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Abstract 
This paper explores community and government engagement by Dovetonn Baptist Church, a congregation 
in a suburb on the edge of Melbourne that emerged out of the postwar boom and has been shaped by the 
subsequent decline of manufacturing. The narrative that I present draws on an extended interview with the 
pastor of the Church that explored in a reflective way the nature and impact of the Church’s engagement 
with the community and government and the relationship of that engagement to the mission of the 
congregation. The involvement of the congregation extends beyond welfare provision into community 
building more generally. Important themes that emerge are the entanglement of Church and state at a 
local government level and the porous boundaries between welfare provision, community building and the 
Church’s mission. The theological account of that mission is Christologically grounded in the life of the 
congregation. 

Introduction 
While many congregations across Australia are involved in welfare and community activities, detailed 
accounts and theological reflection on that engagement are hard to find.1 Ecclesiologists seem to have paid 
relatively little attention to this dimension of congregational life, while social policy researchers having 
apparently taken their secularisation thesis undiluted, concluding that there was nothing worth researching 
and moved on.2 

We therefore know very little about community engagement by congregations at a local level in Australia. 
The following account of Doveton Baptist Church’s (DBC) community engagement over the past decade 
therefore cuts against the grain of this scholarly disinterest and provides an account of such engagement 
that pays particular attention to the relationship of the Church with local government in a context of 
entrenched economic and social inequality.3 

An extended reflective interview I conducted in January 2014 with Paul Llewellyn, who had been pastor of 
DBC for six years at that stage, provides the basis for this article. The interview was shaped by my research 
into the impact on Churches and their agencies of engagement with government in providing welfare 
services and was designed to encourage a reflective response by leaders of agencies.4 

That interview on that engagement opened up a fresh perspective on the nature of engagement with local 
government. I have included substantial quotations from the interview as it documents in a textured way 
the extent and character of that engagement. 

From postwar boom to economic decline 
Doveton, now a suburb of around 8,000 residents, was constructed during the 1950s and 1960s to provide 
housing for workers in the nearby expanding industrial plants around Dandenong, an outer urban service 
and retail centre, 30 kilometres southeast of the Melbourne Central Business District. Despite its proximity 
to Dandenong, Doveton sits just inside the northern boundary of the formerly semi-rural City of Casey, 
whose population centre of gravity is now in the rapidly expanding commuter belt suburbs to the south 
around Cranbourne and Narre Warren. 

The manufacturing boom in Australia that brought Doveton into existence in the 1950s lasted only two 
decades. Changes in economic policy, under the banner of neo-liberalism,5 including tariff cuts and the 
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floating of exchange rates, led to the gradual winding down and eventual closure of manufacturing plants in 
the region during the 1980s and 1990s, resulting in fewer well-paid and secure jobs. Deteriorating 
employment conditions and associated periods of high interest rates led to financial stress and increasing 
poverty.6 

As a result of the decline of manufacturing and the casualisation of employment by 2007, Doveton was in 
the top 40 postcodes in Victoria with respect to the level of socio-economic disadvantage. The situation has 
not improved since then.7 In 2015 Doveton was named as one of the state’s top seven struggle towns, 
based on the extent of unemployment, criminal convictions, family violence and level of education. 

An associated vulnerability for Doveton is in the lack of not-for-profit organisations. To engage with 
government in seeking grants and delivering activities, requires organisations with a legal structure, an 
ability to manage finances and a capacity to harness volunteers. 

While organisations located outside a community can carry out these activities, an outside location is likely 
to reduce their effectiveness in both speaking for, and engaging with, the community. The key 
organisations within Doveton are the Doveton Neighbourhood Centre the Doveton Baptist Church and the 
Holy Family Catholic Church.8 While the Catholic Church remains a major presence in the community, with 
only one priest, its activities tend to be confined to the Catholic school and the various congregations 
within the parish.9 

Doveton Baptist Church (DBC), a member of the Baptist Union of Victoria (BUV), was established in 1964.10 
According the pastor, Paul Llewellyn, attendance at the DBC Sunday service is about 70 people. Half of the 
congregation are retirees, or the elderly, so gold coins and $5 notes are common in the collection plate. 
The church doesn’t have a lot of natural leaders as most of the congregation comes from lower socio-
economic groups who don’t see themselves in that light. 

The only reason the church can afford a fulltime pastor is that we have op shop income, and 
because the Church was physically larger in its past, we own a number of houses that we now rent 
out. Now we rent them out at largely below even Doveton market rent, so that it’s not a lot, but it 
still is income. This size church would normally only have a three day a week pastor, and so the fact 
that I probably do spend two days a week doing community chaplain sort of work.11 

The Doveton Baptist Benevolent Society (DBBS) was established by the DBC during the late 1990s as an 
incorporated body separate from the Church to carry out welfare activities on its behalf. Originally DBBS 
depended on personal donations and some funding from the Church. An op shop was set up in the Doveton 
retail area in about 2008 to help with its funding. Subsequently the DBBS almost completely financed its 
welfare activities through a quarterly grant for the Emergency Relief programme, under a three- year 
funding agreement with what was then the Federal Department of Families, Housing, Community Services 
and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA).12 

Community engagement 
Community engagement by DBC over the past decade has involved dealing directly or indirectly with all 
three levels of government. In 2007 prior to the arrival of Paul Llewellyn as pastor, the congregation had 
participated in a community development project funded by the state government in partnership with the 
City of Casey and the Brotherhood of St Laurence. The programme involved capacity building to enable 
communities to organise local activities. In Doveton that programme resulted in the establishment of a 
range of community activities including Australia Day celebrations and the Doveton Show. 
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When the funding ended the Church played a role in establishing partnerships to ensure these activities 
continued. Three community groups, DBC, working through DBBS, the Doveton Neighbourhood Learning 
Centre, and Myuna Farm, formed an incorporated body, DETA (Doveton Eumemmerring Township 
Association Incorporated) that provides a framework for them to work together. 

DETA gets the funding to do Australia Day, for example, the volunteers will largely come from DBC, while 
people from other organisations will help support the Church to do the carols, which are funded by the City 
Council.13 

Social welfare provision 
Through the Emergency Relief funding, the Church provides a local food relief programme three days a 
week. As well as providing food vouchers there is some food available to take away, along with petrol 
vouchers and vouchers for medical prescriptions. 

Most of the people seeking assistance are referred by Centrelink, though referrals from other agencies are 
also accepted. The Emergency Relief programme also provides Christmas hampers. Each Thursday there is a 
free community lunch where people can just turn up. The lunch is provided in partnership with Cornerstone 
in Dandenong, a drop-in centre which provides the equipment and skilled volunteers, while DDBS meets 
the other costs and provides some volunteers.14 About 30 people generally come for lunch. 

On managing the reporting and documentation resulting from receiving government funding Llewellyn 
observed that the FaHCSIA grant which was then on a three-year funding cycle was probably the most 
routine. 

We do have a database, that the client records go into, that we can run reports from that generate the 
stats that FaHCSIA are looking for, and from a financial acquittal, they don’t have any fixed format so 
basically when we’ve done our audited accounts, it’s pretty simple to do the financial acquittal. For the City 
of Casey, there is a lot of paperwork involved, quite lengthy grants that have to be done every year, equally 
lengthy acquittals process... the carols grant and the playgroup grant, they’re big numbers, they’re worth 
the paperwork, but it is a fair bit, and beyond the paperwork there’s a human networking... 

Subsequent to the assessment of the funding in the January 2014 interview, the newly elected federal 
government required all agencies to apply for new funding agreements, which led to a new involvement 
with the City of Casey on the funding and management of Emergency Relief funding. The application 
process was a huge amount of work and left Llewellyn with the impression that the government’s aim was 
to reduce the number of agencies it dealt with directly as the process was more suited to a regional or even 
national organisation. As a result of the process DBC was informed that it would not be funded directly by 
the federal government. 

All was not lost. DBC signed a memorandum of understanding with Casey CISS, the City of Casey runs a 
centre in Narre Warren, to be its Doveton branch.15 Under this arrangement DBC still receives $20,000 per 
annum, as under the previous funding agreement. The bonus for DBC is that Casey CISS handle all of the 
statistical data uploads to the Department of Social Services.16 

CIS spent over $20,000 in having a new database developed to handle the data uploads and has provided it 
to DBBS at no cost. The paperwork apart from the data uploads almost disappeared. The annual financial 
acquittal is a one page statutory declaration that the funding has been spent appropriately, while Casey 
CISS will handle most of the reapplication process. 
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The result of the refunding process was the City of Casey retain most of the federal government emergency 
relief funding that it had previously received, while the neighbouring City of Greater Dandenong lost 
around $480,000. Not surprisingly DBC has subsequently seen an increase in help sought from people living 
in Dandenong.17 

The Emergency Relief funding of $20,000 per annum has not increased in the 10 years that DBC has been 
receiving it, so it has sought other funding to support its welfare activities. As Doveton is an identified low 
socioeconomic community with high needs, it is not difficult to obtain grants, and the Church does not face 
competition from other organisations within Doveton. 

DBBS has received funding from Lord Mayors’ Feed Melbourne for several years, three years funding from 
the Lord Mayor of Melbourne’s Charitable Trust, and a grant from Collier’s Charitable Trust. The paperwork 
for these grants is reasonable, but DBBS struggles with the uncertainty of one-year grants, and a wait of up 
to six months between applying and getting the funds.18 These are issues it should be noted that are 
common across the sector. 

The range of DBC community engagement beyond the provision of welfare programmes is extensive. There 
are two non-English-speaking congregations, a South Sudanese Nuer group and a Tamil group who share 
use of the Church building, along with an Alcoholics Anonymous group. 

We have a funded playgroup... the church itself receives a $7,000 a year grant for the playgroup, that’s part 
of the supported playgroup programme... a federal government programme that the money is given to the 
local councils to distribute... it caters for the mums who need more intensive support in even knowing how 
to play with their children... they get more one on one time with the leader... a qualified early childhood 
worker, who has the expertise... to guide and network those mums into other support, maternal health, 
help them get enrolled in kindergartens and assess the children if there are some extra needs.19 

At the time of the interview the Church was looking at facilitating further activities in response to identified 
community needs, working in partnership with local government and specialist service providers. 

What we’re looking at starting for this year is conversational English classes for asylum seekers where they 
can’t get access to government funded English programmes... our niche will be focussing on some of the 
young mums from the asylum seeker community... the aim is to try to get them into the playgroup, and 
then at the end of playgroup, while we mind the kids, have them have an hour or so of English classes... 
that’s something that we’ve been talking to the City of Casey about, and they’re thrilled. 

... It was natural for us to go and seek a partner to do that with. So I went checking out who’s 
already doing this conversational English, can you come in and provide the training and the 
resources and the guide?20 

The relationship of DBC with the City Council sprawls across the porous boundary between welfare 
provision, community building and the congregation’s life and mission. As Paul Llewellyn explained, the City 
Council still has a prayer to open every council meeting. 

I’ve been on that roster for the last four years, and particularly the first year or so, they were 
scratching to get anybody to show any interest. So I was up there about every month or six weeks. I 
just figured that if they’re giving me $10,000 a year, it helps them to see a face and see a name and 
when the grant applications come around, they’re aware.21 
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Difficulty in maintaining strict boundaries is also evident in the case of the carol service in Doveton. The City 
of Casey has in the past few years given the Church $3,000 towards doing a carol service, something that 
DBC has done for 25 years as the principal Church involved. 

It’s held out in public space, and really we just do all of the organising and make sure it happens, 
and invite a lot of participation.22 

Social welfare provision 
Entanglement is another metaphor to describe the relationship between Church and government in the 
social policy space. A good example of this entanglement is DBC’s involvement in the Promoting Peace in 
Families Program a joint initiative of the City of Casey, Cardinia Casey Community Health Service, a state 
government-funded entity in partnership with the Casey Pastors Network. Funding came from the federal 
government’s Attorney-General’s National Crime Prevention Program.23 

The Casey City Council had the highest incidence of domestic violence in Victoria in its region, taking up a 
half of all police time. The council employed a couple of part time workers to get the programme 
underway. Four large Churches came on board as the first group to help develop the material. They were 
Churches with multiple pastor teams who could release somebody to work with the council workers, and 
then ran the programme in their Churches. 

In the next round there were only eight Churches in the region who were willing to be involved in this four- 
to five-week educational programme directed at giving survivors of family violence the opportunity to tell 
their stores within a Church context. Llewellyn noted some of the realities of Church and class that lay 
behind the silence that the programme was seeing to address. 

Churches have a high predominance of older single women in many denominations. Some of them are 
widows, but a lot of them were divorcees escaping abusive marriages that they couldn’t talk about, it was 
going to be a stigma just to be divorced and be single, let alone without getting into the dirty laundry of 
what was going on... 

If somebody tried to talk about it, they would be effectively punished for bringing up a taboo 
subject... a lot of people in the Church had this fairytale belief that it didn’t happen to people like 
them... it’s just as prevalent within Church groups as it is in the wider community... a middle class 
person has more resources to cover up what’s going wrong in their life, compared to somebody who 
lives in Doveton where the neighbours for six houses around will hear about it.24 

DBC was already involved in supporting people in this situation, and the leadership of the Church agreed to 
participate. The programme involved nearly nine months of preparation and training with Llewellyn taking 
the responsibility for coordination within the Church and involvement with the grant coordinators. 

It meant monthly meetings... there was a fair bit of training provided, a lot of the funding went 
towards those training courses. There was one person in the church who was trained at a certificate 
four level, four days training. 

There was a couple of us who attended two-day training, and then a whole whack who did one day 
or half day training... anybody who was either delivering material, or was going to be somebody 
that people would then disclose to, had to have some level of training.25 

The Church received no direct funding and was not involved in the grant writing or the acquittals for the 
programme. The grant covered the training and the materials, while the funding and acquittals of the grant 
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were managed by an oversight committee, which included representatives from the Council, Casey- 
Cardinia Health, Victoria Police, and the Casey Pastor’s Network, respectively.26 There were some 
difficulties with the material that reflected both class and theological issues and required some reworking 
by Llewellyn for use by DBC. 

... the bible study guides were over the top of the heads of a working class, they were developed by 
somebody who works in a more middle class educated environment... The sermon materials I very 
majorly reworked... they were full of ‘drop the odd verse in here and there’... I’m a much more 
exegetical preacher, if I’m going to deal with a passage I want to deal with it authentically. I was 
reworking the material to the framework that I was comfortable with, without it at all decreasing 
the impact of the message.27 

The council sought the grants for a project and engaged with the Churches in framing a message that was 
congruent with the language of the Churches while meeting the social policy aims of a federal government 
programme. 

... it was a pretty unique council who would think let’s do all this effort to apply for the grant 
funding, and in fact put matching some funding in themselves, and see churches as where we 
should deliver it.28 

The churches who went through the programme had people coming forward for the first time to report 
their experience of family violence. 

DBC... had four or five out of a relatively small congregation... It did require the Churches to deal with a 
taboo topic, not just on Sundays in the sermons, but in small groups, for a whole month.29 

Exceptional or typical 
Whether or not the engagement between DBC and the City Council documented in this article is either 
exceptional or typical with respect to this level of government in Australia we have no way of knowing. 

While there were tantalising hints in the interview that engagement between Churches and local 
government in Greater Dandenong City Council has a different character to that in Casey, the topic requires 
further research before anything definitive can be said. The potential for tension in the engagement 
between local government and religious bodies has certainly been manifest in recent planning 
controversies at the local government level over the siting of mosques. 

Theology and ministry 
Paul Llewellyn drew attention to the distinction between Church creating space for community 
engagement by groups within the Church and the Church itself actually owning an activity. He illustrated 
this by the difference between DBC and Heathmont Baptist, a much larger Church where he had been for 
many years. 

At Heathmont... if somebody had a bee in their bonnet and a passion for something, sure the church would 
let them do whatever, but it wouldn’t own it. So you had these isolated small groups, doing their particular 
passionate thing... there was stuff being done trying to reach homeless people. There was stuff done for 
playgroups. Heathmont Baptist got into playgroups before there were community playgroups. But there 
wasn’t this sense that the Church was doing this.30 

The distinction between the Church’s activities as Church and its role as a focal point for initiating local 
community activity is hard to draw here. A significant proportion of the DBC congregation live in rental or 
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public housing and are on Centrelink benefits, so are typical of the wider community that it is part of. 
Llewellyn explained that: 

...we’re embedded in a high needs community, we actually look around us and see the same needs 
that government at whatever level, sees in the community. So there’s actually a commonality in 
purpose and desire.31 

Funding distribution 
In terms of resource flows it is difficult to disentangle the sources of funding between Church and 
government. About a third of Church funding comes from the Op Shop, while the Church facilities are made 
available without charge to a wide variety of groups as a contribution to the community. 

DBC provides the volunteers for the food welfare programme, the Op Shop and the lunch programme. 
Taking account of the op shop, DBS and Church ministry programmes, about 80 percent of the volunteer 
effort is directed at people who aren’t part of the Church.32 

About two-thirds of activities in the Church building do not relate to congregational activities. In the past 
year the Church began to rethink its vision and mission and wondered about whether it should be making 
distinctions between what it did as Church and what it did as DBBS. In the end they just integrated the 
vision, affirming that it didn’t matter what bank account the money came out of, or whether it was funded 
by a government agency, or the Church. 

... it was all our ministry of this faith community, reaching out to its wider community. We see our 
whole purpose of existence is to be a blessing in whatever way we can, so we’re not running 
programmes overtly aimed at building the Church numerically. 

Theology as the primary language for articulating the mission of DBC stands in contrast to the terminology 
of social capital with its inflection towards the hegemony of the economic.33 The underlying theological 
commitment is that Church is engaged in the community because that is what Christ has called the Church 
to do and be. 

The Church exists for its local community and to help them in any way that it can. People know where DBC 
can be found and that it has remained in the community when other organisations have departed. On how 
community engagement relates to evangelism, discipleship and Church membership Llewellyn had the 
following comments: 

It is a joy and a blessing when we see people out of those ministries, come and engage with us in 
our little community, and that’s happened a little bit, and that’s a real encouragement... we’re in 
the loving people mindset in whatever opportunity we engage them in, and if that leads to 
something more, that’s terrific... if you’re new and you’re a visitor and for that first year we’ll just 
love you, but by the end of that we expect you to contribute... that’s sort of the DNA, we’re a Church 
of doers, maybe not leaders, but definitely doers, and it’s not a comfortable church to be a pew-
sitter in, we do lose people who obviously don’t want Church to be a big part of their life, they want 
it to be just an hour and a half on a Sunday morning and nothing else, long term those people don’t 
stick around.34 
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Conclusion 

This narrative of community engagement by DBC provides evidence that an emphasis on the role of the 
congregation as a community is not necessarily in conflict with a congregation having a cooperative and 
complex entanglement with government.35 

Further research is needed to get a clearer picture of the circumstances under which that engagement can 
take place and the theological accounts that drive that engagement on the part of congregations. This 
account of the Baptist Church in Doveton also suggests that Kaye’s characterisation of the relationship 
between Church and state in Australia, as one of non-separation and equitable entanglement also holds at 
the local government level.36 
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