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 I presented a similar talk to this one as part of the Devotions at an Elders Meeting in May this year.  Anneke has asked me to share it with you, which reflects on my faith journey.  Many people in this congregation have known me for most of my life, so originally I didn’t think there was much that I could say.  However, some people reminded me that although they see me on Sunday mornings, they don’t know necessarily know what I do for the rest of the week.  I am the eldest daughter of Peter and Joy Taylor, sister to Suzanne, Cameron and Andrew.  Mum and Dad met at the St Aidan’s Presbyterian Church PFA back in 1969, so we literally started coming to St Aidan’s since birth.  All four of us siblings were baptised and confirmed at St Aidan’s Uniting Church, by different Ministers.    I was one of the lucky people to experience the very active youth group at St Aidan’s during my teenage years.  Under the guidance of our wonderful minister, Rev. Ravanel Weinman, and youth leaders, Cameron McAdam and Mark Woods, we were a very close group, doing Bible studies together, and participating in many social activities, including youth group camps.  Suzanne and I would often get up on a Sunday morning, trying to waken Mum and Dad so we could go to church to see our friends.  Most of the time we were successful!  We were all confirmed together as a group, going to the Manse on Sunday afternoons for confirmation preparation sessions.  20+ years later, Suzanne and I still have very close friendships with many of the dear friends that we made during our time in the ‘Seekers’ youth group.  Rav was pivotal in our faith.  He was welcoming of all ages, encouraging us to form our own church band, perform church plays and get involved in all aspects of church life.  One important thing he taught us was how to read from the Bible at the lectern.  Even now, when I read the Bible in church, I think of what Rav taught us – adjust the microphone to your height;  …..after a comma, count to 1, then continue; …..after a full-stop, count to 3, then continue.  When the members of the youth group reached university age, the group slowly began to dissipate, because of external interests and moving away from the area.  I continued to come to St Aidan’s because for me, it was like a second family, as I had literally known the people in the church for my entire life.  I must make particular mention of my Elder, Marcelle Maisey, whom I greatly admire for her strong faith and friendship.  So many of the leaders in our church continue to be an inspiration to me.  And now, I am able to pass that on to my daughters, who both enjoy coming to church on Sunday mornings.  At secondary level, I went to Ivanhoe Girls’ Grammar School, where I developed a love of languages, studying Chinese and French through to Year 12.  I went on to study at the University of Melbourne, completing a Bachelor of Arts, with Honours in Chinese.  In my second year at University, I won a scholarship from the Taiwanese government to study in Taiwan for 12 months.  I was offered a place at a Chinese language school at a university in Tainan, which is a smallish city in the south of Taiwan.  All I knew about Taiwan was that it is an island near China, which is in an ongoing dispute with mainland China.  Up until then, all of my studies had been centred on mainland China, so Taiwan was completely unfamiliar to me.   



 

 

 We had travelled extensively as a family but at the age of 19, I was completely out of my comfort zone, having never travelled overseas by myself in the past.  Now that I have my own children, I can appreciate just how hard it must have been for Mum and Dad to let me go at such a young age.  Understandably, Mum and Dad were very anxious, and were keen to ensure that accommodation was arranged before my departure.  Dad used his contacts with the credit union and the Uniting Church of Australia to try to identify a family that I could stay with.  We were put in contact with the Credit Union League of the Republic of China and the Presbyterian Church in Taiwan.  As it turned out, one person received both of our faxes, as he was linked to both institutions.  We then received a letter to say that three families from Tung Men Presbyterian Church had offered to host me during my stay.  This eased a few of Mum and Dad’s concerns.   My first experience in Taiwan was a strange mixture of traffic and Christianity.  On arrival in Taipei, I shared a taxi with a Taiwanese couple.  The taxi driver was weaving in and out of the traffic at great speed, with the Taiwanese couple beside me praying intensely.  It didn’t exactly instil confidence in me!  On arrival in Tainan, I discovered that my host family thought I was arriving the following week, so I wasn’t met at the airport.  On the plane, I had sat next to a doctor who offered me a lift.  Of course, Mum and Dad had always told me not to accept lifts from strangers, but when you are in a foreign country, everyone is a stranger, so in broken Chinese I very hesitatingly accepted.  I gave the doctor an address written in pinyin, not knowing that the Taiwanese cannot read pinyin, which is only used in mainland China. I read the address out to the doctor, and fortunately, as it was on a main road, he knew the way.  Once we arrived, we walked down a dark alley to the house that was to be my home for the first month of my stay.  I never saw that doctor again but I am very grateful for his support on my first evening in Taiwan!  It was my first experience of the kindness of the Taiwanese people, which continued throughout my stay in Taiwan.  In fact, the character on the front of your Orders of Service, 仁 (rén), means kindness and benevolence, which 
I continued to experience throughout my stay in Taiwan.    When I arrived at my host family’s home, I was introduced to the Huangs - an elderly lady (Ama) and her middle-aged daughter.  At this point in time, I was completely overwhelmed, which wasn’t dissipated by the fact that Ama spoke only the Taiwanese dialect, which I didn’t understand a word of.  It didn’t stop her from trying to communicate with me though.  A lot of hand language was used that evening and in the following few weeks!  My first few weeks in Taiwan were rather traumatic.  This was before skype and the internet, and email was limited, so I was extremely homesick during the first few weeks and, in fact, wanted to return home immediately.  The only reason I stayed was because there were people in Australia who didn’t think I would last the full 12 months – and I didn’t want to prove them right!  I will be forever grateful that I did stay – and in fact, I proved them completely wrong, as I ended up extending my stay by an extra 4 months, staying for a total of 16 months.   It is hard enough being away from family and friends, but being unable to communicate efficiently is extremely disheartening.  Although you may have been learning the language for a number of years, and be considered an intelligent person in your own country, you begin to feel rather stupid and alone when you are unable to communicate in even a simple way.  I now have a lot of respect and admiration for foreigners who arrive in Australia with considerable skills from their own country, but a lack of language skills or qualifications to practice in Australia.    After one month, I was moved to another family, who fortunately spoke Mandarin.  The Hu family is very similar to my own family, with three children of similar ages to myself, Suzanne and Cam.  The Huangs were very good to me but I felt like a guest in their home, whereas the Hus soon became my second family. They all had a love of music and were a Christian family, just like my own.  We had all grown up in different parts of the world, with a different language and culture, and yet we were so similar in so many ways.    There is often a tendency to exoticise one’s experiences overseas and, in particular, in Asia, where the daily life is often generalised, stereotyped and exaggerated.  My life in Taiwan, however, soon became just as 



 

 

normal as my life in Australia.  The only difference was that I was away from my family, living in another country, speaking a language other than English.  After a few months, Taiwan felt like my second home and I quickly established a routine.  I rode my bicycle to the University, and had a one-on-one Chinese class for 2.5 hours.  I then spent the afternoon socialising with classmates, doing homework or teaching English.  I even made friends with a family who owned a local tea and fried rice shop, and made iced pearl tea for customers.  I would sometimes also have extra classes in calligraphy, the Taiwanese dialect, classical Chinese or Chinese cooking classes.  I wouldn’t say that it was exactly exciting, but I loved it and tried to make the most of the opportunities that I was given.  Unlike Taipei, the capital of Taiwan, not many English speakers or foreign expatriates live in Tainan.  This turned out to be a benefit to me, as I was forced to speak Chinese constantly, rarely speaking English.  In fact, there were times when I would speak to Mum and Dad on the phone, and I would forget certain English vocabulary.  I think they were worried that I would forget how to speak English altogether. ;)  Students at the Chinese Language Centre were from all over the world, coming from different backgrounds, languages and cultures, but we had one common goal – to learn Chinese.  Because many of the students did not speak English, we spoke to each other in our common language – Chinese.  It even became quite common for me to speak in Chinese to the American and English students, as we usually had others with us who didn’t speak English.  Looking back at old diaries of that time now, it is interesting to note the things that surprised and shocked me when I first arrived.  Squat toilets, biting ants in the bath, eating rice with dried fish for breakfast, riding a motorcycle, wearing a mask when riding a bike.  All of this became second nature to me in only a short time.  It was so different to home, yet so easy to become accustomed to. Mum often repeats my statement, “Try it, you’ll like it.”  The Hu family was a very religious family, who never missed a church service.  Hu Mama held weekly bible studies and prayer groups in her home.  Christian music was constantly played, and family prayers were common.  Saturday night was always spent at youth group.  Members of the youth group became some of my best friends, so this was a good opportunity to socialise as well.  I learned how to read the Bible in Chinese, and joined the church choir.  This was not a simple task as the Church service was conducted entirely in the Taiwanese dialect, which I didn’t understand, rather than in Mandarin.  This meant that I had to sing hymns in Taiwanese when I didn’t actually understand what I was singing.  One kind lady in the choir annotated the hymns for me to make this possible.  Going to church in Taiwan provided me with an instant community, with people who have similar beliefs and moral values.    The churches in Taiwan are very developed, with the Presbyterian Church in Taiwan being established in the 19th century.  There is a lot of diversity in the church membership, with a range of both young and elderly people.  For the people who became my close friends, church was the main focus of their life.  As religions such as Buddhism are so prominent in Taiwan, those who are Christian (about 4.5% of the population) are particularly faithful and religious, perhaps in an effort to ignore the external influences.  The church has historically also been an active proponent of human rights and democracy in Taiwan, being somewhat associated with the Taiwan independence movement.  At one point during my stay, I joined a group of Taiwanese Christians from other cities in Taiwan to spend two weeks with a Taiwanese Aboriginal tribe.  Many visitors to Taiwan are unaware of the Taiwanese aboriginal groups, but I feel so privileged that I got to know some of them and learn about their traditions and cultures.  It was also a good experience for them, as it was the first time for them to see a 
外國人(‘waiguoren’) (foreigner).  The building of personal relationships really is the best method of 
bridging potential barriers, both in language and culture.  When I went to Taiwan, I was very young and naive, having never travelled within Australia by myself, let alone overseas.  The experience completely changed me and has been a defining point in my life.  It gave 



 

 

me more self-confidence, independence, language and cultural skills and, most importantly, many new friendships, which continue to this day.                 When I first returned to Australia after 16 months, I felt a bit lost at first.  I had experienced so much and had been forced to mature and change.  In contrast, life had continued as normal for my friends back home, and the majority of people didn’t seem to be that interested in my overseas experiences.  After the first feelings of anti-climax, I gradually settled back into life in Australia.  I completed my Arts degree and became involved with more opportunities relating to my Chinese studies, including becoming part of the Chinese Theatre Group at Melbourne University and teaching Chinese to kindergarten students.  I went on to complete a Master of Management (International Business) at Monash University, where I met many international students.  Towards the end of my Arts degree in 1998, I obtained a casual job at the Asian Law Centre at the Law School at the University of Melbourne.  I worked 4 hours a day undertaking administration tasks.  After a year, this role expanded and became a full-time position, and I have been there ever since!  I met my husband, Chris, when I was 24.  Chris is from Hobart, and we were introduced by my sister, as they were both tennis umpires at the Australian Open.  We had a long-distance relationship for about a year before Chris moved to Melbourne.  We were married at St Aidan’s in 2004, so have been married for 12 years. My closest Taiwanese host sister, Amy, flew over from the U.S.A. to be one of my bridesmaids. Chris and I bought a house in Lower Templestowe, which was demolished in October last year in order to re-build our dream home.  We actually moved into our new home last weekend, and are loving it already (despite still being surrounded by boxes).  Hayley was born in 2008, followed by Jessica in 2011.  We adore both of our daughters, and are enjoying watching them grow up (too quickly) into beautiful, kind, sensitive girls.  We love spending time with them on bike rides and other family activities, and particularly enjoy showing them other parts of the world, Thailand being one of our favourites.    I now work 3 days a week at the Law School, managing four research centres, including the Asian Law Centre and the Centre for Indonesian Law, Islam and Society.  Both of these centres aim to increase understanding of the law and legal systems of Asian countries, including their cultures and religion.  With work, I have visited many Asian countries, including China, India, Indonesia, Japan and Mongolia.  I am in constant contact with international students and visitors, including academics, government officials, judges and prosecutors.  Having lived overseas myself, I have a deeper understanding of what it is like to travel and live in a foreign country.    My position involves managing the operations and staff of both centres, as well as research projects, visitor programs, seminars and conferences.  The projects range from topics such as human rights in China, Islamic law in Indonesia, Singapore and Malaysia, and the death penalty in Asia.  My boss was, for example, heavily involved with the media during the Schapelle Corby case, and was directly involved with the legal team for the death penalty case of the Bali 9, especially for Myuran Sukumaran and Andrew Chan.  I have also had the opportunity to do some research work with academic colleagues, including publishing a co-edited book on legal education in Asia.  Taiwanese society has been strongly influenced by Confucianism.  Confucianism believes that human beings are fundamentally good, teachable and improvable through personal and communal endeavour. There are four main Confucian ethical concepts and practices – Rén, Yì, Lǐ and Zhì.  仁 (rén), which is on the 
front cover of your Orders of Service, means “benevolence”, “humaneness” and “human connectedness”, and is the essence of the human being which manifests as compassion.  義 (yì) is the upholding of 
righteousness and the moral disposition to do good.  禮 (lǐ) is a system of ritual norms and propriety that 
determines how a person should properly act in everyday life.  智(zhì) is the ability to see what is right and 
fair, or the converse, in the behaviours exhibited by others.   



 

 

The United Nations International Day of Peace will take place next week, on Wednesday 21 September.  This day provides an opportunity for all humanity to come together, in spirit and in action, to commemorate and strengthen the ideals of peace, both within and among all nations and peoples.  In a time when divisions, violence and attacks are increasingly making international headlines, we must continue to work for peace, and make it a practical priority.    It seems to me that if citizens and governments exhibited more of the Confucian characteristics, which are also very similar to Christian moral values, there would be more chance of peace throughout the world.   With so much kindness shown to me, I was certainly a recipient of these core Confucian (and Christian) values while I lived in Taiwan.  The majority of people treated me the same as they would anyone else in their community, with just a little more curiosity at times.  Treat others the way you would like to be treated.  After all, we are all human beings, who just happen to live in different countries or speak different languages.   Hearts grow warmer and understanding deepens when we meet and share our differences.  God does not divide us by race, language, religion, class, gender or sexuality. He is a God who treats us all equally, and loves every one of us for who we are.  I have been so fortunate to be brought up in a loving family, with good moral values and a close network of family and friends.  My family has also encouraged my love for travel, and I have found that personal experience of foreign languages and cultures has broadened my outlook on life.  My faith has been a constant source of comfort and guidance throughout my life.  I feel that God has been guiding me throughout all of my experiences.   In the words of a song that my host sister wrote, which you heard before during Storytime, “保護我的是耶和華, 耶和華在我的右邊蔭庇我” – “God is my protector.  He watches over me, and with 
his right hand, he covers me.”  Amen.  


