
‘John	XXIII	College	Award	Address’	

	

Good	evening	 ladies	and	gentleman,	 staff,	 students	and	distinguished	members	of	 the	

college	community.	Can	I	start	by	saying	thank-you	for	that	very	kind	(and	not	entirely	

deserved)	 introduction.	 It	 is	my	great	privilege	to	be	back	here	this	evening	to	address	

you	and	can	I	just	take	this	opportunity	to	thank	Kathy	Negus	for	her	gracious	invitation.	

Can	 I	 also	 take	 the	opportunity	 to	 congratulate	all	 the	performers	here	 this	evening	–	

brilliant!	

	

It	has	been	a	long	time	since	I	have	stood	on	this	stage	–	and	let	me	tell	you,	the	lights	

are	no	less	bright	and	intimidating.	For	me,	this	hallowed	place	is	awash	with	very	fond	

and	very	raw	memories.	Though	I	must	admit,	it	is	nice	to	stand	here	for	once	knowing	

George	Tsakasiris	and	Toni	Strong	can’t	yell	at	me	for	forgetting	a	line.		

	

I	have	been	asked	to	speak	to	you	this	evening	about	the	John	XXIII	College	award,	and	

also	about	my	time	here	and	how	the	skills	and	opportunities	with	which	I	was	provided	

have	enabled	me	on	the	path	that	I	have	taken.	This	is	quite	a	simple	story	really,	though	

perhaps	not	the	one	you	may	expect.	For	example,	as	you	have	just	heard	I	now	work	as	

a	 doctor	 at	 Fiona	 Stanley	 Hospital.	 And	 yes,	 before	 you	 ask,	 we	 are	 now	 21	 weeks	

without	 a	 natural	 disaster	 of	 biblical	 proportions,	 and	 we’ve	 officially	 made	 the	

headlines	more	often	than	Ben	Cousins	in	2007.		

	

You	might	imagine	that	the	first	class	education	I	received	here	in	mathematics,	physics	

and	chemistry	are	the	most	essential	foundations	of	a	career	in	medicine.	This	could	not	

however,	be	further	from	the	truth	and	I	maintain	to	this	day	that	drama	studies	and	in	

particular	inter-house	theatre	sports	should	be	a	pre-requisite	for	entrance	into	medical	

school.	 	 You	 see,	 time	 critical	 medical	 emergencies	 are	 kind	 of	 like	 one	 big	 game	 of	

‘Thank	 God	 you’re	 here’,	 only	 there	 are	 no	 points	 allocated	 for	 creativity,	 and	

unfortunately	no	one	laughs	when	you’ve	got	no	idea	what	you’re	doing.	

	

But	the	John	XXIII	College	Award	–	so	far	as	I	am	aware	–	is	not	just	about	notching	up	

accolades	and	achievements	like	a	girl-scouts	bandolier.	It	is	awarded	to	a	student	who	

has	 realized	 distinction	 in	 service	 to	 the	 college	 and	 to	 the	 philosophy	 on	 which	 the	



school	was	founded.	This	philosophy,	if	I	managed	to	pick	any	of	it	up	in	the	twelve	years	

I	 was	 here,	 champions	 the	 quite	 noble	 Christian	 values	 of	 conscience,	 justice	 and	

compassion.	If	you	might	humour	me,	I	can	explain	what	these	values	mean	to	me.	

	

One	of	my	most	treasured	memories	of	 John	XXIII	College	took	place	far	 from	here	on	

the	2005	Vietnam	pilgrimage.	Now	I	must	admit,	 I	am	not	the	most	devout	Catholic	 in	

the	room,	but	I	can	honestly	say	that	the	time	I	spent	with	Sister	Trish	Franklin	and	the	

Loreto	Sisters	in	Vietnam	have	carved	in	stone	my	appreciation	of	a	social	conscience.		

	

Burned	 in	 my	 memory	 are	 the	 faces	 of	 the	 children	 at	 the	 Ho	 Chi	 Minh	 City	 Cancer	

Hospital.	 Burned	 on	my	 soul	 is	 the	 irony	 that	 their	 suffering	 took	 place	 a	 block	 away	

from	 the	 over-staffed,	 over	 funded	 international	 hospital	 where	 I	 personally	 received	

world	class	care	and	attention	when	I	managed	to	come	a’cropper	in	a	freak	water	slide	

accident…	but	that’s	a	story	for	another	time.	

	

As	a	young	sixteen	year	old,	unaccustomed	to	poverty	and	suffering	it	is	hard	not	to	feel	

angry	and	guilty	about	the	injustice	of	these	experiences.	But	compassion	driven	by	guilt	

is	a	hollow	and	selfish	feeling.	Our	conscience,	simplified	down	to	the	Disney	caricature	

of	obvious	ethical	choices	is	of	limited	value	in	a	complex	and	devastatingly	real	world.		

	

To	 me,	 social	 conscience	 is	 about	 empathy	 and	 having	 the	 preparedness	 to	 try	 and	

understand	 this	 world	 and	 the	 people	 that	 inhabit	 it.	 To	 understand	 their	 hopes;	 to	

understand	 their	 suffering,	 and	 to	 determine	 that	 doing	 something	 about	 it	might	 be	

important.	Though	I	would	not	consider	myself	in	any	way	an	exemplar	of	these	values,	I	

have	always	tried	to	better	understand	the	diversity	of	human	experience.	As	you	heard	

before,	since	school	I	have	had	the	privilege	of	working	in	Calcutta	India,	in	Kathmandu	

in	Nepal	and	most	recently	in	Be’er	Sheva	in	Israel.	Let	me	tell	you,	if	you	are	looking	for	

an	introduction	to	the	complexity	and	injustice	of	human	existence	then	a	few	months	in	

Israel	and	Palestine	is	a	damn	good	place	to	start.		

Justice,	 as	 the	 college’s	motto	 implies	 is	 a	 particularly	 difficult	 thing	 to	 find.	 Injustice	

however,	is	regrettably	easy,	be	it	the	victims	of	war	in	Syria,	Iraq,	Sudan	and	Palestine,	

of	human	trafficking	in	South	East	Asia,	or	of	history	in	Northern	Australia.	No	one	can	



expect	that	any	one	of	you,	any	one	of	us,	can	find	justice	for	everyone	–	but	seeking	it	is	

certainly	noble.	

	

When	I	graduated	from	medical	school	I	had	to	sit	through	a	rambling	–	sorry,	lengthy	-	

valedictory	speech	that	was	so	laden	with	historical	and	philosophical	anecdotes	that	it	

was	audibly	groaning	beneath	the	weight…	I	promised	myself	that	 if	 I	were	ever	put	in	

that	position	I	would	not	subject	anyone	to	that	sort	of	torture.	But	if	you’ll	humor	me	

one	more	time…	

	

When	 Socrates,	 the	 father	 or	 Western	 Philosophy	 was	 put	 on	 trial	 he	 bravely	 (if	

somewhat	foolishly)	declared	that	the	 ‘un-examined	 life	 is	not	worth	 living.’	Maybe	he	

goes	 too	 far,	 and	 far	 be	 it	 from	me	 to	 pronounce	 that	 the	 pursuit	 of	 happiness	 and	

worldly	success	is	morally	reprehensible.	But	to	me,	what	he	meant	was	that	the	making	

of	conscious	ethical	choices	–	be	they	informed	by	Judao-Christian,	Bhuddist	or	secular	

moral	principles	–	is	to	fully	experience	what	it	is	to	be	human.		

	

To	 those	 of	 you	 recently	 graduated	 –	 congratulations;	 life	 is	 about	 to	 explode	 in	

complexity	and	the	pressure	to	succeed	will	be	palpable.		Pressure	to,	buy	a	car,	get	an	

education,	get	a	job,	get	a	mortgage,	buy	a	house…	Amongst	the	rush	it	is	difficult	not	to	

lose	 sight	 of	 the	 values	 and	 capacity	 for	 self-examination	 with	 which	 this	 school	 has	

equipped	you.	 I	 am	no	 champion	of	mediocrity,	 but	whilst	 you	 court	 success	 take	 the	

time	to	ponder	conscience,	justice	and	compassion.		

	

And	 now	 I	 better	 finish,	 before	 my	 ageing	 spine	 betrays	 me.	 My	 time	 at	 John	 XXIII	

College	 inspired	 me	 to	 try	 everything,	 to	 be	 curios,	 and	 above	 all	 to	 never	 miss	 an	

opportunity	to	better	understand	myself	and	the	world	around	me.	It	has	been	my	great	

privilege	to	address	you,	and	I	offer	my	sincerest	congratulations	to	all	prize	winners	this	

evening,	and	especially	to	the	winner	of	the	2015	John	XXIII	College	Award.	Thank	you	

very	much.	

	


