Inclusion – we are welcoming to all people and invite participation; Dignity – everyone is made in 

the image of God and is therefore of infinite worth. Each person has a God-given dignity which cannot be 

taken away from them. This, too, defines how we relate to the creation, of which we are a part; Faith and 

hope – people’s lives can be transformed by the compassion of God’s love and given meaning and hope.” 

Ian Gray, “Report from the Church Council”, Parramatta Mission, Annual Report 2011 (Parramatta 

Mission, 2011), 3. 
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funding), the Mission’s ‘Migrant Cottage’ (commenced in 1947 as a response to the social 

reality of post-war immigration in Sydney’s West), a satellite Methodist ‘tent ministry’ 

commenced at Westmead in 1949 (responding to the post-war population boom in 

Western Sydney), Life Line Parramatta (commenced in 1974 and reflective of a rise in 

contemporary social issues attached to family breakdown, joblessness, addiction and 

suicide), and the Mission’s ‘Hope Hostel’ (opened in 1977 as a facility to house the city’s 

increasingly large sub-population of homeless men). 

Prompted as such ventures were by benevolent social imperatives, and evangelical ones, 

their presence in any investigation of the Mission’s civic interactivity is useful. From 

strengthening the Mission’s sense of self-determination and relevance in the region, to 

characterising the instinct for outreach and expansion which underpin its origins, such 

projects have given public currency to the Mission’s core value of ‘inclusion.’ Its ethos 

as a ‘town’ then ‘city’-centred mission has, in fact, hinged on this value and predicated 

many of its programs at Macquarie Street, including ‘Meals Plus’ (a ‘soup kitchen’ and 

multi-service centre operating since 1990). Functioning as a prime example of the 

Mission’s ‘inclusiveness’ and doing so in the visible surrounds of a mid-city weekday 

breakfast and lunch-hour, Meals Plus continues to exemplify the best of a nineteenth 

century ‘word and deed’ religious praxis within a more open, if increasingly complex, 

twenty-first century Parramatta.22  

For all its obvious inclusiveness, community spirit and longevity however, the Mission’s 

history has not always been neat or pretty. As a result, this thesis also explores the number 

of intriguing contradictions, internal dilemmas, denominational rivalries and ideological 

                                                 
22 “Meals Plus is a day centre in the heart of Parramatta providing basic needs and support to people who 

are homeless or disadvantaged. Meals Plus works to break the cycle of homelessness by providing quick 

solutions for people in need of emergency support.” “Meals and Outreach,” Parramatta Mission, 

https://www.parramattamission.org.au/.../meals-and-outreach. 
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conflicts, which have, at various times, threatened to de-rail its reputation and slow its 

work. Tensions that have arisen include the delicate relationships between senior and 

subordinate ministers, and between ministers and their congregations – and between the 

push for demolition and modernisation and the pull of a highly conservative, 

preservation-based past. Members also regularly found themselves at the centre of town 

squabbles and participating in unsavoury political dramas centred on the town’s 

municipality status and various moral issues. Moreover, throughout much of its history, 

the Mission found itself torn between cherishing the mantle of an aspirational, ‘society’ 

church and fostering its alignment with the town’s most disaffected, addicted and lonely, 

in addition to working-class families and Parramatta’s perennial ‘battlers.’  

Definitions 

Parramatta Mission operates as a ‘federation’ of three, connected congregations of the 

Uniting Church in Australia: the Leigh Memorial and Leigh Fijian congregations, both 

worshipping at Leigh Memorial Church in Macquarie Street, Parramatta – and the 

Westmead congregation, situated beside the Mission’s ‘175’ Motel, opposite Westmead 

Hospital and within the suburb’s busy medical precinct. The congregations of Parramatta 

Mission exist as defined within the UCA’s Basis of Union,23 and Parramatta Mission is 

defined as a ‘Parish Mission’ within the regulations and by-laws of the Uniting Church 

in Australia, NSW and ACT Synod.24 

                                                 
23 “The congregation is the embodiment in one place of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church, 

worshipping, witnessing and serving as a fellowship of the Spirit of Christ.” Basis of Union, Uniting Church 

in Australia Assembly, para. 15 (a), https://assembly.uca.org.au/basis-of-union. 
24 Parish mission definition:  

(b) The criteria for the recognition of a congregation as a Parish Mission shall be that it will have 

the following three central elements in its life:  

(i) Worship which serves as a focus for the total life of the Parish Mission.  

(ii) Evangelism, as an intentional and focused priority in its life, and as a focal point for the 

church’s ministry of word and deed within a specified region.  
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It is important to note that while the nomenclature of ‘mission’ was not officially applied 

at Parramatta until 1971 when ‘Regional Mission’ status was conferred by the Methodist 

Church of Australasia, this thesis refers to the Mission’s existence as being in place for 

over 200 years and cites it throughout as ‘Parramatta Mission,’ ‘the Mission’ or 

‘Macquarie Street’ (in relation to its Parramatta base), in addition to using the specific 

names by which its three, in-situ chapels have variously been known.  

From the arrival in Parramatta of its first appointed missionaries, Leigh (1815) and Lawry 

(1818), the Wesleyan presence at Parramatta was a ‘Mission’. In their diaries of the time, 

both men refer to Parramatta as a “Mission,” including in their reference to its financial 

limitations and varying degrees of acceptance, “There is nothing particularly encouraging 

in our prospect of success in the Mission at present.”25 Similarly, in a letter written to the 

Wesleyan Missionary Society (WMS), London, dated 24 February 1820, the “Stewards 

of the Society” stated that “Mr. Leigh has fairly worn himself out in this Mission.”26 

Predicated on the principles of ‘worship, witness and service,’ the use of Parramatta 

Mission as an umbrella term for the lengthy period addressed in this study, identifies the 

fact that, from the arrival of Leigh until the present, the Parramatta church has been 

functioning within the defined terms of a ‘mission’. As such, it has persevered in 

evangelical and community efforts, both conceptually and in practical terms, while 

representing “the vocation or calling of a religious organization, especially a Christian 

                                                 
(iii) Multi-faceted community service programs (such as but not limited to advocacy on public 

issues and social justice from a Christian perspective, care with disadvantaged people, 

facilities and resources for the community) on a scale and style appropriate to the context 

in which the Parish Mission is located.  

Uniting Church, Uniting Church in Australia, Synod of NSW and the ACT: By-Laws (Sydney, NSW: 

Uniting Church, 2015), 72, https://nswact.uca.org.au/media/1680/by-laws-full-document-june2015.pdf. 
25 Lawry, Diary, January 19, 1819, 33. 
26 James Colwell, The Illustrated History of Methodism: Australia: 1812 to 1855, New South Wales and 

Polynesia: 1856 to 1902 (Sydney: William Brooks & Co, 1904), 100. 
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one, to go out into the world and spread its faith.”27 As ‘mission’ is further defined as “an 

organisation or institution involved in a long-term assignment abroad” or “a building or 

group of buildings used by a Christian mission,” outreach efforts at, or emanating from, 

Parramatta’s Wesleyan, Methodist and Uniting churches at the Macquarie Street site since 

1815 and Westmead from 1962, have clearly fulfilled this charter.28  

While variously referred to in church and civic literature as the Parramatta Wesleyan or 

Methodist Chapel, or as Leigh Memorial Methodist or Uniting Church, the Mission has 

also been known via its three distinct places of worship since 1821: the first being the 

Parramatta Wesleyan (or ‘Macquarie’ or ‘Lawry’) Chapel of 1821–1838, the second 

being the Parramatta Wesleyan Chapel of 1839–1956 (known as ‘Macquarie Hall’ after 

1885) and the third being the Parramatta Wesleyan Church, then ‘Leigh Memorial’ 

Methodist Church (opened in 1885, and after 1977, known as Leigh Memorial Uniting 

Church – or in the twenty first century, the Leigh Memorial congregation of Parramatta 

Mission). Parramatta Mission churches at Westnead have included the Westmead 

Methodist Church of 1962–1991 (Cotswold Street) and the Westmead Uniting Church, 

commenced 1991 at Queens Road, Westmead. 

Throughout their defined existences however, the successive churches at Macquarie 

Street Parramatta, and at Westmead, have functioned as ‘Parramatta Mission’ – with their 

congregations driven by a broad evangelistic and humanitarian agenda, and their 

sanctuaries shared with the offices and meeting spaces required of a large welfare 

organisation. As such, the Mission has consistently conducted itself as an outreach 

practitioner underpinned by Christian roots and utilising its core values as impetus for 

                                                 
27 English Oxford Living Dictionaries, s.v. “Mission,” https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ 

mission. 
28 Ibid. 
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both mission-based development, transformative programming and congregational 

praxis.29 Furthermore, it has branded itself as an outward-looking church for a cross-

section of the local community in every phase of its history. This included the raw days 

of a convict-driven Parramatta, the halcyon days of broadening civic interactivity and 

prestige within the Victorian and Edwardian eras, the era falling within the local and 

international (cultural and military) tumults of the twentieth century – and life beyond the 

millennium and into the present age. 

In referencing the ‘civic’ order as a contrast and connection point for Parramatta 

Mission’s heritage, this thesis defines ‘civic’ as relating to the administrative processes 

of a town or city and the duties and activities of the people of that town.30 Within this 

definition, the connectivity between ‘civic’ Parramatta and the Christian Mission in its 

midst has been patently strong and obvious over a period of two centuries. In his diary of 

1820, Walter Lawry wrote of the high hopes he had for “our Mission” and noted that he 

had travelled the colony observing all things “natural, civic and religious.”31 Not only did 

Lawry delineate each factor as being ripe for separate analysis, but he also linked all three 

                                                 
29 Commitment statement presented by Keith Hamilton, Senior Minister:  

As four linked congregations and a faith community within the Parramatta Nepean Presbytery of the 

Uniting Church in Australia NSW/ACT Synod, Parramatta Mission is committed to: the Uniting 

Church in Australia and to the ‘Basis of Union’ that describes the Uniting Church and expresses our 

theological directions; the Parramatta Nepean Presbytery’s ‘VISION2055’ of a vibrant Uniting 

Church in Western Sydney in 2055; work in communion with other Uniting Church congregations 

and faith communities and agencies to foster collegial partnerships with them; maintaining and 

developing strong ecumenical relationships within the Parramatta region, and participating as we 

are able in ecumenical ventures and activities; developing relationships with people of other faiths, 

growing mutual respect and understanding; living and journeying with Jesus as a Uniting Church 

Parish Mission through worship, evangelism and multidimensional community programs; listening 

to God speaking to the Uniting Church through any of the councils of the church, noting our inter-

conciliar relationship with the Presbytery of Parramatta-Nepean, Synod of NSW/ACT and the 

National Assembly; journeying with, and enabling the transformation of the marginalised, lonely 

and vulnerable in our community; researching the community and resources of the Mission to pre-

emptively address human need; proactively supporting those in the community before, during and 

after crisis; modelling for the church and for society; caring for God’s good creation and good 

governance as described in the Corporate Governance Statement of Parramatta Mission.  

Parramatta Mission Church Council, “Parramatta Mission 2010-2020 Strategic Plan,” unpublished 

planning document, version 6.4, January 31, 2011.  
30 English Oxford Living Dictionaries, s.v. “Civic,” https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/civic. 
31 Lawry, Diary, 5 June, 1818, 8. 
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and mentally contrasted them against what he understood from their English models. 

Coming to the same conclusion as many before and after him, Lawry quickly appreciated 

the implicit difficulties of enacting each to its prior capacity in a raw, new colonial 

environment. While to subsequent, locally born evangelist John Watsford, Parramatta 

was a “dearer, sweeter spot than all the rest” and a place in which “God’s servants 

were…crowned with success,” its civic sphere would prove more tough and 

uncompromising for some, and within key portions of the Mission’s historical journey.32 

Nonetheless, a strong motivation for the writing of this thesis has been to demonstrate, 

for both the civic order and Parramatta Mission, the inherent connections and points of 

cooperation that have existed between the two, and to delineate the benevolence of 

Mission efforts in relation to an often less seen, but increasingly more marginalised, sub-

populace of the Parramatta community. From its origins in the colonial period to its role 

as one of Sydney’s busiest population, business, educational, multicultural and poly-faith 

‘hubs’ and one commensurately infused with a large cohort of the indigent and struggling, 

Parramatta’s journey has been marked by a series of important socio-cultural realisations 

and revisions. These have resulted from the passing of restrictive convictism and an 

‘outpost’ mentality to what old Parramattans referred to as the town’s “historic borough” 

phase – and beyond these early manifestations to twentieth and twenty-first century 

expansion, prosperity and increased community diversity. 

Throughout each phase of its development, the city’s ‘heartbeat’ has been intertwined 

with that of Parramatta Mission, and to varying degrees dependent upon the goodwill 

provided by it, and multiple other community and welfare organisations to address 

                                                 
32 Iain Murray, Australian Christian Life from 1788, An Introduction and an Anthology (Pennsylvania: The 

Banner of Truth Trust, 1988), 144. 
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endemically high levels of social need.33 Moreover, just as the Mission has perpetually 

viewed itself as inextricably connected to Parramatta, so the city has long observed and 

shared in the workings and beneficence of the Methodist, then Uniting Church, in its 

midst.  

Since 1821, Parramattans have worshipped at the Mission’s churches on Macquarie Street 

and married there. They have been baptised and had their funerals there. They have rested 

on the church steps, attended functions, listened to choirs, slept in the car park and stood 

in food queues there. They have visited the site in triumph and staggered through it in 

despair. They have seen chapels built and chapels pulled down. They have witnessed the 

demolition of a spire and may yet witness the erection of a new one. They have brought 

each aspect of life’s minutiae to its doors, and its doors have remained open to all. The 

people of Parramatta have experienced a relationship with the Mission that has brought a 

Christian ethos and civic order into symbiotic focus for generations and engendered a 

sense of mutual familiarity and regard. As with the city’s established parks, town hall, 

well-trodden streets and winding river, the old church in Macquarie Street and all it 

represents has become a firm, Parramatta fixture. 

The City 

Parramatta, the city in which this thesis is situated, was founded as a secondary penal 

colony to Sydney by Captain Arthur Phillip and his party on 24 April 1788. Its broad 

characteristics, including its geography, people, predilections and development, underpin 

this study and delineate the nexus between itself and Parramatta Mission over a 200 year 

period commencing in 1815. The name ‘Parramatta’ was derived from the Aboriginal 

                                                 
33 James Carruthers, Lights in the Southern Sky – Pen Portraits of Early Preachers and Worthies of 

Australian Methodism with some Sketches of Life from Humbler Workers (London: Epworth Press, 1924), 

109. 
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place name ‘Burramatta,’ a term in the Darug language meaning ‘place where the eels lie 

down.’34 

The frequent utilisation of the term, ‘Cradle City’ to describe Parramatta (that is, to 

emphasise its role in the embryonic phase of British occupation and its place as a town of 

firsts, including Australia’s first wool and wheat farming industries), belies not only the 

spiritual and experiential maturity and endurance of its townspeople and churches since 

colonisation – but the area’s actual longevity. Archaeologists investigating the occupation 

of the new ‘Parramatta Square’ site by Australia’s first people have recognised the area 

as being multiple thousands of years old.35 While the Mission’s history is, by post-1788 

Australian standards, a long one – stretching over more than two centuries and including 

a wide range of human triumphs and failings, public events and internal dilemmas, it is 

nonetheless dwarfed by that of the Burramattagal people.  

Officially declared a ‘city’ in 1938, Parramatta’s relative youthfulness as a settlement and 

its unique characteristics as the unofficial capital of Sydney’s West are important 

considerations throughout this thesis. Moreover, they are useful in evaluating the 

compulsion of Christian evangelists to tackle Parramatta’s tough environment, and in 

understanding the motivation of multiple Parramattans to live, work and worship within 

its 84 square kilometre area for over two centuries.36  

‘City’ influences on the Mission’s existence, and the varying modalities tied to urban life 

and expectations, have contributed to its outlook and welfare programming, and to the 

                                                 
34 “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders,” City of Parramatta, https://www.cityofparramatta.nsw. 

gov.au/living-and-community/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islanders. 
35 Jillian Comber, “The Archaeology of Parramatta Square,” (seminar for the ICS (Institute for Culture and 

Society) Seminar Series, Western Sydney University Parramatta CBD campus, July 20, 2017), 

www.westernsydney.edu.au/ics/events/seminars/seminars_in_2017/ics_seminar_series_20_july_2017. 
36 “Community Data & Demographics.” 
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character of its journey. Faith-based organisations such as itself are now also recognised 

for their impact on urban values and for their importance in the creation of functional, 

compassionate, contemporary cities.37  

Conversely, the Mission’s influences or more broadly, Christian influences in Parramatta 

are equally evident – but less quantifiable. While indifference and anticlericalism were 

prominent among convicts, emancipists and settlers in Sydney’s early decades, and the 

Christian message of divine grace and forgiveness often became the subject of ridicule, 

Parramatta’s chapels of the nineteenth century were ultimately filled to capacity.38 Given 

the obvious influence of the town’s Christian churches, it is ironic that a fuller recognition 

of the Mission’s significance to local history has only come to fruition as it, and multiple 

other buildings within Parramatta’s previous ‘Civic Place’ (old and new), are on the brink 

or undergoing permanent demolition and re-development. After 2014, as such 

development gathered pace, Parramatta Mission’s past became the subject of intense 

scrutiny by Parramatta Council-endorsed historians and archaeologists, including Mary 

Casey, Jillian Comber and their teams.39 The course of their investigations and subsequent 

information sharing has not only highlighted the Mission’s place within the broader 

heritage record of the city, but has further fuelled the premise of this study.  

In the process of pre-demolition heritage detection and preservation, various church–civic 

reciprocities and influences have come to the fore, including once unknown Wesleyan–

Methodist personalities with strong Parramatta civic connections and contributions. 

                                                 
37 Commission on Urban Life and Faith, Faithful Cities: A Call for Celebration, Vision and Justice 

(London: Methodist Publishing House and Church Publishing House, 2006), 76, quoted in Paul Ballard, 

ed., The Church at the Centre of the City (Peterborough: Epworth Press, 2008), 67. 
38 Allan M. Grocott, Convicts, Clergymen and Churches: Attitudes of Convicts and Ex-convicts Towards 

Churches and Clergy in New South Wales from 1788 to 1851 (Sydney University Press, 1980), 16-19. 
39 Casey & Lowe Pty Ltd (caseyandlowe.com.au/casey.htm) – archaeology and heritage – and Comber 

Consultants (www.comber.net.au) – indigenous and historical archaeology, and cultural heritage 

management. 



 

28 

Those now receiving recognition of their achievements include Catherine Leigh (wife of 

Samuel Leigh and a selfless community worker), Jordan Sparks (Parramatta’s premier 

mid-nineteenth century funeral director), Sarah Sweetman (wife of Rev. Sweetman and a 

regular visitor to the Female Factory and Orphan School), William Hart (once the town’s 

most successful timber merchant) and his son Billy Ewart Hart (Australia’s first licensed 

aviator), James and William Byrnes (local political figures and owner-operators of the 

renowned Parramatta Woollen Mills), their son and nephew Charles J. Byrnes 

(Parramatta’s second and most re-elected mayor of the early era), and George Oakes (first 

member of the Legislative Assembly for Parramatta). 

However, despite interest surrounding early Wesleyan personalities and the Mission’s 

greater level of inclusion within the local historical record, key omissions regarding its 

contributions to the civic sphere have persisted. While including the first Methodist 

Chapel of 1821, the Mission’s second and third churches of 1839 and 1885 (the latter still 

standing) were not included in Parramatta Council’s official timeline of the city, 

published online in 2016.40 These (now corrected) omissions highlight a persistent issue 

for the Mission in terms of recognition by civic authorities of its over 200 year presence 

in, and attendant contributions to, the city.  

This thesis aims not only to provide a thorough overview and clarification of the 

Mission’s history for the public record, but to elucidate two centuries of inter-connection 

between Mission and civic interests, thereby strengthening the sense for each of a greater 

‘oneness’ and significance of purpose in terms of community care and shared Parramatta 

heritage. 

                                                 
40 “Parramatta Timeline 1788 – Present,” Parramatta Heritage Centre, last modified 2016, 

http://arc.parracity.nsw.gov.au/. 
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Macquarie Street 

The influence of geographical location figures strongly within the analysis of church–

civic interaction and reciprocity contained within this study. Parramatta Mission’s 

presence on Macquarie Street since 1821 has, at varying intervals, shaped and reflected 

the city’s priorities – and enmeshed a sense of connectivity – that has influenced 200 

years of social and evangelical enterprise. Location has also directed and facilitated the 

Mission’s goal of social inclusion for those at the very margins of inner-town, then inner-

city life. 

Officially granted to the Wesleyans by Governor Macquarie in 1820, the site was, and is, 

located in the heart of Parramatta and within minutes of the town’s first church, St. John’s 

Anglican (1803), the town’s first marketplace and the location of Macquarie’s and 

subsequent Governor’s annual feasts, and food and blanket distributions to local 

Aboriginal people.41 Prior to European settlement, the area was also in proximity to a 

zone considered sacred to the Burramattagal and – with the coming of the Parramatta 

Native Institution (1814–1829) and the Wesleyan’s own “Mission to the Blacks” under 

William Walker from 1821 – an area also associated with the enforced removal and 

attempted re-enculturation of Aboriginal children.42 

                                                 
41 The area between the Parramatta Marketplace and St. John’s Church on Church Street, Parramatta was 

the site of Governor Lachlan Macquarie’s landmark annual gatherings with the local Aboriginal people, the 

Burramattagal. This site was also close to the eventual site of the Parramatta first Wesleyan Chapel of 1821; 

therefore, indicating the Chapel’s centrality to this and other events of civic and cultural significance. As 

recorded in Macquarie’s personal diary for 28 December 1816:  

Pursuant to Public Notice and Invitation, a number of friendly Natives or Aborigines of the Colony, 

amounting in all to 179 Men, Women, and Children, assembled at Parramatta in the forenoon of this 

day – and were most hospitably and plentifully regaled.  

Lachlan Macquarie, Diary 10 April 1816-1 July 1818, entry for December 28, 1816, Lachlan and Elizabeth 

Macquarie Archive, https://www.library.mq.edu.au/digital/lema/1816/1816dec.html/.  

“Particular notice was taken of two Aboriginal native boys and a girl who were brought up in the house of 

the Rev. W. WALKER, and accompanied him to the meeting.” “Annual Conference with the Natives,” The 

Sydney Gazette and the New South Wales Advertiser, January 9, 1830, 3. 
42 Gloster Udy, “Mission to the Blacks,” in Udy, Spark of Grace, 83-102.   
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First granted by verbal agreement with the Governor in 1819 and at a site of his choosing, 

land for the ‘Macquarie’ Chapel in Macquarie Street was officially designated one year 

later and provided in the interests of proliferating the Christian cause in the colony,  

I am happy to have it in my power to give it to you for so pious and 

praiseworthy a purpose…The tribute of respect your pious and respectable 

society has been pleased to pay me by naming your chapels in the three towns 

of Sydney, Parramatta and Windsor, after me, cannot but be highly gratifying 

to my feelings. And I beg to return my best thanks to yourself and your 

reverend brethren for the honour thus conferred, assuring you that the 

Methodist mission in this colony may always depend upon my firmest 

support.43 

Macquarie was keen to edify the convict settlement with the presence of as much 

Godliness, or at least as many Godly structures, as could be accommodated. Evident in 

the ultimate congeniality of his relationship with Wesleyan missionaries such as Leigh 

and Lawry, the Governor had relaxed his initial stance regarding ‘dissenters’ and viewed 

the Wesleyan land grant as both timely and morally profitable.  

Following a brief misstep in which their original site was re-allocated by the Judge 

Advocate, a position on Macquarie Street was personally selected by Lawry, approved 

by Macquarie, counter-signed by Deputy Surveyor-General, James Meehan and 

commenced by the start of 1821. On choosing the site, Lawry indicated that its primary 

attraction was its convenience to Parramatta’s civic hub, or as he expressed to the 

Governor, “You having kindly given me my choice of a piece of building ground in this 

town, I…apprize Your Excellency that I have settled upon a central spot in Macquarie 

Street.”44 .  

                                                 
43 Lachlan Macquarie, letter to Walter Lawry (extract, undated in transcription), in William Freame, “Early 

Australian Methodism,” The Methodist, July 10, 1915, 2. 
44 Walter Lawry, letter addressed to His Excellency Governor Macquarie, December 13, 1820, accessed 

February 8, 2018, State Library of NSW archives. 
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The Wesleyans’ land was however, also a site compromised by proximity to the town’s 

problematic, convict-dug drain and varying degrees of subterranean moisture emanating 

from the Parramatta River. In fact, while Macquarie’s grant was the first, important point 

of reciprocity between the Mission and its township, and one that helped to secure its 

denominational stake-hold – the location had its challenges. Convict construction of the 

first chapel on the site from late 1820 to early 1821 had required determined remediation 

and elevation of the available land, while across its history the Mission has been required 

to address issues regarding the drain and areas of damp in proximity to its structures. 

Examples over an extensive period include a Parramatta Council meeting of 1897, which 

noted “the nuisance caused by the drain at the rear of the Wesleyan Church,” and Rev. 

Sommerville’s 1936 letter to Council regarding the drain at the rear of the property that 

he asserted was causing “great danger” to the congregation.45 Nonetheless, the Mission’s 

location in Parramatta granted them immediate visibility and cachet, in addition to all the 

benefits and pitfalls of proximity to Samuel Marsden’s St. John’s. From 1821, members 

of Parramatta Mission, in addition to residents, also began a mutual, transitional journey 

involving their street. From an original dirt track known as ‘South Row’ (lined with 

emancipist cottages and ‘English’ gardens) to the more regal-sounding ‘Macquarie Street’ 

(named after Governor Macquarie) and containing signs of residential and commercial 

prosperity, its various incarnations have reflected changes within the town itself.  

For many decades dominated by large residences and professional practices with 

canopied trees and picket fences, Macquarie Street variously included the first public 

school in Parramatta (later ‘Parramatta Central School’ and ‘Arthur Phillip High School’), 

a School of Arts, a dog pound, a temporary asylum for the infirm, market gardens, an 

                                                 
45 “Nuisance at the Wesleyan Church,” Cumberland Argus and Fruitgrowers’ Advocate, June 5, 1897, 11; 

“UNSAFE, Minister’s Complaint,” Cumberland Argus and Fruitgrowers’ Advocate, June 25, 1936, 6. 
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orphanage, a pub, and a variety of dubious ‘half-way’ houses. Nearby, were the 

‘Macquarie’, then ‘Lancer’ Barracks and the town’s other churches, shops and 

institutions. As such, the street encapsulated almost all that was quintessentially 

‘Parramatta’ in the Victorian age: grand architecture, educational institutions, a 

flourishing community scene and the presence of traditional militarism. All it lacked to 

be more typical in the period was the presence, or at least the view, of a gaol.46 

Macquarie Street’s most recent incarnation, set in motion by the changing pace and 

demands of mid-to-late twentieth century life in Parramatta, has been as a car and 

commercial thoroughfare, linking outer residential areas with the city’s social, retail, 

commercial and administrative hub. Within strategic visions for the city over coming 

decades, it will be part of a regional ‘light rail’ network and in proximity to the civic 

showpiece, ‘Parramatta Square.’  

Throughout its history, the Mission on Macquarie Street has reflected and kept pace with 

the city’s fluctuating priorities and addressed its preoccupations and pains. It has also 

represented over 200 years of continuity and steadfastness in phases when the city has 

battled uncertainty and transformation, none the least being during two world wars and 

the Great Depression.  

Moreover, despite being bound by their location and a steady confluence of people and 

events, the Mission’s and the city’s mutual history does not acquiescence on every level. 

Tensions associated with partisan lobbying – and suspicion surrounding surreptitious 

dealings –  marred Parramatta’s early local political scene, while individuals sitting on 

the church–civic divide were challenged to maintain their Christian principles (and 

                                                 
46 “Lunatic and Invalid Asylum,” Parragirls, http://www.parragirls.org.au/asylum.php. 
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commit to conciliation) despite multiple temptations to the contrary. The stalemate 

between Council and the Wesleyans regarding mitigation of the drain at the rear of the 

church in the late 1890s and the infamous mid-nineteenth century feud between Wesleyan 

MLA James Byrnes and Irish Catholic Mayor Hugh Taylor, were also cases in point, and 

ones that made all involved vulnerable to judgement. Nonetheless, being located only one 

block from the headquarters of the town’s decision-making processes after 1883 (with the 

opening of the Parramatta Town Hall), the Mission enjoyed the benefits of its proximity 

to local power-brokers and the workings of the hoi polloi. As a building constructed by 

Wesleyans (Hart and Lavors), and with the name of a Parramatta Wesleyan Mayor (C. J. 

Byrnes), engraved above its entrance, the Mission and the Town Hall were connected 

from inception, with both enjoying a long-term sense of precedence in the town. 

The Mission sense of its own importance was also aided by a relative lack of competition, 

particularly in terms of land holdings. The short-term existence of a Primitive Methodist 

Chapel on Macquarie Street and the Scot’s Presbyterian Church on Church Street, in 

addition to the long-standing presence of St. John’s Anglican Church at the centre of the 

town square, did little to diminish the significance of the Wesleyan-Methodist presence 

nearby. Leigh Memorial Church on Macquarie Street remains the only non-Anglican 

church still standing near the centre of the city and with historic links to local government 

and industry.  

Methodism 

Noted within early historical accounts as not only a centre of significance to broader 

Sydney, but a place of ‘firsts’ for Australia, Parramatta was described as an example of 

“Country Methodism” in James Colwell’s Illustrated History of Methodism (1904) and 
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as a “populous village…located 16 miles up the country from Sydney, almost the centre 

of the Colony.”47 

In examining the extent to which each period of the Mission’s history has intersected with 

Parramatta’s and Australia’s political and socio-civic history, or otherwise, it is useful to 

include adjunct historical influences and reciprocities. Among these is Methodism, 

referred to in this thesis as ‘Wesleyan’ Methodism or the ‘Wesleyan’ cause or movement 

until the unification of its five, largest denominational strands (including the Wesleyans, 

Primitives and Bible Christians) as the ‘Methodist Church of Australasia’ in 1902.48  

Within the study it has also been possible to examine the key denominational factor of 

Wesleyan Methodism and its driving motivations within Parramatta Mission’s history – 

and perhaps more crucially, to do so from a perspective unexplored beyond limited or 

incidental reference within much of the previous church and civic literature. Inherent in 

this has been an elucidation of the tenets underpinning Wesleyan belief and action at 

Parramatta, including its conceptualisation of “holiness” and the importance of good 

works.49 For followers, genuine faith was bound by “inward and outward holiness” and 

commensurate with motivations towards self-improvement and community giving.50 In 

                                                 
47 Colwell, The Illustrated History of Methodism, 37. 
48 Samantha Frappell, “Methodism and the Crises of Nationhood, 1903–1955,” in Methodism in Australia: 

A History, eds. Glen O’Brien and Hilary Carey (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2015), 133. 
49 “By holiness I mean, not fasting, or bodily austerity, or any other external means of improvement, but 

that inward temper to which all these are subservient, a renewal of soul in the image of God. I mean a 

complex habit of lowliness, meekness, purity, faith, hope and love of God and man.” John Wesley, quoted 

in Kenneth Collins, A Real Christian: The Life of John Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2010), 37. 
50 “John Wesley’s primary focus was upon the doctrine of salvation and the relationship between grace, 

faith, and holiness of heart and life. Wesley taught that genuine faith produces inward and outward 

holiness…The regenerative process inwardly cannot help but find expression in an improved moral 

character outwardly…The doctrine of holiness is grounded in the command to be holy as God is holy (Lev. 

19:2 and other Old Testament loci). Jesus commanded, “Be perfect therefore as your Father in heaven is 

perfect” (Mt. 5:48). Jesus also taught that true Christian discipleship requires loving God with all the heart, 

soul, mind, and strength, and loving neighbor as self. (Mt. 22:34-40). For Wesley and for Christians in the 

Wesleyan-Holiness tradition, the Christian life of faith always holds out the potential of ever-increasing 

likeness to Christ in love through the gracious indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.” “Wesleyan-Holiness 

Theology,” Neil Anderson, Dept. of Bible and Theology, Asbury University. 

https://www.asbury.edu/about/spiritual-vitality/faith/wesleyan-holiness-theology/ 
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fact, beyond its role as a place of interest for church and secular historians, particularly in 

relation to the well-told stories of Samuel and Catherine Leigh, and Walter and Mary 

Lawry, the Mission’s existence in Parramatta enacted a long-held Wesleyan hope. Given 

the town’s struggle to surpass long-range associations with convictism, clichéd depictions 

of colonial life and the region’s reputation for socio-cultural and economic paucity, the 

success of its Wesleyan-Methodist congregation had a broad and edifying impact. 

The fact of its Wesleyan roots also fuelled members towards acts of social remediation, 

care for the poor and marginalised, evangelism and the establishment of the Mission itself, 

because “Authentic Christianity, they had learned, is mission; sincere engagement in 

God’s mission is true religion.”51 Moreover, the influence and status of the denomination 

at Parramatta was evidenced via the ways in which it was treated by church authorities. 

Until the 1950s, superintendents of the Mission were routinely senior men of mostly 

advancing age, sent to Parramatta on pre-retirement postings in which they would act as 

denominational ‘beacons,’ teachers and conference presidents. In the early twentieth 

century, such postings included those of ministers James Carruthers, Charles T. Newman, 

Joseph Woodhouse, F. J. Branch, T. B. Holmes, William Bromilow, J. Herbert 

Sommerville, George Holland and Albert Putland – all of whom possessed lengthy and 

impressive resumes prior to their arrival.  

Within other determinations, this thesis aims to redress the variable levels of information 

regarding Parramatta Mission’s role in the embryonic phase and then heyday of 

Australian Methodism, and the denomination’s commensurate connections with 

Parramatta’s civic order. From 1885, such a presence was fuelled by the construction of 

                                                 
51 Paul W. Chilcote, “The Wesleyan Vision: Foundations,” The Asbury Journal, Asbury Theological 

Seminary, Vol. 71/2, 2016: 10. 
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the third Methodist church on the site, a neo-Gothic structure ultimately named ‘Leigh 

Memorial,’ which represented local Methodism at its most influential. In fact, during 162 

of the 200 years traversed within this thesis, Parramatta was a Wesleyan, then Methodist, 

stronghold and an example for churches throughout Australasia.  

Parramatta in this period, and during an earlier one in which a younger cohort of 

Methodist luminaries such as Leigh, Lawry, Walker, Draper, Fletcher, Manton, 

Kelynack, Sellors, Oram and Prescott, assumed leadership roles at Macquarie Street as 

veritable ‘rites of passage’ in their career paths – was widely considered a special, if 

“hard” Circuit.52 It was, in fact, a perfect fit for gifted, hard-working, versatile and 

magnetic young ministers, with its successive chapel and churches frequented by an array 

of people, including Methodist families, evangelists, scholars, labourers, mayors, 

businesspeople, members of the legislative assembly, missionaries, Pacific Island chiefs, 

and even an Australian Prime Minister in Joseph Cook. Its congregations also led historic 

political movements, large public rallies, musical events, fetes and worship services at 

Macquarie Street, the Town Hall and the Governor’s Domain (Parramatta Park). As such, 

the Parramatta church was at once a Methodist ‘hub,’ a point of civic trust and abiding 

fascination, a renowned training ground and the subject of some not too lightly applied 

denominational boasting. Quoting both John Wesley and Conference President, W. B. 

Boyce, ex-Parramatta superintendent Carruthers noted that local Methodism “looked out 

upon a future with the eye of a prophet and a seer…What hath God wrought!”53 

However, while Methodism enjoyed an era of unprecedented influence and connectivity 

to the town and city of Parramatta, including via its vocal connections to emancipist 

                                                 
52 James Carruthers, Memories of an Australian Ministry (London: The Epworth Press, 1922), 117. 
53 Ibid., 72. 
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rights, the labour movement, social reform and the Masonic lodge, its luminous status 

became more tenuous as the twentieth century progressed. The cachet enjoyed during its 

heyday struggled in the maelstrom of modernisation, secularisation and Americanised 

values and habits, which permeated Australian society and the world both before and after 

the world wars.54 As a result, this thesis will examine the rise and reduction of 

Methodism’s influence in Parramatta, its one-time infusion within Parramatta’s 

governing bodies and its period of relative ‘slumber’ until the reinvigorations of the mid-

1950s and mid-1970s under the superintendencies of Gloster Udy. Moreover, Methodist 

influences and the broader resonances of the denomination within Parramatta life will 

inevitably permeate each chapter of this study, including those discussing the Mission’s 

transition into the Uniting Church in Australia from 1977. Furthermore, in exploring the 

Mission’s Methodist influences in the parallel context of its socio-civic connectivity with 

the city of Parramatta, the thesis will demonstrate the increasing relevance of the 

Mission’s history to the heritage record of the city.  

Literature 

Parramatta Mission and its Methodist antecedents, including various dynamic 

personalities and three successive churches on its Parramatta site, received recognition in 

a variety of nineteenth and early twentieth century writings and reportage, both civic and 

religious, and in commentaries traversing the breadth of its history until the present day.  

This thesis has utilised a significant range of literature produced for and about the Mission 

since its inception, in addition to supplementary Methodist and civic histories, and 

primary sources obtained through the Mission’s internal museum and archival collection, 

                                                 
54 Don Wright and Eric Clancy, “Ministering to a secular society”, The Methodists: A History of Methodism 

in New South Wales. (St. Leonards: Allen & Unwin, 1993), 186-218. 
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and its library. It has also utilised the resources of the Camden Theological Library, North 

Parramatta, the Parramatta Heritage Centre Research Library, the Mitchell Library, 

Sydney, the State Archives Office, Kingswood, and the National Library of Australia, 

Canberra, in addition to a variety of other local and international sources as required. 

The life and times of the Parramatta Wesleyan, then Methodist Church has also been 

reported in a variety of church and secular newspapers, broadsheets and journals, 

including the Sydney Gazette (1803–1842), the Sydney Morning Herald (est. 1831), the 

Weekly Advocate (1877–1891), local newssheet, the Cumberland Argus and 

Fruitgrowers Advocate (1887–1950) and the Methodist (1892–1954). Documentation of 

the Mission’s activities via these and other easily accessible publications has ranged from 

routine reporting on Sunday services, to obituaries and stories covering special events. 

Since 2009, all such resources have been made available via Trove, the digitised 

newspapers service of the National Library, Canberra.  

A slowing of interest in ‘church’ reporting with the coming of the Depression, the world 

wars, and Australian lifestyle and cultural changes evident in the mid-twentieth century, 

also identified changing community paradigms that were prompting a revisionism within 

Australian media ethics and society. While degrees of newspaper reporting on the 

Mission’s activities continued and aspects of key civic literature, such as the Parramatta 

Council-produced Jubilee History of Parramatta (1911) and James Jervis’s The Story of 

Parramatta (1933), made reasonable mention of the Methodist Church on Macquarie 

Street and its role in the town during the first half of the twentieth century – journalistic 

interest in the site lessened considerably as the century progressed.  

Among factors for this shift were a waning interest in church attendance, the minimal to 

non-existent representation of Methodists in civic roles in the town and the presence of 
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multiple, new diversions persuading Parramattans away from the sobriety and 

traditionalism of ‘old time’ religion and towards increased secular freedoms, or what 

Roger Thompson has referred to as a general decline in the Protestant moral order.55 

Those writing for and about Australian Methodism, including the life and times of the 

Parramatta congregation, gradually began to form a smaller and more dedicated circle.  

Previously, Methodist histories such as Colwell’s The Illustrated History of Methodism 

(1904), the Mission’s Centenary Souvenir (1921) and Carruthers’s Memories of 

Australian Ministry (1922), in addition to articles within the Methodist newssheet, had 

provided decades of primary data on the life and times of the Parramatta Methodists. 

However, the importance of the Parramatta Church within the civic record remained a 

matter of conjecture and one largely only taken up by those sharing dual passions for both 

Methodist and local civic history. It is therefore unsurprising that among inaugural 

members of the Australasian Methodist Historical Society, Sydney, (founded 1932) was 

Ethel Hynes, a church history advocate and wife of incumbent Parramatta minister, Eli 

Hynes. As proudly noted in the Society’s Journal and Proceedings, it was “The First to 

be founded in Australia.”56 Mrs Hynes was subsequently integral to the commencement 

of a heritage dialogue about Methodism in Parramatta, with her writings and heritage 

tours reflecting a contemporary surge of enthusiasm among locals regarding their past.  

A recognition of Parramatta’s historical significance in the early to mid-twentieth century 

was also reflected in the efforts of William Freame, a journalist with the Cumberland 

Argus and one of the founders of Parramatta’s ‘Historical Society’ in 1913. Freame wrote 

numerous articles on Leigh Memorial Church and its connection to the halcyon era of 
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early Methodism in the colony, while exploring the biographies of some of its most 

distinguished figures, including Samuel Leigh. Freame, a practising Anglican, became an 

important conduit through which the parallel religious and civic histories of Parramatta 

were first told within the public domain. Similarly, he and other journalists recognised a 

church–civic connection in Parramatta long before it became part of academic 

commentary. As an article in 1933 declared: “The Parramatta Methodist Circuit has, all 

told, a noble heritage to maintain, while a thriving and important town and community 

invite and merit its best in consecrated and Christ-like service.”57 

Despite the efforts of Freame and others however, Parramatta Methodism’s status as a 

subject of press and literary interest would remain variable throughout the mid-to-late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, with the Mission’s internal archives reflecting 

a commensurate thinness of material during certain periods. The cachet once enjoyed by 

Methodism in its halcyon days had struggled in the maelstrom of modern and post-

modern Australia and was relegated to a period of relative ‘slumber’ at Parramatta ahead 

of Gloster Udy-led revivals in the 1950s and 1970s.  

Inspiring the historian-writer in Udy to produce various books on the subject between 

1977 and 1988, the uniqueness and relevance of local Methodism to the broader history 

of the city proved a much bigger challenge for Parramatta’s secular historians. While 

receiving mention in renowned local history, The Cradle City of Australia: A History of 

Parramatta 1788–1961 by James Jervis (1961), Leigh Memorial Church became a 

surprising omission from key popular histories of the mid-to-late twentieth century, 

including documentary films such as Esso Australia Limited’s Parramatta: Cradle of the 
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Nation (1964) and pictorial books such as Historic Parramatta (a Parramatta Council 

publication) of 1977.58 

It is crucial to note that the activities of the first two denominations to establish themselves 

in Parramatta (Anglican and Wesleyan Methodist) inevitably overlap, with an 

examination revealing both incidental and deliberate connections through Sunday School 

programs, the bonds between clergymen and mutual involvements in the town’s socio-

political affairs. Nonetheless, Parramatta Methodism and all denominations other than 

Anglican, were routinely relegated to only passing mention in most secular texts of the 

mid-to-late twentieth century. The focus for civic historians was on Anglican influences, 

and as such, produced a lopsidedness in the reporting of Parramatta’s religious history – 

including until recently the standard omission of alternate/non-Christian faiths. Such 

inequity obscured the significance of a poly-denominational presence in Parramatta from 

its convict era and helped to skew public perceptions regarding non-Anglican influences 

in the colonial and post-colonial phases of the city’s past. More significantly, such 

disparities have contributed to a persistent view of historic Christian contributions in the 

town, which were in fact, flavoured by not one but multiple theologies. 

However, despite what may be viewed as a pattern of the city’s non-Anglican 

denominations being relegated to mere footnotes in the religious history of Parramatta, 

the situation was not absolute. Various examples of real and perceived mid-century 

ambivalence towards local Methodism lost some currency as the century progressed 

towards its final decades. This was in no small part facilitated by the release of Udy’s 

Spark of Grace (1977), which reinvigorated civic interest, Methodist scholarship and 
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archiving efforts in relation to the town’s Methodist contributions, including the range of 

historiographical materials collated by Rev. Arthur Brawn and his wife, Jean Brawn.59  

Udy, the Mission’s Superintendent in the period 1973–1988, an ardent follower of John 

Wesley and a committed Methodist evangelist and historian, largely penned Spark of 

Grace as a valedictory celebration of Parramatta Methodism. His task had been pressing 

in the face of the denomination’s imminent conjoining with Presbyterian and 

Congregational Churches to form the Uniting Church in Australia in 1977. Moreover, 

Udy’s text located Parramatta Mission at the heart of a civic and socio-cultural story 

spanning what was then 189 years since the town’s foundation. As such, it set a 

benchmark for future church and secular writings on the topic, filled gaps in Parramatta 

Mission’s historiography and emphasised its connection to the early phase of Australian 

Methodism and Australian life covered within this thesis.  

Focussing on largely unpublished primary sources from the Mitchell Library, Sydney, 

and the Wesleyan Missionary Library, London, Udy not only assuaged concerns about 

the denomination’s local legacy but ultimately connected it to a range of contemporary 

writings on the broader subject of Methodism in Australia and internationally. These 

included the subsequent Dig or Die (papers given at the World Methodist Historical 

Society Wesley Heritage Conference, held at the University of Sydney in 1980, and edited 

by his brother, James Udy), and other key Methodist histories, such as Don Wright’s 

Mantle of Christ (1984) (a history of the Sydney Central Methodist Mission), and his and 

Eric Clancy’s The Methodists (1993) (a comprehensive history of Methodism in NSW). 

                                                 
59 Rev. Arthur Brawn (1906–1993) and Mrs. Jean Brawn were a Methodist minister and wife, who were 

also joint missionaries to New Britain Island, Papua New Guinea, from 1932-1935. Their accumulated 

collection of pamphlets and additional research data on Australian Methodist history, including Methodism 

in Parramatta, was donated to the Parramatta Mission Archival Collection in the 1990s. The works are 

collectively referred to as the ‘Brawn Collection.’ 
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Wright and Clancy’s book included highlights of the Parramatta Mission story, with a 

primary focus on the influence of pioneer Samuel Leigh. Moreover, two subsequent 

Mission-produced booklets contributed to both internal and external understandings of 

the history and significance of Parramatta Methodism: Udy’s Colonial Chapel to 

Cathedral Church in Australia’s Cradle City (1985) and his record of the Mission’s built 

history, From Small Beginnings 1821–1988 (1988).  

While rich in primary data focused on the Mission’s early period, 1788–1860, Spark of 

Grace utilised a system of ‘highlights’ with conjoined theological messages for its 

coverage of the late nineteenth and early to mid-twentieth centuries. This thesis, while 

supporting the use of similarly sourced primary data, incorporates materials then 

unavailable to Udy, including those sourced from Trove (the digitised newspaper archives 

of the National Library, Canberra), and a breadth of accumulated primary and secondary 

materials subsequently collected and held within Parramatta Mission’s archival collection 

and library. These include donated materials from its Brawn, Manton and Reeson 

collections.60 It should be noted that all Trove newspaper articles referenced in this study 

were accessed between 2014 and 2018. 

Udy’s Spark of Grace not only inspired the interest of Methodist historians of the late 

1970s and 1980s, but as the twentieth century concluded, the Mission’s history would re-

emerge as a point of interest for local historians, including John McClymont, Carol 

Liston, Terry Kass and Judith Dunn. Their efforts, including the comprehensive 

Parramatta Council publication Parramatta: A Past Revealed (1996), compiled by Kass, 

                                                 
60 Three collections of primary and secondary source data, now held within the Parramatta Mission Archival 

Collection, including letters and photographs donated by: 1) the Manton family (descendants of Rev. Walter 

Lawry and Rev. John A. Manton); 2) Rev. Arthur Brawn and Mrs. Jean Brawn (Methodist Church historians 

and collectors); and 3) Rev. Margaret Reeson (past Moderator of the Uniting Church, ACT/NSW and 

author). 
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Liston and McClymont, outline highlights of Methodism’s contribution to the city’s 

religious and socio-political temperament and achievements, and make mention of 

various Wesleyan personalities, albeit without making any deductions regarding their 

influence or otherwise on the town’s denominational or civic spheres.61 Dunn and 

Morris’s book, The Parramatta Cemeteries, All Saints and Wesleyan (2007), also 

recorded and incidentally contextualised a variety of early Methodist personalities, dates, 

occupations and causes of death for the public record.62 

Between 1988 and 2010, writing about the history of Parramatta Mission by the Mission 

itself was largely confined to pamphlets for anniversaries. First prepared in this era by 

incumbent superintendent Alan Jackson, they included Our Amazing Mission and Build 

the Spire Higher! (1996), produced for the 175th anniversary of the Mission’s first chapel. 

Each effort was brief, entertaining and non-evaluative. Congregational and heritage 

energies in the period were devoted to an expansion of the Mission’s social enterprise 

services and urgently needed conservation strategies and repairs for the ageing Leigh 

Memorial Church.  

After yielding little in terms of formal reflection in the first decade of the twenty-first 

century, from 2010 until the present, Parramatta Mission’s Heritage Committee has 

produced several not-for-profit booklets for both internal and external distribution, 

including Our Church: An Historical Sketch of Leigh Memorial Church in its 125th 

Anniversary Year – and of the Westmead and Fijian Congregations of Parramatta 

Mission (2010), The Westmead Story: Celebrating 20 Years of the Westmead 

Congregation at Queens Road, 1991–2011 (2011), The Sprouting Coconut – Sa Kadre 
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na Niu Tabacakacaka – Ermington/Parramatta: Celebrating 20 years, 1991–2011 

(2011), Na Gone ni Veidogo – the Adriu Rogoimuri autobiography (2013 and 2015) 

(English and Fijian language versions), Samuel Leigh, Parramatta Mission Pioneer 

(2015), Kindled by a Spark of Grace (2016), a biography of the late Gloster Udy, Pilgrim 

People: 40 Years of the Uniting Church in Australia, 1977–2017 – a Parramatta Mission 

Reflection (2017), Lawry – Celebrating the 200th anniversary of Rev. Walter Lawry’s 

arrival as the second Wesleyan Methodist missionary to Parramatta in 1818 – and Lawry, 

Second Edition, 200th anniversary: Rev. Walter Lawry at Parramatta Mission (2018).  

While not drawing to any deliberate extent on a connection between Parramatta Mission 

and Parramatta, such booklets represent an increased level of self-evaluation by the 

Mission (particularly in relation to its place within the historical matrix of the city) – than 

that achieved in most of its previous, self-produced literature. As such, they inspired the 

initial premise of this thesis, and have provided useful research and anecdotal data 

towards its completion. It should also be noted that the appearance of the Leigh Fijian 

congregation’s first publications, including one exclusively in the Fijian language, have 

added an important inter-cultural and poly-lingual dimension to the Mission’s growing 

in-house literature collection, and one likely to expand with the city’s and the Mission’s 

increasing level of cultural and linguistic diversity. 

Structure 

The structure of this thesis tracks the connected pathway between Parramatta and 

Parramatta Mission via chronologically distinct, yet inevitably overlapping or coinciding 

historical periods. Such ‘overlapping’ between chronologically-based chapters is 

designed to emphasise the distinct characteristics of each, while demonstrating how 

certain themes, people and events have traversed time-periods and influenced the ethos 
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and characteristics of successive stages in the Mission’s history. Chapter headings, 

including “Ascendency and Angst: 1885–1905” and “Shake, Rattle and Roll: 1940–

1960,” also denote some of the thematic interests that are encompassed within the study. 

Utilising a chronological structure, the study delineates 200 years of the Mission’s 

existence from pre-beginning and beginning to recent history, via the key events, 

programs and people who have figured in its history. Similarly, turning points in 

Australia’s and Parramatta’s timelines, in addition to the Mission’s key architectural and 

theological markers of ‘Chapel’ (referencing the first Parramatta Chapel of 1821 and the 

second ‘Macquarie Hall’ of 1839), ‘Church’ (primarily referencing ‘Leigh Memorial’ of 

1885) and ‘Regional Mission’ (a designation given by the Methodist Conference of 1971) 

– act as useful, adjunct ‘signposts’ around which an analysis of the church–civic 

relationship is built and developed.  

The ten chapters contained in the study traverse successive timeframes, predominantly of 

between twenty to thirty years each. With an exploration of each time-period, they 

commensurately evaluate the consistencies and divergences attached to the Mission’s 

identity and the various factors impacting its relationship with the civic order. Implicit in 

this analysis, will be an exploration of the imperatives driving the Mission’s transition 

from an enterprise on horseback to a twenty-first century provider of care, community 

support, mental health and hospitality services in Western Sydney and beyond.  

Chapters one and two of the study have an ‘introductory’ premise, centred on the personal 

impact of the Mission’s first two ministers, Leigh and Lawry, and their establishment of 

the Mission’s Macquarie Street site – including its evangelistic praxis and its relationship 

with local governance. Chapters three, four and five track the Mission’s civic interactions 
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during the remainder of the nineteenth century, including those impacting the inception, 

construction and opening of its landmark Leigh Memorial Church in 1885.  

Chapters six, seven and eight encompass most of the twentieth century along similarly 

thematic lines, including those traversing the Mission’s response to the Great Depression, 

the world wars and the impacts of mid-to-late twentieth century socio-cultural and 

counter-cultural revolution. The final two chapters of the thesis, titled “City Mission Part 

1” and “City Mission Part 2,” examine the Mission’s shift into previously unexplored 

areas of outreach and Uniting Church compliance and praxis during the 1970s and 1980s, 

and into the demanding corporate, technological and multi-cultural interface of the 1990s.  

The thesis concludes with an exploration of Mission influences and practices in the 2000s 

and 2010s, and what was a phase of intensive planning and inter-congregational 

discussion regarding Parramatta Mission’s ‘strategic direction’ in a period of great flux 

and re-invention.  

Methodology 

Research dealing with the grassroots histories of congregations (or in the case of 

Parramatta Mission, a complex hybrid of congregations and services) requires the use of 

aligned and creative methodologies. Some of the most relevant to this project are 

delineated in the theories of James Wind, historians James Bradley and Richard Muller, 

and within the longstanding reflections of David Kyvig and Martin Marty. Glen 

O’Brien’s insights regarding the myth of the ‘insider’ or ‘observer-participant’ historian 

as “unencumbered self” have also been of use. 

Dealing firstly as Wind does with the specific building blocks, strategies and pitfalls of 

writing “nearby” histories, his approach reinforces the necessity of going beyond the mere 
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recording of chronological and momentous detail – to what he describes as objectively 

but empathetically tackling the range of possibilities in an historian’s immediate 

environment.63 More crucially, church history theorists reiterate the importance of a 

researcher’s ‘self-monitoring’ in the matter of empathy and objectivity within 

congregational history writing, especially when exposed to some predictable deficits of 

clarity in the research material itself. For Bradley and Muller, the historian’s goal is to 

reintegrate and interpret the many fragments and flaws of an historical investigation while 

reaching a level of acceptance that the ‘whole’ picture, or a point of unchallenged 

authenticity, may be inherently elusive.64  

In writing the Mission’s history as an ‘insider’ historian (that is, one attached as a member 

or attendee of the church or organisation being researched), empathy for the subject has 

been matched by a commitment to impartial evaluation and source selection. Such a 

commitment has been both mandatory to the investigation and to the satisfactory 

incorporation of socio-cultural and civic-based research materials. However, just as due 

impartiality has informed the research practices and contents of this study, so the presence 

of what Wind describes as the writer of history’s ‘flash’ of inspiration, enthusiasm and 

creativity has been incorporated in the interests of avoiding a purely perfunctory 

narrative.65  

It is also valuable to note that while Bradley and Muller consider the writing of “nearby” 

histories to be “enhanced by a candid recognition of the fact that empathy and bias belong 

to our work, from beginning to end,” they equally stress the importance of caution when 
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65 Wind, Places of Worship, 91. 
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undertaking historical investigations already compromised by ‘insider’ analysis and 

unsubstantiated materials.66 

Nonetheless, Wind contends that an “insider-hood” of church historians is so cognisant 

of the potential traps involved in their process that they develop a heightened attention to 

impartiality. He further notes that, while the ‘insider’ historian risks slipping into biased 

or hyperbolic commentaries, such missteps are not inevitable.67 Characteristics associated 

with insider reflections may in fact, enhance rather than compromise the process and 

produce some of the most uncensored and useful data in a church historian’s retinue. Such 

offerings, in combination with a more detached examination of the collected data, have 

complemented and directed the research entailed in this project. In utilising an insider’s 

closeness to the subject, in combination with the application of less susceptible 

methodologies, the scope of the resulting data has increased in breadth, veracity and 

accessibility.  

Such veracity has however, required a delicate ‘balancing act’ between due objectivity 

and a not undesirable familiarity and enthusiasm for the subject matter at hand. It is, as 

O’Brien has suggested, that the efforts of an ‘observer-participant’ can in fact, “bring to 

historical research an immediacy that might otherwise not be there.” In acknowledging 

this, he also highlights the need for equal quantities of “objective unbiased history, which 

does not skew the evidence in a direction favoured by the historian because of his or her 

religious belief or theological convictions.” He proposes that the key lies in finding an 

appropriate and comfortable co-existence for the binary, if one exists.68 
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For the purposes of this thesis, some unconventional sources of data have certainly been 

tested, and used in combination with more traditional resources. Sometimes, it has also 

been necessary to investigate aspects of the Mission’s history where no traditional records 

exist. This has entailed the careful utilisation of materials within a small church museum 

and library, including heritage ephemera, including poorly preserved photographs and 

maps, archived newsletters, clippings, personal correspondence, ‘insider’ commentaries, 

diary entries and both the official and unofficial records of congregational life, including 

rosters, agendas, minutes, scrapbooks and reports. All have been susceptible to tampering, 

decay, interference and various forms of parishioner bias. However, viewed with 

discernment, this disparate, inevitably flawed and sometimes idiosyncratic range of items 

has nonetheless complemented the multitude of more traditional resources available to 

this project. In doing so, both the non-traditional and traditional have enabled the 

Mission’s past and its connection to the city of Parramatta to be evaluated along 

appropriate scholarly lines.  

Furthermore, the benefit of utilising a variety of aligned methods in this study has 

included the capacity to present a history from ‘below,’ or one not exclusively bound to 

academic analysis or the contributions of those with investments in power or influence 

on both sides of the church–civic divide. In fact, the use of diverse resources, including 

those from the Mission’s internal archival collection, has added an authenticity that 

separates extraneous and distant reflection from the more ‘real’ and immediate.  

The exploration of Parramatta Mission’s past, including its relationship with the city of 

Parramatta, requires the insider-researcher to evaluate, via methodologies focussed on the 

systematic and considered, the many factors that have facilitated its transition from 

frontier enterprise into a multi-focussed outreach centre of the twenty-first century. In 
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doing so, it has been necessary to traverse a complex and interwoven historical landscape, 

and one rendered even more remarkable given its origins with an itinerant preacher and 

something as inconspicuous as a little chapel on a downtown Parramatta street. 
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1. THE PIONEER: SAMUEL LEIGH AT PARRAMATTA, 1815–1832 

 

Looking into Samuel Leigh’s eyes, as depicted in Stodart’s famous mid-nineteenth 

century engraving, it is not difficult to imagine him traversing the international preaching 

trail with a passion to transform lives.1 Leigh’s gaze, matched by the tall, imposing 

physique and serious demeanour described in first-hand accounts of those who met the 

missionary, denote an intense drive to save “benighted” souls and spread the Gospel on 

the far side of the world.2 Recalled in the late 1800s by Parramatta Wesleyan trustee and 

local preacher, George Thomas Hunt, as a “powerful man” who made a strong impression 

on the students of the Sunday School as he strode to his pulpit, Leigh’s time at Parramatta 

was a landmark, if controversial, one. Moreover, it encapsulated many of the 

achievements and susceptibilities typical of early nineteenth century missionary practice 

and pioneer life – and identified the importance of civic reciprocity in the building and 

perpetuation of Parramatta’s first Methodist mission.3  

Hunt’s recollections of Leigh were obtained by then Parramatta superintendent James 

Carruthers and published in the Methodist as part of an 1897 tribute to the Mission’s first 

minister.4 Carruthers, who was at the time lobbying the Methodist Conference for a 

change of name for his Parramatta church to that of ‘Leigh Memorial,’ also included 

references to Leigh’s fortitude in his article and what many old parishioners recalled as 

                                                 
1 George Stodart, Engraving of Samuel Leigh (taken from the original 1820 oil painting by John Jackson), 

London 1863, line engraving on paper, 93mm x 74mm, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington New 

Zealand. 
2 From a letter signed by Thomas Bowden, Edward Eagar and John Hosking at Windsor, NSW, dated 20 

July 1812, to the WMMS, London: “We call upon you, leave us not forsaken in this benighted land; send 

us that Gospel which you have received from the Lord to preach to every creature.” Udy, Spark of Grace, 

18. 
3 James Carruthers, “The Rev. Samuel Leigh,” The Methodist, August 28, 1897, 1. 
4 Ibid.  
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their missionary’s interest in the welfare of children, his dedicated rural journeying in the 

Mission’s name and his personal compassion. Such qualities were evident throughout his 

hardships in the region, including the sudden death of his wife and mission partner, 

Catherine Leigh, at Parramatta in 1831.  

As one inspired by John Wesley and subsequently charged with bringing the theologian’s 

ethos to the ‘South Seas’ on behalf of the Wesleyan connexion in England, Leigh’s time 

in Sydney’s West was inevitably intense and ground-breaking.5 Stodart’s engraving, not 

unlike Alexander Strachan’s posthumous biography (1853) and other retrospective 

literature on Leigh, reveals the physical and mental toll of his work in Australia and New 

Zealand and the bleak circumstances in which his ‘legend’ as a missionary began to 

evolve.6 More pointedly, depictions of him as a brilliant but exhausted leader identify not 

only the effort required to initiate a Christian mission in the convict-centred Parramatta 

of 1815, but the necessity of fostering a reciprocal relationship with the town itself. 

Background 

Born in 1785 in Staffordshire, England, and a convert to Wesleyan Methodism, Leigh 

was almost 30 years old when he was chosen by church authorities in London to represent 

their cause in distant NSW. Differing in age and experience from his younger 

contemporaries, he distinguished himself on the passage south by his attention to the 

welfare of fellow passengers and crew, and by his steadfast, moral influence in the 

nervous aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars.7 Famously asked by the ship’s Captain if he 

feared capture by the French, Leigh replied, “I am going to New South Wales as a 

                                                 
5 John Wesley, The Journal of Rev. John Wesley, AM: From October 14th 1785 to October 24th 1790, vol. 

1 (London: S.J. Fraser & Co., 1903), 103. 
6 Alexander Strachan, Remarkable Incidents in the Life of the Reverend Samuel Leigh, Missionary to the 

Settlers and Savages of New Zealand and Australia: With a Succinct History of the Origin and Progress of 

the Missions in those Colonies (London: Hamilton, Adams & Co., 1853). 
7 Colwell, The Illustrated History of Methodism, 158. 
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missionary. It matters little to me if my way thither lies through a French prison.”8 Not 

only was such singularity of purpose typical of his character, but during what was the 

difficult reign of King George III and a period of war, intense political manoeuvring and 

evangelical revivalism at home, Leigh’s courage was unquestionable. Coming within the 

sectarian push for converts taking place in Australia and the Pacific in the early nineteenth 

century, he joined the ranks of many who departed England for the other side of the world 

with little more than personal conviction, a Bible, and the clothes on their backs. While 

the South Seas were something of an afterthought in the global expansion of Methodism, 

its introduction into the world of convict Sydney, Parramatta and ultimately, New 

Zealand, would have lasting impacts for the denomination.9  

Missionaries such as Leigh were foundational in establishing many key aspects of early 

colonial life in NSW. John Hirst has described this as the evangelicals taking “the world 

as their parish” and utilising their reform agendas and daring missionary enterprise as 

“the cathedrals of that age of religious revival.”10 Leigh’s role in the founding of 

Methodism in the antipodes certainly bestowed an aura of heroism on him, which was 

assisted by his friend Strachan’s vivid biographical recollections, and those of Anne 

Keeling and others.11 As a result, the story of his missionary work in Australia and New 

Zealand grew in magnitude and detail with the passing of time. His original selection for 

a posting in the southern colonies had however, come purely by chance. Having been 

diverted from an initial posting to Canada due to civil unrest in the North American 

                                                 
8 Carruthers, “The Rev. Samuel Leigh,” 1. 
9 Hilary Carey and Glen O’Brien, “Introduction: Methodism and the Southern World,” in Methodism in 

Australia: A History, eds. Glen O’Brien and Hilary Carey (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing, 2015), 4–8. 
10 John Hirst, Freedom on the fatal shore: Australia’s first colony (Melbourne: Black Inc., 2008), 13. 
11 Anne Keeling, What He Did for Convicts and Cannibals: Some Accounts of the Life and Work of Rev. 

Samuel Leigh (London: Charles H. Kelly, 1896). 
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colony, Leigh became the first Wesleyan missionary to reach Sydney on 10 August 1815 

aboard the convict transport ship, the Hebe.  

Once arrived, Leigh quickly established a disciplined, if self-punishing approach that 

would both seal his reputation – and set the bar for Wesleyan missionary practice in the 

British colonies for decades to come. In fact, while recent commentary concedes the 

deficits in his character and in his collegial relationships, Leigh’s broader contribution 

was largely unquestioned by the Methodist Church of Australasia throughout its 

existence. Similarly, his work became a benchmark by which subsequent missionaries 

were judged and the subject of effusive endorsement by those positioned to benefit ‘by 

association.’ A case in point for this phenomenon was James Carruthers, superintendent 

at Parramatta Mission, 1897–1899. Writing an article for the Methodist in 1897 and at the 

commencement of his campaign to have the Parramatta Methodist Church re-named 

‘Leigh Memorial,’ Carruthers stated “a study of the life of the Rev. Samuel Leigh serves 

to show that he was a true successor of the first, great missionary apostle” (Paul) and one 

remembered from his 1853 epitaph and a quotation from the Book of Galatians as a person 

who, “when it pleased God,” preached “Him among the heathen.”12 

Leigh’s arrival in Sydney had been at the request of British Wesleyans Edward Eagar, 

Thomas Bowden and John Hosking, who had led small but devoted class meetings in 

Sydney and Windsor since 1812. The men, who had pleaded with Wesleyan authorities 

in London by letter to send them someone strong and effective, but “not radically a 

dissenter,” found in Leigh a moderate and satisfactory candidate.13 Moreover, they found 

                                                 
12 Galatians 1:15-16, cited in Carruthers, “The Rev. Samuel Leigh,” 1. 
13 Letter from Bowden, Hosking and Eagar to the WMMS, London, quoted in Don Wright and Eric Clancy, 

The Methodists (St. Leonards: Allen & Unwin, 1993), 4. 
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a devout and unintellectual follower of Wesley, and a man committed to upholding “every 

part of the discipline of Methodism.”14  

Arriving in Sydney under the nominal title of ‘Schoolmaster’ in 1815, Leigh managed to 

diffuse Governor Lachlan Macquarie’s initial hostility regarding his ‘sectarian’ status, 

while refusing an accompanying offer of lucrative, alternative employment in a 

government position. After first telling Leigh that he could not accommodate him and 

that the 1804 Battle of Vinegar Hill (or what Macquarie referred to as a “serious rebellion 

aggravated by the hostility of Papists and Protestants”15) had soured him on permitting 

sectaries, the Governor soon gave his full support to Leigh’s agenda.16 Once assured of 

the missionary’s acquiescence with the notions of Anglican and regal authority, he 

opened up territories west, south and north of Parramatta to Leigh, with the assurance, “I 

wish you all the success you can reasonably desire. Call at the Surveyor-General’s office 

and say that I wish him to afford you every facility in his power in travelling from one 

township to another.”17 Leigh’s part in the negotiation process had been aided by his 

innate cautiousness and respect for authority, or as he described in a letter to the WMMS, 

“Prudence is necessary. I hope that all Missionaries…will act wisely and listen to the 

counsel of those who have gone before.”18 

                                                 
14 Samuel Leigh to the WMMS Committee, London, December 1817 (n.d.), Bonwick Transcripts, 

Missionary Papers, 2:306, Box 50. 
15. Alexander Strachan, Remarkable Incidents in the Life of the Reverend Samuel Leigh, 36  
16 N. D. McLachlan, “Macquarie, Lachlan (1762–1824),” Australian Dictionary of Biography, National 

Centre of Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/macquarie-lachlan-

2419. 
17 Strachan, 36. 
18 Rebecca Weintraub, “‘Such scenes are very afflicting to a European beholder…’: The Papers of Samuel 

Leigh,” October 4, 2012, The Burke Library Blog, para. 1, fig. 1, https://blogs.cul.columbia.edu/ 

burke/2012/10/04/such-scenes-are-very-afflicting-to-a-european-beholder-samuel-leigh-papers/. 
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Leigh at Parramatta 

Once approval for his ministry was obtained, Leigh set about establishing contacts in 

Sydney and then at Parramatta, where he arrived in the early summer of 1815. Previously 

described by Eagar, Bowden and Hosking as “a populous village, situated 16 miles up the 

country, nearly in the centre of the Colony,” Leigh found the local environment 

reminiscent of home and the “situation of the town…exceedingly delightful.”19 Greeted 

with the words “God’s speed!” by senior chaplain, Samuel Marsden, and invited to visit 

the busy George Street house of ex-Anglican missionaries to Tahiti, Rowland Hassall and 

his family, Leigh was received with cordiality by the Parramatta community and 

commenced his work.20 Benefitting from the town’s ‘country’ affability, Leigh’s 

relationships with the Hassalls, Cowpers, Marsdens and other Anglican families – and his 

interactions with a group of invalided soldiers at the government school-room (including 

James Watsford, the soon to be converted father of future Wesleyan missionary, John) – 

would prove vital and inspiring associations.21 It was also in a small room at a “private 

residence” in the town (possibly the Hassall’s house) where Leigh conducted his first 

Wesleyan class meetings in late 1815 and early 1816. Private homes, such as the Hassalls, 

were the setting of various Christian activities in the town, including Parramatta’s first 

Sunday School, commenced in 1813 by Thomas Hassall (the future ‘galloping’ pastor of 

the Church of England in the Cobbitty-Camden region).The Hassall residence was also 

where Leigh first encountered the family’s engaging 16 year old daughter and Parramatta 

Sunday School treasurer, Mary, who later became the subject of romantic interest for both 

himself and his colleague Walter Lawry, after the latter arrived in 1818.  

                                                 
19 Strachan, Remarkable Incidents in the Life of the Reverend Samuel Leigh, 48 
20 Strachan, 52 
21 Udy, Spark of Grace, 18 
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However, while Parramatta became a place of immediate interest for Leigh’s personal 

and missionary ambitions after his arrival (including his planned establishment of a 

Parramatta Circuit), some additional projects in Sydney also secured his involvement. 

These included the Sydney Asylum for the Poor (1816), the Colonial Auxiliary Bible 

Society (1817) and the Benevolent Society of New South Wales (1818), whose boards 

included the likes of Elizabeth Macquarie, Anglican leaders such as Samuel Marsden and 

William Cowper, and Wesleyan laymen such as George Howe and Edward Eagar. 

Focussing initial efforts on Sydney’s Rocks area, the Benevolent Society alone was 

responsible for providing significant community aid and thousands of Bibles to residents. 

Leigh’s activism on its board and various others, increased his credentials for 

involvement in matters of moral and social remediation in the period, helped to enhance 

his standing with civic authorities, and established the official trust and goodwill that 

would later facilitate land grants for the first Wesleyan chapels in Western Sydney.  

Commencing with the Castlereagh Chapel of 1817 and followed by four further chapels 

in Sydney, Parramatta, Liverpool and Windsor by 1822, Leigh’s capacity to engage 

communities and negotiate for places of worship in key population centres was self-

evident. More importantly, his work was aided by an appeasing relationship with both the 

Macquarie regime and the Established Church – and one endorsed and heavily promoted 

on an official level by Wesleyan authorities.22 In addition to taking his horse ‘Old 

Traveller’ on a 150 mile (or approximately 240 kilometre) preaching circuit each week, 

covering towns and settlements from Parramatta to Seven Hills, Liverpool, Cabramatta, 

Macquarie Grove, Portland Head and Richmond, and to Castlereagh, Windsor and 

                                                 
22 “Our missionaries have been carefully instructed to honour the authorities of the country…and to confine 

themselves entirely to the duties of their office.” Jabez Bunting, Letter to Lachlan Macquarie, December 

16, 1819, quoted in J. D. Bollen, “A Time of Small Things: The Methodist Mission in New South Wales,” 

Journal of Religious History 7, no. 3 (1973): 239. 
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Wilberforce, Leigh also managed to establish mission stations in regional NSW and 

overseas, during the first five years of his appointment.23  

Despite such broad success, Leigh’s Circuit ride in Sydney’s West was a challenging one, 

particularly with no collegial support or word from the brethren in London. As a result, 

the missionary routinely expressed a desperate need for ‘news’ in the form of “letters, 

minutes and magazines.”24 Ironically, Leigh would subject his fellow Parramatta 

missionaries to similar isolation during his association with them, and fail to maintain a 

satisfactory level of correspondence and support during missionary stints in Newcastle, 

NSW (at Governor Macquarie’s request) and Van Diemen’s Land and New Zealand (at 

the request of the London Committee and the additional prompting of Samuel Marsden).25 

Making matters more challenging for Leigh and all involved were also the great distances, 

unforgiving terrains and violent histories of some of new Wesleyan mission sites, 

including Whangaroa, a settlement on the north island of New Zealand which had 

continued to witness acts of Maori resistance and cannibalism following the Boyd 

massacre of 1809.  

Leigh, Walker and the ‘Native Mission’ 

Working between Parramatta and various, disparate locations for the seventeen years of 

his antipodean tenure, Leigh also assisted Wesleyan missionary William Walker to 

establish the sect’s first “Mission to the Natives of New South Wales” in Parramatta from 

                                                 
23 Udy, Spark of Grace, 26. 
24 Ibid., 25. 
25 “10th August, 1815 – Leigh arrives in N.S.W., 2nd March, 1819 – Leigh leaves for New Zealand…28th 

July 1819 – Leigh returns to Sydney., 24th February, 1820 – Leigh leaves for London…16th September, 

1821 – Leigh returns to N.S.W., 31st December, 1821 – Leigh leaves for New Zealand…1st December, 

1823 – Leigh returns to Parramatta – a sick man.” Udy, Spark of Grace, 44–45. 
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1821.26 In this effort, he and Walker, an enthusiastic young intellectual, met with 

Governors Macquarie and Brisbane over dinner at Government House at key intervals in 

the early to mid-1820s. There, they negotiated the delicate church–civic divide with a 

commitment to the cause and some mutual angst regarding the desperate condition of 

local Aboriginal people.27 Leigh, more patient with the predicament of Western Sydney’s 

indigenous communities than some of his colleagues, and a keen recorder of 

anthropological data on the Darug, sent a significant number of reports and letters (with 

illustrations by emancipist-illustrator, Richard Browne) to the WMMS in London. In fact, 

despite Walker’s observation to London authorities that there seemed little enthusiasm 

among local Wesleyan congregations for the predicament or remediation of the “New 

Hollanders,” Leigh’s and Walker’s letters and their gathered empirical data reveal that 

they, and their fellow missionaries, were in fact, heavily invested in the matter. Lawry’s 

diary entries reflect similar sentiments, “I feel very much impressed with a desire to do 

something for the natives of New Holland, may the Lord direct me to proper measures.”28  

Wesleyan efforts at Parramatta were assisted by their chapel’s proximity to the 

Governor’s annual blanket distribution and Aboriginal feast day in the Parramatta town 

square and the pre-existing government and Church of England program at Parramatta’s 

‘Native Institution’ – which had commenced in 1814, one year prior to Leigh’s arrival. 

Despite the example and support offered by such proximities however, Wesleyan 

missionaries of the period made various errors in their handling of the “Native” Mission, 

                                                 
26 Udy, Spark of Grace, 83-102; Glen O’Brien, “Methodist Encounters with Other Religious Traditions in 

‘The Southern World,’” Australian Journal of Mission Studies 8, no. 1 (2014): 43-44, https://oimts.files. 

wordpress.com/2013/09/2013-2-obrien.pdf. 
27 “Soon after I landed in this colony, I with Mr. Walker and my Brethren waited upon our Governor 

Macquarie, our business was to inform His Excellency of the subject of Mr. Walker’s mission with which 

His Excellency was much pleased. In the evening we had the honour of dining at Government House, with 

several Gentlemen at Dinner. The principal conversation was on the new mission to the black natives, many 

wise observations were made…” Samuel Leigh, Letter to the WMMS, 1 November 1821, Elizabeth de 

Réland (ed.), Samuel Leigh, Parramatta Mission Pioneer (Parramatta Mission, 2015), 37. 
28 Lawry, Diary, March 17, 1819, 35. 



 

61 

and ones that Joseph Orton would retrospectively attribute to the paucity of direction and 

support given to Walker himself.29 For Stuart Piggin, one of the issues for the Mission 

also lay in Walker’s cultural pre-conceptions and those shared by most of his 

contemporaries. These included that not much could be expected of indigenous people 

(because they were effectively “cursed”), that Aborigines could only be helped/converted 

through a permanent mission site (“One could not wander around and be a Christian”), 

and that the best path of remediation for New Hollanders was through their children (“it 

was too difficult to sustain work among adult Aborigines”).30 Similarly, an 1823 meeting 

of the Parramatta missionaries concluded that “any regular plan of itinerating among 

them” (the Aborigines) had challenges, because “their movements are so uncertain.”31 

Despite the temporary existence of ‘Bethel,’ a Wesleyan mission house in Parramatta 

(offered to Walker at low rent by Marsden and with a supervisory committee sourced 

from the leadership of St. John’s), and efforts in ‘Black’s Town’ with his brother-in-law, 

Jonathan Hassall – the missionary experienced a series of career and familial 

disappointments that would ultimately render his project untenable. After engaging in 

political agitation in support of Governor Ralph Darling and benefitting materially from 

his various interests in the region (including his pastoral investments in the O’Connell 

Plains), Walker also stood accused of irregularities (later dismissed) stemming from his 

and wife Eliza Hassall’s posting at the Parramatta Female Orphan Institution. While 

offered a conditional ‘olive branch’ by the London Committee in the fullness of time, 

Walker’s mission was already doomed. His adopted Aboriginal son, Thomas Walker 

Coke (born “Dickie,” the son of Bennelong) had died unexpectedly, as had an Aboriginal 

                                                 
29 John Harris, One Blood: 200 Years of Aboriginal Encounter with Christianity: A Story of Hope 

(Sutherland: Albatross Books, 1990), 49. 
30 Stuart Piggin and Robert D. Linder, The Fountain of Public Prosperity: Evangelical Christians in 

Australian History, 1740–1914 (Monash University Press, 2018), 124-125. 
31 District Meeting Minutes (NSW), 1823, cited in Udy, Spark of Grace, 91. 
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foster-child, Jemmy. Another boy from Walker’s mission called ‘Mickie’ became 

baptised and Bible-literate before joining many others in returning to the bush. The death 

of Thomas alone sparked a bloody, inter-tribal conflict in Parramatta that further tainted 

Walker’s reputation and the sect’s already poor record in Aboriginal affairs.32  

In fact, while recent scholarship has suggested that the brief efforts of Thomas Walker 

Coke distinguished him as the “the first of the long line of Aboriginal evangelists,” his 

premature death and his adopted father’s demise brought a controversial end to any hope 

of a great Aboriginal revival in Sydney’s West.33 Udy noted that while efforts continued 

in NSW, particularly in Wellington Valley (central west) and Bateman’s Bay (south 

coast), the Wesleyans had abandoned their project entirely by the mid-1820s and “nothing 

more was done in Parramatta or the surrounding region.”34  

Leigh’s regular absences from NSW during the “Mission to the Natives,” his limited 

capability with Aboriginal liaison, and the ongoing squabble between he and his fellow 

missionaries, were factors that did not aid Walker’s situation. An ensuing focus on 

missionary efforts in the Pacific enabled the Wesleyans to maintain at least some of their 

evangelistic zeal in the South Seas, while focussing in areas deemed more receptive to 

their cause. Similarly, while Christianity was not rapidly or easily adopted by Pacific or 

Aboriginal populations of the period and each denomination straddled “varying degrees 

of repressive paternalism with enlightened respect” for local people and their 

traditions,”35 inroads made by Leigh, Walker, Lawry and other Wesleyan missionaries 

                                                 
32 Udy, Spark of Grace, 93–96. 
33 John Harris, “A New Story in an Old Land: The First Aboriginal Evangelists,” Address given at the Bush 

Church Aid Victoria Annual Meeting, Greensborough, May 1, 2015, 10. Piggin and Linder, The Fountain 

of Public Prosperity, 126. 
34 Udy, Spark of Grace, 100. 
35 Katja Mikailovich and Alexandra Pavli (assisted by Cathryn McConaghy and Nathaniel Ward), 

“Freedom of Religion, Belief and Indigenous Spirituality, Practice and Cultural Rights” (Australian 

Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, University of Canberra, May 2011), 9. 
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set the pace for what the Movement itself hailed a “most successful chapter” in terms of 

conversion numbers across the board by century’s end.36 

For Leigh, a further decade of hard labour on all matters pertaining to the mission in 

Parramatta and the Pacific (including a less contentious role in Sunday School 

development), combined with the sudden death of his wife Catherine in 1831 and the 

deterioration of his own health, necessitated his return to England for the final time in 

1832. Once there, he married Elizabeth Kaye and spent a further twenty years on the 

preaching circuit, including re-telling anecdotes from his antipodean ministry. In the 

middle of one such lecture series, he died, aged 66 years.  

Leigh’s Character 

Leigh was eulogised in both England and Australasia as a Wesleyan ‘pioneer,’ often 

compared with the famed Thomas Coke (1747–1814), whose early work in the United 

States and British West Indies had earned him the title: the ‘Father of Methodist 

Missions.’ High praise for Leigh’s level of commitment was justified. Although a 

contentious figure for many, he had established numerous class meetings and 

congregations in Australia and locations in New Zealand and the Pacific and created a 

platform for further growth. More significantly, he had set a benchmark for personal 

sacrifice and zeal in the name of the Wesleyan cause that both encouraged and daunted 

his successors. It was, as David Hempton has suggested, that while theories on 

Methodism’s international growth have some basis in social, economic and ecclesiastical 

paradigms of the era, they cannot “detract from the importance of the Methodist 

                                                 
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/content/frb/papers/Indigenous%20Spirituality%20FIN

AL%20May%202011.pdf  
36 David Andrew Roberts and Margaret Reeson, ‘Wesleyan Methodist Missions to Australia and the 

Pacific’, in O’Brien and Carey, Methodism in Australia, 199. 
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Community itself. Without its deep sense of commitment and conversionist zeal, no 

expansion would have taken place.”37  

In the process of establishing early footholds for Methodism, there is no doubt that Leigh 

beat his body, mind and spirit so hard from the outset that, by his arrival back in England, 

the 47 year old could have passed for a much older man. His antipodean career was, in 

fact, interspersed with tales of physical and emotional exertion so fierce that Marsden, in 

addition to other confidantes, would regularly encourage him to take ‘respite’ sojourns in 

New Zealand, Van Diemen’s Land or at home in England. Such placements or sabbaticals 

were designed to prevent or treat Leigh’s imminent collapses and to reinvigorate his mind, 

however each had only a varying degree of success. Similarly, while regular changes of 

location and fresh challenges suited his temperament and allowed some relief from the 

strains of mission leadership, they also led to the inevitable abandonment of his less 

experienced colleagues and the stalling of his mission in Sydney’s West. As one 

commissioned to be a ‘conduit’ between civic authorities and the evangelistic imperative 

of the Wesleyan cause, Leigh’s absences from the Parramatta Circuit and periods of self-

imposed isolation were largely counter-productive.  

 Given a situation in which their leader was frequently absent, and possessing little to 

draw on from their own, un-seasoned ranks, feelings of resentment among Parramatta’s 

young missionaries also began to grow. Lawry was particularly irritated by Leigh’s 

absence from the gruelling Circuit in the Autumn of 1819, which he described as leaving 

he and his colleagues “quite disarranged.”38 During their time working together, Lawry 

also struggled with Leigh’s personal variability, or as he noted in his diary, “Mr. Leigh, 

                                                 
37 David Hempton, Methodism and Politics in British Society: 1750 – 1850 (Stanford University Press, 

1984), 16. 
38 Lawry, Diary, September 2, 1819. 
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with whom I wish the most intimate union, is of such a curious and eccentric manner that 

I find it most difficult to labour in unison with him.”39 Such was the tension that developed 

between the two men that after a further two years of collegial disharmony, fellow 

missionaries, Carvosso, Mansfield and Walker, were describing the men’s relationship to 

the WMMS as “naturally unfitted for all the affairs of life; but without trespassing on 

your time by unnecessary minuteness allow us merely to state that, in our opinion, Bro. 

Lawry is not more to be blamed than Bro. Leigh.”40 

Despite deficits in Leigh’s performance being widely conceded, his biographer Strachan 

preferred to focus on the missionary’s heroic efforts over any posthumous whispers 

regarding his sanity, irascibility or otherwise. In support of Leigh, Strachan related 

multiple tales of the missionary’s God-fearing adventurousness in the posthumous 

biography, Remarkable Incidents in the Life of the Reverend Samuel Leigh, Missionary 

to the Settlers and Savages of New Zealand and Australia: With a Succinct History of the 

Origin and Progress of the Missions in those Colonies (1853).  

Strachan’s book left no doubt as to Leigh’s punishing schedule in the Parramatta Circuit, 

and the extremes to which his efforts had taken him. Accounts of him sleeping rough in 

the bush, riding through storms in the middle of the night, encountering snakes, 

attempting to diffuse fights between Aboriginal tribes and using his saddlebag as a 

makeshift pillow, were matched by those describing a desperately hungry Leigh in search 

of food. One such anecdote involved him passing through a farm on his way to preach at 

Liverpool and being forced to eat corn and seed scraps previously thrown to chickens.41  
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As Leigh himself reported to the London Wesleyan Conference in 1816:  

My circuit extends 150 miles, which distance I have travelled in 10 days. I 

have 14 preaching stations and have established 6 classes…I preach at 10 in 

the morning, dine, ride 6 miles and preach at 5. From thence I ride 6 miles 

more and preach at 7 in the evening.42  

It is little wonder that seven years later, during a missionary stint in New Zealand, he 

would describe his own health as fragile, or “Like unto a broken pitcher I have laid quite 

on one side…My constitution appears to be so much shook that I fear I shall not be able 

to take an active part in the mission.”43  

Leigh’s habit of pushing himself to the limit in his work made him vulnerable, but also 

an ideal candidate to figurehead a sectarian movement in a remote land. Moreover, 

Parramatta Mission has frequently invoked its first minister’s self-sacrificing drive and 

determination as a means of explaining its own tenacity, longevity and transformative 

capabilities as a church and service provider. In fact, Leigh’s work is viewed by the 

Mission as having set the pace for 200 years of service to the people of Parramatta and 

Sydney’s West. It is not unsurprising that the missionary’s strategically placed face on a 

promotional banner heralded the Mission’s 200th anniversary in 2015. Leigh was, after 

all, the ultimate ‘poster-boy’ for its twenty-first century motto: ‘Transforming Lives’.44  

Leigh, Macquarie and Marsden 

As the first Wesleyan missionary to the colony of NSW and one on whom the hopes of 

the English Wesleyan movement in Australia initially rested, Leigh had entered the 
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strange, convict and military-based environment of early nineteenth century Parramatta 

with nothing more than personal conviction and some “furniture for a horse.”45 His was 

initially a typical ‘pioneer’ existence, complete with personal deprivations, unmapped 

terrain to cover, no fixed address and no collegial or administrative support until Lawry’s 

disembarkation in 1818. This was compounded by the rejection of local officialdom when 

he first stepped off the Hebe at Port Jackson and the warnings of lay leader, Edward 

Eager: “Indeed! I am sorry to inform you that it is now doubtful whether the Governor 

will allow you to remain in the country in that capacity.”46  

Nonetheless, Macquarie quickly resolved to tolerate Leigh’s presence and was pleased by 

his and his denomination’s commitment to work alongside, and not against, the 

Established Church. He also came to include Wesleyans and other sectaries in a strategy 

to infuse convict Sydney and Parramatta with the transformative qualities of Christianity 

and the benefits of Georgian order. Having found the colony in a state of “infantine 

imbecility, suffering from various privations and disabilities” and with the morality of the 

masses “in the lowest state of debasement, and religious worship almost neglected,” 

Macquarie attempted to institute the best of England’s ‘Age of Elegance’ and religious 

observances into his new regime.47 At least two of the social imperatives of the Georgian 

period – propriety and simplicity – were expressed in the Governor’s vision for 

Parramatta.48 During his 1810–1821 tenure, and while utilising its Government House as 

his and wife Elizabeth’s ‘country retreat,’ Macquarie encouraged attendance at Sunday 
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worship, began the practice of annual Aboriginal ‘Feast Days,’ introduced a higher 

standard of public architecture and created smart, new Parramatta streets.49 

Born into the reign of George III and a devoted Arminian, Samuel Leigh was also 

influenced by the cultural pre-occupations of his time, and the civic and ethical 

imperatives behind their realisation. He and most Wesleyans of the day were resolutely 

un-extravagant and morally bound. Their theology embraced the tenet that a believer’s 

personal experience of faith was crucial, while upholding the Arminian view that the 

choice between salvation and damnation rested firmly within the sphere of human free 

will.50 Macquarie’s upgrades to Parramatta’s physical and moral landscape therefore 

blended successfully with the denomination’s objectives of hard work, simplicity, self-

improvement, humility, and Christian discipline. Asked by John Wesley to pray and to 

act with “lowliness” and “meekness” in seeking a “renewal of soul,” local Wesleyans and 

their government were united in valuing and facilitating the gradual remediation of the 

town, including a desire to move it away from the bleakness of convictism and towards 

increased prosperity and religiosity.51  

Although statistically ‘unsuccessful’ in terms of total conversions, particularly when 

compared with his successor Lawry and subsequent others in the Wesleyan conversion 

boom of the mid-to-late nineteenth century, Leigh’s favour with Macquarie’s government 

and Parramatta’s Anglican authorities led to success on other levels.52 Although found to 
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have exaggerated some of his evangelical successes to the WMMS – including the 

unsubstantiated claim regarding a completed “6th chapel” in the Parramatta Circuit at the 

time and exaggerations with respect to membership numbers and his own popularity 

(“…after I left the colony, many left the society”), Leigh nonetheless made some genuine 

gains.53 These included the edifying collaborations that he shared with Lachlan and 

Elizabeth Macquarie, Marsden and others in civic and religious authority, particularly in 

relation to socio-ethical remediation. Such relationships also enabled Leigh, regardless of 

his deficits as an evangelist and colleague, to secure land grants and/or official approval 

for the settlement’s first Wesleyan chapels, including at Parramatta, and to find himself 

privy to useful entrees, insights, introductions and privileges within the fabric of Sydney’s 

civic life. Similarly, Leigh’s lack of financial and ecclesiastical ambition in the eyes of 

the Macquarie regime and the Anglican hierarchy under Marsden, aided both the growth 

of his conservative, somewhat malleable reputation, and his ability to transact the 

relatively smooth establishment of a sectarian cause in Sydney’s West. It could be said 

that Leigh’s personal obsequiousness had paid off. His achievements in civic relations 

were also aided by the fact that Macquarie’s Parramatta of 1815 was nothing if not 

conservatively and firmly managed in every respect. Having arrived in the colony in 1810 

to succeed Governor Bligh, Macquarie’s goal had been to maintain order and assist the 

young garrison towns of Sydney and Parramatta to move beyond mere subsistence and 

towards a degree of moral, fiscal and civic independence and proliferation.  

Unlike most colonial leaders of his time, including its religious ones, Macquarie also 

believed in the capacity of emancipated convicts to genuinely reform and contribute to 

their communities. An example of this was the trust that he placed in talented, if difficult, 
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ex-convict and architect Francis Greenway, while for Wesleyans of the period, Lawry’s 

engagement of emancipist James Bradley as the first Sunday School superintendent at the 

Parramatta Chapel in 1821 – made an equally strong statement of support. Macquarie also 

endorsed the role of the church in providing positive social growth and childhood 

education through such as the Sunday School movement, for which he happily sanctioned 

Wesleyan involvement.  

Similarly, Macquarie’s grants of land and facilitation of church building during his 

governorship were further evidence of his moral agenda, and indicative of his personal 

views on methodical Christianity and its role in the maintenance of the rule of law. Just 

as Leigh’s foray into missionary work in Sydney’s West was deliberate and energetic, so 

Macquarie energetically pursued his plans for the colony, including via the promotion of 

freed convicts, indigenous liaison and an aesthetic socio-cultural program. In all such 

efforts, a Scottish-born and Enlightenment-influenced Macquarie expressed similar 

‘evangelical’ zeal to that of the missionaries with whom he shared regular conversations 

over dinner – and regarding all aspects of the colony’s future. In fact, intuitively basing 

many of his official decisions on the “principles of common sense” found in the Scottish 

school of eighteenth century philosophy and in the practices of the Church of Scotland, 

Macquarie’s actions demonstrated a rationalism and egalitarianism often at odds with the 

outlook of other civic leaders of his day.54 Describing his “maxim and principle” as being 

“to reward merit and punish vice…without regard to rank, vice or description of persons,” 

the Governor’s outlook found resonance in the practices of early Parramatta Methodism, 

including its aforementioned practicality and its stand on the acceptance of emancipists.55 

Moreover, it could be said that Macquarie was fundamentally directed in his career 
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decisions and personal interactions by various, time-honoured biblical maxims, including, 

“Abhor that which is evil; cleave to that which is good.”56  

As its Governor, Macquarie’s vision for the colony of NSW certainly reflected a high 

moral agenda and aspirational outlook, which responded well to the polite, un-greedy, 

compliant and outward-seeking approach adopted by Leigh and a succession of early 

Wesleyan representatives. It is little wonder that Leigh’s arrival into the ‘Macquarie-

esque’ world of Sydney and Parramatta in 1815 was an exciting prospect for both the 

Wesleyan movement and the broader population. The combination of Macquarie’s 

commitment to good government and moral edification and the evangelistic intensity of 

the early missionaries – albeit somewhat complicated by the expectations imposed on 

them by the British Crown and the London Committee respectively – enabled each to 

achieve ground-breaking reform within a relatively short period. More significantly, such 

achievements were made within what many described as the ‘penitentiary’ environment 

of early Sydney, and one over which Macquarie’s enemies and the imminent Bigge Royal 

Commission, were casting an ominous shadow.  

Given his moral compulsions and the increasing pressure on his regime, it is unsurprising 

that the disloyalty of one in high Christian office would prove a tipping point for 

Macquarie. By January 1818, Marsden’s reputation for harshness as a magistrate and 

meddling behaviour in public life had led him to label the cleric a “secret Enemy…lost 

to every good feeling of Justice, generosity and gratitude, as to manifest such deep-rooted 

malice…and vindictive opposition.”57 Although traditional appraisals of Marsden 

vacillate between portraying him as ‘the Flogging Parson’ (a title frequently applied in 
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Australia) and ‘the Apostle to the Măori’ (a term favoured in New Zealand and 

internationally), David Pettett suggests that his true legacy lies somewhere in between.58 

For A.T. Yarwood, who describes Marsden as “The Great Survivor,” the truth of his 

character rests in a “grey” area perhaps best understood by viewing him through the lens 

of his English origins.59  

In contrast with his feelings about Marsden, Macquarie viewed Leigh and Lawry as the 

faces of humble, pious Christianity and living witnesses to the social imperatives of the 

Christian gospel. Being “a great friend of the gospel,” Macquarie’s confidence in the two 

men, and others like them, sat in stark contrast with his detestation of Marsden.60 

However, as Macquarie’s disdain for the cleric increased, the Wesleyans’ close 

association with the Anglican did little to impress Macquarie or ameliorate their cause. 

Over time, all parties became more cautious in their official dealings.61 What is 

remarkable within this predicament is that Leigh and Lawry managed to maintain an at 

least ‘basic’ working relationship with both Macquarie and Marsden over an extended 

period, especially given that the other two men disliked each other with such intensity 

that, by 1818, their relationship had all but been dissolved.62 

Leigh the evangelist 

While Macquarie and Marsden struggled to politely negotiate the terms of their official 

relationship throughout Macquarie’s governorship, Leigh’s efforts to increase the scope 

of conversions within the Parramatta Circuit during this period and to deal with his 
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colleagues, were equally intense and controversial. More importantly, they produced in 

him a level of self-punishment that sometimes clouded his better judgement and impaired 

the quality of his collegial bonds. The preacher who Parramatta Mission credits as its first 

was nothing if not multi-skilled and committed to his cause regardless of the cost – 

although never quite as adept at indigenous languages or gathering converts as his 

colleagues, Lawry, Walker and Carvosso.63 Walker’s capacity with the language of the 

Burramattagal and his evangelistic powers would last well beyond the fledgling days of 

the “Mission to the Blacks” in Sydney’s West. He would be recalled by John Watsford 

as instrumental in the great Parramatta revival of 1840 in which “many were converted,” 

while reminiscences of Benjamin Carvosso’s loud, Cornish voice and evangelistic 

capacity would also confirm what members hailed as a sense of God in their midst.64 

Leigh however, largely struggled in his new environs, as did the denomination in general. 

Moreover, as the ‘Twenties’ progressed, physical and emotional fatigue began to chip 

away at the group’s initial excitement and to produce a degree of cynicism and caution. 

Regardless of its status as the “most enterprising” of Methodism’s internationally 

dispersed “evangelical army,” and following what had been an impassioned, early effort 

by Leigh and his successors – multiple factors worked against an expansion of the 

Mission’s memberships in the 1820s.65 What Lawry referred to in his journaling as the 

ill-fated search for “Zion’s prosperity!” remained on on-going quest.66 Don Wright and 

Eric Clancy described the early phase of the Wesleyan mission more bluntly, “Despite 
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some small achievements, the Wesleyan mission in New South Wales could not be 

considered a success before 1831.”67 Further asserting that the future of the Wesleyan 

movement in NSW would not have been possible in “the Leigh tradition,” they called out 

the Mission’s pioneer as “hard working” and dedicated, but fundamentally ineffectual.68 

Leigh’s driven and idiosyncratic actions, while often counter-productive and figuring in 

many less than favourable evaluations of his leadership, were nonetheless commensurate 

with both his personal character and his evangelistic leanings. Described as a “self-

sacrificing itinerant evangelist in the tradition of Wesley,” he “carried out to the letter the 

directions of his masters in London.”69  

Conservative and strict, with a rural upbringing in Milton and a level of training that 

encouraged cooperation with authority, his behaviour was infused with innate eighteenth-

century socio-religious principles and practices, including a typically Wesleyan 

understanding of inward religious experience. Moreover, his efforts expressed a practical 

capability based in what historian David Bebbington has described as the quadrilateral 

arrangement of evangelical Christianity: conversionism, activism, Biblicism and 

crucicentrism.”70 These precepts not only influenced Leigh’s preaching but formed the 

basis of his missionary praxis and his relations with Parramatta’s civic order. They also 

found loud, enthusiastic and at times highly emotional expression within the ranks of 

incumbent Wesleyan congregations in Australia, who were in turn influenced by various 

eighteenth-century religio-political constructs.71  
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Leigh’s Legacy 

Regardless of the principles and theological underpinnings of his efforts in Sydney’s West 

however, Wright and Clancy asserted that “Leigh was not a suitable person to be 

Superintendent of the Mission.”72 Their evaluation, based on various, well-documented 

acts of collegial disloyalty, poor management and the consequent suppression of 

denominational progressivism at Parramatta and elsewhere, were reinforced by Leigh’s 

personal reticence to challenge Marsden and his clergy, or to satisfactorily resolve his 

grievances with others. Similarly, Wright and Clancy contended that this reticence 

damaged the broader standing of the early Wesleyan missionaries and their laity in the 

eyes of the public, thereby further impeding the capacity of each to progress. This view 

is supported by the statistics. When Leigh departed Sydney in 1832, Methodist 

membership in NSW had not exceeded 400.73 Some twenty years later, by 1854, that 

number had risen to 2,209 and was set to grow. By 1901, it exceeded 13,000.74  

Although conversion numbers under Leigh demonstrated obvious deficits, church–civic 

relations in Parramatta in the immediate aftermath of Macquarie’s departure remained 

relatively sound. Under Macquarie’s successor, Thomas Brisbane, issues between 

sectaries and Anglicans, and Anglicans and the government, returned to some degree of 

normality, especially as Brisbane did not wish to perpetuate old feuds. Thankfully for his 

regime, he found the Methodists of Sydney and Parramatta to be a “highly valuable and 
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respectable body” and one that he was happy to endorse.75 Preferring the sciences 

(notably astronomy) to religion, Brisbane was also comfortable with Methodism’s 

pragmatism and social outlook, and its gradually increasing conversion rates. He, and 

subsequent governors, tended to view the denomination as a somewhat excitable and 

‘contagious,’ if predominantly innocuous and socially edifying phenomenon.  

Not content to simply acquiesce with successive governments or the Established Church 

however, the ongoing challenge to Anglican hegemony in Parramatta was taken up by 

Leigh’s younger cohort: Lawry, Walker, Carvosso and Mansfield, and to a lesser extent 

by the ailing George Erskine. During the early-to-mid-1820s, the younger men 

collectively performed acts of opposition in the town, including serving the sacraments 

and preaching sermons at alternative venues, either during or outside church hours, in 

defiance of convention and what they perceived as the omnipresent ‘Calvinism’ of their 

Anglican brethren.76  

Through not displaying a “spirit of deference to the clergy,” the Wesleyans’ 

transgressions magnified the theological divide between themselves and Leigh while 

emphasising each side’s frustration.77 Lawry and company struggled with Leigh’s failure 

to challenge Anglican authority, build a larger following or omit misleading details and 

exaggerations from his reports to London, while Leigh battled with his junior colleagues’ 

apparent disregard for authority and the assumed lines of ecclesiastical separation. It was, 
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to some extent, an impossible situation, resolved only by Leigh’s eventual return to 

England. Judgement on Leigh’s Australian legacy has subsequently depended upon the 

timeframe in which it was written. Evidence of his outreach into indigenous communities, 

the local gaol population and the denominationally non-affiliated citizens of Parramatta 

and Sydney, in addition to his acquisition of loyal congregation members, ensured that 

he was hailed a ground-breaker and a hero. Similarly, opinion expressed within early 

writings, including Strachan’s and Keeling’s biographies and James Colwell’s The 

Illustrated History of Methodism (1904), was predominantly positive and reverential. 

Less favourable reviews of Leigh as an administrator and as a vacillating, sometimes 

disloyal leaders and colleague, seemingly unable or unwilling to challenge the 

Established Church, are revealed more commonly within the literature of the past thirty 

years. However, while exposing some of his functional deficits, Udy’s Spark of Grace 

(1977) and Jones’s Milton’s Missionary (1986) did not offer the later, blunt appraisals of 

Wright and Clancy, or those found in the more recent writings of Glen O’Brien, who has 

asserted that “Leigh’s work was in many respects a failure,” while conceding that it set 

“a foundation for subsequent growth.”78  

However, despite the quantity of opinion identifying Leigh’s conduct as counter-

productive to the success of Parramatta Mission, it can be argued that at least some of his 

actions facilitated rather than stymied its future. Had Leigh not fostered a functioning 

relationship with the colony’s Governor and the local Anglican hierarchy from the outset, 

the Mission’s crucial grant of prime land on Macquarie Street may not have come into 

being. Similarly, the extent of the Parramatta Circuit that Leigh was permitted to access 

would have been prohibited. The ability of ‘sectary’ Leigh to negotiate free passage 
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through such a vast area, and to commensurately institute a visible presence of the 

Christian faith in parts of the rural west (that were still largely operating as ‘outposts’), 

may be identified as the first and most significant example of the Mission’s reciprocity 

with the civic sphere and its reputation for social benevolence. Furthermore, knowing 

what we do of Macquarie’s personal approach to his governorship and his suspicion of 

many colonial leaders, both religious and secular, Leigh’s capacity to win his regard was 

an early achievement. On the Governor’s part, Leigh appeared to represent qualities that 

his nemesis Marsden and others could not, including being the face of humble and un-

hypocritical Christianity. 

Unlike Marsden, Leigh was also not considered a ‘threat,’ and in that simple fact lay the 

success of both his initial ministry in Parramatta and Sydney’s West, and his and Lawry’s 

ability to secure the Mission’s all-important land. The subsequent achievement of a first 

Wesleyan chapel for Parramatta increased its capacity to be spiritually ‘present’ in the 

town’s central hub and to forward efforts for the ‘common good.’ In this sense, while 

Leigh may not have been singularly responsible for founding Australian Methodism, 

conducting final negotiations for its land in Parramatta or even conducting himself with 

unfailing propriety, he certainly laid the foundations of the enterprise that became known 

as ‘Parramatta Mission.’  

Nonetheless, glimpses of Leigh throughout the literature reveal the complexities of his 

story. They also suggest a man dealing with what may now be sympathetically identified 

as a form of psychological illness, exacerbated by his deep-seated conscientiousness, 

personal anxieties and career demands.79 For Robert Howe, Wesleyan editor of the 

Sydney Gazette, and friend of ‘rebel’ missionary Ralph Mansfield, Leigh was, in fact 
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“diseased in the mind.”80 Observations such as this and Leigh’s obvious tendencies to 

pettiness dogged him throughout his career, and even after his death. During the British 

Wesleyan Methodist Conference of 1852, an obituary given for him noted that while he 

had “laid the foundation of our churches” in Australia and New Zealand through a series 

of admirable “labours and privations,” his impressive record was accomplished despite 

an “abruptness of manner not always agreeable.”81 It seems that Leigh’s difficulties with 

his colleagues had not been forgotten by the time of his passing and, above all, that 

disgruntled Conference members in London wanted to have the last word. 

During his time in Parramatta, Leigh had many roles and experiences that demonstrated, 

and perhaps explained, his complex and difficult nature – none the least being his role as 

the rejected suitor of Mary Hassall. As the devoted husband of two wives (Catherine 

Clewes, a family friend from Staffordshire and Elizabeth Kaye, a widow who shared his 

final years), Leigh’s romantic rivalry with Lawry remained a thorn in both men’s sides 

throughout their acquaintance. It also influenced the accusations made by Leigh against 

Lawry and the other Parramatta missionaries, which, in turn, worsened tensions between 

they and the local Anglican Church.  

Leigh’s persistent allegations, and the deteriorating relationships amongst those stationed 

in the colony, eventually necessitated Lawry’s return to England with his family in 1825. 

Charged by his senior colleague with using “every means to disturb and annoy the clergy 

in the colony,” it was a journey made by Lawry to salvage his reputation, albeit one that 

ended in personal tragedy.82 While ultimately exonerated by Wesleyan authorities on all 
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accusations of misconduct, he suffered the loss, while still in Cornwall, of his beloved 

wife Mary as the result of childbirth. Lawry’s bitterness regarding the arduous voyage 

forced upon the family by Leigh’s meddling, became an open wound that never healed. 

Children’s ministry 

Unlike the family-orientated Lawry, Leigh was ultimately a childless man, who evidently 

appreciated and may have wanted children of his own. He had experienced a close 

relationship with his own mother and sister in Milton and took great personal interest in 

all the Sunday Schools that he established around the Parramatta Circuit and in New 

Zealand. At Parramatta, his presence at the Wesleyan Sunday School is recorded in the 

Sunday School Minute Book of 1828–1830 as involving the dedicated provision of 

“adapted” sermons “to the children’s capacity.”83 Leigh’s first wife, Catherine, also 

taught at the Parramatta Sunday School, which was available to children of all social 

backgrounds and based in an ethos of openness – regardless of convict, emancipist or free 

settler parentage. In doing so, she continued the work that Mary Lawry commenced at the 

Macquarie Street Sunday School in 1821 and that of numerous women within the 

Movement who were pivotal in both the education of children and in community liaison.84 

Later in his ministry and as part of his second marriage, Leigh adopted and raised his wife 

Elizabeth’s two nieces, and took time to correspond with two Parramatta Wesleyan boys 

who were known to him during his time in the town. One of them, George Hunt, provided 

boyhood recollections of Leigh to Carruthers (in support of the latter’s 1897–1898 
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campaign to have the Parramatta church named ‘Leigh Memorial’). In these, Hunt 

publicly declared that he could “never forget the man and the Minister who could find 

time to write to two lads in Parramatta.”85  

When Catherine Leigh died after visiting Parramatta families during a contagious 

epidemic in 1831, her eulogies were plentiful.86 Over time, Parramatta Mission has 

utilised the story of her contribution to highlight connections between her selfless 

practices and those of its current volunteers. Called a “successful co-adjutor” in 

Marsden’s public eulogy, Mrs Leigh was one of many pioneer Methodist women who 

were actively involved, if not always duly acknowledged, as lay leaders within the early 

Methodist Circuits, including at Parramatta and in New Zealand.87 Her multiskilled 

contribution included that of midwife to fellow missionary wives and those of settler 

families – a role for which she had received professional training at the London Lying-in 

Hospital under head nurse, Mrs. Widgeon, just prior to her departure for Sydney.88 

Considered a mandatory skill for women dealing with the isolation and inherent dangers 

of pioneer missionary work, her nursing training and that of others (including the wives 

of Nathaniel Turner and James Watkin), was fiscally sponsored by the Wesleyan 

Methodist Missionary Committee. It is unsurprising that Catherine Leigh’s gravesite at 

St. John’s cemetery in Parramatta includes observations about her “going about doing 

good” in the town and being “deservedly loved and esteemed by all who knew her.”89 In 

an environment requiring skilled individuals, and one in which pious women were 
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deemed scarce, Catherine Leigh’s contributions produced bi-partisan support and 

admiration from the town’s religious and civic leadership.90 More crucially, her 

contribution as a midwife revealed an aspect of the relationship between the community 

of Parramatta and Wesleyan missionary intention that was predicated on one of life’s 

most obvious common denominators: childbirth. 

Conclusion 

The passing of his wife Catherine was a devastating blow to Leigh and one which brought 

a swift end of his final Parramatta tenure. While often hailed a “weak and envious man” 

in his collegial dealings, he had maintained various, mutually abiding relationships 

throughout his life and career, including with his two wives and their families, his 

biographer Strachan and perhaps most ardently, the members of his congregations in 

Sydney’s West.91 Already holding legendary status among locals for his role in the 

opening of Castlereagh’s Chapel on the ‘Sacred Acre’ in 1817, Leigh departed for a 

holiday in England in 1828 with a letter of appreciation written and signed by Parramatta 

Wesleyan trustees and their wives (including the Hunt and Byrnes families). It was three 

years prior to his final farewell, but fearing that he may not return, they had written, “O 

may you and our dear Sister Leigh be always guided by the counsel of the Most High so 

long as you remain on earth and afterwards be received into glory…”92 The letter 

indicated the high esteem in which the Leighs were held, and the aura surrounding their 

presence. Whether a farewell based in genuine affection or an exercise in flattery, the 

trustees’ letter hailed Leigh as the man whose self-determined Arminianism and 
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missionary fortitude had founded Methodism in the town. Fortunately, the Leighs also 

genuinely liked the town and people of Parramatta. Placing aside issues of unhappiness 

relating to his earlier love life and tussles with fellow missionaries, Leigh grew fond of 

the location that he had first described as neat and hospitable. Over the period of his 

tenure, he grew familiar with every aspect of the town’s physical landscape and civic 

processes and came to appreciate both the efforts of the local congregation, and the 

toughness and generosity of the town’s inhabitants. In 1830, during the final phase of his 

Australian ministry, Leigh addressed the Tenth Anniversary Meeting of the Wesleyan 

Auxiliary Missionary Society of NSW. The Sydney Gazette reported his contribution to 

the gathering as follows,  

Rev. S. LEIGH…spoke in terms of well-merited commendation of the 

liberality of the inhabitants of Parramatta, who, though in his opinion the 

poorest people in the Colony, had yet exceeded all their former contributions, 

while those in Sydney had fallen short. He was seconded by Mr. HUNT.93  

The obvious honour of his church naming aside, appraisals of Leigh’s time at Parramatta 

do not reveal an unblemished record of personal glory, collegial consensus, mass 

conversions, administrative transparency or easy temperament. There is more than 

sufficient evidence to the contrary. However, what they do reveal is that, while always 

the subject of mixed evaluations during his time in Sydney’s West, Leigh’s character and 

work were far from two-dimensional or dispassionate. He was, in fact, an earnest, if 

gradually less astute or fair leader, and one with a record exemplifying among the bravest, 

although not exclusive, examples of pioneer endeavour anywhere in the world. These 

facts also remind those who explore Leigh’s legacy, including his role in establishing 

Parramatta Mission’s nexus with Parramatta itself, that while his ‘legend’ was, and is, 
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inevitably infused with markers of frailty and embellished biographical detail, his fame 

is also not undeserved. Failings notwithstanding, Leigh’s Christian conviction and 

Wesleyan-Arminian ethos resonated strongly with the people of Parramatta and Sydney’s 

West, and enabled Parramatta Mission to establish its enduring links with the town. 

Standing to this day on Macquarie Street, Leigh Memorial Church – named in his honour 

in 1899 – is a Parramatta landmark and one symbolic of the Mission’s long-ranging civic 

resonance. 
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2. THE HOLY HILL: WALTER LAWRY, PARRAMATTA MISSIONARY, 

1818–1825 

 

Walter Lawry’s official portrait was completed in 1840, in his 47th year. It depicts him as 

a sharp-witted and affable Cornishman, with a glint in his eye and an air of quiet wisdom 

and experience. As a Wesleyan missionary to New South Wales, New Zealand and Tonga 

over a career stretching forty years, and a lifetime as a dedicated diarist and letter-writer, 

Lawry (1793–1859) performed his work with Wesleyan heart and a level of conviction, 

sensitivity and evangelistic passion that were matched by his ‘grit’ as a pioneer.1 Despite 

being the second missionary to NSW and feeling that he did not “live near enough to the 

Throne of Grace,” his impact throughout the Parramatta Circuit was significant, and by 

1824, he had also led the first Methodist service across the Blue Mountains in Bathurst 

and the first Wesleyan mission to the Friendly Islands.2 Arriving aboard the convict 

transport ship, the Lady Castlereagh in 1818, Lawry’s legacy would be heavily bound to 

his role in the construction of the town’s first Wesleyan Chapel (1821) and to the 

commencement of an independent, Wesleyan Sunday School. This venture alone 

established the Mission’s outreach schedule and permanently attached it to the town. 

More importantly, such feats would be accomplished in the face of steady opposition 

from the Established Church, particularly its leader, Samuel Marsden, a decade of 

collegial disharmony and a perennial lack of funds.  

Regardless of the challenges attached to his Parramatta tenure, Lawry retained an 

affectionate regard for the town which represented his first international missionary 
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appointment, his first marriage and the birth of three of his four children. His first child, 

Elizabeth, was also buried in the grave of her grandfather, Rowland Hassall, in the town’s 

Anglican cemetery. After a career in the field, which included appointments to Tonga and 

New Zealand and one of the most controversial periods in the Mission’s history, he chose 

to spend his final years, 1854–1859, in his old Parramatta neighbourhood. Originally 

accompanied in his endeavours by his wife, the Parramatta-born and raised Mary Hassall, 

Lawry’s achievements in Sydney’s second settlement were a ‘partnership,’ which 

produced a chapel and multiple results for the common good. More importantly, the 

opening of a first Wesleyan chapel established a position in the heart of Parramatta for 

Lawry’s mission, and one within practical and spiritual reach of civic governance and 

community need. For colleague and friend Ralph Mansfield, Lawry was for this reason, 

the ‘Father’ of Parramatta Methodism, and one whose efforts facilitated the institution of 

a more ‘independent’ form of Methodism in the town and throughout the colony.3  

When evaluating the performance of Samuel Leigh at Parramatta from 1815 and the 

advantages that his compliance with Anglican and state authorities brought to the 

Parramatta church or otherwise, Lawry’s name inevitably figures in the discussion. His 

strongly evangelical, but much less acquiescent path broke with convention and helped 

to shape the independent direction of the Wesleyan-Methodist cause at Parramatta for at 

least another eighty years. More crucially, his and wife Mary Lawry’s consolidation of 

the Mission’s Pacific connections via their landmark journey to the Friendly Islands 

(Tonga) in 1822 and their involvement in the first chapel, expanded the Mission’s profile 

and facilitated its important, first ‘base’ in Sydney’s West. Moreover, while Leigh’s 

compliance with Macquarie and Marsden and his role in early negotiations helped to 
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secure the Mission’s grant of land in principle, it was Lawry’s continued advocacy, 

personal funds, and the chapel itself that secured the Mission’s permanent presence in the 

town. In fact, Lawry’s role in the Mission’s history may be viewed as one in which 

evangelistic momentum met ‘bricks and mortar’ with lasting and edifying results. 

Lawry and Leigh  

Walter Lawry was a popular figure in Parramatta during his time in the town, and in many 

respects, including his level of affability, the antithesis of his predecessor, Leigh. Not 

only did the Cornish heart in Lawry enjoy a little anti-Establishment jousting with 

Parramatta’s Anglican leadership (and their vocalisations – or “the snarl of envious 

men”), but throughout the literature we gain the impression of a passionately convicted 

young Methodist, who sought souls for Christ and the love of a local woman.4 

Alternatively, our impressions of Leigh rest on his status as an international pioneer, 

rightfully credited with great achievement – but inclined to self-punishment for the cause. 

Although many instances of Leigh’s frailty and ‘humanity’ exist, it is the bitter and 

meddling Leigh who regularly emerges in accounts of Lawry’s Parramatta tenure. 

For both men, the ultimately troubled and well-documented collegial relationship that 

they shared, has come to figure heavily in retrospective evaluations of their individual 

achievements at Parramatta and elsewhere. In the feud that developed between them, 

firstly in Parramatta and later played out in London, the impact of their fatalistic coming 

together in an ‘outpost’ situation was compounded by the influences of their own 

upbringings and divergent generational perspectives. Leigh was firmly a man of the latter 

eighteenth century. He grew up in an era of emerging Methodist influence in both urban 

and rural areas of Staffordshire, particularly amongst the working classes, and in a period 

                                                 
4 Lawry, “Letter to the WMMS Committee,” August 11, 1819, 3. 



 

88 

when ‘dissenters’ were routinely maligned, if not persecuted.5 Although finding 

inspiration in Wesley’s perspective on the saving grace of Jesus Christ, Leigh did not 

stray too far from the Established Church and its implied authority. At nearly ten years 

younger than his predecessor, Lawry was alternatively influenced by the distinctive 

Methodist character (and freedom of worship principles) that had emerged from the 

Evangelical Revival in England and which had subsequently become the “lifeblood” of 

international Methodism.6 These tenets had in turn, become well translated into both pre-

industrial age thinking and the burgeoning working-class self-determination being 

expressed throughout the world at the time. Lawry’s was a viewpoint influenced by the 

dissenting tradition and one that would be reiterated by many non-conformist 

denominations (and trade unions/reform movements) as the century progressed.  

For Nigel Scotland, “All Christian churches to some extent were educators of working-

class men and women” – a factor connecting them with the over-arching socio-political 

trends of the period.7 The role of dissenting faiths in the political environment of early 

nineteenth century colonial life was further broached by David Hempton, who noted that 

opportunities for literacy development and the acquisition of managerial and public 

speaking skills (facilitated within programs such as Sunday Schools and in the case of 

Methodists, class meetings) were helpful in building the confidence of rising labour and 

social reform leaders of the day.8 More importantly, skills development was useful in 

towns such as Parramatta, with predominantly working and lower middle-class 

population bases and commensurately passionate political leanings. Lawry’s 
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establishment of a distinct Wesleyan Sunday School, chapel and mission at Parramatta 

between 1818 and 1822 (and one catering to the town’s poor and its artisans, tradespeople 

and ultimately, middle-class business owners and industrialists) – appeared very different 

to the situation under Leigh and a prior generation of Methodists. Amplified by the 

‘rebellion’ of his fellow missionaries at Parramatta in the 1820s, Lawry’s independent 

actions challenged the status-quo. In fact, while the differing theological and practical 

positions taken by the two men (and the factors influencing their eventual falling-out in 

Parramatta) identified key generational and personality issues – they also spoke to the 

rising socio-political inclinations of the new industrial age. 

For Leigh, his personal and professional situation at Parramatta after 1819 was a tense 

one. Although the humiliation of his failure with Mary Hassall and a controversial broken 

engagement in the town would be alleviated by his marriage to family friend, Catherine 

Clewes in England in 1820, his legendary efforts in the field and early role in negotiations 

for the Parramatta Chapel had nonetheless led to feelings of deep inadequacy. The 

loneliness, exhaustion and lack of support that he had experienced on arrival in the colony 

had remained with him and produced a decade of dubious conduct and increasing 

resentment. In systematically targeting the man originally sent to assist him – Lawry – 

Leigh’s legacy would become soured by a series of complaints and surreptitious 

manipulations, while Lawry’s would become tainted by his poor relationship with his 

senior colleague, Leigh. Although initially describing Leigh’s plight as that of “a sparrow 

alone on a house-top,”9 his colleague’s subsequent actions gave way to more bitter 

descriptions of one “ill disposed towards my plans and my peace.”10  
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The men’s ultimate falling-out was absolute and bitter. Lawry’s exclamation, “Disunion 

with a senior colleague! What a grief, especially on a Foreign Mission,”11 was 

accompanied by anger from Leigh and the astute observation that he had become 

outnumbered, “the missionaries tell me that they are all of the one mind…and that it will 

be in vain for me to attempt to alter anything.”12 Primarily expressed in a litany of letters 

to the Wesleyan authorities in London, and some to his friend, Samuel Marsden, Leigh’s 

problems with Lawry simply intensified over time. In Lawry’s diarising, Leigh had gone 

from one described as “everything I could wish for in a colleague” to someone 

representing little more a thorn in the Cornishman’s side.13 Equally, Lawry had gone from 

being welcomed to Australia with a kiss and the words: “Bless the Lord, O my Soul! And 

forget not all his benefits!”14 – to one who earned nothing but his senior colleague’s 

disapproval and derision,  

It appears that the whole discord has arisen from the unfriendly spirit of Mr. 

Lawry. And that he has used every means to disturb and annoy the clergy in 

the colony and has encouraged the brethren to act upon the same principle.15  

Similarly, while Lawry initially praised Leigh’s highly sacrificial manner as one which 

he “endured all in quietness,” Lawry increasingly diarised his concerns regarding his 

colleague’s state of health and worsening mental competence.16 Given that such 

descriptions also included Leigh’s frequent absenteeism and his deteriorating preaching 

capability (“His preaching talent appears to be all dwindled away. He is a most miserable 

speaker”), the future success of the Parramatta Chapel soon largely rested on the drive 
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and skills of Lawry himself.17 These included his capacity to nurture of a congregation 

gradually disentangling itself from the Anglican establishment and seeking an 

independent and effective new voice.  

Unfortunately for all concerned, the situation between Lawry and Leigh would remain 

contentious throughout the early-to-mid 1820s. As a situation without an easy solution, it 

would also impact the morale of fellow missionaries and hinder the capacity of the 

Mission to make significant strides in civic life, collegial unity or evangelistic witness. 

William White, the young, unmarried missionary of the early group (who voyaged to the 

colony in 1823), told the London Committee,  

I must apologize for not sending you two extracts from my journal on the 

voyage, but really my mind has been so distressed and dispirited by the things 

that have transpired among the brethren. I have not the heart to write.18  

Meanwhile, Sydney laymen had attempted an intervention between the parties in the 

October of 1822 – but were unsuccessful. Charge and counter-charge continued unabated, 

with hope for the future existing only in the certain aspects of Mission life – namely its 

steady building of chapels, basic membership increases and its reputation for civility, 

openness and cooperation within the civic sphere. However, various disharmonic factors, 

including the lack of lay leadership at the time (that is, appropriately trained and 

conscientious Wesleyan class leaders and local preachers), subsequently impacted the 

efficacy of the NSW mission until well into the 1830s. Moreover, while Leigh departed 

Parramatta in 1832 as a largely redeemed and sympathetic figure – a hero of the local 

church and a recent widower – Lawry’s departure in 1824 was one made under a cloud 

of debt, accusations and lingering personal acrimony. 
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The Challenge to Marsden 

As one compelled to challenge the likes of Leigh and Marsden, and to query both church 

and state authority on various matters (including community morality, living standards, 

worship practices and the conducting of independent Wesleyan services, sacraments and 

Sunday Schools) – Lawry was bound for trouble and may well have been looking for it. 

After a time, he and fellow missionaries Mansfield, Walker and Carvosso developed 

something of an “us versus them” mentality and it may be said, ruffled at least some 

Established Church feathers purely for the sake of it. As Wright and Clancy rightly 

observed, the men were inexperienced, “young, and at times, impetuous, needlessly 

stirring up trouble which might have been avoided.”19 Following the opening of the first 

Wesleyan chapel in 1821, the commencement of the Wesleyan Sunday School at Lawry’s 

Macquarie Street Chapel and other acts of defiance, the ire of Marsden and local Anglican 

leaders of the day was palpable – and to a significant degree, irreversible. Leigh had also 

increased the rebellious resolve of his younger colleagues by labelling them extravagant, 

describing their school as one deliberately set up “in direct opposition to the church 

Sunday School,” and suggesting that Lawry had “endeavoured to prejudice the minds of 

the teachers and children.”20 They were serious allegations.  

In addition to Leigh’s accusations, Marsden, Cowper and many in civic and religious 

authority in Parramatta had found Lawry’s actions and those of his colleagues, blatantly 

subversive. By 1821, and in communication with Wesleyan authorities in London, 

Marsden had outlined numerous, alleged improprieties by the missionaries in Parramatta 

and highlighted their failure to work within previously agreed limits. These included not 

acquiring wealth, not preaching in opposition to him, not administering the Lord’s Supper 
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and in no way contradicting the preached message of the Established Church. Accusing 

his Wesleyan colleagues of outright disobedience, “The instructions you have sent to 

them they consider nothing,” Leigh reiterated Marsden’s and Cowper’s concerns and 

added more of his own.21 Among Marsden’s suggestions was that the Wesleyan 

missionaries avoid the colony’s towns in favour of more ‘rural’ settings: “…they should 

get out into the highways and hedges to collect the lost sheep of Christ.”22  

Ironically for Marsden and if trends in England were any indication, his directive to 

Parramatta’s Wesleyans to stay within the “highways and hedges” of Sydney’s West was 

likely to do much more than gather locals to Christ and keep the denomination at bay. It 

was in fact, likely to assist Methodism in supplanting the Established Church in many 

areas of colonial Australia. Hempton has argued that scattered populations (such as those 

in the early Parramatta Circuit) and “interstitial and marginal areas where traditional 

hierarchical structures were either absent or perceived to be antithetical to new interests,” 

were in fact, perfectly situated for Methodist infiltration.23 This was certainly the case in 

England, with many rural sites in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries 

becoming hives of simultaneous Methodist activity and industrial awakening. For many 

English commentators, deficits in the Anglican parochial system of the period had also 

contributed to the success of Methodists and other dissenters.24  

In the context of convict Parramatta, dissatisfaction was stirred by the inability of the 

Established Church to embrace the emancipist population or to disassociate itself from 

colonial corruption and Marsden’s reputation for cruelty in his capacity as a magistrate. 
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Although strongly influenced by its penal colony and ‘outpost’ status on the other side of 

the world, the ‘narrowness’ of the local Anglican Church under Marsden, the challenges 

of harsh rural and town environments and the rebuff to authority provided by Lawry and 

other ‘dissenters,’ were conjoined factors in the spread and appeal of sectarian interests 

such as Methodism in the early decades of nineteenth-century Australia. Similarly, a 

description of Methodists as “guerrillas in rough terrain” compared with the “regular 

troops” of the Established Church, is one not out of place in relation to the Parramatta 

Circuit.25 Times were tough and the competition for souls was fierce. Such challenges 

were recorded in Lawry’s diary, which variously referenced troublesome ‘papists,’ a 

cantankerous Leigh, a demanding Committee and more personal and localized issues such 

as bouts of dysentery, floods around the Circuit, constant exhaustion, sleeping rough, 

town thugs, Aboriginal unrest, raging storms, fevers and mental strain: “Many are my 

discouragements, and sore my disagreeables…”26 

Following years of claim and counter-claim regarding the exact nature of the Wesleyan 

mission at Parramatta and the appropriate conduct or otherwise, of its missionaries, Lawry 

faced the London Committee in the January of 1825. Although initially ostracized by its 

members and required to face multiple accusations regarding his personal integrity, it was 

questions concerning the Sunday School that drew Lawry’s bluntest response: “Why the 

censure over the Parramatta Sunday School?”27 To Marsden’s specific allegations, 

including that it had been established with the intention of luring children away from the 

Established Church, Lawry answered, “I am grieved that the Rev. Gentleman should have 
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it in so wrong a light…”.28 Reassuring the Londoners that his venture was welfare-based 

and catering to the town’s most disenfranchised children, he reiterated, “…our Sunday 

School is composed of many poor children who never went to any Sunday School nor to 

any place of worship...”29 

The fact that Wesleyan authorities were more displeased by Lawry’s commencement of 

a Parramatta Sunday School, than happy with the construction of new chapels and the 

securing of more souls for Christ, speaks volumes to the unreasonable position taken by 

the London Committee. Their response was even more perplexing given that all reports 

to date had described the children’s program at Parramatta as meeting all the requirements 

set down by both Wesleyan, Anglican and civil authorities. Lawry would in fact, argue 

that a gathering up of “lost sheep” for Christ was precisely what he and the others had 

been doing since 1815. Not only were Marsden’s words against the financially 

disadvantaged and outnumbered Wesleyans in stark contrast with his own pre-

occupations with town-based power and politics (and his large congregations and 

considerable land holdings at both Parramatta and Windsor), but while Lawry’s case was 

being argued in London, the situation in Parramatta could not have been more innocuous 

or predictable.  

The Holy Hill 

By 1825 and four years of the chapel’s existence, membership numbers at Macquarie 

Street had increased, with ten new pews put in place and successfully rented. The chapel’s 

first baptism had been conducted by Leigh on 23 October, 1825 (for baby James Samuel, 
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son of the chapel’s first choirmaster, John Staff and his wife, Mary).30 It was also 

observed that some young, “native-born” converts had become actively involved at the 

church by the mid-1820s and that the Sunday School was continuing to thrive.31 

Meanwhile in 1825, Leigh was embarking on his second tenure in Parramatta and one 

which would prove more stable and peaceful than the first (a situation not unhelped by 

Lawry’s presence on the other side of the world). Samuel and Catherine Leigh, George 

Erskine and other Wesleyan leaders, would become devoted contributors at the 

Parramatta Sunday School during this period and more frequently following assurances 

regarding the venture’s intentions. Nonetheless, after Lawry’s departure for England and 

as an additional insurance against their potential disconnection from the Established 

Church, Leigh would march the Wesleyan children up Macquarie Street to St. John’s each 

Sunday morning to hear Mr. Marsden’s sermons.  

Lawry’s approach to his Parramatta ministry had been markedly different to that of Leigh. 

Over time, small acts of reaction and rebellion, such as those represented in his 

establishment and operation of the Sunday School, came to define his tenure. Not only 

was he the first Wesleyan missionary in the colony to marry a locally born woman, Mary 

Hassall, but he also tested the patience of Methodist authorities by refusing to uphold a 

probationary period as a single man. Instead, he defied the sect’s regulations to wed his 

“little Mary” in 1819.32 In fact, while predominantly polite with the Anglican clerics, 

civic leaders and Governors Macquarie and Brisbane during his ministry in Sydney’s 

West, Lawry blatantly disobeyed where needed and took particular exception to the anti-

chapel building stand taken by the London Committee and endorsed by the Established 
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Church in Parramatta. Lawry’s means of circumventing the directive of the Committee, 

the haughty disapproval of local Anglicans and an attempt by his father-in-law, Rowland 

Hassall, to have the Wesleyan site become a mere ‘branch’ of St. John’s rather than an 

independent church – was simply to fund the Parramatta Chapel himself.  

Other instructions were however, harder to defy. Despite misgivings, he accepted a 

sudden Committee directive to Tonga in 1822, while managing to reject an 1824 posting 

to Van Diemen’s Land (choosing instead to travel to England to clear himself of the 

defamatory charges being made by Leigh, Marsden and Cowper). This, and Lawry’s 

various, other acts of resistance represented both a reaction to his difficult relationship 

with a senior colleague, and his sense of moral obligation to defend both sect and 

community principles. Lawry also routinely stood against what he perceived to be the 

poisons of nineteenth century ‘Calvinist’ and ‘Papist’ intrusion onto a Wesleyan-

Arminian vision for the colony of NSW. In his memoir of the period, Methodist evangelist 

John Watsford reported Lawry as seeking a stable church on the “holy hill,” warding off 

the dangers of “Popery” and relishing the “glorious Reformation.”33 A regular guest 

preacher at Sydney’s York Street Chapel in his later years, Lawry was once heard 

speaking from Ezekiel 34:26 and describing the wondrous ways in which “Protestantism 

rose in all its strength” to defeat the “whore of Babylon.”34 

Through his belief in the ‘holy hill,’ Lawry initiated the development of a more 

independent and self-assured Parramatta Wesleyan Church, and one whose membership 

numbers soared in the post-1830 period to far out-strip Leigh’s earlier achievements.35 

This statistical upsurge in Wesleyan conversions and poly-denominational attendance 
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figures after 1836, was partly traceable to the Church Act, and the influx of British free 

settlers in the period who sought the stability and equity of church and school access 

available in Australia.36 Churches also had a role to play in supporting the transition of 

the colony from penitentiary to free settlement in this period, and one in which the role 

of the clergy was key.37 As with other Christian leaders, the fresh approach of Lawry and 

a cohort of dynamic Wesleyan missionaries at Parramatta during the 1820s and 1830s 

was also inspiring many to increase their involvement in the edification of their local 

communities and to facilitate community aid.  

The Parramatta Chapel 

Hailed in Udy’s Spark of Grace (1977) as “The Tragic Twenties,” followed by “Glimmers 

of Hope in the Thirties,” the era had begun with uncertainty, while difficulties between 

colleagues Leigh and Lawry had impacted various aspects of the Mission’s progress and 

produced a situation in which petty bickering and partisan loyalties were out-staying 

missionary effort. The period’s highest achievement was the opening of the Parramatta 

Chapel on Macquarie Street in 1821, and with it, a solidification of the bond between the 

Wesleyan cause and the town of Parramatta. The path had not been smooth. Having 

commenced through the sound working relationship established between Leigh and 

Governor Macquarie from 1815, it was Lawry’s patient negotiations with Macquarie 

(combined with his and wife Mary Lawry’s personal financial contributions in 1820–

1821), which finally enabled construction to go ahead. Moreover, while the building’s 

realisation provided an unprecedented opportunity to grow congregational numbers and 
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establish the potency and immediacy of the congregation’s interactions with the town 

itself – the process to completion had been complex and protracted.  

First mentioned in Lawry’s diary in September 1818, they began with a visit in which, 

“Bro. Leigh and myself waited on His Excellency Governor Macquarie, requesting the 

grant of a piece of land on which to build a Chapel. We were received most graciously 

(and) had every assurance of sanction.” Macquarie offered other favours, but wisely, the 

men “asked none.”38 It is unclear what Parramatta site was initially designated for the 

Wesleyans, however Lawry reported in 1819 that it had been suddenly – and inexplicably 

– re-allocated by Deputy Judge Advocate, John Wylde, a man he had met previously and 

considered to be of low integrity.39 The turn of events had led Lawry to comment, “My 

heart is grieved,” while Leigh was reportedly “sulky about it.”40 Despite the likelihood of 

a high level ‘deal’ of some description working against them, the men persevered.  

After another year in which his marriage to Mary Hassall and her sizeable dowry were 

secured, and in the absence of fellow negotiator, Leigh, a new site was selected by Lawry 

and requested in a letter to Macquarie, dated 10 December 1820,  

Sir, You having kindly given me my choice of a piece of building ground in 

this town, I leave to apprize Your Excellency that I have settled upon a central 

spot in Macquarie Street, between the allotments of Mrs. Poole and Mr. 

Kennedy, which I am informed by Mr. Meehan is not located. I have bricks 

and other materials ready for immediate commencement of the work, but 

waiting Your Excellency’s approval, which when obtained will soon be 

followed by a third public building and neat Chapel appropriated for the 

purposes of religious worship in Macquarie Street, there being one already in 

Sydney and one in Windsor in the street which has your name…and by which 

of course, they will be authorized…This is a tribute of honour…beneath the 

obligations which Your Excellency has been graciously pleased to pour upon 
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the Wesleyan missionaries in this colony. I have the honour to be Your 

Excellency’s most…humble servant, Walter Lawry, Wesleyan Missionary.41  

The document was counter-signed by James Meehan, the Deputy Surveyor-General (and 

fortuitously by then, a personal acquaintance of Lawry), with the words, “There is no 

objection to the allotment herein described being given for the within purpose.”42 Not 

long after the chapel site was designated, Macquarie followed the land grant with a 

personal gift to Lawry of 600 acres of prime land. Lawry sold this almost immediately to 

alleviate his debts. 

Within four months of Macquarie’s and Meehan’s approval and a flurry of convict labour, 

Parramatta’s ‘Macquarie’ Chapel opened on Good Friday, 1821. With its name 

encapsulating the intrinsic nexus between government oblige and evangelistic intent 

(albeit one that disappeared at some point after the Governor left for England in December 

of the same year) – its opening ceremonies were described by Lawry as having brought 

“very great mutual joy.”43 Spanning morning, afternoon and evening services, they were 

conducted by missionaries, Ralph Mansfield, Walter Lawry and Benjamin Carvosso 

respectively, with the day’s collections totalling £9 and Lawry’s sermon for the occasion 

being taken from Isaiah 53:11.44 

The chapel’s existence made a strong statement of Wesleyan intent in the town and was 

the only formal place of worship other than St. John’s Anglican Church (est. 1803) to 

exist in the heart of Parramatta until 1836, when the Scot’s Presbyterian Church opened 

a few blocks away on Church Street. It would be sixteen years before the first St. Patrick’s 
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Catholic Church (1837) opened in a location “across the river” in North Parramatta. 

Similarly, while All Saints Anglican Church (1847) and St. Peter’s Congregational 

Church (1871) would follow before the end of the century, the town’s Wesleyans would 

also reinvent themselves two more times on Macquarie Street via their churches of 1839 

and 1885. During Parramatta’s church-building spree of the mid-to-late nineteenth 

century, including their two subsequent places of worship, the significance of Lawry’s 

‘Macquarie’ Chapel was, however, not forgotten.  

In its day, it was a popular and promising symbol for the Wesleyan movement and, 

beyond that, a multi-purpose facility (accommodating as it did both Sunday School 

lessons and various class, prayer and committee meetings as required). In fact, the story 

of the site’s first chapel is viewed by Parramatta Mission as representing the story of both 

its start-up and its future vision. As the Mission’s numbers (and number of programs) 

increased over time, the chapel’s construction (1821), part-demolition (1839) and total 

demolition (1955) marked various, important turning points in the Mission’s broader 

historical pathway, and the increasing breadth of its Christian outreach and socio-civic 

impacts in the town. The transformation of the Macquarie Street site from chapel – to 

church – to ‘cathedral church’ over a period of sixty years, not only reflected the changing 

needs and goals of successive congregations, but the increased potentiality of Parramatta 

Mission itself.  

Costing £300 and measuring 13 x 8 metres in metric, with a ceiling height of 

approximately four metres, the 1821 chapel was made from convict-hewn sandstone 

sourced from the Governor’s north meadow and Baulkham Hills.45 With timber imported 
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from the Illawarra, convict-mixed ‘wattle and daub’ grout, a fireplace, altar, pews and a 

series of small windows, it would achieve a distinctiveness based on both its physical 

simplicity and the sheer boldness of its conception. More importantly, it retained its 

‘presence’ at the site long after its usefulness as a place of worship had diminished. 

Although the Wesleyans’ larger church of 1839 consumed most of it, a portion of the first 

chapel was retained as a ‘vestry’ until 1955 – and as a reminder of the optimism and 

independence that its presence once activated amid the hopelessness of convictism.  

The commensurate start of a distinctly ‘Wesleyan’ Sunday School at the site from 1821 

also set the congregation on a pathway towards denominational independence and 

distinction. In addition to the Chapel’s education of local children, its retinue of 

extraordinary preachers, well patronised ‘Love Feasts,’ special guests (including speakers 

from the Pacific and New Zealand) and some notable events, including John Watsford’s 

conversion experience during a Daniel Draper prayer meeting in 1838 – it primarily 

functioned as a place of weekly worship for its congregation. Moreover, its early tradition 

of Pacific outreach and interaction would ultimately become a defining feature of the 

Mission’s strategic direction in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.46 

Friends in high places 

For Lawry, his personal achievements at the Parramatta Chapel were assisted by a quick 

bonding with the ordinary citizens of the town. His personal charm and evangelistic 

commitment had enabled him to make inroads into the heart of the city and the farthest 

reaches of the Parramatta Circuit (including beyond the Blue Mountains). It had also 

assisted him in founding his Sunday Schools to cater to poor and disaffected families, 

braving torrid interactions with convicts, embracing local emancipists as co-workers, and 
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being unashamed to approach his father-in-law Rowland Hassall and other local 

businessmen, in addition to Governor Macquarie, for donations to build a chapel.47 As 

Lawry described in his journal,  

I have been soliciting subscriptions for the Macquarie Street Chapel. My first 

application was to His Excellency, the Governor, who treated me with great 

civility and gave me ten pounds…and Mr. Campbell gave me five pounds. 

They spoke in high appreciation of our mission.48  

This transaction, which took place at a cordial meeting in 1819 between Lawry and 

Governor Macquarie at Government House, involved good humoured banter between the 

two men and Macquarie’s notoriously thrifty Secretary, Campbell – who noted in parting, 

“I hope it (Methodism) will creep over the whole of this land and will do as much good 

as it is acknowledged to have done in the Mother Country and America.”49  

Lawry’s interaction with the Macquarie regime indicated how intricately civic business 

and that of the church were connected in early Parramatta, and how easily encounters 

with officialdom could lend themselves to good and practical outcomes – or become 

mired in obsequiousness. During Lawry’s visit, Leigh had been away on one of his many 

sojourns from the Parramatta Circuit. A year before, after introducing the newly arrived 

Lawry to the Governor, Strachan reported that Leigh had excitedly declared: “Who that 

duly considers the benefits of civil government, can refrain from saying ‘God save the 

King!’”50 This reaction neatly exemplified Leigh’s broader position, which involved 

standing firmly with all forms of authority. In fact, by 1825, on the eve of Governor 

Brisbane’s departure from Sydney, the Sydney Gazette reported that Leigh and a small 
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group of Wesleyan missionaries had taken the unusual step of personally presenting a 

formal letter at Government House, which read,  

We, the Wesleyan Missionaries of New South Wales and Van Diemen’s 

Land, beg leave to approach your Excellency on the eve of your retirement 

from Administration of the Territory, with the assurances of our profound 

respect for your Person and Government.51  

It was signed by Leigh and Erskine, and undersigned by Mansfield, William Horton and 

John Hutchinson, with Carvosso’s name signed by proxy. Lawry’s name was not 

included, as he was away in England defending himself against charges levelled at him 

by the delegation’s leader, Leigh.  

There is no doubt that Brisbane had been a sympathetic supporter of the Methodist cause 

during his time in NSW; however, the specific impetus for the letter and the visit remain 

unclear. Moreover, while Leigh’s manner of dealing with authority or referencing the 

Crown frequently lent itself to hyperbole, Lawry was not immune. His diary entry for 24 

July 1820, declared, “Yesterday King George the Fourth was proclaimed in Sydney our 

only and rightful Liege Lord…,” quickly followed by a less grandiose complaint about 

“George the Plasterer” and “my own servants constantly calling upon me for money.”52 

While Lawry and his cohort were unafraid to push the boundaries of officialdom or to 

argue their case, pressures to survive both his London trial in 1825 and his subsequent 

life in the colonies of NSW and New Zealand had resulted in Lawry retaining an at least 

nominal acquiescence with those in power – and with the practice of astute relationship-

building. Although irritated by the London Committee’s sanctions and Leigh’s close 

association with Macquarie, Marsden and Anglican authorities in Parramatta, Lawry had 
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also regularly curried favour with the Governor and other powerful allies to his own ends. 

In this vein, he convinced Macquarie to waive tariffs for the passage of cedar from the 

Illawarra for use in the Parramatta Chapel, and to provide plentiful convict labour for the 

construction of the building. He also convinced the Governor to formally pardon James 

Bradley (his would-be Sunday School superintendent), as a means of clearing him for 

work at the new chapel.53  

The Governor’s regard also saw Lawry gifted property near his chapel to build a ‘Mission 

House’ (or parsonage), in addition to a significant quantity of rural land for personal use, 

that once sold, significantly reduced the clergyman’s debt. What Macquarie knew or 

interpreted regarding the rift between Leigh and Lawry or the other Wesleyan 

missionaries is unknown; however, we can conclude that Leigh’s friendship with one of 

the Governor’s most intense, personal enemies, Marsden, at some point forced a switch 

in Macquarie’s focus and favour towards Lawry. Moreover, the missionary’s very public 

sanctioning and use of Bradley and his broad support for emancipist rights (a subject close 

to Macquarie’s heart, but utterly rejected by Marsden, Macarthur and the remainder of 

the colony’s ‘old guard’), placed him on firm ground with the Governor and in line for 

tangible rewards.  

Moral guardians and chapel builders 

The realities of colonial politics aside, a younger, more empowered, better-educated and 

more questioning generation of missionaries than Leigh, including the likes of Lawry, 

Carvosso, Walker and Mansfield, were not content to act as mere “adjuncts” to the 
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practices of the Church of England.54 While fundamentally polite and conservative, 

Lawry and company sought a stronghold for Wesleyan Methodism in Parramatta and 

throughout the Circuit, which was based on the building of Wesleyan chapels with 

Wesleyan theological foundations. This determination came with both rewards and 

sanctions. Although building chapels, gathering multiple converts and acquiring personal 

wealth in a new land were tempting propositions for the young missionaries (and ones 

ultimately achieved by many of them), there was a price to pay. This was evident in 

official scrutiny, conflict with the WMMS and an almost perennial lack of funds or 

permanent housing regardless of the enormity of their evangelical and social success.  

By the early 1830s, such impediments had become too much for some, with many 

Wesleyan missionaries driven from the Parramatta Circuit and NSW (or on the verge of 

doing so) to adopt business interests, return to work in England or to find success in 

secular fields. Some, such as William Walker, remained active as occasional local 

preachers in rural areas while also managing their own estates, while others could not 

summon the motivation or physical energy to continue. The dis-spirited, controversial 

and exhausting nature of missionary enterprise at Parramatta in the 1810s–1820s, was no 

better expressed than in Lawry’s soul-searching diary entry of 19 June 1818, written 

barely six weeks into his missionary appointment in NSW, “Was there ever anyone like 

me? What am I or what am I not? Surely I am a spirit bound for another world, but for 

the present imprisoned in a body of corruptible clay…”55 

All such doubts and variables aside, Lawry’s Parramatta Chapel remained a constant, and 

while creating a strategically strong position for the Mission’s work in the town, its 
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success soon rendered it too small for its congregation. In 1839, it would give way to a 

much larger, ‘Regency-style’ second church (later known as ‘Macquarie Hall’). 

Nonetheless, Lawry’s Chapel had achieved what it set out to do, and that was to secure 

the Mission a place at the heart of Parramatta’s civic action and one which would last 

well beyond his tenure. Located within a few minutes’ walk of the busy Parramatta 

marketplace, the town’s carriage service, the Governor’s Church (St. John’s) and the 

town’s traditional Aboriginal gathering place, the Chapel was visible, easily accessible 

and a reminder of the Wesleyan presence in town life.  

Moreover, the Chapel’s civic relevance was increased by a new and growing Sunday 

School, the efforts of superintendents Bradley and Mary Lawry, the engaging sermons of 

Carvosso, Mansfield, Walker and Erskine, and from 1825, the steadfast assistance of the 

Leighs. The evangelising skills of this group alone, both at Parramatta and in various 

precincts around the Circuit, began to draw large crowds (particularly to hear Benjamin 

Carvosso) and to push for more Wesleyan chapels. Although Anglican chaplain, Cowper, 

had written to Leigh in 1821, urging him to dissuade his colleagues from their “inclination 

to multiple chapels” in a land “abounding and increasing with iniquity,” no such outcome 

was likely or desired by the Wesleyan brethren.56 More importantly, when Cowper 

requested their immediate compliance, Lawry, Carvosso and company would have none 

of it. Even as Cowper read a directive from the Mission House in London that the 

missionaries “co-operate with all who are engaged in the same blessed work” and focus 

on rural evangelising and returning children who had been “so unnecessarily drawn away 
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from the public ordinances of the church” – the Wesleyan missionaries continued about 

the business of operating the Circuit on their own terms.57 

In a further response to Established Church directives, the missionaries despatched a letter 

in defence of their practices to London and with it, the bitter exchange of correspondence 

between the two parties gathered pace. In time, such actions would be unnecessary, as the 

successes of the Wesleyan program in Sydney’s West began to speak for themselves. 

Within a brief period of five years, the one Parramatta Circuit had in fact, become three 

– Sydney, Parramatta and Windsor – and after another eighteen years, the Parramatta 

Chapel would be outgrown by its incumbent congregation. Membership numbers at 

Parramatta, which Lawry declared as having reached barely a “score” when he first 

arrived in 1818, had almost doubled to thirty seven by 1838 (despite Leigh’s assertion to 

the WMMS that the original number was eighty three).58 The District minutes of 1845 

indicated a significant leap to 213 members and growing after a further seven years of the 

second chapel’s presence on Macquarie Street.59 

The concept of building Wesleyan chapels throughout the colony of NSW, including at 

Parramatta, had been one shared by the original missionaries and considered crucial to 

both the dissemination of its theology and the securing of much broader moral security 

for Sydney as a whole. As what was fundamentally a large-scale gaol with some free 

settlers and fortune seekers included for good measure, Sydney’s origins had been marked 

by chaos and debauchery. When the Governor and his wife, Elizabeth Macquarie, stepped 

ashore at Sydney Cove on 1 January 1810, they had found widespread disarray, 
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drunkenness, imbecility and “people living together without getting married.”60 Later, 

Lawry would comment on the obvious “treachery and inconsistency of the people” in 

Parramatta and his desire to reform them.61 Such was Macquarie’s consternation, that the 

idea of inter-denominational chapel building was moved higher on his agenda of social 

remediation and was well supported on both philosophical and practical grounds, albeit 

not always by the Established Church. Macquarie’s approach, involving the granting of 

prime land to the Anglican Church, the Wesleyans and other sectaries, ensured that by 

the mid-1820s, the Parramatta, Windsor and Sydney Circuits were dotted with small, 

often rudimentarily constructed, but still thriving places of Christian worship.  

Within burgeoning local communities, villages and towns, such chapels became crucial, 

community-centred gathering places and provided Macquarie with his much desired 

‘visual markers’ – along with a “School House, a Gaol and Guard House” in the “Center 

of each Town or Township,” which were positioned to reiterate a conjoined goal of a 

decent and civilised, law and order-based Australian society.62 In fact, for Macquarie and 

both Anglican and sectarian Christian interests in the Sydney of 1810–1821, a building 

program aimed at edifying a stunted and corrupt colonial culture was considered both 

urgent and welcome. The colony’s situation was some years off relinquishing its convict–

emancipist status, which was destined to remain in place until the cessation of 

transportation, as decreed by William Lamb’s British government, from 1840. Wright 

and Clancy correctly identified that the “convict origins of the bulk of the population” at 
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the time, made them “unlikely recipients for the doctrines of full salvation and entire 

sanctification.”63 For Macquarie however, the priorities of chapel and school building 

programs, as evidenced in the five ‘Macquarie Towns’ of Richmond, Windsor, 

Wilberforce, Pitt Town and Castlereagh, was nonetheless facilitated as a ‘cure’ for the 

colony’s lingering moral and intellectual decay.  

The goal of creating a more edifying and morally intact society in NSW was in this sense 

shared equally between the government and the churches, with each in their own way 

attempting to bring about its realisation. In the case of Parramatta, its governing bodies 

understood that the convict-centred town could only benefit from the presence of more 

churches and more programs aimed at moral rectification and childhood education. 

Regardless of existing gripes, civic and church interests appeared united in this goal. As 

those who secured the Parramatta Chapel for such purposes, Walter and Mary Lawry’s 

efforts shone a light on their youth, enthusiasm and financial commitment. Arriving as a 

ship’s chaplain and anticipating a small role as Leigh’s mission supporter, Lawry’s task 

gradually grew much larger. It was soon infused with social implications well beyond the 

spread of denominational doctrine alone. In terms of his personal life, Lawry’s diary 

entries from Parramatta reveal not only his complex schedule of work and his traits as a 

church leader and town example, but the simultaneous pressure he felt to maintain a pious, 

if not chaste life in what were largely ‘Godless’ circumstances.  

Mary Lawry (née Hassall) 

Within months of his arrival, Lawry had however, pinpointed Mary Hassall of Parramatta 

as his favourite amongst a “fine assortment of young ladies of rank, beauty and fortune…” 
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around the Circuit.64 His diarising from the period demonstrates a good-humoured 

perspective on the situation of being a newly arrived, 27 year old bachelor in a colony 

that was experiencing a shortage of suitable, single men. However, it was Mary and her 

appealing family connections that first caught Lawry’s eye and ultimately provided the 

personal, fiscal and moral support needed to bring his chapel-building plans to fruition. 

Beneficially for all, his and Mary’s relationship was also a love match and one in which 

the bride-to-be’s personal traits secured Lawry’s attention, or as he described, “For three 

or four days past, I have been strongly followed by the image of Mary Hassall.”65 Mary, 

in turn, having earlier rejected the advances of Leigh (fourteen years her senior), praised 

her future husband in a letter to her family, saying, “his piety is genuine…his talents 

excellent and his address easy and pleasing.”66 

Mary’s generous dowry ultimately helped Lawry, along with his own savings, to fund the 

construction of the Parramatta Chapel and to purchase the ship that would take them to 

Tonga. However, her drive in developing the first Wesleyan Sunday School at the site 

and her capacity to connect with Parramatta residents of all classes, made the most 

significant impact. Her actions also set the benchmark for Parramatta Mission’s future, 

self-declared values/keywords of ‘Grace, Dignity, Inclusion, Faith and Hope’ and are 

readily invoked by the Mission as a lasting exemplar of Christian charity and inclusion. 

After her early death (following childbirth in England in 1825), Mary was also warmly 

eulogised in Sydney, including in the Sydney Gazette, and by one of her husband’s 

strongest critics, Marsden. Not only did he preach a sermon with eulogy to her in the very 

Parramatta Chapel that he had so vehemently opposed but said of Mary that he had known 

                                                 
64 Udy, Spark of Grace, 36. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Eric Ramsden, “Triple Wedding,” Sydney Morning Herald, November 17, 1934, 13. 
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her “from infancy” and that “when the Parramatta Sunday School was established, she 

was indefatigable in attempting to promote the best interests of the children.”67 

Despite Lawry’s initial hesitation regarding his wife, including what he considered to be 

the significant impediments of her ‘Calvinist’ father and the fact that “the whole country 

have married us without our consent,” he nonetheless found himself falling in love with 

her and about to embark on a partnership that would permanently upgrade the Wesleyan 

cause in the town.68 From a loosely based, itinerant undertaking with initial services 

conducted in the government school room and family homes (such as the Hassalls, 

Mansfields and Shelleys), the building of the Parramatta Chapel transformed the Mission 

into one with both a regular congregation and a firm, geographical base. Similarly, the 

marriage of Walter and Mary Lawry, officiated by Rev. Cross at St. John’s Parramatta on 

22 November 1819 (as part of a famous ‘triple’ ceremony with Mary’s two brothers, 

Samuel and Jonathan, being married on the same day and to socially prominent local 

women, Lucy Mileham and Mary Rouse) – had been both a joyous occasion for them 

personally and a source of enthusiastic interest in the town. It was, however, also a clear 

humiliation for Leigh, and one with lasting repercussions for Lawry. In the period 

following the marriage, the men’s relationship deteriorated further, with Leigh’s 

behaviour against his colleague and others becoming fuelled by a degree of obvious 

personal resentment, as much as any collegial or theological indignation.69  

Within this predicament, it was Leigh’s hand that signed Lawry’s abrupt transfer to Tonga 

in 1822, despite Lawry having only opened the Parramatta Chapel a year before and still 

being responsible for its oversight and management. At the time, Lawry was also 

                                                 
67 “Rev. Walter Lawry, Methodist Minister, Missionary in Tonga,” para. 9. 
68 Lawry, Diary, November 19, 1818, 21. 
69 “Complications were present because Leigh too, had approached Mary concerning marriage and she had 

rejected him.” Gloster Udy, Spark of Grace, 36. 
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committed to projects throughout the Circuit, including efforts at various Parramatta 

institutions, assisting Walker in his Aboriginal mission, and preaching to groups of Irish 

Catholic convicts and most crucially – those preparing for execution.70  

Writing to the English Methodist Magazine during his tenure, Lawry relayed the story of 

‘attending’ to convicts at their execution, “The poor culprits appeared to be truly 

penitent…After kneeling down upon the grass, in the midst of the crowd, and spending a 

few minutes in prayer, they mounted the awful scaffold…”71 Executions such as these 

were conducted publicly in convict Australia, primarily as deterrents to potential new 

offenders.72 Their harrowing nature was amplified by the reality of wrongful convictions 

and multiple, botched attempts. For Lawry and other Christian missionaries of the period, 

their proximity to such scenes and their role in praying with the condemned, was 

unquestionably life-altering. More crucially in terms of their understanding of matters 

outside denominational business, it took them away from their quaint colonial chapels 

and placed them at the unforgiving coalface of the civic justice system.  

Parramatta – Tonga – Parramatta 

While challenged by various aspects of life in convict Parramatta, Lawry did not view his 

impending transfer to Tonga as an easy escape. He was filled with misgivings, and as it 

unfolded, the repercussions of the transfer were dramatic. As a starting point, the 

Parramatta Chapel relinquished some of its initial momentum with the loss of the couple’s 

                                                 
70 Lawry gained the attention of disinterested Irish-Catholic convicts in the Parramatta Circuit by using an 

Irish newspaper in his sermons. He would read stories to them from their Irish homeland, then raise a Bible 

in his hand and declare it God’s newspaper, rousingly imploring them to listen to the Christian message 

that it contained and to commit their lives to Christ: “Here is a newspaper from Heaven; it comes from our 

home and has the news that Jesus Christ came into the world to save sinners from swearing, drunkenness, 

fornication, animosity, fear of death and hell itself.” Udy, Spark of Grace, 32. 
71 Walter Lawry, report to the Methodist Magazine, cited in Rev. Joan Blacket, ‘One Hundred Years Ago 

– the Centenary of Australian Methodism,’ Advertiser (Adelaide), August 10, 1915, 9. 
72 Robyn Lincoln and Shirleene Robinson (eds.), Crime over Time: Temporal Perspectives on Crime and 

Punishment in Australia (Cambridge Scholars, 2010), 191. 
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evangelistic dynamism. Their mutual efforts to reach the town’s poor and its convict and 

emancipist populations were also sorely missed, and apart from a nominal rise by 1825, 

membership numbers remained relatively static at Parramatta between 1822 and 1832. 

Beyond such statistics, controversies between Leigh, local missionaries and the Wesleyan 

authorities in London also began to grind away at the Mission’s prospects and its fledgling 

civic reputation.  

Similarly, the Lawrys themselves suffered from their departure, including being plunged 

into further personal debt by the purchase of a vessel, the St. Michael (for £1,100). In his 

diary, Lawry described the “great trouble and much anxiety” that he was experiencing 

due to the purchase, despite help from his brother-in-law Jonathan Hassall and the ship’s 

captain. He also noted in a letter to the WMMS that those sending him to the Islands 

clearly had little understanding of what was required to get there.73 This was not an 

uncommon issue for missionaries labouring in Australia, with those in London 

conditioned to a compact geography and incapable of appreciating the unique logistics 

and vast distances that characterised everything from the breadth of the Parramatta Circuit 

to the sea distance between Sydney and Tonga. As Lawry commented to WMMS 

President Rev. Taylor, “I suppose the Committee must labour under a mistaken relation 

by their not providing any conveyance for me.”74  

To make a troubling situation worse, the Lawrys had also lost three family members 

(including Mary’s father and a baby daughter) to an influenza epidemic in Parramatta 

shortly before their departure and would go on to have little success in Tonga or the 

                                                 
73 Walter Lawry, Letter to Rev. Taylor, President of the Wesleyan Missionary Society, London, in Lawry, 

Diary, June 13, 1822, 67. 
74 Ibid. 
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‘Cokevernal’ mission itself.75 Fortuitously for the mission team, who suffered 

considerably amongst a population that Lawry variously described as either “savages” or 

more affectionately as God’s children, a return trip to Sydney was required after only 

fourteen months due to the impending birth of the Lawrys’ third child. The disheartening 

conditions that prevailed throughout the Friendly Islands at the time, including a lack of 

progress by all denominations, led Lawry to later reflect on his work there as having been 

more of an ‘experiment’ than a quantifiable missionary exercise. He further reconciled 

his feelings by viewing his role in the Islands as a purely preparatory one, or as he noted, 

“This done, I am to give way like an inferior to the coming forth of a brighter luminary.”76 

When he undertook a second and third voyage to Tonga as part of his New Zealand 

superintendency in 1847 and 1849, he found reason to remember the experience more 

fondly, “The sight of these most lovely isles has filled my whole soul with associations, 

emotions and feelings of the most touching kind. Here I landed twenty-four years ago. 

The people then were all Pagan…(but)…now I find a rich harvest of Christian fruit.77 

Nonetheless, the Lawrys’ time in Tonga some twenty years before had permanently 

marked them. Mary had suffered a miscarriage during their stay, and the couple and their 

party had lived in almost constant fear of physical attack or theft. As the St. Michael sailed 

from Port Jackson in 1822, Lawry had observed, “…I leave New South Wales with a very 

heavy heart” regarding his “new and venturous Mission.”78 His feeling on the return 

journey was one of relief and anxiety given the advanced state of his wife’s pregnancy.  

                                                 
75 Lawry named his mission ‘Cokevernal’ in tribute to Thomas Coke (the ‘Father of Missions’), “This day 

we removed to Cokevernal from Tatata-ma-tonga, where we have built a rough Mission house of timber 

and small canes.” Lawry, Diary, March 27, 1823, 99. 
76 Lawry, Diary, August 18, 1823, 122. 
77 Walter Lawry, Friendly and Feejee Islands: A Missionary Visit to Various Stations in the South Seas in 

the Year MDCCCXLVII, ed. Elijah Hoole (London: John Mason, 1850), 4. 
78 Lawry, Diary, June 18, 1822, 68. 



 

116 

Between the family’s return to Parramatta in the spring of 1823 and its departure for 

England in late 1824, the Lawrys enjoyed their new baby daughter, Elizabeth, settled back 

into town life and re-connected with the Parramatta Chapel. Exact details of the period 

are unclear, as Lawry chose not to keep a diary at the time. Describing the unhappy 

reasoning for his decision during the family’s subsequent journey to Portsmouth, he 

noted, “having nothing of a pleasant nature to record, I have chosen to let the events of 

the past year escape from future review.”79 During the final days of the ‘Cokevernal’ 

mission he had however, written an extensive analysis of the Tongan venture, his future 

plans and the demoralising circumstances that had been forced upon him in the islands, 

and at Parramatta, by “poor Mr. Leigh” and a cohort of disconnected men some 12,000 

nautical miles away in England.80  

Conclusion 

Within a series of successes and failures, the 1820s represented a turning point for the 

Wesleyan Mission in Parramatta and one which ultimately decided its fate for the better. 

Perspectives on the period have been assisted by the dedicated letter-writing and diarising 

of key figures, including Leigh, Lawry, Mary Lawry and Lachlan Macquarie – and the 

entries of another missionaries, including the aforementioned, White. Their observations 

of life and work in the town, including the success or otherwise of early Wesleyan land 

bids, ventures into Sydney’s West, and inter-personal relationships, have provided 

valuable insights into the ‘outpost’ nature of their existence and the more existential 

challenges of missionary life. Such record-keeping was expected within the Methodist 

tradition of the period and it is unsurprising that the first magazine printed in the colony 

(the Australian Magazine, or Compendium of Religious, Literary and Miscellaneous 

                                                 
79 Lawry, Diary, November 18, 1824. 
80 Lawry, Diary, August 18, 1823, 123. 
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Intelligence), was initiated by Wesleyan convert Robert Howe in 1821–1822, with 

Parramatta Circuit missionary, Ralph Mansfield, as editor.81 They, in addition to the era’s 

other religious and secular diarists and letter-writers, set about fulfilling what Elizabeth 

Webby has described as “their roles as harbingers and interpreters of the new and the 

strange.”82 A level of wonder at their new environment is evident in the written records 

of both Leigh and Lawry, and in Lawry’s case – recollections of his marriage and the 

construction of the Wesleyan chapel in Parramatta consistently connect his personal view 

and the work of the Mission with that of people and events in town and community life. 

Represented in the written record of the period, Lawry’s brief tenure at Parramatta 

represented a rich, if challenging period in the Mission’s history. Moreover, it was one in 

which a designated Parramatta Chapel marked the denomination’s crucial positioning 

within the town’s central business, retail and community district – its ‘holy hill.’ From 

this central position and the commensurate establishment of the Mission’s first Sunday 

School (inclusive of the town’s most vulnerable children), interaction between town 

interests and the Mission’s social agenda was immediately apparent. For Lawry, his wife 

Mary Lawry and his Wesleyan contemporaries, a chapel for their Parramatta mission was 

also a source of simple joy, or as Lawry observed in his diary entry of 19 May 1821: “I 

find my mind highly delighted and exulting in the idea of having built a Chapel in 

Parramatta, which is well filled.”83  

                                                 
81 The Australian Magazine, 1821–1822 is listed as the first magazine in Australia by John Alexander 

Ferguson in his Bibliography of Australia, 1941 –1969 (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1941–1969). 

Describing its premise as providing information on the Mother country, promoting Christian principles and 

providing opportunities for local writers, it banned controversial questions, seen as “too divisive in a colony 

where many other divisions already existed.” Jerry Von Dann & Rosemary T. VanArsdel (eds.), Periodicals 

of Queen Victoria’s Empire: An exploration (University of Toronto Press, 1996), 24. 
82 Elizabeth Webby, Colonial voices: letters, diaries, journalism and other accounts of nineteenth-century 

Australia (University of Queensland Press, 1989), xi. 
83 Lawry, Diary, May 19, 1821, 59. 
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3. A CALLING TO FULFIL: PARRAMATTA’S METHODIST INFUSION, 

1830–1855 

 

The lyrics of Charles Wesley’s hymn, A Charge to Keep I Have (1762) were written with 

the intention of stirring the Methodist faithful into action – and frequently succeeded: “To 

serve the present age,/ My calling to fulfil;/ O may it all my powers engage/ To do my 

Master’s will.”1 With great volume, the words of such hymns emanated from Parramatta’s 

Wesleyan Chapel, which had opened on Macquarie Street in 1821 and by 1834, was 

finding itself overflowing with members and ‘hearers.’ William Simpson, Parramatta’s 

incumbent minister, noted that thirty or forty people would stand outside the chapel on 

Sundays, expressing “very powerful emotions.”2 However, while the twelve years of its 

existence had seen a significant increase in attendances and a wider interest in the 

Wesleyan movement throughout NSW, the same level of increase and edification could 

not be found in all aspects of town life. Persistent vestiges of convictism and corrupt civic 

management were continuing to impact Parramatta’s prosperity and contributing to the 

nullification of mid-century increases in the town’s commercial prosperity, efficiency of 

governance and moral tone. Nonetheless, Parramatta Wesleyans would be buoyed by 

their evangelical successes in the era, the infusion of their denomination into key civic 

roles and their growing capacity to enact the “Master’s will.”  

                                                 
1 The hymn is based on Mathew Henry’s commentary on the Old Testament Book of Leviticus (8:35). 

Charles Wesley, ‘A Charge to Keep I Have’, Short Hymns on Select Passages of Holy Scripture (Bristol: 

E. Farley, 1762).  
2 William Simpson, MSS letter, May 24, 1832, Wesleyan Missionary Society, London archives, quoted in 

Udy, Spark of Grace, 105. 
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Parramatta: In transition 

The Parramatta of the early 1830s and the fresh era into which the Mission had moved 

following the pioneering days of Samuel Leigh and Walter Lawry, was nonetheless still 

battling the endemic moral issues, poverty and ‘Godlessness’ that all local churches, and 

to some extent town leaders, had sought to remediate for nearly fifty years. Parramatta’s 

‘Macquarie Barracks’ and its colourful garrison (stationed not far from the site of the 

Wesleyan Chapel), remained a noticeable feature of daily life. Similarly, by mid-century 

the town was witnessing an increasing number of visitors, vendors, pubs, post offices, 

schools, transport services and banks – all catering to those heading west to the Blue 

Mountains and beyond for work and recreational purposes, or to try their luck in the 

Bathurst and Sofala gold fields. Queen Victoria had ascended the British throne in 1837 

and civic life within Parramatta clung tightly to the vestiges of Empire. While civic 

management became better organised in the period, decision-making and fiscal 

transactions were still rife with corruption, and for a time, under the influence of powerful, 

old, often inter-marrying and predominantly Anglican families, such as the Macarthurs, 

Blaxlands, Wentworths, Palmers and Marsdens.3  

Until the official cessation of transportation from 1840, convicts, emancipists, free settlers 

and an ever-increasing cohort of immigrants (including a major, statistical influx of Irish 

Catholics), were also co-existing in Parramatta and accessing the town’s churches, 

schools, shops, hospitals and accompanying aspects of town life.4 This created inevitable 

tensions and conflicts of interest between the established town population and 

                                                 
3 Kass, Liston and McClymont, Parramatta, 132. 
4 “By 1840, Parramatta had begun to shed its convict past. Most of the town’s population in 1841 were free: 

33 per cent were free immigrants and 28 per cent colonial born. Only 11 per cent were emancipists, but 27 

per cent were still convicts under sentence…By 1861, 48 per cent of the town’s population had been born 

in New South Wales.” Kass, Liston and McClymont, Parramatta, 134. 
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newcomers, with the simultaneous presence of groups as disparate as convict chain gangs 

and Sunday Schools often proving too much for the town’s collective conscience. Within 

this situation, Parramatta’s Wesleyan Chapel coped better than most, providing an 

inclusive environment for both free settlers and emancipists since its opening in 1821. 

Nonetheless, minister Simpson noted in 1843 that an awareness of social divisions still 

determined the way in which both townspeople and the town’s congregations interacted 

with fellow members, “Those who came out free look with a degree of contempt on them 

who are or have been prisoners.”5 

Meanwhile, Parramatta’s railway line and the town’s official designation as a 

‘municipality’ were still some thirty years away, meaning that certain infrastructures and 

essential services, such as transport links and the town’s problematic water supply, were 

left to struggle along in disarray while adding to the town’s less than organised and 

edifying outlook. Although for Simpson, the habits of Parramattans were still “deeply 

depraved” by mid-century, their reputation with visitors was generally more positive.6 In 

fact, while Sarah Mathew, wife of surveyor Felton Mathew, had called the Parramatta of 

1830 “a large and increasing town, but I think one of the most disagreeable to live in,” 

Louise Meredith had described it to those at home in 1832 as, “containing houses and 

shops of every size and description, which are most agreeably diversified by the pretty 

gardens…”7  

Variable impressions of Parramatta in the period denote a vacillating reputation between 

that of a convict town, damaged by sixty years of crime and punishment – and one of a 

pleasant, orchard-filled ‘country’ destination for Sydney’s well-to-do. Little had changed 

                                                 
5 Udy, Spark of Grace, 164. 
6 Ibid., 104. 
7 Sarah Mathew and Louise Meredith, quoted in Kass, Liston and McClymont, Parramatta, 120–121. 



 

121 

by 1877, when a reporter from the Illustrated Sydney News recommended the town to 

visitors, noting that while some sobering reminders of convictism remained, it had since 

become “the resort of the Sydney tradesman” who builds a home there and “plants his 

orange and lemon trees.”8 

Parramatta’s Wesleyans gathered similarly mixed opinion around their efforts in the 

period and shared some of the town’s preoccupations. The most obvious of these were 

mutual efforts to transition from the austerity and bickering of their pioneering days – 

towards a more sophisticated and progressive existence. For some however, the way 

forward was stymied by the town’s and churches’ languid, ‘rural’ reputation. J. G. Turner, 

son of Parramatta missionary Nathaniel Turner, said of the town’s mid-century status that 

while it was to many still “the dearest spot on earth” and a location blessed by plentiful 

orchards and rural homesteads, it was still the “dullest” of places in Sydney.  

On a more positive note, he added that many pious families resided in the town, including 

those of the Wesleyan faith, and that “Several valuable public men in Methodism” had 

begun their work there. This observation reflected not only the status of the Parramatta 

church as a ‘rite of passage’ for gifted young Methodists (and one appearing on the 

resumes of nearly all the movement’s luminaries), but the simultaneous emergence of key 

civic figures within the ranks of the town’s workforce and political representation. 

Although hailing Parramatta as a “depressing” appointment for some, Turner conceded 

that incumbent ministers had been treated with “much kindness” and generosity by their 

congregations – an attribute also frequently observed in the general population.9 

                                                 
8 Ibid., 185. 
9 J. G. Turner, Pioneer Missionary, The Life of the Rev. Nathaniel Turner (London: The Wesleyan 

Conference Office, 1872), 274. 
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The status of the Mission 

While Parramatta and its churches struggled with their variable reputations and prospects 

in the 1830s–1850s, uplifting aspects of Parramatta Methodism included refurbishments 

at the Macquarie Street site, a commitment to dynamic evangelising and ‘Love Feasts,’ 

an expansion into North Parramatta, and a steady infusion of its members into roles of 

civic and commercial importance. The fresh confidence of the denomination was manifest 

in the words of Parramatta missionary, Daniel Draper, who boldly noted at the ‘laying of 

foundation stones’ ceremony for the Mission’s North Parramatta Chapel in 1838, that 

“Methodism is Christianity.”10 Culminating in the first Conference of the Australasian 

Wesleyan Methodist Church, held in Sydney in 1855, its reputational increases at 

Parramatta were evident throughout the period and facilitated an increasingly strong 

nexus with the civic sphere and the more ‘aspirational’ aspects of local, mid-nineteenth 

century life. Willing partners in the town’s committees, official events, social life and 

utility upgrades, and dedicated to the continued dissemination of the Gospel, Parramatta’s 

Wesleyans adhered to John Wesley’s popularly repeated covenant: “Put me to what thou 

wilt, rank me with who thou wilt…”11 

The arrival of new General Superintendent, Joseph Orton, into an increasingly more 

productive and populated Parramatta of 1831 had also signalled a turning point, albeit not 

a ‘cure,’ to the contentious issues and stagnant methods that had divided and confused 

Wesleyan Methodism in Parramatta since 1818.12 Described by Orton as “little better than 

a wreck” after a decade characterised by tragic in-fighting among its missionaries, the 

                                                 
10 Daniel Draper, Laying of Foundation Stones Ceremony, North Parramatta Wesleyan Chapel, quoted in 

Udy, Spark of Grace, 114. 
11 John Wesley, “‘Covenant Prayer’ from the Pamphlet ‘Directions for Renewing Our Covenant with 

God,’” 1780, in William Parkes, “Watchnight, Covenant and the Love Feast in Early British Methodism,” 

Wesleyan Theological Journal 12, no. 2 (1997), 36. 
12 Wright and Clancy, The Methodists, 18. 
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thirteen year period between the arrival of Lawry in 1818 and Orton’s appointment at the 

start of the 1830s, revealed multiple steps forward, combined with multiple failures.13  

The dilemma was particularly apparent during the battle of words and personal jealousies 

that discoloured the careers of Leigh, Lawry and their contemporaries. The infamous 

struggle between the men, which diverted attention away from the denomination’s agenda 

and was worsened by the intervention of local Established churchmen and the London 

Committee, was a problem that required a rapid solution. This was largely achieved by 

the departure of the first group back to England by 1832 (that is, Leigh, Lawry, Horton 

and Carvosso), or into early retirement (superintendent Erskine) – or to other mission 

postings, such as Nathaniel Turner’s landmark tenures in New Zealand and Tonga.14 

Lucrative secular careers, business interests and land holdings were taken up by Walker, 

Mansfield and others – and often with great distinction. Mansfield for one became an 

editor/contributor at the Australian Magazine, Sydney Gazette, the Government Gazette 

and the Sydney Morning Herald and would go on to commence the lucrative Parramatta 

Gas Company in 1871. 

The removal of its first generation proved helpful for Parramatta Mission and more 

broadly, the Methodist cause. In fact, by the time of the first Australasian Wesleyan 

Conference some twenty years later, numbers and administrative stability had been 

restored to the denomination, while its geographical entrenchment in the Hunter, 

Illawarra and Central West regions of NSW was indicative of increases in popular interest 

and the success of its ‘revivals.’ Due in no small part to the astute leadership of Orton 

after 1831, the Wesleyan cause had received a timely boost. At the time of Orton’s arrival, 

                                                 
13 Joseph Orton, Journal of Joseph Orton, 1832 – 39, February 1, 1836, Mitchell Library, ms. A1714, 

quoted in Wright and Clancy, The Methodists, 17. 
14 Turner, The Pioneer Missionary, 61.  
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John Manton (the incumbent minister at Parramatta), was describing the town’s 2000 

residents as barely compliant with the Sabbath rule – with only an estimated one-tenth 

attending services. Denoting persistent, moral deficits within the town itself and the chaos 

and ineffectiveness of local church at the close of the 1820s, Manton’s observation could 

have just as easily applied to any church in the Circuit in the wake of earlier controversies 

and challenges – and the broader struggle of Christianity throughout the colony.15  

Parramatta: hierarchies and dilemmas 

In the Parramatta of the 1830s–1850s however, living conditions for settlers in the town 

were stable, if not steadily improving. The river that dominated the town’s landscape was 

still yielding drinking water, plentiful fish and a passage for ships bearing goods and 

visitors, including incoming Wesleyan missionaries and holidaying members of elite 

(including NSW Governors) and their families. Residential numbers by the 1830s had 

reached 3600, with 32% of those being convicts serving out their custodial sentences.16 

A large proportion of the free settlers and emancipists in the town were engaged in simple 

trades and practical occupations, including as the traders, publicans, millers, artisans, 

wheelwrights, grocers, pensioners and labourers that Samuel Leigh referenced on his 

arrival, and among the occupations listed for those interred at the Parramatta Wesleyan 

Burial Ground in North Parramatta after 1844.17  

Meanwhile, a highly influential and moneyed ‘gentry’ and ‘under-gentry’ also visited, 

lived and worked in Parramatta in the period, and possessed considerable influence over 

the town’s economic and socio-political climate. They, and a cohort of NSW pastoralists 

                                                 
15 Udy, Spark of Grace, 103; Missionary Committee to Chairman of NSW District, September 15, 1832, 

quoted in O’Brien, “Methodism and the Australian Colonies,” 21. 
16 C. J. Baxter, ed., General Muster and Land and Stock Muster of New South Wales 1822 (Sydney: 

ABGR/Society of Australian Genealogists, 1988), xii, xv. 
17 Dunn and Morris, The Parramatta Cemeteries, 131–148. 



 

125 

and Sydney entrepreneurs, frequently used the town as a transit point on their way to other 

destinations, including the Blue Mountains and the Central West. Motivated as they were 

by Parramatta’s promise of economic and political gain, in addition to its free convict 

labour or Female Factory derived servants or wives, they were men who sought the kind 

of power and social aggrandisement that would have eluded them in England or 

elsewhere.18 Economic and hierarchical competition for positions of privilege in their 

previous homelands were fierce and generational. However, in the colonial outpost which 

was Parramatta, the possibility of creating personal reputations and amplifying business 

and political prospects, was considerable.  

Although some, including Hannibal Macarthur (nephew of late pastoralist, John 

Macarthur), Richard Rouse and John Palmer had some dual, philanthropic intentions in 

the town, including lending money to certain business interests, giving land to church 

building projects or conducting discreet acts of benevolence towards convicts and 

emancipists, they were also men seeking to amass personal wealth and curry influence 

with church and state authorities.19 ‘Little’ John Palmer for one, after arriving in NSW as 

a Royal Navy purser in Arthur Phillip’s fleet of 1788, eventually ran 3,000 head of sheep 

and 500 cattle from his farm, Waddon, which was situated just outside Parramatta, thereby 

attaining a high social standing and business reputation in local circles.  

Contributing a further appearance of respectability and tradition to the town were its 

churches, their clerics and their congregation members.20 Among these, a succession of 

Parramatta Wesleyan preachers and entrenched Parramatta Wesleyan families, including 

                                                 
18 Gay Hendriksen, “Women Transported: Myth and Reality” (paper presented at the National Archives of 

Australia, Canberra, June 14, 2009), http://www.naa.gov.au/collection/publications/papers-and-

podcasts/social-history/women-transported.aspx. 
19 Margaret Steven, “Palmer, John (1760–1833),” Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of 

Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/palmer-john-2533/text3437. 
20 Kass, Liston and McClymont, Parramatta, 126–127. 
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the Byrnes, Booths, Purchases, Sparks, Golledges, Lavors, Harts, Neales, Oakes and 

Hunts, made every effort towards the town’s moral and social rectification. In fact, 

throughout the period, church representatives and those in the upper echelons of 

Parramatta society were, via their political conservatism and aristocratic or military 

associations, also well-placed to interact with the quick succession of post-Macquarie 

Governors who made Parramatta their ‘country’ retreat. While paying only passing 

attention to local matters, including those of the church (and due to what Simpson 

described as “colonial apathy”), they primarily focussed on matters in Sydney and their 

own, political and financial aggrandisement.21 Those in question were Ralph Darling 

(1825–1831), Richard Bourke (1831–1837), George Gipps (1838–1846) and Charles 

FitzRoy (1846–1855). 

Meanwhile, Parramatta’s over 200-strong military of the 1830s and 1840s were adding 

considerable flavour to the town, while interacting with church and townspeople living 

and worshipping in what was effectively a half ‘garrison/gaol’ and half ‘free-settler’ 

location. Their presence, along with Parramatta’s magistrates, was crucial to maintaining 

order in the still convict-based town, and mandatory in upholding the rule of law. While 

Parramatta-boy and Wesleyan missionary, Watsford, conceded that the residency of 

soldiers in their red coats “did not improve the morality of the place,” he felt that they did 

bring a welcome air of “life and activity” to Parramatta during their period of residence 

in the town.22 It was also reported that by 1835, Simpson had connected with some 

“pious” soldiers at the Barracks and was gently fostering them in their faith.23  

                                                 
21 Simpson, MSS Letter, November 10, 1834, Wesleyan Missionary Society, London Archives, quoted in 

Udy, Spark of Grace, 105. 
22 John Watsford, Glorious Gospel Triumphs: As Seen in my Work in Fiji and Australasia (London: Charles 

H. Kelly, 1900), 2. 
23 Udy, Spark of Grace, 105. 
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Contact and reciprocity between Parramatta Mission and men from the local barracks 

would be repeated at regular intervals throughout the town’s history, and particularly 

through times of war. The cultivation of such a nexus was crucial to broader goals for the 

town’s and churches’ peace and stability, particularly as Parramatta’s neat appearance, 

pleasant parks, increasing places of Christian worship and many small farms belied the 

fact of a persistent anxiety within the underbelly of town life. Stemming from the chronic 

system of crime and punishment that had dominated the area since its settlement in 1788 

– and the constant presence of convicts, overseers, police, soldiers and chain gangs, in 

addition to a Female Factory, a crowded gaol, the Orphan School and other institutions – 

aspects of town life were somewhat predicated on an atmosphere of oppression and fear. 

Within this paradigm, residents developed a chronic aversion to church-going, a 

phenomenon evidenced in fluctuating membership numbers at Macquarie Street and other 

churches throughout the era. Despite his dismay at the situation, Orton noted,  

With regard to the labours and progress of religion among us…I scarcely 

know how to write; sometimes I am on the mount, and then in the vale…At 

Parramatta, a little encouragement presents itself. The Society increases 

slowly, there is peace and harmony and the prospects are rather flattering than 

otherwise.24 

Orton’s time as superintendent was relatively brief, but there is no doubt that it 

represented a turning point between the splintered and statistically unsuccessful ‘Leigh 

era’ and the more promising one that followed. More importantly, Orton’s commentary 

on the “mounts” and “vales” of Parramatta Methodism in the period was not exclusive to 

the Wesleyan movement or any specific failings of the Macquarie Street chapel. His 

observations were supported by broader statistics suggesting widespread anticlericalism 

in Parramatta and a deeply-imbedded culture of non-religious self-gratification and 

                                                 
24 Joseph Orton, 1832, cited in Colwell, The Illustrated History of Methodism, 222. 
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drunkenness. By mid-century, thirty-nine licensed inns (or pubs with accommodation 

facilities) were scattered throughout Parramatta, as were a string of brothels, illegal 

gambling houses and an officially-sanctioned race track on its south-western outskirts.25 

As a result, it was a town with multiple moral challenges and a population split between 

those forced to stay through incarceration, those present as permanent residents, and those 

simply ‘in transit’ and waiting for better options.  

Within this matrix, only two churches were, at the time, visible at the town centre: St. 

John’s Anglican Church and the Parramatta Wesleyan Church. Their attempts at 

minimising the town’s endemic pub culture were variable, especially after some of their 

own parishioners reportedly succumbed to the “drink.” A brewery owned and operated 

by Parramatta Wesleyan stalwarts, the Byrnes brothers (operating on the banks of the 

Parramatta River between 1846 and 1849), was another curious anomaly and one perhaps 

best attributed to the lure of financial profit over a desire to protect the moral high-

ground.26 The official position of the Parramatta church was however, unequivocal in 

relation to abstinence. Wesleyan superintendent Draper (Parramatta: 1835–1839) readily 

labelled the production of alcohol and cases of public drunkenness as longstanding issues 

for the moral sanctity of Parramatta – and an impediment to broader Christian prospects 

within the colony.27 In a letter to the WMMS, he wrote, 

I have just heard of one of our members being given up to drunkenness, and 

another to evil speaking and lying. How painful to my mind are those 

things…Drunkenness has ever been the curse and plague spot in the history 

of the church in this colony. Oh that the Lord would destroy the fiend and 

save the people from his wiles!28 

                                                 
25 Kass, Liston and McClymont, Parramatta, 121. 
26 Ibid., 175. 
27 Daniel Draper, Letter to the WMMS (n.d.), cited in Udy, Spark of Grace, 113. 
28 Ibid. 
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Importantly, Draper’s words indicated both the Church’s unequivocal stand on 

temperance, and the ripeness of the town for Christian revival. For local Wesleyans, their 

historic acceptance of the town’s disadvantaged, low-income and emancipated made 

them well-positioned to welcome new members to the fold, regardless of their residential 

status, wealth or murky pasts. The Parramatta Wesleyan Church was in fact, after a time, 

something of a working-class and emancipist ‘hero’ in a town still largely dominated by 

both the Established Church and an interfering, retrograde old gentry. 

Local politics 

At what was a key juncture in the life of the church and of the town, members of the 

Wesleyan congregation also began to express an interest in local politics. By the 1848 

elections for the County of Cumberland (seeking a representative to the NSW Legislative 

Council), George Oakes (1813 –1881) (second generation Parramatta Wesleyan, fruit-

grower, member of the District Council and avowed anti-transportationist) ran for office 

– and summarily defeated all-comers, including the wealthy William Macarthur, cousin 

of Hannibal and nephew of pioneer, John.29 

On his 1848 nomination by eight-two fellow Parramattans (including Wesleyans, William 

Byrnes, Jordan Sparks, John Pass and emancipist, James Bradley), Oakes had responded,  

I thank you most sincerely for the honour you have conferred on me…Should 

my fellow townsmen elect me to the important trust to which you have thus 

invited me, I shall at all times feel ambitious to discharge its duties to the 

satisfaction of my constituents, and the advancement of the town in which I 

was born and am a permanent resident. I have the honour to remain, 

Gentlemen, Your obliged and faithful servant, George Oakes.30 

                                                 
29 James Jervis, “A History of Politics and Politicians in Parramatta,” Journal of the Parramatta and District 

Historical Society 3 (1926): 31. 
30 “To George Oakes Esq,” Sydney Morning Herald, July 15, 1848, 1. 
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In his subsequent victory address outside the Parramatta Court House on George Street, 

Oakes triumphantly declared that the Borough was no longer “a sort of heirloom in the 

family of the Macarthurs” and asserted his satisfaction at having broken the Macarthur 

family’s previous electoral hegemony.31 Oakes was similarly strident in his opposition to 

the decade’s ‘Quit Rents’ matter, which threatened to financially disadvantage local 

investors via the potential return of leased and unsettled lands to the Crown after 1844.  

Oakes took petitions to Governor FitzRoy in 1846 and 1849 on behalf of the Parramatta 

townspeople, including its many widows, and identified his concerns in relation to the 

future of the town: “…so long as the Quit Rent question is unsettled, improvements in the 

Town cannot be carried out with any feeling of security…”32  

The conscientious position taken by him on the matter was commensurate with his 

Wesleyan roots and the denomination’s focus on social responsibility. It also denoted his 

pride as a Parramatta-born man – and the sense of a distinct Parramatta ‘identity’ that was 

emerging in the period. Fuelled by a swell of community solidarity on key issues and an 

‘us’ versus ‘them’ sense of empowerment, Oakes and other, strongly convicted 

Parramatta representatives, sought to have their voices heard. He for one, was unafraid to 

protest inequities and to rally the town against a patently unjust governmental blunder. 

More crucially, he did so while remaining cognisant of his personal and spiritual 

obligation to protect the common good and the future proliferation of the town itself.  

Beyond the Quit Rents dilemma, many old estates and land holdings of the gentry in and 

around Parramatta in the 1840s and 1850s were being dissolved, sold off or divided. 

Squabbling within the Macarthur family had reduced their land holdings at Rose Hill, 

                                                 
31 George Oakes, quoted in James Jervis, Ibid.  
32 George Oakes, Parramatta Quit Rents 1846–1857, Colonial Secretary Special Bundle, AONSW 2/1856-

3, quoted in Kass, Liston and McClymont, Parramatta, 142. 
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while many non-titled, un-connected and far from aristocratic residents of the town began 

to reach enough financial capability to purchase their own lands and businesses – and to 

progress their own causes. Not only was the Wesleyan Church becoming home to an 

increasing number of newly empowered, respectable, well-educated and financially 

improving working and middle-class Parramatta families, such as the Byrnes, Hunts and 

Oakes, but it was also extending its cachet and relevance within the civic order.  

More importantly, John Wesley’s ethos of universally available grace and the rewards of 

hard work were manifesting themselves in goals set by the congregation, including its 

push to facilitate a representation of Wesleyans, or Wesleyan supporters, within public 

life. As Paul Chilcote has noted of John and Charles Wesley themselves, “They found it 

impossible to separate their personal experience of God and devotion to Christ, from their 

active role as ambassadors of reconciliation and social transformation in the world.”33 As 

a result, the Wesleyan movement provided its membership with the impetus to seek out 

all forms of social and political involvement, and public representation, or as Chilcote 

describes it, “Wesleyan spirituality…included a profound incarnational dimension.”34 

Writing of the movement in the England during the Industrial revolution, W. R. Ward 

noted the ways in which Wesleyan Methodism’s fundamental “radicalism” had also 

enabled it to challenge and oppose the “paternalistic Anglican establishment.”35  

Moreover, while E. P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class (1963) 

somewhat controversially described Wesleyans as veritable ‘partners in crime’ with 

industrial overlords, or as “compliant workhorses” of the Industrial Revolution, the 

                                                 
33 Chilcote, “The Wesleyan Vision: Foundations,” 9. 
34 Ibid, 10. 
35 William Reginald Ward, Religion and Society 1790 –1850 (London: Batsford, 1972), 75. 
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historiography after him has supported an alternate conclusion..36 It has predominantly 

asserted that Methodism was in fact, a contributing influence on the propagation of 

working class socio-political progress in the Industrial age.37 Similarly, a traditional 

Methodist education came to be viewed as responsible for producing a number of 

enterprising, working class heroes and heroines throughout the nineteenth century, both 

in England and internationally.38 

Wesleyan notions of equality before God were certainly evidenced in the management of 

the town’s Burial Register after 1840. Local historian Judith Dunn has described the 

register as “Evidence that they (Wesleyans) were less inclined to make judgements” and 

that they accepted the convict nature of their congregation more comfortably than the 

Established Church. Furthermore, she noted that “Not one person was labelled ‘a Lunatic’ 

in the professional column of the (Wesleyan) Register” and even more interestingly, that 

the sect displayed a greater sense of equality between men and women: “Women are 

never listed as ‘wife of a wheelwright’ or ‘wife of an innkeeper’…but treated in their own 

right as either a widow or a married woman.”39 This information, in addition to the 

Register’s descriptions of Wesleyan occupations in the town, and high infant mortality 

rates with the congregation, reveals a broader picture of Wesleyan life in nineteenth-

century Parramatta and its various merits and challenges. 

Watsford 

The Wesleyans’ desire to both represent and convert the town’s most disaffected citizens, 

or those worshipping only under family obligation or government decree, was no better 

                                                 
36 Nigel Scotland, “Methodism and the English Labour Movement 1800–1906,” ANVIL 14, no. 1 (1997): 

36, biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/anvil/14-1_036.pdf. 
37 Hempton, Methodism and Politics in British Society, 16-17. 
38 Scotland, “Methodism and the English Labour Movement,” 36.  
39 Dunn and Morris, The Parramatta Cemeteries, 134–135. 
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exemplified than in the conversion of a young John Watsford (1820–1907).40 Having 

been pushed to attend the Sunday School on Macquarie Street by his father, James (a 

carriage-service operator who was converted under Samuel Leigh), John experienced his 

dramatic conversion during a service led by Draper at the old Wesleyan Chapel in 1838. 

As Watsford, a future evangelist, described in his autobiography, Glorious Gospel 

Triumphs (1900), “I went to mock rather than to pray,” but “a mighty power came upon 

me. The sins of my whole life pressed heavily on my soul. I trembled before God.”41 

Key to the significance of Watsford’s story is the fact of his humble Parramatta birth, 

working-class upbringing, role as the first Australian-born Methodist missionary and 

perhaps, the very ‘Australianness’ of his life-altering moment in a little sandstone chapel 

in the middle of downtown Parramatta.  

In this light, his spiritual transformation was very much a ‘grassroots’ one – and a 

phenomenon emblematic of an increasing emphasis within the movement in Australia on 

the importance of local flavours, interpretations, personalities and possibilities. 

Watsford’s conversion identified and celebrated the ‘home-grown’ aspect of his and 

many conversions that took place during Parramatta Wesleyan ‘Love Feasts’ and 

‘revivals’ of the mid-nineteenth century. For O’Brien and Carey, “the imagined 

Australia” of the ‘fair go,’ egalitarianism and mateship had in fact, directly stemmed from 

elements within the Methodist tradition, including its “social conscience, political 

involvements, network of city, suburban and bush congregations, and investment in 

health and education.”42  

                                                 
40 Renate Howe, “Watsford, John (1829–1907),” Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre  

of Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/watsford-john-4809/ 

text8017. 
41 Quoted in Udy, Spark of Grace, 141. 
42 Carey and O’Brien, “Introduction,” 8. 
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It is unsurprising that Watsford’s conversion captured the imagination of the Wesleyan 

community and Parramatta’s civic sphere. For each, it brought into focus the 

mysteriousness and wonder of God and the non-exclusivity of salvation in environments 

populated by everyone from reformed thieves and murderers to the resolutely ‘pious.’  

The 1840–41 revival 

Also impacting many Parramattans, regardless of class, background or education, was the 

flurry of religious excitement, sometimes leading to ‘revivals’ (including the 1840–41 

revival at Parramatta), which was occurring in Sydney’s West during the period. As J. G. 

Turner wrote of Parramatta in the mid-century, 

In Parramatta were a few devoted men who felt for God’s cause. Their 

Ministers’ stirring pulpit appeals, and earnest labours for souls, awoke and 

stimulated their reserve force of spiritual life, and they worked hard. 

Frequently the Sabbath-evening prayer meetings became services of revival 

power. Several wanderers were restored and some few penitents found the 

Saviour.43 

Facilitated by a succession of dynamic Parramatta ministers, including Draper, McKenny, 

Simpson, Sweetman, Turner and Scofield in the era leading up to and including the mid-

nineteenth century and the first Methodist Conference of 1855, the appeal of the 

Wesleyan Church had been gradually increasing. Those disenchanted with the 

Established Church in the town sought a more inclusive and energetic worship format and 

one which promised both salvation and a healthy social atmosphere fostered by regular 

tea meetings and ‘class’ participation. In reporting to Wesleyan authorities in London in 

1842 and 1843 (post-the 1840-41 revival), McKenny referred to the church’s “large” 

congregation, including many who had “previously been wholly indifferent to religion.” 

For McKenny, this was unequivocal evidence of “The revival of the work of God” and 
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the capacity of the church to establish additional “religious societies” in rural areas such 

as Castle Hill, Toongabbie and Dural. Members in the Parramatta Circuit at the time were 

listed by him at 198.44  

The fast pace and emotion of Methodist ‘Love Feasts,’ prayer meetings, evangelical 

rallies, travelling preachers and hymn singing in the period, created a compelling 

atmosphere for potential converts. It could be argued that mid-century Methodism in 

Parramatta offered to its largely un-gentrified, minimally-educated and increasingly 

diverse population what O’Brien and Carey have referred to as an “appeal to the heart in 

the Age of Reason.”45  

Among the seventy confirmed revivals listed by Stuart Piggin in his ‘History of Revival 

in Australia’ (1994), Parramatta had one: 1840-41, with those at Windsor and Castlereagh 

occurring at around the same time.46 The first few years of the new Parramatta Chapel 

(1839) had brought extraordinary scenes of spiritual excitation to the old town, and ones 

commensurate with increases in conversion numbers for the denomination as a whole. 

Statistical increases in church attendance throughout the Circuit were also notable at the 

time and occurring despite, or perhaps because of the era’s economic crisis. The people 

of Sydney’s West had turned to God in droves, or as an 1840 report by the Methodist 

Magazine in England, noted, “New chapels are rising up; new societies and congregations 

are in the course of formation, and loud calls are made for additional missionaries.”47  

                                                 
44 John McKenny, MSS Letters, April 22, 1842 and July 1843 (n.d), in Gloster Udy, Spark of Grace, 143-

144. 
45 O’Brien and Carey, Methodism in Australia, 2. 
46 Stuart Piggin, “History of Revival in Australia,” (Chapter 8), Mark Hutchinson and Edmund Campion 

(eds.) ‘Re-Visioning Australian Colonial Christianity: New Essays in the Australian Christian Experience, 

1788–1900 (Sydney Centre for the Study of Australian Christianity, 1994), 3-4. http://www.chr. 

org.au/documents/4.-Re-visioning-Australian-Colonial/Stuart-Piggin.pdf 
47 “New South Wales”, Missionary Magazine, 1839, 25. cited in Udy, Spark of Grace, 136. 
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Watsford, who was himself dramatically converted at Parramatta two years before, 

described the 1840 revival at Macquarie Street as profound and life-changing,  

I prayed and oh! The power of God that came upon the people, who were 

overwhelmed by it in every part of the room! And what a cry for mercy!… 

How many were saved I cannot tell…48 

For Piggin, the theological underpinning of ‘revival’ as a work of God which consists of 

an outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon large numbers of people at the same time, is 

routinely accompanied by certain markers. Evident at Parramatta in 1840-41, these are 

the empirical inclusion, at least “occasionally,” of prior expectations of an exceptional 

event and “usually” by unified prayer. Moreover, revivals “always” result in a 

“revitalisation of the Church, the conversion of large numbers of unbelievers, and the 

diminution of sinful practices in the community.”49  

While all such indicators were present at Parramatta and spoke to the occurrence of 

something extraordinary or ‘Divine,’ the revival of the mid-1840s encapsulated additional 

features of contemporary Wesleyanism and its translation into local, secular life. These 

included what Piggin describes as the denomination’s view of itself as a missionary 

organisation based in the “pure gospel,” as opposed to “bureaucratic or liturgical” 

preoccupations. Methodism in the period also considered itself accepting of both laity and 

the ordained as capable evangelists.50 Not only were such features evident in the revival 

at Parramatta and elsewhere in Sydney’s West, but may be viewed as directing and 

explaining the increased confidence of the congregation by mid-century and the growing 

influence of its members in matters of civic governance and social rectification. 
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Wesleyans, papists and emancipists 

Interestingly, too, the times made strange bedfellows. When the Established Church was 

not fearing dissenting Wesleyans or determining its position on emancipist rights, it was 

siding with them against Parramatta’s increasing ranks of Irish ‘Papists.’ As a case in 

point, Hannibal Macarthur stated this as his motivation in officiating at the ‘opening’ and 

‘laying of foundation stones’ ceremonies for two Wesleyan churches in Macquarie Street 

and North Parramatta on the same day in 1839. Draper described Macarthur as desiring 

to see “Wesleyan Methodism in conjunction with the Established church” presenting “the 

most powerful barrier against Popery which now exists,” while further supporting “the 

cause of God among all denominations.”51 Such intentions notwithstanding, Parramatta’s 

Anglican Bishop, William Broughton, wrote to Macarthur severely reprimanding him for 

his role in the ceremonies and predicting that he would regret them on his death bed.52 

Nonetheless, it was the debate over emancipists that proved almost endlessly problematic 

for mid-century Christians in the colony, including for Parramatta’s Wesleyans. It had 

been an element in the dissolution of the Macquarie–Marsden professional relationship 

and one of the grievances between Leigh and his contemporaries. Leigh’s stance, and that 

of others, was at odds with many positive anecdotes surrounding emancipist contribution 

and capability. Among these was Lawry’s first Sunday School superintendent, Bradley, 

Mrs. Byrnes of Castlereagh (the ex-prostitute and convicted thief who led a group of 

locals in the successful Castlereagh revivals of 1840–41) – and in a purely secular context, 

emancipist success stories such as that of young watch-thief Joseph Gray of Clerkenwell, 

                                                 
51 Draper, Letter to the WMMS, September 26, 1839, quoted in Udy, Spark of Grace, 239–240. 
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London, who, on receiving his ticket-of-leave at Parramatta, became its premier 

bootmaker and a respected civic contributor. 

Such reformed prisoners of England were generally recognised by the Wesleyan Church 

as worthy on their own merits; however, for Draper, the decision to include them in 

congregational life was fraught. Although those in favour of their inclusion argued that 

with a relatively small cohort of local men to choose from and the cost of bringing 

missionaries and lay people from England proving too expensive, good local leaders, 

regardless of their background, should be admitted. However, the stigma of convictism 

was strong and persistent, as was prejudice against the locally trained. In 1845, Parramatta 

minister, Eli Sweetman, argued that there was a need for someone with the skills that no 

local candidate could offer, especially given “the extent of our missions in this colony, 

the great value of our property, the position we hold in the public mind, our intercourse 

with the civil authorities and the necessity there is for our sometimes speaking in our own 

case and defence by means of the press.”53  

Draper’s answer to both emancipist concerns and the issue of utilising or not utilising 

locally trained personnel, was to remain ‘neutral’ and involve missionaries and trustees 

in determining the eligibility of individual emancipists and freemen for parish roles: “I 

think…the missionary on the spot, with the members of that class…are best qualified to 

judge in this matter.”54 On another occasion, he was more supportive of the ex-convicts 

in his midst, asserting, “A great many of our members are in those circumstances…and 

no unpleasantness has arisen.”55  

                                                 
53 Edward Sweetman, MSS Letter, April 29, 1845, quoted in Udy, Spark of Grace, 150–151. 
54 Daniel Draper, MSS Letter, January 25, 1837, quoted in Udy, Spark of Grace, 112. 
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Perhaps the most pressing issue for Draper and the church more generally by the 1840s 

was the lack of Wesleyan local or lay preachers to assist the cause. Ministers of the 

denomination were pushed to the limit and still being tasked with riding to the far reaches 

of Sydney’s West single-handedly on Sundays, including during the summer heat. This 

expectation meant that by mid-century little real progress had been made in better 

managing the stresses and responsibilities of ministers in the Parramatta Circuit in the 

entire thirty years of its existence. 

The Female Factory 

Unaffected by such debates in the era was the care and supervision of the sick and isolated 

in Parramatta, which remained a priority despite restrictions to church resources and the 

town’s fluctuating economic prospects. As one contemporary observer noted: “Since the 

cessation of transportation it (Parramatta)…has gradually declined, not having either 

agricultural or mercantile resources of sufficient amount to keep the population 

employed.” This had led to a situation in which “the only class of people who seem to be 

doing a good business are the innkeepers.”56 Although accounts of the degradation arising 

from the town’s endemic ‘pub’ culture and associated areas of concern for its socio-

economic future – good works continued unabated. Parramatta minister’s wife, Sarah 

Sweetman, and other Wesleyans, continued to visit the Female Factory at North 

Parramatta and to conduct services and prayer meetings with its residents and inmates, 

including children. Salvation and charitable works were considered inseparable for 

Christians in the period, as set out in the objectives of the newly formed Parramatta 
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Benevolent Society: “…to afford relief to the poor and distressed…as well as to afford 

them religious instruction and consolation...”57  

Similar motivations for the Parramatta Wesleyans’ work ethic were centred on 

“activism,” one of Bebbington’s four manifestations of evangelical Christianity in the era 

and demonstrated in the way in which “Evangelicals went around performing all sorts of 

humane acts of charity.”58 For Wesleyans, piety was necessarily combined with “active 

social service, commitment to the poor, and advocacy for the oppressed.”59 In this vein, 

it is unsurprising that Sarah Sweetman, Mary Hutchinson (née Oakes) and others like 

them, provided charity and support in both respects (religious instruction and spiritual 

consolation) for the town’s sizeable population of prisoners, ex-convicts, single mothers, 

orphaned children, sick and homeless men and the mentally ill.  

Writing to Wesleyan authorities in London in 1845, Sweetman’s husband noted of his 

wife, “Mrs. Sweetman continues her visits to the Factory, to the confined and condemned 

females which are there. This permission was given by the Governor…Mrs. Sweetman 

says her congregation varies from 30 to 50.” 60 While largely unexplored in most secular 

appraisals of the Female Factory and Female Orphan School, including in recent 

investigations by scholars including Gay Hendriksen and Carol Liston, the Wesleyan 

Church of Parramatta was a provider of support for residents of both institutions from the 

1820s. Such support included a regular schedule of visitations by successive Parramatta 

Wesleyan women, and at key points, by the missionaries themselves. Reporting on 
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Christian efforts at the Factory has traditionally focussed on the contributions of Samuel 

Marsden and Elizabeth Fry.61  

For five years after 1842, Parramatta ministers’ wives and congregation members also 

assisted members and residents impacted by the Australian economic Depression of the 

period. Resulting in a sudden halting of Australia’s pastoral expansion, the Depression 

occurred as transportation was also ceasing and when paradigmatic shifts in the country’s 

economy were unable to keep up with practical necessities such as food supply and the 

need for cheap labour. The results of limited agricultural and manufacturing 

diversification since settlement, were also being felt. Considered one of the three worst 

economic Depressions to strike Australia in its history, its human toll, including in the 

‘sleepy hollow’ of Parramatta, was considerable.62  

Some relief did however, become available when tallow (the grease extracted from 

boiled-down animal carcasses), became more profitable than meat or wool on national 

and international markets – and Parramatta became a centre for its production. A 

consequence for members of the Parramatta Church was that the existence of abattoirs, 

tanneries and boiling-down factories in proximity to their place of worship on Macquarie 

Street, produced decades of unpleasant aromas – albeit ones that heralded a welcome 

economic revival for the town.63 
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The second Parramatta Chapel 

During the 1830s–1850s, and despite the fiscal woes of a generation, various essential 

institutions were being built or re-invented in Parramatta. In this key phase of its history, 

a ‘Lunatic Asylum’ would ultimately replace the ‘Female Factory’ and a larger gaol 

would be built at North Parramatta. Similarly, the Wesleyans’ new church on Macquarie 

Street had been opened on 19 September 1839, while ‘Centenary’ (the Wesleyan Church 

situated at the corner of Grose and Church Streets in North Parramatta) would open in 

1841. This occurred not long after the 1839 completion of the sturdy David Lennox-

designed bridge that successfully linked northern and southern sides of the town. Both 

churches had been funded by money from wealthy Parramatta Wesleyans (including 

woollen mill owners, James and William Byrnes), and in the case of North Parramatta, 

using land gifted to the Wesleyans by the pioneer Rouse family. Richard Rouse’s 

contribution of the land, and the role of Hannibal Macarthur in the opening ceremonies 

for both new structures, made the projects ones which encapsulated all aspects of 

contemporary church–civic co-operation and Protestant mutuality in mid-century 

Parramatta.  

Parramatta’s new chapel of 1839, while largely supplanting the Macquarie Chapel of 

1821, retained a small portion of the previous structure as a ‘vestry’ to its rear. It was 

listed in the minutes of the first Australasian Wesleyan Methodist Conference as by then 

debt free, 55 feet x 42 feet in size (clear of the boundary) and on “60 perches of land.”64 

The new chapel – built to alleviate crowding in Lawry’s smaller building and designed 

as a large, rectangular hall, had the versatile capacity to hold services, tea meetings and 
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18, 1855, Appendix III, Connexional Property (Sydney: R. Barr, 1855), 8. 
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Sunday School classes.65 It was described by superintendent Orton as both “chaste and 

elegant.”66 

Commencing with services led by James Watkin, Nathaniel Turner, Daniel Draper and 

Joseph Orton from 5.00am until well into the evening, its opening day yielded a highly 

enthusiastic reception from incumbent members, including loud and lengthy hymn-

singing and happy weeping.67 Carruthers later noted that the event was “attended by an 

excellent congregation (with) lively religious interest, as evidenced by the number of class 

meetings regularly held.”68 Draper described the opening ceremony as one attended by 

“Several respectable and influential ladies and gentlemen” and for which “Several shops 

and one public house” in Macquarie Street “were closed and the people crowded from all 

parts of the town to witness the ceremony.”69  

Town interest aside, the subsequent ‘revivals’ that the church’s opening sparked in 

Parramatta and surrounding districts, added to the church’s status and its perceived, 

evangelistic capacity. Similarly, its grand appearance and community popularity befitted 

an era in which members were being accepted into the upper echelons of Parramatta 

society – and one in which the town itself was asserting its ascendancy. In this respect, 

the Wesleyans’ 1839 church became a symbol of mutual pride for Wesleyans and 

residents of the town, with its “elegant” presence adding to the gradually more 

sophisticated streetscape of mid-century Parramatta. Moreover, while perpetually 
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144 

struggling with a degree of debt, the Mission’s two new churches in Macquarie Street and 

North Parramatta, represented a rising level of confidence within Wesleyan ranks and the 

denomination’s increasing appeal to more respectable members of the community. In 

1841, McKenny declared that “the character of our cause has undergone an entire 

change…marked not only in an increase of the society, but particularly in the 

respectability of those who worship.”70 Numbers, too, had risen. By 1843, members of 

the Parramatta Circuit were close to 200, with 169 students attending its Sunday 

Schools.71  

Influential Wesleyans 

McKenny’s comments, which emphasised the increasing importance of Parramatta as a 

denominational beacon and civic stronghold, came at a time when Methodists were also 

more obvious in the town’s decision-making processes, and more likely to attain personal 

wealth and active roles alongside the town’s elite. As evidenced in the breakdown of 

denominations represented on the first steering committee of Parramatta Hospital 

(declared 6 May 1848), one-third were either practising Wesleyans, such as James Byrnes 

and George Oakes, or publicly declared Wesleyan sympathisers and financial supporters, 

such as Hannibal Macarthur and architect, James Houison.72  

Existing as an important marker of civic influence in the era, the Hospital Board was one 

of many local committees and organisations with a strong Wesleyan representation. The 

first Parramatta District Council of 1843 included prominent Wesleyans such as James 

Byrnes and Andrew Murray, as did the first School of Arts, the Agricultural Society, the 
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71 Parramatta Circuit statistics, 1843, quoted in Udy, Spark of Grace, 144. 
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Parramatta Road Trust, the Parramatta Benevolent Society, the School Board and other 

committees formed to forward and manage the town’s railway and reservoir proposals. 

Three of the first five members of the Parramatta Park Trust established in 1858 were 

Wesleyans: James Byrnes, George Oakes and John Purchase. Wesleyans were, in effect, 

everywhere and involved in everything. 

The denomination’s influence was also felt during the Australian ‘Gold Rush.’ Coming 

in the mid-1850s, the Rush caused a significant reinvigoration of Parramatta’s townscape, 

economy and future vision. Its population grew, businesses profited, churches filled, 

accommodation options increased, transport options improved and a class of nouveau 

riche residents, in addition to a more culturally diverse population (including Chinese, 

Indians and Europeans of German and French origin), also emerged. As the town through 

which most travellers from Sydney had to pass on their way to the gold fields, Parramatta 

grew exponentially in the period – and matured. Its ferries and stage coaches brought 

thousands to the town, and as a result, Parramatta’s retail and accommodation precincts 

boomed. Many of its residents returned from their experiences in the gold towns of 

Bathurst, Hill End and Sofala with new savvy and pockets full of money. Some speculated 

in the excitement and lost their life savings. The Parramatta Wesleyan Church shared in 

the rises and falls of fortune in the town and tried to mediate and counsel as needed. 

Among early Parramatta speculators who tried their luck in the Central West during the 

mid-1850s, were Wesleyans James Byrnes and Francis Oakes. Byrnes supported Chinese 

and Indian migrants new to the town and employed them at his mill. He also arranged a 

fire-fighting ‘cart’ for Parramatta in the period (effectively the town’s first ‘fire engine’), 

which was used by a team of Chinese labourers to save many local homes and businesses 
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from a bush fire in the summer of 1854.73 Over multiple decades in the town, Byrnes and 

brother William accomplished the remarkable feat of providing evenly distributed 

financial and moral support to both their Wesleyan Church and various, key aspects of 

Parramatta’s civic life. 

The Methodist Conference 

During the 1840s and 1850s, Wesleyan ministers Nathaniel Turner, Henry Gaud, Thomas 

Adams, Thomas Angwin, William Curnow and Stephen Rabone were stationed at 

Macquarie Street. Collectively, they represented a gifted cohort and one with capabilities 

in both church and secular environments. Curnow (Parramatta, 1856–1857), would step 

aside from a successful career in the church to become editor of the Sydney Morning 

Herald for fifteen years. Rabone (Parramatta, 1857), was a distinguished leader in the 

missionary field and future President of the Conference in 1861. The Australian Town 

and Country Journal in fact described him as a great Methodist and one who “willingly 

took on himself a large share of the burdens which must be borne by an evangelising 

church.”74 Turner, who had served at Parramatta in 1850–1851, was similarly convicted 

and brought to his Parramatta tenure a history of early pioneer service beside Leigh and 

Marsden in New Zealand, and a capacity in the Parramatta Circuit to ride for twenty miles, 

conduct three services, and (after handing his Bible to a “Local Preacher or Leader”) – 

run next door to the parsonage and “exchange his flannel vest, wringing with 

perspiration,” and then return to the church “to do battle with the devil and unbelief.”75 

In addition to the calibre of ministers posted to the town, 1854 saw the arrival of Rev. 

Robert Young and a deputation from England. This group, on the instruction of the 
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147 

London Committee, was to make a passing visit to Parramatta (in the context of a broader 

investigation into the readiness of the local Wesleyan Church for an independent 

Conference). As it unfolded, Young’s visit was welcomed with significant excitement by 

the Parramatta congregation and the wider Conference, and also drew large congregations 

to the York Street, Sydney Chapel. During his stay, Young travelled throughout the 

Parramatta and Sydney region and in doing so, made a series of useful, ethnographical 

observations regarding contemporary life. At Parramatta, these included that the town 

was comprised of “stoic” people, attractive buildings, a pleasant riverscape, a large 

quantity of inns, a richness of orchards and a number of men on horseback smoking small 

pipes.76 The English minister also enjoyed the hospitality of Paramatta Wesleyan hosts, 

William and Anne Byrnes and their eleven children.  

In answer to the question of independence for the Australasian Wesleyan Churches, 

Young’s final recommendation was an affirmative one, with permission granted by the 

Committee for an inaugural Conference to commence the following year, “…the 

Wesleyan churches in Australia and Polynesia have been formed into a distinct 

connection.”77 For Young, the present health and ascendency of the Wesleyan Movement 

in the antipodes had resulted from the determined ‘push’ enacted by missionaries Leigh, 

Lawry and their successors. He further noted that “Christianity is essentially aggressive. 

Its precepts direct and its spirit excites its recipients to labour in its diffusion.”78 In his 

estimation, a united Conference of Australasian Methodism was, in the words of the old 

hymn, an important “calling to fulfil.”79 
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148 

Among the forty missionaries listed as attendees at the first Conference at York Street, 

Sydney in 1855, fourteen had either already worked at the Parramatta church or would do 

so within a few years. They included Manton, Draper, Adams, Angwin and Curnow. 

James Byrnes of the Parramatta congregation was one of only a few laymen permitted to 

sit on the ‘Missionary Committee’ (a sub-committee of the Conference). The Conference 

secretary was John Manton, who had served at Parramatta in 1831. He is recorded in the 

proceedings as declaring the fresh independence of Australasian Methodism,  

You are aware that the long-contemplated change in our ecclesiastical 

position has at length been carried into effect; and now the Australasian 

Wesleyan Churches are no longer Missions under the direction of the British 

Conference.80 

In addition to a range of local discussion topics, a tabling of reports and the analysis of 

various statistics, the first Conference also highlighted an issue close to the heart and 

ethos of Parramatta Methodism: its Sunday Schools. Describing the importance of 

education to poor and disadvantaged children – while emphasizing the crucial use of 

Christian teachings alongside their practical application, the Minutes noted that “the great 

and primary object of Sunday Schools (is) to teach the children of the poor to read and 

understand the holy scriptures, with the view to their being made wise unto salvation.”81 

Conclusion 

The years between 1830 and 1855 were key ones for the Mission and those in which the 

imperative of “salvation” became a theme for community outreach. Reeling from the 

controversies and bitterness of the 1820s, Parramatta Wesleyans re-focussed their 
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“calling” while receiving important pastoral support from their cohort of impressive 

superintendents. 

Similarly, a new and larger chapel on Macquarie Street from 1839 aided not only the 

growth and effectiveness of the incumbent congregation but afforded them higher 

community visibility. More significantly, in an era that included events such as the 

coronation of Queen Victoria, the cessation of convict transportation, the Gold Rush and 

the first Australasian Wesleyan Methodist Conference, those at Parramatta saw the 

potential to challenge the limitations of their previous congregational paradigms and the 

limits of town governance.  

In the process of meeting such challenges, members began to infuse various factions, 

committees, boards, institutions, district councils and workplaces in Parramatta with their 

capacity for hard work and social benevolence. In serving their “present age,” the Mission 

began to disperse more confidently within the civic order, and to approach the remaining 

decades of the nineteenth century with revivalist energy and a commitment to the social 

tenets of Wesleyan theology. 
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4. FORESIGHT AND FOLLY: PARRAMATTA MISSION, 1855–1885 

 

During the three decades between the mid-nineteenth century and the opening of 

Parramatta’s new Methodist Church in the winter of 1885, both the Mission and the town 

experienced defining change. For Parramatta, the “Sleepy Hollow,” “Ancient Borough” 

and “Historic Borough” phases of its existence, and what had been the embryonic period 

of Wesleyan Methodism in the town, gave way to greater confidence and sophistication.1 

Developments such as the town’s new ‘municipality’ status (conferred 1861), socio-

economic opportunities provided by the Australian Gold Rush (1851–c.1890) and, for 

Methodists, the opening of their third “cathedral church” on Macquarie Street in 1885 

(soon to be known as ‘Leigh Memorial’), transformed both their civic approach and their 

self-esteem.2 Similarly, within this upsurge came new paradigms in local management 

and grassroots Australian religiosity, which originated in the town’s pioneer past and 

found completion in the headiness of the High Victorian age. Acts of ‘folly’ on behalf of 

both church and civic authorities, fed by ambition and a sense of empowerment 

commensurate with the times, were also apparent in an accumulation of debt and division 

before century’s end. Within the period, Parramatta’s civic sphere experienced its 

strongest ever infusion of Wesleyans, as the town’s conjoined leadership sought to 

                                                 
1 References to Parramatta as a “Sleepy Hollow” in the mid-to-late nineteenth century came into use via 

the popular press. In the transcript of an 1884 speech by Sir George Wigram Allen at the ‘laying of 
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Memories of an Australian Ministry, 117. 
2 Udy, Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church (1985). The title of this book is the first known use of the 

term “cathedral church” in relation to Leigh Memorial Church, Parramatta, opened 1885. 
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improve infrastructures, community morality, foresight and co-operation on both sides of 

the church–civic divide.  

As Parramatta’s colonial past gradually became replaced by the pace and dictates of the 

late nineteenth century, changes experienced in the town and at its Wesleyan Church were 

flavoured by broader phenomena. These included the influences of a British Empire in its 

prime, Parramatta’s new municipal status and all the hallmarks of middle-class, Victorian 

taste and affectation.3 Moreover, they occurred alongside socio-cultural developments in 

Parramatta, including the creation of musical and art societies, and sporting clubs 

(including the School of Arts in 1867 and the Woolpack Hotel’s Bowling Club in 1870). 

Also emerging were grand architectural statements in the town, including the impressive 

Wesleyan-designed and built Parramatta Town Hall (1883) and the Parramatta Park 

‘Tudor’ Gatehouse (1885).4  

Public Health 

Although resulting in lavish and impractical expressions of Victoriana, each edifying new 

feature of town life provided relief from the more sobering, ‘life and death’ realities of 

the era. These included a high infant mortality rate, periodic epidemics (including 

typhoid, influenza and dysentery) and increasing urban destitution. The more 

fundamental struggles of daily existence also taxed the resolve of Parramatta’s residents 

and visitors and included issues with the town’s water supply and sewerage, a steady 

poisoning of the river due to human and industrial waste, drainage failures, poor street 

                                                 
3 The Municipalities Act of 1858: Fifty or more inhabitants could petition for their area to be incorporated 

as a municipality. Authority would include areas such as street lighting, sewerage, public health and 

decency, commercial infrastructures and facilities such as hospitals and libraries. Frederick Arthur 

Larcombe, The Origin of Local Government in New South Wales, 1831-58 (Sydney: Sydney University 

Press, 1973), 261–262. 
4 Kass, Liston and McClymont, Parramatta, 192-193. 
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lighting, deteriorating or non-existent roads, bad odours and the persistence of the 

Parramatta Lunatic Asylum and other over-crowded institutions. All such “nuisances” 

coloured the experience of those residing in Parramatta and diminished both their physical 

health and the efficacy of the town’s socio-economic development.5 Similarly, while an 

1877 journalistic investigation into the Parramatta Lunatic Asylum revealed lung disease 

and “paralysis” as the leading causes of death at the institution – mental health disorders, 

poverty and hygiene-related illnesses were also prominent amongst its cohort of mostly 

elderly patients, and indicative of the town’s generally poor living environment. The 

conditions present at it, and similar institutions in Parramatta during the latter portion of 

the century, also did little for the humanitarian and public health record of the town – or 

as the article noted, “There are seventeen beds of fusty appearance in the hospital – 

seventeen beds for 600 patients!”6  

By the 1880s, typhus in the Macquarie Street drain was also presenting a serious public 

health hazard, including for those attending the Wesleyan Church. In 1888, the disease 

would be responsible for the death of Parramatta newspaper editor and Macquarie Street 

resident, Frederick Lovell, while Wesleyan builder, Jabez Lavors (co-builder, along with 

William Hart, of the Parramatta Town Hall and Leigh Memorial Church), also succumbed 

in 1889.7 Official intervention from the NSW Board of Health would take another decade, 

by which time it was felt that “the matter of remedying the nuisance arising from the drain 

at the rear of the Wesleyan Church should not be delayed.”8 
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Despite the harshness of life in nineteenth-century Parramatta, it remained a favourite 

‘country’ destination for travellers and one in which Sydney-siders still desired to live, 

work or visit. It was considered an “old fashioned little town…having been established 

before the new order of things commenced – when men were struggling for existence 

rather than thinking of sanitary arrangements and future grandeur.”9 More crucially, as a 

Parramatta of big personalities, grand schemes, elaborate structures and high hopes, it 

was also filled with examples of grand division and failure, and ones that both enlivened 

and repelled the aspirations of its incumbent Wesleyan population.  

Parramatta Wesleyanism 

Victorian-era largesse certainly found a happy resonance in some of the tenets and 

practices of Wesleyanism in Australia, including its members reputation as Christianity’s 

“do-ers” and those committed to ‘word and deed’ ministry throughout the antipodes. Also 

influential in the period was Wesleyan Methodism’s innate evangelicalism and its 

adherence to the pivotal concepts of scriptural holiness and ‘Entire Sanctification.’10 

Regarded as a form of ‘relative perfection’ in which an individual may achieve a state of 

holiness – ‘sanctification’ was considered highly desirable to the faithful of the day.11 In 

the writings of a local Methodist magazine in the early twentieth century, it was described 

to believers as a phenomenon in which the heart was “cleansed from all unrighteousness,” 

and “the spiritual notion of being ‘filled with the Holy Spirit,’ living close to God day by 

day and having perfect confidence in Him.”12 Hearkening back to the conversion of John 

                                                 
9 Anthony Trollope, Australia. vol. 1, ed. 2 (Gloucester: Alan Sutton, 1987), 151–152. 
10 Glen O’Brien, “Christian Perfection and Australian Methodism,” in Immense, Unfathomed, Unconfined: 

The Grace of God in Creation, Church and Community, ed. Sean Winter (Melbourne: Uniting Academic 

Press, 2013), 234–236.  
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11 Robert Evans, Early Evangelical Revivals in Australia: A Study of Surviving Published Materials about 

Evangelical Revivals in Australia up to 1880 (Adelaide: Open Book Publishers, 2000), 10. 
12 ‘Glad Tidings,’ 4 May 1910, 4 September 1911 and 2 September 1912, quoted in Wright and Clancy, 

The Methodists, 71. 
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Wesley himself, in which the theologian’s heart was “strangely warmed,” it was the 

precious gift of God’s redemption.  

For David Hempton, this redemption included the way in which “the enlightened pinned 

their faith in human progress free from the dark clouds of fanaticism and superstition,” 

just as Wesley had pinned his on “human perfectibility free from the dark pits of wilful 

sinning and cold, formal religion.”13 As a result, Parramatta’s Wesleyans sought to secure 

larger congregations, better worship spaces, healthier donations and more opportunities 

for forward progress, while continuing their efforts towards a realisation of the ‘common 

good’ in the heart of their town. Moreover, as predominantly conservative and steady 

contributors within their faith-based and civic involvements, they also took on the role of 

what Stuart Piggin has described as “mediators” between the old world and the new one 

that was beckoning.14 Nonetheless, the dilemma for Methodism was that when the “new” 

was finally reached, its existence was harder to justify – a proposition demonstrated 

within the denomination’s twentieth century decline.15 

Proving an impediment for Parramatta Mission in the period was also its legendary 

commencement under Leigh, Lawry and other of the movement’s pioneers, and the 

individual ‘legend’ of evangelist Watsford and his conversion at the site in 1838. 

Although providing a lasting inspiration to the faithful, the event nonetheless imprinted 

an expectation on the Parramatta Chapel that its subsequent ministers and congregations 

struggled to fulfil. Their knowledge of Watsford’s experience when “a mighty power” 

came upon him in a Parramatta prayer meeting, followed by his subsequent achievements 

(including becoming an international missionary and President of the General Conference 

                                                 
13 David Hempton, Methodism – Empire of the Spirit (Yale University Press, 2005), 204. 
14 Stuart Piggin, Evangelicals and Society from 1750, vol. 1 Making Evangelical Missionaries, 1789-1858 

(Abingdon: Sutton Courtenay Press, 1984), 301. 
15 Ibid. 
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of the Australasian Wesleyan Church by 1878), became impossible, if largely self-

imposed benchmarks for members.16 They effectively bestowed an expectation on the 

Chapel that it was uniquely blessed – and its membership destined for greatness.17 

Meanwhile, the rise of Parramatta as a respectable Victorian town was increasing pressure 

on its Wesleyans to improve the appearance of their church and to lift its reputation away 

from that of a purely ‘emancipist’ or working-class place of worship.  

To this end, the congregation continued its tradition of Wesleyan ‘Love Feasts’ and 

evangelistic rallies, believing that through spiritual renewal, the broader aspirations and 

practical expectations imposed on them by their distinguished past, may be fulfilled. In 

1870–71, the congregation made the effort to meet daily at the Chapel and to pray for 

guidance ahead of impending 50th anniversary or ‘jubilee’ celebrations.18 Parramatta’s 

ministers also re-committed themselves to connexional matters at this time and sought to 

meet the growing pastoral demands of a more populous Parramatta Circuit. It may be said 

that while the first two decades of the Australian Conference (1855–1875) produced 

various highs and lows, or what Gloster Udy described as alternating “seasons of renewal 

and regression,” the period was generally one of hope and forward progress for the 

Parramatta Church.19 

Social impacts, civic involvement 

Having been temporarily buoyed by the economic boost and social excitement of the Gold 

Rush era, heightened energies within the Wesleyan Church and the Parramatta 

community began to buckle by the 1890s. The coming of another, severe economic 
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Depression would necessitate a sharp revision of the congregation’s priorities, including 

via the financial fall-out from the building of its third church. The situation would produce 

a cautiousness in Parramatta Methodism that slowed its evangelistic progress and added 

a note of caution to its civic interactions. However, while economic woes (in addition to 

errors in judgement on the part of planners and facilitators at Macquarie Street), were 

negatives in the period, they were accompanied by some astute decisions by the Church’s 

leadership and ones that ultimately brought it into higher repute. While the debt of 

building a new place of worship cast a shadow over local Methodism for the next sixty 

years, its church of 1885 would nonetheless add to the town’s respectability and aesthetics 

– and provide a range of important possibilities for the congregation. Similarly, while 

retaining its categorisation in the minds of many as a “hard circuit,” Parramatta was by 

the end of the century in possession of an improved reputation and one in which 

superintendency or ministerial placement in the old town was viewed as a prestigious ‘rite 

of passage.’20  

Methodism as a denomination also gained ground after the cessation of transportation 

from 1840, with Christians being amongst the most vocal opponents of its proposed 

resumption one decade later. At a town meeting at the Parramatta Court House in 1850, 

Anglican William Woolls decried the suggested re-introduction of convictism to 

Australia, supporting John Suttor’s view that it would only reinvigorate class divisions 

and “revive those unhappy distinctions which formerly agitated the community.”21 By the 

time of the first Australasian Wesleyan Methodist Conference in 1855, and achieved 

largely through its emphasis on social equity, moral order and the importance of good 

works, the reputation of the Parramatta Wesleyan Church as a place of worship for 
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society’s under-classes had largely diminished. As with the town itself, it was by then 

known for its increased diversity and affluence. As early as 1841, Parramatta’s John 

McKenny had noted, “Formerly our little chapels were thought only to be for the 

instruction of the prison population, [but we are now] equally respectable with others.”22  

Assisting in the edification and progress of Methodist congregations, including at 

Parramatta, was also a commensurate drop in Australia’s post-convictism crime rate, a 

rise in conservative grassroots movements such as ‘temperance’ and ‘Sabbatarian’ 

societies, and increasingly better organised attempts by the Christian churches to help 

society’s destitute, hungry and homeless. Leading such efforts were Parramatta Mission 

and various other Christian ‘missions,’ in what were the increasingly more crowded urban 

centres of the industrial age. In Sydney, these included the Anglican Church Society 

(1856), Sydney City Mission (1862), the St. Vincent de Paul Society (1881) and Sydney’s 

Central Methodist Mission (1885). Focussing their labours on practical expressions of 

Christianity and social conscientiousness, the usefulness of Methodism and its outreach 

practices in rapidly expanding NSW towns such as Parramatta, and Mudgee, Ashfield, 

Morpeth and Goulburn, was equally apparent. 

For Parramatta Wesleyans, complications regarding their finances and efforts towards 

broader civic influence, were complicated by their increasingly strong involvement in 

local commerce and politics. After 1860, key members, including Jordan Sparks, William 

Hart, George Oakes, John Parker, George Thomas Hunt, the Byrnes family, John Manton, 

Joseph Withers and Joseph Booth, were figuring heavily in the upper echelons of the 

Parramatta District Council or on local boards and committees, and operating within the 

town’s business, sporting and cultural scene. Their versatility as a group was obvious and 
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beneficial. The Byrnes family alone supplied the town with two members of parliament 

in the period, plus mayors and board members, in addition to maintaining their role as 

‘kings’ of local industry via their woollen/tweed mill on the banks of the Parramatta River 

and other key investments.23  

Among others from Macquarie Street, church trustee William Hart was also the town’s 

premier timber merchant and building contractor, and a respected ‘life governor’ of 

Parramatta Hospital. Wesleyan trustee, local preacher and plumber Sparks had become 

Parramatta’s premier undertaker, and after his passing, his wife Mrs. Sparks became the 

town’s first female embalmer and one of its most successful and efficient businesswomen 

of the nineteenth century. The situation for such men and women with mutual church, 

business and civic roles was that, while their unique position carried certain privileges, it 

also carried a susceptibility to conflicts of interest and inevitable accusations of 

denominational bias.  

In most circumstances, the competitiveness and intrigue of local politics were avoided by 

Wesleyan representatives, however the promise of a broader scope of influence was often 

impossible to resist. Similarly, their town roles placed them at the forefront of key 

decision-making regarding social issues, building applications, improved utilities and 

municipal jurisdiction, and at the centre of town news and public gatherings, such as town 

meetings and the opening of churches, fairs, schools and anniversaries. Interestingly, the 

content of an 1887 marble memorial erected inside the new Wesleyan church and 

dedicated by church and town officials to member James Byrnes (d.1886), reinforces the 

level of importance and civic influence achieved by himself, and many other Wesleyans, 

in their lifetimes. The memorial’s wording notes that it was erected by Byrnes’s friends 
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“among whom are the leading public men of the colony and members of this 

congregation.”24 It further indicates that, while Byrnes was both a “Minister of the 

Crown” and employed in “other important Public Offices,” he was also of “ready service 

and liberal support” to his own church.25 A number of public obituaries also hailed him 

the “Father” of Australian railways, as his company laid the first piece of railway track in 

NSW between Redfern and Granville.26 The public status that the older Byrnes achieved 

in his lifetime was remarkable, and both he and George Oakes were fearless advocates 

for a conservative, Wesleyan political position throughout their long careers. 

The presence of Wesleyans within Parramatta, town and state affairs in the mid-to-late 

nineteenth century certainly helped to hold the veracity of their interests to account. It 

also created a situation that would vacillate for some decades between perceptions of the 

Wesleyans as useful, conscience-driven contributors, and that of reactionary stalwarts and 

kill-joys – or worse still, mere ‘foils’ for the ambitions of others.27 So too, their civic roles 

during the period were complicated by the fact that some held dual positions as local 

council representatives and Members of Parliament.28 Struggling to fulfil the desires of 

their church, their local constituents and the people of NSW, brought many to the point 

of exhaustion. As Piggin has noted, “the hurly-burly of colonial politics was a difficult 

arena for religious expression.”29 On a town level, the situation for Wesleyan 

representatives became especially fraught when they attempted to do moral battle with 

Parramatta’s ingrained pub and gambling cultures, its aversion to church going and its 
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frequent breaches of the Sabbath law (including via the widespread selling of goods on 

Sundays and the use of public transport).30  

Objections to Sunday trade and other secularisations were inevitable given that 

‘Sabbatarianism’ was a persistent Wesleyan principle in the era and one unswayed by the 

loosening of other moral and social boundaries. After 1856, when the Methodist Church 

of Australasia joined other Protestant denominations in forming ‘The Society for 

Promoting the Observance of the Lord’s Day,’ the imperative grew. Similarly, concerns 

over the evils of alcohol had resulted in members flocking to join popular lobby groups 

since the 1830s, and to a growing commitment among Parramatta Wesleyans to both 

preached and publicly demonstrated sobriety. In 1839, the Wesleyan Sunday School’s 

Mr. Bradley had scoffed at attempts by his own denomination to promote temperance in 

the town. Quoted as telling members that they “might as well attempt to empty the ocean 

or the Parramatta river with a teaspoon, as put a stop to drunkenness,” he nonetheless 

signed ‘the pledge.’31 Over an ensuing twenty years, temperance became an increasing 

important touchstone for the denomination and one frequently addressed at a community 

level. By the 1860 Wesleyan Conference, members had been warned via a pastoral letter 

from the President to exercise caution around “ardent spirits,” while the 1864 Presidential 

message encouraged members to look upon “the habits of intemperance as among the 

greatest obstructions to social progress.”32  

In a bold move by 1875, the Australasian Conference had resolved that the church itself 

was a “temperance society” (later refining its terms of reference to form a ‘Temperance 

and Public Morals Committee’), and one compelled to fight the degradation of the drink.33 
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However, with a pub on almost every corner (including the Red Cow, the Woolpack, the 

Royal Oak, the Rose and Crown, and the Albion), and a burgeoning passion for horse 

racing and betting in the region, the Parramatta of the era proved a challenging 

environment for those seeking the ‘straight and narrow.’ It also proved a challenge for 

Christian churches in the town, as their quest for a more pious and edifying society 

became hampered at every turn by secular pleasure-seeking and the use of purely ‘band-

aid’ measures for society’s ills, including an often thankless and ill-supported visitation 

schedule at local institutions, such as the gaol and lunatic asylum. 

In his evaluation of Sydney’s CMM (Central Methodist Mission) in the era, Don Wright 

noted that “its firm grounding in the essentially practical and conservative English 

tradition” had led it to focus on similar “ambulance” functions. These involved the 

practice of ‘patching up’ the victims of society (both physically and spiritually), rather 

than taking a more radical or pre-emptive stand on the bigger crises facing Australia’s 

citizenry at the peak of the industrial age. What was ‘causal’ had effectively taken a back 

seat to the actions of a staunchly remediating and “individualistic” Protestantism.34 At 

Parramatta, there was a similar dilemma for the Mission and its work – and one 

compounded by questions of inadequate lay personnel and financial viability to 

accomplish its socially progressive goals. However, such issues would in turn, become 

gradually lost amongst the era’s sweeping pre-occupations with denominational and civic 

incorporation and federation, and include a movement to federate the country itself. 

                                                 
34 Don Wright, Mantle of Christ: A History of the Sydney Central Methodist Mission (University of 

Queensland Press, 1984), xi. 



 

162 

Renovation and construction 

During the mid-to-late century, stirrings towards a federated Australia were reflected in 

the movement among church members towards an independent Australasian Wesleyan 

Conference by 1855, and ultimately, a Methodist Church of Australasia by 1902. 

However, within the surge for change and its altruistic intentions, rash decisions and 

examples of budgetary extravagance proliferated. These became matters of noted concern 

for Methodists, whose denominational proclivities deplored extravagance, borrowing and 

speculation. Nonetheless by 1860, proposed upgrades to the Wesleyans’ 1841 parsonage, 

‘Mission House,’ were deemed both essential and timely. Coming in the midst of the 

congregation’s landmark evangelical revival and under the free design and supervision of 

local architect Houison (a Wesleyan sympathiser and the congregation’s close neighbour 

at Kia Ora on Macquarie Street), the project was also assisted by Wesleyan trustee and 

builder, Joseph Booth. One of many, multi-skilled Parramatta Wesleyans, Booth worked 

for the reduced fee of £460. The result was a smart, double storied house in the Colonial 

Georgian style, re-named ‘Leigh House’ in honour of the Mission’s founder.35  

The success of the parsonage renovation would also prompt the 1869−71 upgrade and 

expansion of the existing Parramatta Wesleyan Church, including adding thirty-three feet 

to its length and creating wings on each side of the building that could be opened or shut 

via sliding doors. The church’s transition into a larger, ‘multi-purpose’ place of worship 

and one that could be used for everything from worship services to quarterly meetings, 

Sunday School classes and entertainment, was also a timely improvement. Moreover, 

despite its practical design, aesthetics and paint colours played an important role, as the 

trustees’ minutes of 1869 indicate:  
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The whole of the walls of the church to be thoroughly cleaned and painted, 

with two coats of light straw colour…the ceiling is to be finished in two coats 

of Peacock’s flake white, with a light tinge of blue added…36  

As with other upgrades at the site, the renovation of the church and the construction of 

‘Jubilee Hall’ by 1871 prompted an enthusiastic coming together of members for 

fundraising purposes. This would in turn, translate into regular ‘Market Days’ at 

Macquarie Street by the close of the century, in addition to teas and choir performances. 

Commencing with 1861’s ‘Monster Bazaar’ in Parramatta Park, the spirit of the Wesleyan 

congregation was lavishly praised by the Cumberland Argus for containing a “great 

variety and superior quality of articles offered for sale,” with “smiling faces behind the 

tables” and a “cloudless sky above…”37 Taking place as both a fundraiser for the 

parsonage and a means of facilitating community interaction, the Bazaar set a benchmark 

for future events. The new parsonage would last another ninety years before being 

demolished to make way for the Mission’s Epworth House in the mid-twentieth century. 

During its day, ‘Leigh House’ was a well-used family home and meeting place, including 

during the tenure of superintendent, James Watkin (1865–67).38 Recalling the warm 

welcome afforded by Watkin, Carruthers noted that the parsonage had been a “centre of 

hospitality” for visiting Newington College students, such as himself, since the 1860s.39  

The new size of the renovated Parramatta Wesleyan Church and its adjacent ‘Jubilee Hall’ 

had, by the 1870s, afforded a growing congregation much needed room to move. 
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Nonetheless, within a decade, there were stirrings amongst both trustees and members 

concerning the desire for something ‘more.’ Discussion and planning around the proposed 

construction of a third church for Macquarie Street began in the early 1880s, and before 

long, found itself beset by confusion regarding its specifications and management. This 

was despite an 1883 public design competition which stipulated that the new structure 

should include a spire, an organ, brick walls, kauri wood, a pew capacity for 650 people, 

and a budget of £5,000.40  

While those coordinating the Wesleyan Church were among the town’s most successful 

contemporary entrepreneurs, business owners, shopkeepers, tradespeople and 

intellectuals, they were seemingly unable to handle fundamental aspects of the project 

from its outset, including budget restrictions and preliminary negotiations with first 

choice architect and fellow Wesleyan, George Mansfield. The church’s eventual 

construction between 1884–1885, while resulting in an inflated cost of £7,000, would 

create an impetus for the congregation towards greater civic status and evangelistic effort. 

It would also be deemed a denominational triumph and a financial folly – a predicament 

primarily brought about by over-spending on the part of the Macquarie Street trustees and 

a degree of misplaced inter-denominational ‘one-upmanship’ that had been simmering in 

the town for some time. Decision-makers for the project were also many who, in uncertain 

times, stood to gain in a variety of ways from the church’s realisation.  

On completion, the new church sent an unequivocal message that Parramatta Methodism 

was a force to be reckoned with. It also indicated that Macquarie Street was at the brink 

of a ‘golden age’ of regional influence, social status, missionary work and evangelistic 
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inspiration.41 Given that only two generations before, the congregation had been little 

more than a small group of enterprising immigrants and emancipists worshipping in a 

convict-built chapel, the soaring visual status and larger membership of what would 

become ‘Leigh Memorial Methodist Church’ by 1899, represented nothing less than an 

extraordinary transformation. 

Church–civic transformation 

During the period, Methodist membership across NSW also leapt from 14,952 to 64,352. 

Malcolm Prentis listed four primary factors in this increase: the financial benefits of the 

1836 Church Act, increased immigration, the achievements of various ‘circuit riding’ 

ministries and the mass-appeal of evangelical revivals.42 More broadly, statistical 

increases and demonstrable optimism in both church and town circles reflected a 

confident nation. The country was at the time, testing the option of Federation, becoming 

demographically larger via both the Gold Rush, train travel and steam travel-initiated 

immigration, and through the socio-cultural riches and influences of a British Empire at 

the peak of its powers. Compelling features of the Victorian era were also present, 

including the sense of moral and civic obligation driving both religious and civic leaders 

in Parramatta to act dynamically and deliberately to build business, community and 

family infrastructures, to help the poor, and to maintain the rule of law.  

The upscaling of the Macquarie Street church was also commensurate with changes to 

the Parramatta township in the 1850s–1880s. Despite partisan in-fighting during the 

period, which occurred amongst elected representatives over the question of municipality 

and additional local government issues (including remedying the town’s ever-problematic 
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water supply and protecting local businesses), an unprecedented rise in local commercial 

confidence and population was evident by century’s end. With a total of 8,432 residents 

by 1881, Parramatta’s population had risen by 38% in just ten years. In the preceding 

decade (1861−1871), the increase had been minimal. The even larger 11,677 population 

of the town by 1891 confirmed an upward pattern of commercial growth and 

development, and a more organised, cosmopolitan and enterprising human 

environment.43 Both commercial and population expansion would also improve the 

town’s reputation and influence, and lead to its designation as a ‘city’ by 1938.  

In various manifestations of the town’s expansion, Parramatta’s civic and religious 

leadership sought to uphold Victorian conventions relating to public decorum and 

displays of sartorial and architectural elaboration. In this vein, it is no coincidence that 

the Wesleyans’ neo-Gothic third church, Parramatta Park’s architectural folly (the mock 

‘Tudor’ or ‘Jacobean’ gatehouse on George Street), a second gatehouse at the park’s 

Macquarie Street entrance, the town’s first railway bridge and the Lady FitzRoy memorial 

in Parramatta Park – all opened in the same year: 1885. In what was also the 48th year of 

Queen Victoria’s reign and the year in which the world’s first skyscraper was built in 

Chicago and telephones, vacuum cleaners, fountain pens, typewriters and personal 

cameras all went into mass production, the appearance of Parramatta was also 

transforming. From its reputation for muddy streets, disease-ridden drains, 

slaughterhouses, dog pounds, dilapidated shanties and tallow or sales-yard stenches, the 

town was becoming more organised, elegant and functional. Moreover, in the five 

examples of 1885 construction, there was commensurate evidence of the town’s 
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contemporary preoccupations: recreation, transport, the Crown and religion – and most 

likely in that order.  

Beyond those unveiled in 1885, the new Parramatta Town Hall (1883), Centennial 

Memorial Fountain (1888), Parramatta Courthouse (1896), and other commercial and 

private structures erected in the era, contributed their own, additional cachet to 

Parramatta’s streets. Similarly, key church-building projects, including All Saints 

Anglican Church (1862), St. Patrick’s Church (1854 and re-built 1880), the Primitive 

Methodist Chapel (1870), St. Peter’s Congregational Church (1871), and the Wesleyan’s 

renovated parsonage of 1861, added to the town’s increasingly ‘Victorian’ appearance. It 

may be said that, by the 1880s, “Parramatta was a town of substantial buildings.”44 

Moreover, the styling of such structures identified a national obsession with domestic and 

public architectural design and decoration, especially from the ‘Gothic’ and ‘Academic’ 

traditions.45 

Byrnes v Taylor 

In contrast with the increased sure-footedness and grace of its built environment, 

Parramatta’s civic world of 1855–1885 was impacted by partisan battles and what would 

become a ferocious and de-stabilising debate over municipal incorporation. This for 

many, was evidence that Parramatta’s ‘civic pie’ could not be made big enough for every 

“would-be mayor or alderman to put his finger in and have the first slice.”46  
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Standing variously in the middle of the stoush, or on its sidelines, Wesleyan leaders were 

ultimately required to make a stand, and did so emphatically. Moreover, within the heated 

debate preceding the town’s municipal incorporation in 1861, they also became internally 

factionalized. Between July 1859 and May 1861, members Hart, Lavors and Purchase 

were vocal petitioners for self-government, while fellow church-member William Byrnes 

spear-headed a strong counter-petition to the proposal (for which he co-opted support 

from the members of St. John’s). Wesleyan undertaker, Sparks, found his name 

surreptitiously added to both ‘for’ and ‘against’ petitions without giving his consent to 

either.47  

Although bound by obvious denominational loyalties and church affiliations, 

Parramatta’s Wesleyans were clearly not voting en bloc, and were in fact, utilising 

individual conscience and democratic freedoms to their fullest effect. Such freedoms 

notwithstanding, the denomination’s hegemony in civic affairs would soon come under 

threat from one man: Hugh Taylor. A Parramatta-educated, publican-turned-butcher son 

of an emancipated convict, and ultimately a close friend of Federation advocate Henry 

Parkes, Taylor became Mayor of Parramatta between 1871 and 1874. As a community 

representative, he possessed significant political ambition and support. A Catholic 

convert by marriage, he and his team were the perfect alternative to conservative 

Wesleyan influences in the town and would secure seats on Council from the time of its 

incorporation in 1861 until Taylor’s passing in 1897.48  

Being of mutual Irish descent and starting as a partnership of political mentor and 

apprentice, Wesleyan Byrnes and Catholic Taylor eventually developed strongly 
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divergent views. Due to his background, Taylor came to represent the town’s convict 

links and was assisted by an easy conviviality. Alternatively, Byrnes was the successful 

son of a soldier of the King, whose temperament became more irascible with age. Taylor 

ran a small business and had a reputation as a likeable larrikin, whereas Byrnes came to 

be known as a capable, if humourless and strict entrepreneur.49 Common assessments of 

Byrnes as purely privileged, were however unjustified, given that he started his career as 

an apprentice builder and made his wealth almost entirely through his own labours – an 

achievement upheld by his Methodist roots.50 He was in fact, held in high esteem in 

Wesleyan circles as the “Father of Methodism in Parramatta” (a title also variously 

bestowed on Samuel Leigh and Walter Lawry).51  

Publicly feted for his many efforts in the town, including at a ‘Public Dinner and Ball in 

Honour of James Byrnes Esq.’ held at the Red Cow Inn in the spring of 1856, Taylor’s 

supporters nonetheless saw he, and his Wesleyan faction, as reactionary, frugal and 

disconnected from the average Parramattan.52 Alternatively, Byrnes and his faction 

viewed Taylor and friends as maverick, extravagant, alcohol-guzzling Irish Papists, 

which for Wesleyans of the day was damning enough. Sectarian rivalries also blatantly 

informed the feud between the two camps, with conservative, often bigoted Orangemen 

and Freemasons in the town supporting Protestant Byrnes, and a cohort of loud, leftist, 

Irish-Catholic ‘rebels’ supporting Taylor. 
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A retrospective newspaper article from 1917 and written on the passing of Charles 

Byrnes, noted how the younger Byrnes had taken up his father’s feud with the “crude” 

and “desperately threatening force” known as “the Taylor crowd.” In fact, such was the 

fight between the families, that Charles had become involved in a deadlock with Taylor 

for mayoral votes in 1873 (only resolved in his rival’s favour by the sudden death of one 

of his faction).53 By contrast in the 1917 article, the Byrnes family was described as 

representing the trustworthy “old Parramatta crowd.”54 The personal enmity and political 

struggle between successive members of the Byrnes family and Taylor’s team eventually 

became a public spectacle, and one with repercussions for each. Complicated by the fact 

that Taylor’s mayoral tenure coincided with Byrnes’ role as State Minister of Works in 

the period, a bemusing clash of temperaments, party politics and policy differentiation 

also emerged, and which did not go un-noticed by locals or the press. This was 

particularly newsworthy when both men were required to unite at an official event or to 

lock horns at a public meeting.  

Regular, heated confrontations took place between the two men, including one at a town 

meeting in the December of 1869. Taking place at the courthouse “to give the electors an 

opportunity of hearing Messrs. Byrnes and Farnell give an account of their stewardship,” 

the gathering became a typically rowdy affair. Descending into attack and counter-attack 

on the two Parramatta representatives, interspersed with accusations of corruption, 

“cheers” and what the journalist labelled as “confusion” on various matters, the 

atmosphere was not helped by interruptions led by a group of Taylor-sanctioned hecklers. 

The journalist noted that “He (Mr. Byrnes) was surprised that Mr. Taylor, a professed 

friend of his, should have allowed such tag-rag and bobtail to come here to annoy the 
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meeting.”55 Due to the raucousness of its attendees and a series of unresolved questions, 

the meeting achieved only limited results. 

A Cumberland Argus article of 1871 titled “Wesleyan Jubilee,” described another 

occasion when the political rivals met – albeit this time more seemingly at the laying of 

foundation stones ceremony for the new Wesleyan school room on Macquarie Street – to 

be known as ‘Jubilee Hall.’ The event marked one of multiple occasions when 

Parramatta’s Wesleyan and civic representatives shared in a project of broad, community 

worth and gave generously to the cause. The newspaper noted with interest (and a hint of 

mischief), that Wesleyan trustee, Jordan Sparks gave a cheque for £3.3s, while Alderman 

Taylor gave a lesser £2.2s.56 

Taylor himself was un-worried by his interactions with Byrnes and the attention they 

provoked. Displaying an earnest, philanthropic regard for most causes in the town, he did 

not shy away from controversy. An opportunity for this came in the February of 1876, 

when 200 townsmen gathered at the courthouse to hear a debate between the Taylor 

cohort (horse racing advocates) and the Parramatta Park trustees (led by Byrnes and the 

Wesleyans, who opposed the use of the park for racing and betting). The Sydney Morning 

Herald reported a heated discussion, in which Taylor noted, “The last Parramatta races 

were held in 1873 and caused £510.00, 8s and 3d to be spent on the town.”57 Describing 

the opportunity for local inn and storekeepers to profit financially from race days and for 

the townspeople to enjoy another form of amusement (with admission fees also adding to 

the public purse), Taylor argued convincingly for the change. However, for the park’s 

Wesleyan trustees, the risk of degrading the site with gambling and alcohol, and the 
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failure of the racing committee to allow free entry to the public, were all reasons to oppose 

the motion. Ultimately however, the resolution in favour of Taylor was “carried 

enthusiastically.”58  

Parramatta’s Wesleyans were undeterred however, and throughout the era, proved not 

only a pragmatic lobby group, but one self-charged with checking the fiscal and social 

extravagance – and intemperance – perpetrated by Parramatta’s notorious ‘borough-men.’ 

In 1888, a few years after the opening of their new church on Macquarie Street, the 

essence of the Wesleyan character was again on display. In the year when the Centennial 

Memorial Fountain was being constructed, it became apparent that Council had failed to 

factor in the cost of the fountain’s illuminated clock. Upon hearing that a further £600 

would be required to do so, ex-mayor (1882–1884), Council representative and Wesleyan 

trustee Joseph Booth strongly opposed the move. In typically practical Wesleyan fashion, 

Booth suggested that the money would be far better spent on “erecting, supplying and 

maintaining gas lamps in the four wards of [the] Borough.”59 While delaying the addition 

of the clock for another twenty years, his actions stemmed from bitter experience. Already 

burned by debt issues at their church, Booth and other Wesleyans became steadfast 

guardians of the public purse. 

Despite their vigilance regarding the management of the town, Wesleyan influences in 

civic life faced considerable challenges during the mid-to-late 1800s, including via the 

commencement of ‘Free Thought’ groups (such as the ‘Sunday Free Discussion Society’ 

in the 1870s). Such groups became popular in most large towns and capital cities, while 

better quality schools were also drawing families (including Methodist ones) away from 
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private, religious education and into the public system. Similarly, Darwin’s theory of 

evolution and various archaeological and paleontological discoveries of the era were 

provoking heated debate, and Australians were retaining their faith in God and the 

Sabbath against a variety of competing forces, including movements exploring 

theosophy, spiritualism and Bible criticism.60  

Meanwhile, the most common distractions from the ‘straight and narrow’ in the town 

continued to be drinking and gambling, which were not only time-honoured Parramatta 

pastimes but ones that continuously challenged the maintenance of community standards 

and the abstinence of church members themselves. They also led to periodic increases in 

petty crime, fraud and other corrupt business practices, particularly as those involved 

battled their creditors, or became at risk of losing work or failing on their oppressive bank 

loans. In 1874, Parramatta Wesleyan church steward and upholsterer, John Nicholson jnr. 

(son of the late Port Jackson harbour master), wrote to the trustees, apologizing for his 

theft of money from the offering plate to help satisfy his bank: “It is with feelings of 

contrition and sorrow that I have to write to you…I did not do it with any intention of 

defrauding the Church…”61  

The source of Nicholson’s financial troubles is unknown, however in the same year, his 

father in law, John Parker, a six-time Wesleyan representative on Parramatta’s Municipal 

Council and a respected local shopkeeper and orchardist, had also declared bankruptcy.62 

It is also unknown if the trustees accepted their steward’s plea for patience in the return 

of the church monies, however this was the likely outcome. While routinely portrayed as 
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strict arbiters of church and civic law, members remained compassionate advocates for 

social remediation and major influences on the moral and behavioural status of their 

congregations and communities. Their advocacy for Parramatta’s marginalised, including 

its emancipists and their descendants – and those held in the town’s orphanages, gaol and 

Hospital for the Insane – was testimony to that. They and most good citizens operated, or 

at least attempted to operate, on the biblical principles of forgiveness and compassion. As 

Henry Parkes suggested in 1880, Australians were still “pre-eminently a Christian 

people” and strongly motivated by the imperatives of the Christian faith.63 

For God, Queen and nation 

During the 1855−1885 period, commensurate growth in Parramatta’s population and 

church membership numbers were indicative of broader community optimism and 

national expansion. This included an upsurge in support for Australian Federation, which 

had begun within fifty years of the First Fleet’s arrival and was, by the 1880s, an 

organised movement. Moreover, the concept of connecting the Australian states under a 

central Parliament, resonated strongly with the organisational methodology of Methodist 

class meetings, circuits and conferences. So, too, the journey to nationhood touched upon 

the communal concepts of Christian brotherhood and sisterhood under God, while also 

meshing with the developing concept of a distinct, Australian national character.  

As described by Conference President Fletcher (a strong supporter of Henry Parkes, and 

ultimately, special guest at the ‘laying of foundation stones’ and opening services for the 

new Parramatta Church in 1884−5), there was sufficient justification for Methodists to 

support Federation and embrace “the great future when Australia would become a 
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nationality and a community with a literature of its own.”64 For Fletcher, history was 

always “the revelation of matters in which the good had yielded to the better” and he, like 

many leaders of the time, saw change as essential to the survival of the denomination.65 

He also reiterated that, while new churches were symbols of progress and something to 

be duly acknowledged, “the noblest temple of God” remained the true Christian.66 

For every move towards nationhood however, and every support offered by local 

Methodists towards the cause of a more ‘Australian’ flavoured theology, connections to 

the British Empire were strong and persistent. Similarly, a sense of obligation to the 

monarchy and an aping of ‘British-ness’ persisted along bi-partisan lines and was evident 

in the behaviour of many church and civic leaders of the period. Not only did occasions 

of British importance, including royal weddings, military victories and funerals receive 

widespread attention, but allegiance to the crown was reinforced in sermons and at 

Sunday School. Wesleyans frequently referenced England as ‘home,’ even when their 

counterparts on the other side of the world had minimal interest in, or knowledge of, the 

antipodean church. As noted by ex-Parramatta superintendent, Kelynack, after an 1877 

visit to the ‘old country’, “The truth is that there is much ignorance respecting this fair 

land.”67  

At Parramatta, respect for ‘God and Queen’ continued unabated and was expressed in the 

placing of the Union Jack on the Parramatta pulpit for special occasions, in addition to 

the singing of ‘God Save the Queen’ alongside favourite hymns at Methodist 

anniversaries. This dynamic also achieved a degree of mutuality between Britain and 
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Australia with the coming of the new century, or as the Methodist optimistically reported, 

Australian Methodism was having an “increasing influence” in both “the Old Land and 

in the Outposts of Empire.”68  

Methodist leaders of the period, including soon-to-be Parramatta superintendent, 

Carruthers, continued to pay homage to the authority of the British Wesleyan Methodist 

Conference some years after it officially gave autonomy to the Australian church. Despite 

praising the emergence of an independent and flourishing Australia in his 1922 

autobiography Memories of an Australian Ministry, he noted, “From 1848 to 

1921…Australia has developed in a wonderful degree.”69 Carruthers spent his entire 

career expressing affinity with England and the practices of the English Church and 

chasing its approval. He was not alone. In 1873, Rev. W. B. Boyce proudly, if quizzically, 

told the British Conference that Australians “speaking generally (are) more English than 

the English themselves…”.70  

It is clear from these examples, and more, that despite its affinity with a burgeoning 

Australian national identity, local Methodist allegiance to the Empire was an entrenched 

phenomenon. Aspirations of grandeur expressed by Parramatta Methodists in the building 

of their prominent new church were also commensurate with a desire to re-create an 

English church on local soil, and to infuse its practices with a distinctively ‘Anglicised’ 

heritage. The broader Methodist church-building frenzy which occurred in NSW in the 

mid-to-late 1800s, was similarly focussed, with most of its architects, including the 

Wesleyans’ James Tosh, being of British–Anglican stock and aligned to British cultural 

and architectural ideals. 
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Strong affiliations with ‘Mother England’ conceded, achievements in the creation of 

distinctly ‘Parramattan’ facilities in the era reached well beyond the expectations of just 

a quarter of a century before. Improvements to building practices and aesthetics, transport 

services (including a tramway after 1883), communications, roads and education, and the 

commencement of utilities such as the Parramatta Gas Company, along with the securing 

of a consistent water supply, had made a strong impact on the town’s resilience and its 

prospects.71 The previously dominant ‘underbelly’ of the town had also gradually given 

way to a hard-working, predominantly law-abiding, aspirational citizenry and a spirit of 

conscientious endeavour. All such developments impacted how residents and visitors 

viewed Parramatta, which had, by the 1880s, been transformed from a colonial outpost 

into a smart, Victorian town.  

Despite reduced crime rates and increased independence however, a strong police and 

military presence in the town remained a necessity. Those stationed at Parramatta’s 

Barracks (some of whom continued to worship with the Parramatta Wesleyans), also 

denoted Australia’s political, religious and cultural links to the Empire. Serving with 

Australian Light Horse regiments in the Crimea in 1853, Sudan in 1885 and South Africa 

in 1899, Parramatta’s soldiers would often parade along Macquarie Street and past the 

Wesleyan Church on their way to deployment. Furthermore, they were spurred on by the 

sound of Parramatta Wesleyans singing Onward Christian Soldiers (1871), a hymn that 

not unsurprisingly found a proud, Empire-embracing place within the Parramatta 

Wesleyan’s retinue and in the pages of the international Hymnal.72 
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Beyond its ongoing military affiliations, the Parramatta of the post-Gold Rush age was 

also a town still dogged by civic controversy and experiencing the uncertainty and 

anticipation that historically characterises periods prior to, or following, the arrival of a 

new century. Excitement arising from the economic boom of the Gold Rush and propelled 

by the formation of Wesleyan-infused local factions and pre-Federation alliances, such 

as 1850’s Australia League (formed by Rev. John Dunmore Lang and others), had been 

tempered in Parramatta by petty, local squabbles over Council control, subdivisions of 

land for industry and institutionalised care.  

Church-civic alliances in Parramatta had long sought to strengthen the region via 

philanthropic means, including agitating for the cessation of convict transportation and 

improvements to public education and community aid. These, along with later moves 

towards Federation and a stronger national identity, took place against a background of 

civic and denominational division and some less than edifying agitation by Masonic 

Lodges and other conservative political interests throughout Australia which took place 

in response to Chinese immigration, Aboriginal rights and the emerging debate 

surrounding universal suffrage.73 While exercising important democratic freedoms, their 

presence was frequently denoted by a language of dissent and bigotry.  

Henry Parkes spoke to the dangers of division when he declared in 1867 that Australia 

must seek to be “united by some federal bond of connection.”74 Although increasingly 

endorsed within the community, his words and those of sympathetic others (including 

theologians), nonetheless struggled to surmount strident forms of ideological separation 
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in Australia during the period. Moreover, surges towards a unified country and a unified 

Australasian Methodist Church were complicated by the equally strong pull of the British 

Empire, pre-existing religio-cultural paradigms and the early stirrings of a ‘White 

Australia’ policy. 

Salt and leaven of the district 

Assessing the highs and lows of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries for the 

congregation’s Centenary Souvenir (1921), past Parramatta superintendent James 

Carruthers, noted that members had demonstrated a “patient continuance in well-doing, 

through good and evil report, in the halcyon days of peace and prosperity, and in the dark 

days of financial struggle and stress.” He added that during the troubled period in 

question, local Methodists remained “the salt and leaven of the district.”75 

For Parramatta Methodists, the qualities required to be “salt and leaven” also assisted 

them in attaining roles as stable political representatives in the town and identified many, 

such as the Byrnes brothers, and ultimately James Byrnes’s son, Charles, as 

commensurate bastions of the middle-class and local industry. Not unsurprisingly, of the 

twenty Parramatta Mayors elected between 1861 and 1895, at least half were members of 

the Parramatta Wesleyan Church, with some, such as father and son team James and 

Charles Byrnes, serving either lengthy or multiple terms.76 Similarly, when Parramatta 

Town Hall opened in 1883, Mayor Byrnes, and almost half of his Council, were either 

Wesleyans or those from affiliated or sympathetic Protestant denominations, including 
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fellow ‘dissenting’ traditions, such as the staunchly pro-temperance Primitive 

Methodists.77  

Similarly, the strong representation of churchmen in civic affairs and their acts of 

decision-making for the town identified the Victorian era’s infusion of Christian 

obligation with that of civic service, and of high moral standing as a pre-requisite of 

public office. Moreover, it explained the motivation underpinning Wesleyan political 

involvement in mid-century Parramatta, and the considerable power held by the 

denomination in all areas of town life and administration. The phenomenon was further 

evidenced in the size of the Parramatta Sunday School (that is, multiple hundreds of 

students), the growing reputation of the church’s congregation and choir, and the nature 

of its preaching rosters, which included an impressive ‘who’s who’ of NSW Methodism. 

Between 1855 and 1885, this included William Curnow, Stephen Rabone, John Manton, 

Charles Rigg, William Kelynack, James Watkin, Richard Sellors, Joseph Oram, John 

Clifton and Charles J. Prescott.  

The curriculum vitae of each man revealed both talent and versatility. Beyond their 

regular (or soon-to-be) responsibilities, Rabone had completed a missionary stint in 

Tonga, Kelynack had led the ‘New South Wales Political Association for the Suppression 

of Intemperance,’ Sellors had filled the role of General Secretary of the Church 

Sustentation and Home Missionary Society, and Prescott was founding Headmaster of 

the Methodist Ladies College at Burwood, and later, Head at Newington. Of the ministers, 
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James Colwell noted that “William Kelynack…was unique as a platform speaker and 

preacher” and the “Demosthenes of Australian Methodism.”78 He called Joseph Fletcher 

(first President of the New South Wales and Queensland Conference in 1874) “the Ruskin 

of Australian Methodism,” while further stating that he “had much to do with the 

education of young ministers and the development of the Church along evangelistic, 

educational and aggressive lines.”79 

These were busy and committed men, greatly assisted by a cohort of loyal, local 

Methodist preachers who maintained a busy schedule – and provided a ‘relatable’ 

presence for their Christian communities. At Parramatta, such preachers included George 

T. Hunt and Jordan Sparks, who worked tirelessly for the cause while balancing 

demanding careers in town life. As Wright and Clancy noted, “Wesleyan Methodism 

could not have succeeded without its local preachers.”80 

Each lay and ordained minister and his wife and children also routinely displayed the 

spirit of hospitality and care which characterised Parramatta Wesleyan community 

interaction in the 1860s−1880s and were assisted by a similarly amiable and multi-skilled 

cohort of trustees and congregation members. Such members, including those from 

elsewhere in the Circuit, travelled to Macquarie Street on foot, horseback, horse and 

carriage (or later, by tram or train) each Sunday (and more often for class meetings, Bible 

studies and teas), utilised the churchyard stables as needed, and attended Sunday services. 

Such rituals were handled with great aplomb, or as Booth family descendants have 
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indicated, they “took the horses out of the vehicle, tied them to a tree in the shade, and 

then the whole family made a grand entry.”81 

The presence of dedicated families and eminent figures at Parramatta, also enhanced the 

reputation of Methodism as a denomination and added to its currency in the Australian 

community – or as stated by Colwell in the Methodist Jubilee Conference Album of 1905, 

“Like all great movements, Methodism has had its days of darkness, and, like all great 

bodies, it has been made what it is by the gift of men of wide perspectives…and a devotion 

with age would not wither.”82 Moreover, Fletcher reflected similar sentiments during a 

service for the ‘Jubilee of Wesleyan Methodism’ at Macquarie Street in 1884, describing 

the denomination as “one of the purest and most apostolic forms of Christianity professed 

in the land.”83 Parramatta trustee James Byrnes rose to his feet to endorse Fletcher’s 

remarks at the event, describing Methodist origins in his home town as “the day of small 

things,” which had become “the day of great things.”84  

In a soaring opinion piece some twenty years later, Colwell noted that the luminaries of 

Methodism, including those who served at Parramatta in the nineteenth century, were 

“men of like spirit…(who)…have made Methodism what it is to-day.” He similarly stated 

that they have “enriched the life blood of the community,” while being “Methodist 

Preachers and Pastors first, and social and political reformers after.”85  
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Spiritual outpourings 

Although Piggin suggests that only one verifiable revival took place at Parramatta in 

1840-41, evangelism in the town between 1855–1885 produced many ‘outpourings’ of 

the Holy Spirit.86 When occurring, such outpourings, rallies and awakenings brought 

great excitement, as evidenced in a letter from minister Rabone to the Christian Advocate 

in 1858. In describing one such event at Parramatta, he noted, 

I have…great pleasure in informing your readers that during the last few 

weeks we have been favoured with a gracious outpouring of the Holy Spirit 

on our Society in Parramatta. In answer to the prayers and supplications 

offered to God, the Members of the Church are quickened − the work of God 

is revived in their souls; besides which, thirty persons or more have joined 

our classes and are on trial for Church Membership…87 

A similar response would be made during rousing visits by American evangelist, William 

‘California’ Taylor. Leading rallies in Australia during 1864 and 1865, Taylor took 

revival events to multiple towns in NSW, including Parramatta – or as the Christian 

Advocate reported, 

…the Rev. W. Taylor has visited this town, preaching in the Wesleyan 

Church, Macquarie Street, on Sunday, 31st July and the five evenings 

following. On every occasion the Church was crowded, and the services were 

pervaded with much Divine power. Many souls professed to find ‘peace’ 

through believing; in several cases those who had entered the sanctuary out 

of mere curiosity were mightily convinced of sin.88  

Of those at Parramatta who were impacted by the 1864 revival, 85 were adults, 37 were 

children, and nine belonged to other churches. The Christian Advocate noted that nearly 

all the children and young adults deeply effected by the awakening were part of the 

Wesleyan Methodist Sunday School in Parramatta. Two catechism classes were to begin 
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as a result: a boys’ group led by James Byrnes and a girls’ group led by the minister’s 

wife, Mrs. Rigg.89  

By 1879, and inspired by recent events, Parramatta’s Joseph Oram wrote to other 

churches in the Circuit, recommending joint services be held in the interests of 

maintaining a “united effort.”90 Moreover, from the 1880s, the work of evangelists such 

as Taylor, and “holiness teachers” such as Miss. Leonard, were encouraging the formation 

of societies such as the ‘Association for the Promotion of Christian Holiness’ in NSW 

and soon after, the commencement of a newssheet, ‘Glad Tidings.’ Costing one penny 

per copy, it was said to have enjoyed a circulation of 11,000, including many 

Parramattans, after 25 years of its existence.91 The success of both ventures symbolised 

the reinvigoration brought about by Methodist revivals of previous decades and in the 

case of Parramatta – ones that encapsulated the broader church-civic aspirations and 

increased sophistication of the post-convictism age. 

Conclusion 

Revival fervour captured the energy and spiritual exploration of the 1855–1885 period, 

and in a Parramatta context, consolidated the efforts of forty years of missionary practice 

following Leigh’s arrival earlier in the century. While conversion rates are said to have 

been somewhat exaggerated, numbers within the Parramatta congregation in the era 

nonetheless justified the extension and renovation of one church, the remodelling of the 

parsonage, the construction of a new school room and the arrival of a neo-Gothic 

‘cathedral-church.’ The thirty years between the first Wesleyan Conference of 1855 and 
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the building of the third church on the Wesleyan’s Macquarie Street site indicated 

significant growth, and a dynamism born of the era’s values and enmeshed within the 

new sophistication of the town itself. Moreover, while a degree of impetuosity, ‘folly’ 

and angst informed some of era’s civic struggles, Wesleyan aspirations, steadfastness 

against moral disorder and commitment to the imperatives of Methodist evangelism, 

enabled the Parramatta congregation to realise its overriding vision. With an outlook 

assisted by the quality of its leaders and the proliferation of its lay leadership within the 

town’s civic affairs, the Wesleyan church faced the closing decades of the nineteenth 

century with an undeniable presence in a patently less “ancient” Parramatta.  
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5. ASCENDANCY AND ANGST: PARRAMATTA MISSION, 1885–1905 

 

The opening of the new Parramatta Wesleyan church on a winter’s day in 1885 was met 

with considerable excitement in the town. For some months, its construction had been 

witnessed by the residents and small business owners of Macquarie Street, and by a 

Parramatta that was rapidly expanding in population, socio-political importance and 

general sophistication. Its rail connection to Sydney and increasingly populous areas of 

western Sydney, in combination with vigorous commercial enterprises in the retail and 

manufacturing sectors and a middle-class housing boom, were by then distinguishing it 

from smaller, more ‘agricultural’ settlements nearby. The looming 1888 centenary of the 

town’s foundation was also reinforcing in residents a sense of their town’s historic 

significance and strengths, or what James Carruthers described as “a wonderful 

era…crowned with achievements such as had never before been equalled.”1  

By century’s end, Parramatta was also a city of churches, with the Methodist 

denomination achieving its highest level of membership and visibility to date. Similarly, 

Parramatta Mission’s nexus with the civic order continued unabated, particularly as 

members achieved influence in the town, and various welfare issues specific to urban life, 

became more obvious and pressing. Within such paradigms came the increasing 

acknowledgement of a distinctive ‘Parramatta’ character and ethos. This character was 

that of an uncompromising ‘survivor,’ founded in convictism and countrified ‘sleepy 

hollow’ lassitude – and progressing to confident self-management within the expansive 

dictates of the High Victorian age. Sir George Wigram Allen, Methodist politician and 

philanthropist, speaking at the ‘laying of foundation stones’ ceremony for the Wesleyan 
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Church in 1884, had noted that “he was glad to find the progressive spirit of the times had 

seized upon the minds of Parramatta’s Methodists.”2 

A turning point 

As Parramatta approached the beginning of the twentieth century, it became increasingly 

evident that the town’s Wesleyans and broader citizenry were at a turning point. New 

socio-political and theological imperatives were emerging, and aspects of a treasured past 

becoming redundant. It was a time in which the inter-connectedness, mutual reliance and 

sometimes bitter rivalries between church and civic interests in Parramatta became 

manifest in a variety of events, personalities and statistics, none the least being the visible 

number of Methodists attending church and involved in the town’s business, political and 

community life. A short report in the Sydney Morning Herald of Saturday 15 October 

1892 captured some of this success: “At a quarterly meeting of the Wesleyan 

Church…they were gratified to find a large increase in all departments, more especially 

in those showing the numbers of church members and Sabbath School scholars.”3 The 

period between 1885 and 1905 also represented a variety of sweeping contrasts, in which 

humiliating debt issues, brought about by the Wesleyan trustees, existed alongside their 

strength in membership recruitment and community resonance.  

The commencement of a grand, new Wesleyan Methodist church on Macquarie Street in 

1885, accompanied by soaring memberships, was commensurate with Parramatta’s 

steady and impressive transformation from country backwater to commercial and 

population hub. From the time of its opening, the new church was family orientated, 

always full and consistently busy. Coming fifteen years ahead of the Federation of 
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Australia in 1901 and the First Australasian Methodist Conference of 1902, its 

commencement was as much a momentous civic occasion as it was a cause for local, 

denominational pride. Described from the outset as architecturally “very beautiful,” it 

soared above its surrounds with a combination of Victorian Gothic affectation and 

Parramatta sturdiness.4 In fact, from the church’s inception, its spire was defiantly bulky 

(the tallest in the town) and a landmark unmistakable from both the train line to Sydney 

in the east and elevations at Mays Hill to the west. The physical beauty and 

conspicuousness of the building was however, to become overshadowed by the dragging 

debt associated with its construction. As the subject of both internal and external debate 

from the day of the design’s unveiling, financial issues relating to the new church would 

all but overwhelm Parramatta’s trustees and its future congregations. 

Accompanied by a bare and at times demoralising commentary in the local press and 

within the congregation’s internal records, debt issues surrounding the third church 

eventually created an atmosphere of ‘apologetics’ the likes of which the Wesleyans and 

the town had rarely seen. The sheer size of the building project and its lofty intentions 

had, somewhat ironically, also shone a spotlight on its deficits. Parramatta’s trustees 

could not hide from a very public airing of their internal financial woes, or from persistent 

rumours of internal division.  

Public focus on the church’s situation was further fuelled by the number of church 

members who held public positions in the town at the time, including in local government 

and various community organisations and commercial interests. These included 

Parramatta’s relatively new Municipal Council, its School of Arts and the esteemed 
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Parramatta Hospital board, all of which included local Methodist representation. Among 

them was Wesleyan trustee and ‘tall poppy’ in the town, James Byrnes, who was perfect 

fodder for journalistic scrutiny in the matter. It could be said that while a nexus between 

the Mission and its civic surrounds was already manifest in various capacities prior to the 

construction of the Wesleyans’ third church, such connectivity would peak in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and become obvious in all aspects of church 

patronage, reputation, controversy and cost.  

By way of reassurance, the congregation of 1884 was told by Joseph Fletcher (then 

President of the New South Wales and Queensland Conference) that, despite its ongoing 

debt, the new church was symbolic of change for the better.5 He further postured that the 

relinquishing of the old church was “like the gradual and reluctant diminishing of the 

star’s light before the advancing day.”6 Intended to inspire the congregation and assuage 

growing concerns, the trustees of the church struggled with Fletcher’s positive view and 

the prospect of keeping their debtors at bay. As such, while the first decades of the new 

church would come to represent a ‘heyday’ for Parramatta Methodism and one which 

existed until the passing of the Edwardian age – they would also represent a period of 

great anxiety for the church’s leadership. 

Wesleyans to Methodists 

The situation was not helped by the fact that when plans were unfolding for the new 

church, the congregation and trustees were still ‘Wesleyans.’ The union of Australasian 

Methodism was almost twenty years away and those at Parramatta identified strongly 

with their Wesleyan roots. Inspired by the teachings of John Wesley, they were hard 
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working and frugal, with a sense of social responsibility and a commitment to upholding 

the maxim frequently attributed to Wesley (but not found in his collected works), “Do all 

the good you can, by all the means you can, in all the ways you can…”7 Not only did the 

‘Wesleyan way’ impact the Parramatta congregation’s practices and decision-making in 

relation to their new church building project, but it influenced the work ethic of 

congregation members largely descended from Britain’s convicts and emancipists. While 

many had subsequently formed a respectable ‘petty bourgeoisie’ of skilled labourers and 

middle-managers in the town, their origins were humble ones. Wealthy businesspeople 

also belonged to the church, however the bulk of attendees were average-earning, 

working or middle-class people, given to ‘making do.’ They abhorred the flourish and 

statuary associated with the ‘Papists’ in their town and rejected all forms of extravagance, 

blasphemy, sedition, dancing, drunkenness, anti-sabbatarianism and speculation. 

Being a Wesleyan of the late nineteenth century came to be synonymous with moral 

rigidity. In fact, the strict morality demonstrated by many Methodists and those of other 

Protestant faiths in the period caused their designation in the popular press as “wowsers” 

(an Australian expression first coined in 1899). Interestingly, Stuart Piggin has described 

the term as applying to anyone considered a “hypocrite, a Wesleyan, a puritanical kill-

joy.”8 Undeterred by public derision however, the Wesleyans wore their innate holiness 

and strict reputations as badges of honour. They believed that they were forging a God-

centred Australia, just as Australia was experiencing the first stirrings of intent towards 

Federation. Moreover, the qualities that such stirrings reflected: independence, fortitude, 

                                                 
7 “Do all the good you can, by all the means you can, in all the ways you can, in all the places you can, at 

all the times you can, as long as ever you can.” Maxim attributed to John Wesley and likely paraphrased 

from a sermon published within John Wesley, Sermons on Several Occasions (Leeds: Edward Baines, 

1799). 
8 Stuart Piggin, Spirit, Word and World, Evangelical Christianity in Australia, 3rd ed. (Brunswick East: 

Acorn Press, 2012), 51.  
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courage and confidence, were also being demonstrated by Wesleyans of the period, 

including the congregation at Parramatta. They baulked at accepting financial help from 

outside their own cohort, managed their affairs conservatively and as Renate Howe has 

identified – viewed class meetings as equally, if not more, crucial to Wesleyan allegiance 

and their social outlook than Sunday worship.9  

Wright and Clancy noted that most Methodist sects of the period attracted members of a 

lower socio-economic status and were therefore reliant on the generosity of their 

wealthier members for the general upkeep of their properties and various works of 

charity.10 They also joined other Protestant churches in the period by discussing and/or 

agitating for social reform and legislation in regard to marriage and divorce, prostitution, 

the observance of the sabbath and the care of orphans and the sick. While such 

involvements loaned themselves to even more accusations of narrowness against the 

country’s Protestants, Piggin and Linder argue that theirs was not merely an attempt to 

affect social change for its own sake, but “an attempt, as evangelicalism always was, to 

make nominal Christians better Christians and better citizens.”11  

For J. D. Bollen, their moral stand was in fact, an expression of ‘Christian 

humanitarianism’ and one for which Christians of the period were prepared to stand 

firm.12 By 1905 and a further twenty years of interest and involvement in addressing 

contemporary social issues, the mood expressed by some Methodist leaders became more 

focussed on the making of “better Christians.” At a service in Parramatta to celebrate its 

recent refurbishments, guest preacher W.G. Taylor exhorted the congregation and the 

                                                 
9 Renate Howe, “A Reappraisal of the Relationship between the Churches and the Working Classes, 1880-

1916” (lecture given to the Uniting Church Historical Society, Synod of Victoria, October 1989), 2. 
10 Wright and Clancy, The Methodists, 83. 
11 Piggin and Linder, The Fountain of Public Prosperity, 371. 
12 J. D. Bollen, Religion in Australian Society (Enfield: Leigh College, 1973), 53, cited in Piggin and Linder, 

Ibid., 372. 



 

192 

Christian churches more broadly to “drop considerations of what was ‘fashionable,’ and 

as to how in particular ‘religion’ affected ‘political’ matters,” and instead, “pray earnestly 

and in faith for the outpouring of the Spirit upon the work of proclaiming the glad message 

of salvation to the peoples.”13 

Congregational increases 

In the interest of bearing witness to the “glad message” on an unprecedented scale, 

Parramatta Wesleyans continued discussing a possible new church for Macquarie Street. 

Over many years, they had been prepared to tolerate their existing church, and to make 

simple repairs and adaptations to preserve its longevity. Various suggestions were put 

forward to avoid the cost of re-building, including making further additions to the current 

structure or demolishing the parsonage, ‘Leigh House,’ and using its materials to 

construct a new church. Similar recommendations to the trustees indicated the reluctance 

of members to vacate their old building and the depth of members’ emotional and familial 

attachment. Their current church had been the site of Love Feasts, prayer meetings, 

distinguished guest preachers and visitors (including John Watsford and converted Pacific 

leaders such as King George Tubou I of Tonga and Seru Epenisa Thakombau, the King 

of Fiji). It had also been the site of “hallowed memories of baptisms, marriages and 

memorial services…” and what Carruthers described as “Pentecostal visitations.”14 For 

some, the four decades of its existence represented nothing less than the halcyon days of 

Parramatta Methodism. The thought of parting from it was unconscionable.  

However, with money saved from Sunday offerings, wealthy patronage and pew rents 

filling the congregation’s coffers by the mid-1880s, temptation for the church trustees to 

                                                 
13 W.G. Taylor, “The Parramatta Methodist Church,” (Cumberland Argus and Fruitgrowers Advocate, 

April 5, 1905), 2.  
14 Carruthers, Centenary Souvenir Booklet, 10. 
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spend ‘big’ on something new and impressive, was too hard to resist. Moreover, the old 

church was insufficient to accommodate the Methodist conversion ‘boom’ of the 1870s 

and 1880s. Even a Crown grant of land on the site of the parsonage’s garden in 1880 (later 

used as the site of the new church), renovations to the current church and the hastily 

constructed Jubilee Hall, had been unable to alleviate the congregation’s spatial 

dilemmas.  

Similarly, growth within the congregation and the town was seemingly unstoppable. In 

the ten years between 1891 and 1901, Methodist membership in NSW leapt from 7,978 

to 11,759 – a statistical increase unsurprising in the context of Parramatta, where the 

overall population had also risen.15 Progressing from 8,432 residents in 1881 to 12,560 

by 1901, it was clear that the town was experiencing a healthy, late nineteenth century 

surge.16 Increasing church attendance numbers were commensurate with patterns of civic 

growth and by as early as 1883, large showings at the Wesleyan Chapel on Sundays were 

necessitating the movement of additional pews from the vestry into the church itself and 

waiting areas designated on the footpath. 

The impetus towards a fresh start for those at Macquarie Street was being also influenced 

by the construction boom occurring in and around Parramatta during the period. By the 

1890s, ‘country’ Parramatta had transitioned into a more sophisticated location with 

listings in the Sydney Street Directory. In addition to new public buildings, it contained 

a School of Arts, numerous commercial outlets and factories, and thriving local 

newspapers, including from 1887, the Cumberland Argus and Fruitgrowers Advocate. 

Although some public health issues remained, there were regular transport links to 

                                                 
15 Prentis, “Methodism in New South Wales,” 31. 
16 Kass, Liston and McClymont, Parramatta, 213. 
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Sydney, impressive postal and telegraph offices in Church Street, and many pubs, clubs, 

societies and stately Victorian homes.17  

Leigh Memorial Church: The design 

More significantly for Parramatta Wesleyans however, was the fact that their chapel and 

parsonage, in full view on Macquarie Street, were being outdone in charm and grandeur 

by almost every other Parramatta denomination, including Roman Catholic, Anglican, 

Presbyterian and Congregational. The town’s other churches (built between 1810 and 

1880) were of traditional English appearance and included spires. Not only did 

Parramatta’s Wesleyans want to keep pace with their contemporaries, but to exceed them. 

On 1 September 1883, a report from the Parramatta trustees stated,  

At the last meeting of the Executive Committee of the Sustentation Society, 

plans for the new church at Parramatta were approved. The new building is 

to have a spire and is to be erected on the opposite side of the parsonage from 

the present church. With a gallery all around it, the church will seat six 

hundred people. With its increasing population, Parramatta certainly requires 

a new Wesleyan church.18  

Minutes from the trustees’ meeting indicate detailed specifications for the design and use 

of the proposed structure, including the installation of gas lighting, a pulpit at least seven 

and a half feet from the church floor, scarlet carpets for the communion area and coco-

fibre matting for the aisles and stairs to the galleries. The organ blower was to have a 

screen in front of his seat and be paid £6 an hour.19 

Distinguished Sydney architect and Wesleyan, George Allen Mansfield (son of pioneer 

Parramatta missionary Ralph Mansfield), was invited to submit the design proposal. The 

                                                 
17 Ibid., 212–221. 
18 “Trustees Minutes,” September 1, 1883, quoted in Udy, Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church, 34. 
19 Ibid. 



 

195 

trustees may have felt obliged to engage Mansfield, given his distinguished familial ties 

to the church. It may also have been hoped that his impressive body of work (already 

including their own Jubilee Hall of 1871, the Parramatta Town Hall of 1883, and 

ultimately, the Pitt Street Church, various Commercial Bank buildings in NSW and the 

Macleay Museum at the University of Sydney) – would add some prestige to their project. 

Based on the grandiose brief supplied to him, Mansfield’s plan proposed an elegant 

structure, designed to seat 800 and carrying predicted costs that were well beyond the 

trustees’ original budget. On realising the inflated size and cost of the proposal, the 

trustees suddenly abandoned their plans. Mansfield, keen to salvage both his professional 

reputation and some of his fees, sought legal advice. After a brief and acrimonious court 

case, a judge required the Wesleyans to pay Mansfield £100 for his initial drawings.20  

The experience of losing Mansfield as their architect, being taken through legal arbitration 

and paying out a large sum (for no result) scarred the Parramatta Methodist leadership. 

Foregoing Mansfield’s professional services had not only put a dent in the prestige-

seeking goals of their project, but their falling out with the well-regarded architect via an 

embarrassing public spat had also placed the trustees’ personal and business reputations 

at risk. More crucially, their struggle with Mansfield led to a lengthy delay in future 

planning, and one which saw little alleviation from the overcrowding being experienced 

by the congregation on a weekly basis. Although it did not harm the church’s reputation 

and popularity to be seen with crowds spilling from its doors, Wesleyan leaders 

recognised that the situation could eventually turn people away. As a result, the trustees 

took a ‘leap of faith’ and moved again.  

                                                 
20 Udy, Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church, 34. 
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Interestingly, for their next attempt, they chose a public competition to select their new 

design. This was intended to increase the perceived ‘transparency’ of their plans, activate 

community interest and provide the best possible chance of selecting the right design from 

what they anticipated would be multiple options. The advertisement posted in the Sydney 

Morning Herald of 30 June 1883 read as follows, 

The Trustees of our church at Parramatta are inviting by advertisement, 

competitive designs for the new church in that town. It is to have a spire, 

organ chamber, galleries, two vestries complete. The walls are to be of brick 

or stone, the fittings of kauri, the size to accommodate six hundred and fifty 

persons and the total cost not to exceed £5000. The erection of this new 

edifice is an urgent necessity and we wish the trustees a speedy 

accomplishment of their purposes. Two premiums are offered for the best 

design – one of £40 and the other of £20.21  

Despite requesting a total cost not exceeding £5000, the ultimate cost of the building (at 

just over £7000), was, in today’s money, close to one million Australian dollars.22 The 

gravity of such an investment was not lost on the trustees or the congregation, and nor 

was it lost on a public readily accessing the project’s details via the press. When news of 

the project was released, it was Methodist paper, the Weekly Advocate, which first 

disclosed the project’s cost,  

The contract price is about six thousand pounds, a large undertaking for 

Parramatta. Our friends there will need the practical sympathy of the 

Methodist people in this important work. Parramatta is Methodistically one 

of the chief historic places in Australia.23 

Although fundraising had secured one-fifth of the liable cost by 1885, it would take 

another fifty-six years to fully clear the debt. Balance sheets from before and after the 

church’s opening reveal years of confusion and missteps over bank overdrafts, money 

                                                 
21 Udy, Spark of Grace, 173. 
22 “Purchasing Power of British Pounds from 1270 to the Present,” Measuring Worth, 

https://www.measuringworth.com/calculators/ppoweruk/. 
23 “Laying of Memorial Stones,” Weekly Advocate, January 19, 1884, 2. 
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owed to contractors and the architect, a mortgage on the parsonage and the ominously 

phrased money owing on “unpaid promises.”24 Unlike the situation in the 1830s and 

1840s when benefactors such as the Byrnes brothers had stepped in to pay the church’s 

debtors, there were no fiscal ‘rescuers’ available to the congregation of 1885.25 

Effectively, the Wesleyans became known as a bad risk in an era when the country’s 

economy was also teetering on the brink. This, for the town’s Methodists, was particularly 

abhorrent. Wright and Clancy note that living and worshipping in “the Methodist way” 

meant that “borrowing and speculation were condemned outright,” while successful 

Wesleyans were urged to appropriately balance the acquisition of wealth with public 

worship, attendance at class meetings and tithing.26  

As ‘the Methodist way’ clearly involved an avoidance of financial angst or 

aggrandisement at the expense of more pious and socially beneficent pursuits, it is little 

wonder that the trustees of the Parramatta congregation were caught in decades of circular 

apologies for their extravagant building. Nonetheless, from 1883, the trustees selected 

‘Hart and Lavors’ as their timber suppliers and building contractors, and the process 

towards a new church began. Led by Parramatta trustee and timber merchant Hart, the 

locally-based construction company was ideally situated to take on the task. Hart and 

Lavors had a small factory in Darcy Street (parallel to the railway line), which was only 

minutes from the Macquarie Street site. Hart also had strong connections with other local 

suppliers, including quarrymen who supplied the church’s sandstone. The winning design 

for the new church, on which Hart, Lavors and the architect Tosh had collaborated, was 

appropriately titled ‘Ecclesia Nostra,’ from the Latin for ‘Our Church.’ It was a title 

                                                 
24 Trustees Statement of Account, Parramatta Wesleyan Church, April 30, 1885, Ibid., 44.  
25 Udy, Spark of Grace, 147. 
26 Wright and Clancy, The Methodists, 78. 
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selected to represent the strong sense of collaboration and community that the new 

structure would represent. Second place in the competition (architect not listed) was titled 

‘San Diem Rien’ or ‘Nothing without God.’27 Hart was also on the committee of trustees 

that selected the winning entry – a conflict of interest that seems to have left congregation 

members and fellow competitors surprisingly unbothered.  

The architect 

Also working to the project’s advantage was that its architect, James Tosh, was a 

Parramatta resident and familiar with the tempo of the town. An English immigrant of 

Anglican and later Catholic faith, Tosh was experienced in both church and public 

building design and would eventually add to his list of credits, the Knox Presbyterian 

Church of Granville (1885), various churches at St. Albans, Penrith, Kensington and 

Rooty Hill, and some distinctive public buildings such as the original City Tattersalls 

Club in Pitt Street, Sydney (1891).28 After the economic slump of the 1890s, he focussed 

on the public design aspect of his portfolio.  

Tosh was also an outspoken critic of ‘copyists’ in the architectural field, and an advocate 

for greater creative freedom in the design of Sydney’s newest suburbs. His letters to the 

Sydney Morning Herald of the period were plentiful, and included rebukes to public 

officials and fellow architects, who he viewed as either derailing the profession’s creative 

integrity or languishing in mediocrity. On Saturday 18 December 1880, he wrote to the 

editor advocating for bolder and more forward-thinking approaches to the state’s urban 

planning,  
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I have no desire to see New South Wales Americanized, but I confess to a 

longing for the introduction of a small leaven of the Yankee element; for a 

little more of the spirit of enterprize, for a little less luke-warmness.29  

In 1891, he wrote concerning the complacency and stock-standard approach of 

architectural competitions in rewarding those disengaged from creativity: “…one set of 

ideas…however good, is objectionable on principle, and unfair not only to architects as a 

body, but to the general public who have to pay for these buildings.”30  

Tosh’s design for the Parramatta Church (submitted for consideration in December 1883) 

incorporated a standard formula for Victorian churches and public buildings of the period, 

including lancet windows, ornately carved features on pews and balustrades, and a 

collection of fearsome gargoyles. However, the size of the church’s proposed spire and 

its more dramatic architectural features, such as a high ceiling, wrap-around ‘gallery’ 

level in the style of English Methodist churches, an aesthetically balanced frontage with 

three red doors, and an upper-level stained glass triptych, in addition to a large apse at the 

south end of the church to house the church’s William Davidson-built pipe organ – gave 

the structure a “cathedral-esque” quality.31 Despite adhering to standard conventions of 

the time, Tosh designed a building that would make a ‘statement’ in Parramatta and boost 

the standing of its congregation. He had listened very well to his brief.  

The laying of foundation stones and opening 

For the Byrnes brothers and other senior members of the Parramatta congregation who 

could recall both the first and second chapels at Macquarie Street, the promise of a new 

church of such magnitude was an extraordinary imagining. Moreover, for a Wesleyan 

                                                 
29 James Tosh, “Letter to the Editor,” Sydney Morning Herald, December 18, 1880, 10. 
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congregation once unable to call itself a ‘church’ or hold equal rank with local Anglican 

interests, plans for the structure sent an unequivocal message throughout ecclesiastical, 

political and community circles that Parramatta Methodism had come of age. The prior 

reputation of Parramatta’s ‘dissenters,’ which had focussed on their “country” setting and 

“hard” sensibility, found its way into the speeches given by Fletcher and W. G. Taylor 

(deputising for ministers Woolnough and Kelynack) at the ‘laying of foundation stones’ 

ceremony for the new church on 6 February 1884. Taylor, for one, congratulated the 

congregation and reassured them that although “spoken of as ‘slow’…many of the noblest 

and greatest things of the world had been, and were, of slow growth.”32 He also drew a 

timely comparison between the Parramatta Wesleyan church and a steamship – taking its 

time to gather speed as it sets out, but better under full steam.33  

We will never know the trustees’ or congregation’s reactions to Taylor’s light-hearted 

critique, but the importance of the event was evident in the considerable coverage given 

to it by both the local and Sydney press, including the Cumberland Mercury, the Weekly 

Advocate and the Sydney Morning Herald. Their reports, coupled with the presence of 

prominent town, state and church dignitaries, and a large cross-section of Parramatta 

townspeople, added to the event’s significance on both religious and civic levels. Copies 

of the Weekly Advocate and the Sydney Morning Herald for the day, in addition to a 

document listing the ceremony’s attendees, were in fact, sealed inside a glass bottle within 

one of the foundation stones as a ‘time capsule.’ Trustees’ secretary, John Golledge, read 

the following acknowledgements prior to the sealing of the bottle,  

Four memorial stones at this church were laid by Mrs. Scofield, Mrs. G. T. 

Hunt, Sir George Wigram Allen and the Honourable James Byrnes on 
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Wednesday, 6 February 1884 in the forty-seventh year of the reign of Her 

Majesty, Queen Victoria…34  

Golledge went on to list other dignitaries including the Colonial Secretary, the Knight 

Chief Justice, the President and Secretaries of the New South Wales and Queensland 

Methodist Conferences and ministers of the Parramatta Circuit (John Clifton and Charles 

Prescott). Trustees of the church were listed as the Hon. James Byrnes, Messrs. Joseph 

Booth, Thomas White, Samuel Purnell, John K. Manton, Alf Gollidge, William Hart, 

John Bowden, George T Hunt and himself.35 Additional visitors on the day included Rev. 

Moulton with an un-named Tongan preacher, and Rev. George Lane, who appeared on 

behalf of the Sustentation and Extension Society.36 Lane encouraged the congregation 

towards “self-help” in resolving their financial crisis.  

The trustees named in the document are significant. All were highly reputable and 

exceptional men with solid reputations, significant church and civic influence, proven 

personal and professional acumen and strong familial roots in Parramatta. They 

represented the important nexus between the Parramatta Church and the town. Among 

the men, as noted, was Byrnes, renowned politician and retired mill owner, and Manton, 

a respected citizen whose father had been a pioneer Wesleyan missionary. Booth was an 

ex-mayor of Parramatta and considered a flawless citizen. Bowden’s family had links 

back to Samuel Leigh and the pioneer days of Sydney Methodism, while Hunt was a 

renowned local preacher and school board representative. Gollidge was a respected 

townsman and the secretary of a prominent Sydney Hospital. In addition to his timber 

business, Hart was the father of soon-to-be famous pioneer pilot, Billy Ewart Hart. Little 
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is known of White, but as with the other trustees, he was considered a mutual contributor 

across church, civic and community organisations in the town.  

Despite being somewhat overshadowed by gossip surrounding its financial 

embarrassment, the eventual opening of the new church on 21 June 1885 was met with 

great excitement. Townspeople in their hundreds witnessed the event on Macquarie Street 

and celebrations included worship services led by incumbent ministers Clifton and 

Pincombe, and guest preachers such as James Nolan, President of the Conference, Joseph 

Fletcher and W. G. Taylor. A tea meeting for 600 (initially delayed by poor weather) was 

held in the Parramatta Town Hall, with room hire paid by Wesleyan congregation 

member, Joseph Withers, also of the Municipal Council. Speakers including James 

Byrnes (Chairman), and trustees Sparks, Purnell and Manton.37 The celebrations lasted 

across two Sundays and included a United Children’s Service. Descriptions of the new 

structure as “noble,” “beautiful” and “faithfully built,” were matched by compliments for 

its members as people “of good courage.”38 

The debt 

Not only do the lists of trustees in attendance at the ‘laying of foundation stones’ and 

opening ceremonies of 1884 and 1885, reinforce the connectivity between the Wesleyan 

Church and the civic world of Parramatta – but they again raise the question as to how a 

group of conservative decision-makers with broad financial acumen could fail in so many 

aspects of the new building’s realization. Regardless of the reasoning behind their 

implication in the church’s financial dilemma, all would eventually come under fire from 
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the press and Methodist commentators, including James Carruthers. Writing in his 

memoirs, the congregation’s superintendent of 1897–1899 noted,  

Parramatta had the reputation of being a hard circuit. Its difficulties especially 

arise from the ‘reckless aggression’ of the trustees, who in 1884-5 were fired 

with an ambition to put up a church that should be a landmark in the 

surrounding landscape and who, with splendid audacity (not of the sanctified 

order) contracted a debt of six or seven thousand pounds to do so.  

He went on to famously assert that the trustees had tied “a millstone around the neck of 

Parramatta Methodism that well-nigh drowned it.”39  

Carruthers’ commentary also related to the nature of the new church’s interior plan, which 

included steep internal stairs and an unusually high pulpit. As building costs mounted, 

Tosh’s original design was changed without his permission, including a shortening of the 

church’s length and other alterations aimed at reducing costs. Tosh was reportedly 

angered by the trustees’ interference but does not appear to have made a formal complaint. 

Of most concern was the church’s enormous spire, which had been erected so hastily that 

it began to lean and break apart within only a few years of its construction.  

Due to their involvement in the debt debacle, the reputations of some trustees were 

permanently damaged, while successive congregations were forced to spend huge 

amounts of time and energy attempting to make repairs and diffuse the situation. To this 

end, they willingly held bazaars, markets and concerts and commenced a string of ill-

fated loans and bank negotiations.40 In their efforts to mitigate the damage, the trustees 

were also reduced to desperate schemes, including one calling for “subscriptions” to a 
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large, marble wall monument for the church, in memory of late member, James Byrnes. 

However, as most such efforts failed to make a dent in the monies owed, the trustees 

resorted to publicised ‘balance’ checks. These occurred at most congregation events at 

the Parramatta Church in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and included a 

demoralising tabling of the church’s financial accounts. Such reports also routinely 

featured in local news articles, including one posted in the Cumberland Argus of 14 

September 1889 under the headline: “Parramatta Wesleyan Church Anniversary,”  

Mr. J. K. Manton, the general secretary, read a financial statement, which he 

characterized as not very cheering. They had not been able to make any 

headway in their efforts to reduce the debt on their new church. In fact, in 

spite of the effort of the trust and the lady collectors, theirs has been a 

retrogressive movement…He trusted that those present would give 

substantial evidence that they were going to do better this year than last.41 

At the same event, visiting minister Parkinson, exhorted members to increase their 

pledges, as “There is nothing in Methodism which says ‘go back.’ It (is) a movement ever 

identified with progressive and forward movements.”42  

Parkinson’s words appear to have had little effect, as within only one month of the 1889 

anniversary, the trustees contacted the Methodist Synod and asked for £3,000 from the 

Schofield Loan Fund. It is doubtful that this was granted, but in the decade following the 

church’s construction, interest on the church’s loans meant that the new church had 

effectively cost them £10,500, or many thousands above their original £5,000 budget. 

Within the 1894 Trust minutes, one simple statement captured the frustrations of a 
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seemingly un-ending loan–interest–debt cycle: “We now owe £3000 more than we did 

eight years ago…”43 

During the 1890s, the situation became even more desperate for the trustees due to the 

fiscal Depression sweeping Australia at the time – and during which church trustee, Hart 

and architect, Tosh, were forced to declare bankruptcy. Between 1890–1893, banks either 

suspended operations or permanently shut down. Businesses, pastoralist farmers and 

those with large holdings or large loans (such as the Parramatta Wesleyans) were the 

hardest hit. The situation had improved by mid-decade, but by that time, the Wesleyans 

and many others had been swept into a much deeper hole.  

By the mid-to-late 1890s, a pattern of formal, collaborative fundraising had been 

established to help assuage the church’s debt. This was primarily achieved via weekly 

market days, which were held at ‘Macquarie Hall’ (the still standing 1839 church). With 

multiple stalls, musical performers and other attractions, the markets not only enabled the 

congregation to raise funds, but to have a highly visible and interactive presence with the 

Parramatta community. As such, the market days performed the dual role of an 

evangelistic exercise and a financial opportunity, while fostering a grassroots nexus 

between the church and its immediate neighbourhood.  

The first market of 1894 was reportedly attended by representatives of various churches 

in the town, who, along with ministers Carruthers and Sellors, and Mrs. Arnott (of the 

Arnott’s Biscuits company), participated in the official opening ceremony. Stalls at the 

market included ‘Produce and Refreshment,’ ‘Women Workers,’ ‘Toys,’ ‘Plants and 

Flowers’ and an obligatory ‘Sweets’ stall. Robert McNair Ferguson, the church’s 

                                                 
43 Trustees Statement of Account, Parramatta Wesleyan Church, October 1894, quoted in Udy, Colonial 

Chapel to Cathedral Church, 45. 



 

206 

choirmaster, sold electrical goods, and both the Lewisham Band and a child singer named 

Hilda Clough, provided the entertainment. The financial result was an impressive £200.44  

Similar, multi-layered approaches to outreach, civic interaction and fundraising would 

come to characterise much of Parramatta Mission’s community involvement in the 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. The congregation’s early market days gave way 

to popular Saturday morning cake stalls on the footpath outside Leigh Memorial Church 

in the 1930s–1960s, which were operated by the congregation’s ‘Ladies Church Aid’. 

Annual fetes were held at Macquarie Street in the 1970s and 1980s and were similarly 

interactive on a community level, while also raising funds for the new Life Line 

Parramatta and Hope Hostel. Beyond multiple projects in the interim, the participation of 

the Leigh Memorial congregation in Parramatta Council’s ‘Parramatta Lanes’ food and 

music festival (commencing in 2014), brought similar resonances of church–civic 

reciprocity and Christian witness based at the Macquarie Street site. 

The Women Workers’ Society 

Spearheading the original market days initiative of the 1890s–1930s was Miss Marion 

Byrnes, daughter of trustee, James Byrnes. In 1894, she formed a ‘Women Workers’ 

Society’ at the church and gathered a group of willing, female co-workers to the cause. 

Their ‘Society’ worked energetically towards diffusing the church’s debt over many years 

and Marion approached her personal involvement with both commitment and precision. 

Carruthers paid high tribute to her in his memoir, Memories of an Australian Ministry 

(1922). Noting her decades of contribution to debt remediation, he declared that she 

“excelleth them all.”45  

                                                 
44 Udy, Spark of Grace, 175–176. 
45 Carruthers, Memories of an Australian Ministry, 117. 



 

207 

The 1890s were a time when women’s church and community organisations began to 

flourish, including a Ladies Auxiliary attached to the WMMS from 1892 and a 

proliferation of female ‘Workers’ Societies.’ Women’s zeal in such ventures was the key 

to their success, with similar effort characterising the work of solo female missionaries, 

travelling evangelists and explorers of the time.46 Qualities deemed by various male 

leaders of the church, including W. G. Taylor, to be crucial to the Methodist cause, were 

also evident in the secular arena.47 Feminist historian Cecile Dauphin has noted that, in a 

nineteenth century context, “…selfish or sublimated, unfettered and critical, the single 

woman ultimately can be seen as the heir to revivalism and puritanism.”48 While not 

applicable in all instances of female Wesleyan participation, Dauphin makes a point. The 

dictates of evangelism in the era suited many women, single or otherwise, and gave them 

a sense of empowerment within the strictures of a society underpinned by limited 

opportunities and male authoritarianism.  

Between 1890 and the early decades of the twentieth century, many Methodist women, 

married and single, found fulfilment and occupational purpose via fundraising, 

evangelising and performing charitable works, including in high risk institutions, such as 

gaols, hospitals and asylums. This was certainly the case at Parramatta, while over one 

hundred women had enlisted as Methodist ‘Sisters of Mercy’ in the Sydney region by 

1900.49 Wesleyans, including Wesleyan women, were also among the first to advocate 

for women’s suffrage in Australia after 1890 and to join protests organised by the 
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formidable WCTU.50 The sudden increase in women’s representation in matters of 

temperance, universal suffrage, the protection of female workers and the age of consent 

spoke to their role as “major players in the evangelical empire” – and ones exemplifying 

the nexus of “metropole and colony” which Ian Tyrell has noted was common to both the 

evangelical and British empires of the period.51  

With a success rate in Australia and New Zealand that exceeded that of other countries, 

the self-discipline and hard work required within women’s movements provided the 

grounding for many to take-up more ‘meaty’ congregational roles. This was particularly 

applicable to Wesleyan women, whose denominational affiliation encouraged them to 

lead and teach. Women such as Marion Byrnes felt endorsed within their own 

congregations and believed in their personal capacity to affect change. John Wesley had 

encouraged all members, male and female, to “heed to their doctrine, their experience, 

their practice and their discipline” – concepts deeply ingrained and evident in the praxis 

of Byrnes and other women at the Parramatta church.52 More recently, David Hempton 

has described Wesleyan Methodism as “predominantly a women’s movement,”53 noting 

Wesley’s emphasis on women as educators, while Anne O’Brien has highlighted “the 

feminine” within Wesleyan theology.54  

At Parramatta, the efficacy of its Women Workers’ Society would last another fifty years 

and raise over £10,000 towards a resolution of the church debt. Moreover, the efforts of 

the group would become legendary in Methodist circles and frequently held up as an 
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example of the denomination at its best. Acknowledging the efforts of the Society in 1906, 

the Methodist noted, 

The beautiful Gothic Church in Macquarie-street, with its imposing façade 

and stately steeple, was erected during the superintendency of Rev. J. Clifton. 

It marks the period of extravagant ideas now designated the “boom time.” But 

it is certainly an ornate and beautiful edifice and registers the devotion and 

courage of a noble band of women known as the ‘Women Workers’ Society,’ 

who have grappled with the debt for years and who now find the horizon 

roseate with hues of a gradual if somewhat extended plan for the extinction 

of this incumbrance…55 

However, while the Parramatta church happily utilised its ‘Women Workers’ Society’ for 

fundraising purposes and appointed women as Sunday School teachers, organists and 

members of the Parramatta Methodist Choir, its cohort of trustees would remain staunchly 

and exclusively male until the middle of the twentieth century. Moreover, during the 

period 1897–1899, superintendent Carruthers would become fixated on celebrating a 

male champion of the church: the first missionary to Parramatta, Samuel Leigh.  

By 1898, Carruthers was campaigning in earnest, including via letters to the Methodist, 

seeking a name change for the Parramatta Wesleyan Church to ‘Leigh Memorial.’ As he 

argued, “Samuel Leigh’s name is associated with Parramatta as it is with no other place 

in New South Wales or Australia for that matter.”56 He went on to note that Leigh was 

not only the first minister at Parramatta, but he was the first Wesleyan to preach there. 

Recruiting his colleague, Rev. Knee, to write letters of support, Carruthers campaigned 

in earnest. A prospectus for the change was developed and endorsed by the Parramatta 

trustees and presented to the Methodist Conference of 1899. The change was approved, 
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and immediately gave the church some additional cachet.57 Carruthers may have hoped 

that the naming would prompt greater denominational or community support for the 

congregation’s ongoing debt struggles, although none was immediately forthcoming.  

Nonetheless, in the years prior to the start of a new century and with a considerable debt 

still hanging over it, the new Wesleyan church maintained its reputation in the town for 

energetic outreach and the practice of accepting ‘all comers.’ These including regular 

worshippers (described as “stout-hearted and liberal”), casual worshippers, and those 

unaffiliated with any “particular denomination,” or as described to the Cumberland Free 

Press by a contributor named ‘Gipsy,’ 

The Macquarie Street Wesleyan Church is a favourite place to resort on 

Sunday nights, alike for folk who are drawn by a gospel of common-sense, 

and those who are, religiously speaking, unattached and irregular…Report 

says that young men, who usually linger at street corners and lean against a 

post, cabmen, and others with time hanging heavily on their hands, are often 

seen on Sunday night at this church.58 

As Leigh Memorial welcomed all and sundry to its services and the movement towards 

Methodist union gathered pace, debt remediation remained a burden at the turn of the 

century and one that would not be resolved within the lifetimes of the trustees involved. 

Resolution would only come via a bequest of £500 from congregation member, Sabina 

Dowson (wife of ex-Parramatta Superintendent Rev. J. W. Dowson) in 1941. Nearly sixty 

years after the initial debt began, the Methodist reported: “For many years the Parramatta 

church folk have grappled with a heavy debt…(but)…now the whole debt has been 

extinguished.”59 The marble memorial subsequently installed inside the church in 
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Sabina’s Dowson’s memory, was testimony to the gratitude and relief with which her 

bequest was received. The fact of a woman facilitating the final payment on the church’s 

loan was also not lost on those who remembered the efforts of Marion Byrnes and her 

fellow workers. 

Methodist union 

The church’s 1899 name change to ‘Leigh Memorial’ was quickly followed by its hosting 

of a 1900 public memorial service for the victims of the Mafeking massacre (which had 

taken place as part of the Boer War, 1899–1902). Complete with a singing of the National 

Anthem and flags unfurled, the service denoted an era bathed in the glory of the British 

Empire and stirred with the promise of Australian Federation. The congregation’s Mr. 

Barry played the Hallelujah chorus to conclude the proceedings.60 Further cause for 

celebration occurred in 1902, with the coming together of the five largest strands of 

Methodism, including the Wesleyan churches, into the united ‘Methodist Church of 

Australasia.’ A cohort of venerated Wesleyan ministers had spent years arguing for and 

against the union, including Parramatta minister, Charles Prescott, whose English 

upbringing had taught him to feel an innate superiority over the minor sects and therefore, 

an aversion to incorporation.61 Once successfully instituted however, the first President 

of the united Conference was a Parramatta-born Methodist, Woolls Rutledge.  

To celebrate Methodist union, the Parramatta congregation held a ‘camp meeting’ in 

Parramatta Park, with speeches by Rutledge, Parramatta superintendent Richard Sellors 

and ‘California’ Taylor. In combination with Leigh Memorial’s re-naming (1899), the 

Federation of Australia (1901) and Queen Victoria’s passing (1901) – Methodist Union 
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(1902) marked the turn of the twentieth century at Parramatta, and elsewhere, as a pivotal 

time. Quickly followed by a major renovation of Leigh Memorial’s interior in 1905 

(sponsored by renowned Methodist philanthropist, Ebenezer Vickery), each major event, 

whether exclusively denominational, or of civic or national significance, created an 

environment ripe for change and celebration. 

Regardless of persistent negatives in relation to its debts, there was also renewed 

confidence at the church by 1905. Its movement into the twentieth century was buoyed 

by a larger than ever congregation, a lucrative ‘pew rents’ system (with ‘free’ seats 

offered in the gallery), the continuation of its successful market days, a refurbished 

church, a popular Sunday School and an award-winning choir. The congregation sensed 

its new status in Parramatta and was grateful. Boosted by British immigration, a 

recovering economy and sweeping evangelistic campaigns, Methodist numbers state-

wide in the period reached an all-time high. By 1901, Wesleyan numbers in NSW alone 

were at 11, 759 – a rise from 7, 978 just one decade before. 62  

During the period, Methodists were also visible in the upper echelons of local, state and 

federal politics, and in each strata of Australian working life. The Methodist private 

schools of Sydney, Newington College, Stanmore and the Methodist Ladies College, 

Burwood, were experiencing a peak in popularity, with the moral discipline and hard 

work required in a Methodist education becoming highly desirable across the 

community.63 Samantha Frappell describes the early twentieth century phase of 

Methodism in Australia as “quietly confident” and a period in which its ascendency was 

matched only by the optimism of the post-Federation age.64 Similarly, the era was one in 
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which the popularity of Methodism (representing 13% of the population in the 1901 

census), was matched in Parramatta by a commensurate peak in its socio-civic standing.65 

Joseph Cook 

In the sphere of Parramatta politics at the outset of the new century, and demonstrative of 

the crucial nexus between Methodism and civic life in the town, the presence of local 

member, Joseph Cook (1860–1947), was a key component. Member of Parramatta in the 

new Federal Parliament between 1901 and 1921, Cook was a self-educated, Staffordshire-

born Primitive Methodist, who began life as a child-miner in the infamous no. 6 pit at 

North Silverdale. Emigrating to Australia in 1885, working in the Lithgow mines and 

entering political life as a young man, he ultimately worshipped at Leigh Memorial with 

his wife, Mary Cook and family. From 1901 and at intervals during the next two decades, 

he brought to his Federal role a background in the labour movement and a history of 

leadership within the Free Trade, Liberal and Nationalist parties. While residing in 

Baulkham Hills and attending Sunday services at Parramatta, Cook and his wife were 

recalled in congregation records as sitting in “the seventh pew to the left.”66  

Known as a “political survivor” who trusted his Bible and believed in hard work and 

sacrifice, it became clear that “Christianity and ambition were ever present influences” in 

Cook’s life.67 He was eventually elected Prime Minister for one year in 1913–1914 and, 

in the aftermath of World War I, represented Australia at the Versailles Peace Conference 

before being appointed High Commissioner to the UK (1921–1927). His Methodist and 

specifically ‘New Connexion’ roots influenced his political ethos and personal outlook, 
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while his brief association with the Mission significantly raised its profile in the early 

phase of a new century.68 

Writing in 2010, John Warhurst noted that, from twenty-seven Australian Prime Ministers 

to date, only nine had been “observant Christians.” 69 Among these was Cook, and it is 

no doubt that his adherence to the ‘Methodist way’ was one of many factors influencing 

his acquiescence with the social justice imperatives and civic links sought by many 

Australians and Parramatta Methodists of the time. His staunchly pro-conscriptionist 

position during WWI had similar antecedents. Interestingly however, when Cook was 

thanked and farewelled at a large, Anglican-led public celebration outside Parramatta 

Town Hall in 1921 (on the eve of his departure for England), only one Methodist dignitary 

or member of the Parramatta church – Albert Bruntnall, MLA – was invited to attend. 

The absence of additional Methodist representation indicated not only Cook’s final 

separation from the Macquarie Street church, but the decline of the denomination’s civic 

importance within just two decades of Federation. 

Conclusion 

The hallmarks of Wesleyan Methodism in Parramatta after 1885 were strongly endorsed 

by the incumbent congregation and enacted with respect to Daniel Draper’s time-

honoured assertion that “Methodism expects that every man will do his duty.”70 Imbued 

with this missive, the members of a freshly named “Leigh Memorial Church,” banded 

together to remediate an aching debt and in the process, both grew and prospered. During 

the period, the congregation’s Wesleyan roots and theological inclination to ‘word and 
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deed’ ministry, in addition to fundraising necessity, had brought about a campaign of 

interactive market days at their site. These brought the congregation into direct contact 

with the people of their town and assisted in developing connections with fellow 

Protestant churches and wider civic interests. Moreover, despite the reality of near 

financial ruin as the nineteenth century concluded, the Wesleyans did not abandon the 

foundational intent of their mission in Sydney’s West. They continued to spread 

“scriptural holiness” during various contemporary developments, including Methodist 

Union in 1902 and the church’s refurbishment in 1905. Above all, there was a strong 

sense in Parramatta, and among Parramatta’s ever-toughening band of Methodists, of old 

ways fading and new ones calling.  
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6. SONS AND DAUGHTERS OF EMPIRE: PARRAMATTA MISSION, 

1905–1939 

 

Life at Leigh Memorial Methodist Church in the opening decades of the twentieth century 

(1905–1939), was largely consistent with the practices and objectives of the past. While 

Australian Federation in 1901, Methodist Union in 1902 and the coming of World War I 

(1914–1918) had marked significant shifts in public and denominational consciousness, 

and the unmistakable passing of an earlier age, little of a daily nature changed at 

Macquarie Street. Despite predictions of an innovative and fast-paced new century for 

both Methodism and the town, life at Leigh Memorial stood firmly with the tenets of 

conservative belief, the aspirations of Empire and a dignified maintenance of its status 

quo. Increased community secularisation and the excesses of the Jazz Age were to follow, 

accompanied by the aching reality of the Great Depression after 1929 and brewing 

international tensions between the wars.1 All would erode numbers at the Parramatta 

Church and impact denominational and community confidence. Within this environment, 

the Mission would enact its foundational capacity for community care by providing an 

‘open door’ to Parramattans throughout the era. Through choirs, market days, worship 

and welfare, it would institute the Crusaders’ motto: “Courageous Christianity.”2 

In the initial phase of its twentieth century existence, Leigh Memorial’s high attendance 

rates, profitable ‘pew rents’ system and social prestige, enabled it a level of continuity 
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with established old ways and a significant amount of influence on town and 

denominational life. However, by the end of the First World War and many years of 

community grief and upheaval, the optimism of a generation was fading. Nonetheless, 

the congregation continued with a schedule of choir, fundraising and social events and 

remained heavily involved at the interface of town life. Although possessing a greater 

level of timidity by the 1920s, it had persevered. Meanwhile Conference President, 

Carruthers, exhorted Methodists to face tough times with courage: “Do not pray for tasks 

equal to your powers. Pray for power equal to your tasks.”3  

In addition to the upheaval of World War I, the period between the wars, 1919–1938, was 

also one in which the material and spiritual resources, political influences and broader 

denominational and territorial transcendence once enjoyed by Parramatta’s Methodists 

began to slip from their grasp. As the broader Church sought to balance its remediation 

of longstanding social issues, such as Sabbath desecration and intemperance, with fresh 

concerns pertaining to war, those at Parramatta and elsewhere looked for answers to the 

nation’s moral lassitude. Due to “adverse social and economic conditions that are 

definitely un-Christian,” the Church’s ‘Social Questions Committee’ began grappling 

with the challenges of the day.4 

New century, old ways 

Emerging from a time when social aspects of church life at Parramatta and elsewhere, 

were focussed on tea meetings, markets and other fundraising ventures, the 1920s and 

1930s brought many new groups and societies, catering to all ages. These included the 

popular ‘Methodist Order of Knights’ (MOK) after 1915, followed by the commencement 
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of the ‘Young People’s Department’ (YPD) in 1918, both of which acknowledged youth 

as an area integral to the future of the Methodist Church. The Methodist ‘Crusaders’ 

movement (commenced 1929), with its emphasis on country camping, “group discussion” 

and “leadership” also commenced in the period, with a dedicated Parramatta branch 

operating by 1933.5 However, despite the fresh children’s and young people’s initiatives 

being readily embraced by its congregation, the Parramatta Church remained stalled by 

financial strains and vacillating community interest. Scarred by its church-building debt 

and losses incurred during the war and the Great Depression, the congregation became a 

smaller, if more ‘hardy’ one by the outbreak of World War II. From a position in which 

Methodist membership had accounted for nearly one quarter of the Australian population 

at the start of the new century, there was a growing sense by the 1940s of the ‘glory days’ 

having quietly slipped away.6  

While evangelical rallies (including those of ‘California’ Taylor) and increased British 

immigration to NSW during the Edwardian era had provided much-needed inspiration 

and fresh members for the Methodist Church, thirty years of financial distress at Leigh 

Memorial, combined with the heartbreak of war, had resulted in a palpable shift. This was 

felt locally and within Australian Methodism as a whole. A community-wide ‘crisis of 

faith’ resulting from the war years had led to collective navel-gazing on the part of the 

church and the community. It was unsurprising that by 1921, the Leigh Memorial 

congregation had compiled a detailed Centenary Souvenir in celebration of its 

achievements between 1821 and the present, or that Carruthers was soon to publish his 

personal memoir, Memories of an Australian Ministry (1922).7 It was a time of ‘taking 
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stock.’ The decline of Leigh Memorial’s influence in the town was, by the 1920s, also 

mirroring broader socio-religious phenomena in Australia and reflecting bigger questions 

regarding the impact of modernity on things of the spirit.  

To the credit of Parramatta Methodists, any sense of decline or dilemma was almost 

imperceptible to those outside the stewards counting membership numbers, those 

handling Sunday offerings, or the panicked few balancing the books. The congregation 

was in fact, regularly bolstered by the aura of its own, magnificent past and upheld in the 

effusive language of the time – or as a 1906 article in the Methodist expressed, 

Sons of the Empire all around the globe find continual inspiration in 

contemplating a glorious past…Australian Methodism cannot in the nature of 

things peer through the vista of the centuries…the story of its foundation and 

growth is one of absorbing and inspiring interest. What tokens we have of the 

heroism, zeal and devotion of those who ‘builded better than they knew’ in 

the inception of our church in these fair lands beneath the Southern Cross!8  

Exhortations to the “Sons of the Empire” at Parramatta disallowed any chance of 

‘surrender.’ Moreover, while the final demolition phase of its spire in 1921 was viewed 

by many as symbolising the end of a glorious era, the Methodist article had implored 

members to look ahead and remain at the “beginning of things.”9  

The congregation had in fact, approached the arrival of the new century with hope. While 

the rule of a new monarch, King Edward VII (1902–1910), the granting of voting rights 

to Australian women (other than indigenous) in 1902 and the introduction of new 

technologies in everyday and church life (including electricity) were remarkable changes 

in the context of Australian and world history, they had done little to move the Parramatta 

congregation from its happy and determined foothold in the past. Basing many of its 
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practices on those loyal to the decorum, frugality, “patriotic altruism” and middle-class 

morality of the Victorian era, the congregation continued its loyalty to a staunchly British 

and Wesleyan heritage.10  

Leigh Memorial heroes of the era were the faithful old Wesleyan churchmen of bygone 

days, such as Leigh, Lawry, Draper, Kelynack, Oram, Fletcher, Curnow and Prescott, 

while the likes of David Livingstone, General Gordon and Florence Nightingale, in 

addition to the British royal family, formed a group of commonly upheld ‘heroes’ and 

‘heroines’ of the period. All demonstrated similar traits of British backbone, Protestant 

fortitude and Christian piety. Ministers at Leigh Memorial at the turn of the twentieth 

century, such as Carruthers, Sellors, Newman and Woodhouse, were men of similar 

distinction. With their Circuit and Conference seniority and public advocacy on topics 

such as temperance, conscription and the sanctity of marriage, they wielded considerable 

community and denominational influence. In Carruthers’ case, his press associations 

(including an editorship at the Methodist and article writing for the Sydney Morning 

Herald), enabled such influence to reach even further afield.  

Sectarianism 

The conservatism of these venerated men and that of their contemporaries, manifested 

itself in various ways, including ‘Freemasonry’ or ‘Orange Lodge’ membership – which 

came to include Leigh Memorial and other Methodist ministers, leaders and members of 

the early twentieth century, and multiple Protestants in public and private life.11 Despite 

the Lodge’s negative associations for some in the Australian community, including its 
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Catholic population, Methodists and other Protestants flocked to join a non-doctrinal 

system of “morality veiled in allegory.”12 Leigh Memorial hosted multiple funeral and 

other services for Freemasons and Orange Lodge-men in the era, including the funeral of 

its incumbent minister, Richard Murray (Worshipful Brother, Loyal Orange Lodge), in 

1928.13 Masonic affiliations were in turn, associated with a rise in sectarianism in the era 

and with the grassroots popularity of ‘White Australia,’ anti-Catholic, anti-semitic and 

anti-Irish sentiments.  

This bigotry, which existed alongside and fuelled other sources of division in the 

community (including those ignited by Australia’s conscription referendums of 1916 and 

1917), characterised a time of double-standards within the Methodist Church. A 

‘normalising’ of denominational rivalries and the commensurate wearing of Lodge 

membership as a ‘badge of honour’ by respectable Protestants, including clergy, indicated 

the blurring of Christian ethos with misguided interpretations of protectionism and 

national pride. Masonic worship services at Leigh Memorial in the era included hymns 

such as ‘Onward Brother Masons’ and sermons titled ‘Australia for Australians.’14 Bathed 

in emblematic masculinity, working-class self-advocacy and nationalistic sentiment, 

Masons gathering at Leigh Memorial in 1938, stood to their feet and sang, “Let workers 

unite! This motto let us keep/ And love our country in our hearts so deep/…Depression 

hours will quickly flee/ If we all Trade Locally.”15 
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As with many homes, groups, towns and denominations divided along party lines in 

Australia at the time, Parramatta’s Methodists and Catholics differed on many issues of 

conscience and political affiliation, including Freemasonry, Australia’s involvement in 

Britain’s wars and conscription. Fuelled by a long-held enmity between England and 

Ireland (with antecedents in the sixteenth century) and evident in a string of local 

historical markers (including the Battle of Vinegar Hill in 1804), sectarianism in 

Parramatta became deeply rooted in the fabric of everyday life.16 Inter-denominational 

tensions in the town, which had become manifest in a perennial suspicion of ‘Papists’ and 

in the lengthy political stoush between Byrnes and Taylor in the previous century – were 

again polarising public opinion, causing mutual derision and distracting from the town’s 

more pressing social reform agenda.17 

Katherine Massam describes the situation for Catholic Australians of the period as 

particularly dire and one leading to a division of social programming along sectarian lines,  

Catholics saw themselves as a separate group in Australian society. In a 

pattern of mutual suspicion and guarded interaction, the two groups sought to 

preserve their identities, especially by providing sectarian activities for young 

people.18  

Employment prospects for Catholics and other non-Masons were also impacted, with 

preferential treatment given among job-seeking Masons and Orange-men and a ‘No 

Catholics need apply’ policy either inferred or instituted by many businesses.19 Sectarian 

                                                 
16 Blyth, ‘An historical overview of Australian religious sectarianism,’3. 
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doctrine of the Church of Rome.” George Higginbotham, quoted in Hans Mol, Religion in Australia 

(Melbourne: Thomas Nelson, 1971), 142. 
18 Katherine Massam, Sacred threads: Catholic Spirituality in Australia, 1922 –1962 (UNSW Press, 1996), 
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19 Ibid., 35. 
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tensions also found their way into the workings of Parramatta Council and the boards and 

committees underpinning town life and brought about dubious alliances among 

Parramatta’s Protestants against the common ‘foe.’ Conjoining the town’s Methodist, 

Presbyterian, Baptist, Congregational and Primitive Methodist congregations, many such 

collaborations were primarily fuelled by the fear and sectarianism of the times, as opposed 

to any goal of altruistic ecumenism. 

Protestant unity 

Beyond ‘pro-Masonic’ or ‘anti-Catholic’ manoeuvring, moves towards a formal unity of 

Protestant churches in Australia had its support. It was in fact, being explored as official 

policy by the Methodist Church of Australasia post-war, having been prompted in large 

part by falling church memberships. In 1919, Methodists voted on a ‘unity’ proposal 

involving the Presbyterian and Congregational churches, and in 1920, an early ‘Basis of 

Union’ document was drafted. Insufficient majorities on both initiatives meant that the 

vote could not pass; however, the fact that it was conducted at all spoke volumes to the 

environment of the times.20
 

In a purely Parramatta context, the town’s Wesleyans and Primitive Methodists had long 

shared Sunday School parades and other occasions of Christian significance due to their 

proximity to each other on Macquarie Street. Joining together for various programs, the 

two strands of Parramatta Methodism were compatible on many levels, including their 

strong stands on temperance and gambling in the town. In evaluating the legacy of 

Australia’s sixth Prime Minister and one-time Parramatta Methodist, Joseph Cook, his 

biographer, Murdoch, noted how the politician’s Primitive Methodist upbringing had 

trained him “to make himself worthy in the sight of God by living a simple and virtuous 
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life, eschewing temptations like tobacco, alcohol and gambling and keeping Sunday for 

prayer.”21  

Living by the Primitive Methodist credo, Cook and other leaders of the day acted as the 

moral guardians of an increasingly permissive society, while actively supporting a 

unification of Protestant interests. Occasions for collaboration between Protestant groups 

in Parramatta included anniversaries, political rallies and worship services. One of these, 

a “United Service,” was held at Leigh Memorial in the May of 1910 to mourn the passing 

of King Edward VII. For the occasion, the Cumberland Argus reported that the sanctuary 

of the church was “appropriately draped and beautified with wreaths…and with the two 

local Methodist Churches and…the Presbyterian, Baptist and Congregationalist Churches 

taking part together.”22  

However, the Protestants of Parramatta, including those represented on its Council and 

many boards, could not halt the expansion of Catholicism in the town. Despite efforts in 

the century before, including by Wesleyans, the town’s Catholic politicians and aldermen 

were well represented in the upper echelons of Parramatta’s civic sphere by the early 

twentieth century and routinely outnumbering their rivals. The rising number of Roman 

Catholics living, working and worshipping in Parramatta, was even more remarkable 

given that available priests for the large Parramatta Diocese were small in comparison 

with the veritable ‘glut’ of ministers available for a much less populous range of Sydney 

Methodist churches.23  

As Catholic numbers grew, reactionary influences within the Methodist Church led many 

members to leave the Australian Labor Party in favour of the protectionist right. Those 
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influenced to such decision-making included Joseph Cook. His shift from Lithgow-based 

union advocacy to pro-conscription protectionism within the most conservative ranks of 

Australian politics, encapsulated the contemporary lure that many Methodists felt towards 

a right-wing view of the world.24 Similarly, the Parramatta Methodist congregation, once 

identifying almost exclusively as working or lower middle class and embracing its 

socially disenfranchised origins, had by the early twentieth century, come to include a 

more aspirational and politically conservative cohort. A high proportion were in fact, 

from affluent socio-economic backgrounds, as evidenced by the number paying multiple 

pew rents, giving generously to alleviate church debts and enthusiastically accessing the 

upper echelons of Parramatta society. 

The early twentieth century 

Given such shifts, subtle or otherwise, the period from 1905 to World War I at Macquarie 

Street represented a time of relative continuity and stability for the Leigh Memorial 

congregation. Beyond shifting political allegiances and sectarian divisions, its regular 

program was marked by energies typical of the denomination, or as Wright and Clancy 

suggested, a level of enthusiasm that infused every aspect of their prayers and praxis. 

Moreover, it was an energy that provided them with a special affinity for evangelism, 

because “Whenever and wherever Methodists united in these activities, whether in 

homes, halls or chapels, they exemplified the biblical precept, ‘whatever you are doing, 

put your whole heart into it’…” In fact, “enthusiasm, intensity and a lack of 

inhibition…characterized the worship of all Methodists.”25  

                                                 
24 F. K. Crowley, “Cook, Sir Joseph (1860–1947),” Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre 

of Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/cook-sir-joseph-5763. 
25 Wright and Clancy, The Methodists, 72–73. 



 

226 

This impetus was certainly true for Leigh Memorial in the early phases of the twentieth 

century. It maintained healthy attendance numbers (including the eighty families listed 

on the church’s ‘Pew Rents’ documentation of 1900–1921), enjoyed a busy schedule of 

fundraisers, tea meetings, concerts and excursions, and was popular with the middle class 

of the area, particularly as a wedding venue.26 The Cumberland Argus regularly reported 

on Macquarie Street weddings in the period, much to the delight of its readership, and 

provided information on everything from the lace on the bride’s dress – to the precise 

composition of her bouquet. One such event was the Boxing Day nuptials of Leigh 

Memorial’s William Tamsett and Nellie Popple in 1914. Their event took place some 

seven months before Australia entered World War I and was described as “a pretty 

wedding,” with the bride’s gown made of “ivory silk charmeuse” and her cornet of 

“orange blossoms.”27  

The ceremony was conducted by Joseph Woodhouse (who had been superintendent at the 

church between 1906–1907 and would become Parramatta’s official, war-time chaplain). 

A groomsman at the ceremony was James Tamsett, William’s brother, and one of the 

Leigh Memorial young men who would sign-up to serve in the forthcoming war. In 

James’s case, the journey to Gallipoli would end in his death and burial at sea, only one 

year after the happy occasion of his brother’s wedding.28 

In addition to its popularity as a wedding venue in the period, Leigh Memorial also 

enjoyed a successful, turn of the century choir under choirmaster/conductor Robert 

McNair Ferguson. Assisted by renowned St. John’s Church organist, Alfred Barry, in 
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addition to Leigh Memorial’s Claire Blackburn and Ernest Roulston – and the Parramatta 

and District Choral Society – Ferguson led proceedings at many church and town events 

for over thirty years. Music at Leigh Memorial captured the public imagination 

throughout the early decades of the century and became a Parramatta institution. It 

brought church members into direct contact with Parramatta’s civic sphere, and enlivened 

and encouraged the community during what were many difficult days of war and 

economic hardship. The British Methodist Hymn Book of 1933, used in many Australian 

churches, reminded its users that “Methodism was born in song.”29  

The Parramatta congregation certainly viewed its musical efforts in the interwar period 

as a form of evangelistic outreach and witness, with annual performances of Handel’s 

Messiah being hailed as “One of the Musical Events of the Year in Parramatta,” and 

routinely accompanied by a Christian message and an offering.30 An article titled “Leigh 

Memorial Methodist Church, Parramatta SOUVENIR of the 30th Annual Rendition of 

Handel’s Oratorio ‘The Messiah’” (1935) included praise for the efforts of conductor 

Ferguson and his choir of up to 100 members. Earlier, in 1931, Ferguson had received a 

letter from recently retired Leigh Memorial superintendent Harold Bowden, stating that 

although “Parramatta natives are not naturally demonstrative,” he felt compelled to pass 

on his “sincere congratulations.”31  

During the interwar period, the church also had a large Sunday School, a continued 

routine of market days, a proud and documented history, a cohort of influential, 
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sometimes ‘famous’ members (including Prime Minister Cook and aviator, Billy Ewart 

Hart), and a mission outlook that impacted positively on various aspects of Parramatta 

town life. This included the congregation’s sense of responsibility for the ethical health 

of the community, and the proliferation of moral imperatives reinforced from the 

Macquarie Street pulpit. One such instance resulted from congregation member and pilot 

Hart’s open refusal to fly his aeroplane in exhibition races on Sundays – despite lucrative 

offers to do so. His adherence to the Sabbath law was upheld as a triumph by visiting 

minister, Rev. Percival. Preaching at an evening service at Leigh Memorial in 1912, he 

described Hart as an example of moral fortitude for the whole community and felt sure 

that the young gentleman’s stance would have a “a good effect upon the world of sport.” 

In closing, he added that Hart himself was a “credit to Parramatta.”32 

The church’s confidence in its capacity as the town’s ethical guardian and the optimism 

of its interactions with the local community were hallmarks of its outlook prior to the 

outbreak of the war. However, a residual church-building debt in the thousands of pounds, 

an awareness of its gradually slipping grip on local political influence, and the absence of 

old Methodist power-brokers such as the Byrnes brothers – had led to an inevitable 

relinquishing of some of its former ambition. Instead, its ‘re-branding’ of itself as a 

family-focussed church with a gift for the musical arts and the organisation of community 

markets, teas and society weddings, had provided the congregation with fresh 

opportunities to distinguish itself. Although the era marked the beginning of the end of 

some of Leigh Memorial’s past glories, and evolving problems for Methodism in 

Australia, the Mission remained an important presence in civic life.  
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A patriotic church 

As part of this ongoing connection, the Parramatta congregation, public officials and 

clergy in the town not only acquiesced with the Empire-embracing rhetoric of the day, 

but as needed, both replicated and shared it. 1n 1901, when Leigh Memorial hosted a 

memorial service for Queen Victoria, it took the form of a large scale, public event, with 

press coverage noting that “the rostrum and front of the choir gallery (were) impressively 

dressed in black and royal purple.”33 Exemplifying an important principle of civic co-

operation, the event’s inclusion of church, council and state dignitaries, alongside regular 

members and visitors, was commensurate with broader goals. This was also in evidence 

at the first Parramatta ‘Empire Day’ rally of 1905, when Methodist political representative 

Joseph Cook extolled the virtues of Parramatta as “one of the brightest and most 

promising of the daughters of the Empire,” while Christian and civic leaders prayed for 

the nation’s leaders and Venerable Archdeacon Gunther of St. John’s implored those 

present to “think Imperially.”34  

The event’s secular and religious contributors exemplified the inter-changeability of 

church and civic semantics – and priorities – in the Parramatta of the Edwardian age. This 

capability was further displayed in 1910, when the combined Parramatta Christian Choir, 

led by Leigh Memorial’s McNair Ferguson and accompanied by Mr Barry, sang at a 

service of public mourning for the late King Edward VII. Held on the front lawns of Old 

Government House in Parramatta Park (the location of many Parramatta Methodist and 

joint Protestant church events). The gathering included a speech by Rev. Chaplain 
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Waddy, who hailed the King “The Peacemaker” and added, “No man did more than he 

to help to preserve the peace of the Empire and the world.”35  

At the occasion, Rev. Branch of Leigh Memorial was responsible for the scripture 

reading, while Archdeacon Gunther offered prayers. The service, much like other Empire 

Day rallies in Parramatta, emphasised allegiance to the British Crown. It also provided 

opportunities for both church and state officialdom, along with the public, to express 

Australia’s patriotic debt to Mother England – and to express such sympathies with a 

biblical level of zeal. In this sense, the early twentieth century in Parramatta came to 

include a blatant ‘politicisation’ of the Christian message and a transparent use of the 

scriptures for patriotic means. Such was the involvement of the church in occasions of 

national importance that its evangelical rallies, camp meetings and services became 

almost indistinguishable from civic events, and visa-versa. Many occasions in Parramatta 

were organised and chaired by the same people, regardless of religious or secular 

affiliation, interspersed with the same prayers and anthems and using the same formats 

for ‘orders of service’ and official programmes.  

When Methodist Church Union was celebrated on the lawn outside Old Government 

House in Parramatta Park on 7 May 1902, it took place in much the same manner as civic 

ceremonies – and in the same location. Both church and civic events of the period 

involved church choirs and the inclusion of community ‘teas.’ In Rev. George Lane’s 

speech at the 1902 rally, he emphasised Parramatta’s civic history and its importance as 

a “cradle” town in the context of Australia’s geographical exploration, before highlighting 

“the devoted services in the cause of Christ of faithful ministers of the gospel.”36 
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Similarly, most civic rallies of the time commenced with ‘God Save the King’ and a 

prayer, then proceeded to the more ‘secular’ portion of their programs. In the Parramatta 

of 1902, religiosity and socio-civic etiquette went hand-in-hand. 

The 1905 renovation 

In the interests of improving the church’s appearance and comfort for members and 

visitors ahead of anticipated special occasions to come, the Parramatta Methodist trustees 

decided in 1905 to approve a major refurbishment of the building. Funding for this was 

suggested and provided by Ebenezer Vickery, a wealthy, self-made Methodist 

manufacturer, free trade politician and philanthropist. Vickery, who was also incumbent 

minister Charles Newman’s father-in-law, had in 1902 donated £10,000 to the Methodist 

Church in Australia for a tent ministry in NSW. His benevolence at Leigh Memorial 

enabled the contractors, D. MacCrae and Sons, to conduct a lowering of the pulpit and 

galleries by four feet, a reconfiguration of the organ and the creation of a false ceiling. 

Lighting was also improved. Standing on Leigh Memorial’s front steps in readiness for 

its grand re-opening, Vickery turned a large, silver, inscribed key and entered ahead of 

the congregation. The Cumberland Argus reported,  

The re-opening of the church around which so many memories cluster took 

place on Wednesday last. All who have seen it are in praise of the 

changes…there was a large gathering of local residents and many 

representatives of the Methodists from the City and various suburbs. The 

proceedings passed off with great enthusiasm.37 

The mention in the Argus article of “local residents” was significant. Macquarie Street 

was at the time a tree-lined, picket-fenced residential street, with many congregation 

members living only a short walk from the church’s front doors. Residents of the street 
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found themselves in the role of enthusiastic onlookers, even ‘members by proxy,’ 

witnessing the various construction and refurbishment projects, or weddings and funerals 

that took place at the site. Even for non-Methodists in the town, the life and times of the 

Parramatta congregation was inextricably connected to them and all who lived and 

worked nearby. The Mission’s nexus with Parramatta was encapsulated in the literal 

presence of the town on its doorstep. Such accessibility played a part in its long-term 

success, with Vickery’s upgrade making the church even more useable. The changes also 

answered Carruthers’ concerns about the church’s uncomfortably “High walls, high roof, 

high galleries, high pulpit, high steps,” and strengthened the congregation’s resolve to 

overcome the financial “blunder” that had caused “difficulty for each successive minister 

and his loyal and long-suffering people.”38 

The spire 

Before a debt resolution could be found however, another architectural project hung over 

the Parramatta Methodists. Since the late nineteenth century, but out of reach in terms of 

time, cost and motivation to proceed, particularly during the war, was the repair or 

replacement of their church’s spire. Almost from the time of its construction in 1885, it 

had shed nails onto the street below and developed a noticeable lean. The structure also 

swayed in high winds, a phenomenon that both bemused and frightened passers-by. After 

multiple patching attempts between 1885 and World War I, and the handling of multiple 

public complaints, the trustees and minister, Thomas Holmes, approached the engineering 

firm of Power & Sons in Sydney in 1919 for an appraisal of the spire’s stability. A 

popularly reported lighting strike on 25 January of the same year had also increased 

concerns regarding the structure’s stability. Following an on-site investigation, the 
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engineer, Mr. Power, declared the spire unsafe and added, “I recommend that it be 

removed at once and that the tower be roofed.”39  

The trustees initially hesitated. Congregation funds were already stretched to the limit in 

the aftermath of the war and the period was one of uncertainty. However, it was 

determined by both the church trustees and the Municipal Council that in the interests of 

public safety, the dismantling of the spire could not wait. Ultimately conducted by 

Norwegian, Louis Vinge, the task was perilous but undaunting for the steeplejack, who 

told the Cumberland Argus, “I am afraid of nothing.”40 Accompanied by a press 

photograph of Vinge at work on top of the spire, the Argus outlined the task of removing 

most of the structure’s metal sheath and the heavy, iron finial which extended twelve feet 

from its peak. The final vestiges of the structure were removed in 1921, leaving a sealed 

tower and a church with an obvious architectural deficit. In its heyday, the spire had 

brought favourable attention to the church and provided an ‘urban marker’ of Christian 

presence in the heart of the town. Its demolition was yet another blow to the previous 

impressiveness and vitality of Parramatta Methodism and one that that further chipped 

away at the congregation’s standing in the town.  

The First World War 

Also impacting the congregation’s confidence and self-perception in the period was the 

experience of war. Continuing over four years (1914–1918), the conflict was deeply 

damaging to community morale and the outlook of the churches, and costly in terms of 

human suffering and dislocation. It was particularly intense for congregations being asked 

to balance Gospel teachings about unconditional love and forgiveness, with jingoistic 
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calls for young men to serve and potentially, kill their enemies. Of course, such seemingly 

disparate motivations were more easily conjoined in the fabric of the post-Edwardian 

mind and found themselves justified from multiple pulpits and civic podiums in the 

language of noble “sacrifice.”  

For some in the church, Christian involvement in the conflict was a thoroughly reasonable 

undertaking in which the righteous would triumph over evil and open the world to God’s 

will. The campaign for a ‘yes’ vote to conscription was framed in similar terms and ones 

containing various, emotive and/or biblical allusions to ‘judgement’, ‘bravery’ and human 

destiny. A day before the first narrowly defeated plebiscite of October 2016, Prime 

Minister, William (‘Billy’) Hughes and seventeen Premiers, opposition leaders and other 

Labor Party politicians, had released a statement declaring, “Fellow Australians, in this 

tremendous crisis of our history the courage and sanity of the Australian people must rise 

superior to the mendacities with which their ears have been filled….Face the test bravely 

on Saturday and vote yes.”41 For the many Christians who considered “yes” to be a ‘blood 

vote,’ the statement was a temptation to evil and a rejection of the fundamental tenets of 

their Christian faith.  

Methodist opposition to the war, and particularly conscription, was evident early in the 

conflict, but diminished as the fighting intensified. In 1911, NSW Methodist newspaper 

Glad Tidings had exhorted members to oppose compulsory military training for young 

men, hailing it as “heathenish,” while from 1914, Methodist Conferences in NSW, 

Victoria and Tasmania had dedicatedly prayed for peace.42 However, stirred to patriotic 
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fervour by a hybrid language of imperial loyalty and biblical exhortation, and invoked by 

everyone from their political representatives to their pastors (including in the case of 

NSW, Colwell, Carruthers and a vocal majority of the Methodist Conference) – Christians 

eventually arrived at a more supportive position. At Parramatta, the presence of military 

chaplain Holmes, was an influential factor in the congregation’s support for the war. 

Moreover, the seasoned pragmatism of Parramatta residents, their historical familiarity 

with a military presence via their local barracks and their denominational inclination to 

frugality, enabled them to manage the reality and accompanying strictures of war-time – 

and to accept what was preached to them of its necessities and moral obligations. 

Many Methodist members and leaders had also been influenced as children and young 

adults by Rev. Dr. Fitchett’s text, Deeds that Won the Empire (1897), and its declaration: 

“There is, for us, no shame in the war we are fighting. It is a war for righteousness, a war 

for the defence of the weak, a war to maintain the sanctity of treaties.”43 As a result, many 

parishioners eventually joined-up and many ministers supported the “yes” vote from their 

pulpits. Meanwhile, Carruthers expressed his own brand of Christian patriotism in his 

1922 memoirs,  

Patriotism indulges the prayerful and confident hope that Australia will 

remain an integral part of that great Empire whose Flag is the flag of freedom 

everywhere, and whose highest mission it is to be a light-bearer to other 

nations.44  

In the middle period of the war and during the NSW Methodist Conference of 1916, he 

had paid tribute to outgoing President, Woodhouse, and congratulated Dr. Fitchett on 

reaching his “ministerial jubilee.” In conveying his congratulations, Carruthers 
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highlighted the senior leader’s years of service to the “educational and imperial sphere.”45 

As “Imperialists to the core,” Methodists who went to war or led the Parramatta church 

during the conflict had in fact, been raised on Fitchett’s soaring rhetoric.46 It is little 

wonder that they felt an impassioned loyalty to the British crown and a responsibility to 

take on the ‘Huns’ or defend the home front in the name of a Christian God. Moreover, 

in a situation that challenged every moral impulse they had, decision-making on matters 

of both congregational and national importance became more difficult, as did the ‘rights’ 

and ‘wrongs’ of various practical conundrums. 

In calling a 1916 ‘emergency’ Quarterly Meeting of its leaders, Parramatta ministers 

Howard Flemming and Thomas Holmes had stated, 

This is not a meeting to formulate an appeal for financial assistance but will 

deal with and decide matters that lie right at the root of our circuit policy. We 

want your presence and the assistance of your opinions and council to guide 

us to the right conclusions.47  

Despite such conclusions being centred on congregational matters including ministerial 

stipends and falling memberships, they also involved matters of conscience in relation to 

the war effort. Driven by Leigh Memorial’s war-time incumbents, Holmes and Flemming, 

attention to ‘house-keeping’ at the church was accompanied by bigger issues, not the least 

being the community debate over conscription. Holmes, a superintendent at Parramatta, 

was also Chairman of the District between 1915 and 1918, war-time chaplain for 

Liverpool and one of fifty-four Australian Methodist chaplains who served during the 

conflict. Despite Woodhouse being the official Methodist chaplain for Parramatta, it was 

Holmes’s photograph that appeared in the 1921 Cumberland Argus ‘war book,’ 
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Parramatta and District Soldiers who fought in the Great War, 1914-1919.48 While 

provided with full uniforms, the title of ‘Captain’ and official rank and insignia, no record 

of Methodist ‘local’ chaplains, such as Holmes and Woodhouse, is held in the archives 

of the Australian War Memorial, Canberra.  

Both men’s support for the conflict was however, unmistakable, and Holmes in particular 

became a persuasive, local voice for conscription and Australia’s involvement. From both 

the pulpit, and via his administrative role within the Circuit, he advocated for the Empire 

and the necessity of defeating the German aggressors. At the District’s Katoomba Synod 

of November 1915, he put forward a resolution “expressive of loyalty to King and Empire 

in this time of crisis” and repeated such resolutions at all Synods during the period.49 In 

an example of other Methodist pre-occupations of the time, further business at the 1915 

Synod included an acknowledgement of the death of Chaplain Rev. Pittendrigh at 

Gallipoli, the composition of an anti-liquor protest letter to the NSW parliament and the 

endorsement of a proposal to form a ‘Methodist Making of Manhood Movement’ (later 

known as the ‘Men’s Own Movement’).50  

By the Parramatta Synod of October 1917, the tone of proceedings was less buoyant. 

Three years of war and casualties among Synod members, their families and the 

congregations, had been deeply trying. While words of loyalty to the Empire were again 

recited at the gathering and a positively-worded ‘resolution of sympathy’ was read for 

members who had lost sons at the front, the tone of proceedings was decidedly more 

sombre. At the gathering, a pragmatic Holmes also furthered his plan to re-organise the 

local Circuits. A year before, ‘Ministerial Sessions’ held at Parramatta had decided that 
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after a century of the status quo, the Parramatta Circuit should be divided into two parts: 

the Parramatta Circuit and Parramatta North Circuit. Responsibility for institutions such 

as the gaol and asylum remained negotiable. As resources tightened and clergy became 

overwhelmed by additional responsibilities, compromises in terms of boundaries and the 

division of responsibilities had been inevitable. Despite such variables, the 1917 meeting 

noted 71 churches, 16 ministers, 103 local preachers, 2,457 members, 10,000 adherents, 

146 new members, with two on trial and 365 new adherents.51  

Among the 108 men of the Leigh Memorial congregation who eventually served in the 

war and were listed on the church’s Roll of Honour, four lost their lives. They were: 

Stephen J. Booth, killed in action in Fleur, France in 1916; J. Morris Hunt, killed in action 

at the Somme in 1918; James A. Tamsett, killed in action at Gallipoli; and Alfred ‘Clive’ 

Wooster, the youngest of the group, killed in action in Palestine in 1917.52 In the broader 

scheme of Methodist deaths during the war, the number at Parramatta was small. The Hay 

church of pacifist minister Rev. Linden Webb had lost 15 men, with a total of over 500 

dead or wounded coming from a total Hay population of only 2,600.53  

Similar statistics were observable in many Australian towns but did not diminish the 

tragedy of Leigh Memorial’s loss. Known to most in their congregation and town, the 

deaths of the four, young Leigh Memorial men caused long term trauma for their families, 

friends and the congregation. Robert Linder has noted that evangelical churches, such as 

the Methodist Church in Australia, felt the losses of war “more than most other segments 

of society because they had urged their brightest and best” to participate. Linder further 

pinpoints how multiple thousands of young people were groomed as conscientious 
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‘patriots’ via Sunday Schools and churches around the country – a phenomenon 

especially true of Methodists.54 . Although any suggestions regarding the futility of war 

were controversial in the climate of the times, the passing of Booth, Hunt, Tamsett and 

Wooster bore out Webb’s assertion that “the Christian Church should restrict herself to 

the use of her own weapons, which are not carnal, but spiritual.”55  

Contributions to the war effort by Parramatta women had primarily focussed on 

supporting the grieving mothers, widows and families of the congregation. As a matter 

shared across denominational, social and political boundaries, the provision of practical 

support and pastoral care became a pressing one, albeit infused with politicisation and the 

spruiking of various religious imperatives. “Yes” conscription posters included allusions 

to the resurrection (“Australians arise!”), while advocates on both sides of the 

conscription debate encouraged wives and mothers to either see the sacrifice of their sons 

as the sacrifice of Mary and other mothers of the Bible, or as examples of the futility and 

degradation of war. The reality for most families existed outside this stark binary, with 

the poignant story of Leigh Memorial’s Alfred ‘Clive’ Wooster and his mother being a 

case in point. Clive, one of five Wooster brothers who went to fight in Europe and the 

Middle East, was fatally injured as he served with Light Horse reinforcements in Palestine 

in 1917. Lengthy correspondence between Mrs. Wooster and the Australian War 

Department reveals her efforts to obtain his personal effects and to have a memorial 

plaque placed at his Beersheba gravesite. Hers was a battle of motherly devotion against 

a powerful military bureaucracy and the tyranny of distance. It remains unclear if any of 

her requests were granted.56 
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Beyond their familial responsibilities, women of the Parramatta congregation also 

participated in community fundraising and soldiers’ support initiatives, in addition to food 

and blanket drives. Some joined WCTU war efforts or assisted Mary Cook (congregation 

member and wife of Prime Minister Cook), in raising funds for the Red Cross. As part of 

such efforts, Mrs Cook requested that takings from the 1915 performance of The Messiah 

by the Leigh Memorial Methodist Choir be donated in full to the war effort. Women of 

the congregation, such as Eleanor Neale (a successor to Marion Byrnes), continued the 

church’s market days, in addition to maintaining various fundraising efforts to sustain 

Leigh Memorial and its ministers during the conflict. Undeterred by declining community 

interest in its activities, the congregation remained focussed on fundraising and 

community support on the ‘home front.’ For Wright and Clancy, this would become the 

interwar church’s “greatest success.”57 

Between the wars 

In the early 1920s, following an appropriate period of mourning and re-adjustment after 

the war, and with the intense suffering of family members such as Mrs Wooster in mind, 

the trustees decided to install a Roll of Honour and three memorial windows inside Leigh 

Memorial, which would be placed on the east wall to face the rising sun. Once complete, 

their unveiling and dedication took place on Wednesday, 15 August 1923 in a well-

attended community, civic and state-acknowledged ceremony. Only three months before, 

the Parramatta and District War Memorial, including a striking obelisk, had been unveiled 

in Prince Alfred Square in front of a crowd exceeding 5,000.  

In dedicating the civic Memorial, incumbent Governor-General, the Right Hon. Henry 

Forster expressed the hope that “neither the monument nor the ceremonies of the 
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afternoon would engender the belief that such a memorial would be likely to foster and 

develop a spirit of militarism among the young and future generations.”58 His speech, 

emphasising the honour and sacrifice of the dead, focussed on community gratitude ahead 

of any glorification of war – and with words noticeably lacking the quantity of ‘religious’ 

allusion common in similar speeches of the pre-war period. 

Those presiding at the Leigh Memorial unveiling ceremony of 1923 were Albert 

Bruntnell (State Minister for Education, devout Methodist and among those listed on the 

Leigh Memorial ‘Pew Rents’ register), Major-General Sir Charles Rosenthal 

(Commander, 2nd Division of the Australian Military Forces and a gifted singer and 

musician who regularly joining the Leigh Memorial Choir of the period), Major-General 

Charles Cox and ministers Johnstone, Andrews and Green (the latter being the Army’s 

Senior Chaplain). Returned soldiers formed a guard of honour inside the church as the 

official party entered and participated in all aspects of the dedication, which included a 

rendition of the Last Post.59 The ceremony was a solemn one in which Bruntnell 

acknowledged the sacrifice for “King and Country” of those who died, before confirming 

the correctness of the church in both encouraging their participation and honouring them 

in death. The dignified design of the three medieval-themed memorial windows 

(including those titled ‘Courage’ and ‘Victory’) added to the tone of the occasion.60 

During the soul-searching aftermath of the conflict, many Methodist leaders and 

ministers, who had initially promoted conscription from their pulpits and encouraged 

young men to sign-up, turned their energies to following Linden Webb’s example and 
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campaigning for peace. These included Victoria’s Rev. Hubert Palmer Phillips, who went 

from jingoistic conscription advocate at the start of the war to peace activist by its end.61 

The commitment of those who dissented from the denomination’s majority line both 

during and after the war was often prompted by their close pastoral dealings with returned 

soldiers who were experiencing the after-effects of gassing, shell-shock and physical 

trauma. Despite the resistance of many Methodist leaders of the era, including Leigh 

Memorial’s Holmes, many others wavered. While senior leaders had pledged 

Methodism’s allegiance to Britain and reiterated Prime Minister Andrew Fisher’s 

promise, “We are with you to the last man and to the last shilling,” many younger clergy 

and lay leadership questioned the morality of war and the church’s complicity.62  

For some of its critics, the Methodist “yes” campaign for conscription had been nothing 

more than a response to Catholic and left-wing opposition. However, as the final toll of 

injured, dead and missing in Europe and the Middle East became more widely known, 

and in deference to congregations who had suffered extensive casualties in the conflict, 

the inferences of some and the rhetoric of others became necessarily more moderate. 

Clergy could not ignore the fact that congregations were suffering. Moreover, those 

requiring pastoral support would barely recover from their experience of World War I 

before they were confronted by both the Great Depression in 1929 and another global 

conflict in 1939. These successive events created a fatiguing situation for the Christian 

churches and their people, as they struggled to come to terms with over thirty straight 

years of large-scale family, community and international trauma. 
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The Parramatta Church emerged from the war having suffered not only the loss of four 

young parishioners, but also the loss of its local influence, a stalling of repayments on its 

debts and a re-shuffling of Circuit boundaries and responsibilities. Inevitably, some also 

became seduced by the tide of anti-German and anti-foreign sentiment sweeping the 

country. Members looked to Conference leadership for moral guidance on the matter, 

while grieving with families of the fallen – but found them too pre-occupied with 

bureaucratic dilemmas, public posturing and the delivery of Empire-embracing rhetoric 

to assist. Answers to the broader philosophical and theological questions of the day, 

including those relating to the sanctity or otherwise of the country’s (and the 

denomination’s) involvement in the conflict, were lost in the semantics of xenophobia 

and suspicion – among various manifestations of the ‘White Australia Policy’ that were 

embedded in community sensibilities of the time.63 Overwhelmed by such phenomena 

and perpetually attempting to cope with debt remittance, the Parramatta church of the 

1920s and 1930s relied on familiar routines and ‘house-keeping.’ In fact, when the Great 

Depression began in 1929, the priority for members returned to the basics, such as finding 

and keeping a job, putting food on the table and wearing their ‘Sunday Best’ to church. 

The Great Depression 

When it struck, the Depression in Australia was devastating. In addition to obvious issues 

such as unemployment, some families struggled to pay their bills and to eat. By 1933, 

11.5% of the population in Parramatta were unemployed. Only 23% were full-time wage 

earners.64 Reactions by Methodist churches around the country varied, and at Parramatta, 

strategies focussed on pastoral care for members, in addition to the maintenance of a free 
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and open program of services, markets, lectures, exhibitions and concerts.65 There is no 

record of the Mission operating a soup kitchen during the era or offering to accommodate 

the homeless. Such programs would be another forty years in the making.  

Clues for the absence of any formal assistance may be found in the weight of the church’s 

own debt. Consumed as it was with loan repayments and balancing its books, the 

congregation had become extremely cautious. Gloster Udy noted that after ministerial 

stipends were reduced at Parramatta early in the new century, a suggestion by the 

Conference for an increase after 1912 was decisively rejected. Minutes of a meeting to 

discuss the proposal note that “it was decided to take no action until the circuit debt be 

liquidated.”66 Then, and over ensuing decades – the Mission simply had little to give. To 

supplement its ministers’ stipends, the Leigh Memorial’s Ladies Church Aid held cake 

stalls for many years on the footpath outside the church, and in 1933, the trustees sold off 

a portion of land at the rear of the Macquarie Street site to Parramatta Council, in an effort 

to satisfy its bank. In the town, Relief Committees and Sewing Circles, in addition to the 

Unemployed Workers Movement (UWM), gave assistance and support to families 

throughout the 1930s.67 

Assisting in the administration of pastoral care, both before and during the Depression, 

were the ministers of the Leigh Memorial congregation between the wars. Senior in their 

roles, but interspersed with some younger superintendents, their efforts were crucial to 

retaining steadiness and hope in hard times. However, despite their achievements, the 

Methodist Church practice of allowing its ministers only a few years in each placement 
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proved particularly detrimental at Parramatta in the period. At a juncture when the 

extended presence of some may have added to the comfort and reassurance of the 

congregation and built lost membership, its ministers had no sooner arrived before they 

were allocated elsewhere – or in the case of Richard Murray, died in the second year of 

his tenure, in 1927. Mills Robson had only one year at the church in 1921, while Eli Hynes 

had two years, 1931–1933 – encompassing the peak of the Great Depression. Hynes was 

anecdotally upheld as a good and ‘manly’ minister, particularly after arriving in 

Parramatta from his successful stint at the Newcastle CMM and among the area’s tough 

coal mining community.68  

Anecdotal appraisals of Mills Robson and Hynes as “men’s men” reflected popular, 

contemporary concepts of Australian masculinity and were taken from the toughness and 

courage of community heroes. These included John Monash, Charles Kingsford-Smith, 

John Flynn, Donald Bradman, and the ANZACs, who became revered in the post-war era 

as exemplars of the best in local manhood.69 

Of the other, interwar Leigh Memorial ministers, H. E. Andrews and Harold Bowden 

headed into retirement after only short stays. Herbert Sommerville departed Leigh 

Memorial in 1938 – in a period rapidly identifying as the brink of another world war. All 

served at Parramatta at a time when the congregation was grappling with the dilemmas 

of grief and post-war recovery and various economic issues, in addition to a social 

atmosphere of increased and somewhat paradoxical conviviality. This was expressed in a 

fascination with the cultural phenomenon that was ‘Hollywood’ and with other American 

influences, including those associated with the ‘Jazz Age.’ In Parramatta and elsewhere, 
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such influences manifested themselves in a proliferation of dance halls (such as the 

‘Rivoli’, opened in 1911 on Church Street and variously used as an open-air cinema, 

boxing stadium, skating rink and nightclub), and movie theatres (including the Roxy, 

opened in 1930). Sporting clubs, motor cycle and horse racing tracks and carnivals also 

proliferated, in addition to a ‘zoo’ inside Parramatta Park. The park also included an area 

called ‘Little Coogee,’ which became the town’s unofficial ‘beach.’ Known for its large 

gatherings on Sundays, it encapsulated the light-hearted hedonism of an era which was 

otherwise heavily weighted by war and socio-economic struggle. 

Church and civic heritage 

In a similar vein, the Macquarie Street congregation continued an uninterrupted program 

of church anniversaries, large-scale Sunday School celebrations, choir cantatas, markets, 

teas and a proliferation of weddings throughout the war and interwar years. So frequent 

were its weddings in the era that the Argus began headlining its stories, “Another 

Parramatta Bride.”  

The newspaper also published multiple articles relating to the history of the Methodist 

Church in Parramatta and noted the congregation’s reinvigorated interest in its past. 

Through the efforts of Ethel Hynes, wife of minister Eli Hynes and co-founder and 

secretary of the Methodist Historical Society (commenced 1933), Methodist heritage in 

Parramatta became the subject of enthusiastic, local support. Mrs. Hynes’s renowned 

walk, known as the ‘Parramatta Pilgrimage,’ took church members to various civic 

landmarks with dual significance to Parramatta Methodism.70 These included St. John’s 

cemetery (containing the graves of Catherine Leigh and Sarah Draper), Parramatta Park 

(site of numerous Methodist gatherings), and the Wesleyan Burial Ground in North 
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Parramatta. Interestingly, community fascination with the history of Parramatta itself also 

increased in the early decades of the new century, including via the formation of the 

Parramatta Historical Society in 1913, and the subsequent release of easily readable 

articles and local history books, including James Jervis’s The Story of Parramatta 

(1933).71 During the 1930s, the Methodist Church made its first, formal deposits of 

archival material at the Mitchell Library, Sydney, while the Methodist Church, the 

Parramatta Historical Society and the city of Parramatta established their first museums.72 

The reputation of Leigh Memorial as a key site in the history of Parramatta was also 

commensurate with its significance to the history of Methodism in the Pacific. This was 

exemplified in July 1936, when the congregation hosted a visit by the popular Queen 

Salote of Tonga. A descendant of those converted by the Wesleyan missionaries who 

followed Walter Lawry to the Friendly Islands one century before and a ‘Free Wesleyan’ 

by birth, the Queen was described by the Argus as a “devoted member and class leader in 

the Tongan Methodist Church.” The Queen had made the special journey to Parramatta 

with the expressed intention of “worshipping at the Leigh Memorial Church.”73 The 

service welcoming her was led by Rev. Sommerville from a “Union Jack draped pulpit.”74 

Additional visits to Leigh Memorial were made by Queen Salote after the war, including 

one in 1956, which took place in the company of a World Council of Churches President, 

Bishop Santa Barbieri of Argentina.75 

Royal visits and three ensuing years of economic recovery and rising international 

tensions aside, the Leigh Memorial congregation’s attention eventually also turned to a 
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key, internal anniversary. One month after Prime Minister, Robert Menzies announced to 

Australia that it was once again at war with Germany (September 3, 1939), it set about 

hosting one of its largest ‘Back to Parramatta’ reunion events.76 Occurring in 

acknowledgement of Macquarie Hall’s centenary (1839–1939), it came on the back of 

Parramatta’s sesqui-centenary celebrations of 1938 (acknowledging 150 years since 

European settlement), and Parramatta’s long-awaited declaration as a city. In 

acknowledgement of the event, the Sydney Mail declared,  

If Parramatta has not progressed in proportion to its ancient rival Sydney, it 

has at least won its way to the status of being a city. Having established its 

prestige in that regard, it can now turn its thoughts and activities in the 

direction of a steady increase in population, wealth and commercial 

importance…77 

For ‘Back to Parramatta,’ a pamphlet titled, Historical Sketch: Macquarie Hall, 1939–

1939, was released to the public. It outlined the “successive generations of Methodists” 

who had built the Mission, and dedicated the pamphlet to Methodism’s founder, John 

Wesley, with the words, “Lo what hath God wrought.”78 Such recognitions of past 

achievement and the congregation’s Wesleyan underpinnings helped to bolster the 

Mission as another world war loomed and the city braced, both prayerfully and 

pragmatically, for its forthcoming involvement. 

Conclusion 

Changing perspectives within Parramatta Methodism between the wars revealed 

themselves in some surprising and light-hearted ways, including via an extension of Leigh 

Memorial’s musical contributions and social reputation in the town, and within its 
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increased appreciation of its own past. Such trends denoted an interwar relationship with 

the town of Parramatta, which had moved past high-level political involvement and 

ambitious commercial investments, and towards something more family orientated and 

accessible. Those at Macquarie Street found themselves specialising in morale-building 

and the nurture of the ‘home front,’ including their own church family and those widowed 

and bereaving in the aftermath of the ‘Great War.’ In many respects, the practice of the 

Mission which emerged between the wars, was closer to recent manifestations of its 

efforts for the ‘common good’ and a realisation of its values and keywords: ‘Grace, 

Dignity, Inclusion, Faith and Hope.’ Beyond the bleakness of war, sectarianism and 

economic Depression, and the pull of modernity against what was deeply embedded 

theological and community conservatism, Parramatta’s Methodists began to adapt their 

outlook and practices towards a more ‘twentieth century’ view. The “Sons and Daughters 

of Empire” began focussing on a different and more forward-ranging vision. 
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7. SHAKE, RATTLE & ROLL: PARRAMATTA MISSION, 1940–1960 

 

Perceived in the popular mind of subsequent generations as a time of war, followed by a 

period of increasing liberation and joyful exploration, the 1940s and 1950s represented a 

juncture at which many elements of the past could not survive the pull of the ‘new.’ 

Eventually giving way to television, rock ’n’ roll music and an exploration of fresh, 

sometimes shocking new ideas, the period incorporated the impacts of war-time austerity, 

Cold War paranoia, socio-political conservatism and persistent bigotry. Mid-century 

mores clung to the language of Empire, while loyalty to the Crown and a new ally in the 

United States became foundational precepts for foreign policy, trade and socio-cultural 

expression. In an era that included the Second World War (1939–1945), heightened 

tensions between ‘East’ and ‘West,’ a wave of international migration and the rise of 

youth culture – a post-war generation of Australian Christians, at least initially, sought 

the safe harbour of conservatism within an ‘atomic age.’1  

At Parramatta, the sobering occurrence of a second global conflict in a generation, 

prompted the congregation to support the ‘home front’ and to maintain an ‘open door’ to 

the Parramatta community. Moreover, as sharp, paradigmatic shifts became evident in 

Australian society during the 1950s, and iconic ‘Australianness’ struggled against the 

unstoppable ‘Americanisation’ of the country – secular challenges and a determined 

social reform agenda were reinvigorating the Methodist Church. Rev. Sam McKibbin 

emphasised that this was not merely about providing “blue prints for Utopia,” but a 
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concerted effort towards “spiritual renewal.”2 At Macquarie Street, the congregation 

would embrace its past, but also test its future possibilities. More importantly, via the 

Mission, evangelism would be practised in the heart of an evolving Parramatta CBD, and 

with a “newness” of purpose.3  

World War II was initially experienced as a ‘mock’ conflict, involving a stand-off 

between good and evil, which many hoped would miraculously resolve itself. Shrouded 

in the vagaries of distance and intense political banter on both sides, the new global war 

of 1939 presented first as a ‘war of words.’ However, as casualties mounted, the 

distressing reality of the conflict would become inescapable, including for the residents 

of Parramatta, and leave an imprint on the local community for years to come. Australian 

military historian, Joan Beaumont, has in fact described the war as a “colossus,” standing 

across the twentieth century and permanently altering the international order. Within this 

appraisal, she notes the threat of invasion, the high number of war dead and challenges to 

traditional gender roles, as major impacts felt in Australia – in addition to the country’s 

burgeoning alliance with the USA. She also notes that despite its enormity, the Second 

World War nonetheless became the ‘lesser’ war for Australians – falling behind the 

legend of WWI and the ANZACs in the popular mind.4  

For members of the public, the new war was certainly a bitter pill to swallow. Not only 

had the First World War and its aftermath remained vivid in the memory of Parramatta 

families, but it had influenced a lengthy period of public mourning, re-invigorated 
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nationalistic passions, memorialising of the dead and Depression-era austerity measures. 

Barely recovering from these extremes, they were confronted by the rise of Nazi Germany 

and Imperial Japan and forced into a defence of their basic freedoms. For Parramatta 

Methodists, as with most Australians, the new war was only acutely felt after 1941, when 

events in the Asia-Pacific region, such as Pearl Harbour, the fall of Singapore, the 

invasion of Papua New Guinea and the bombing of Darwin, brought matters much closer 

to home. From that point in the conflict, Parramatta’s Methodists and other community 

members, began engaging more earnestly with the war effort. Through individual, 

ecumenical and civic programs that supported the military effort and provided pastoral 

care, they began to reach out. Meanwhile, jingoism from the pulpit was still present, albeit 

a ‘diluted’ version of the Methodist semantics of World War I.  

War-time routines 

In the middle of considerable societal upheaval, including rationing and air raid drills, 

daily life for the city’s Methodists remained a recognisable continuation of their old 

habits. Collective strength was found in hymn singing, including the classic, “Blessed 

Assurance, Jesus is Mine, O what a foretaste of Glory Divine” and sermons referencing 

Wesleyan fortitude and faith.5 Singing had a lengthy tradition at Macquarie Street, 

including as a means of fundraising and community interaction. Its choir had been 

involved in Red Cross benefit shows during World War I, and sung at free market days 

during the Great Depression. After forty years, they continued to provide an annual 

performance of The Messiah, with their usual strong support from the Parramatta 

community. Music was a comfort in hard times. Moreover, as D’Arcy Wood noted, 
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hymns alone in the Methodist tradition were significantly ‘binding’ for congregations – 

and “designed for the personal and corporate worship of God.”6 

Assisting the stability at Macquarie Street was also its wartime ministers, Manning Taylor 

(1938– 1942), George Holland (1942–1944) and Len Peacock (1944–1946). All were 

senior churchmen who sought to maintain the traditions of the Parramatta congregation 

and its solid record of civic interaction. In addition to the maintenance of morning and 

evening services, and other regular groups and activities, the Methodist Sunday School – 

although smaller than its turn-of-the-century counterpart – remained a dynamic part of 

congregational life. Led by superintendent, Bill Calderbank, its teachers became adept at 

dealing with war-time rationing, the organisation of large-scale, inter-congregational 

‘Anniversaries,’ and at retrieving students who had cheekily absconded to the old stables 

in the churchyard (known as “the barn”).7 

However, despite the stability, quiet endurance and continuation of longstanding 

traditions that characterised the six years of the conflict for those at Macquarie Street, the 

war’s increasing human toll and ever more graphic newsreel footage from Nazi-occupied 

Europe and Japanese-held zones in the Pacific, became gradually more de-stabilising. 

This was particularly so after the Japanese bombing of Darwin, submarine attacks in 

Australian coastal waters and the Japanese army’s determined incursions into Australia’s 

immediate north. Occurring during 1941 and 1942, these geographically more imposing 

military actions on or near Australian soil led to a rapid sobering of public opinion. 

Following key points in the war, the familiar routines, sense of geographical isolation and 

community complacency which had characterised Australia’s, and Parramatta’s, outlook 
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in the early period of the conflict, gave way to greater community concern and a higher 

level of government intervention. Anti-air raid ‘brown paper’ on the windows of 

everything from individual Parramatta houses to Leigh Memorial Church and the ‘Leigh 

House’ parsonage, represented a compulsory regime of community protection. The 

rounding-up of potential ‘enemy aliens’ also occurred at this time, as did the 

congregation’s involvement in various community war relief programs.8  

Congregational participation in fundraising and morale-building initiatives, including 

Parramatta Council’s ‘Relief and Evacuation Committee’ (involving the collection of 

salvaged materials such as rags, paper and scrap metal), was combined with other civic 

and wartime contributions. Macquarie Hall became an army recruitment centre during the 

week, Jubilee Hall was set-up for the sale of second-hand clothing and a team of women 

from Leigh Memorial served with Red Cross and other volunteers at the ‘Soldiers’ Hut’, 

situated in the St. John’s Church garden (opposite Parramatta Town Hall), between 1940 

and 1945.9  

Methodist families and individuals in the town also demonstrated their support for the 

war effort by tightening their belts, buying war bonds, joining the armed forces or 

volunteer civil defence agencies, continuing backyard vegetable gardens, and/or entering 

the ‘home guard’ or the manufacturing and scientific branches of the service. Although 

committing to such initiatives and successfully calibrating their lives to the changed 

conditions and sacrificial imperatives of wartime, it was the constancy, familiarity and 

                                                 
8 Parramatta Council compiled a list of ‘enemy aliens’ with shop licences in Parramatta in 1942. Kass, 

Liston and McClymont, Parramatta, 359; “Wartime Internment Camps in Australia,” National Archives 

of Australia, http://www.naa.gov.au/collection/snapshots/internment-camps/introduction.aspx. 
9 “The Soldiers Hut in the grounds of the St. John’s Church, Parramatta will be officially opened at 3pm on 

Friday 29…Admission will be by gift of any of the following to the Hut: tea, flour, sugar, matches, jam, 

tinned fruit, tomato sauce, coffee, table salt, pepper and mustard.” “Soldiers’ Hut,” The Cumberland Argus 

and Fruitgrowers Advocate, November 20, 1940, 1. 
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traditionalism exemplified by the Parramatta Church, and that of the nation’s churches, 

that provided some of the most important ‘anchors’ for local communities during the 

conflict. In encouraging communities to persevere in prayer, daily work and in their 

attendance to family responsibilities and sacrifices for the cause, civic authorities and 

governments hoped to maintain and extend the resilience and loyalty of the Australian 

people. In addressing a crowd in Martin Place on Navy Day in 1940, Prime Minister 

Menzies noted, “…for every piece of sacrifice made by the men fighting in the front line, 

another supporting piece of sacrifice will be made by those not in the line…”10  

Methodist Groups 

Churches and churchmen and women also filled gaps caused by the reduced availability 

of male role models and complete family units during the period. It was unsurprising that 

women with men fighting at the front, and war widows, sought out the company of other 

women via groups such as the Ladies Church Aid (commenced 1933), WOM (Women’s 

Auxiliary for Overseas Missions, commenced 1910), and secular groups such as the 

L.A.M.P.S (‘Ladies Auxiliary of the Mayoral Patriotic Services,’ commenced in a 

preliminary form during WWI).  

Membership of men’s and boys’ groups in the era also grew, including via the Masonic 

Lodge, the Men’s Brotherhood and the Methodist Order of Knights (MOK). Utilising as 

the latter did, both military references and Christian symbolism, the MOK encouraged 

young men in the values of courage, loyalty, moral uprightness, and the bonds of 

‘mateship.’ Similarly, wartime membership of Methodist children’s and young people’s 

groups, including Girls Comradeship and Christian Endeavour, also demonstrated a war-

                                                 
10 Robert Menzies, “No Part-Time War says Menzies; Call for Sacrifice,” The Sun (Sydney), October 14, 

1943, 3. 
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time increase.11 In fact, while groups occasionally needed to cancel or modify their 

programs due to the conditions imposed by war time,12 most social, community and 

fundraising functions of the church continued unabated during the war years and into the 

post-war period.13 Moreover, the presence of Christian and secular groups actively 

promoted stoicism and sacrifice, thereby reinforcing the sense of unity and combined 

effort that the government was invoking. Given falling community confidence, group 

activity meant ‘safety in numbers.’ Moreover, “To maintain morale and enthusiasm for 

the war effort, it was important for the state to propagate a sense of solidarity against the 

common enemy.”14 

Reinforcing similar standards for families, schools and the local community, and 

upholding traditional morality throughout the war, was also the ‘Ministers’ Fraternal’ (or 

‘brotherhood’ of ministers) in Parramatta. The group represented a continuation of the 

determined, Protestant ecumenism which had existed in the city since the turn of the 

twentieth century and was chaired for many years by the popular Bishop Hilliard of St. 

John’s Church, and ministers of Leigh Memorial. The ‘Fraternal’ offered each man 

interpersonal support while encouraging connections with the Parramatta community.  

Among those involved in the Fraternal of the 1940s was Leigh Memorial superintendent, 

Manning Taylor. The son of renowned, early twentieth-century Methodist evangelist W. 

G. Taylor, Leigh Memorial’s superintendent had been born and raised in the Manning 

                                                 
11 Wright and Clancy, The Methodists, 160–161. 
12 In 1943, the Leigh Memorial Ladies Church Aid cancelled its community market days, as “in view of the 

many efforts for various war and charitable funds, it was considered unwise to organise a bazaar.” “Leigh 

Memorial Church,” Cumberland Argus, May 5, 1943, 6. 
13A 1947 “Spring Fair” opened by Lady Stewart at Leigh Memorial had all the hallmarks of its forebears, 

“spring blossoms on the stage” and “afternoon tea…in the Kindergarten Room,” while “cakes, jams, 

pickles,” “white elephant” and other stalls raised £278. “Spring Fair raised over £278 for Church,” 

Cumberland Argus, October 1, 1947, 7. 
14 Kate Darian-Smith, “War and Australian society,” in Joan Beamont (ed.), Australia’s War, 1939–45 

(Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1996), 76. 
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River district of mid-north NSW (after which he was named). He was described by the 

Methodist in 1942 as a new Conference President, capable of contributing a “clear and 

steady mind.”15 In what the newspaper described as “a very anxious war year,” Taylor 

was defined as a “brotherly man” who was up to the task.16 He had only just concluded 

his time at Parramatta when he accepted the Presidency, making he and Taylor Senior, 

the first father and son to fill the role.  

On leaving Parramatta in 1942, Taylor reflected on his recent achievements. These 

included over-seeing the final payment, via a bequest made in 1941, on the long-running 

Leigh Memorial church building debt. This news, combined with the church’s 

participation in Parramatta’s early war effort, had cemented a sense of hope within 

congregation ranks and cemented their civic efforts – along with other Christian churches 

– to support the soldiery, raise morale, perpetuate peace and provide aid.17 Leigh 

Memorial’s pulpit had also continued to provide a platform for nationalist sentiment, as 

evidenced in Taylor’s parting speech,  

The years I have been among you have been the most troubled years in the 

history of the Empire. Nobody can tell when the end will be, but we must 

resolutely obey every call to service and sacrifice.18  

On his arrival at Parramatta in 1938, one of Taylor’s first sermons had been titled, 

‘Wesley and Empire’ and given as part of bicentennial celebrations of John Wesley’s 

conversion experience in 1738. While distinguishing Taylor’s opening and closing 

comments at Parramatta as exercises in British allegiance and nationalistic 

embellishment, they also reflected the reactionary nature of the denomination’s wartime 

                                                 
15 “New Conference President,” The Methodist, February 28, 1942, 5. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Thompson, Religion in Australia, 91–92. 
18 Manning Taylor, “Transcript of Parting Speech” (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 1942). 
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leadership. From 1940, the Conference was not only praising the greatness of the Empire, 

but suggesting that the conflict was in fact, a punishment for “God’s displeasure with 

Australian sinfulness.”19  

Co-operative effort 

Thankfully for the denomination, its responses to the war effort were not confined to 

admonition. Both during and immediately after the conflict, Methodist efforts were also 

defined by co-operative church-civic and ecumenical participation in relief efforts and 

fundraising, along with a tentative embracing of government reform agendas. Containing 

some progressive and ‘Christian socialist’ undertones, such involvements were well-

suited to currents within Wesleyan theology, and to the reconstruction and reform 

strategies of the Curtin Labor government. More crucially, the Parramatta Church would 

set aside most of its old rivalries and embrace bi-partisan participation in various war-

time efforts.20  

One such co-operative enterprise was the Parramatta Soldiers’ Hut, described as a “happy 

rendezvous of servicemen passing through the city,” and one operating as a tamer, tee-

totalling version of the American soldiers’ ‘canteens.’21 From its construction as a food, 

entertainment and support centre for soldiers stationed in and around Parramatta, the Hut 

played an important, visible role in the city’s civilian war effort. As one of Parramatta’s 

major contributions to morale-building for the military, it became a focal point for both 

the citizens of Parramatta and the Parramatta congregation – and an important, if entirely 

incidental, opportunity for ecumenicism and evangelism in the city’s main square.  

                                                 
19 Methodist Church of Australasia, Minutes of the New South Wales Conference, 1940, 79, in Frappell, 

“Methodism and the Crises of Nationhood,” O’Brien and Carey, Methodism in Australia, 145. 
20 Samantha Frappell, “Building Jerusalem: Post-war Reconstruction and the Churches in NSW” (PhD diss., 

University of Sydney, 1996), 17–48. 
21 “Soldiers’ Hut,” Cumberland Argus, December 5, 1945, 1. 
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With responsibilities in the Hut being shared by churches and other interest groups, and 

utilising sponsorship from the ‘Parramatta Mayoral Patriotic Fund,’ the venue served over 

300,000 meals to servicemen during its five-year operation. It was steered by Mayor 

Philip Jeffrey (a Leigh Memorial trustee) and facilitated by Bishop Hilliard of St. John’s. 

The only caveats placed on the use of Anglican church grounds were, “no strong drink 

and no noise in the hut during church services.”22 John Shorter, also a Leigh Memorial 

trustee, reportedly donated a billiard table to the project in 1940, while the Parramatta 

Gas Company, founded and operated by local Methodists, donated a hot water system. 

Congregation members regularly provided basics for the Hut, such as tea, coffee and 

sugar from their weekly rations and all visitors were asked to do the same.23 The physical 

proximity of Leigh Memorial to St. John’s assisted in the work that was achieved, as did 

the Bishop’s friendship with Manning Taylor.  

Volunteers for the venture were also not an issue. Mayor Jeffrey told a meeting of the 

Council that, in his opinion, “Half the women in Parramatta want to man it.”24 The 

involvement of women in all aspects of the Hut linked favourably with the ongoing 

presence of strong and contributing women’s groups at Leigh Memorial. The Leigh 

Memorial cohort also represented among the most qualified of the Hut’s volunteers. The 

women’s collective experience in arranging large-scale catering, fundraising and market 

day events within the life of the Macquarie Street congregation for a previous eighty 

years, had held them in good stead.  

Leigh Memorial’s World War II Book of Remembrance reveals an additional story of 

women’s contributions during the conflict. Noted within its pages are five women who 

                                                 
22 “St. John’s Church – Rules of Use, Parramatta Soldiers’ Hut,” Weekly Advocate, July 3, 1940, 3. 
23 “Soldiers’ Hut,” Cumberland Argus, November 13, 1940, 1. 
24 “Soldier’s Hut, Offers of Help,” Cumberland Argus and Fruitgrowers Advocate, July 3, 1940, 3. 
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enlisted in civic and auxiliary services during the war. They were Alice Dennison (103rd 

and 113th Australian General Hospital), Edna Hunt (Scientific Branch, Munitions Supply 

Laboratories), Lillia Hunt (Scientific Branch, Munitions Supply Laboratories), Helena 

Hutton and her sister, Catherine Hutton (Women’s Australian Auxiliary Air Force). The 

number of male enlistees from the congregation was thirty-three.25 

The Parramatta VAD (Voluntary Aid Detachment, and later the Australian Army 

Women’s Medical Service) included Parramatta Methodist women as members, and 

regularly held “Church Parades” at Leigh Memorial during the war.26 In addition to the 

VAD, the congregation hosted various services and social events, which included the 

participation of local or visiting military personnel, including from the large contingent 

of African-American soldiers stationed in Camellia, a few miles from Parramatta.  

Through the involvement of these and other women in civilian, military and industrial 

roles, World War II was less gender-restricted and more diverse in opportunity than the 

situation that existed during 1914–1918. Spurred on by changing attitudes in relation to 

women’s work, women’s rights and undertones of feminist ideology emerging from the 

interwar period, many Australian women had been willing to explore alternative roles and 

test their ‘voice.’  

This included the women who demonstrated at Parramatta in September 1940, when the 

L.A.M.P.S took a motion to the all-male Mayoral Patriotic Fund Committee requesting 

female representation. The delegation was led by Mrs Jeffrey, wife of the Mayor and Mrs 

Taylor, wife of minister, Manning Taylor. Earlier that year, the same group had staged a 

                                                 
25 Second World War Book of Remembrance (those who served), World War II Memorial, situated inside 

Leigh Memorial Church since 1947. Listings: five women and thirty-three men (five of whom gave their 

lives). 
26 “‘VAD Parade’, Leigh Memorial Church,” Cumberland Argus and Fruitgrowers Advocate, March 17, 

1943, 6. 
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similar protest following their omission from planning processes for the Soldiers’ Hut. 

Opposition to the 1940 motion regarding L.A.M.P.S representation on the Mayoral 

Committee included Miss Shorter and Mrs Erby of the Leigh Memorial congregation, 

indicating that the women of Macquarie Street were expressing diverse views. After much 

debate, the proposal was defeated, to which one of the L.A.M.P.S. retorted, “It will be 

upon your own heads.” Mr. Jeffrey, the Mayor, was noted as arriving (somewhat 

conveniently…) late for the meeting in question.27 

Ultimately, the Hut proved a key connector of church and civic interests in the city. 

Existing as it did in the heart of Parramatta and involving acts of conjoined benevolence 

by a cohort of empowered women, it was a landmark effort in cooperation for the 

‘common good.’ In an article titled “Mrs. T. M. Taylor” for the Methodist in 1942, it was 

noted that she had been “…captaining the women of the Parramatta Church at the 

Soldiers’ Hut one day a fortnight where they cooked and served hot meals for the men.” 

In the article, Mrs. Taylor said that she enjoyed being part of “the comradely spirit of the 

town’s women.”28  

The congregation’s approach to pastoral care for the military and its provision of 

community aid during the middle period of the war was deemed highly patriotic – a fact 

publicly reinforced by Manning Taylor and Mayor Jeffrey at Leigh Memorial in the 

summer of 1942. Japanese imperial forces were, at the time, operating close to Australia’s 

north, with places such as Kokoda, Gona, Buna and Milne Bay in Papua New Guinea 

under immediate threat. As such, public sensitivities were high. In response, Taylor and 

Jeffrey, assisted by retired choirmaster McNair Ferguson, unfurled and dedicated an 

                                                 
27 “Patriotic Committee Rebuffs L.A.M.P.S,” Cumberland Argus, September 11, 1940, 1. 
28 “Mrs. T. M. Taylor,” The Methodist, March 28, 1942, 5. 
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Australian flag and Union Jack inside Leigh Memorial Church during a Sunday morning 

worship service. On the unfurling, Taylor stated, 

Duty is nobler than privilege (and)…wherever our national emblems are 

unfurled, the people are free…Totalitarianism, with its nullifying of 

individual liberty and freedom, is totally opposed to the British spirit.29  

He went on to quote Franklin D. Roosevelt, the American President, on human rights and 

recited lyrics from the British imperial anthem, ‘Rule Britannia.’30  

Post-war, Leigh Memorial’s Albert Putland continued the Mission’s passionate support 

for the British Empire while attending ‘Empire Day’ celebrations at Parramatta High 

School. In his 1946 speech to the students, he likened the “dominions” of Australia, 

Canada and New Zealand to “daughters,” with England as their “Mother.”31 His words 

reflected the belief of most Australians of the period that they were in fact, ‘British.’ 

Leigh Memorial’s war and post-war ministers regularly infused their Christian message 

with support for the Crown, within a city loyal to the King and largely still largely 

predicated on traditional, British values.  

Ecumenism and community outreach 

Also considered a patriotic and Christian obligation, was the care of Parramatta families 

unable to support themselves financially following two world wars and the Depression. 

After four years embroiled in the conflict, community fatigue and deprivation were 

palpable, and a sub-populace of large families living on the poverty line emerged in 

Parramatta during the 1930s and 1940s. Many households were forced into mortgage 

foreclosures and malnutrition after their ‘breadwinners’ enlisted in the forces and 

                                                 
29 “Flag Unfurled,” Cumberland Argus, February 11, 1942, 9. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Albert Putland, “Empire Day Speech at Parramatta High School,” Cumberland Argus, May 29, 1946, 7. 
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previous support networks became torn apart. War rations had been brought into effect in 

May 1942, but were also basic.32 Christian churches, such as Leigh Memorial, offered 

prayer and pastoral care to members, while groups such as the Red Cross offered food 

parcels and emergency housing. There is no record of the Parramatta Church providing 

organised, practical assistance to those in need during the period, however a single 

paragraph in Udy’s book, Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church in Australia’s Cradle 

City (1985), acknowledges the “disruptive effects” of the crisis and attempts to explain 

the changing nature of the congregation and its war and post-war dynamic, 

During the forties, World War II brought many disruptive effects on church 

and family life. Maintenance of church activities continued at Parramatta – 

but as the western suburbs developed more facilities, local community 

members began to move away from the mother church and link up with 

nearby causes.33 

Beyond changing demographics and the obvious social needs around them, Parramatta’s 

Methodists and most of the city’s Protestant congregations, had however not relinquished 

their evangelistic zeal or their enthusiasm for ecumenical expression. Forming a group 

called ‘United Witness of Christian Youth’ and gathering for annual processions 

throughout the war years, Parramatta’s Protestant churches (Anglican, Baptist, Church of 

Christ, Congregational, Gospel Union, Methodist, Presbyterian and Salvation Army), in 

addition to the Boy’s Brigade and an inter-denominational collection of Sunday Schools, 

were eager participants. Reporting “more than a thousand” in attendance at the procession 

of 1942, the group vacillated between prioritising its Christian observances, calls for 

peace, patriotic pronouncements and fundraising efforts for the international Bible 

                                                 
32 The Commonwealth Rationing Commission allowed one adult 1lb of butter, 2lb of sugar and 4½ lb of 

meat per fortnight, in addition to other restrictions. “Rationing of Food and Clothing During the Second 

World War,” Australian War Memorial, https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/encyclopedia/homefront/ 

rationing. 
33 Udy, Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church, 53. 



 

264 

Society. Regularly led by Leigh Memorial ministers, Taylor and Holland, each rally 

included joint “prayers for the nation” and combined choir items.34  

In 1943, Holland also commenced popular ‘Soldiers’ Services’ at Leigh Memorial. The 

Argus reported these as offering a “dignified alternative” to some of the entertainments 

provided to servicemen in Sydney. In keeping with contemporary Methodist concerns 

regarding temperance and public decency, Holland told the newspaper that there would 

be “less wartime vice and immorality if churches provided more recreation and clean 

entertainment for lonely servicemen on leave.” Moreover, Holland described the friendly 

atmosphere of the Leigh Memorial services as assisting soldiers to “overcome 

loneliness.”35 Such services were strong examples of Parramatta Methodist outreach and 

involvement at a socio-civic level. 

War’s end 

By 1945 and the conclusion of the global conflict, the truth of the Holocaust, the civilian 

impacts in Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the effects of Axis aggression across Europe and 

the Pacific were revealed to the world. On-going rationing and austerity measures marked 

the post-war era as a challenging one – as did changing social paradigms, altering 

international borders and tensions implicit in the new ‘Cold War.’ From 1949, and 

prompted by international initiatives to ensure a lasting peace (including the formation of 

the United Nations in 1945), the NSW Conference declared in tones different to those of 

wartime, “War today has become a supreme sin against God and a degradation of man.”36 

By 1950, while never taking up an officially ‘pacifist’ position, the Conference was 

                                                 
34 “United Witness of Christian Youth,” The Cumberland Argus and Fruitgrowers Advocate, November 

11, 1942, 4. 
35 George Holland, “Soldiers’ Services,” Cumberland Argus, December 15, 1943, 8. 
36 Wright and Clancy, The Methodists, 189. 
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empowering its Social Service Department to release pro-peace responses to world events 

and to institute a ‘Methodist Peace Fellowship.’37  

In Parramatta, the conclusion of the Soldiers’ Hut in 1946 denoted the end of an era. In 

summarising the Hut’s impact, Alderman Harvey (Deputy Chair of the Mayoral Patriotic 

Fund Committee), praised Mayor Jeffrey for “the very able and conscientious manner” in 

which he had overseen the project. He further noted that leftover money in the Hut’s fund 

would be distributed between the city’s fifty ex-prisoners of war, or used for other post-

war relief efforts.38 For those at Leigh Memorial who had faithfully volunteered at the 

Hut, its cessation marked a turning point, after which their energies were redirected to the 

rapidly growing suburb of Westmead and the evangelistic imperatives of post-war 

immigration.  

In two final gestures for returned servicemen and casualties amongst their own 

congregation, the Leigh Memorial trustees hosted a ‘Welcome Home Party’ in Macquarie 

Hall (1946) and installed a World War II memorial chapel in the church (1947). The 

memorial, which included a permanent flame, a Book of Remembrance and a chapel, was 

a gesture sponsored by the O’Reilly family in memory of their son and brother, Brian 

O’Reilly. Brian had served as an Infantryman in New Guinea and returned home safely, 

only to die from an illness contracted in the tropics. Four other Leigh Memorial members 

died in the conflict and were written onto the memorial. They were, James Kitchener 

Hutton, Corporal with the 2/10 Field Ambulance, who died as a prisoner of the Japanese 

at Sandakan in 1945; Keith MacFarland Brown, Gunner with the 2/15 Field Regiment, 

who died in 1943 while stationed in Thailand; Frederick Charles Pinfold, a RAAF Flight 

                                                 
37 Ibid. 
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Officer with 460 Squadron, who died in 1942 during a battle over Germany; and Lindsay 

Kenneth Wilson, a RAAF Flight Sergeant with 22 Squadron, who died in a battle over 

New Britain, in 1943. The church’s Book of Remembrance lists the names, ranks and 

arenas of service of all thirty-eight men and women who served.  

‘Circuit News’ regarding Parramatta’s post-war status was included in the Methodist of 

March 1946 and reported by outgoing superintendent, Peacock. In the report, Peacock 

noted an increase in membership from 157 in 1945 to 188 after the war, including some 

gains by the Sunday School. This was a common story, with overall Methodist attendance 

rates increasing by 46% after 1945.39 With similar results across the denominations, 

Anglican bishop and historian Tom Frame has described post-war strides by the Christian 

Churches as emblematic of community perceptions of them as “bulwarks against 

totalitarianism.”40 Having been challenged by the forces of Fascism and Communism for 

two decades, conventional Christianity seemed to many to offer the best hope for the 

future, and a safe ‘middle ground’ against the dubious – and evidential – repercussions of 

the extreme Right and Left.41  

Faith in Action – Westmead 

However, despite such gains for the Christian faith post-war, minister Peacock informed 

his Circuit News readers that the Parramatta Church was contemplating a ‘door knock’ 

strategy to seek out new members, particularly families and children. Within this strategy, 

he highlighted the congregation’s plan to start Sunday School classes in the neighbouring 

suburb of Westmead after Easter, 1946. The plan for Westmead would come to fruition, 

but only after enterprising Parramatta and Westmead Methodists established a bustling 

                                                 
39 Thompson, Religion in Australia, 98. 
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41 Ibid. 
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interim ‘tent ministry’ at the corner of Cotswold Street and Hawkesbury Road. Circuit 

minutes from a year before, had recorded support from the Methodist Department of 

Home Missions for the purchase of land at Cotswold Street and in direct response to the 

government’s projected addition of 497 new homes to the Westmead subdivision in the 

years immediately following the war.42 In an era denoted by suburban sprawl and 

changing community dynamics, Parramatta minister, Albert Putland (Leigh Memorial, 

1946–1951), exhorted readers of the Argus to remember the importance of faith and to 

guard against complacency and a lack of commitment in making their new year 

resolutions.43 

In a post-war environment defined by community conservatism and a moral agenda 

endorsed by Menzies’ government policy, the first Westmead Methodist Kindergarten 

and Church Hall opened in 1949.44 Thirteen years later, in 1962, the site would include a 

consecrated church, which was realised via the Methodist ‘Church Development Scheme’ 

and predominantly funded by Parramatta Methodist ‘Faith in Action’ tithing campaigns 

(which began, along with the Methodist Church’s ‘Commonwealth Crusade for Christ,’ 

in 1948).45 Aimed at increasing church attendance by 50%, gathering up lapsed 

Methodists and encouraging them in donating to their denomination, ‘Faith in Action’ 

teams facilitated the Mission’s first site at Westmead and formed Leigh Memorial’s 
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leaders into a tightly knit and well-trained team, ready for the evangelical and social 

welfare challenges of the era to come. Moreover, in commencing a ministry in Westmead, 

Parramatta’s Methodists had responded to both an obvious socio-geographic imperative 

and with the evangelistic motives long implicit in their practice 46  

The Migrant Cottage 

Much of the Parramatta Church’s initial development of Methodism at Westmead had 

also been prompted by the anticipated influx of migrants from Europe after the conclusion 

of the war – and the anticipated movement of people into suburban centres. This also 

applied to Leigh Memorial’s initiation of a British ‘Migrant Cottage,’ which traversed the 

tenures of both Peacock and Putland.47 Coming into the possession of the church in 1946 

as a bequest, the Cottage was a two-storied residence in High Street, Harris Park. Many 

of the Cottage residents had arrived in Australia as part of the ‘Bring out a British 

Methodist’ program (adjunct to the Federal Government’s long-running ‘Bring out a 

Briton’ scheme – which was described in the Australian Women’s Weekly, as a campaign 

“designed among other things to help British migrants who can’t find an Australian 

nominator”).48 Throughout its existence, the ‘Cottage’ represented a key interface 

between the Mission and a post-war program of civic significance.  

During post-war reconstruction, Leigh Memorial also participated in fundraising for the 

‘Food for Britain Fund,’ and in 1947, under the chairmanship of Putland, designated “any 

                                                 
46 Westmead’s infrastructure (schools, shops, doctors, transport) was well-established by the 1950s and 

both congregation and Sunday School numbers at the Cotswold Street site reflected the ‘baby boom’ that 

had occurred after the war. A decade and a half of post-war migration and settlement, in addition to local 

commercial, educational and real estate developments (both housing commission and private), had 

transformed suburbs such as Westmead and Dundas into thriving ‘satellite’ population hubs, just beyond 

the boundaries of Parramatta. Forthcoming Leigh Memorial superintendent, Gloster Udy, would describe 

the motivation to tackle Westmead as an indication that “Unexpected, emerging needs must be met.” Udy, 

Spark of Grace, 207. 
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proceeds above expenses” from a combined Parramatta church choirs performance of The 

Messiah at Leigh Memorial – to be donated to the cause.49 A local news article about the 

event, waggishly titled “Messiah will Aid Food for Britain,” noted the co-operation 

between the churches in this philanthropic effort.50 In the same year, an ecumenical 

gathering of Parramatta church leaders provided the local community with a joint new 

year message and a comment on King George VI’s speech, which included the 

reassurance, “If the coming year has its uncertainties, it has its promises.”51 At the 

gathering, Putland’s comment, “Civilisation must learn that man does not live by bread 

alone” was endorsed by Bishop Hilliard of St. John’s, Rev. Stevenson (Presbyterian), and 

– in a sign of reduced sectarian divisions, Monseigneur O’Donnell of St. Patrick’s 

Catholic church. By 1950, ecumenical cooperation had also manifested itself in the 

coming together of Parramatta’s Christian leaders, including Putland, to support the new 

‘Everyman’s Centre’ on Church Street. An initiative of the Parramatta Branch of the 

Australian Campaign for Christ, the centre was designed as a community support and 

recreation venue for Parramatta’s youth and one expressive of a growing area of 

community concern.52  

Christian youth, community outreach 

After World War II, the Christian churches and society in general, developed a strong 

motivation towards the protection and enrichment of the young. As a means of securing 

this goal, Christian and secular interests sought an understanding of the key paradigmatic 

shifts impacting youth culture from the mid-century, particularly in relation to rising 

delinquency rates. Theresa Richardson described this as the changing nature of childhood 
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and youth as a social construct, in which the “profanations of youth culture challenged 

the domain assumptions of modernity and in so doing, ushered in a post-modern 

worldview.”53  

Implicit in such challenges and “profanations” was the emergence of the ‘bodgie’ and 

‘widgie’ subculture in Australia and rising rates of children moving through the justice 

system. A newspaper article from 1951, titled “Bodgie and Widgie Cult: It’s Bad 

Influence is Spreading”, cited a Parramatta welfare worker as saying, “Police recently 

obtained a statement from a widgie in this district, aged 12. The child, who was one of 

the brightest students in her school, confessed to being intimate with a bodgie.”54  

By the close of the decade, sharp lines had been drawn between what society and the 

Christian churches, considered “good” and “bad” behaviour in children and youth, or as 

Michelle Arrow noted in Friday on Our Minds: Popular Culture in Australia since 1945 

(2009), “The thousands of teenage girls who made ‘decisions for Christ’ during the Billy 

Graham crusade in 1959 were depicted as model citizens, while other teenagers tended to 

be represented in the media as delinquents or frivolous consumers.”55 

During the period, the Methodist newspaper railed against society’s moral decline and 

what Marion Maddox has called the denomination’s “bêtes-noires of gambling and 

liquor.”56 These “terrible twins” were held responsible for everything from ‘bodgies’ and 

‘widgies’ to the rise in Australia’s rate of juvenile delinquency – considered the most 
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dreaded evidence of society’s degradation. In her article, Maddox delves into the 

Methodist mentality of the 1950s, seeking the seeds of Australian Prime Minister John 

Howard’s conservative political stance in the tenets of his Methodist upbringing. Like 

many young Methodists of the era, the Church’s perspective on the edification of society 

influenced Howard and defined his moral outlook. In fact, feeling commissioned by God 

to protect ‘family values’ in a challenging new age, Methodists of the 1950s – young and 

old – listened hard when public figures such as Billy Graham blamed alcohol and 

gambling for divorce and wayward children, and the media for glamorizing them.57 

In response to the crisis, the Australian arm of the World Council of Churches released a 

Sunday School promotional poster in 1952, reading, “Sunday School – where Good 

Citizenship begins.”58 Methodist attempts at ‘targeted’ programming for youth and a 

mitigation of rising socio-moral issues, included the maintenance or development of 

established Sunday Schools, Girls Comradeship, Crusaders, Christian Endeavour, MOK, 

and later, Methodist girls’ ‘Rays’ groups and Youth Fellowships. Most would have a 

short-term impact and become more vulnerable as the mid-century progressed.  

Gloster Udy 

In addition to seeking improvements to programming for young people in the life of the 

Parramatta Church, its trustees were aware that the senior ages and rapid succession of its 

ministers was not only adversely impacting the pastoral care of the congregation, but the 

potential efficacy of its broader, mission outreach. Parramatta, long viewed as a 

prestigious, if challenging Circuit in Methodist ranks, had gradually become a 

comfortable, pre-retirement placement for senior ministers. Among these, the ministers 
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of the 1940s at Leigh Memorial were a case in point. Although active in the town and 

dedicated to the task, their ideologies and praxis frequently referenced a bygone age. Both 

Peacock and Putland had arrived in Parramatta with forty years of experience behind them 

and a readiness to retire. Sensing by the start of a new decade that a dramatic change was 

needed, Leigh Memorial trustees Ron Woolnough and Spencer Manton composed a letter 

of invitation to a young Methodist minister called Gloster Udy, who had been brought to 

their attention as a potential candidate. He would ultimately be charged with ‘updating’ 

Parramatta Methodism.  

While awaiting his PhD graduation at Boston University in the United States, Udy had 

received the letter from Parramatta and accepted. Ex-Parramatta superintendent, Eli 

Hynes, had made enquiries regarding Udy (on behalf of his old congregation), stating to 

Udy’s father-in-law, Rev. Sommerlad, “We are looking for someone like Gloster to move 

to Parramatta.”59 The timing was crucial. With the departure of Putland and the passing 

away or retirement of a generation of old stalwarts of the congregation – the compelling, 

young, American-educated Udy was primed to commence at a juncture in the Mission’s 

pathway when modernity was calling.  

During what would be the first of his two tenures at Leigh Memorial (1951–1955 and 

1973–1988), Udy began by moving his wife Joy, young daughter Joy Stuart, and himself 

into the Mission’s first off-site parsonage at nearby Harris Park. ‘Leigh House,’ the 

church’s renovated parsonage of 1860, was by then 90 years old and inadequate as a 

family home. Quickly setting about his reinvigoration of the Macquarie Street site, Udy 

sought the 1953 sale of ‘Jubilee Hall,’ while making applications to Parramatta Council 
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to build a ‘Leigh Memorial Church School and Nursery.’ He also proposed the demolition 

of Macquarie Hall and its replacement with a set of shops and offices to face Macquarie 

Street (thereby giving the congregation additional space and the bonus of an income 

stream). Although only the sale of Jubilee Hall was realised during his first appointment, 

the application for a building to cater to children, young people and families, while 

denied, signalled the Parramatta Church’s solid alignment with broader Methodist Church 

and community priorities of the time. It also signalled an emphasis on Parramatta 

Methodism’s ‘urban’ strategy. It was, as the Methodist suggested in 1954, that having 

once been “the mother Church of country Methodism in Australia,” Leigh Memorial was 

by then, “emerging as a down-town Church capable of surmounting the crippling effects 

of urban conditions.”60 

During the era of Udy’s successor, Donovan Hall (1955–1961), an alternative version of 

the Leigh Memorial school and nursery, called the ‘Wesley Hall’ and ‘Ferguson Wing,’ 

were opened to the rear of the church in 1957. Despite their immediate usefulness, the 

structures would have a short life, being demolished as part of a land sale to Parramatta 

Council (for their new ‘Civic Place’ development), and to make way for the much larger 

‘Leigh Memorial Fellowship Centre’, which opened in 1964. Within the era, Macquarie 

Hall and the final remnants of the 1821 Macquarie Chapel were also demolished, with 

‘Epworth House’ taking their place in 1963. The old parsonage was demolished in 1957, 

freeing up space for a driveway and car park beside Leigh Memorial church.61  

The flurry of sales, applications, demolitions and construction that impacted the 

Mission’s site between 1953 and 1964 mirrored trends throughout Parramatta. All were 
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commensurate with contemporary imperatives towards ‘change’ as the century surpassed 

its mid-point, and ones that propelled members and residents into new ways of living, 

working and worshipping. Australia’s ‘Cradle City’ was becoming surrounded by 

populous suburbs, such as Westmead and Ermington, and filling with young families, 

newly built fibro and brick cottages, shops, bus routes and medium-rise flats. The 

amalgamation of the Granville, Ermington, Dundas and Rydalmere municipalities into a 

larger Parramatta Council in 1948, had set the trend. During the 1950s, commercial 

offices began to proliferate within a once exclusively retail-orientated Parramatta CBD. 

The Parramatta Grace Bros department store underwent a major renovation in 1956, 

which included the exciting new option of “rooftop parking.” Meanwhile, a landmark 

David Jones store would open on Church Street beside the Parramatta River in 1961.62  

Evangelism 

Within the Methodist Church of the 1950s, further work by its ‘Public Questions 

Committee’ indicated that the denomination was ‘taking stock.’ Calls for a review of 

organisational structures, lapsed memberships, aging clergy and the recognition of a 

rising moral lassitude in the Australian community were matters listed for attention. 

Subsequent actions included fresh evangelistic campaigns, a strong advocacy of 

temperance principles via such as ‘The Band of Hope,’ strategies to foster family life and 

action on youth development. These strategies, combined with the CMM’s 

‘Commonwealth Crusade for Christ’ (1948), Alan Walker’s ‘Mission to the Nation’ 

(1953) and later, American Evangelist, Billy Graham’s first Australian crusade (1959), 

aimed to consolidate current members, re-gather the lost and provide a united, community 
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example on key moral issues, including gambling, temperance and the sanctity of 

marriage.  

Achieving widespread press attention and breaking records at every turn, Graham’s 

crusade of 1959 tapped into the nation’s hunger for a moral compass. Attendances at the 

Sydney rallies alone required the use of not one, but two stadiums. Commenting on the 

success of British crusade of 1954, the Methodist noted, “The result of the campaign has 

surely proved one thing – that the world is hungry for the Christian faith, the only answer 

to life’s problems.”63 Subsequent opinion on the Graham campaign was mixed. Church 

attendances grew for a short period and Australians broadly embraced the evangelist’s 

message, particularly due to community fears regarding arising from juvenile 

delinquency. As Judith Smart has noted, “There was great concern to try to make sure 

young people didn’t develop bad habits and move in the wrong direction.”64  

However, most commentators agree that the impact of Graham’s crusade was short-lived, 

and within a few years, its benefits were “non-existent.”.65 It could be argued that during 

the turbulence and austerity of post-war reconstruction, the Church’s struggle to keep 

itself pertinent to a mid-century mindset was simply too great, or as it may be described, 

“By the 1950s, Methodism, in common with other Christian churches, faced an 

increasingly uphill struggle to present the church as relevant in the lives of most 

Australians.”66 Nonetheless, at least some renewal for the Church would come via its 

attention to matters of social justice, or what Walker’s ‘Mission to the Nation’ defined as 
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a collective, Christian push towards the institution of a more just and equitable society.67 

Such principles would also form the bases for Parramatta Mission’s urban outreach 

projects of the era, and establish a momentum that would gather pace at Parramatta in the 

1960s and 1970s. Essentially, its future efficacy would lie in the capacity of conservative 

Parramatta Methodists to adapt with the times. As H. I. Hawkins noted in 1960: “The 

Christian Church, in order to keep pace with the changing scene, must itself be a very 

flexible organisation.”68 

The Couples Club 

During Udy’s tenure at Leigh Memorial in the first half of the 1950s, two key programs 

commenced, that attempted to address some of the matters impacting the broader church 

and Australian society. The first of these, in 1952, was Australia’s first ‘Couples’ Club.’ 

Second was a MYF, or Methodist Youth Fellowship, commenced at approximately the 

same time. Both captured Udy’s feeling for the era itself and were fuelled by his 

modernising vision for the Parramatta congregation. Of the two initiatives, the MYF was 

an overwhelming revelation to the youth of the Macquarie Street church, who had for 

some time been searching for an outlet for their energies and ideas. The Couples’ Club 

was similarly timely. Udy had observed Christian Couples’ Clubs in the United States, 

which had been successful in providing married couples with opportunities for education, 

socialising, relationship-building and Christian service. They also included couples with 

or without children, and sometimes relationships in which the husband was an ex-

serviceman, suffering from what we may now identify as PTSD, or post-traumatic stress 

disorder.  

                                                 
67 Alan Walker, “Mission to the Nation,” The Sun (Sydney), July 16, 1952, 4. 
68 H. I. Hawkins, quoted in Frappell, “Methodism and the Crises of Nationhood,” 149. 



 

277 

The premise of the Club was described in its inaugural handbook (Parramatta, 1952), 

It shall be the purpose of the Methodist Couples’ Club to provide husband 

and wife meeting together with opportunities for Christian fellowship, 

constructional recreation and cultural enrichment; to help them find solutions 

to the practical problems of daily living and human relationships; to inspire 

and guide them in their Christian life; to gain the wholehearted support of 

married couples for Christ, His Church and the Kingdom of God.69 

In the Udys’ joint autobiography, Together We Serve (1994), Joy Udy described the 

commencement of the Club as one in which “numbers soon grew!”70 She outlined its 

organisational structure as consisting of Presidents, Secretaries and a members’ ‘pledge,’ 

a ‘four square’ programme that included ‘Spiritual,’ ‘Social,’ ‘Educational’ and 

‘Recreational’ elements, plus monthly meetings and regular participation in square 

dancing in Macquarie Hall. This part of the program was publicly referred to as “folk 

games,” in an effort to diffuse concerns expressed by the church’s elderly members, who 

as old-time Methodists, were resolutely opposed to dancing on moral grounds.71  

The Couples’ Club at Parramatta soon drew hundreds of couples from around Sydney and 

NSW (including from associated clubs in Cronulla, Balmain, Rockdale, Wollongong, 

Bathurst, Orange and other rural areas) to its annual, ‘Birthday’ meetings involving a 

weekend-long program at Macquarie Street. Included in a typical gathering were 

community meals, local outings, worship services, dances and debates. The 1959 debate, 

‘Women and Men Should Receive Equal Pay,’ was declared a “draw.”72 
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Providing the Mission with a key avenue of evangelism and community relevance, the 

Club also functioned as a relationship-building opportunity in a period of increased 

divorce. In 1940, there were 3,242 divorces in Australia; by 1947, this had leapt to 

8,705.73 In forming the Club, the Udys recognised the difficulties for many men in 

adjusting to life, work and marriage post-war. As the security of a good and unbroken 

home was recognised as crucial to the health and development of children, the church’s 

role in the Couples’ Club and similar programs mid-century, was designed to shore up 

both the Christian home and the country’s future.  

The Methodist Youth Fellowship (MYF) 

When it commenced, Parramatta’s MYF captured the imagination of a generation. At a 

time when the influence of American popular culture, including through music and the 

new medium of television, was experiencing a meteoric rise in popularity in Australia, 

Christian youth were also seeking something ‘new.’ Udy understood the tempo of the 

times and quickly developed the MYF as a group for those 16 years and over, in addition 

to a Parramatta IYF (Intermediate Youth Fellowship) for 12–15 year olds. Both groups 

grew in strength during the 1950s and early 1960s, and in the case of the MYF, eventually 

participated in a journey to Adelaide (in custom-made blazers) to join other Methodist 

Youth of NSW at the National Christian Youth Convention (NCYC) rally of 1957. At 

Parramatta, involvement in the MYF fostered a cohort of confident and sensitive 

Methodist leaders. Quoted by Udy in an article for the Methodist in 1954, one young 

person from Parramatta commented,  
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Our fellowship has developed to the extent that even the shyest is not afraid 

to step forward and voice an opinion…we each have learned to consider the 

personality traits of friends, and to appreciate their ideas as well as our own.74  

Although experiencing sound attendances until 1961, by the close of the 1960s, the MYF 

had retained only 29% of its prior membership. Many early members at Parramatta had 

moved on to more ‘grown-up’ pursuits, including full-time careers, travel, marriage, 

babies and the assumption of senior church responsibilities.75 

Despite the youth-orientation of groups such as the MYF at Parramatta, some activities 

of the church in the 1950s had appeal for both the young, and the young at heart. In the 

same period as ‘Bill Haley and His Comets’ were releasing ‘Rock around the Clock’ 

(1954) and James Dean was being hailed as the quintessential ‘Rebel without a Cause’ 

(1955), young and old from Macquarie Street were engaging with a major event in the 

city: the city’s motorcycle races at Parramatta Park. Considered “cool” by the youth of 

the region, the races attracted huge crowds. Congregation members became involved in 

selling sandwiches, cakes and other refreshments at the events, as a means of witnessing 

to the community and raising church funds. Considered a success in terms of civic 

interaction and contribution, the races required all night ‘sandwich-making’ sessions in 

Macquarie Hall.76 

Also appealing to young and old within the congregation was the ‘Parramatta Methodist 

Cricket Club,’ which commenced in the 1940s. Competing in a Parramatta ‘churches’ 

competition at Parramatta Park on Saturdays, it was regularly watched by large crowds 

of Methodist and community supporters. Matches were anecdotally infused with light-

hearted sectarian rivalry, particularly when the Methodist team played those from St. 
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Patrick’s Catholic Church. In subsequent decades, Parramatta Methodist, then Uniting 

Church basketball, netball and soccer teams would compete in various church and civic 

competitions. 

Women’s roles 

In addition to Udy’s efforts with youth at Parramatta, he established a popular ‘Men’s 

Brotherhood’ in the early 1950s, while Joy Udy formed the Argos (or ‘Friendly’) 

women’s group (a social and educational gathering point for workers, businesswomen 

and homemakers). These joint efforts led to increased memberships at Parramatta, while 

the Udys’ innovations in relation to youth and women’s leadership at the church became 

a source of simultaneous community fascination. In an article published in the Sydney 

Morning Herald in October 1954, Udy is quoted as saying: “I believe women have a 

tremendous part to play in church work as well as worship, and I believe they should be 

represented in all quarters of the church.” He further stated that women of the 

congregation were among the first appointed as trustees in what was then, the first 138 

years of Methodism in Australia. A service to be held at Leigh Memorial on Sunday 24 

October 1954 was to be conducted by women only, including the sermon to be preached 

by his wife, Joy.77  

The Udys’ views regarding ‘equal ministry’ and women’s roles within church life in the 

mid-century rattled a number of theological and social pre-conceptions, including many 

within their own congregation at Parramatta. However, moves to facilitate gender 

equality also reflected the Church’s increasing parity with the Australian community on 

questions of socio-civic conscience and aligned it with emerging feminist concepts as the 

1960s and 1970s progressed. As Australian feminists, including those associated with 
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International Women’s Day (IWD) in the period, were increasingly more vocal and 

proactive – so women within the Christian churches began seeking ways to incorporate 

developments in the secular feminist movement into their own expressions of church life 

and community service.78  

At Parramatta, a strong history of women’s groups, from the Women Workers’ Society 

and the Ladies Church Aid to the Argos group, ensured that Christian feminist ideologies 

and activities emanating from Macquarie Street were generally well-supported. Assisting 

the situation was the association of such imperatives with other contemporary 

movements, including civil rights, or as Anne O’Brien has pointed out, those of the 

fashionable ‘Women’s Lib.’79 Inclusivity and ecumenism were also high on the public 

and Methodist Church agendas of the 1950s and 1960s, ensuring that IWD events 

routinely included female church representatives and the WCTU, along with those from 

secular organisations. Given the IWD’s Christian support, it is little wonder that the 

content of its rhetoric in the period became infused with the quasi-liturgical, “Ere day by 

day, the sound of many feet/ Is heard upon the stones that now we break/ We shall be 

come to where the crossroads meet.”80 

However, despite stirrings towards greater equity within the Methodist Church, the 

highest leadership role available to Australian Methodist women of the 1950s was 

‘Deaconess.’81 It was a role that promised much, but was in fact, focussed on 
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clerical/support work and, in terms unfathomable to contemporary sensibilities – required 

resignation if the Deaconess decided to marry.82 Those Deaconesses appointed to 

Parramatta in the 1950s had similar restrictions, and while the first to offer women roles 

as ‘trustees’ at Leigh Memorial – Udy’s promotion of female leadership was unable to 

shift many entrenched old beliefs. His public pronouncements may also be viewed as 

strategic. In building up Parramatta’s denominational and community credentials in 

gender equity, he reinforced its increasing reputation for tradition-breaking and 

paradigmatic revision. These in turn, provided Udy (nick-named ‘Doc’ by the MYF of 

the Fifties), with his credentials as a soft-core ‘rebel’ and one undeterred by public 

scrutiny – ahead of his appointment as Director of the Methodist Young People’s 

Department (YPD) in 1956. 

The brink of the Sixties 

Arriving to assume leadership at Parramatta following Udy’s departure and on the verge 

of a new decade, was Donovan Hall. Known to the youth of the Mission as ‘Padre,’ Hall 

was another, relatively young Minister who had briefly studied alongside his predecessor 

and was also an ex-field chaplain. During his time at Parramatta, Hall continued most of 

the projects commenced by Udy and created some of his own. ‘Faith in Action’ tithing 

and membership campaigns, started in the time of Putland, were continued under Hall in 

1957 and 1959, but with a more equitable balance of male and female members on their 

steering committees and objectives more suited to the Mission of the 1960s.  

The second wave of ‘Faith in Action’ campaigns focussed on fundraising for the building 

of the first Westmead Methodist Church at Cotswold Street, and various practical needs 

at Parramatta. In a bluntly titled flyer distributed to the congregation, ‘What We Have 
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Done With Your Money’ (1960), the ‘Faith in Action’ committee listed what had been 

the “Stated Aims” set down in 1957 (that is, repairs to the church organ, the painting and 

renovation of the church, the replacement of seats in Wesley Hall, a new church at 

Westmead, re-payment debts of on the Westmead church, the renovation and painting of 

the parsonage, Circuit running expenses and a category titled, “Greater Giving to the 

Wider Work of the Church”). The document included ticks beside all projects completed 

and comments such as “soon” and “partially” on those pending.83 Construction projects 

at Macquarie Street also continued during Hall’s time and included the opening of the 

Wesley Hall and Ferguson Wing (primarily aimed at accommodating family programs).  

Conclusion 

Following Hall’s departure from Parramatta in 1961, two Ministers would arrive in quick 

succession: Reuben Bird and Brian Heywood. Both men would maintain the groups and 

programs established by Udy and Hall and prepare the church for Doug Fullerton (and 

the church’s official transition into a ‘Regional Mission’). The two decades immediately 

preceding Bird’s and Heywood’s arrival had been ‘transitional’ ones at Macquarie Street, 

and ones in which a powerful movement away from the anxieties and austerity of the war 

years was matched by an equally powerful pull towards a brave, new age.  

As Parramatta Methodists approached the Sixties, they did so equipped with over a 

century of experience and a deep-seated familiarity with their city. Similarly, they moved 

ahead with the support of a Methodist Church infrastructure seeking a more invigorated 

and connective role in contemporary life. This included the Church’s determined 

exploration of urban mission work as a means through which it might re-capture its 
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evangelistic edge. Forays by Walker and Sydney’s CMM in the post-war era would set 

the pace for such efforts by enabling Methodist evangelism to meet the frenetic social 

reform agenda of the age, while never relinquishing the denomination’s high standards in 

terms of temperance and moral conduct. At Leigh Memorial, the arrival of younger 

ministers, Udy and Hall, had also provided the impetus to embrace the emerging new face 

of youth culture – a lively and challenging phenomenon which would quickly become a 

priority for all subsequent Parramatta ministers of the twentieth century.  

In the development of their Macquarie Street site to facilitate the expectations of a new 

age, and their efforts to establish a ‘satellite’ church at Westmead, the Parramatta 

Methodists had also sought to find a bridge between their roots and their possibilities. 

Their stewardship campaign booklets of the era, including ‘Faith in Action’, encapsulated 

the period’s dynamism and its capacity to expand and shake conventions while holding 

firm to various foundational beliefs. Moreover, while the period following World War II 

had been for most at Leigh Memorial a period of mourning and deprivation, it was 

followed by a period of socio-cultural revelation in which pre-war mores, theological 

precepts and the comfortable familiarity of their church and city environments, had begun 

a process of landmark change. Transcendent pop cultural influences, post-war 

reconstruction and all that was ‘America,’ had given most Australians a new perspective. 

Among them were Parramatta’s Methodists, who found themselves ‘shaken,’ ‘rattled’ 

and ‘rolled’ into a period of rapid modernisation as the 1950s concluded. The “new 

spiritual dynamic” touted by Ted Noffs in 1960 was coming to pass in Australia’s ‘Cradle 

City’ and in a manner well-aligned with the aspirations of mid-twentieth century life.84 
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8. THE SIXTIES: PARRAMATTA MISSION, 1961–1970 

 

Changes at Parramatta Mission in the 1960s cannot be fully understood without an 

appreciation of the decade that preceded them. The 1950s, involving the ministries of 

Udy and Hall, and the Mission’s transition from post-war reconstruction to the call of 

modernity, brought with it a period of key change in evangelistic practices and worship 

from Macquarie Street. More broadly, the decade was commensurate with a period of 

extensive self-examination and adaptation by the decision-making echelons of the 

Methodist Church in Australia. This would ultimately shape a new order of ‘Sixties’ 

Methodists interested in socio-religious revision and liturgical experimentation. More 

importantly, it would identify the phenomenon of mid-to-late twentieth century change-

making and highlight the ways in which the asceticism and moral dictates of nineteenth 

century Protestantism had become increasingly redundant. Contemporary thought on 

such matters suggested that, “It (the church), must go into the world and, if necessary, die 

in its present form in order to gain new life and new meaning for people.”85 At Parramatta, 

the Mission’s nexus with its city would remain life-giving and reciprocal, if challenged 

by a period of significant socio-cultural flux and revision. The Mission had clearly not 

lost its meaning for residents, and the Mission had not lost its desire for civic resonance. 

During the era, Methodism’s old ways were however, progressively viewed as dated and 

anachronistic by a new generation – and ones exemplifying what many perceived as 

outright ‘wowserism’ in a society under the influence of increased liberal-mindedness, 

cultural diversity, sexual permissiveness and secularisation. Parramatta, a city undergoing 

demolition and reconstruction towards the ‘modern,’ found itself mesmerised by cultural 
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phenomena emanating from England and America, and perpetuated by television, popular 

music and a wave of teen and counter-cultural rebellion. Its citizens were also routinely 

shocked by the graphic and intense nature of their nightly news. Familiar boundaries were 

being stretched and the ‘old guard’ was being put on notice. They were changing times 

and ones increasingly recognised as a turning point by everyone from church leaders and 

politicians, to activists and songwriter-poets, or as Bob Dylan expressed it,  

The line it is drawn 

The curse it is cast 

The slow one now 

Will later be fast 

As the present now 

Will later be past 

The order is 

Rapidly fadin’ 

And the first one now 

Will later be last 

For the times they are a-changin’86 

Defining the sixties 

Within its long-standing traditions and conservative outlook, the Leigh Memorial 

congregation spent significant portions of the 1960s raising funds to start a Westmead 

Church, building new structures on their Macquarie Street site, and seeking a maintenance 

of the moral order via their Sunday School, Youth Fellowships and Couples Club. When 

the decade went into full swing, a period marked by revolutions and revelations 

permanently altered the outlook and practices of Parramatta Methodism. To quote Dylan, 

the Mission effectively decided to start “swimmin” before it “sunk like a stone.”87 The 

designation of ‘Regional Mission’ status in 1969 and various new opportunities would 

help to define its purpose in the Seventies. 
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For Wayside Chapel founder Ted Noffs, the CMM’s Alan Walker, Parramatta’s Gloster 

Udy and other theologians and commentators on Australian Methodism, all change in the 

1960s would contribute to a new “spiritual dynamic” in Christian outreach.88 It was with 

this belief that many Methodist leaders embraced the period and sought upgrades that 

reflected both community aspirations and the dynamism evident in international 

phenomena, such as the Vietnam War, the American Civil Rights movement, the ‘space 

race,’ ‘flower power’ and Beatlemania. Visions of ‘what could be’ existed within an 

atmosphere of simultaneous community angst, socio-political revision and somewhat 

ironically, the vestiges of persistent conservatism. The era for Australian Methodists is 

also remembered for the soaring rhetoric of their local hero, Alan Walker, and that of 

America’s Billy Graham – in addition to the loss of their previous grip on the moral 

guardianship of Australian society.  

Beyond such obvious trends, the dichotomous nature of the decade, including its eventual 

lathering in the mythology of its own radicalism, has made its value and repercussions 

more challenging to evaluate. At Parramatta Mission alone, the 1960s matched 

complacency and tradition with the elementary sparks of contemporary city mission 

outreach and brave experimentation. For social historian, Arthur Marwick, the decade’s 

extreme associations propel those reviewing it into two camps: those recalling it as 

glorious, and those repulsed by its subversiveness, 

Mention of ‘the sixties’ rouses strong emotions…For some it is a golden age, 

for others a time when the old secure framework of morality, authority, and 

discipline disintegrated. In the eyes of the far left, it is the era when revolution 

was at hand, only to be betrayed by the feebleness of the faithful and the 

trickery of the enemy; to the radical right, an era of subversion and moral 

turpitude. What happened between the late fifties and the early seventies has 
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been subject to political polemic, nostalgic mythologizing, and downright 

misrepresentations.89 

For some commentators, the early 1960s was in fact, a period of some distinction, and 

one in which the post-war years and society’s push to re-gather and hold tight to its 

traditions, began to give way to “the all-embracing spirit of experimentation and 

iconoclasm” which characterised the last years of the decade.90 Many further noted that 

between the fear and unpleasantness of the early cold war era and the utopian fantasies 

that coloured the late 1960s, the first portion of the decade represented a time when 

reformers and radicals were “making their voices heard again within the churches.”91 

With the words of Methodist figures such as Walker and Noffs notifying the Australian 

public of the Church’s push for change, and various theories on urban evangelism also 

gathering pace – it is unsurprising that the early 1960s brought about plans for an 

expansion of the Mission’s children’s and youth ministry and the construction of a 

dedicated ‘Youth Centre’ beside Leigh Memorial Church. 

In the sphere of Methodism in Australia, minister and historian Arnold Hunt identified 

these and additional expectations being directed at Christians in the decade, which 

included “to be less absorbed in maintaining the church as an introverted group and more 

willing to make it an instrument for meeting social needs.”92 While this “social” 

imperative had underpinned decades of missionary work from the Parramatta Church, it 

had failed to truly ignite during the bulk of the twentieth century to date, and despite 

many, obvious opportunities to do so. By the 1960s and a further period of ‘marking 
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time,’ upholding the status-quo and raising money between the dynamism of the 1950s 

under Udy and Hall and the busyness of the Fullerton-Udy era of the 1970s – such 

aspirations and capabilities would not be forgotten. From 1969 and the arrival of Doug 

Fullerton, a ‘Regional Mission’ strategy would be put into place that would shape and 

direct the Mission’s future “social needs” agenda on an unprecedented scale. 

Children’s and youth ministry 

Following the departure of Udy in 1955 and Hall in 1961, three ministers arrived at Leigh 

Memorial in quick succession. They were Reuben Bird, an earthy, ex-army chaplain 

(1962–1965), Brian Heawood, an elderly minister gifted in pastoral care (1962–1969), 

and David Taylor, a family man with wide experience as a marriage guidance counsellor 

(1966–1969). All chose to maintain the groups and programs established by their 

predecessors, and to oversee plans already in place in relation to property development. 

Their mutual tenure in the Parramatta Circuit witnessed the realisation of three new 

buildings: a church at Cotswold Street, Westmead (1962), Epworth House on Macquarie 

Street (1963) and the Leigh Memorial Fellowship Centre (1964). The period of Bird, 

Haewood and Taylor is recalled in the informal, oral history of the congregations as being 

both nurturing and stable.  

Under their mutual leadership, the opening of the first Westmead Methodist Church was 

particularly noteworthy. A project predominantly funded and forwarded by Parramatta 

Methodists via giving campaigns in the post-war era, the church’s fruition, after thirteen 

years of planning, was a genuine achievement. More importantly, it denoted the Mission’s 

response to the ongoing, post-war sprawl of Sydney’s population (including multiple 

young families) into key areas of its West. By 1991, the congregation would transfer to a 

property at Queens Road, Westmead (with improved proximity to transport links, the 
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local medical precinct and the Mission’s ‘Wesley Lodge’ motel). Nonetheless, at its 1962 

opening, the first church at Westmead had represented a wise investment and the 

realisation of years of determined effort. Moreover, it came within an era that was 

bridging old ways and new – and establishing the spirit of human enterprise and 

evangelistic dynamism that would shape the Mission’s broader future.  

Meanwhile in Parramatta, a multi-purpose structure called the ‘Youth Centre,’ was in the 

planning. Designed to include offices, recreation spaces, a large hall and a kitchen suitable 

for catering large-scale events, it was to be multi-storied, with a proliferation of glass and 

a commitment to non-affectation (in keeping with other ‘modern’ buildings of the period). 

A ‘Faith in Action’ booklet produced by the Mission in 1962 heralded both the opening 

of the new Westmead Church and the proposed Youth Centre for Macquarie Street as 

landmark ventures – and ones denoting Macquarie Street’s response to a reinvigorated 

Methodist Church focus on children’s and youth ministry. Introductory remarks for the 

booklet, given conjointly by Bird and Heawood, provided further explanation,  

The new Church at Westmead will supply a long felt want in providing a 

suitable sanctuary for the worship of God…(and)…the new Youth Centre for 

Parramatta, in the planning stage at present, will put right in the heart of this 

growing city, adequate facilities for training our young people in Christian 

citizenship.93 

Plans for the proposed Youth Centre were however, swiftly rejected by Parramatta 

Council. In its place, the single-storied ‘Leigh Memorial Fellowship Centre’ was 

approved and opened with much anticipation in 1964. The name and intent of the earlier 

proposal is however, important. It identified the strong youth focus at Parramatta in the 

1950s and 1960s, and one that had commenced during the first Udy tenure and been 
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commensurate with the increasing influence of the Methodist YPD and official Church 

policy on youth throughout the era. Partly fuelled by the imperatives and rising poular 

status of contemporary youth culture and partly by a senior Methodist membership 

helpless in the face of increasing sexual promiscuity, drug and alcohol experimentation 

and juvenile crime rates evident in pockets of the Australian community – such policy 

only intensified as the decade progressed. The susceptibility of the country’s young 

people to various ‘swinging’ Sixties social behaviours, including public drunkenness, 

sexual experimentation, recreational drug-taking and a more generalised spiritual 

malaise, had given the Methodist Church plenty of justification to act.  

 Alan Walker encapsulated the concern of the church regarding young people when he 

stated, “The most disturbing feature of today’s youth is emptiness.”94 During a 1962 

conversation with the Methodist, he explained the issues being experienced by young 

people in the era, and how the lack of a Sunday School education experienced by some 

had resulted in few, if no “Christian memories” to hold onto as foundations for the future 

moral outlook of a generation. He also noted that young people needed guidance from 

society’s Christian churches, because it was not always available in their homes.95 The 

Parramatta Circuit newssheet of 1962 put it even more bluntly,  

You Send your Children to Sunday School!...We’re happy that you do. We’ll 

do all in our power to help your children understand the Christian way of life, 

but LET’S NOT FOOL OURSELVES! You are their parents. You are the 

most important people in their small world. They look to you in matters large 

and small.96 

With its overall membership numbers steadily decreasing (census figures would reveal a 

dramatic drop in Methodist self-identification between 1966 and 1971), Australian 
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Methodism logically needed to focus on its children and youth as the key to securing its 

future.97 

A pre-occupation with youth ministry at Paramatta did not however, stem from a mass 

departure of the under 30s with the coming of the new decade. Within most Methodist 

churches of the early 1960s, including Leigh Memorial, youth programs remained readily 

available and well-patronised – with initiatives begun by ‘Doc’ Udy ten years before 

remaining popular in Parramatta and elsewhere. Similarly, the practice of group camping, 

which had been undertaken by the Methodist Crusaders, MOK, the Girls Comradeship 

and Christian Endeavour over a long period, was still a favourite with Methodist youth, 

including those at Leigh Memorial. Its benefits were manifold and particularly useful in 

giving city youth the chance to visit, learn and socialise in more ‘rural’ settings.98 For 

country youth, the practice provided opportunities to liaise with young ‘urbanites’ and 

those outside their regular sphere of influence. It was these motivations that led to the use 

of rural ‘Elanora’ near Sydney’s northern beaches as the Methodist Youth War Memorial 

and campsite from 1959, and Udy’s visitation program to 20 rural Easter campsites in 

NSW as part of his YPD tenure in 1961.99 The camp concept would also inspire his 

purchase of the old St. Alban’s church site near Wiseman’s Ferry on behalf of Parramatta 

Regional Mission in 1977. As a Life Line and congregation leaders’ retreat plus dedicated 
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children’s and youth campsite for nearly twenty years, St. Alban’s would fulfil many of 

the Mission’s spiritual enrichment and ministry objectives.100  

Beyond providing what he described as “spiritual resources” via camps and retreats of 

the Sixties and Seventies, Udy would use the experience of such ventures and the 

inspiring input of lay youth workers to start up later Parramatta Mission projects, 

including the ‘Koompartoo’ youth farm, which opened in 1980. Meanwhile at Parramatta, 

the strong, ongoing presence of the Sunday School, a ‘Rays’ girls’ group, an ‘OKs’ boys’ 

group, and a perpetuation of both Methodist and ecumenical youth gatherings, was 

ensuring that the development and celebration of youth would not wane with the coming 

of a new era. It would, in fact, proliferate and act almost as a ‘Christian counter-culture’ 

or ‘holy buffer’ to the increasingly visible, vocal and more permissive secular culture and 

alternate mores of the time.  

“Mod” evangelism 

Influencing everything from interpersonal relationships to trends in media, fashion and 

the arts, secular trends were dominating the mass media and guiding the choices of a 

generation. Regardless of the temptations in their environment however, Methodist youth 

of the early 1960s routinely embraced sobriety, chastity, temperance and social 

consciousness – and with great passion and determination. Theirs was a cohort variously 

participating in Walker’s NCYCs and other evangelistic campaigns, from the ‘Mission to 

the Nation’ in the 1950s to ‘Newness NSW’ in the early 1970s. They entered the decade 

wearing their faith as a badge of honour and their membership in the church as their own 

“mod” statement of defiance and youthful idealism.101 It is also valuable to note that while 
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by the close of the 1960s, the Parramatta MYF had retained only a quarter of its 1961 

membership, the under 30s remained a hopeful and energetic presence at the Mission and 

one satisfied with their conservative antecedents.102 The only concession made by the 21 

years and over MYF at Parramatta by 1969 was to change its name to the less archaic-

sounding ‘The Young Adults.’103 

Enacting their established enthusiasm for large gatherings, camps and conventions, young 

Christians also flooded into American evangelist Billy Graham’s Australian rallies in 

1959 and 1969. It was a phenomenon that Roger Thompson and multiple others have 

suggested did little more than maintain or slightly extend church attendances in Australia 

– rather than permanently revolutionizing the churches or the make-up of society. 

Nonetheless, polls in the early 1960s and most noticeably following the first of the 

Graham crusades, revealed an immediate decrease in the nation’s crime rate and rates of 

pregnancy outside marriage. They also revealed an increase to 33% in weekly attendance 

by the country’s Methodists (while results for the Presbyterian and Anglican churches in 

the same category were somewhat lagging). Thompson suggests that the Methodist 

attendance result was predominantly due to the ongoing impact of its “evangelistic 

activities” in the previous decade, when post-war church-going had experienced a 

welcome resurgence.104 His observation is a valid one. Reactions to Graham, although 

presented in the media as a sudden frenzy of religiosity (including for the country’s 

Methodists), were in fact a popular manifestation of the denomination’s long-term 

commitment to mission. For Macquarie Street youth attending Graham crusades, the 

                                                 
working-class teenagers in London during the early sixties,” it morphed mid-decade into an international 

phenomenon which included “forward-thinking idealism.” Christine Feldman, ‘We are the Mods: A 

Transnational History of a Youth Culture,’ (PhD thesis: University of Pittsburgh, 2009), 10, http://d-

scholarship.pitt.edu/7260/1/feldmancj409.pdf. 
102 Wright and Clancy, The Methodists, 202. 
103 “A Change of Name,” Messenger, December (1969): 9. 
104 Thompson, Religion in Australia, 101–102. 



 

295 

familiarity of his time-honoured message was combined with a spark of promise attached 

to the ‘new’ and un-tried. As a result, the young Methodists of the Sixties came to face 

the complex challenges of the era with a commitment to the more ‘modernizing’ 

objectives of their denomination.105 Teens not identifying as Christians were appealed to 

by a ‘modern’ Methodist church and in a language that they could understand. W. D. 

O’Reilly very effectively described this as getting “the Beatitudes into the Beatniks.”106  

Many young Methodists of the era also began openly objecting to government policy, 

including conscientiously objecting to the Vietnam draft, while others took a more 

traditional line and acquiesced with authority. By the end of the decade, some had joined 

protest movements and some had grown their hair. Most had embraced elements of the 

lively and participatory counter-cultural scene – and adopted features of the ‘hippy’ 

lifestyle being glamorised and at times, mocked in the mass media. Most stuck by their 

Christian values, while some lapsed, or inspired by the actions of pop-culture icons such 

as The Beatles, experimented with hallucinogens and alternative or Eastern faiths. For 

those who lived it, their reminiscences of the Sixties appear centred on having been part 

of something significant, if not always as ‘radical’ as portrayed. For social historian 

Marwick, the answer to questions regarding the decade lies in a recognition of something 

far more ‘political,’ 

So, left-centre and right do seem to agree that, for good or ill, something 

significant happened in the sixties. But the disillusioned revolutionaries, the 

extreme left, declare that nothing very much happened in the sixties. It was 

all just froth and empty spectacle, in which so-called counter-cultural 

practices were manipulated by the usual commercial interests; the distribution 
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of economic and political power was exactly the same in the seventies as it 

had been in the fifties.107 

Some things did however, genuinely change at Macquarie Street by the arrival of the 

1970s. Not only was its physical landscape altered for the first time in nearly eighty years 

via two new buildings, but the congregation began to perceive some brave, new 

possibilities. Politics was also a factor influencing not only Methodist Church theory and 

function in the period, but the outlook of the Leigh Memorial congregation and the 

broader, Parramatta community. Until near the decade’s end, the Australian political 

climate was dominated by Prime Minister Menzies and the Liberal Party. Conservative 

and of Scottish-Presbyterian descent, Menzies expressed an attachment to Britain and the 

monarchy that not only reflected popular opinion, but his own, innate Protestantism and 

strident sense of tradition and morality. As the 1960s at Parramatta and elsewhere 

progressed, it was evident that while revisionist elements within the Church were 

expressing a more questioning and radical response to contemporary issues, such as the 

Vietnam War, the Civil Rights movement and Women’s Liberation, the pull of 

conservatism, as within the community, was strong and persistent.  

Over time, Methodist youth of the 1960s would however, be instrumental in the loosening 

or abandonment of many archaic, complacent and socially alienating church traditions, 

and in developing the Church’s capacity for greater ecumenicism and community 

interaction. This was an international phenomenon, not confined to Australian youth, but 

one which American academic Joanne Beckman has suggested as portraying “The 

Church, along with government, big business, and the military” – or those composing 
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"the Establishment", as being held to account by the young adults of the 1960s for their 

“materialism, power ploys, self-interest, and smug complacency.”108  

Challenges to religious tradition 

As a starting point at Parramatta, the long-standing expectation of ladies wearing hats and 

gloves or men wearing suits and ties to church on a weekly basis would be nothing more 

than a quaint memory by decade’s end. By 1971, a cohort of Leigh Memorial’s youth 

were, in fact coming to worship barefoot. Similarly, contemporary music, concerts and 

youth-orientated worship services and rallies began to feature on congregation schedules. 

One such rally, planned for the Leigh Memorial Fellowship Centre in 1968, came with 

the description, “Special Guests for this occasion will be Gary and Ray, a bright young 

group who will entertain and challenge you with their mod songs and guitars with 

infectious testimony!”109 By 1972, the Senior Youth of Leigh Memorial had staged their 

own production of the rock musical, Jesus Christ Superstar, complete with a long-haired, 

blonde Jesus and a retinue of ‘hippie’ disciples. More than what Marwick hailed as pure 

“froth” or an “empty spectacle,” the musical denoted the desire of young people at 

Macquarie Street to ask questions, test the tolerance of their elders and generally push the 

boundaries.110  

In her evaluation of the era, Jennifer Clark referenced Scholarship Secretary of the World 

Council of Churches, Harry O. Morton. In 1960, Morton asked a gathering of young 

Australian Christians, “What is God asking of us at such a time as this?”111 It was a 
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question worth posing, among other, key questions occupying young church members at 

the outset of a new decade. One year later, French theologian Gabriel Vahanian unleashed 

even more confronting questions for Christian youth world-wide via the release of his 

book, The Death of God (1961). The book, which both continued and precipitated debate 

among theologians and members of the public as to whether an empirically unverifiable 

God could exist (among other existential imaginings and discussion on the post-Christian 

world), provoked many young people to question the future of their faith and its 

traditional preconceptions.112  

Consistently blurring the lines between public and private, including the airing of 

controversial or blatantly ‘taboo’ socio-religious subject matter, the Sixties represented 

what McLeod has called “one of the biggest revolutions in Western societies.”113 For Tom 

Frame, the subsequent ‘death of God’ movement and the rise of ‘Christian atheism,’ gave 

the impression of a vast “theological incoherence and ecclesiastical disunity” among the 

churches that ultimately propelled questioners of all ages to give up the struggle and 

simply declare themselves to have ‘no religion’ at all.114  

During the period, many alternative and at times shocking theories about God, religion 

and the future of the Christian churches sparked vigorous academic debate and 

community fascination. In the sphere of Methodism in Australia, Clark describes such 

questioning as coming within “a raft of theological debate about Christianity in a secular 

age.” This in turn, disrupted the level of “certainty” once felt by both Methodist laypeople 

and clergy.115 At Parramatta, its ministers toyed with some of the bigger questions of the 
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day in their sermons, and in articles for the Circuit’s Messenger newssheets. Moreover, 

as the decade progressed and then receded, various shifts in the outlook of those within 

the Methodist Church were reflecting shifting paradigms in Australian Protestantism as a 

whole. For Ian Breward, the 1960s was in fact, a time when Protestants were “no longer 

in the ascendency in either secular or religious life…even in their rural and suburban 

heartlands” and one in which contemporary society, the sciences and humanism – and not 

Christianity or historical markers – were providing the country’s leaders with their 

“bearings.”116  

A changing world 

During the decade, weekly life at Leigh Memorial revolved around familiar programs and 

a congregation largely unchanged in its membership since the Second World War. As 

life-altering events were influencing a new world outlook and propelling socio-cultural 

change and theological revision at great speed, the Parramatta church began to seek its 

place in the future of its region while largely still ‘marking time.’ Meanwhile, within the 

concentrated time frame between 1962 and 1965, events as disparate as the Vietnam War, 

the Cuban missile crisis, the March on Washington, the assassination of US President 

John F. Kennedy, The Beatles tour of Australia, and activism on racial segregation in 

America’s Deep South (and via Charles Perkins-led ‘Freedom Rides’ in Grafton, NSW) 

– were among multiple events in relatively quick succession requiring Australian 

Christians to take stock. Events impacting the final years of the 1960s, including the Tet 

Offensive, the Apollo moon landing and Woodstock, would contribute to a decade’s long 

atmosphere in which anything: good or bad, damaging or redemptive, ludicrous or 

enduring – seemed possible. 
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Against a back-drop of such dramatic change and challenge, churches in an increasingly 

more ‘post-Christian’ Australia struggled to keep their voices heard and their principles 

upheld. It was, as David Hilliard has suggested, that the “religious unsettlement that 

occurred in Australia during the period was very similar to North America and Europe, 

though there were distinctive local emphases.” Similarly, he highlighted the central issues 

in the debate or “the relevance and authority of traditional institutions and formulations 

of belief,” as being common to all major Christian denominations.117  

In pockets of Australia, particularly via the high profile, urban evangelism of Walker and 

Noffs, the Christian voice being heard was loud, vibrant and relevant to the times – while 

elsewhere, it had slipped into complacency, if not invisibility. As a result, attendance 

numbers eventually suffered.118 The relative ‘lull’ at Macquarie Street in the period, 

particularly between the 1964 opening of its Fellowship Centre and the coming of the 

Fullerton tenure in 1970, was a case in point. While surrounded by dynamic, local and 

international change and challenges to its ways of thinking within the six years in 

question, the Mission, as a “traditional institution” had difficulty finding its feet. 

Moreover, the type of ‘word and deed’ programming which would come to define it in 

the 1970s and beyond, was proving hard to justify and activate.  

Also proving a hurdle for Parramatta Methodists in the mid-to-late portion of the decade 

was the conservatism of their ministers. Although not unique to Leigh Memorial, or to 

the 1960s, the theological proclivities and personal imprint of men such as Bird, Heawood 

and Taylor was influencing the health and status of the congregation and its capacity or 
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otherwise to enact change. The stark contrast between the tenures of Udy and Hall, and 

those of their successors, to some extent explained the enthusiasm that greeted Doug 

Fullerton on his arrival in 1970. The congregation was looking for something, and 

someone, with a more contemporary focus. In fact, while Bird, Heywood and Taylor had 

maintained sound congregation numbers during the decade and infused their ministries 

with attention to pastoral care and the responsible oversight of key outreach projects, their 

tenures were anomalous within the higher energies and innovations of the era itself.  

Forays by Alan Walker and the CMM throughout the 1950s and 1960s, and Ted Noff’s 

landmark establishment of the Wayside Chapel in Sydney’s Kings Cross in 1964, had 

however set the pace for an evangelistic revival in Sydney and the commensurate 

adoption of new urban mission strategies. As the city’s Methodists rose to match the 

frenetic social reform agenda of the era and the challenges presented by mass 

secularisation, Parramatta, as with many other Circuits, could not bring their ideas to 

fruition or discern how best to fund them. Similarly, while changing paradigms in 

contemporary Christian ideology and praxis were infused with youth-cultural influences 

and vibrant, socio-cultural trends resulting from post-war immigration, such impacts were 

failing to translate into decisive community advocacy or program initiation at Macquarie 

Street. Settling into a pattern of ‘maintenance,’ the congregation was largely content with 

what they had. The Mission’s reticence was, to some extent at least, also a manifestation 

of its strong historical reputation and self-identification. The physical setting of their 1885 

church was a psychologically embedded link to the Leigh Memorial of an era 

unconcerned by South-East Asian wars, ‘Women’s Lib’ or race relations. 

Key to its full engagement with Fullerton’s agenda of 1970-71, and its move beyond the 

safety of old Methodist rituals and routines, would lie firstly in its recognition of 
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Parramatta’s status as a centre of urban expansion. In 1994, Udy looked back on the 

changes at Macquarie Street in the 1960s and 1970s, and noted how the transformation 

of the city and its shift away from a more “suburban” imperative, had impacted the 

Mission’s outlook, 

The tremendous development which was planned symbolised that Parramatta 

was “an emerging giant”. Growth trends in business and commercial ventures 

indicated that major regional offices and service centres for entertainment, 

cultural, historical, leisure and tourist activities were urgently needed. 

Responsible leaders in Leigh Memorial Church began to look at the 

responsibilities of being a City Church. No longer was there a suburban 

setting with primarily family-centred activities. No longer were family ties so 

evident as in the previous century.119 

Epworth House 

The construction of ‘Epworth House’, which opened in 1963, represented the beginning 

of the Mission’s response to the changing paradigms of a new Parramatta and its re-

envisaged role as a “City Church.” To be built on the previous site of Macquarie Hall, a 

remnant (vestry) of the original Macquarie Chapel and the old parsonage, the original 

proposal for the structure was met with both fanfare and disappointment. While perceived 

as representing an opportunity for commercial revenue and the securing of much needed 

congregational and administrative space, it also signalled a relinquishing of the 

congregation’s collective memories. Those struggling to conduct the administrative work 

of the expanding church from cramped vestries were grateful for the prospect of modern 

office space, and the building had a potential role in achieving ‘outreach’ objectives. 

However, many within the congregation found themselves shocked by the proposed 

obliteration of Macquarie Hall. Rubbing salt into the wound was also the proposed 

designation of the new building’s ground-level for retail outlets. Within the anecdotal 

                                                 
119 Udy, Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church, 54. 
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history of the congregation, this proposal significantly divided members, and most 

notably along generational lines. Senior members believed that the use of a church 

property for retail purposes was blasphemy. For the younger generation, it made good, 

financial sense.  

Conceived by Udy during his 1950s tenure and overseen to completion by ministers Bird 

and Heawood, Epworth House represented a physical manifestation of the congregation’s 

projected, if as yet unrealised, progressivism. As with many projects at Parramatta, Udy 

was responsible for naming the new structure ‘Epworth’ House – a reference to the old 

Rectory in Epworth (Lincolnshire), where John and Charles Wesley were raised. The 

building’s heritage-orientated name identified the Wesleyan antecedents of the 

congregation, but within a structure defined by its modernity. As Udy described, “The 

Trust resolved that the new building of Epworth House…would proceed in two stages. It 

was anticipated that the cost would be £27,500 and take twenty-seven weeks to 

complete.”120 His reference to a “stage two” suggested to take place in eight years, did 

not eventuate.121 

Once complete, Epworth House was both utilitarian and visually uninspiring, while 

fulfilling its brief as a functional new space on the Mission’s site.122 It was also ultimately 

accepted by the congregation, unlike many demolition and construction projects in 

                                                 
120 Udy, Small Beginnings, 13. 
121 Ibid. 
122 ‘Modernisation’ projects in Parramatta represented the strong call of the ‘new,’ and in the case of 

architecture, the proliferation of the ‘Modern Movement’ in NSW and throughout Australia. The 

proliferation of ‘modern’ buildings in the Parramatta of the era, with their flat rooves, sparse if any 

decorative embellishment, and heavy use of glass and hard lines, gave the city a distinctly different look by 

the arrival of the 1970s and 1980s. Parramatta streetscapes suddenly represented a mix of old and new. 

Redemptive qualities of the style included its practicality, economy and suitability for community use, or 

what architect Roy Lumby has described as its “clear expression of function.”  

Roy Lumby, “What is the Modern Movement?” in The Modern Movement in New South Wales, A Thematic 

Study and Survey of Places, HeriCon Consulting, Colleen Morris and Peter Spearitt, part 1. (NSW: State of 

NSW and the Office of Environment and Heritage, 2013), 2-3. http://www.environment. 

nsw.gov.au/resources/heritagebranch/heritage/ModernHeritage1.pdf. 
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Sydney during the 1960s that were met with everything from simple complaints to formal 

protests, strike action and litigation.123 For Parramatta’s Methodists, the loss of Macquarie 

Hall, albeit in a state of disrepair, had marked more than just the loss of bricks and mortar. 

It had marked the passing of an era and an almost indigestible relinquishing of old 

associations. Interestingly, by 1971 and a further decade of unimaginative, heritage-

insensitive demolition and reconstruction by Parramatta Council, Mayor Barry Wilde had 

stated, “Council wishes to emphasise that the object of development is social purpose in 

the public interest, rather than financial achievement on the part of individual persons.”124 

Wilde’s defence of the moral intentions behind Parramatta’s ‘modernisation’ agenda was 

in response to persistent rumours of corruption on the part of Council members and 

developers. In the case of Epworth House, its “social purpose” and “public interest” were 

well established by the close of the decade and ultimately able to provide important 

revenue for flagship welfare projects, such as Life Line Parramatta. Later, it would also 

house the functions of the much larger Parramatta Regional Mission administrative 

machine in the 1970s and 1980s, including Macquarie Street’s ‘Epworth Press.’  

The same positive outcome could not be secured for the Parramatta Wesleyan Burial 

Ground in Buller Street, North Parramatta. Its conversion (including the removal of 

headstones) into a modern Memorial ‘Park’ by the Department of Lands in 1961 was a 

significant loss to the heritage of Parramatta Methodism – albeit one curiously 

uncontested by the church itself. Unlike the congregation’s vocal ruminations over the 

loss of Macquarie Hall and the construction of Epworth House, the desecration of its 

                                                 
123 The ‘Green Bans’ movement would ultimately preserve some areas, including around the Rocks, but 

heritage properties, such as ‘Subiaco’ at Ryde and ‘St. Malo’ at Hunters Hill, could not be saved. Kass, 

Liston and McClymont, Parramatta, 396. 
124 Ibid., 398. 
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forebears’ Burial Ground did not raise a protest. An appropriate remediation of the site 

would take another thirty years. 125 

Alternatively, the functionality of Epworth House was commensurate with its intended 

use – and the building’s presence beside the church and Fellowship Centre, ultimately 

helped to form a distinct Methodist ‘zone’ in proximity to the Parramatta CBD. Around 

it, other Modernist structures were either present or appearing, such as the Parramatta 

Post Office (1960, to the east of Leigh Memorial), the new Parramatta Municipal Library 

and Civic Place (opened 1964, behind Leigh Memorial Church and on land once partly 

owned by the Mission), and additional sites in the city such as the Parramatta and District 

War Memorial Pool (opened 1959).126 Most such projects opened on, or near, Macquarie 

Street within a few years of the new decade commencing. As such, they reflected a 

conjoined, modern and predominantly positive socio-civic vision for the city.  

In the ‘Faith in Action’ pamphlet of 1964, ministers Bird and Heawood referenced the 

opening of Epworth House and noted that, while much had been achieved at the 

Parramatta and Westmead Methodist churches, “planning for the future is an effective 

part of successful Christian living,” 

In these days, we, as a Christian Church, are being called to a tremendous task 

in a world that desperately needs the message of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Such has been our progress through the years in this Circuit, that we have 

much for which to thank God. Properties have been erected and enlarged for 

our gathering together in the act of worship and training in Christian 

                                                 
125 In 1961, the Parramatta Wesleyan Burial Ground/ Methodist Cemetery at North Parramatta was declared 

a public park by the Dept. of Lands and headstones moved or destroyed. As of 1962, there was “not one 

piece of paper or letter in any Parramatta City Council or church file objecting to, or even commenting on, 

the conversion. There was also no record of what happened to the stones and structures removed from the 

site.” Dunn and Morris, “Wesleyan (Methodist) Cemetery History’, The Parramatta Cemeteries, 136–139. 
126 Parra Research, “Parramatta Civic Library, Civic Place – 1964 Film Footage,” YouTube video, 1:33, 

March 12, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BQm7Y6Tvyzw. 
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fellowship and mission. However, we cannot stand still in Christian witness 

and enterprise.127 

The pamphlet also informed members that a ‘Family Evening’ would be held at 

Parramatta Town Hall to commence the combined congregations’ ‘Faith in Action’ 

giving campaign of 1964 (under the direction of Jack Hudson from the Home Mission 

Department). Set out as “what we hope to do,” the aims and objectives of the year’s 

fundraising efforts were laid out as, “meet church expenses, reduce the capital debt on 

our properties, furnishing of new hall, Leigh Memorial” and “To continue a widening 

ministry within our community.”128 Concluding the article and reinforcing the Methodist 

underpinnings and ‘word and deed’ ministry premise of the Mission since its inception, 

were the words, “Faith without works is dead.”129  

The Fellowship Centre 

When the Leigh Memorial Fellowship Centre opened on the eastern side of the church in 

1964, supplanting the previous Wesley Hall and Ferguson Wing to the church’s rear (and 

prior to that, a plaster factory and cottages belonging to the Misses Dalton), its modern 

design included many, key features. These were a large hall with professional stage, 

stained-glass windows, a kitchen, a small courtyard and expansive glass front doors with 

shallow steps to the street. The new Hall’s design was so inviting that passing Parramatta 

workers and shoppers began to use it with increasing regularity. Its interior included a 

flexible space for Sunday School and other congregational needs, plus areas suitable for 

community hire. It would, by the early 1970s, also begin hosting the Mission’s landmark 

                                                 
127 Bird and Haewood, Faith in Action, 1. 
128 Ibid., 2. 
129 Ibid. 
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‘Coffee Lounge’ and ‘School for Seniors’ programs, which encapsulated the longstanding 

Mission principles of inclusion and hospitality.  

Throughout the 1970s, the Centre would also be used for annual ‘Fetes’ and in 1974, act 

as a collection point for donated clothing in the wake of Darwin’s Cyclone Tracey. 

Despite the practical nature of all such activities, they were more importantly – as Alan 

Walker suggested – acts of “Christian witness” and not purely “secular welfare.”130  

The stage in the Hall was also ideal for the succession of locally renowned Couples’ Club 

variety concerts, which took place throughout the decade. The concerts, such as ‘Go-Go 

Leigh Style’ (1963) and ‘1968 and All That,’ included music, comedy skits and 

community singing, and occurred on a regular basis between 1958 and 1971.131 As with 

the Leigh Memorial Choir’s popular Messiah performances, the market days of earlier 

times, and a plethora of community-friendly events held at Macquarie Street over many 

decades, the Couples’ Club concerts of the mid-to-late twentieth century enabled 

congregation members and members of the public to engage on a social level. This was 

both a sound strategy for lasting community connectivity and a means of gaining 

important relief from the gravity of contemporary issues. The concerts were well 

supported by the community and created an important nexus between the church and the 

city that was light on evangelism and strong on accessibility and entertainment.  

Vietnam 

On a more sobering level, with the onset of Australia’s involvement in Vietnam and a 

proliferation of international events raising issues of social conscience for Australians – 

                                                 
130 Clark, ‘“Methodism and the Challenge of the Sixties,’” 157. 
131 Couples’ Club concerts of the 1960s included titles with contemporary lingo and themes, such as 1963’s 

‘Go-Go Leigh Style,’ 1964’s ‘The Happy Show,’ 1967’s ‘Leigh’s A Poppin’ and 1969’s appropriately 

named ‘Leigh Lunacy’ (referencing the Apollo moon landing). Elizabeth de Réland, ed. Our Church, 2010, 

24. 
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pressure was placed on the country’s Christians to stand up and be counted. The situation 

for Parramatta’s Methodists was no different. Heavy domestic and international issues 

were not only inescapable, but the cause of social and familial divisiveness and 

community impact. Average Methodists struggled with which ‘side’ to take in the various 

debates, most pointedly regarding Vietnam, media censorship and women’s roles, while 

church officialdom toyed with what stand to take in the gaze of a waiting public. Walker, 

popularly referred to by Australian journalists as the ‘Methodist Pope,’ was constantly 

questioned for his views on these and other contemporary matters. Regarding Vietnam, 

he expressed unequivocal opposition to conscription and the ‘lottery’ of birthdays on 

which it was based.132  

At Parramatta, no obvious statement on Vietnam or conscription was made by Bird, 

Heawood or Taylor, and nothing about the war appears in remaining copies of the 

Parramatta Circuit’s monthly Messenger newssheets. Moreover, once the withdrawal of 

Australian troops seemed more likely by the end of the decade, any existing debate about 

Vietnam at Parramatta and in broader Methodist circles began to subside. Many within 

the Church had seen the war as an issue best left to the politicians or “just a passing 

phenomenon.”133 This was not the case for Bird and Heawood’s successor, Fullerton. The 

new superintendent of Parramatta Regional Mission would completely divide the 

congregation with his controversial sermon on the Christmas morning of 1971. The 

sermon, anecdotally recalled by members as demanding the immediate withdrawal of 

troops from Vietnam, was considered ‘left wing’ and ‘inappropriate’ by the majority of 

                                                 
132 Alan Gill, “Tireless Crusader for Peace,” Sydney Morning Herald, February 5, 2003, 

http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2003/02/04/1044318615085.html. 
133 C. Paul Barreira, “Methodists and the Social Conscience in South Australia and New South Wales, 1949-

1972” (Master’s thesis, Australian National University, 1985), 6, https://openresearch-repository. 
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those gathered. Fullerton’s message came on the back of Sydney’s final, major 

moratorium on the war in September 1970. 

In her commentary on “Methodism and the Challenge of the Sixties,” Clark relates a 

similar reception given to a Minister at Uralla in south-western NSW in 1966. He had 

attempted to initiate a debate on the morality or otherwise of the Vietnam war within a 

worship service, only to be met by a wall of disapproval. A leading laywoman of the 

congregation objected on behalf of those gathered to say: “This is God’s home and we 

should be hearing the gospel. This isn’t the gospel.”134 The Uralla Minister, Fullerton and 

other, pacifist ministers of their generation, felt nonetheless compelled to speak up on 

issues of social responsibility. Although referencing a topic infused with politics and 

intellectual conjecture, they held to the view that Christ’s Gospel was at the basis of all 

such discussion and inseparable from it. More importantly, the engagement of Fullerton 

with matters of public concern not only brought the Mission into a closer relationship 

with the civic order and contemporary expectations, but foreshadowed Macquarie Street’s 

‘City Church’ and later, ‘Uniting Church’ commitments in the areas of Christian 

citizenship, social responsibility, community advocacy and urban mission.  

Towards the realisation of further community resonance and interaction, and taking 

inspiration from the ‘Church out in the World’ principle of the Wayside Chapel, various, 

key projects began at Parramatta in 1970. These included a publicly accessible Coffee 

Lounge in the Fellowship Centre and, between 1971 and 1972, the commencement of 

both a ‘School for Seniors’ and Leigh Memorial annual fetes, all of which provided 

opportunities for inner-city ‘witness’ and incidental pastoral care.135 They would also be 

                                                 
134 Clark, “Methodism and the Challenge of the Sixties,” 164. 
135 “The Church Out in the World,” motto, Ted Noffs’ Wayside Chapel (1964), quoted in Wright and 

Clancy, The Methodists, 203. 
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crucial to fundraising for projects such as Life Line Parramatta (1974) and Hope Hostel 

(1977). In all such efforts, “social needs” were being met within a church setting close to 

Parramatta’s CBD and with an emphasis on crucial, Christ-centredness in all its 

operations. The early success of outreach activities at Parramatta during Fullerton’s 

tenure had exemplified the much-repeated Walker directive that “The church must never 

degenerate to being akin to a government or social service agency. We witness first, last, 

and always, to Christ.”136  

The Parramatta Circuit Messenger 

At Parramatta, the emphasis on Christian teachings as the starting point and guide for the 

work of the Mission in the Sixties was manifest in the monthly publication of the 

Messenger, the Parramatta Circuit (Leigh Memorial and Westmead Methodist 

congregations) newssheet. Although only a handful of original copies survive, they 

include reflections by superintendents Bird, Heawood and Taylor, quarterly meeting 

summations, service notifications and everything from flower rosters and concert 

promotions to obituaries and preaching plans.  

In the publication for October 1962, an editorial titled “Just Between Us” by Bird, 

encouraged the congregations to participate in the Methodist Conference’s “Month of 

Faith” or “Operation Friend.” Designed as an “evangelistic” exercise, Bird encouraged 

those at Parramatta to become actively engaged in “cultivating someone for Christ.”137 

The 1962 Parramatta Synod, meanwhile, was to enjoy Heawood’s input via a paper titled, 

“The place of the local congregation in the strategy of the Church.”138 The Quarterly 

                                                 
136 “Remembering Sir Alan Walker,” Sunday Nights, February 2, 2003, http://www.abc.net.au/sunday 
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137 Reuben Bird, “Just Between Us,” Messenger October (1962): 3. 
138 Brian Heawood, “The Place of the Local Congregation in the Strategy of the Church,” Messenger, 
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Meeting report in the same issue noted that plans for the church’s ill-fated “Youth Centre” 

had been deposited with Parramatta Council and that the building of the Westmead 

Church was progressing well. The meeting had also voted to provide a small donation to 

the Protestant Chapel at the Royal Military College at Duntroon.139  

Six years later, The Messenger of September 1968 promoted ‘Home Mission Sunday’ 

and, in a challenging editorial ‘From the Superintendent’s Desk,’ Taylor had asked his 

readers: “Have you critically examined yourself before God lately? Have you judged 

yourself against the requirements of Church Membership and the Methodist attitude to 

Social and Moral issues? How did you come through?”140 Following the editorial was an 

article by Heawood titled “God’s Word in Man’s World” and sub-titled “Who is this Jesus 

Christ?” The article was written in response to a story that appeared in a recent edition of 

the Australian under the headline, “Parson Rejects Creed That Christ is Divine.” 

Heawood’s article concluded with the assertion that the Christian faith is much more than 

a “stagnant tradition.”141  

At Parramatta, both Taylor’s and Heawood’s words reveal interesting aspects of life at 

Leigh Memorial in the era, and the issues broadly impacting Methodism in the late 1960s. 

Not only does Taylor touch on the strong “social and moral” imperatives behind 

Methodist responses to community welfare in the era, but the article that provoked 

Heawood’s concern denoted the plethora of questions being faced by the Christian 

churches and most traditional institutions of the period. It was unsurprising that the 

popular press had latched onto a story about a pastor querying Christ’s divinity. Not only 
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did it provide the required ‘shock’ value, but almost everything in the era was being 

questioned and pulled apart for answers.  

Similarly, Christianity found itself at the centre of various, extreme perspectives. Vietnam 

servicemen who became Christians were labelled ‘Jesus Freaks.’ Apollo 8 astronauts 

orbiting the moon had read from Genesis. Jesus Christ was a “Superstar” for some and a 

“Spirit in the Sky” for others. For the Rolling Stones, it was all about ‘Sympathy for the 

Devil,’ while John Lennon had declared that The Beatles were more popular than the Son 

of God. Many young Christians abandoned their pledges of abstinence and chastity in the 

decade and opted to explore the new permissiveness of the age. Regular Sunday worship 

and the strictures of the church in relation to marriage and divorce were fragile or broken. 

In the face of greater moral lassitude and ‘hippiedom,’ Billy Graham crusaded harder than 

ever before and the Methodist Conference in Australia excitedly prepared for its 150th 

anniversary in 1971. Alan Walker rallied Australians against nuclear testing, substance 

abuse, race and gender discrimination, poker machines and capital punishment, and a 

morally divided Australian public wavered between agreeing with him and disliking him. 

It was, for Methodists, a time of contrasts and decisions, or the “story of walking a fine 

line between the secular and the sacred.”142  

To help Methodists negotiate this “fine line,” the Church’s new ‘Christian Citizenship’ 

department took a dedicated and conscientious interest in a broad range of domestic and 

international affairs.143 In contrast with the magnitude and implications of world events 

and cultural phenomena in the late Sixties, and their inherent unpredictability, the 

Parramatta Circuit Messenger of September, 1968 focussed entirely on notices regarding 
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Sunday School anniversaries, a ‘Family Night’ and the latest Couples’ Club concert. A 

level of normalcy was also evidenced in a Messenger edition of December 1969, subtitled 

“Walk in Confidence with Jesus in 1970.” It was Taylor’s final editorial at Parramatta 

and one that revealed both the ongoing stability of the congregation and the importance 

of pastoral care – or as the minister told his readers,  

Involvement at the level of family needs has occupied a major part of my 

time. I have shared the joys of marriage with some of you. I have been 

privileged to baptise your children and to receive others through Confirmation 

(and) I have been drawn very close to some because you suffered 

bereavement.144  

In addition to his oversight of the newssheet, Taylor had also overseen the Circuit’s 

scripture program (“Religious Instruction to Schools”) during his tenure – reporting to 

the Quarterly Meeting on 4 October 1969 that a total of 85 Methodist scripture classes 

were currently operational between Westmead and Parramatta. In terms of pastoral care, 

Haewood had conducted 139 home visits and 89 hospital visits in the quarter. Taylor had 

made a further 30 home visits and conducted 62 “interviews.”145 

Also taking place in 1969, the NSW Methodist Conference resolved “that Parramatta 

circuit, representing a city, be the centre of the establishment of a regional mission in 

January, 1971.”146 Following, was what Udy described as a period of “Intensive 

investigation and feasibility studies…carried out by ministers, trustees and church 

members.”147 
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By the Messenger’s August 1970 edition, it was obvious that significant changes were 

occurring at Parramatta – and that planning for the Circuit’s new direction was well 

underway. One headline, “There is Life at Leigh,” was followed by another announcing, 

“Our Programme Grows.” In language positive and expansive, the article included useful 

statistics, such as a $1000.00 increase in program expenditure, counter-balanced by a 25% 

increase in ‘envelope’ giving in the first half of 1970. Similarly, over 90 new people were 

noted as having come forward to volunteer for the church. Youth work initiatives were 

listed as a ‘Youth Coffee Shop’ after evening worship, the formation of a Youth Council 

in cooperation with other local churches and a planned visit by Gary Killington, a popular 

youth leader from Port Adelaide.  

Parramatta Regional Mission - Fullerton’s six points 

Also occurring in 1970, the Circuit Messenger published a summary of Synod business. 

Within it, an article titled “New Moves” by Parramatta layman Richard Manton, outlined 

the following, 

Among the matters affecting the Parramatta Circuit was a recommendation 

that from January, 1971, we be known as the Parramatta Regional Mission. 

Under the Department of Christian Education business, Synod recommended 

that the Minister in the Department responsible for Youth Ministry be 

attached to the team of the Parramatta Regional Mission and give leadership 

to the churches in the Parramatta Synod district. Also, it was resolved to 

recommend that a chaplain be appointed to the Institutions in the Parramatta 

area and that he also become attached to the Regional Mission team.148 

Similarly, minutes from a “Special Quarterly Meeting” of the Parramatta Circuit held at 

Leigh Memorial in February 1970 reveal initial planning for the church’s official 

transference to ‘Mission’ status. They also demonstrate the strong leadership of new 

superintendent Fullerton, the fact that discussions surrounding a ‘Uniting’ Church were 
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gathering pace, and that the Circuit required a “new image” in order to more effectively 

engage with its communities.  

Fullerton addressed the Quarterly meeting and made the following points, 

1. We have to discover what a regional mission is. 

2. We must think what contribution our churches should make, as each of 

us will have a different role. 

3. We must find out what the Presbyterian and Congregational Churches 

plan for when we may be united. 

4. We must develop a new image for our church here to present to the 

community. We should become a seven-day-a-week church. 

5. The challenge is to join our forces and share our strength. 

6. In 1970, we act as a Circuit.149 

He also suggested to the meeting that Taylor take primary responsibility for pastoral care, 

while he would focus on the establishment and supervision of the mission. Also suggested 

was that the evening service at Leigh Memorial take on a different tone and character to 

the morning service. It was proposed that it become more youth-orientated, with 

contemporary music, live performances and other features aimed at attracting “young 

people from the streets.” In attendance at the meeting were 32 men and 14 women from 

Leigh Memorial and Westmead. 

Some of Fullerton’s ideas were radical to a Parramatta Circuit for which little had changed 

in decades. What was being asked, was also not a small undertaking. However, as 

indicated in Manton’s summation, the application of Regional Mission status at 

Parramatta related to a structural re-organisation as much as an ideological one. The Leigh 

Memorial and Westmead congregations were ready and able to take up the challenge, 

because while the official designation of ‘mission’ status had only recently taken place, 

there had already been 155 years of missionary effort from Macquarie Street – and a 
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quantifiable history of connection to the people of Parramatta and the surrounding region. 

For the Westmead Church, their incorporation under ‘Parramatta Regional Mission’ was 

semantically confusing and generally less digestible. Nonetheless, they came on board. 

Reinvigorated and given clear direction under Fullerton, and then Udy, the longstanding 

‘word and deed’ practice of the Mission had an historical track record to match its 

contemporary re-invention. Not unsurprisingly, a Parramatta congregation geared to the 

principle of urban outreach and already deeply bonded to its city, unanimously welcomed 

and began to activate Fullerton’s plan. 

Newness NSW 

Complementing Fullerton’s strategy was ‘Newness NSW,’ the latest of Walker’s 

evangelical campaigns emanating from the CMM. Advertised in the Parramatta Circuit 

Messenger of August 1970, it was heavily promoted to members, who were asked to 

gather in the David Jones Parramatta car park each night between 1 and 8 November and 

weekends from 3pm to “Hear Alan Walker!” The promotional piece concluded with 

further exhortations: “Plan to come!” and “Make up a party with your friends!”150  

It was from this 1970 event that the Leigh Memorial Coffee Lounge emerged (and lasted 

another thirty years as the ‘Coffee Shop’), in addition to the congregation’s interaction 

with a notorious group of local bikies called ‘Satan’s Slaves.’ Four of the bikies had been 

converted as a result of interactions with Christians at the Newness NSW rallies in 

Parramatta and began attending Leigh Memorial’s evening services.151 Arriving in their 

leather jackets, with helmets in hand and bikes parked out front, they were a powerful 

reminder of the church’s evangelical potential. When their leader, ‘Fuzz,’ died in a road 
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November 23, 1970, 1 (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 1970). 
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accident not long after the group’s conversion, the ex-Satan’s Slaves gave the church a 

silver plate in his memory and inscribed it with his and other gang member names. The 

plate remains in the Parramatta Mission Archival Collection.152 

Spurred on by both the August Synod directive and Newness NSW, Fullerton and his 

Parramatta Regional Mission team began to initiate various, new expressions of urban 

ministry. These included the commencement of a more ‘open’ policy at the site, with the 

Coffee Lounge operating daily for shoppers and visitors, and Leigh Memorial Church 

open daily for prayer. Under the heading ‘Hospitality Centre Re-Opens’ in the Messenger, 

Wilbur Starr (Director of the Fellowship Centre Board) informed the Circuit’s members, 

The Ministers and leaders of the Leigh Memorial Methodist Church are aware 

of the need for the Christian Church to be open and available to people every 

day of the week. In an endeavour to be this kind of a Church, steps are being 

taken to open our doors seven days a week, with a welcome for everyone and 

anyone who wishes to share the hospitality of the Leigh Fellowship Centre in 

Macquarie Street, Parramatta, for recreation, refreshments, conversation, 

assistance or information.153  

Inspired by the events of Newness NSW, the congregation embraced change and lined up 

to volunteer. However, while the times were “a-changin,” those participating in 1970 

were no different in terms of their ethnic non-diversity than the cohort who had shared in 

‘Mission to the Nation’ some twenty years before. The Parramatta Church of the late 

1960s was still predominantly mono-cultural and mostly of British descent – factors 

figuring strongly in its outlook. A ‘Parramatta Regional Mission Directory’ of the time 

confirms that of 173 members listed for the Leigh Memorial congregation, only 15 names 

were of non-Anglo origin.154 Unsurprisingly, those worshipping at Leigh Memorial in the 

                                                 
152 “Mates Church Plaque,” Parramatta Hills News, October 22, 1970, quoted in Wright and Clancy, The 

Methodists, 216. 
153 Wilbur Starr, “Hospitality Centre Re-Opens,” Messenger August (1970): 1. 
154 Parramatta Regional Mission Directory (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 1978). 
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1960s and early 1970s also followed the form and style of British Methodist worship and 

used the British hymnal. Similarly, Leigh Memorial Sunday School children of the 

period, as with most of their peers, were still taught to sing from the British Methodist 

School Hymnal (1950 edition).155  

As of the 1960s, the Parramatta congregation’s only deliberate contact with migrants or 

‘New Australians’ was limited to British families who had been sponsored by the church 

as part of the ‘Bring Out a British Methodist’ scheme in the post-war period. This, and 

similar programs, were used by the Australian government as a means of building “a truly 

British nation on this side of the world.”156 Those who came to Parramatta through the 

scheme were accommodated at the Mission’s Migrant Cottage, which by 1970 was called 

the ‘Migrant Staging Home.’157 A fuller, cultural diversification of the Parramatta 

congregation would not occur until the 1980s and 1990s, commensurate with rapidly 

increased immigration and settlement in and around the city of Parramatta during the late 

twentieth century. For the Mission’s leadership of the 1970s however, programming 

motivations would focus on social outreach to Parramatta’s increasingly more 

marginalised, if largely hidden, sub-populace of the homeless and lonely. 

Conclusion 

In all aspects of its intent and effort, the Sixties represented a time of significant revision 

and revelation at Parramatta. Traditions began to buckle and the Church rose to meet the 

challenge. It was however, not enough to overturn implicit Methodist conservatism in the 

period or to drag the congregation away from their hats, gloves and traditional worship 

                                                 
155 Wood, “Worship and Music in Australian Methodism,” 194. 
156 Harold Holt, Immigration Minister, Third Citizenship Convention (1952), quoted in Jock Collins, 

“Migrants in a Distant Land,” in Images of Australia, eds. Gillian Whitlock and David Carter (University 

of Queensland Press, 1992), 110. 
157 Parramatta Methodist Circuit, “Statements of Receipts and Payments, quarter ended, 31/06/70,” 

Messenger August (1970): 8. 
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practices – at least until the decade had almost run its course. While by 1969–1970 

Parramatta’s physical appearance and that of Macquarie Street had been transformed by 

modern structures and a new ‘Regional Mission’ direction, the Leigh Memorial 

congregation was still coming to terms with changing imperatives in the life and times of 

its church, and what was a very different socio-cultural landscape in Australia and the 

world. The pace and dictates of the decade were such that most of the time – Parramatta’s 

Methodists were simply trying to keep up. From 1971, the soon-to-be ‘Parramatta 

Regional Mission’ found hope in more deliberate expressions of urban evangelism and 

mindful re-invention. Becoming “an instrument for meeting social needs” well-suited the 

Parramatta Methodists of the Seventies.158 In the decade, they would find a re-invigorated 

sense of their own destiny and one which represented them as a ‘City Church,’ with a 

clear, incarnational purpose in an ever-expanding Parramatta CBD. The nexus that they 

had long sought with the civic sphere was about to reach its clearest realisation. Adopting 

an agenda of outreach to Parramatta’s most marginalised, the Mission would give witness 

to Martin Luther King Jnr’s assertion that “Life’s most persistent and urgent question is, 

‘What are you doing for others?”159  

 

 

 

                                                 
158 Arnold D. Hunt, quoted in Clark, “Methodism and the Challenge of the Sixties,” 150. 
159 “The King Philosophy,” The King Center, http://www.thekingcenter.org/king-philosophy. 
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9. CITY MISSION: PART 1, 1971–1990 

 

The City Mission in which we participate is a creative response to our own 

sociological situation. It must take account of the new facts of pluralism, 

secularisation, mobility and anonymity of the city. A Mission therefore, calls 

for flexibility and not permanent structures. A City Mission implies moving 

into the world: many residential churches are static institutions with 

responsibilities which are primarily pastoral. The city church is a 

representative church. The City Mission repeats features of Christ’s ministry 

in a way that a suburban church in general does not. City Missions are signs 

that point to Christ’s present activity in the world.1 

Marking twenty years of challenge and transformation at Parramatta Mission, the period 

1971–1990 began with a new vision and ended with a new opportunity. Shaped by the 

uniqueness of the times themselves and a shift from its identification as a Methodist 

Church to a member of the Uniting Church in Australia, the Mission’s pathway in the 

1970s and 1980s was filled with energy and innovation.  

Beginning with its new Conference designation as ‘Parramatta Regional Mission’ and 

subsequent efforts that would result in the establishment of both Life Line Parramatta and 

Hope Hostel – the period would conclude with the Mission’s first community meal 

service in the Leigh Memorial Fellowship Centre on Christmas Day, 1990. Only a small 

cohort arrived that day for their free roast beef and plum pudding, unaware that their 

presence would spark an operation ultimately feeding hundreds of marginalised, often 

homeless or otherwise disconnected people through the Mission’s ‘Meals Plus’ program 

each week. During the previous twenty years, various charismatic individuals and 

change-makers, such as Doug Fullerton, Gloster Udy and Alan Jackson had arrived to 

fulfil a ‘city mission’ vision at the site. This had been implicit from the time of Samuel 
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Leigh and Walter Lawry and their first forays into Sydney’s west, and one which had 

subsequently influenced decades of church–civic interactivity and mutuality between 

Parramatta Mission and the city and people of Parramatta. Moreover, within the 

foundational impact of Fullerton’s superintendency, the application of urban mission 

theory into action by Udy, and the important directional shifts managed by their 

successor, Jackson – the Mission was able to infuse its late twentieth century outreach 

programs with a sense of inclusion, hope and “Christ’s present activity in the world.”2  

The Fullerton era 

The period in which its initial, urban mission goals were realised, was one of shifting 

priorities and increasing diversity for the Australian community. In 1971, the number one 

hit in Australia was a song called ‘Eagle Rock’ by a band of long-haired hippie rockers 

called Daddy Cool.3 That same year, Australian Prime Minister William (‘Billy’) 

McMahon told the Readers Digest that “The world has suddenly grown small as it spins 

furiously down the ringing grooves of change” – while the first victory by a Labor 

government in twenty-three years was looming under Gough Whitlam. 4 As everything 

seemed to “groove” and trend within a more liberated socio-cultural and political climate, 

Vietnam remained a spectre that Australians could not ignore. Moratoriums in 1970–71 

drew huge crowds and public sentiment revealed both passionate levels of division and 

the burgeoning of other protest movements. As ex-protestor and academic, Ray Markey, 

has noted in his recollections of the era, “the Moratoriums helped hurry up the war, 

especially Australian involvement,” while the “protest culture also spilled over into or 

                                                 
2 Ibid. 
3 Bruce Eder, “About Daddy Cool,” Apple Music, October 27, 2007, https://itunes.apple.com/au/ 

album/the-essential-daddy-cool/267151306. 
4 “Events and Issues that Made the News in 1971,” National Archives of Australia, para. 28, 

http://www.naa.gov.au/collection/explore/cabinet/by-year/1971-events-issues.aspx. 
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gave birth to other movements – women’s liberation, aboriginal land rights, anti-apartheid 

and green bans.”5 While conceding a certain “derivativeness” in some protest behaviours, 

particularly those emanating from America at the time, Markey’s observations about the 

influence of “protest culture” provide some insight into the motivation of Fullerton, those 

in leadership at Parramatta and broader trends within Australian Methodism. In a period 

when the practice of challenging existing practices and long-standing, sometimes ill-

conceived traditions (and grouping together with others in protest action), was becoming 

commonplace, it is unsurprising that Methodists also sought change. In recognising the 

rise of urban centres and their inherent levels of social sophistication, and crime and 

impoverishment, Methodist churches such as Parramatta, began equipping themselves 

with new strategies and new alliances. The coming of the Uniting Church in Australia in 

1977 was in this vein, very much a venture of its time.6  

Meanwhile in the city itself, life and work continued at a steady pace, with retail options 

gradually expanding, an apartment-building boom slowing and its popular rugby league 

team, the Parramatta Eels, on the rise. Concerns in the city were focussed on heritage 

conservation or the lack of it, the paucity of medical facilities for itself and an expanding 

Western Sydney population, and most particularly – the issue of poor water quality in the 

Parramatta River.7  

                                                 
5 Ray Markey, “In Praise of Protest: the Vietnam Moratorium,” Illawarra Unity – Journal of the Illawarra 

Branch of the Australian Society for the Study of Labor History, 1 (4), 1998, 5–12, 12, 

https://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com.au/&httpsredir=1&article=10

47&context=unity.  
6 The Uniting Church came into being on 22 June 1977, after three denominations - Congregational Union 

in Australia, the Methodist Church of Australasia, and the Presbyterian Church of Australia - joined 

together. In uniting, the members of those bodies testified to "that unity which is both Christ's gift and will 

for the Church" (Basis of Union, para. 1). Ecumenism remains a vital aspect in all of the Church's life and 

work - in local congregations, national commitments to work together with other churches, and 

relationships and partnerships with churches of various denominations in Asia and the Pacific. “What is the 

History of the Uniting Church?” https://assembly.uca.org.au/faq/item/1000-what-is-the-history-of-the-

uniting-church. 
7 Kass, Liston and McClymont, Parramatta, 405–406. 
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At the Mission, Fullerton was in the second and final year of his Parramatta tenure and 

continuing to forward the ‘Six Points,’ which he had presented to the Circuit’s Quarterly 

Meeting in February 1970.8 Of these, the first was “we must discover what a ‘regional 

mission’ is.”9 To this end, the definition offered at the Methodist Conference of 1970 was 

explained to the congregation, with an emphasis on ‘centrality’ as a key to understanding 

the regional mission’s purpose and practice: 

• A Centre to encourage the Church to think regionally,  

• A Centre to develop a co-ordinated Mission policy for the region and  

• A Centre to strengthen the witness and service in such an area.10 

Similarly, the Parramatta Circuit Messenger of April 1970 noted under the heading 

“Regional Mission,” 

The last N.S.W. Methodist Conference decided to constitute Parramatta a 

“Regional Mission”, as of January 1970. As the term “regional mission” does 

not appear in Methodist law, the President, the Rev. W. D. O’Reilly was asked 

to appoint a committee to define what a regional mission is. The first meeting 

of the committee was held on March 20th. In the meantime, Parramatta will 

continue as a circuit.11 

The Messenger went on to describe the Quarterly Meeting’s additional recommendations 

as involving Leigh Memorial becoming a “seven-days-a-week church,” the 

commencement of a dedicated church office with administrative assistant, the 

establishment of a “Fund for Outreach and Development” to facilitate the anticipated, 

                                                 
8 Fullerton’s Six Points: 1) We have to discover what a regional mission is; 2) We must think what 

contribution our churches should make, as each of us will have a different role; 3) We must find out what 

the Presbyterian and Congregational Churches plan for when we may be united; 4) We must develop a new 

image for our church here to present to the community. 5) We should become a seven-day-a-week church; 

The challenge is to join our forces and share our strength; 6) In 1970, we act as a Circuit. Fullerton, Special 

Quarterly Meeting of the Parramatta Circuit, 1 (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection).  
9 Ibid. 
10 “Regional Mission,” Methodist Conference New South Wales, 1970, quoted in Keith Hamilton, 

‘Introduction’ to de Reland (ed), Our Church: An Historical Sketch of Leigh Memorial Church in its 125th 

Anniversary Year and of the Westmead and Fijian Congregations of Parramatta Mission (Parramatta 

Mission, 2010), 9. 
11 “Regional Mission,” Messenger April (1970): 1. 
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additional expenses attached to future planning – and the formation of an “Advisory 

Committee on Planning and Strategy,” “to examine proposals for new church activities 

and projects, to advise the ministers, and to make recommendations to the Quarterly 

Meetings.”12 

For Fullerton, working at Parramatta in the embryonic phase of its Regional Mission 

existence, the path to realisation was necessarily preceded by a time of acculturation to 

the new imperatives of being a ‘centre’ of mission praxis.13 The Messenger’s mention of 

‘Methodist law’ was indicative of the congregation’s entrenchment in the mentality and 

practices of a well-established, still largely ‘Wesleyan’ (in familial origin) congregation, 

which would, in 1971, also celebrate its 150th anniversary at Macquarie Street.  

Fullerton’s strategy of introducing a range of advisory committees, help teams, discussion 

groups, newsletter updates and funds to facilitate the change, succeeded in filling the 

transition process with so much infrastructure and pastoral back-up, that no-one could 

object. He was also aware of controversy in 1968, when – after being informed that a 

motion would be passed at the 1969 Synod regarding Parramatta’s transference to 

regional mission status – no-one in the upper echelons of the Methodist Church had 

considered consulting the Parramatta Circuit itself. This had infuriated the Circuit’s 

leadership to the extent that it put forward a motion that “this meeting deplores the fact 

that this matter be discussed in Synod before the Parramatta Circuit has been given the 

opportunity to discuss it.”14  

                                                 
12 Ibid., 1-3. 
13 “The overriding impression was that Parramatta is more a Centre than a Circuit. The visitation team 

strongly suggests that Leigh Memorial regard itself as a city mission, to be for Parramatta what the C.M.M 

(Central Methodist Mission) is for the heart of Sydney.” Synod Triennial Visitation of the Parramatta 

Circuit, May 22, 1969 (North Parramatta, NSW: Uniting Church Archives, box 70206, 1969), 1-2. 
14 Leigh Memorial Methodist Church Leaders’ Meeting Minutes, day and month obscured (Parramatta 

Mission Archival Collection, 1968), 1. 
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Fullerton’s endorsement of the Circuit’s 150th anniversary celebrations in 1971 would 

also prove helpful in reassuring a concerned membership that, despite all the talk of the 

future – their past would be equally preserved. The headline of the Parramatta Circuit 

Messenger of January 1971, in fact read, “150 Years Old...or Young?” along with an 

editorial noting that the opportunity to reflect on “a glorious and eventful past” was being 

accompanied in that pivotal year with “an ideal occasion for revitalised thinking and 

planning for the future.”15 

150th anniversary 

The Mission’s 150th anniversary celebrations (acknowledging 150 years since the 

opening of the site’s first Wesleyan Chapel in 1821) had a distinctly ‘light’ flavour. A 

supplement for the occasion, titled Methodism One-Five-Oh, Celebrating 150 years of 

Methodism at Leigh Memorial Church, Parramatta, included stories about the past 

combined with examples of future vision. Leigh Memorial’s connection to the city was 

emphasised in the statement, 

As Leigh Memorial Methodist Church celebrates 150 years of Methodism in 

Parramatta this year, it is finding itself a focal point for the revitalisation of 

Methodism itself. It is also of considerable importance that the City of 

Parramatta – Australia’s oldest settlement – is itself on the threshold of a 

tremendous revitalisation with plans that significantly enhance Leigh’s 

Memorial’s position and stature in the hub of this great city.16 

Included within Methodism One-Five-Oh were responses in which Fullerton explained to 

readers that the regional mission “experiment” was motivated by falling church 

memberships and what he called “the embarrassing numbers of nominal members.”17 

Although acknowledging the importance of pastoral care and the everyday life of the 

                                                 
15 “150 Years Old…or Young?” Messenger January (1971): 1.  
16 “A Time for Revitalised Thinking and Planning,” Methodism One-Five-Oh April supplement (1971): 1. 
17 Reuben Bird, “Hats off to the Past: Coats off to the Future!,” Methodism One-Five-Oh April supplement 

(1971), 4. (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection). 
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congregations, he wanted to see the church involved “more with industry, commerce and 

local government.” Furthermore, he called for the church to be a catalyst for change, 

“Historically it always was and as we reach another milestone in its history, what better 

time for this change!”18 

In addition to various services, the celebration included light-hearted and curious 

elements, including the performance of a musical called ‘Parramatta One Five Oh, or 

Historical Hysteria,’ and the congregation’s participation in a 150th celebration 

march/rally in Parramatta’s streets. Parramatta Council had invited the Church to conduct 

the event, which included Couples’ Club members driving in vintage cars along Church 

Street, accompanied by the Salvation Army band and members of the congregation 

carrying ‘150th Anniversary of Methodism’ placards.19  

The ‘Historical Hysteria’ musical was performed by the Couples’ Club and included a 

skit about the Parramatta Female Factory described as “an hilarious collection of singing 

gaol birds.” The event also included songs from the musical Hair and “a peep at planning 

for the year 2000.”20 The commensurate unveiling of a memorial for the Mission’s 1821 

Chapel received press coverage under the headline, ‘The Past Preserved.’ The memorial, 

situated in the Leigh Memorial Church carpark, was fashioned from a stack of old chapel 

stones and included a small plaque noting, “These stones formed part of the first 

Methodist Chapel in Parramatta, built on this site by the Reverend Walter Lawry…”21  

                                                 
18 Ibid. 
19 “Marches of this kind were popular in Parramatta in the late nineteenth century and throughout most of 

the twentieth and took place annually each November to celebrate Foundation Week. In 1974, members of 

the Leigh Memorial congregation operated a ‘Life Line Parramatta’ float in the Parramatta Foundation 

Week parade. Members marched behind the float, distributing leaflets and interacting with crowds, 

numbering in their hundreds, which lined the length of Church Street.” de Réland, ed. Our Church, 34. 
20 Parramatta One Five Oh, or Historical Hysteria, concert program, October 1971 (Parramatta Mission 

Archival Collection). 
21 1821 chapel memorial, installed 1971 (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection). 
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The levity associated with some aspects of Leigh Memorial’s 150th anniversary took place 

in stark contrast with the serious agenda of change and “new image” preparations 

occurring at Macquarie Street. Meanwhile, Parramatta and other dynamic Australian 

urban hubs of the early 1970s were suffering a seemingly unstoppable tide of associated 

social isolation, addiction, homelessness and mental health problems, and revealing what 

Alan Walker believed to be the “great un-met spiritual needs in a modern society.”22  

Urban mission 

The imperative for church and civic remediation was clearly becoming stronger, more 

deliberate and evident in concepts emerging at both Parramatta and within the broader 

Church. Sydney’s Central Methodist Mission, with a similarly lengthy and distinguished 

history to Parramatta, and a similar historical focus on ‘word and deed’ ministry, was also 

hard at work in their own city mission efforts at the time – and considerably bolstered by 

the leadership of Alan Walker. What unfolded at Parramatta in the 1970s and what formed 

‘answers’ to many of the questions that Fullerton raised with Parramatta’s leaders among 

his Six Points of 1970, were encapsulated in the six principles that Walker shared with 

the World Methodist Historical Society Wesley Heritage Conference in 1980. 

Relating to the work of the CMM in Australia over a significant period and based on the 

familiar tripod of ‘worship, witness and service,’ Walker firstly told delegates that all 

CMMs are centred on “worship, prayer and the sacraments,” and predicated on the 

worship of God as “the central emphasis of Mission policy.” Next, he emphasised that 

“the Church must be the servant of the Church,” with worship and work, service and 

sacraments inseparable from each other in the practice of mission. Thirdly, he outlined 

the mission’s role as “seeking to offer fellowship to lonely crowds,” through services such 

                                                 
22 Alan Walker, “Life Line,” Methodist, June 8, 1963, 160. 
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as Life Line and the School for Seniors. Fourthly, Walker spoke of using mass media as 

a tool of witness and communication. Next, he described fashioning a “Christian 

conscience” in the community through open discussion on matters of social need and 

anxiety. His sixth principle of CMM praxis was outlined as the pursuit of “vigorous 

evangelism,” with its “sense of movement and vitality” (in comparison with the perceived 

stiffness of the ‘church’) grasping the attention and involvement of the community and 

bringing forth renewal.23  

Coming as such motivations and initiatives did at a crisis point, including in relation to 

its membership, the Methodist Church was responding swiftly and with vision. 

Parramatta’s capacity to deliver was assisted by Fullerton’s personal acumen and the 

various, innovative forms of community interactivity and urban evangelism which he 

introduced as a follow on from ‘Newness NSW.’ Walker’s campaign visit to Parramatta 

in 1970 had not only brought Christian witness to its city streets on an unprecedented 

scale, but engaged hundreds with a message of ‘newness’ in Christ. In this way, the 

Fullerton era at Parramatta established a benchmark for what was to come, and at a time 

when Gloster Udy (back in Australia after a stint with the Methodist Board of Evangelism 

in Tennessee) had been facilitating a similar, new direction for Brisbane’s West End 

Mission.24  

During the early period of his Parramatta tenure, Fullerton had also spear-headed an 

ambitious site development proposal for the Mission, involving the construction of a 

multi-storey office tower (including two levels of retail stores and at a projected cost of 

$8 million). The structure was suggested to replace the Leigh Memorial Fellowship 

                                                 
23 Alan Walker, Dig or Die: Papers Given at the World Methodist Historical Society Wesley Heritage 

Conference at Wesley College within the University of Sydney, 10-15 August, 1980, ed. James Udy and Eric 

Clancy, 129-139 (Sydney, NSW: World Methodist Historical Society, Australian Section, 1981), 132-139. 
24 Udy and Udy, Together We Serve, 102–108. 
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Centre and to assist in forwarding the church’s “new image” and urban mission 

objectives. It was, however, rejected by Parramatta Council three times in 1972–1973, 

before a subsequent appeal to the High Court succeeded – only to stall again in the face 

of budgetary concerns. Although stating that the aim of the venture had been to “provide 

income for local church, outreach and wider church activities,” the Mission was 

ultimately unable to secure any larger administrative or operational space for itself until 

limited additions to the Fellowship Centre were completed in 1983.25 While causing a 

decade of frustration and ‘making do’ with space in the church, Epworth House and hired 

offices in the MLC Insurance building on Macquarie Street (the site of the church’s old 

Jubilee Hall), such development knockbacks were deemed by Joy Udy at least, to be 

providential, or as she wrote in Together We Serve: “…it seemed that God’s Spirit was 

stimulating us to initiate some outreach activities without financial support.”26 

Parramatta in the seventies 

However, despite the original proposal’s failure, the move highlighted the perspective 

held by Fullerton and the Parramatta leaders of the period that the Mission should, and 

could, expand significantly – both in the scope of its projects and its public profile. 

Moreover, such proposed upgrades were deemed realistic and achievable, due to the 

obvious modernisation of Parramatta itself. During the Fullerton-Udy era of 1970–1988, 

the appearance of Parramatta and its surrounding suburbs changed dramatically. 

Demographically the area also experienced a shift – taking it to a greater level of cultural 

and religious diversity and with an increased number of non-English speaking/non-

European, overseas-born residents. Occupationally, it lost its predominance of blue-collar 

                                                 
25 Synod Report, Parramatta Methodist District (Parramatta, NSW: Uniting Church Archives, box 70205, 

1973), 1. 
26 Udy and Udy, Together We Serve, 110.  



 

330 

workers to an increasingly public servant/white-collar cohort, who were filling positions 

at the city’s new commercial offices and government departments.27  

 The city also began to develop a distinctly ‘eclectic’ appearance based on its variety of 

old and new buildings, an ‘inner city’ dynamic (with attendant inner-city problems), and 

an even more obvious ‘CBD.’ In fact, Wright and Clancy note that Parramatta was 

considered an ideal place “into which to transport a (mission) concept originally designed 

for the inner city.”28  

On the Parramatta Mission site, the construction of Epworth House and the Fellowship 

Centre had toned down its sedate, nineteenth century aesthetic and replaced it with one 

obviously striving for modernity. By the mid-1970s, Parramatta and its surrounding 

suburbs were looking like modern areas on the move – and ones expressing the aspirations 

of the age. They could by then, also boast ‘big city’ facilities brought about by increases 

in population and community demand, including the Parramatta Westfield shopping 

centre (opened 1975) and the new Westmead Hospital (opened 1978).29 

Given such changes in the city and region, it is unsurprising that accompanying 

Parramatta Mission property purchases of the 1970s and 1980s displayed a response to 

contemporary social and spiritual need. Actualising a theological view of secularisation 

put forward by Harvey Cox in his 1965 work, The Secular City, the Mission was 

performing as a “responding community,” adapting to a new order and seeking to remain 

a useful ‘presence.’30  

                                                 
27 Kass, Liston and McClymont, Parramatta, 378. 
28 Ibid., 208. 
29 Ibid., 385. 
30 Harvey Cox, The Secular City: Secularization and Urbanization in Theological Perspective 

(Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1965), 117. 
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To this end, property purchases included the old Tara Girls’ School on George Street in 

1973 (to be used as the base for Life Line Parramatta and the Mission’s ‘Leigh Lodge’ 

accommodation facility for country youth), Hope Hostel in 1977 (to be used for homeless 

men and as part of the Cumberland Hospital zone), the St. Alban’s Conference Centre in 

1977, Wesley Lodge Motel and the Westmead Christian Centre in 1979 (opposite 

Westmead Hospital), Luth Cottage in 1979 (for women in crisis), ‘Koompartoo’ in 1980 

(a farm for youth at risk) and two new parsonages. All would come in the Udy era and at 

a time when Leigh Memorial found itself at the hub of Parramatta’s new cityscape, just 

as Westmead found itself at the hub of a burgeoning world-class medical precinct.  

Other changes happened onsite. As early as 1970, Fullerton’s ‘Fellowship Centre Project’ 

outlined specific practical goals for the Centre, such as “install refrigerator” and “set up 

TV room on stage.” These, and other upgrades were aimed at facilitating the ‘nitty gritty’ 

of an efficient and competitive city mission operation.31 In Fullerton’s words, 

It is the function of the Church to be involved in society. Whilst we have 

always urged our people to give witness to their faith…we have been slow to 

make the church property functional, in the sense that it serves not only those 

who worship God…but also made available to provide fellowship in other 

ways to the community as such. Our Leigh Memorial Church is so 

strategically situated that it could be a Centre to which many people are 

attracted.32 

As such, practical and evangelical strategies were forming, just as issues including 

homelessness and alcoholism in Parramatta were becoming more prevalent. Child welfare 

cases were on the rise and individual or familial impoverishment was not uncommon.33 

This was evidenced in Leaders’ meeting minutes of the period, when “Poverty” was still 

                                                 
31 Fellowship Centre Project, Leigh Memorial Congregation, Parramatta Wesleyan Methodist Records, 

Parramatta 8, 1-2 (North Parramatta, NSW: Uniting Church Archives, n.d.). 
32 Ibid., 1. 
33 Australian Bureau of Statistics, “Poverty and Deprivation in Australia,” in Year Book Australia, 1996, 
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listed as a reporting marker for the health of the congregation, with the response in 1970 

being: “no reported cases.” “Disorderly Conduct” was also listed as “none reported,” 

while the “Liquor Reform” lobby was the recipient of a small, regular donation from the 

church budget.34  

Long-term ‘Liquor Reform’ donations by the Parramatta congregation, indicated not only 

the persistence of Methodist temperance principles, but the Church’s concern over ever-

loosening moral markers in Australian society (including more relaxed liquor laws and 

increasing instances of public disorderliness, domestic violence and alcohol-related 

crime).35 Members of the Leigh Memorial congregation had also been long range 

supporters of the NSW Temperance Alliance, the Band of Hope and the WCTU – most 

notably during peak issues such as ‘Prohibition’ in 1928 and both the 1916 introduction 

of early (6.00pm) closing in NSW and the successful second referendum of 1954 which 

ended it. In a report for the West End Mission, Brisbane, in 1970, Udy had described the 

imminent change to Liquor legislation (as it pertained to Sunday trading), as a “turnabout” 

by the government that would have serious impacts on “the moral welfare of the 

community.”36 As a result of the legislative back-flip, Methodists joined other Christians 

and secular interests in organised protests, petitions and outspoken opposition to the move 

– or what Udy called “The Gathering Momentum.”37 

Samantha Frappell has noted that it was “broadly indicative of the Methodist impetus to 

lead individuals and society towards a ‘better’ future” that led them to protest both the 

                                                 
34 Leigh Memorial Methodist Church Leaders’ Meeting Minutes, March 18, 1970 (North Parramatta, NSW: 

Uniting Church Archives, box 70205, 1970), 1-2. 
35 “The Evolution of the NSW Liquor Laws and Responsible Service of Alcohol,” NSW Office of  

Liquor, Gaming and Racing, http://www.hia.edu.au/learning/external/RSA/s1_introduction/introduction_ 

pop1.htm. 
36 Gloster Udy, “The Gathering Momentum,” Report for West End Mission, Brisbane (changes to the 

Liquor Bill – Sunday hotel opening), 1970 (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, n.d.), 1. 
37 Ibid. 
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“swill” and the proposition of open-ended trading in alcohol. Nonetheless, this came to 

represent a point of internal division between the stalwarts of Methodism in Australia (at 

both parish and administrative levels) and the denomination’s youth.38 Restrictions in 

relation to alcohol and other ‘non-essential’ consumables had made sense to war-time and 

Depression-era generations, who with “Guilt and an effort to show solidarity with those 

at the front,” were willing to comply with various limitations.39 It was a different matter 

for a generation of rebellious, independent post-WWII ‘Baby Boomers,’ who were far 

less prepared to make sacrifices. Meanwhile, contemporary press commentary regarding 

increasing challenges to traditional views and the future of the Christian churches (in 

addition to government reviews of welfare funding), were creating serious dilemmas for 

their public image and efficacy as the 1970s and 1980s progressed. 

Fullerton’s achievements within just two years of his arrival at Parramatta were 

remarkable. He had negotiated a difficult transition to ‘Regional Mission’ status for 

Parramatta with a combination of strength and sensitivity. The historiography 

surrounding the period and the successful transition of the Parramatta Circuit into its 

future role has however, tended to bypass him and focus on those who followed, 

particularly Udy. In fact, while Wright and Clancy mention only Udy in their summation 

of the start-up, “The first and most important of these missions was Parramatta which 

underwent a metamorphosis in 1971…largely through the untiring work of Rev. Gloster 

Udy” – the future founder of Life Line Parramatta did not arrive back in his old Circuit 

until 1973. Credit for the 1970–1971 “metamorphosis” was Fullerton’s alone.40  

                                                 
38 Samantha Frappell, ‘NSW Methodists and Six O’Clock Closing’, Aldersgate Papers, vol. 10 (Sept. 2012): 

30. https://repository.divinity.edu.au/1970/2/Aldersgate_Book_10_%28September_2012%29.pdf. 
39 Ibid., 35. 
40 Wright and Clancy, The Methodists, 208. 
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Fullerton-Udy: four ventures 

During Fullerton’s brief tenure and directly following it, four landmark city mission 

ventures were planned or had begun. They were: the Coffee Lounge (fully established by 

the close of 1970 and operating as a community café from the Macquarie Street site), 

School for Seniors (established by 1972 and offering recreational learning and social 

opportunities for the over 50s), the Midi Group (commenced in 1971 as a social group 

for young families) and the Leigh Memorial Fetes (commenced in 1972 and soon 

operating as annual fundraisers on the Macquarie Street site). All, in their adoption of 

growing inner-city mission objectives and outward-looking practices, were committed to 

the maintenance of a spiritual focus. Moves towards a “new image” for the Parramatta 

Church never lost sight of the evangelical imperatives that informed them. This 

cogniscence was due to the efforts of ministers such as Fullerton, Udy and later Jackson, 

who consistently reiterated the Christian message which stood at the forefront of each 

practical effort. Similarly, they encouraged congregation leaders and decision-makers to 

do the same. Looking back on the period and its meaning and consequences as early as 

1979 for an article in the Uniting Church journal Forward, Udy wrote:  

…a sign and witness in the midst of a crowded city is that the things of God 

are of fundamental importance…We ever seek to be open at the Regional 

Mission to the prompting of the Holy Spirit so that we might be obedient to 

the Risen Christ as He leads us to blaze a trail into the concrete jungle of 

tomorrow.41 

Of the four new Fullerton-led ventures brought about in the early Seventies, the Leigh 

Memorial Coffee Lounge was the first to be opened. It had started as a coffee ‘kiosk’ on 

evenings during Newness NSW in 1970, and was initially situated in the glassed verandah 

area at the front of the Fellowship Centre. Selling inexpensive light meals and operating 

                                                 
41 Gloster Udy, clipping, Forward (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 1979). 
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as a ‘drop in’ centre for the local community, including workers, it was soon operating 

on a few days each week. Staffed by a hard-working cohort of women volunteers from 

the Leigh Memorial congregation, it was the definition of a ‘multi-purpose’ community 

outreach program for over thirty years. Familiar faces, old fashioned cups of tea, welfare 

referral services and a ‘homey’ atmosphere contributed to its success, and by the end of 

its first year of operation, it had served 938 customers (an average of thirty eight per day), 

with daily takings averaging $77.51.42  

The Coffee Lounge co-existed with another Fullerton initiative, ‘School for Seniors,’ a 

weekly program of low-cost, special interest classes for the over 50s, which commenced 

in early 1972. The co-ordination and finance committee for the new scheme included 

Fullerton and a group of congregation-based “hostesses,” with teachers being sourced 

from among the congregation. These included members whose versatility and willingness 

formed a basis for the program’s success. A Parramatta Advocate article of 28 May 1972 

stated: “So popular has the School for Seniors become at Leigh Memorial Methodist 

Church that some women pupils are said to be putting their ages up in order to be 

enrolled!”43 In 1973, another article titled “It’s back to school,” commented, “Driving 

force behind the 12 classes is the new superintendent of the Regional Methodist Mission, 

the Rev. Dr. Udy…conducting a special new class called Group Dynamics for Mature 

Adults.”44 In its time, the School also had its own newsletter, The Senior Scholar, and 

helped to address issues of loneliness and rising rates of mental illness in the ‘seniors’ 

cohort of the region. It also complemented other mission initiatives, such as the Coffee 

                                                 
42 Minutes of a Special Meeting of the Leigh Memorial Methodist Church Trust Committee, August 10, 

1970 (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 1970), 2. 
43 “School for Seniors,” Parramatta Advertiser, May 28, 1972. 
44 “It’s back to school”, Parramatta Advertiser, clipping, 1973. 
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Lounge. Walker described the CMM’s version as exemplifying “the possibilities of 

fellowship as an evangelical agency.”45  

When Gloster Udy had arrived back at Parramatta in 1973, he was welcomed with open 

arms. The congregation was largely unchanged from twenty years before and stories of 

his dynamism at Leigh Memorial in the 1950s had become legendary. More importantly, 

he came with considerable experience in city mission work via his time in the United 

States and his recent appointment at West End Mission in Brisbane, from where he had 

also co-ordinated the ‘Blue Nursing’ service to rural areas and the outback.  

Once at Parramatta, Udy (assisted by support ministers, Roy Bedford and Bruce Noble), 

drew to him a large cohort of Leigh Memorial and Westmead congregation members and 

other supporters. They were a mixed group of energetic youth, long-serving families, 

trained professionals and loyal Methodist matrons. From them, he sourced prayerful 

support, donations, willing workers, board members (including for the seminal ventures 

of Life Line Parramatta, 1974 and Hope Hostel, 1977), and a hand-picked selection of 

project managers, including Eric Tweedale and Enid Kerr for Life Line and Carol Morris 

for Hope Hostel.  

It was an astute strategy – utilising an energised personal example and a defined vision 

to gather ‘troops’ who were ready and willing to serve the cause. He also personally 

trained Life Line Parramatta’s first few years of telephone counsellors and ‘trouble team’ 

members and co-ordinated the writing and production of their training manuals. These 

tasks were accomplished while he also preached, counselled and managed the pastoral 

care of members. Unfatigued, he consistently reiterated the imperatives of urban outreach 

                                                 
45 Walker, “The Concept of Central Methodist Missions in Australia,” 134. 
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to those associated with the Mission, not the least being a necessity to ‘connect’ with the 

city and people of Parramatta. It was, as Robert Smith of Methodist Home Missions had 

commented in 1973,  

Urbanization has become a permanent revolution. A church which remains 

aloof from the city is cutting itself off from the centre of modern society 

(and)…Parramatta is at the strategic heart of the new metropolis.46 

One of the early opportunities for Udy’s team to engage with a community project came 

in 1974. Although a commitment to ‘regional mission’ principles had been evident with 

the inception of the Coffee Lounge in 1971, it was the Mission’s response to Darwin’s 

Cyclone Tracy that solidified its ethos and displayed the biggest shift in congregational 

outlook.47  

On learning of the disaster that had unfolded n Christmas Eve, 1974, the Mission rallied 

its Life Line teams and Mission congregations and began a large-scale donations drive in 

the Leigh Memorial Fellowship Centre. For this purpose, the Centre was converted into 

a reception, packing and transit area. As news of the effort spread, many hundreds of bags 

and boxes were delivered to Parramatta. These were in turn, sent to Sydney evacuation 

centres or shipped to Darwin directly. As a result, the Tracy appeal became one of the 

strongest examples of the Mission’s invigorated leadership role in its local community. 

Similarly, efforts by Mission volunteers at the self-initiated donations site, foreshadowed 

further, large-scale fundraising efforts to come and highlighted Udy’s skills as a leader. 

Although by the end of his tenure in 1988, the ‘Udy system’ would appear outdated, his 

                                                 
46 Robert Smith, Strategy for Mission in the Parramatta District (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 

1973), 8. 
47 Cyclone Tracy, one of the most intense Australian cyclones on record, destroyed 80% of Darwin’s 

buildings on Christmas Eve 1974 and left over half of the city’s population homeless. Approximately 

30,000 were evacuated and sixty-six died. Coming at Christmas gave the event an added poignancy and 

Australians felt deeply moved to support families impacted by the tragedy. http://www.naa.gov.au/ 

collection/fact-sheets/fs176.aspx 
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list of achievements during the 1970s left their mark on the Mission’s welfare 

management system and its reputation. Actions in the era would also ensure the Mission 

considerable leverage in the highly competitive Western Sydney grants market of the 

1990s, while setting the bar for civic interaction into the next century. As Wright and 

Clancy highlighted, while the ‘regional mission’ operation from Macquarie Street began 

as something of a ‘guinea pig,’ it had clearly succeeded, “Despite enormous 

difficulties…Parramatta was a success…it did the work of a mission and raised the level 

of religious provision in the region.”48 

Protest 

Within achievements occurring at Parramatta over the two decades of the 1970s and 

1980s, Australia and the world were also transforming. As an era, they are characterised 

by a sharp rise in individual expression and the impacts of everything from Vietnam, drug 

culture and Whitlam, to punk music, Wall Street, ‘new wave,’ the Australian Bicentenary, 

Mabo and increasing community affluence and permissiveness. For some in its immediate 

aftermath, the 1970s was deeply “anticlimactic,” if not slightly embarrassing, coming as 

it did on the back of a decade remembered by those who lived it as one of “passion, 

grandeur and tragedy.”49  

However, protests in relation to important socio-political issues, such as Vietnam and 

disarmament, in addition to changing boundaries in terms of gender, education, 

technology, international relations and Australia’s first peoples, require the period to be 

viewed as pivotal – including in its various manifestations at Parramatta Mission. Anti-

                                                 
48 Wright and Clancy, The Methodists, 208. 
49 Simon Hall, ‘Protest Movements in the 1970s: The Long 1960s,’ Journal of Contemporary History, vol. 

43 (4), 655. http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0022009408095421?etoc%3Cbr=&journal 
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nuclear protests in the 1980s alone “grew year by year, from an estimated 100,000 

participants in 1982 to…350,000 in 1985 – much larger than the Moratoriums.”50 Even 

‘punk,’ a youth sub-culture emanating from England in the late 1970s and focussed on 

vulgar protest, has followed other, socio-cultural trends of the Eighties from popular 

derision to concerted academic investigation.51 As such, the 1970s–1980s in Australia has 

gained credibility as an era of important protest, cultural re-definition, social reform and 

individual expression, and one with lasting impacts for the Christian churches. 

Occurring across the period and adding to its impacts, was also the failure of traditional 

Western Christianity to hold back a tide of secularisation, alternative religious thought 

and agnosticism, or what Roger Thompson hailed “The Making of Post-Christian 

Australia.”52 It was also a time when the struggle to break free from reactionary social 

paradigms was matched by an equally persistent middle-class affiliation with the status-

quo and the values of an earlier, predominantly Anglo-Celtic Australia. At Parramatta 

Regional Mission, the era commenced with something of a ‘bang’ under Fullerton before 

transitioning into a period of steady, city mission-based program building and expansion 

under Udy – and ultimately, the landmark advent of The Uniting Church in Australia in 

1977.53 

                                                 
50 Jonathan Strauss, “The Australian Nuclear Disarmament Movement in the 1980s,” Proceedings of the 

14th Biennial Labour History Conference, eds. Phillip Deery and Julie Kimber (Melbourne: Australian 

Society for the Study of Labour History, 2015), 39. 
51 David Nichols, ‘Friday essay: punk’s legacy, 40 years on’, The Conversation, June 10, 2016, 
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53 The Uniting Church’s ‘Basis of Union’ affirms the beliefs taught in the church from earliest days. ‘Every 

member of the church is engaged to confess the faith of Christ crucified and to be his faithful servant’. The 

Uniting Church accepts the books of the Old and New Testaments as unique testimony ‘in which she hears 

the Word of God and by which her faith and obedience are nourished.’ In the interpretation of Scripture, 
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Reformation and the eighteenth-century evangelical revival also have an important part in the church’s 

tradition. The Uniting Church thus stands with the church through the ages and with churches of the 

Reformation in its essential belief and teaching. It worships one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It sees 

the church as the fellowship of the Holy Spirit under the Lordship of Jesus Christ, living as a pilgrim people 
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Under the latter’s leadership, organisational change and an initially improvised set of 

plans denoting the Mission’s social conscience strategies were simultaneously infused 

with a reliance on both theological and congregational traditions. Although the decades 

included important growth within Australian Methodism towards a more contemporary 

and inclusive outlook (with associated moves towards the formation of a ‘Uniting’ 

Church), a struggle remained between forward-thinking impulses and the churches’ 

increasing redundancy in the public eye.54 Various challenges to their position on 

conscription, abortion, contraception, censorship and drinking laws, and equal gender 

rights, both characterised and directed the final decades of the twentieth century. As John 

Bollen described in Religion in Australian Society: An historian’s view (1973), “(They) 

are now well into the great crisis of their history: the encounter of Churches committed 

to growth within a society that is subjecting them to decline.”55  

Even within the commencement of the Uniting Church in Australia, there were persistent 

examples of congregations, including Leigh Memorial, struggling with old habits, archaic 

terminologies and past affiliations, and not helped by an increased level of apathy in 

society as a whole. As Glen O’Brien has noted, issues of conscience in Methodism before 

union faced “two competing concerns...faithfulness to a received tradition and the 

application of that tradition to fresh challenges.”56 The Uniting Church era of the late 

1970s and early 1980s at Parramatta would include attempts to rise to such challenges as 

a city mission and to do so beyond the inevitable soul searching to come.  

                                                 
and moving towards the promised goal. “About the Uniting Church” http://www.utc.edu.au/utc/about-the-

uniting-church/. 
54 Barreira, “Methodists and the Social Conscience,” 3. 
55 Ibid., 3. 
56 O’Brien, “Methodism in the Australian Colonies,” 277. 
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The Leigh Memorial Fetes 

During the period leading to, and including the inauguration of the Uniting Church in 

1977 and in contrast with heavier considerations, both the Coffee Shop and School for 

Seniors at Parramatta continued to attract loyal followings. Both operations also 

coincided with a time when the Mission Fellowship Centre’s visibility was at its peak. 

Set back from the street and at ground level, it provided unprecedented accessibility to 

the public and assisted in the promotion of a third Fullerton initiative, the Leigh Memorial 

‘Fetes’ (or ‘Spring Fairs’). These events had antecedents in both the Church’s early 

‘Market Days’ and in the Ladies Church Aid cake stalls of times gone by. The first fete 

was held in 1972 and visited by hundreds of community members. Subsequent fetes 

achieved impressive fundraising goals for the Mission, particularly for the crucial set-up 

phase of Life Line Parramatta during 1973–1974. Including trampoline marathons, 

dunking machines, food and craft stalls, exhibitions, clowns, second-hand goods, 

Devonshire teas and homemade cakes, they were a lively, unpretentious expression of the 

congregation’s engagement with its city.  

The Fetes also appealed to children, youth and families, who were a Mission and 

Methodist/Uniting Church focus group in the period. Feeling ever more fragile in the face 

of rapid change, the lure of secular interests and contemporary moral lassitude, the Church 

had struggled to hold onto its youngest members as the century progressed. At Leigh 

Memorial, large Sunday School and Youth Fellowship groups continued throughout the 

period, as did youth and family camps at Otford and Elanora. While progressing to 

include 1970s-80s’ staples such as discos, movie nights and trivia competitions, Doug 

Fullerton’s first ‘Youth Camp’ for Parramatta in the Autumn of 1970 had revealed the 

more serious and politically-directed tempo of that seminal year. Focussing on some of 
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the era’s socio-political pre-occupations, topics for group discussion included: ‘Is the 

Church Dying?’ and ‘Is Australia a Racist Society?’57  

The Midi Group 

The Mission’s ‘Midi Group’, formed in 1971, had similar political inclinations, despite 

the ‘social’ intentions behind its formation. Comprised of young married couples (some 

originating from Udy’s MYF at Parramatta in the 1950s) and their children, the group 

was committed to fulfilling the “service and fellowship” obligation inherent in urban 

mission praxis. As such, it placed faith enrichment and fundraising for the Mission at the 

centre of its programming. Moreover, it infused its involvements with social enterprise 

and political activism influenced by Gough Whitlam Labor government and legislative 

developments in relation to contemporary issues, including Aboriginal rights.58 Whitlam, 

in language containing religious overtones, had declared in a press release in 1972 that 

“The only way to keep faith with the Aboriginal people and to redeem the overwhelming 

national pledge recorded in the 1967 Referendum, would be immediate recognition of 

Aboriginal land and mineral rights.”59 Many within the Australian churches agreed, and 

in 1973, the Midi Group marched at a Parramatta Foundation Week parade under a banner 

titled ‘In the Service of Reconciliation.’ Depicting a hand-painted white hand intertwined 

                                                 
57 Leigh Memorial Youth Camp, Otford, program (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 1970). 
58 “Whitlam’s 1972 election campaign speech was clear on the need to accord Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples the rights, justice and opportunities that had been denied to them for so long. He articulated 
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with an Aboriginal one in front of a cross, it was a powerful message of Christian support 

for a rising social justice issue – and in a highly visible, civic setting. It was also a far cry 

from the Church’s 150th anniversary parade two years before. 

Udy’s return to Parramatta in the early 1970s had seemed for some, including members 

of the Midi Group, like the essential next chapter in a story that had begun over twenty 

years before. Infused with reams of theological ammunition and pulpit exhortations in the 

old Methodist style, he immediately began sharing a series of dynamic, if not always 

practicable, schemes for urban outreach – while hailing Parramatta as an “emerging 

giant.”60 He also viewed the practical tenets of Christianity in mid-to-late twentieth 

century Australia as wholly inseparable from their spiritual justification. It may be said 

that success at Parramatta during both of his appointments lay in his capacity to link 

contemporary social need with a Christian imperative. In this, he was reiterating the same 

principles which influenced Walker’s commencement of Sydney Life Line in 1963, and 

a ‘word and deed’ focus that the evangelist described as being able to receive Holy 

Communion but reach for the “towel” and “basin” too.61  

As Udy described in Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church in Australia’s Cradle City 

(1985),  

The deeds of the City Mission – service and fellowship – make the Good 

News of the Gospel both concrete and credible. They also point to a coming 

event. They point to the coming Kingdom. People see in the word and deed 

of City Missions signs of the rule of God. By interpreting City Missions as 

signs of Christ’s presence, we recognize that God will continue His work in 

the world using us while we remain faithful.62 
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To achieve the ‘word and deed’ and ‘service and fellowship’ goals set out, Udy sought 

interconnectedness with the city and people of Parramatta, an expansion of the Mission’s 

social welfare capability and community presence, and more significantly, the 

advancement of its public reputation for compassion and transforming lives.  

Life Line Parramatta 

A major undertaking towards the realisation of these ‘transformative’ goals was Life Line 

Parramatta (initially written as two words). While Life Line Sydney had been established 

by the CMM a decade before, and the Wayside Chapel’s unique operations had 

commenced in Kings Cross under Ted Noffs in 1964, the geographical area of Western 

Sydney was oddly (as of the late Sixties), yet to register in either the popular mind or 

government priorities as a hotspot of population growth or pressing social need. 

Subsequent years of inadequate medical care and welfare infrastructures, despite an 

expanding population and demonstrably increased rates of mental illness, had by the 

1970s and 1980s led to an increase in rates of addiction, chronic illness and isolation in 

Sydney’s West. Fullerton had noted disturbing trends in these areas of welfare need when 

he arrived at Parramatta in 1970.  

Under Udy’s guidance, 1974 became the first full year of Life Line counselling operations 

at Parramatta’s newly acquired ‘Leigh Lodge’ and remains the date from which it has 

been charted. However, while Life Line was officially opened by Whitlam government 

Minister for Health Dr. Doug Everingham in 1974, it was 1973 when Udy conceptualised 

the program, as he notes in Opening Doors through Life Line Parramatta (1991), a 

booklet celebrating the achievements of Life Line over seventeen years,  

In 1973, for the second time, I was appointed…Within a few weeks...a cry 

for help was heard. A call from Sydney Life Line wanted us to counsel a 
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mother (who could not travel to the city for help)…hence we met her needs 

at Parramatta.63  

Over several months in 1973, Life Line Parramatta’s name was registered and then 

accredited by the Australian Life Line Council, and according to the recollections of Alice 

Doré (pioneer Lifeline board member), 1973 was also the year when the first meeting of 

the Life Line Parramatta Council took place in a humble “back room at Epworth 

House.”64  

Ultimately, Life Line Parramatta grew to include ‘Economy Shops’ selling second-hand 

goods (and also initially “the abode of every vagrant pigeon and rat in the district of 

Parramatta,” according to their volunteers).65 Shops eventually spread to surrounding 

locations such as Guildford, Merrylands, Blacktown, St. Mary’s and Penrith, while ‘Luth 

Cottage,’ previously the Methodist Migrant Staging Home, became an accommodation 

facility for women and children at risk. Life Line also utilised ‘Trouble Teams’ to make 

after-hours visits to those in crisis or threatening self-harm and introduced ‘Deaf Access’ 

plus ‘Contact’ calls (home check-in services) for those in need. In all such efforts, the 

Life Line Council at Parramatta, initially numbering thirty-two men (mostly clergy) and 

six women, adhered to a tight training and operational format. This, in turn, transformed 

the process of providing community care into an operation with greater scope, 

professionalism and diversity of service. 

Life Line Parramatta also adopted the Rogerian or client-centred method of counselling 

and counsellor training (after Carl Rogers: Client-centred Therapy, 1951, a methodology 

that emphasised the client’s need to articulate their own problem and reflect upon it as a 
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pathway to self-discovery and resolution).66 Many Life Line pioneer counsellors 

commented retrospectively that, while the “non-directive” approach to counselling 

favoured by the method was challenging to enact (particularly as it required telephone 

counsellors to constrain their natural tendency to simply tell callers what to do), the 

emphasis on ‘reflective listening,’ aimed at removing any sense of the counsellor simply 

‘solving’ a client’s problem, was highly effective. Notably, potential Life Line 

counsellors required character references, an interview, trial shifts at Life Line Sydney 

and Rogerian training before they were permitted to commence at Parramatta – an early 

set of standards that helped to maintain the project’s integrity.  

The landmark features of early Life Line Parramatta training and the diverse, ecumenical 

nature of its first counselling teams are also worth noting. As a starting point during 

Fullerton’s tenure, he encouraged greater interaction and premises-sharing with both 

Presbyterian and Congregational congregations in the city, in addition to fellow 

Methodist churches.67 Similarly, early Life Line counsellors sourced by Udy included 

those from local Protestant churches and Catholic Sisters, Paulina and Mary Theresa. The 

practice of active ecumenicism, combined with the conscious encouragement of each 

counsellor’s spiritual enrichment, exemplified what Life Line Parramatta pioneer Allan 

Gibson has referred to as Life Line’s “genesis in the Christian church.”68 In his 

reflections, Gibson identified the fact that Life Line’s early volunteer base of nearly 400 

represented the “embryonic phase” of Australia’s now recognised leadership in the sphere 

of community volunteerism.69  
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After its first full year of operation in 1975, Life Line Parramatta released an Annual 

Report. In it, Enid Kerr (co-ordinator) noted that from a total of 5,477 calls in its first 

official year of operation (September 1974–August 1975), the majority had concerned: 

(a) “Further Information”; (b) “Emotional or Mental Illness”; (c) “Relief Assistance”; and 

(d) “Loneliness”. Twenty-one calls had related to “Violence” and forty nine had involved 

“Suicide (Threat)”; 550 face-to-face counselling sessions had also taken place and 

Trouble Teams (including members of the Leigh Memorial congregation) had made thirty 

nine crisis visits to domestic residences, usually in the middle of the night.70 Among the 

seventy names listed as pioneer Life Line counsellors in 1974–1975, a majority were from 

the Mission’s congregations.  

By 1975, Life Line’s leadership cohort represented the geographical breadth of Western 

Sydney, while by the Life Line Parramatta annual worship service of 1976, Phillip 

Ruddock, MP, was also lending political endorsement. Presenting certificates of 

recognition to telephone counsellors and other volunteers, his presence indicated not only 

the strong support of government for Life Line’s contribution to mental healthcare, but a 

high level of community interest in the service. As a venture markedly reducing the strain 

on local healthcare services and providing free help at a basic community level, Life 

Line’s political capital by the mid-1970s was soaring. Its Sixth Annual Report (1980) 

noted a significant rise in calls from 5,477 to 22,963, and “Anxiety” and “Depression” as 

leading crisis call categories.71 Similarly featured were indications of Life Line’s 

operational success, plus the obvious enculturation of ‘Parramatta Regional Mission’ 

                                                 
70 Life Line Parramatta, First Annual Report, 1975 (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 1975), 4. 
71 Life Line Parramatta, Sixth Annual Report, 1980 (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 1980), 2. 
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(PRM) principles. As Udy commented in Opening Doors, God had “enabled a Door of 

practical service to be opened…which no-one can shut.”72 

A sense of confidence in its work was particularly important for the Mission in the 1970s-

80s, particularly with the coming of the ‘Uniting Church in Australia’ in 1977. While 

Methodists had generally been the most accommodating of all three denominations 

(Methodist, Presbyterian and Congregational) by the prospect of union, the coming of the 

UCA had its critics and its risks. Harold Wood’s 1977 pamphlet had attempted to reassure 

ex-Methodists by naming the seven tenets of their practice that he felt would service 

within the new church. They included: 3) “the experience of assurance” and 7) “the 

ministry of sacred song.” Number 6 was “city missions and a responsibility for a better 

society.”73 Of all the items listed, number 6 was, for Parramatta’s Methodists, at the crux 

of their successful departure from old ways and their acceptance of the new, along with 

their growing sense of ‘rightness’ about the coming of the UCA or what Arnold Hunt 

described as a “movement of God’s spirit.”74  

For Methodists at Parramatta, the great hope of union rested in the maintenance of their 

core, ‘word and deed’ mission characteristics. Fortunately for them, by 1977, they could 

face their local community with an already healthy track record of civic–social outreach, 

including via School for Seniors, the Coffee Shop, Life Line, Youth Line and Hope 

Hostel. What William Emilsen and Glen O’Brien have described as the “warm, 

                                                 
72 Udy, Opening Doors, 16. 
73 Harold Wood, cited in William Emilsen and Glen O’Brien, “The Continuing Methodist Legacy, 1977–

2014,” in Methodism in Australia: A History, eds. Glen O’Brien and Hilary Carey (Surrey: Ashgate 

Publishing Ltd, 2015), 262. 
74 Arnold Hunt, Ibid., 260. 
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courageous and outgoing” nature of old Methodist spirituality in Australia, was also 

actively infusing each of these ventures.75  

More crucially, the acknowledgement of an entrenched Methodism at Parramatta 

explained the Mission’s celebration of union with large doses of optimism for the future, 

and staunch reiterations of its past. Just as his brother Jim had foreshadowed the dangers 

of trying to eradicate “deep roots” while embracing Uniting Church possibilities, so the 

historian in Udy ensured that the Mission’s experience of union was infused with a 

stronger than ever sense of its Methodist self.76 This was seen in his decision to publish 

Spark of Grace in April 1977, just three months prior to the inauguration of the UCA. 

Timing was everything. Having worked on the project for a number of years, the book 

confirmed Parramatta Mission’s stronger than ever resonance with local heritage and 

civic interests, and the pioneering aspect of its recent efforts. In his own words, Udy was 

“inspired by the faith and hope of the early missionaries in this desolate island on the 

other side of the world.”77 Moreover, Spark of Grace was followed by A Growing 

Network of Care (1983), Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church (1985), and From Small 

Beginnings (1988). Each, while exploring various aspects of the Mission’s past, 

speculated on its possibilities as a city mission, or as stated in From Small Beginnings,  

And so from small beginnings in the Colonial era almost 160 years ago, 

Parramatta Methodism has continued…to meet the ever enlarging needs of a 

worshipping congregation gathering to praise God and, at the same time, 

scattering into the community where the Presence of Christ can be sensed in 

the lives of the many through their witness and work.78 

                                                 
75 Ibid., 262. 
76 James Udy, “After Ten Years – Reflections by a Former Methodist,” in The Uniting Church in Australia: 

Reflections after Ten Years, ed. Gloster Udy (North Parramatta: The Australian Upper Room, 1987), 35. 
77 Udy, Spark of Grace, preface.  
78 Udy, From Small Beginnings, 19. 
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Hope Hostel 

Somewhat fittingly during Udy’s writing of Spark of Grace, the Mission was approached 

by civic authorities regarding the provision of emergency accommodation for homeless 

men in Parramatta, whose number by 1975 was estimated at sixty and growing.79 Most 

were alcoholics, reported to be living under bridges and in parks around the Parramatta 

CBD,– or as ‘Ted,’ a resident of the facility, was quoted as saying: “If I wasn’t here, I 

would lying under a tree with a bottle of plonk.”80 With local government facilities unable 

to safely house the men in any significant number, it was within PRM’s ‘city mission’ 

brief to begin negotiations with the Minister for Health and the Minister for Lands 

regarding the potential to develop and utilise derelict, convict-constructed ‘Ward 1’ in the 

grounds of the North Parramatta Psychiatric Hospital. After lengthy bureaucratic 

wrangling, permission was finally given. The appropriately named ‘Hope Hostel’ was 

opened by the Commonwealth Minister for Community Services, Senator Margaret 

Guilfoyle, on 9 October 1977.  

As the journal Forward reported, 

Hope Hostel is a large, forbidding stone building set in the grounds of the 

Parramatta Psychiatric Hospital…What lifts it above this uncompromising 

first impression is the obvious love and care from the people who work 

there…The hostel is for homeless men and boys over 16. It is supposed to 

have 40 men, but usually has a few more as nobody is willing to turn them 

away. “Knock and the door will be opened” is the text that motives staff, says 

mission Superintendent Gloster Udy.81 

                                                 
79 Ibid., 16. 
80 Ted, “Life is a Day in a 24 Hour Box,” Parramatta Argus, August 23, 1977, 2. 
81 “Behind that Cold Exterior Glows a Place Full of Caring,” Forward, May 23, 1979, clipping (Parramatta 

Mission Archival Collection). 
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The article concluded by noting that “Every Wednesday night, Dr. Udy leads vespers in 

the hostel’s main room.”82  

Women 

When Hope Hostel commenced, the project was mostly unsubsidised, with a reasonable 

level of financial assistance only being made available after the Federal Government’s 

Homeless Persons’ Assistance Act (No. 148, 1974) came into wider effect. Initially, Hope 

Hostel relied on donated furniture, bed linen and other assistance to keep it afloat. Carol 

Morris, a school teacher, was the first supervisor and led a team of mostly female 

volunteers sourced from the Parramatta Mission congregations. The role of women 

volunteers in the Fullerton–Udy era was significant and one that manifested itself at both 

managerial and support levels.  

More broadly, feminism in the Church was on the rise in the 1970s and linked to the 

worldwide Women’s Movement. Similarly, social justice issues affecting women (such 

as domestic violence), were prompting welfare organisations, including the Mission, to 

make specific provisions.83 Nonetheless, breakthroughs in the areas of women’s rights 

and equality at Parramatta and throughout the UCA in the 1970s, including via Jean 

Skuse’s 1972 Conference resolution seeking improvements to the status of women in the 

church – remained limited.84 A ‘Women’s Dedication Service’ held at Leigh Memorial 

in 1975 stated its intention as acknowledging the “sacrificial service” given by the 

Mission’s women over the years and to programs and services as diverse as the Sunday 

School, the Flower Roster, the Coffee Shop, Life Line and the Upper Room. However, 

                                                 
82 Ibid. 
83 Susan Hauser, “The Women’s Movement in the ‘70s, Today: ‘You’ve Come a Long Way Baby’, But…,” 

Workforce, May 15, 2012, http://www.workforce.com/2012/05/15/the-womens-movement-in-the-70s-
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84 Wright and Clancy, The Methodists, 229. 
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despite it and other encouragements to women within the Mission, it would be another 

twenty years (1995) before it appointed its first female minister in Janet Dawson.85 Her 

tenure was followed seven years later by the commencement of bi-lingual female 

minister, Veitinia Waqabaca, in 2002 – the first Australian-trained, Fijian-born placement 

in the UCA, who served at the Mission until 2015.  

The cultural diversification of the Mission’s congregations was however, a more 

promising aspect of the era and one assisted by the increasing proliferation of cultures 

into the Parramatta LGA. During the 1980s, the presence of Taniela and Losavati Lotu 

and other Fijian community members at Leigh Memorial (who also assisted as 

supervisors at Hope Hostel), ultimately led to the inauguration of the Fijian Parish of 

Parramatta Mission in 1991.86 

Koompartoo  

By 1980, the Mission had opened ‘Koompartoo’ (or ‘Fresh Start’), a rural accommodation 

facility at Kellyville. Utilising the old Marella Mission site, which had previously housed 

Aboriginal orphans and foster children, Koompartoo was gradually developed into a 

working farm for youth at risk. With funding from the Commonwealth government for 

four workers, including a resident farmer, it was soon one of Parramatta Regional 

Mission’s marquee projects. In Together We Serve, Udy noted that at the time of its 

opening by Federal Minister for Home Affairs, Robert Ellicott, Koompartoo was 

classified as a “National Pilot Project” of notable originality.87 Importantly, its existence 

was necessitated by the widespread lack of rehabilitation programs for youth in Sydney’s 

                                                 
85 Order of Service, ‘Women’s Dedication Service’, April 27, 1975 (Parramatta Mission Archival 

Collection), 2. 
86 Veitinia Waqabaca, and E. de Reland, (eds) The Sprouting Coconut, Sa Kadre na Niu Tabacakacaka 

Ermington/Parramatta, Celebrating 20 Years, 1991-2011 (Parramatta Mission, 2011), 10–11. 
87 Udy and Udy, Together We Serve, 120. 



 

353 

West, despite increasingly identifiable need. Youth unemployment between 1978 and 

1992 in Australia hovered between 13.47% and 20.22%, and by the early 1980s, drugs of 

addiction and family break-ups were contributing to similar rises in youth homelessness, 

mental illness and petty crime throughout the region.88 Youth Line, a sister service to Life 

Line Parramatta, had been established in 1974 to address such issues, but was frequently 

overwhelmed by demand and a lack of resources. 

Koompartoo, despite its rural setting, exemplified many ‘urban mission’ characteristics, 

including those specifically designed for youth intervention and rehabilitation. Udy’s 

booklet, A Growing Network of Care (1983), written ten years into his second tenure (and 

after the commencement of landmark projects such as Life Line, Hope Hostel and 

Koompartoo), reiterated the Methodist Presidential Committee’s description of a regional 

mission as, “A centre to encourage the Church to think regionally in certain strategic 

areas; a centre to develop a co-ordinated missionary policy for the area; a centre to 

strengthen the witness and service in such an area.”89 The basis for the Presidential 

Committee’s original rationale was also described as Parramatta’s projected growth on 

all levels by the year 2000.  

In the Parramatta Mission Centenary Feature of 1985 and under the heading “A Christian 

Presence in the City,” the Mission reiterated its strong, spiritual connectivity with its 

region, 

Parramatta Mission aims to share the love of Christ through preaching, 

teaching and serving; to be a ‘Christian presence’ in the city; to identify needs, 

meet them and provide a base for Christ to work among people. The Mission 

seeks to provide facilities and facilitators for various groups within the church 

                                                 
88 “Australia Youth Unemployment Rate,” Trading Economics, http://www.tradingeconomics.com/ 

australia/youth-unemployment-rate. 
89 Udy, Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church, 55. 
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and the community. Each of the outreach activities is designed to meet 

particular needs.90 

Westmead 

In addition to Koompartoo at Kellyville, Westmead also became a re-invigorated point of 

interest for Parramatta Mission in the 1980s. Long considered a ‘satellite’ congregation 

of the Mission, the realisation of a Westmead Methodist Church in 1962 was a 

manifestation of Parramatta’s early capability. The Leigh Memorial trustees’ efforts in 

relation to Westmead over an extended period represented both their outward-looking 

intentions and their desire to extend the Mission beyond the limits of the Parramatta 

CBD.91 In his autobiography, Udy described the impetus for a new direction at Westmead, 

During the days when it became known that the North Parramatta 

Showground would be the site of the Westmead Hospital, I was driving down 

Hawkesbury Road and came to the corner of Queen’s Road. Here I saw in 

front of a split level cottage the sign ‘For Sale’. Having visited major hospitals 

in other capital cities and overseas, I was aware of the lack of planning for 

patients, families and staff or of any real place of quiet near a hospital which 

could be an oasis for rest and spiritual refreshment. Suddenly it dawned on 

me that here could be a Christian Centre, meeting multiple needs.92 

The subsequent movement to purchase, renovate and extend the Westmead site’s old 

house with a view to using it as a Christian Centre was commenced and extended to 

include the Mission-owned Wesley Lodge Motel next door (on what many viewed as 

providentially available land). Both opened in 1979. In time, further purchases were made 

and building work completed before an additional, multi-purpose structure opened at 

Westmead in 1991. This began use as the new Westmead Uniting Church and as a 

meeting/entertainment facility. All property manoeuvres towards its completion were 

                                                 
90 “A Christian Presence in the City,” Parramatta Mission Centenary Feature (supplement) (Parramatta 

Mission, 1985), 1.  
91 Udy, Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church, 59. 
92 Udy and Udy, Together We Serve, 120–121. 
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unanimously endorsed by the Mission’s congregations.93 Similarly, both the Christian 

Centre and Wesley Lodge, in addition to practical use, were symbolic of the Mission’s 

evangelical traditions, including those involving the provision of sanctuary and 

hospitality. A similar theme would be taken up by the Westmead congregation when it 

re-located to the Queens Road site in 1991. Arising from the move was the congregation’s 

new motto: ‘Sharing the Hospitality of Jesus Christ.’  

By 1991, the Westmead Christian Centre had been re-dedicated as the ‘Gloster Udy 

Christian Centre’ and renovated to provide an attic and ‘Upper Room’ prayer space, in 

addition to refreshments and counselling areas downstairs. All features of the site were 

well-established by the 1990s and in proximity to Westmead hospital. As such, the new 

Centre gave the UCA and Parramatta Mission a visible presence at the hub of Westmead 

community life. Within this achievement, the Westmead project had retained its original 

purpose, or as Udy described, “So near the hospital and the needs of many people whose 

relatives came as patients – it was felt that Christian outreach would be a valuable 

service.”94 For him and many others, the ‘Upper Room’ prayer space, in particular, was 

a “hallowed spot.”95 During the period, the ‘Upper Room’ publishing arm (including 

devotional booklets), had become a pet project for Udy and one that provided a further 

dimension to his outreach agenda.96 In 1991, the ‘Australian Upper Room Publishing 

Company’ in North Parramatta was formally commenced. 

                                                 
93 Udy, From Small Beginnings, 18. 
94 Udy and Udy, Together We Serve, 121. 
95 Ibid. 
96 A devotional booklet, first published in the United States but with an Australian off-shoot, the Upper 

Room had ceased local production when the Methodist Publishing House and Book Room of Victoria 

closed in 1974. Gloster Udy was approached to take up managing and editing responsibilities for the 

booklets from Sydney. Ultimately, he spent seventeen years (1974–1991) as editor, most of them concurrent 

with his Parramatta Mission tenure. For the task, he utilised small groups of Parramatta-based volunteers 

and others from surrounding congregations as his willing ‘foot soldiers.’ In 1991, Udy established the 

‘Australian Upper Room Publishing Company,’ with staff hired to maintain the publication’s wide 

distribution. From the time of his 1988 retirement from the Mission until his passing in 2003, he used Upper 
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Since its regional mission incorporation in 1970 and subsequent high-level administrative 

requirements(including aspects of its Australian ‘Upper Room’ management), office 

space had been an issue at Parramatta. Leigh Memorial’s small, Victorian-era vestries 

and cramped facilities in Epworth House were used until 1983, when additions to the 

Leigh Memorial Fellowship Centre were opened by NSW Governor, Sir James Rowland. 

As the first, specifically designated administration space for the Mission in 98 years, the 

impact of additional office space and the people to manage it, was a revelation for both 

staff and volunteers. Although considered a disappointing architectural effort, Parramatta 

Mission’s capacity rose with the extension’s completion. Projects managed by the 

Mission from this time included extensions to Wesley Lodge Motel (1985 and 1991), 

large-scale heritage celebrations (1985 and 1991), the purchase of a new parsonage in 

Westmead, and a new location for the Luth Cottage women’s refuge (1987–1988).  

The Jackson era 

On his arrival as superintendent of the Mission in 1988, Alan Jackson aimed at addressing 

Western Sydney’s contemporary priorities (including affordable housing, employment, 

family support and the settlement of migrants from a wider pool of countries and religious 

affiliations) – and creating some new opportunities. Jackson, an electrician by trade and 

previous deputy to Alan Walker at the CMM, came to Parramatta with city mission 

experience. During his tenure he shared an almost ‘messianic’ vision for the future of 

Parramatta Mission, and framed his various sermons, writings, meetings and utterances 

on the imperatives of urban mission, Christian commitment and the history of the church 

                                                 
Room headquarters in North Parramatta as a personal office from which to arrange stewardship campaigns 

for local churches and formulate workshops on topics such as, ‘How to Become a Christian Counsellor.’ 

As a form of outreach beyond the Mission’s geographic boundaries, and one reaching into local hospitals 

and nursing homes, the Upper Room was a significant pastoral and connective endeavour. de Reland, 

Kindled by a Spark of Grace, 109-112. 
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– and in terms that were emphatic, emotional and considered. He often ended his written 

sentences with an exclamation mark, as evidenced in material produced for the Mission’s 

175th anniversary in 1996 (that is, 175 years since the opening of the Lawry Chapel). 

Jackson, a singer himself, wrote a musical for the event called Build the Spire Higher! 

and a service called, Our Amazing Mission.97  

Fortunately for Jackson and fellow ministers of the time: Geoff Stevenson, Don 

Carrington and Janet Dawson, and very unlike the situation that faced Doug Fullerton 

some 20 years before, Parramatta Mission services in the early 1990s enjoyed increased 

corporate and government connections and sponsorship. They also enjoyed the benefits 

of improved communications and technology. With both the continuation of existing 

imperatives and the addition of new ones, Jackson followed Udy’s lead in balancing urban 

missionary progress with heritage-mindedness and invoking both as core, city mission 

imperatives. To this end, he quickly set about the most extensive heritage gathering and 

preservation project that the Mission had experienced to date, including the cleaning and 

refurbishment of Leigh Memorial Church, an evaluation of the church’s stained-glass 

windows and the establishment of a well-managed archival collection. During this time, 

he also forwarded what he called a ‘Mission to the Poor.’98  

This program, placed within the Mission’s broader ‘Urban Ministry’ strategy, involved 

staff visiting homeless groups in Parramatta Park, sleeping under bridges or sheltering in 

alleys around the Parramatta CBD. It was urban missionary work at its most raw and 

dangerous. Within the ‘Mission to the Poor’ program and other early 1990s projects, 

Jackson’s personal vision was apparent. Abjuring softer and more intellectual 

                                                 
97 Alan Jackson, Build the Spire Higher!, pamphlet (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 1996); Alan 

Jackson, Our Amazing Mission, pamphlet (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 1996). 
98 “Mission to the Poor,” On Target 2000 (Parramatta Mission, 1991), 2. 
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terminology such as “economically challenged,” “disadvantaged” and “indigent,” he 

favoured the bluntness and emotion of “poor,” “hungry” and “homeless,” and the 

immediate resonance and accessibility of such semantics in the public mind. In this way, 

the Jackson era resonated with the core, regional mission markers set out for the 

congregation in 1969, “The Regional Mission will stress prophetic preaching, 

evangelistic witness and planned social action to a lonely, mass society…”99  

Assisting the Mission’s work in the late 1980s and early 1990s (essentially the ‘start up’ 

phase of Jackson’s tenure), were corporate-level branding and improved public relations. 

These developments were commensurate with a more tightly planned, professionally 

approached strategy for outreach, civic interaction and project funding in the period and 

included everything from building relationships with the local Chamber of Commerce 

and Parramatta Council – to the commencement of various Mission projects with 

significant popular currency. These included the Lifeline Care Project (1990) and the 

Thelma Brown Cottage (1990), which Jackson described to the Parramatta and Holroyd 

Mercury under the headline “Haven for Homeless Women, Kids” as a facility that would 

“help the Mission close gaps in the caring services for homeless people…Victims from 

disrupted families need accommodation for extended periods while their situation 

settles.” He went on to note that, in the previous year, the Mission had assisted “99 

mothers with 180 children, and 75 single women in Parramatta.”100  

Other projects of the era were the Gloster Udy Villa (1991), Ebbeck House (1991), the 

start of the Fijian Parish of Parramatta Mission plus a new Westmead Church site on 

Queens Road (1991), and the official start of the Mission’s landmark community meals 

                                                 
99 “Regional Mission,” Messenger September (1969): 1. 
100 Alan Jackson, “Haven for Homeless Women, Kids,” Parramatta and Holroyd Mercury, September, 

1990, clipping; day unspecified, 1 (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection).  



 

359 

service in 1993 (initially known as ‘Exodus’ and ‘The Kitchen’ and ultimately, as ‘Meals 

Plus’). As a program, this was first trialled as a ‘Community Christmas Lunch’ in 1990 

at the Fellowship Centre. Attended by a small group of homeless and lonely people (living 

in basic accommodation or sleeping rough in the heart of Parramatta) and a handful of 

congregation members, it would eventually become a multi-faceted service catering for 

hundreds of people each day. With initial sponsorship from the Parramatta North Rotary 

Club – and little or no formal strategy or infrastructure – the first lunch was purely an 

action of the ‘heart.’  

Among a succession of new, re-envisaged, or sometimes re-branded mental health and 

family support services in the period, ‘Regional’ was dropped from the Mission title and 

‘Life Line’ became one word: ‘Lifeline.’ Similarly, the operation of a casual, youth-led 

‘Fun Club’ in local parks by the Mission’s youth in the late 1980s and early 1990s 

(involving the provision of children’s activities, clowns, games and Christian teaching), 

exemplified the Mission’s continuous delivery of an innovative and diverse urban 

missionary agenda. Fun Club was also deemed an example of something much bigger. 

For Udy and the Mission, its inception was a “sign” of God’s divine mystery, impact and 

purpose at work, and of Christianity expressing itself in a grassroots context. As he noted 

in 1985, “In the fourth Gospel, the acts of Jesus were signs…There was a close connection 

between word and deed in the ministry of Jesus. Biblical acts authenticate a message or 

point to a coming event. In this sense, City Missions are signs.101 

Conclusion 

For the first time in its history, Parramatta Mission’s official designation as a Regional 

Mission in 1969 had paved the way for a series of solid, welfare-orientated programs and 
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a vastness of reach which its predecessor ministers and congregations could never have 

anticipated. Not only did the projects initiated by Fullerton and Udy, and ultimately by 

Jackson, fulfil the ‘city mission’ brief of ‘word and deed’ praxis – they responded to 

contemporary social needs in an inclusive manner, while drawing secular interests closer 

to the Mission. As Udy expressed it,  

We are aware that growth and usefulness come as a result of clear-cut aims 

fashioned by God’s spirit and related to human need. Hence, as we move 

toward 2000 A.D., it is basic for the future health of Christ’s body – the 

Mission – that we be inward reaching and outward seeking.102  

Between 1971 and 1990, Parramatta’s Mission’s connectivity with civic interests 

experienced a meaningful and ‘sign-posted’ invigoration, and one that set the pace for 

future expansion in a city already earmarked for mass social and structural transformation.  

  

 

 

                                                 
102 Udy, Spark of Grace, 206. 



 

361 

10. CITY MISSION: PART 2, 1991−2015 

 

As a new century approached, Parramatta Mission began to take stock. It had, through 

the 1970s and 1980s, introduced dynamic programming for community outreach and 

civic interaction, and found itself at an interface with the most confronting aspects of 

inner-city life. Through landmark ventures, such as Lifeline and Hope Hostel, it had 

reached out to a sub-populace in Parramatta and Sydney’s West who were variously 

lonely, homeless, beaten, and addicted. For Gloster Udy, this had required the Mission to 

be a “Centre for Serving” and to continue its pattern of community assistance and civic 

interaction.1 The Mission of the 1990s and 2000s provided continuity for such 

imperatives within a fresh vision. In an era variously marked and directed by 

technological and scientific advances, globalisation, the internet, a worldwide financial 

crisis, increases in terrorism and a re-examination of socio-political paradigms associated 

with Aboriginal and cross-cultural Australia, it became clear that the Mission’s stake in 

the future was demanding a more sophisticated and contemporary response.  

In its efforts over a period of twenty-five years, the Mission sought to keep pace with the 

evolving cityscape and demography of Parramatta, and to directly confront the raw social 

issues of the time. In this way, the civic order and matters of spirit in Parramatta continued 

to share a mutual path and to exceed each other’s expectations. It was, as Paul Ballard 

has suggested, that “The postmodern world is where the Christian faith and practice has 

to be worked out in fresh, and perhaps, startling ways.”2  

                                                 
1 Gloster Udy. Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church in Australia’s Cradle City (Chipping Norton: Surrey, 

Beatty & Sons, 1985), 62. 
2 Noel A. Davies and Paul Ballard, “The Setting and Purpose of the Study,” in The Church in the Centre of 

the City, ed. Paul Ballard (Peterborough: Epworth Press, 2008), 7. 
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As it approached and then lived within the new millennium, a much bigger Parramatta 

Mission began to seek out fresh ways of ‘transforming lives’ as a city mission – and of 

bearing witness to its values and key words, ‘Grace, Inclusion, Dignity, Faith and Hope’. 

Moreover, as Alan Jackson (superintendent, 1988–1999) and his early twenty-first 

century successors, Brian Smith and Keith Hamilton, looked for new responses to welfare 

provision and a sharing of the Gospel in the city of the twenty-first century, they did so 

while tackling the many associated challenges of the post-Christian age. These included 

all things secular, economically variable, scientifically experimental, culturally diverse 

and terrorism-sensitive. More importantly, while the Mission of the 1990s was 

characterised by expansiveness, corporatisation and refinements to its strategies of civic 

interactivity and self-promotion – the early 2000s were characterised by the excitement 

and game-changing rationalisation of a new age.  

The Smith era (2000–2006) witnessed cost-cutting, decreases in congregation 

membership and evidence of community angst. It also saw a surge in the Mission’s 

financial base, property portfolio and efforts at cross-culturalism within a Parramatta of 

ever-increasing diversity. Such factors carried over to Hamilton’s tenure from 2008 and 

the development of a transforming new ‘vision’ and set of ‘values’ commensurate with 

the high volume demands of its then multi-million dollar, multi-faceted and multi-

locational programming.  

How the rapidly shifting imperatives of the early twenty-first century manifested 

themselves in the Mission’s maintenance of its values, its reputation in the civic sphere, 

its internal structures and its continuing success as a provider of care to the people of 

Sydney’s multicultural and poly-religious West – are ongoing points for consideration.  
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The 1990s: Mission Statements 

In the Mission’s favour was the fact that, by the 1990s and early 2000s, all facets of 

Uniting Church membership and practice at Parramatta were deeply ingrained and well-

practised. The core values of the UCA were embedded in the outlook of the congregations 

and formed the basis of all its mission statements and self-descriptors. Such statements 

were plentiful in the first six to eight years of Jackson’s superintendency after 1988 and 

were frequently prompted by special events or heritage anniversaries. Seeking to define 

the Mission in the years prior to a new century, all indicated a desire by the Mission to 

infuse its purpose with expansionist visions aligned to a range of biblical, budgetary, 

socio-political and community imperatives.  

Statements devised in the 1990s also indicated the powerful influence of business 

language and practices on Parramatta Mission’s self-image, behaviour, community 

profile and civic interactions. ‘Mission Statements’ accompanied by professionally-

produced ‘Business Plans’ and other corporate documentation, included words such as 

“outcome,” “compliance,” “accountability,” “strategy,” “profit,” “multitasking,” 

“empowerment” and “enterprise.” Found within most Mission documentation of the 

period, they represented a new and hybridised ‘language’ of mission which developed 

during the era, and one that was used to good effect by a Mission almost perpetually 

straddling the spheres of welfare provision and corporate growth.  

However, despite its growing corporate/business affiliations and commensurate 

semantics, the ‘Mission Statement’ of 1992 commenced by emphasising the 

organisation’s church affiliation,  

Parramatta Mission is part of the Uniting Church in Australia…It rests on the 

foundation of belief in God who is the compassionate creator of all things. It 
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is a community service and welfare organisation operating in the western 

suburbs of Sydney.3  

The same Statement also highlighted the importance of enabling people to “improve their 

lives,” the concern felt for people “in need of the basics of life,” the importance of 

respecting “the rights, values and dignity of all people,” the seeking of “resources of time, 

talent and money” from the community and government, and at the bottom of the list of 

essential traits: “efficient management and financial accountability.”4 

Three years later, another Mission Statement served as an introductory paragraph to the 

1995 Parramatta Mission Directory (subtitled “Leigh Memorial Uniting Church & 

Westmead Uniting Church”), which listed nearly 400 regular or semi-regular adult and 

child members in the Leigh Memorial congregation – and 103 at Westmead, 

Parramatta Mission actively seeks to reach out as the people of God from its 

worshipping fellowship to the people of the city. In this work, the Mission is 

dependent on the united effort of at least 500 volunteers serving as Telephone 

Counsellors, Economy Market Helpers, Coffee Shop Workers, “Kitchen” 

Helpers and Sales People in Leigh’s Cards and Gifts. There are many others 

who tirelessly give their time, talents, spiritual gifts and expertise in support 

of our various projects. The Mission is thankful and appreciative of this 

dedication which enables us to unite and make a difference where need is 

greatest.5  

One year later in 1996, another statement formulated by Jackson, with input from the 

Mission’s elders and fellow ministers, Geoff Stevenson and Janet Dawson, was read in 

unison by the assembled congregations of Parramatta Mission on 24 November at its 

‘Jubilee Thanksgiving’ service at Leigh Memorial Church (celebrating 175 years since 

the opening of the first Wesleyan Chapel at the Mission’s Macquarie Street site in 1821), 

                                                 
3 Alan Jackson, Mission Statement (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 1992), 1. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Parramatta Mission Directory (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 1995). 
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We are a community of faith responding to the Word of God, sharing the 

Good News of new life in Christ, identifying need, serving people with 

compassion, empowering people, working for justice, peace and 

reconciliation in the spirit of Jesus Christ.6 

The terminology of the latter statement, representing some refinement and economy of 

expression compared with previous efforts, nonetheless centralised Christ in all the 

Mission’s efforts and indicated the church’s belief in its inherent responsibility to address 

civic and community concerns. It also discussed contemporary socio-cultural pre-

occupations, including the maintenance of equity across barriers associated with race, 

culture, politics, gender, religion and sexuality, while reinforcing Jackson’s often 

repeated phrase (used in justification of the Mission’s practices and borrowing from the 

Mission’s Wesleyan antecedents), “The Church that only worships dies” and “The best 

of all is…God is with us.”7  

Also taking place in 1996, John Howard’s Liberal/National Coalition came to power 

using similar sentiments – and the campaign slogan, “For all of Us.” In discussing the 

semantics of their Federal election victory, Liberal campaign director, Andrew Robb, 

described the use of terms such as “We” and “All of Us” as ones deliberately employed 

by the Coalition to highlight inclusiveness and community-mindedness for voters.8 

Resonating with Howard himself – raised in a traditional, Wesleyan Methodist household 

and consequently unimpressed by ‘privilege’ (an anathema to his denomination’s social 

ethos and other, deeply embedded Australian notions, such as the ‘fair go’) – the 

campaign touched on many broader pre-occupations of the time. These related to the rise 

                                                 
6 Alan Jackson, “Mission Statement,” Jubilee Thanksgiving Order of Service, November 24, 1996 

(Parramatta Mission Archival Collection), 2. 
7 Alan Jackson, The Year in Review: A Glance at Parramatta Mission Life in 1994, pamphlet (Parramatta 

Mission Archival Collection, 1994), 6.  
8 Marion Maddox, “For God and Country: Religious Dynamics in Australian Federal Politics,” Dept. of the 

Parliamentary Library, Information and Research Services (September 27, 2001), 222. 

https://www.aph.gov.au/binaries/library/pubs/monographs/maddox/maddoxmonograph.pdf. 
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of plurality, multiculturalism and the ‘neighbourhood’ as touchstones in both the secular 

and religious spheres of Australian society in the 1990s and ones simultaneously 

motivating fresh policy within the Christian churches.9 For Jackson, who had worked 

closely with Alan Walker, the community work and social outlook of Parramatta Mission 

was inextricably tied to its Christian ethos. Following the example of both his mentor, 

Walker and his Mission predecessor, Udy – Jackson focussed the Mission’s broad range 

of 1990s’ welfare objectives within a Christian context. Expressing the conjoined goals 

of social efficacy and faith enrichment, the Mission Statement of 1991 read,  

Parramatta Mission Lifeline is an outreach of the Uniting Church in 

Australia…It rests on a foundation of firm belief in God, who is the 

compassionate Creator of all things, gracious Redeemer of all people and, 

through Jesus Christ, the author of good news – that every person is of eternal 

worth with a life to live that is renewable.10 

The Statement, printed in the booklet On Target 2000, was followed by an organisational 

chart with categories such as ‘Community Services,’ ‘Youth Services,’ ‘Lifeline 

Counselling Services,’ ‘Lifeline Business Operation’ and ‘Wesley Lodge Motel,’ plus 

over 50 separate programs, centres, activities and retail outlets including ‘Financial 

Management,’ ‘Elders’ Council,’ ‘Thelma Brown Cottage,’ ‘Ebbeck House,’ ‘Youth 

Line,’ ‘Bridal Hire Service’ and the ‘St. Alban’s Conference Centre.’ In utilising a format 

for the booklet that outlined each program and jointly explained its functions to sponsors, 

the media, staff and the congregations, the Mission set a clear path towards the year 2000 

and did so by showcasing the impressive breadth of its achievements and programming.  

                                                 
9 Ibid., 222. 
10 Alan Jackson, On Target 2000, 2. 
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Parramatta Mission Lifeline 

Coming under the title, ‘Parramatta Mission Lifeline’ for a period in the 1990s and a 

deliberate amalgam of ‘Parramatta Mission’ and ‘Lifeline’ services, the organisation’s 

reach and focus in the period were ambitious. More interestingly, the meshing of the 

‘Mission’ with ‘Lifeline’ (resulting in an even broader and more diverse range of services) 

also symbolised the ongoing, sometimes impossible to achieve balance between its 

congregation-based responsibilities – and its mental health, hospitality, accommodation, 

retail and corporate interests and services. In conjoining Parramatta Mission and Lifeline, 

management hoped to lessen the burden of incorporating multiple services under a single 

title, while increasing the fundraising potential of the Mission by effectively giving 

donors and clients ‘two for the price of one.’ Moreover, by embedding long-held “inward 

reaching−outward seeking” imperatives in terms of mental healthcare and counselling 

within practical schemes (designed to provide day-to-day living support in urban 

environments, including via its meal service, ‘The Kitchen’), Parramatta Mission Lifeline 

sought to be an even more versatile presence in the Greater West.11  

Its self-declared “goals” were, “The worship of a God who loves and cares for all 

creation,” “the proclamation of the Truth that every person is of infinite worth as God’s 

child,” “The celebration of Good News that no-one need live a life of alienation, but is 

reconciled to God, to others and to Creation by the life, death and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ,” and “The provision of services enabling people to find identity, self-esteem and 

meaning in their lives.”12  

                                                 
11 Udy, Spark of Grace, 206. 
12 Jackson, On Target 2000, 2. 
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Within such goals, and accompanying set of “objectives” directing its more specific 

operational tasks, the temporary branding of ‘Parramatta Mission Lifeline’ fulfilled and 

endorsed the city mission vision commenced some twenty years earlier by Fullerton and 

Udy. That vision, emanating from the Methodist Synod’s endorsement of Parramatta as 

a regional mission from 1969, had been eagerly pursued by subsequent superintendents 

and lay leaders of the Mission – and with a desire to boost and as needed, reinvent, the 

Mission’s portfolio in pursuit of grants and other means of fiscal sponsorship and 

endorsement.  

Emphasising itself as a ‘one stop shop’ for welfare services and counselling to tackle the 

alarming rise in mental health issues, homelessness and addiction occurring within 

Western Sydney’s expanding population centres in the 1990s, ‘Parramatta Mission 

Lifeline’ attempted to comprehensively address all aspects of contemporary urban need 

under one ‘mega’ title and the combined force of multiple services and personnel. 

Furthermore, it complemented the aims and objectives of the Mission’s short-lived 

‘Urban Discipleship Unit’ (UDU), which had commenced under support minister, Donald 

Carrington, in 1995–1996.13 In line with the reasoning behind the Mission’s short-lived 

amalgamation with Lifeline, the UDU was aimed at more specifically situating its ‘city’ 

based intentions. As Jackson had noted, 

Our Church is learning to love the city, its traffic turmoil and restful 

parklands, its malls and markets, its history and hopes, its pain and pleasures, 

its commercialism and compassion…A City Church has a strong faith, a big 

heart and a universal spirit…Parramatta Mission, positioned so centrally at 

                                                 
13 In 1995, Rev. Geoff Stevenson wrote to Bruce Bennetts, Chairperson of Elders for Leigh Memorial 

Uniting Church regarding the proposed establishment of the UDU, “I believe that we need to look for new 

ways of reaching out to our community with the gospel – this includes people within our different 

programmes, those living in the units in Harris Park through to Granville and to the many people of different 

cultures (socio-economic and ethnic) in our local area. I think we must address this issue in the context of 

our need for evangelical outreach into the local community” including a “new ‘outreach-type’ of worship 

experience for unchurched people.” Letter, “Urban Ministry in Parramatta” (Parramatta Mission Archival 

Collection, 1995). 
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the commercial heart of the community, will always be learning from Jesus’ 

love for the city!14 

By 2000, the UDU had been disbanded – its end brought about by Carrington’s departure 

and its implicit redundancy. Parramatta Mission’s ‘urban’ orientation was, by then, 

wholly implicit in everything it sourced, established, addressed and said. Parramatta 

Mission did not need an UDU because it was an UDU. Similarly, while Lifeline would 

remain under Parramatta Mission’s wing, the turn of the century would witness its re-

branding as ‘Lifeline Western Sydney’ and a restoration of its departmental 

independence. Moreover, its forthcoming designation as a ‘Western Sydney’ venture 

would lead to additional funding, a higher media profile, more geographically diverse 

operation centres, greater public resonance and fresh sponsorships and clientele. Similar 

currency was found in the Mission’s adoption of its new motto in the era: ‘Parramatta 

Mission – Serving Sydney’s Greater West.’ 

The Greater West 

By the 1980s and 1990s, ‘Western Sydney’ or the ‘Greater West’ had become more than 

just geographical titles. The designations had come to represent immediate, socio-

economic connotations based on statistically high unemployment rates, immigration and 

generalised population features (including its reputation as the home of Sydney’s 

“battlers,” public estates and “fibro” housing). Rugby League tribalism of the 1980s is 

recalled via the deeply ingrained and bitter rivalry between the Western Suburbs 

                                                 
14 Alan Jackson, “Being Church in the City (Urban Discipleship Unit − A Reflection Four Years On!’),” 

Parramatta Sunday, November 28, 1999, 1. 
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‘Magpies’ and Parramatta ‘Eels’ (or the “fibros” of the Greater West) and the Manly-

Warringah ‘Sea Eagles’ or “silver-tails” of Sydney’s more affluent North-East.15  

Most of the labels applied to Western Sydney in the era (and since), were generalising 

and cynical, but more importantly ‘convenient,’ or as sociologist Gabrielle Gwyther has 

noted – the title ‘Western Sydney’ is a “shortcut for certain preconceptions: it’s not the 

eastern suburbs, basically.”16 In an article titled ‘Defining Western Sydney’ (2014), 

Gwyther further argues that the “west” had grown too large and complex to come under 

one label, particularly when the label itself is irrelevant, “except in the minds of those 

who never visit.”17 Nonetheless, the term ‘Greater West’ assumed a popular and political 

sensitivity between the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries that brought its 

share of prejudice and derision – but also its share of funding and support. This included 

for those seeking grants for Parramatta Mission and Lifeline Western Sydney at key 

junctures in their historical pathways.  

Public Meetings 

However, while Lifeline’s re-branding as ‘Lifeline Western Sydney’ had been designed 

to carry it into a new millennium and garner more support, the On Target 2000 booklet 

of 1991 situated the Mission firmly in the Uniting Church mindset of the 1990s. With its 

emphasis on selected socio-cultural dilemmas and hot news topics, On Target 2000 

identified not only the Mission’s pre-occupations, but those of the broader church. In it, 

Jackson described the congregations of the Mission as successfully retaining a place in 

the “heart of a modern developing city” and demonstrating a “joyous creative response,” 

                                                 
15 Roy Masters, ‘The Great Fibro versus Silvertail Wars’, Tom Brock Lecture, NSW Leagues’  

Club, September 21, 2005, http://www.tombrock.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/Tom-Brock-

Lecture-Booklet-7.pdf.  
16 Gabrielle Gwyther, cited in James Robertson, “Defining Western Sydney”, Sydney Morning Herald, 

April 5, 2014, https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/defining-western-sydney-20140404-3646u.html. 
17 Ibid. 
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despite what were statistically declining church attendance numbers at Parramatta and 

across the country.18  

Similarly, the Mission of the 1990s reacted to contemporary new stories and ‘hot topics’ 

on a regular basis and remained cognisant of UCA policy on gender equity, cross-cultural 

understanding, reconciliation and community connectivity. This was expressed in its 

hosting of various, interactive events and programs, including 1991’s ‘Racist Violence − 

A Community Awareness Rally’ at Leigh Memorial (with guest speaker Chris Sidoti, 

Assistant Human Rights Commissioner). More regular programs included Sunday 

evening gatherings at Leigh Memorial called ‘Community Awareness Public Meetings.’ 

Covering topics such as ‘Our Homeless Children,’ ‘Land is Life,’ ‘What’s Wrong with 

Economics?’ (subtitled “…a commentary on the mystery and malaise of economics in 

Australia”), ‘Living in the Heart of the Muslim World,’ ‘The Gulf War – What’s it about?’ 

and ‘The New Eastern Europe’ (a response to the recent fall of the Berlin Wall and the 

impact of glasnost) – the Meetings drew enthusiastic audiences. Speakers such as Keith 

Suter, Father Paul Stenhouse and the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 

Commissioner, Warren Simmons, were well-received, while the meetings themselves 

included crowd-pleasing music, question times and supper.  

Anecdotally, the Public Meetings were successful for a time; however, drawing 

participation from the local community proved more challenging to the Mission than 

securing the attendance of its loyal members. The Meetings ended at the close of the 

Jackson era due to decreased interest, although both the Mission and event organisers 

acknowledged the effectiveness of the program as a short-term, awareness-raising tool 

and a means of connecting the Mission with both its city. More interestingly, the Meetings 

                                                 
18 Jackson, On Target 2000, 4. 
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had invoked one of the six ‘city mission’ imperatives laid out by Alan Walker in the 

1980s, encouraging members to “debate on social issues aimed at fashioning a Christian 

conscience in the community.”19 Walker had in fact, suggested that a city mission’s 

provision of open forums on matters of topical interest and social need would facilitate 

the development of better informed and more beneficent communities. Importantly for 

Jackson, the ‘Public Meetings’ program had enabled Parramatta Mission to fulfil this 

objective and publicly demonstrate a lack of fear in tackling controversial issues, or as he 

stated in Being Church in the City (a UDU analysis, 1999): “A city Church is called upon 

to stand tall when the community ask questions.”20 

It is clear from the topical issues chosen for the Public Meetings (including their focus on 

both Australian and international crises) that the UCA’s deliberateness in the areas of 

social responsibility and multiculturalism at the time were responding to an equally 

intense level of contemporary public interest. The community wanted to hear from its 

politicians, educators and religious leaders, and for them to be well-educated and 

informed on what was happening in the world. Similarly, the commitment of church–

civic interests to an appropriate and sensitive engagement with controversial topics was 

commensurate with contemporary demands for greater sensitivity, or as it became known, 

‘political correctness.’21  

Cognisant of such sensitivities, the ‘Public Meetings’ carefully explored what it meant to 

be both Australian and a member of an increasingly ‘global’ community in the 1990s – a 

                                                 
19 Walker, “The Concept of Central Methodist Missions in Australia,” 136. 
20 Jackson, “Being Church in the City,” 1. 
21 “There is a large body of belief in academia and elsewhere that a cluster of opinions about race, ecology, 

feminism, culture and foreign policy defines a kind of ‘correct’ attitude toward the problems of the world, 

a sort of unofficial ideology of the university.” Richard Bernstein, “Ideas & Trends: The Rising Hegemony 

of the Politically Correct,” New York Times, October 28, 1990, para. 3, https://www.ny 

times.com/1990/10/28/weekinreview/ideas-trends-the-rising-hegemony-of-the-politically-correct.html? 

pagewanted=all. 
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topic considered challenging for both Christians and non-Christians alike. Initial public 

responsiveness to the Meetings was also directly linked to community anxieties 

surrounding international events. These included the Gulf War (commenced 1990), the 

proliferation of the World Wide Web (increasing after 1992) and scientific 

experimentation with genetics research and cloning (‘Dolly’ the sheep, 1996). Local 

issues included the Australian Recession (from 1990) and the grassroots impact of high 

unemployment and increased migration.  

Cross-culturalism and inter-faith 

Community concern regarding the implications of increased immigration, cross-

culturalism, Aboriginal rights and inter-religious tolerance in the era were also demanding 

specific attention from Australia’s Christian churches during the late 1970s–1990s, 

including at Parramatta. UCA revisions in the period included the 1985 Assembly 

declaration that “The Uniting Church is a Multicultural Church” and amendments to the 

UCA’s original ‘Basis of Union’ document (1977) that included a reference to the 

Aboriginal peoples of Australia for the first time.22  

The changes of 1985 had provided a forerunner to the Assembly’s official recognition of 

the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress (UAICC), the UCA ‘Don’t 

Celebrate 88’ protests of the Bicentenary (in co-operation with the first peoples), and a 

sharp increase in the exposure of Uniting Church congregations to cross-cultural, 

including Aboriginal, issues as the decade progressed. By 1994, a ‘Covenanting 

Statement’ between the UCA and the UAICC had solidified the Church’s commitment to 

                                                 
22 In 1985, the UCA Assembly claimed its identity in Christ as ‘a multicultural church’ and made a formal 

declaration to that effect: “We are a multicultural Church”. The declaration included some key and far 

reaching actions/characteristics that spoke of how such a church would look and the breadth of change that 

living into and out of such a declaration would bring. Uniting Church in Australia, One Body, Many 

Members – Living Faith and Life Cross-Culturally (Adelaide: Uniting Church in Australia, 2012), paras. 

5–9, https://assembly.uca.org.au/obmm. 
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its Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander members and expressed the hope of broader 

Reconciliation.23 As Clive Pearson has noted, such inclusions and developments within 

the Uniting Church during the period and extending into the 2000s, also “recognized the 

increasing level of cultural diversity within the church’s membership.”24  

Jackson embraced the call to increased cross-culturalism in the worship and practical 

actions of the Mission in the 1990s and declared diversity a sign and a witness to the 

workings of the kingdom of God. This was particularly evident in his support for the 

Parramatta and Ryde/West Meadowbank Fijians who began worshipping and assisting at 

the Mission from the mid-to-late 1980s. In the On Target 2000 booklet, he noted that 

“contact with people of ethnic origin beyond the anglo-celtic stream” was occurring 

throughout the Mission and including those from language groups such as “Indonesian, 

Fijian, Filipino, Cantonese, Pidgin English, Samoan and English.”25 From 1990–91, a 

Chinese speaking Alliance Church was also using the Parramatta site as its base, before 

progressing to occupy the old Westmead Uniting Church at Cotswold Street after its 

Mission congregation moved to Queens Road in 1991.  

In the early 1990s, Jackson also fostered friendly relations with the Bangladeshi Muslim 

Prayer Group of Parramatta and the Parramatta Islamic Association (later the Parramatta 

Mosque) and invited their currently un-situated members to use the Mission’s facilities 

                                                 
23 The ‘Covenant Statement’ was read by the President of the UCA to the Chairperson, the UAICC on 

Sunday 10 July 1994: “I apologise on behalf of the Assembly for all those wrongs done knowingly or 

unknowingly to your people by the Church and seek your forgiveness. I ask you to help us discover ways 

to make amends.” The Response included the following: “We pray that God will guide you together with 

us in developing a covenant to walk together practically so that the words of your statement may become a 

tangible expression of His justice and love for all creation. We ask you to remember this covenant by 

remembering that our land is now also sustaining your people by God's grace.” “Covenanting Statement: 

1994,” Uniting Church in Australia Assembly, https://assembly.uca.org.au/resources/covenanting/item/ 

135-covenanting-statement-1994. 
24 Clive Pearson, Who are We? The Call to Live Cross-culturally, leaflet (Parramatta Mission, April 30, 

2017). 
25 Jackson, On Target 2000, 5. 
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for prayer space and meetings. In this effort, Jackson was invoking the UCA cross-

cultural surety that “The unity which is to be found in a culturally diverse church is a 

foretaste of the reconciliation of all things in Christ.”26 In 1991, he reflected on the 

projected benefits of building diverse relationships with other denominations, faiths and 

cultures in Parramatta, including all things ‘noble’ and ‘good’ involved in the practice of 

cross-culturalism and interfaith dialogue,  

Cross-cultural influences will remould society in a virtually unpredictable 

fashion. Whilst the overwhelming force of Western culture will prevail, our 

communities would be wise to examine each facet of other cultures, 

embracing all that is “true…noble…good and pure” for the benefit of all. The 

Mission and its worshipping congregations will be models of true cross-

cultural co-operation and community development.27 

On Jackson’s retirement in 1999, the Islamic Association of Parramatta formally 

acknowledged his pioneering efforts in the sphere of interfaith mutuality in the city and 

his unprecedented openness to Muslim−Christian property sharing – an 

acknowledgement of cross-cultural and religious cooperation which is ongoing. When 

recently interviewed for the UCA Assembly website as part of ‘Interfaith September,’ 

chairperson of the Parramatta Islamic Culture Association and Parramatta Mosque, Neil 

El-Kadomi, OAM, recalled, “We used to pray in a garage on George Street, Parramatta. 

Rev. Alan Jackson knew we were suffering…so he asked us if we would like to use the 

church and we said yes.”28  

Leigh Fijian 

Also acknowledging Jackson’s cross-cultural contributions during the decade were the 

Fijian congregations of Parramatta Mission. In 1989, shortly after his arrival, Jackson had 

                                                 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid., 28.  
28 Neil El-Kadomi, ‘One for all in Parramatta’, https://assembly.uca.org.au/rof/rof-news/item/2141-one-

for-all-in-parramatta. 
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met Taniela Lotu, a Fijian evangelist working nightshifts at the Mission’s Hope Hostel. 

Lotu, along with Jackson, his colleague Geoff Stevenson and Fijian leader Adriu 

Rogoimuri, became crucial figures in negotiations between the Mission’s Church Council 

and Parramatta’s Fijian attendees towards the Fijian congregations’ formal welcome into 

the Mission family as the ‘Fijian Parish of Parramatta Mission’ on 1 September 1991.29  

The commencement of the Fijian Parish was a landmark event, recalling a history of 

Parramatta Mission connectivity with the Pacific via early missionaries, Walter Lawry 

and John Watsford. The coming of a Fijian congregation to Parramatta was, therefore, 

considered relevant within the Mission’s historical framework, implicit in its cross-

cultural beliefs and sanctioned unreservedly by the PM congregations and both the 

Parramatta–Nepean Presbytery and the NSW/ACT Synod.30 In 2011, for the Fijian 

congregation’s 20th Anniversary, Jackson and Stevenson reflected,  

The faith of the Fijian people has always contributed greatly to the community 

of the Church and inspired its life of witness and service. The cohesion and 

co-operation that the congregations have experienced across the years, is 

cause for gratitude to God and a creative expression of the “unity of the Spirit” 

to which the scriptures call us.31  

Waqabaca’s commencement in 2002 as the first Fijian-born, Australian-trained, bi-

lingual UCA minister in Australia and the first dedicated minister of the Fijian 

congregations and Westmead congregation of Parramatta Mission, further enhanced the 

stability and potentiality of the Fijian presence and enabled its origins to be recorded in 

the 2011 congregational history, The Sprouting Coconut −Sa kadre na Niu Tabacakacaka 

                                                 
29 Waqabaca and de Réland (eds), The Sprouting Coconut, 22. 
30 “Eventually, the Parramatta Mission Church Council received with enthusiasm and unanimous 

agreement, the suggestion that the Fijian Congregations of Parramatta and Ryde-West Meadowbank be 

linked formally with the Mission. The sanction of both the Parramatta-Nepean Presbytery and the NSW 

Synod was sought and granted.” Alan Jackson and Geoff Stevenson, “Congregations Unite in Worship, 

Work and Witness,” in Waqabaca and de Réland (eds.), The Sprouting Coconut, 15. 
31 Ibid., 6. 
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Ermington/Parramatta, Celebrating 20 Years 1991–2011. In the book, Waqabaca 

reviewed over twenty years of Fijian contribution at the Mission and described her 

campaign to secure more Fijian-Australian UCA ministers from the second and third 

generations: “Ministry with my own people has given me the greatest joy…(and)…I am 

delighted that we are striving to raise new leaders.”32  

For the Mission’s ministers, Jackson, Stevenson, Dawson, Roberts, Carrington and 

Trevor Jennings, in addition to Brian Smith at the turn of the century, efforts with and for 

the Fijian congregations enabled the realisation of many internal cross-cultural goals, in 

addition to those inherent within UCA praxis – or as the ‘Basis of Union’ had stated, “The 

Uniting Church believes that Australians are called to bear witness to a unity of faith and 

life in Christ which transcends cultural and economic, national and racial boundaries.”33  

In this way, the presence of the Fijian Parish at Parramatta Mission also further connected 

the Mission to the City of Parramatta and Western Sydney – a region already experiencing 

cross-cultural exchange at its most vibrant. It was, as Waqabaca stated in The Sprouting 

Coconut (quoting from Jeremiah 6:16) – a time “at the crossroads,” and one in which the 

community should “look and ask for the ancient paths, where the good way lies.”34 

Interestingly, just as the nomenclature of the Fijian involvement at Parramatta altered 

over time from ‘Fijian Parish’ to ‘Leigh Fijian’ (acknowledging the congregational split 

at Ermington in which a portion of the congregation moved to Rooty Hill and a portion 

to Parramatta), various models were put forward in relation to the Mission’s name and/or 

its organisational focus during the 1990s−2000s. A matter often revisited in the era was 

whether the “Parramatta” in ‘Parramatta Mission’ created certain limits. This had been a 

                                                 
32 Veitinia Waqabaca, “Profile,” in Waqabaca and de Réland, The Sprouting Coconut, 67. 
33 Uniting Church in Australia Assembly, “Basis of Union,” para. 2. 
34 Waqabaca and de Réland, The Sprouting Coconut, 6. 
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catalyst in the Mission’s re-naming of ‘Lifeline Parramatta’ to ‘Lifeline Western Sydney.’ 

However, despite the geographical specificities associated with Parramatta, and negative 

associations attached to the word ‘mission’ (based on the ill-treatment of Aboriginal 

people at some Christian mission sites in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries) − the 

name ‘Parramatta Mission’ prevailed.  

Moreover, its more positive associations, including as a daily provider of meals and 

support services to the area’s marginalised, mentally ill, homeless and addicted, enabled 

its name to continue with some affectionate regard. While the issue would be raised and 

debated again in 2012 (involving a proposed re-branding as ‘Uniting Hope’), the 

Mission’s name was retained as “It is clear that the brand ‘Parramatta Mission’ has broad 

appeal and enjoys a far greater presence than a simple geographical identity.”35 The 

usefulness of the Mission’s name was also reinforced within a family of fellow, not-for-

profit Christian missions such as Wesley Mission, Sydney City Mission and Mission 

Australia – all operating on the long-standing imperatives of ‘worship, witness and 

service’ and perceived in the popular mind as resolutely caring for those in need. 

The 1990s: Community services 

Parramatta and its fellow Missions in the era were also boosted by their volunteers. In 

The Year in Review: A Glance at Parramatta Mission Life in 1994, Jackson noted, 

“Parramatta Mission is a unique Church. Responding to God’s challenges, it has become 

the largest community-based deliverer of caring services in the Western Sydney 

                                                 
35 Parramatta Mission, A Uniting Church Community Transforming Lives, So What is Happening at 

Parramatta Mission?, pamphlet, February 22, 2012 (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection), 10. 
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region…(and)…no-one is more generous than the members of our volunteer force.” That 

force, he said, numbered 505, with paid staff numbering 90.36 

The bulk of Parramatta Mission’s volunteers were involved in its ‘Community Services’ 

network, which in the 1990s included ‘Women’s Services’ such as Thelma Brown 

Cottage (crisis accommodation for women and children) and the Peg Alderson, Val 

Howson and Joy Udy Cottages. ‘Men’s Services’ were centred on Hope Hostel, ‘Youth 

Services’ involved Ebbeck House (youth crisis accommodation) and Leigh Lodge 

(accommodation for country youth), with ‘Mental Health Services’ including the Irene 

Luth Cottage, the Gloster Udy Villas and the Leisure Club (a social and creative group 

for young adults living with mental illness).  

In addition to such services, the Mission continued to oversee Lifeline Western Sydney 

and from 1995–2002, minister Neale Roberts led a visitation ministry to people living 

with HIV/AIDS through the Mission’s UDU. Casual hospital chaplaincy services were 

supplied at both the adult and children’s hospitals at Westmead in this period and an 

entirely volunteer-staffed ‘Community Visitors Scheme’ was also commenced. The 

Mission’s ‘Hope’ cottages also supplied long-term accommodation for clients. It was a 

full and diverse portfolio, with strong implications for the Mission’s goal of civic 

interactivity and relevance. 

Public profile 

Despite the breadth of its offerings however, it was ‘The Kitchen’ (the Mission’s free 

meals service, providing lunches at both Parramatta and Penrith) and Lifeline Western 

                                                 
36 Jackson, The Year in Review, 6. 
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Sydney, that became the Parramatta Mission ventures most supported by media interest 

and local business. As reported in the Workers News,  

A hot food kitchen was opened in Parramatta, in Sydney’s Western Suburbs, 

last December by Parramatta Mission Lifeline. Rev. Alan Jackson told 

Workers News that the numbers being served meals, had soared from nine per 

day when the kitchen began to an average of more than 100 per day. Last 

Monday 138 meals were served…Bob, a 38 year old unemployed chef who 

came to the Parramatta kitchen… (commented) ‘You’ll have to ask Keating 

as to why we’ve got soup kitchens’...”37 

In another article titled “Soup Kitchen to Return to the City,” the Mercury reported, “It 

may go under the name ‘free food diner’ but it’s hard to hide the fact that Parramatta is 

seeing the return of the soup kitchen.” It went on to quote Jackson as saying, “We are 

really feeling the pressure of the recession and have had to provide a lot more 

welfare…Last month we had to hand out 157 food hampers to the needy.”38 

In 1991, Parramatta Mission Lifeline received a Parramatta Chamber of Commerce 

‘Award for Business Excellence.’ It was pointed out that “Although not operating as a 

business in the strictest sense, the service attracted much comment from the judging panel 

for its commitment to Parramatta.” Moreover, the judging panel commented on the 

Mission as “a very worthy entry providing a necessary service to the less fortunate and 

needy in Parramatta.”39  

The Mission’s unique placement as both a community service and a business enterprise 

in the 1990s managed to engage the interest of the civic sphere and business, and to find 

a Christian link in every aspect of its operations. It also provided a community example, 

                                                 
37 “Families forced to turn to soup kitchens”, newspaper clipping, Workers News (Parramatta Mission 

Archival Collection, n.d.) 
38 “Soup Kitchen to Return to the City,” Parramatta Mercury, December 17, 1991. 
39 “Report on the 1991 Parramatta Business Excellence Awards,” newspaper clipping (Parramatta Mission 

Archival Collection, n.d.). 



 

381 

as evidenced in its hosting of a ‘Redeeming the City’ conference/consultation of city 

missions (1990), and in cooperation with the Pacific College for Evangelism. Similarly, 

the Leigh Memorial congregation hosted a ‘Parramatta Foundation Week Civic Service’ 

in 1991, with special guest the Lord Mayor of Parramatta, Alan Hyam and in 1996, 

Jackson arranged an ‘Annual Church Service for Business, Commerce and Industry,’ 

guest speaker Keith Suter. The event further emphasised the Mission’s intense pre-

occupation with finances, corporate liaison and business connections in the era and 

highlighted factors in its 1990s’ praxis that routinely connected it to the civic order and 

its aspirations as a ‘city’ mission.  

Similarly, its higher media profile and business support helped the Mission to secure 

patrons such as ex-Australian Wallabies Captain, Nick Farr-Jones and after him, 

Australian Cricket Captain, Mark Taylor.40 These patrons and additional celebrities, guest 

speakers and performers, including Peter FitzSimons and the Wiggles’ Anthony Field, 

featured at various gala dinners, formal balls and fundraising auctions during the 1990s. 

Mid-to-late in the decade, a group of Parramatta businesspeople fostered by the Mission’s 

Executive, and including Fundraising Manager Chris Cunliffe-Jones, also began to 

operate as the ‘Friends of Parramatta Mission,’ organising numerous, high-profile 

business/community events to both aid and highlight the Mission’s work. Efforts by the 

Friends included 1999’s ‘Big Jump for the Homeless’ in which sponsored supporters 

abseiled from the roof of the Park Royal Hotel in Parramatta to the ground below, raising 

                                                 
40 “Happy Anniversary Celebrations to all at Parramatta Mission! The work you do is truly amazing. The 

dreams that have brought into being so many vital caring programmes at the Mission must be God-sent. 

That’s the only way of explaining it all.” Mark Taylor, Australian Cricket Captain and Patron of Parramatta 

Mission, ‘The Church that Goes to the Trouble’, Parramatta Sunday, newsletter. (Parramatta Mission 

Archival Collection, 1996). 
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funds for the Mission’s community service network and securing media attention. For a 

time, the Big Jumps became annual events. 

Business and property 

Self-consciousness regarding the business profile and level of investment held by the 

Mission in the 1990s was evident in some Mission Statements, including one printed in 

the On Target 2000 booklet of 1991. Among a collection of reports, one regarding money 

spent on recent Wesley Lodge Motel refurbishments (to a Parish Council sanctioned 

amount of $250,000) – was accompanied by the shouted message, “The Motel is…THE 

MISSION HELPING ITSELF!! When we finally meet the huge debt on the buildings 

THE MISSION WILL HAVE ADDITIONAL INCOME TO CREATE NEW 

COMMUNITY SERVICES.”41  

In this and other public statements, defensiveness regarding the Mission’s spending or 

program choices was accompanied by equally emphatic justifications of its broad range 

of property dealings for community service provision. The tone of much of its informal 

reporting in the era was also filled with hyperbole. A 1993 report written for the 

Parramatta Mission Life congregation newsletter and titled, “Full House and a Full Cup!” 

described a fundraising dinner with Nick Farr-Jones as “nothing less than a magnificent 

success!...All the superlatives flowed: ‘wonderful’ – ‘delightful’ – ‘exciting’ – ‘beautiful’ 

– ‘inspiring’!!...None of the best hospitality services in our city could have done better 

(many might never reach that standard)…”42 

                                                 
41 Jackson, On Target 2000, 7. 
42 “A Full House and a Full Cup!,” Parramatta Mission Life (newsletter), Parramatta Mission Archival 

Collection (1993): 3. 
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Property also engendered excitement at the Mission in the 1990s, with speculative 

evaluation and/or the purchase and sale of numerous buildings and land being undertaken 

in an effort to “see where the Spirit leads…(to) take risks, live out our faith and see 

property as a vehicle for mission.”43 This statement, issued by then Mission Secretary, 

Ian Gray and repeated in Mission documentation of the time, denoted the regard with 

which fiscal investment was held as a conduit for evangelistic enterprise and missionary 

realisation. Furthermore, the O’Keefe, Panas & Partners’ Feasibility/Developmental 

Analysis (including a lengthy client/supporter survey), commissioned by Jackson and his 

leadership cohort in 1990, had outlined a strategy for future growth involving increased 

financial and networking efforts, and astute property acquisitions. This included 

suggestions such as “Tapping into new State Grants,” “Cultivating some influential 

persons and key prospects” and “Preparing to form a Fundraising Steering Committee.”44 

Moreover, the Feasibility/Developmental Analysis set a path for property purchases and 

sales that was importantly endorsed at both corporate and congregation ends of the 

Parramatta Mission supporter spectrum.  

Key property transactions in the 1990s subsequently included the sale of a portion of land 

occupied by the Mission’s Koompartoo farm, which was subdivided and sold for 

residential development, the purchase for $1 million and subsequent sale for profit of a 

small, residential unit block at North Parramatta (used for a time as the Mission’s ‘Ebbeck 

House’), the sale of Penrith and Parramatta properties previously used by Lifeline; the 

purchase and sale of ‘Harborne’ B&B, the sale of the St. Alban’s Conference Centre, the 

purchase of a Westmead parsonage; and the purchase and refurbishment of a well-placed 

                                                 
43 de Réland, Our Church, 125. 
44 O’Keefe, Panas & Partners, Feasibility/Development Analysis, report (Parramatta Mission Archival 

Collection, 1990), 3. 
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Westmead apartment block (later converted into the Mission’s ‘Wesley Apartments,’ an 

accommodation facility for country families with children receiving treatment at 

Westmead Children’s Hospital).45 

In addition to the heightened significance of property in the era, the Mission’s 1990s’ 

logo (a blue dove, with a rising sun motif in the background), and its motto, ‘Serving 

Sydney’s Greater West,’ symbolised a busy period of expansion and service. Recalling 

the appearance of the UCA ‘red dove’ emblem and employing the “serving” catchline 

utilised in many commercial and hospitality enterprises, its branding ahead of the new 

millennium encapsulated Parramatta Mission’s unique, contemporary missiology. It also 

evidenced the delicate balance that had come to exist between the Mission’s faith-driven 

outreach and its commercial extension.  

‘Balancing the books’ in both respects became a challenge in the era and assumed a much 

higher level of responsibility given the large amounts of money involved. While property 

was always considered a “vehicle for mission” at Parramatta, its fluctuations and 

challenges in the era, including those imposed by the Australian Recession and its 

aftermath, led to the need for constant revision amongst its property managers and the use 

of clear heads. Thankfully, as those associated with the 1990s retrospectively noted, the 

Mission had been otherwise “blessed by visionary decisions in years past − particularly 

the purchase of the Westmead site.”46  

Hospitality services 

The Mission’s upsurge in hospitality services during the period was also forward-

thinking. Moreover, it was infused with obvious professionalism due to its staff and a 

                                                 
45 Ian Gray, PM Property Transactions 1990+ (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 2010). 
46 Ibid. 
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commitment to operational excellence. Hospitality-related improvements at Westmead 

ultimately included upgrades to Wesley Lodge Motel (bringing it to a 3.5 star rating) and 

to the Leigh Memorial Coffee Shop (which expanded its menu and prices in an ill-fated 

effort to compete with Parramatta’s rising ‘café scene’). In this period, the Tudor Tea 

Rooms and AJ’s Restaurant (named in honour of Alan Jackson) also came into being at 

Westmead – with the creation of this additional hospitality venture occurring within the 

Gloster Udy Christian Centre and fulfilling more of the objectives of the site. The 

existence of the café/restaurant at Westmead also created connections with the local 

community and hospital staff, while complementing Parramatta’s Coffee Shop and its 

community meals service, ‘The Kitchen.’ This operation, re-named after its original title 

‘Exodus’ clashed with the pre-existing Bill Crews’ operation at Homebush, was again re-

named as ‘Meals Plus’ in 2001 and re-modelled to include additional services because 

“Sustenance is so much more than filling an empty stomach…”47 

Encapsulating the good intentions, but fiscal risk inherent in hospitality ventures in the 

period was the ill-fated reinvention and marketing of the Mission’s ‘Harborne’ bed and 

breakfast facility. A grand, Georgian-era historic home in nearby Harris Park (dating from 

1858), Harborne was originally built for Mission pioneer, Walter Lawry and temporarily 

owned by early twentieth century Leigh Memorial trustee and Royal Doulton 

representative, John Shorter. Purchased for use by the Mission as a luxury ‘B&B’ in 1996, 

and for a time, the jewel in its hospitality services range, its promotion as an 

accommodation option to the public and business sector was particularly active in the 

lead-up to the Sydney Olympics in 2000. However, the venture could not be sustained. 

Despite the property’s links to early Methodism in Parramatta and significant money 

                                                 
47 “What’s in a name?,” Parramatta Advertiser, July 11, 2001. 
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spent on its heritage-sensitive refurbishment, the Mission executive of the early 2000s 

decided to sell. As outlined in its 2001 press release, “We have been left with no 

alternative than to sell Harborne. The proceeds will be used to reduce the Mission’s debt 

and contribute towards maintaining the core services.”48 

Heritage 

In addition to property purchases in the 1990s and a flurry of activity at Westmead, Leigh 

Memorial was also the focus of a property upgrade in the period. A large-scale 

refurbishment of the heritage church was the focal point for this and not unconnected to 

Jackson’s intense personal interest in the Mission’s history. In 1996, he had initiated a 

175th Jubilee Year Thanksgiving service attended by the President of the UCA Assembly, 

and a worship event called Our Amazing Mission, involving a dramatic presentation of 

characters from the church’s past. ‘Heritage Week’ in 1998 would involve the dedication 

of the refurbished Walter Lawry Vestry and museum, and the cataloguing of the Brawn 

Collection of Methodist archival documents. Throughout Jackson’s tenure, there was a 

proliferation of similar, heritage-related anniversaries, acknowledgements, memorials 

and events and press releases highlighting and celebrating the Mission’s past. 

In the mid-1990s, Jackson also co-ordinated improvements to Leigh Memorial Church 

via roof repairs, changes to its entry, a cleaning of the sandstone and some internal re-

configuration. More interestingly, he also ardently pursued the possibility of reinstating 

the church’s spire (once the tallest and most majestic in Parramatta but dismantled due to 

safety concerns in two stages between 1919 and 1921).49 In an article written by Jackson 

                                                 
48 Brian Smith, Harborne, press release (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 2001). 
49 “Leigh Memorial Church Minister, Reverend Alan Jackson, isn’t afraid of an uphill climb for sponsorship 

to get the church a new spire. “Leigh”, as the church is affectionately known to members of the 

congregation, is currently cloaked in scaffolding for a $150,000 restoration…But the money won’t run to 

a 15 metre spire to replace the original one…” “Seeking cash to rebuild church spire”, Mercury, 2 March, 
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in retirement, called ‘Got to Get the Spire Higher – The Leigh Memorial Church 

Restorations 1995-6’ (2010), he commented,  

How important is it that the church’s spire be restored?...The Church no 

longer needs an architectural gesture to assert its place in the life of Parramatta 

city…however, it would be appropriate for the city of Parramatta itself, as 

well as those who love old Leigh, to see the building completely restored to 

its former glory with its elegant spire once again directing the city’s attention 

beyond the fracas of the business world to those eternal realities which have 

always been at the heart of the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.50 

The congregations 

On a congregational level, the 1990s at Parramatta witnessed a surge in attendances for 

the Leigh Memorial, Westmead and Fijian congregations and a healthy range of inter-

generational programs and Mission-based interactions. Janet Dawson, the Mission’s first 

female minister who arrived in 1995, was instrumental in strengthening the basis of 

congregation life at Westmead. The new, multi-purpose facility at Queens Road, situated 

beside the Mission’s Wesley Lodge Motel and opposite what was the largest teaching 

hospital in the Southern Hemisphere, fulfilled many, longstanding city mission 

objectives, and was considered an important centre for further outreach in the area – or 

as the Mission’s executive had noted, 

Consolidating worship, witness and service onto the single campus at 

Westmead was a significant and controversial step. Once consolidated onto 

the current site – the Uniting Church was (and is) the only denomination with 

a worshipping congregation on the “hospital side” of Westmead. 

Symbolically, this is a very important statement to the community.51 

                                                 
1995: 1-2. (NB: A press photograph accompanying the article, depicts a smiling Jackson, without safety 

equipment/harness, climbing on the Leigh Memorial church roof). 
50 Alan Jackson, Got to Get the Spire Higher – The Leigh Memorial Church Restorations 1995-6, article 

(Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 2010), 2. 
51 Ian Gray, “Westmead, 1990–1991,” Parramatta Mission Heritage Week, 2011, pamphlet (Parramatta 

Mission, 2011), 11. 
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At Leigh Memorial, ministers Stevenson and Jennings continued to co-ordinate member 

visitations and a palliative care ministry. During the period, music remained an important 

component of congregational life, with the Leigh Memorial Choir still operating after 

nearly a century and new, congregation-led musical productions taking place as a means 

of securing broader congregational involvement and interest. They included ‘The 

Dreamer’ (1994) and ‘Bow Down’ (1995), which took place in the Leigh Memorial 

Fellowship Centre, were open to the public and had a fundraising role for the Mission. 

Similarly, the Mission hosted ‘Carols in the Park’ (the city’s annual, Parramatta Park 

celebration) in 1995 and 1996. Sponsored by Parramatta Council, Westfield Parramatta 

and multiple corporate interests, the events were ecumenical in nature, Christian in 

context and aimed at raising funds for Lifeline Western Sydney. They were also the 

largest-scale Mission events held in the 1990s and among the most effective in terms of 

the organisation’s civic and community objectives. 

The Smith era 

While the 1990s at Parramatta Mission had progressed at pace and with an unprecedented 

level of change, expansiveness, promotional success and human activity, times were set 

to change. The arrival of the 2000s inevitably represented shifts, subtle and otherwise, in 

the Mission’s intent and praxis, including some that would prove challenging for 

members more accustomed to Jackson’s generous and convivial vision. Following the 

commencement of Brian Smith as superintendent in 2000, the Mission’s official logo 

retained its ‘blue dove,’ but noticeably toned down its rising sun/halo motif and 

immediately looked more measured. Heavily worded Mission Statements, which 

characterised the Jackson era, gave way to more economical versions, including Smith’s 

first efforts at defining the Mission’s ‘Vision’ and ‘Purpose’:  
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Vision: A Community where all are enabled, valued and included…Purpose: 

Responding to the gospel of Jesus Christ by uniting with the diverse peoples 

of Western Sydney to create communities of hope and love…52  

Smith, an English-born and raised civil engineer, and a poet, had come to the Mission 

after an eight year role as National Secretary of Frontier Services for the UCA. While 

requiring him to shift from working in remote areas to those of an urban hub, and to step 

into the sizeable shoes of Jackson, Smith expressed feeling inspired by his new role. In 

an interview for the Parramatta/Holroyd Sun in 2000, he commented, “I can live equally 

in the country or the city − I feel very at home in Parramatta…I like its vibrancy, I like 

its multicultural nature…”53  

In a 1999 article about his arrival in the Mission’s Parramatta Sunday newsletter, Smith 

noted his attraction to the Mission’s commitment to social justice, the happy co-existence 

of its congregations and its program of community services, “I think this is a great 

strength. While there can be tensions between different aspects of a Mission’s life, they 

are the creative tensions of a holistic ministry and I believe the church can learn to live 

joyfully with them.”54 Fresh from his studies in conflict resolution and change 

management (and cognisant of various excesses emanating from the Mission’s spending 

over the previous decade), he soon set about a fearless process of trimming and 

rationalisation.  

Mission management accepted the introduction of a more ‘stripped back’ and rationalist 

approach to its multifarious interests at the start of a new century, but translating such 

change at a congregational level proved more problematic for Smith. The 2002 shut-down 

                                                 
52 Brian Smith, Mission Statement (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 2000). 
53 “Brian Smith,” Parramatta/Holroyd Sun, January 19, 2000, re-printed in Parramatta Mission Life 

newsletter, 3 (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection). 
54 “A Mission Welcome to Brian Smith,” Parramatta Sunday newsletter, December 1999, 1 (Parramatta 

Mission Archival Collection). 
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of the longstanding, fondly-regarded (if no longer financially viable) Leigh Memorial 

Coffee Shop and with it, its congregation-based volunteers, proved a contentious decision 

– and one with lasting repercussions for Smith’s leadership. Also disappearing in the early 

Smith era were the School for Seniors, the Women’s Fellowship, the Leigh Memorial 

Choir, the Leigh Singers and a number of previous members and affiliates. 

The 2000s: a SMART strategy 

The disbanding of certain programs in the early 2000s (and mostly due to organic 

disintegration) was accompanied by various, ‘politically correct’ revisions, including the 

removal of the word ‘Fellowship’ from building and program names as a gesture of 

perceived gender neutrality. Smith’s initial ‘cut and run’ approach in such matters was 

intended to exemplify his favoured ‘SMART’ strategy: “Specific, Measurable, 

Achievable, Realistic, Time-constrained,” but had, in fact, resulted in confusion and angst 

at a crucial, grassroots level.55 

By 2001, repercussions arising from Smith’s agenda had necessitated a leadership 

delineation review. In a message printed in the Parramatta Sunday newsletter of 23 

December 2001 by the Leigh Memorial Congregational Council, Smith’s role (two years 

into his appointment) was clarified as primarily dealing with the programs and services 

of the Mission and only providing “limited preaching and pastoral responsibility within 

the congregations.” Taking “full responsibility for the Leigh Congregations including 

preaching and pastoral care” was to be Jennings, who had commenced two years prior to 

Smith in 1998 and was, by 2001, well acquainted with the congregation’s needs.56 

Jennings, albeit often perceived as ‘experimental’ and inappropriate by conservative 

                                                 
55 Strategic Dialogue, pamphlet, May 5, 2002, 5 (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection). 
56 “Important Notice,” Parramatta Mission newsletter, December 23, 2001, 2 (Parramatta Mission Archival 

Collection). 
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elements within the congregations and the wider Church, was deemed suitable for the 

task. Nonetheless, while ostensibly a ‘practical’ correction in role management, the 

newsletter notice indicated the extent of tensions felt by Smith in the balance between his 

Mission role and his interaction with the congregations. It also revealed underlying issues 

arising from his uneasy, early dealings with some congregation groups. As part of the 

notice, the congregations were promised a forthcoming “confidential survey” in which 

their opinions on the division of responsibilities would be ascertained. The situation was 

however, to remain largely unresolved throughout Smith’s tenure, except on an executive 

level where strategic dialogues and management strategies began to produce quantifiable 

results. 

Smith’s early experience with the Mission’s Fijian congregation at Parramatta was less 

contentious. Mindful of the strategies that he was promoting in relation to “respecting 

cultural backgrounds” and fuelled by his contact with first peoples via his key role with 

Frontier Services over recent years, Smith began a close liaison with the Fijian Parish of 

Parramatta Mission from the time of his arrival. This complemented the already close 

relationship established by Jackson, Stevenson and Jennings, and offered potential for 

growth. Possibilities for this also arose as Dawson prepared to conclude her appointment 

at Westmead, and the search for her replacement began. Aware of both Westmead’s 

requirements and the Fijians’ goal of securing a bi-lingual minister to guide their 

congregations through the demanding years of a new millennium, and in the case of the 

Fijian congregation, to deal with various ‘settlement’ and ‘second generation’ issues – 

Smith set about finding an appropriate appointee.  

As recalled in The Sprouting Coconut (2011),  
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Brian personally ensured that the processes to ‘call’ a Minister were followed 

through without delay – and on 1st July 2002, Rev. Veitinia Waqabaca became 

the resident Minister for both the Fijian Parish and the Westmead 

Congregation. The 10-year goal of the Fijian Parish to call their first Minister 

was attained within just 5 years. Thank you Rev. Brian Smith for your 

legacy!57  

Smith’s perspective on the events of 2001–2002 was equally enthused, 

I’ve always been impressed with the way you − the Fijian congregations of 

Parramatta Mission − live out the gospel in your lifestyle, sharing, joy, 

commitment and humility…I’m very pleased to have played a small role in 

enabling your full participation in the life of the Mission.58  

In addition to the ‘expansion’ provided via its then four congregations, the Mission’s 

desire to add, progress and grow was unrelenting. In the Parramatta Mission ‘Strategic 

Dialogue’ document (5 May 2002), “expansion and efficiency” were key words. 

Moreover, the following were listed as the Mission’s ‘Key Strategies’ as agreed by the 

Church Council in October 2001,  

Grow the congregations of the Mission; Raise Parramatta Mission’s profile; 

Become better integrated as an organisation; Address identified quality 

deficits between current work and the values and vision of the Mission; 

Identify and develop the natural growing edges towards the vision of the 

Mission; and, Become financially viable.59  

Smith’s influence throughout the document is marked by a tight methodology and a 

broad, uncompromising schedule of reform. Under each “objective” were listed 

strategies, issues, priorities, specific timelines and resources. “Advocacy in relation to 

human rights” was listed as referring to “indigenous peoples, refugees/asylum seeker, 

male violence, migrant issues, homelessness, mental illness, gambling, homosexuality, 

youth, crime” − with attached notes: “Put more deliberate energy into advocacy role. Pick 

                                                 
57 Waqabaca and de Réland, The Sprouting Coconut, 17.  
58 Ibid. 
59 Strategic Dialogue, 1. 



 

393 

cutting edge issues with which we are involved. Research thoroughly. Advocacy → Govt, 

Advocacy → Media.”60  

Other objectives covered in the Strategic Dialogue document of 2002 were, “Fostering a 

culture of recognition, where all staff are encouraged, enabled to develop their skills…,” 

“More information sharing/develop cross divisional peer support groups,” “Transition out 

of recycled clothing into laundry…Target UCA nursing home sector,” and “Move 

meetings from monthly to weekly to implement strategic action plans.” Beyond official 

considerations, suggestions arising from a survey of the congregations included, “Move 

church outside the building. The mall?” and “More diverse delivery of the gospel.”61 The 

arrival in 2003 of support minister, Martin Goodwin, would assist in the realisation of 

certain goals, while the Mission would continue to seek a more effective public profile. 

Smith’s resulting three-tiered strategy was “Building Community with the 

Congregations,” “Building Community with Mission Staff” and “Building Community 

in the Wider Community.”62 A complementary follow-up document called, Leigh 

Memorial Congregation Strategic Dialogue (29 May 2002) suggested “Having a team of 

welcomers,” “Wear name tags,” “Contact cards in pews” and “Invite interesting 

speakers.”63 Each point arising from the congregations’ Strategic Dialogue was then 

accompanied by an ‘Action Plan,’ including the person or people responsible and the 

budget for each (most of which were at “nil” cost).64  

                                                 
60 Ibid., 7. 
61 Ibid., 2. 
62 Ibid., 3. 
63 Leigh Memorial Congregation Strategic Dialogue, May 29, 2002, 1 (Parramatta Mission Archival 

Collection). 
64 Ibid., 3. 
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As such, congregational planning was soon operating at a level of administrative 

efficiency once reserved for purely ‘Mission’ matters. For some, the upgrade in 

organisational precision and accountability, including financial accountability, was a 

blessing designed to increase membership and innovation, while for others, it added 

unnecessary pressure within a predominantly voluntary setting, and one traditionally 

exempt from the likes of SWOT analyses and the outcome-orientated processes typical 

of corporate environments.  

Nonetheless, both Congregational Council and Mission staff set about implementing 

Smith’s strategies within the first half of the 2000s, no doubt aided by an upsurge in 

millennial anticipation and a hyper-awareness of the ‘new age.’ It was a time still reeling 

from 9/11 and the new ‘War on Terror,’ while the internet and various communication 

technologies were surging, and both alternative religiosity and atheism were becoming 

enculturated phenomena. LGBTQI advocacy was also increasing, as were movements 

within the Christian Churches towards ‘contemporary’ and ‘alternate’ forms of worship 

– along with increased community interest in Pentecostalism.  

Statistically by the half-way point in the first decade of the twenty-first century, Australia 

was significantly more diverse, including in its religious profile. By 2006, 1.1 million or 

5.6% of Australians were affiliated with a non-Christian religion and of these main three 

(Buddhism, Islam and Hinduism), 66% had been born overseas. Although accounting for 

a small number nationally, growth in non-Christian affiliation since the 1980s had been 

significant, particularly in LGAs such as Parramatta. By 2006, those nominating as ‘No 

Religion’ increased to 19% of Australia’s population. Representing a rise from 6.7% in 

1971, the figure was deeply telling of the position in which the Christian Churches found 
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themselves at the outset of a new millennium and the existence of mounting pressure to 

re-envisage their interaction with the Australian community.65  

Not unsurprisingly during this period, the Uniting Church began busily upgrading some 

of its operational features and adding ‘biblical underpinnings’ to previous cross-cultural, 

inter-faith and sexuality-related documentation. This was evidenced in the UCA 

document A Church For All God’s People (2006), which reiterated that “All human 

beings are created by God in the image and likeness of God.”66 Two years earlier, in 2004, 

Leigh Memorial had hosted a ‘Uniting Networks’ Annual Worship Service and meeting 

with the theme, ‘Daring to embrace diversity’ and subtitled, “Celebrating the participation 

of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered people in the life of the Uniting Church.”67 

The host minister was Smith and the guest preacher was Elizabeth Raine. Also occurring 

in 2004, the small Jo Eun Korean faith community commenced worshipping at Leigh 

Memorial Church. 

The Mission’s leadership of the 2000s, including Jennings, demonstrated a strong 

commitment to the incorporation of greater inclusivity and diversity in worship. An 

‘Alternate Worship Service’ overseen by Jennings and co-ordinated by two young women 

of the congregation, was first attempted in 2001 and advertised for a Sunday evening in 

the church’s Coffee Shop. Designed for the under 40s, it was to include contemporary 

music, videos, discussion and “inclusive language.” As the Mission newsletter later 

reported, “It is hoped that the style of service will particularly appeal to those who would 

                                                 
65 ‘Religion across the generations’ (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006), http://www.ausstats.abs. 
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like something different to the present services at Leigh Memorial.”68 The theme for 

discussion at the service was ‘What do I do when I’ve done everything?’ Non-traditional 

efforts in the era received mixed acceptance amongst the Mission’s congregations and the 

local community, with Jennings’s ‘Church in the Pub’ being applauded, but ultimately 

short-lived. Retrospectively, his pub project has been hailed by some as representative of 

urban evangelism at its most daring and reality-centric.  

Although increasing his Mission role and acting in a purely supplementary capacity with 

the congregations after 2001, Smith continued to provide leadership in an era of 

significant local and international challenge. As a further means of reaching out to the 

business world for sponsorship during the period, he instituted the Parramatta Mission 

‘Corporate Citizen Program’ (commenced 2002, with the catch-cry: “Corporate Citizens 

Stand Tall in Their Business Community”). This encouraged companies to gain “an edge 

in recognition, status, a healthy workplace…The program draws on the global trend 

towards corporate consciousness.”69  

Life with Brian 

Smith also wrote a weekly, front page piece for the Mission newsletter in the period – and 

for a time, a similar bi-monthly column for local newspaper the Parramatta Advertiser 

(which, as a Parramatta Mission ‘Corporate Citizen,’ gave him the opportunity to do so 

free of charge). Both of Smith’s columns were called Life with Brian, a play on the title 

of the 1979 Monty Python film comedy Life of Brian, and each took up various themes, 

some biblical, some overtly political, others focussing on Uniting Church social justice 
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priorities, some philosophical and some, simply humorous. Smith was not the first 

Parramatta Mission minister to provide messages of faith and encouragement through a 

local newspaper, but he was the first to do so without clinging to political neutrality. 

Through his columns, Smith was able to make a unique connection with the city, provide 

a blunt Christian commentary on contemporary events and depict the Mission as a place 

of welcome, challenge and inclusion. 

In a Life with Brian from May 2002 and six years ahead of the ‘National Apology,’ Smith 

commented on the particularly poor state of indigenous relations in Australia,  

Life is a very complex web, the past effects (sic) the present and the future in 

many subtle ways. As a present generation of Australians distances itself from 

historic oppression of indigenous people, it ignores its current complicity in 

the perpetuation of injustice.70  

He went on to include a poem that he had written on the topic called ‘Responsibility,’ 

with the opening words: “It was not me, my brother/ who took away your land/ who 

forced the plains and wooded hills/ that your ancestors roamed…”71  

In May 2003, Smith wrote a column acknowledging the Mission’s ‘Corporate Citizens,’ 

including Baxter Healthcare P/L, Eli Lilly Australia P/L and Mathews Folbigg, followed 

two weeks later by a column containing his poem about ‘rain’: “Bucketing, torrents, a 

deluge day after day…”72 Such contributions encapsulated not only the licence given to 

Smith by the newspaper, but the varying aspects of the man himself, and an outlook 

seemingly always caught somewhere between an office, a church and a poet’s loft.  
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71 Ibid. 
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In their day, Smith’s columns represented an interface with the Parramatta community 

that brought the ethos, pathos and potency of urban mission praxis to a new level of 

theological and practical capability. His creative writing, including its stories relating to 

the ‘common good’ in Parramatta, find resonance in Chris Baker’s theory that within the 

“buzz” of inner-city spaces, it is important to facilitate,  

a balanced city centre…(and)…to provide spaces of production rather than 

merely passive consumption – spaces where people generate stories and 

visions and a sense of meaningful identity as well as contributing culture, 

enterprise and a public sense of the common good to the spaces in which they 

are located.73 

Although approaching many areas of his Mission superintendency differently to his 

predecessors, Smith continued an exhausting schedule of fundraising dinners, media 

interviews, business liaison, advocacy for the marginalised and promotional appearances. 

Prior to his departure in 2006, he had also overseen the re-location of Meals Plus to the 

Mission’s Macquarie Street site and participated in strategies to enliven and fund the 

widely expanded program. He had similarly encouraged the commencement of the 

Community Care Network Board of Parramatta Mission, which was formed in 2000 to 

oversee the community services activities of the Mission and to ensure compliance with 

the country’s new taxation laws.74  

Bertinshaw and Hamilton 

Numerous improvements to Parramatta Mission’s support systems and administrative 

processes had been introduced during Smith’s tenure, however the strains and limitations 
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of his multifarious role had taken their toll. Following his departure in 2006, the Mission 

would commence an urgent leadership review. Ultimately involving a ‘re-envisioning’ of 

the superintendent’s role, it resulted in the formation of a new leadership model to take 

the Mission into the second decade of the new century. Concurrent, if initially staggered, 

leaders from 2006 were Chris Bertinshaw (as General Manager) and, after 2008, Keith 

Hamilton (as Senior Minister). Serving as support minister until 2008 was Goodwin. As 

described by Ian Gray, Chairperson of the Church Council, 

In 2006, the appointment of Chris Bertinshaw as General Manager heralded 

a new era for Parramatta Mission. In February 2008, Keith Hamilton was 

appointed as Senior Minister…During his period as General Manager, Chris 

has overseen a period of amazing growth and expansion. When Chris joined 

the Mission, it had a turnover of $8,000,000 and a staff of 120 people. Today, 

Parramatta Mission employs 250 people and has a turnover of almost 

$20,000,000. Most importantly, Parramatta Mission is holistically 

transforming the lives of more people than ever before.75 

The rationale for a division of responsibilities between Bertinshaw and Hamilton resulted 

from difficulties that had been experienced by Smith, and to some extent by his immediate 

predecessors, in negotiating the confluence of managerial, promotional, preaching and 

pastoral tasks and responsibilities required by the Mission. However, despite the merits 

of the new proposal, old issues quickly re-emerged. Centring on the delineation of 

responsibilities between the two men, their theoretically separate roles soon became 

blurred. Following Bertinshaw’s departure in 2011, Hamilton continued in his role as 

Senior Minister while assuming managerial responsibilities in an ‘acting’ capacity.76  

From the spring of 2014, Hamilton officially took on the conjoined role of ‘Senior 

Minister/Group CEO’, thereby effectively restoring the superintendent’s role and 
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expanding it to include tasks commensurate with the Mission’s ever-widening scope of 

programs and services. It was also hoped that the new arrangement would assist in 

managing the Mission’s larger budget, sizeable staff portfolio and its more complex and 

sophisticated public relations and fiscal requirements – in addition to building the 

congregations.77 

Throughout his transition into CEO-level responsibilities, Hamilton retained a 

commitment to the congregations. This had been established from the commencement of 

his tenure at Parramatta and infused his early writings for PM, including a “Congregations 

Summary” for his first Parramatta Mission Annual Review in 2008,  

The congregations of Parramatta Mission praise and thank God for the 

opportunities to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ through worship, witness 

and service, and in so-doing partner with God in the work of reconciliation 

and the transformation of many each year.78  

This exemplified what would become key themes in Hamilton’s ministry at Parramatta, 

including the linking of congregation contributions with Mission praxis, and that of 

‘transformation.’ Within the new leadership model of 2006–2011, such themes had also 

complemented moves by the Bertinshaw–Hamilton team to re-arrange the Mission’s 

complex structure and improve its efficacy, while bolstering depleted congregational 

ranks. Meanwhile, the Mission maintained a schedule of over 60 community and mental 

health services as it approached the 2010s. Examples were, UnitingCare Mental Health 

(including Headspace), Homeless Services (including Meals Plus and Hope Hostel) and 

Family Services (including Parrahouse and Kelly’s Cottages).79  
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Although frequently involved in reporting on the Mission’s busy schedule, Hamilton’s 

contribution to the Parramatta Mission Annual Review of 2010 again focussed on the key 

role of the congregations, or as he noted, “Parramatta Mission is a Uniting Church that 

comprises congregations who worship God, evangelise through word and action, and 

serve Christ through multi-dimensional community service programs.” Adding that “the 

congregations continue several task forces, developing ways of expanding our ministry 

and mission to the Westmead hospital precinct, to the east of Parramatta and to seniors.” 

He concluded his report with the message: “God is faithful.”80  

The 2010s: Community Services 

Faithfulness was required of both congregations and staff at Parramatta Mission as 

various, practical issues in the era, including food and accommodation, impinged on the 

capacity of marginalised elements in the community to not merely survive, but thrive. In 

fact, while the Federal Government’s white paper The Road Home – A National Approach 

to Reduce Homelessness (2008) had provided strategies to mitigate a disturbing reality of 

life for many in Western Sydney in the 2000s, those involved with counselling and 

assisting people living with homelessness and mental illness remained dubious about the 

government’s capacity to turn “tokenistic policy commitment to actual practice.”81  

                                                 
provide personal support through either triage or longer term case management. Averaging 63 breakfasts 
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In the 2010 Parramatta Mission Annual Report, Director of Homeless Services, Michael 

Wright, described the issue of homelessness on a local level – and its implications, 

The past twelve months have seen a significant increase in the number of men 

and women seeking support and accommodation across all of Parramatta 

Mission’s services. The global financial crisis, coupled with a shortage of 

rental properties (public and private), has seen many clients marking time in 

both our crisis and transitional programs. With increasing numbers of men 

and women becoming homeless (often sleeping in cars or parks) within 

Parramatta and western Sydney, demand for assistance remains high.82 

During 2010, as a community-building exercise, Hamilton initiated a large-scale 

‘Festival’ at the Mission, which included a celebration of Leigh Memorial’s 125th 

anniversary (1885–2010), and an acknowledgement of the Leigh Fijian and Westmead 

congregation histories. For his contribution to the event’s booklet, Our Church: An 

Historical Sketch of Leigh Memorial Church in its 125th Anniversary Year – and of the 

Westmead and Fijian Congregations of Parramatta Mission, Hamilton referenced 

Denham Grierson’s work, Transforming a People of God (1984), as explanation for the 

Festival’s theme, ‘Valuing the Past, Claiming the Present, Seeking a Future.’ 

Furthermore, he described the book’s sentiments as a “key to understanding 

congregations” and a means of pursuing “the paths that God opens up to us.”83 

For Hamilton, a mechanic by trade and previously appointed to Rooty Hill and St. Mary’s 

between 1999−2008, the Festival also set the pace for his future contributions at 

Parramatta. His objectives were to reinforce the congregations as the “worshipping heart” 

of the Mission, and the Mission’s services as addressing an expanded vision for 
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community interaction. Founded in Christ’s compassion, the action of being a 

“community transforming lives” was for Hamilton, the “bedrock” of this premise.84 

A language for the 2010s 

Throughout the early 2010s, changing terminologies and ‘catch-cries’ associated with the 

Mission’s ethos were reiterated by Hamilton to Parramatta Mission’s congregations, staff 

and supporters. From 2010, a fresh vision, ‘Transforming Lives,’ was expressed as 

guiding the Mission’s pathway through much larger and more complex systems of 

internal organisation and external reach.  

By 2012, the Mission’s Our Church Bulletin (or weekly newssheet for the congregations 

worshipping at “Ermington, Leigh Memorial and Westmead”), was being produced with 

a front-page “Vision Statement” describing the Mission as, “A Church responsive to the 

love of God, renewed through the Grace of Jesus Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit 

and engaging people through life giving worship, witness, service and pastoral care.”85 

This statement further reiterated to the congregations that the Mission’s nexus with urban 

spaces and service provision was inextricable from “the Grace of Jesus Christ.” 

In the broadly distributed 2012 pamphlet, A Uniting Church Community Transforming 

Lives, Hamilton identified the evangelistic potential of civic connectivity and encouraged 

the Mission’s ‘inner-city’ congregations (Leigh Memorial and Leigh Fijian) to provide 

“Witness in the community by recognising and developing the special mission 
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opportunities available…in the heart of the Parramatta CBD, by investing energy in 

experimental, incarnational and contemporary ministry initiatives.”86  

From 2013–2014, Parramatta Mission’s ‘vision’ was being reiterated as a ‘Community 

Transforming Lives’ and its values or key words as ‘Grace, Dignity, Inclusion, Faith and 

Hope’ – which Hamilton described as “infused throughout the organisation” and guiding 

“all of its planning and activities.”87  

The 2013 Annual Report also outlined the benefits of being a community of “congregation 

members and church groups, staff and volunteers, individuals, community groups, 

corporates…transforming lives.”88 In these offerings, Hamilton frequently reminded the 

congregations, staff and volunteers of PM’s ‘parish mission’ status and their key role in 

the Mission’s service delivery and civic connectedness.  

Strategic Directions 

Between 2010 and 2015 (including in 2010 another anniversary: 200 years since the 

arrival in NSW of Samuel Leigh, Parramatta Mission’s first minister), the Mission’s 

resources were constantly tested. Not only was there greater client demand for services 

in a rapidly expanding and multicultural Parramatta, but groundwork for the development 

of the Macquarie Street site (as part of Parramatta Council’s ‘Parramatta Square’, a major 

re-envisaging of the Parramatta CBD and surrounds) – was also gathering pace.89 The 

Mission’s proximity to the proposed ‘hub’ of the new city precinct and a light rail line, 

had presented an unprecedented opportunity to increase its civic ‘visibility’ and to 
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upgrade its site and services (including via the proposed construction of high-rise office 

and residential towers on either side of Leigh Memorial Church).  

Possessing strong imperatives towards the realisation of its ‘city mission’ objectives, and 

providing the potential to employ various creative, sustainable, cutting-edge and cross-

cultural methodologies in design and planning – the Mission had commensurately 

engaged the PM congregations in a deliberate process of consultation. As evidenced in 

one of the Church Council’s ‘Strategic Ministry Directions’ clauses of 2014, 

A Missional Vision for the Central Sector (Parramatta CBD): Diverse and 

dynamic worship experiences – 7 days per week !!; Inclusive multicultural 

ministry; Ministry to the marginalized and vulnerable – justice and 

compassion; Ministry to CBD workforce – Church of choice –theological and 

social leadership; Contemporary and creative evangelism to residents in the 

CBD…These approved strategic directions should form the basis of our 

discussions about property development in Parramatta and Westmead, in fact 

they should frame all conversations about the strategic directions for our 

congregations.90 

Nonetheless, during 2014–2015, the project would be defined by a deluge of objections, 

revisions and planning roadblocks. These, in addition to the beginnings of Parramatta 

Council negotiations, were to be met with varying degrees of success.91  

Within such delays, Hamilton’s outlook remained hopeful. For the Belonging (or Autumn-

Winter Heritage Celebration: Parramatta Mission 2014) pamphlet, he wrote an article 

titled, ‘Then and Now: A Spark of Grace.’ Recalling Udy’s landmark book and its 

references to the transformative qualities of ‘city missions,’ he wrote,  

Our buildings at Westmead and Parramatta must be places for worship, 

fellowship, teaching and serving – open to all people. It is this thinking that 
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inspired the move of the Westmead congregation some twenty years ago to 

be located in Wesley Lodge, inspired Open Door and Time Out Café, and the 

congregation’s involvement with Wesley Apartments.  

 

In previous years, it inspired the Coffee Shop at Leigh Memorial and open 

use of the Fellowship Centre hall in Parramatta – and inspires current 

proposals to re-open the Coffee Shop and make the hall a community place – 

as it was always envisaged to be. 

 

As we make preparations for the redevelopment of both sites at Parramatta 

and Westmead, we do well to draw from our heritage. The Basis of Union 

quotes from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth that the church is a 

fellowship of reconciliation. This reconciliation inspires the Parramatta 

Mission vision expressed as a community ‘Transforming Lives.’ In this, we 

expect that God will transform all of our lives.92 

By 2015, and mindful of impending revisions at their sites and the necessity of reiterating 

‘mission’ priorities as the third decade of the twenty-first century loomed, the Leigh 

Memorial, Leigh Fijian and Westmead congregations of Parramatta Mission set about 

pursuing objectives outlined in the document, Parramatta Mission Strategic Directions – 

Towards 2020:  

• Be a church of choice and voice of the marginalised in our community; 

• Conduct a ministry of justice and compassion to people in need;  

• Develop theological and social leadership to the Parramatta workforce; 

• Engage in contemporary and creative evangelism to Parramatta residents; 

• Be faithful in worship life together and be committed to being an 

incarnational presence in the City;  

• Encourage interfaith engagement; and  

• Encourage cultural diversity.93 

Three of the ‘Strategic Directions’ outlined for the congregations in 2015 had particular 

relevance for Parramatta: “Be faithful in worship life together and be committed to being 

an incarnational presence in the City;” “Encourage interfaith engagement;” and 

“Encourage cultural diversity.” Not only did these points identify areas of longstanding 
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commitment by the congregations in relation to urban outreach, but the increasingly 

multicultural and poly-faith nature of Parramatta and Western Sydney themselves as 

implicit to future requirements in the areas of welfare provision and community care. 

For Christine Bayliss Kelly, PM minister of the Westmead congregation in 2015, the 

Samuel Leigh 200th anniversary of that year reinforced a sense of Hikoi, a Māori term for 

a walk or journey “bringing into the public arena the need to be alert and care for those 

in need” and to be “a community transforming lives and following in the way of Christ 

in Western Sydney and beyond.”94 For Inise Foiakau of the Mission’s Leigh Fijian 

congregation, 2015 was a time when the congregation’s second generation were in a 

“shifting paradigm…finding their identity.”95 

Inter-faith and cross-cultural ministry 

During the period in question, the arrival of a new minister and interfaith specialist, 

Manas Ghosh (Leigh Memorial, 2014–), had also signalled a shift towards a stronger 

interfaith and cross-cultural focus. This would, in turn, bring the Mission into closer and 

more mutually beneficial contact with alternative faiths, other Christian denominations 

and the shop-keepers, police, politicians, migrant organisations and community 

representatives of the city and region.  

Such efforts identified not only the still rapidly increasing diversity among the Mission 

congregations themselves – and their Parramatta and Westmead communities – but 

inescapable trends in the broader area of ‘religion’ in Australia. Commensurate with this 

and invoking a tradition of leading efforts at community reconciliation, Ghosh and the 
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Mission set about instituting an inter-faith program. Aimed at bringing about a level of 

socio-cultural and community inclusion and inspiration, it was designed to 

simultaneously address congregational development and the “Encourage inter-faith 

engagement” and “Encourage cultural diversity” portions of the Parramatta Mission 

Strategic Directions – Towards 2020 initiative. Not only did it indicate a response to 

broader community dialogue, but a desire to bring its congregation base into greater 

symbiosis with the reality of Sydney’s poly-faith West. Increased cultural diversity within 

the Leigh Memorial congregation was already evident and expanding.  

From a 2007 NCLS (National Church Life Survey) result at Parramatta indicating 5 from 

50 member-respondents were born overseas and of non-English speaking background – 

the figure in 2011 had leapt to 36 from 53. This number well-exceeded the regional 

average.96 Nonetheless, the Mission’s inter-faith program from 2014 represented 

something new and challenging for a Parramatta congregation increasingly reflecting the 

cultural diversity and spirit of their city – but with little ‘inter-faith’ and ‘cross-cultural’ 

experience outside their fellow PM congregations and communities.  

During the period, variations in religious affiliation in Australia (and the fact of increased 

diversity/interpretation in matters of cultural background and intrareligious 

relationships), were necessitating a broader community dialogue. Sociologist Gary 

Bouma has examined the importance of discussion surrounding religious pluralism and 

‘inter-faith’ in recent years and its influence on social policy development and education 

in Australia.97 He has also explored the inherent difficulties in obtaining a clear 
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understanding of such phenomena based on the results of ‘surveys,’ which so often inform 

negative opinion and become part of sensationalised media reporting. Such surveys have 

included the Australian Census and the NCLS, with the latest of both being conducted in 

2011 and 2016 respectively. As Bouma notes, “Responses to census categories indicate 

one level of increased diversity but do not reveal the huge diversity within the categories. 

Nor do they reflect the fact that increasing numbers of Australians, given the chance, will 

claim more than one category.”98 

Despite the changing face of religious expression in Australia, or its absolute negation, 

and any misgivings expressed by Bouma and others in relation to the usefulness of survey 

data in analysing it – NCLS results for 2011 involving “Migrant Ministry” were not only 

broadly telling, but for some churches – a timely prompt towards revision. In 2011, the 

Macquarie Street-based Parramatta Mission congregations – Leigh Memorial and Leigh 

Fijian – recorded results predictably in line with the strongly multicultural nature of their 

membership base and/or city and region. The Leigh Memorial congregation’s strongest 

achievement, and one commensurate with the Mission’s praxis, was listed as “Inclusion.”  

In terms of broader survey results and their implications, it was assumed by survey 

assessors that churches (unlike Parramatta) claiming no priority in the area of ministry to 

migrants were likely to exist outside the country’s large urban centres. In response to the 

broad question, “How involved are local Australian churches in intentional ministry 
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towards migrants?” – a representative from each participating church had been asked, “To 

what extent is this congregation involved in ministry towards migrants?” Over one third 

(35%) said that they were involved in migrant ministry, with 15% heavily involved, and 

20% taking initial steps. 7% of churches reported having insufficient resources to be 

involved in migrant ministry. More than half of all churches surveyed (51%), claimed 

ministry towards migrants was not a priority in their region.99 

Recalling pioneer efforts at multi-faith dialogue, refugee awareness and public and 

congregational education on cross-culturalism and religious plurality by superintendents, 

Jackson and Smith in the 1990s–2000s – the Leigh Memorial congregation/Parramatta 

Mission under guidance from Ghosh, began hosting or initiating various ecumenical and 

inter-faith events from 2014-15. These included an International Day of Peace Inter-faith 

Prayer Service, an Abrahamic Faith Conference, an Ecumenical Council of NSW service 

and a Community Peace Dinner (coinciding with Christmas). These events brought the 

principles of peace and poly-faith understanding into sharper community and 

congregation focus and quickly garnered support from multiple areas of the community 

– including schools, politicians, faith groups, local police, the Christian churches of 

Parramatta and representatives of the UCA. As Ghosh noted in reflecting on the 

achievements of 2014 and proposing the first Community Peace Dinner of 2015, “The 

objective is to share the message of ‘Peace, Goodwill and Unity’ which is an appropriate 

one under the climate of terrorism and violence locally and globally.”100 

Even more keenly supported by local authorities in the wake of increased, local terrorist 

activity in the second decade of the new century (including the ‘Sydney Siege’ of 2014 

                                                 
99 Powell, R., Pepper, M., Sterland, S., and Hancock, N. (2015). 2011 NCLS Local Church Activities 

Report: contributions to the community. NCLS Occasional Paper 26. Sydney, Australia: NCLS Research. 

http://www.ncls.org.au/research/ncls-occasional-paper-26-01 
100 Manas Ghosh, Report to Church Council, pamphlet (Parramatta Mission Archival Collection, 2015). 
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and the ‘Parramatta Shooting’ at NSW Police headquarters in 2015), plus intermittent 

racial tensions focussed primarily on Muslim and Hindu communities in the area – 

interfaith events held at Parramatta Mission between 2014 and 2015 were deemed as 

performing a ‘community service.’101  

Furthermore, following a spate of ISIL (‘Islamic State’ terror group) incidents in 2014, 

including the beheading of Western hostages, anger and suspicion towards Muslims in 

Australia was increasing. As an LGA with a high concentration of Muslim residents and 

a dedicated Parramatta Mosque, local tensions were particularly high. The Mission 

decided to make a public response to the issue and one that would provide a strong and 

positive message of inclusiveness and hope in the heart of the city.  

On 19 September 2014, the Mission posted a sign on its Macquarie Street-facing 

noticeboard saying,  

The best way to defeat ISIL is to make friends with a Muslim.102  

Sparking widespread community approval and a significant amount of hate and/or 

criticism from right-wing political interests, the conservative Christian lobby and 

elements on social media – Hamilton was interviewed by numerous press outlets in the 

wake of the posting, including local newspaper, the Parramatta Advertiser. They titled 

their page one story on the noticeboard controversy, “Parramatta Mission church says 

defeat Islamic state by befriending a Muslim,” 

                                                 
101 “Police are warning of possible protests in the Parramatta Central Business District, which will result in 

road closures on Friday afternoon. The tensions follow last Friday's shooting of NSW Police employee 

Curtis Cheng and raids at premises around Sydney during the week.” Anne Davies, “Police Warn of 

Parramatta Protests,” Sydney Morning Herald, October 9, 2015, https://www.smh.com.au/national/ 

nsw/police-warn-of-parramatta-protests-20151009-gk55e7.html. 
102 “The best way to defeat ISIL is to make friends with a Muslim.” Parramatta Mission noticeboard, 

Macquarie Street, Parramatta, posted September 19, 2014. 



 

412 

Parramatta Mission has taken a strong stand on community relations with a 

controversial sign challenging people to “make friends with a Muslim”. The 

sign outside the Uniting Church in Macquarie St says, “The best way to defeat 

ISIL is to make friends with a Muslim.”  

 

Mission chief executive Keith Hamilton said the organisation knew the 

billboard could be controversial, but it was about sending a strong message. 

“We understood it might make us a target but sometimes you just have to do 

the right thing,” he said. Mr Hamilton said he understood the sign had gone 

viral on social media and the feedback was that most people were pleased that 

a Church had put up the message. “Our view is that we need to make friends 

with everyone. Some people have been disparaging of Muslims and of other 

minority groups in the community, but we believe everyone should be treated 

with respect. If we ostracise sections of the community, people such as youths 

who are trying to work out their identity can be radicalised.”  

 

Mr Hamilton said the church had a long history of co-operation with the local 

Islamic community which used to hold its prayer meetings on the Mission 

property before the Parramatta Mosque was established. He said an interfaith 

prayer day last weekend was indicative of the Mission’s commitment to being 

inclusive. “We had Christians, Muslims, Sikhs, Hindus and Jews – more than 

200 people came together to share prayers.”103 

The Mission’s message of forgiveness and inclusion startled many, but also enacted its 

core values, “Grace, Dignity, Inclusion, Faith and Hope” at a crucial time in the life of 

the local community. The Paris attacks, the Sydney Siege and the Parramatta Shooting of 

2014–2015 were all yet to come, but a simple noticeboard message on an old brick wall 

in Macquarie Street had demonstrated the triumph and capability of love.  

Similarly, through the provision of a healthy environment for open dialogue on 

controversial matters in the heart of Parramatta, the Mission’s long-held objective of 

executing a “word and deed” ministry based in the Gospel, and untainted by corporate 

dependency or politicisation, was closer to realisation. Recalling Jackson’s introduction 

of ‘Public Meetings’ on controversial topics in the mid-1990s, the impact of the sign was 
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further reiteration of the “city mission” imperative set out by Walker – and one in which 

the courage to initiate community debate and foster transparency, was as much a tool of 

mission as a means of theological justification. Gloster Udy had described this as 

Parramatta Mission performing the role of a “Centre” in Western Sydney for “WORSHIP 

and WONDERING, FELOWSHIP and FRIENDSHIP, TEACHING and TRAINING, 

and SERVING and SHARING.”104 

One year into his appointment, and addressing the Mission via a 2015 report to Church 

Council, Ghosh commented on the Mission’s first steps into contemporary multi-faith 

interaction and peace advocacy, 

I also take this opportunity to thank you for the enthusiasm and energy you 

put in all our ministries, which we undertake in the context of our strategic 

direction and our theological framework to carry forward, through deeds as 

well as words, our fundamental commitment to proclaim the gospel of 

Christ’s love, compassion, justice and peace.105 

Ghosh, a migrant from India, with a background in banking and refugee and asylum 

seeker advocacy, had from his arrival at the Mission sought to incorporate Parramatta 

civic celebrations, such as the multicultural festival ‘Parramasala’ into the congregation’s 

calendar.106 He had also re-established the Mission’s connections with the Parramatta 

Mosque and various other faiths, supported the re-institution of regular ‘multicultural’ 

worship events for the Leigh Memorial and Leigh Fijian congregations and maintained 

the Leigh Memorial ‘Open Church’ program (re-commenced in the Smith−Jennings era 

at Leigh Memorial and giving open access to the church on weekdays). Similarly, the 

congregation’s involvement in Parramatta Council’s popular, annual community, food 

                                                 
104 Gloster Udy, Colonial Chapel to Cathedral Church in Australia’s Cradle City, 62. 
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and arts event, ‘Parramatta Lanes’ in 2014 and 2015 gave the Leigh Memorial 

congregation an opportunity for community interaction, and the Parramatta public a 

glimpse of life at a church and mission actively operating in the centre of their city.107 

Conclusion 

The period 1991−2015 represented a quarter of a century of significant re-envisaging at 

Parramatta Mission and one informed by a commensurate attendance to its core strengths, 

values and objectives in seeking the ‘common good.’ From the time of superintendent 

Jackson in the 1990s, through to Smith and Hamilton in the first decade of the new century 

and multiple other ministers, lay people, congregations and programs in between, the 

period witnessed change from which there could be no return.  

Relating to both physical, technological, theological, economic and political landscapes, 

the Mission underwent various transformations while maintaining an agenda of 

community service and the “inward reaching−outward seeking” and city mission 

principles that had underpinned its foundations.108 Its variable levels of corporatisation, 

financial surety, congregational support and leadership in the period remained adjunct to 

its survival as a major, local provider of community care, and as a Christian voice for the 

marginalised in what was, and is, the increasingly busy, multicultural and poly-faith 

environment of Sydney’s West. Within the various challenges and opportunities of the 

new century, it commenced planning for the re-development and invigoration of its 

Macquarie Street site, while following the principle that “The Church cannot do other 

than plunge into the search for a new humanity.”109 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Parramatta’s civic order and the people and practices of its Mission on Macquarie Street 

have connected on various projects of community benefit and social activism – and with 

co-existent harmony – for over 200 years. Examples of interaction between the city’s 

leadership, its residents and those engaged in religious worship in the Mission’s churches 

are plentiful and characterised by a level of mutuality befitting the city’s broader 

community agenda. Revealing the innate hardiness and egalitarianism that have 

characterised the Mission and its city since their foundation, such mutuality has also 

provided an environment ripe for Christian mission. Within this paradigm and the strong 

imperatives of social benevolence and Methodist evangelism underpinning its earliest 

ventures, Leigh, Lawry and a succession of devoted missionaries arrived in Parramatta 

from 1815. Their efforts across the vastness of the Parramatta Circuit, and towards the 

subsequent opening of the first Wesleyan Chapel in Parramatta in 1821, denote the 

immense power of spiritual will over physical and financial limitation.  

During subsequent decades, Parramatta Mission has expressed itself through worship, a 

dedication to community service and a vision as a community “transforming lives.”110 

Moreover, it has done so while adapting to a series of rapidly changing urban and socio-

cultural dynamics and, more recently, by responding to changes promised by the new 

Parramatta Square development. Focussing on community benevolence within such 

change and a commitment to the city’s most marginalised, the Mission’s outlook remains 

fuelled by the sense of ‘calling’ and social obligation found in its Wesleyan–Methodist 
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roots, or in the words of missionary Lawry, “I cannot be inwardly happy unless I see good 

doing in this Colony.”111 Similarly, within the Uniting Church-favoured parameters of 

‘worship,’ ‘witness’ and ‘service,’ it has routinely challenged hierarchical ambivalence 

and sought connections for the ‘common good.’ 

Evidence of beneficent connections and reciprocity between civic and religious interests 

in the original, un-tried terrain of early Parramatta and Sydney was often elusive. Samuel 

Leigh’s initially testy interactions with Governor Lachlan Macquarie and Anglican pastor 

and magistrate, Samuel Marsden, were accompanied by the physical trials of missionary 

work and necessary concessions to the harsh environment of Sydney’s west. Lawry, the 

Mission’s second missionary, grouped his earliest observations of the colony along 

“natural,” “civil” and “religious” lines.112 Not only did he identify such features as distinct 

indicators of the health of Wesleyan efforts and the colony itself, but understood their 

combined impact in a frontier setting. This was evidenced during his initial ride “15 miles 

in the country” to Parramatta, when tired and bitten by various insects, he expressed his 

fears regarding the success or otherwise of “our Mission,” given that “The state of religion 

and the Methodist interest in these parts is very low,” and scarcely anything existed in 

“the Spirit of the Gospel.”113  

Utilising available land and the official favours that Macquarie been “graciously pleased 

to pour upon the Wesleyan missionaries in this colony,” Parramatta Mission commenced 

a lasting and deliberate form of physical and spiritual linkage with the civic order of the 

town and throughout the Circuit.114 This included members’ efforts with the desperate 
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and marginalised in what was Sydney’s second English settlement, and the establishment 

of a long-awaited evangelistic campaign. These, and a steady expansion of the Mission’s 

worship practices and social welfare efforts throughout the Victorian and Edwardian eras 

– and into the twentieth century and the present – have seen the transformation of the 

Mission from a struggling outpost of Christian care into a well-oiled twenty-first century 

service provider.  

During the process of this expansion, Parramatta Mission has produced a range of 

determined personalities and defining moments. Among such personalities have been its 

pioneer missionaries, its famous converts (including Parramatta-born evangelist, John 

Watsford), and its dedicated ministers, members, trustees, Sunday School teachers and 

community workers, including Catherine Leigh and Mary Lawry. It has also experienced 

its share of difficulties, including debilitating financial debt (primarily stemming from the 

construction of its three successive churches between 1821 and 1885), and a level of 

internal unrest offset by a predominantly steady relationship with the people of 

Parramatta. While spanning both the Mission’s Methodist (1815–1976) and Uniting 

Church (1977–) eras and within a townscape beset by fluctuating fortunes in its role as a 

centre of culture, commerce, education and migration in Western Sydney since 1788, the 

Mission has shared in the life of its city. 

Amid varying interpretations of church–civic reciprocity and relationship building, the 

breadth of this study over two centuries and its incorporation of complex, parallel 

histories have also necessitated the use of a chronological structure combined with 

specific methodologies. It has been, as Australian historian Bruce Mansfield has 

suggested, that a conjoining of “the history of society” with the “history of piety, or 

theology,” needs to be explored as belonging to a conglomerate culture and one deeply 



 

418 

“embedded in a given society, at a given time.”115 In the case of the Mission, elements of 

its history are evidently embedded within the record of its city and region, and as such, 

reveal the threads of mutuality and ‘humanity’ binding and perpetuating this relationship. 

Approaches to this research task have also incorporated what David Kyvig and Myron 

Marty refer to as ‘insider’ or ‘nearby’ history writing and have encouraged it as an 

important adjunct to more traditional methodologies. More crucially, this project has 

strived to present something “accessible” within the range of available church and civic 

resources.116 This has been achieved via the use of traditional, scholarly and well-tested 

sources alongside those of an unconventional nature (including congregational ephemera 

sourced from the Mission’s internal archival collection, library and museum). As a result, 

this study has been able to present a confluence of disparate, yet linked perspectives. From 

these, a quantification of church–civic mutuality since 1815 has been made more tangible, 

particularly when drawing on a quantity of equally supportive, traditional literature from 

both church and civic sources.  

Within a chronological framework and comparative analyses, sources beneficial to this 

thesis have been wide and varied, and have included popular civic histories such as the 

Jubilee History of Parramatta (1911) and Kass, Liston and McClymont’s Parramatta, A 

Past Revealed (1996) – in addition to comprehensive studies of early Australian 

Methodism, such as Gloster Udy’s Spark of Grace (1977), Don Wright and Eric Clancy’s 

(eds.) The Methodists (1993), and Glen O’Brien’s and Hilary Carey’s (eds.) Methodism 

in Australia: A History (2015). In its exploration of contemporary socio-religious and 

community influences, this thesis has also referenced the work of historians and 
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commentators, such as Tom Frame, Joan Beamont, David Hilliard, Gary Bouma, Stuart 

Piggin, Robert Linder, Samantha Frappell and Ray Markey. 

Commencing with the detailed letters and diary entries of Leigh and Lawry and 

progressing through early newspaper reports and congregation-based data to the formal 

reflections of James Carruthers and the Parramatta and Methodist Historical Societies – 

Parramatta Mission’s past has been revealed as diverse and challenging. Similarly, within 

decades of change and development for both the Parramatta church and its secular 

connections, such sources have depicted the process by which an unpaved, ‘sleepy 

hollow’ town (for a time still referred to as the “country” in a variety of texts) moved 

from its role as a centre of convictism to an increasingly more advanced commercial, 

poly-religious and multicultural hub.117  

The hard work and spiritual determination of both the Mission’s and the town’s pioneers 

and their successors has been richly evident in this progression, with Parramatta’s step 

into ‘municipality’ in 1861 (with significant help from petitions signed by prominent 

Wesleyans, Purchase and Hart) – and ‘city’ status in 1938 – enabling it some reprieve 

from the reputational taint of its convict past.118 Similarly, such progress has enabled 

Parramatta, and the various manifestations of ‘word and deed’ Christianity practised 

within it for over two centuries, to blend with and enrich a much broader vision of the 

city’s historical landscape, and perhaps more crucially, its relevance to Australia’s 

national heritage.  

In addition to the actions of its preacher-pioneers and agitators for civic reform, 

Parramatta Mission’s acquiescence with established Methodist and Uniting Church 
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values, including the “worship, witness and service” imperative reiterated in the ‘Basis 

of Union’ (1977), has provided additional motivation for 200 years of chapel building 

and community service.119 More importantly, the conjoining of self-initiated Mission 

mottos and value statements within the broader concept of ‘worship and witness,’ has 

impacted both congregational and outreach praxis at Macquarie Street since its inception.  

Although as vulnerable to vanity and ambition as any other church or organisation vying 

for influence in a colonial and post-colonial setting, Parramatta Mission has largely held 

to its original directive to spread the Gospel and co-operate wholly with church and state 

authorities. Nonetheless, through actions such as the employment of emancipated 

convicts (including Lawry’s sponsorship of superintendent Bradley at the Wesleyan 

Sunday School in 1821), the Mission’s at times defiant agenda has embraced and assisted 

a string of marginalised people and marginalising concepts. This has also been evident in 

its attempts to engage with local Aboriginal people, including via William Walker’s early 

mission to Aboriginal communities in Sydney’s west and through encounters between 

Leigh, Lawry and the Burramattagal.120  

Similarly, the Mission’s establishment of community counselling and accommodation 

services, including Life Line Parramatta (1974) and Hope Hostel (1977), solidified its 

relevance to the civic order and demonstrated that the leap from theory to realisation in 

mission-building is achievable. More importantly, in disseminating its mottos and values 

statements, such as ‘Transforming Lives’ and ‘Grace, Dignity, Inclusion, Faith and Hope’ 
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in the first two decades of the twenty-first century, various arms of the Mission were 

influenced to re-invent themselves and to stand in solidarity with the victims of 

contemporary city life.121  

Providing a ready example of this, the ‘Our Commitments’ section of Parramatta 

Mission’s Strategic Plan of 2010–2021 expressed the Mission’s connection to social 

realities within the city as “journeying with, and enabling the transformation of the 

marginalised, lonely and vulnerable in our community,” while seeking to “resource the 

Mission to pre-emptively address human need.”122 As outlined in this thesis, the 

Mission’s fundraising market days of the 1880s–1930s, its Parramatta ‘Migrant Cottage’ 

of the 1940s, community Fetes of the 1970s and 1980s and more recent programs such as 

‘Meals Plus,’ have been facilitated by the Mission’s “values” and its obligation-free 

provision of sustenance and shelter for those in need. 

In addition to the adoption and public expression of its core values, the Mission’s location 

in Macquarie Street has also been key to the creation and maintenance of its relations with 

the people of Parramatta. Moreover, as a location first ear-marked by Leigh and Lawry, 

granted by Macquarie, resented by Marsden, sought by Hassall and celebrated by 

Parramatta’s Wesleyans – it has brought the Mission and its projects into sharp visibility 

for the local community. The importance of its central location has also not been lost on 

the Mission itself, with successive congregations and volunteers between 1821 and the 

present seeing themselves as embedded within Parramatta’s physical landscape and in the 

most obvious position to offer food and shelter. In fact, while James Colwell noted that 
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“Those who possess a knodding (sic) acquaintance only with Australia’s History know 

that Parramatta figured largely in the tragic history of the early days,” a cognisance of the 

town’s progress and the Mission’s benevolence are deeply apparent.123 It is, as the 

Faithful Cities report of 2006 suggested,  

Faith-based organisations make a decisive and positive difference to their 

neighbourhoods through the values they promote, the services they inspire 

and the resources they command…The value of civic and communal 

commitment is unparalleled.124 

The acknowledgement of Parramatta Mission and the investigation of its civic 

relationships contained in this thesis, come at a juncture when the Mission’s site and 

surrounds are being impacted by all things new and irreversible. Emerging via the city’s 

‘Parramatta Square’ urban redevelopment strategy, such changes represent what the Daily 

Telegraph in 2016 referred to as “Building a city of dreams,” within the “greatest growth 

boom” in Parramatta’s history.”125 In 2017, Lord Mayor, Andrew Wilson, described the 

transformation as “a $2.8 billion vote of confidence by Walker Corporation in Parramatta 

and Western Sydney…” He added that, with the support of the NSW Government, 

Parramatta is set to gain a “world-class CBD.”126  

Given an increasing view of cities as representing “the creative heart of the modern 

world” and their CBDs as the “heart” through which all lines of communication, power 

and activity must pass, it is obvious that any church at the centre of a city has a unique 
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role.127 For Parramatta Mission, the swathe of development occurring in proximity to its 

Macquarie Street site continues to provide opportunities for “service and fellowship.” 

This key binary, which commenced in an era of missionaries on horseback and ‘frontier’ 

chapels dotted throughout Sydney’s west, remains the basis on which the Mission’s 

practical functions are organised and through which its civic and community interactions 

are enabled. 

Situated within Parramatta’s CBD, and taking example from its pioneers, the Mission has 

long provided both a sanctuary for the city’s indigent and a central point for missiological 

expression. Within a complex succession of events, personalities and influential external 

factors, its evangelistic imperatives and social obligations have regularly intersected, 

complemented each other or opposed those of Parramatta’s governance infrastructures 

and civic life. The nexus between Parramatta’s church–mission and the city itself, has 

therefore been experienced as a ‘connected’ and reciprocal phenomenon, and one 

inevitably revealing the flaws and highlights in each other’s practice. Moreover, within 

the parameters of this thesis, the origins and expansion of Methodist, then UCA 

missionary efforts in Parramatta and its surrounds from 1815 have been explored 

alongside various, complementary precepts. These have included those fuelling the 

maintenance of a practical and community-centred Christian presence in Parramatta, and 

in programs and relationships where its care is needed most.  
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