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Report of proceedings
The biennial Rachel’s Vineyard conference in Australia was held over the weekend of October 8 - 10 at the Holy Cross Retreat Centre in Doncaster, an outer eastern suburb of Melbourne.  Hosted by the Melbourne Rachel’s Vineyard team from Open Doors Counselling, the conference attracted 49 registrations with delegates coming from Victoria, Tasmania, NSW, Queensland and two from New Zealand.  It was exciting to welcome a number of delegates who were new to the work of Rachel’s Vineyard, from organisations such as Bonnie Babes and Life Network Australia to pregnancy counselling centres and individuals in private practice.
The Friday night session led by Rev Alan Niven from the Churches of Christ Theological College in Melbourne was an opportunity for small group and whole group sharing about the journey so far as workers in the field of post abortion healing and to reflect on what is needed to build the ministry and ensure best possible outcomes for both participants and team members.

Saturday was a full program of keynote presentations and afternoon workshops.  Clinical counsellor Sandra Bowden (Open Doors) set the scene with her keynote presentation on post abortion grief which included a discussion of two case studies to illustrate post abortion symptoms.  With many delegates new to the field of post abortion grief, this was an important starting point and Sandra’s paper laid the foundation for all that was to follow.  
The second keynote from psychotherapist Desley Creedy (RV Sydney) examined the effect of trauma on the brain and the pathway to healing through the Retreat processes.  Desley’s presentation opened up a great deal of new information for delegates on the nature of the brain, the characteristics of post traumatic stress disorder and the brain’s potential to be ‘re-wired’ through the healing rituals of the Retreat.  The important point was made that the Retreat itself must be conducted in a way that avoids ‘re-traumatising’ the participant.
Following the morning tea break, psychotherapist Anne Neville (Open Doors) completed this sequence of keynotes with her discussion of the repeat abortion being a form of trauma re-enactment.  This included an exploration of unconscious factors that can underlie an unplanned pregnancy, such as replacing a loss or filling an emotional void.  Anne illustrated her presentation with a very moving case study that highlighted the complex raft of issues that may underlie repeat abortion and pointed to the need for healing in order to break the cycle of trauma re-enactment. 
Two rotations of afternoon workshops were led by various presenters and provided delegates with opportunities to further their knowledge and skills no matter what their level of prior experience in this field:
· Preparing a Participant to Attend a Retreat (Anne Hadgraft and Debbie Grogan, RV Sydney)

· Psychodrama - Seeing with a Different Eye (Veronica McCluskie, RV Sydney)

· The Genius of the Retreat (Peter Maher, RV Sydney)

· Self Care in Ministry (Alan Niven, CCTC Melbourne)

· Experiences of Being on Team (Open Doors Retreat Team, Melbourne)

· Handling Difficult Moments on Retreat (Anne Neville, Director of Counselling, Open Doors Melbourne) 

Sunday’s proceedings opened with a personal story of abortion presented by Eileen Carison, a volunteer counsellor with Open Doors.  Eileen’s story about her experience and that of her husband following an adverse diagnosis of foetal abnormality late in pregnancy highlighted many issues including: lack of adequate counselling at the time of the diagnosis, the problem of making decisions while in panic or shock, lack of dignity afforded the body of the child by hospital staff, the effect of unresolved grief on lives and relationships.  Eileen concluded by describing how her attendance at a Rachel’s Vineyard Retreat became the turning point in her journey.  Eileen’s presentation was deeply appreciated by all and was followed by a period of ‘time out’ in order for delegates to reflect on the emotions and reactions engendered by her story.

Fittingly, the last keynote for the conference focused on pastoral rituals to bring healing and hope to people going through pivotal life experiences.  Presented by Alan Niven, this session drew attention to the need for relationship-centered rituals that reflect the importance of the shared story, and the need for genuine spiritual awareness as opposed to employing spiritual techniques.  Alan’s presentation affirmed for all delegates the role of the Rachel’s Vineyard Retreat ministry as an important and innovative pastoral care initiative.  
The Sunday morning program included the final workshop rotation and following lunch the conference moved into its closing phase.  This began with a presentation on the retirement of Julie Kelly (RV Sydney) in recognition of her pioneering work in bringing the Rachel’s Vineyard ministry from the U.S. to Australia in 2000, establishing it first in Sydney and then training and mentoring other sites around Australia.  Her passion, dedication and love were recognised in words, pictures and through a special song written and performed by Mark Raue and Louise Crawford (RV Sydney).  The room full of people dedicated to the on-going work of Rachel’s Vineyard was fitting evidence of the fruit of Julie’s labour over many years.  

A beautiful ecumenical prayer service followed this presentation and this led into the conference closing.  All keynote speakers, workshop presenters, musicians and singers and the organising committee from Open Doors were thanked for their wonderful contribution to the success of the conference.   The opportunity to meet up with old friends and colleagues and make new connections was appreciated by all who took part in the weekend for all or part of the program. 

We look forward to coming together in 2012 for the next National Conference to be hosted by the Sydney RV team where the theme of ministering to a multi faith community will be explored.
Alison Campbell Rate
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