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At the 2009 National Student Leaders Forum (NSLF) I was privileged to here many of our nations leaders talking on values and the treasure or turmoil that can result from adhering or neglecting them respectively. 

Imagine running on an invisible treadmill in pursuit of your goals. You would be putting in effort, exerting yourself, pushing yourself harder to get to your goal. Yet the goal remains distant and unattainable. A life without values reflects a life that is busy, but not meaningful. A life without values means you would not be getting the things that you need and desire out of life. The emptiness and tiredness of a life without values is catastrophic.

However a life built upon values is a life of purpose, focus, determination, progress, significance and joy. Values are the core elements of who a person is and are what they believe to be true as they give meaning, purpose and significance for that person.

Reflection on Experiences 
Upon arriving in Canberra over 200 18-26 year old student leaders from across the nation gathered at Parliament house for sessions with Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, Opposition leader Malcolm Turnbull. I was introduced to my small group host Damian Hall and we had a dinner in the Great Hall that featured a session with the CEO of Fortescue Metals Andrew Forrest. The dinner featured the launch of Mr Forrest’s ‘GENONE”, a new partnership of Australians with Indigenous Australians as the first generation after the apology from our government. This was a remarkable moment. 

On the following day we heard from Rabbi Zalman Kastel and Mohamad Taha about interfaith prospects for equality, this was confronting, yet helpful. Then we attended a memorial service at the War Memorial where Brigadier Jim Wallace AM (retd) addressed us on servant leadership with great stories and moving passion. After that we had a seminar at Parliament House with a panel of Parliamentary Hosts. The afternoon involved a sporting challenge and the evening finished with an address from Dave Andrews, a compassionate minister amongst low socio-economic people.

The final full day included an address from Bec Heinrich plus 2 community seminars. I heard David Bassau and then a panel including Andrew Forrest. David Bassau’s story from struggle to significance was the greatest story I have ever heard of personal transformation that has resulted in impacting others. The afternoon involved an address from Senator Gary Humphries and this was followed by a community service project where I helped with the makeover of the Canberra RSPCA entrance by doing gardening and landscape work. The evening featured an enjoyable Bollywood dance.

The last day included student responses and a final small groups session. We met in small groups twice a day with our 2 facilitators and assistant facilitator. These were extremely valuable. The openness and vulnerability of these groups is something I treasured during the experience and I hope to maintain friendships with these small group members and leaders.

Nourishment from the NSLF

The experience of the NSLF has impressed upon me the need to evaluate my life in light of what I consider to be the most important aspects of life. The Prime Minister Kevin Rudd challenged us young leaders to consider 3 questions as a result of coming to the forum. He suggested we consider, “1) What do you believe? 2) Why do you believe it? 3) What are you going to do about it?”

He demonstrated that an unexamined life is without purpose and direction and the results of these three questions should empower us to fulfil our potential and purpose in life. This was the most profound moment for me throughout the forum. Assessing my beliefs and their validity and history has been a prominent part of my journey as a youth pastor so far. It was the third question from the Prime Minister that inspired me. I previously had felt uncertain about what I was doing, not the actual events and programs I ran, but the direction in which I was leading people. I felt quite capable in running programs and mentoring people. But where was I leading them? Having been inspired by this third question I now feel it has removed false motives and expectations from what I do and it has helped reveal my purpose in life. My purpose is to help people to experience the loving power of Jesus through trusting friendship. I no longer am trying to provide all the love and power as I can help people know that God is also a source of love and compassion. As a result I am more confident in my faith and in who I am called to be. I do not have to have all the solutions or be all the answer for hurting people. But I can help people search for and find their answer through the love of Jesus.

Secondly, as a youth pastor I spend a large portion of my time building friendships with people and often spend time hearing people’s vulnerabilities. In our culture we are hesitant to share our strengths for fear of the ‘tall poppy syndrome’ and we are scared to share our weaknesses because we don’t want to appear inadequate. Bec Heinrich said something that really encouraged me to keep sharing my own vulnerabilities, “When we share our strengths it builds competitiveness. When we share our weaknesses it builds community.” 

I found this insight reveals many of the dynamics within human relationships. I have come to see the value of building trusting friendships in which we can share our weaknesses and thus receive help in those areas as a result of living in community with people. Throughout the NSLF we heard story after story from politicians, business leaders, small group leaders and students who had not been vulnerable to people such as their spouses, families, business partners or friends and as a result they had got caught on the treadmill of productivity without pursuing the areas that needed attention. Seeing grown men and women crying, being vulnerable, as they told these stories that resulted in divorces, failed businesses and damaged friendships was very challenging and confronting. Those who demonstrated the ability to focus on their values rather than productivity along with perseverance and developed priorities were very inspiring to me. The small group times were a significant avenue for providing support and strength by allowing me to be vulnerable and strong at the same time. The small groups were a superb feature of the forum and greatly benefited my experience. 

As a result of this forum I have found myself compelled to re-examine my values, something I had previously typed up and put up in my room and office. I now find myself going to my values list daily to find out what sort of person I am called to be, not what I am called to do. My values are pre-eminent in my life and they apply across all spheres of life from family to ministry to fun. I am aware that my values have changed and morphed as a result of continual consideration of the three questions with which Kevin Rudd challenged me. 

The following 2 statements are now part of my values.

1) I will no longer run on the treadmill of busyness but I will labour intensely on that which I value. 

2) I will build friendships that are safe, trusting and allow me to be vulnerable to ensure this community of friends are able to help me in my weaknesses. 

Appreciation

Thank you for allowing me to participate in the 2009 NSLF experience. It has made a tremendous impact upon who I am as a person and who I will become throughout the remainder of my life. Your assistance and support are highly valued and I look forward to partnering with you to see what is valuable in people’s lives become emphasised and acted upon. 

I’d be happy to come and share personally with you if that was of interest to you.

Once again thank you.

Geoff Brailey
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