Love in action - a saint from Collingwood
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If you want to be universal, sing your village - Leo Tolstoy

A

ctions speak louder than words. They always have for the St Vincent de Paul Society. One of their ‘unsung heroes’ – from among a multitude here in Melbourne – is the late Margaret Oats of the St Vincent de Paul Conference in Collingwood.

Margaret worked quietly and generously as a resident of Collingwood for years. Among theorists, terms like ‘preferential option for the poor’ and ‘solidarity’ are sometimes in danger of becoming mere slogans but for her they were precious daily realities.
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Appearing at the public hearings for the Bishops’ Inquiry into Wealth in 1988, Margaret spoke movingly of the plight of the ordinary people of Collingwood. She described it as a poor parish, with a large Housing Commission area, and many migrant families.
It has been like that for a long time now. The only change is that from time to time various waves of migrants arrive in the area in the hope of finding work. They are able to get a little money together and then move out.

A disturbing recent trend has been the actions of a few wealthy people who buy houses in the area, renovate them and then sell them at prices that have disastrous ramifications for local residents. As usual, it is money that quickly becomes the all-consuming new god in these situations, and the poor are the victims.

The work of the Collingwood St Vincent de Paul Conference, like that of the Society all over Melbourne, Victoria and Australia, is extraordinary. Charity and justice are an essential part of evangelisation. For Margaret, that work of charity and justice was just part and parcel of life. The members of her group would visit people in their homes and come across all sorts of problems.

“Often girls will ring and ask if I can possibly come early because they cannot cut the children’s lunches and can someone get there early with bread for lunch. It is quite usual for people to visit me in my own home to get food for the evening meal or to help with money for medicine for children.

S

ometimes, in winter, they have the light or gas cut off and we give them part of the money for the bill and try to get some other agencies in the area to make up the balance of the account.”

They were all disadvantaged people. But often it is not just a question of not having enough money to go round but also inadequate housing, problems with neighbours and sheer loneliness. That is why Margaret stressed that “it is done in love to let people see that by going back someone does care and a God of love does care for them. So we keep going back many, many times.”

One of the most pernicious and dangerous heresies (sometimes put forward by the worshippers of money) is that God blesses the wealthy and is somehow punishing the poor for their sins. This is a heresy condemned by Jesus and by every pope this century. Thank God He sends down-to-earth promoters of charity, justice and peace like Margaret Oats, who have the courage to stand up for the disadvantaged.

As she eloquently argued: “If we could just get the Catholic community of Melbourne in particular and everyone in general on to Micah’s theme, to live justly, love tenderly and walk humbly with our God, we wouldn’t even need this wealth inquiry.”
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At one point in the inquiry a speaker asserted that Australians are mean, which Margaret powerfully challenged. “Australians are certainly not mean,” she said. “They are extremely generous. Australians lack awareness.” 
It is wonderful that Margaret Oats’ spirit lives on today, especially in the Margaret Oats Soup Van, which provides friendship, company and square meals to the homeless and disadvantaged people of inner Melbourne, including Collingwood, Abbotsford, Richmond and Fitzroy. As well as providing a meal and a chat all year round, the soup van holds special events, such as barbecues and fundraisers.

In the Vinnies’ own words: “The Margaret Oats Soup Van is a work of the St Vincent de Paul Society, and as such we accept the philosophy and rule of the society: ‘the visitation of the poor, the sick, the lonely and the underprivileged and to treat these people with love, with friendship, with dignity and with respect.’ This is done irrespective of the colour, race, creed or beliefs of the person in need.”

Margaret had in overflowing abundance the special sort of awareness and energy for love in action that the Margaret Oats Soup Van represents; an awareness that delights the Lord Jesus, Who must rejoice in the fact that ‘unsung heroes’ like Margaret Oats see Him in ordinary people who just need to be loved.
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