
Q & A with Fr Ernie     
(from Heartbeat June 2012) 
 
 
Coinciding with our 30th year, a team called The Mission Soul Project (the Project) 
is working to gather the thoughts and wisdom of some of the integral people 
involved in the Mission. This is so, as the organisation moves into new eras, we can 
reflect on the spirit, values and philosophy witnessed and embraced by these 
people during their time here. 
 
With the assistance of Star of the Sea and four of its VCE media-studies 
students, the Project was able to record an interview with the Mission’s founder, 
Fr Ernie Smith, in the school’s beautiful heritage room. Ernie, who was diagnosed 
with having Parkinson’s Disease 18 months ago, shared some tales from the early 
years that had the students talking well after he’d driven home.  
 
Below are extracts from a transcript of the interview. 
 
How long was it between you arriving at the parish and first opening the door – 
such a simple, yet powerful gesture?  
I arrived at Sacred Heart on a Saturday afternoon and the next day was my 43rd 
birthday. About two in the morning I was standing on the top veranda overlooking 
Grey Street, thinking, listening, thinking, listening, and realising I had come to a 
very special place. 

 
I was joined (in the parish) by Kate Wilson, a young social worker who had just 
graduated and I knew from my YCS (Young Christian Student) days, and I talked to 
her and said “Kate, well, we’re here for the long haul. We don’t need to do things in 
the first week, two or three, except get out and meet people. Also, when we’re 
home, we’ll have the front door open and put a ‘Welcome’ mat there and just see 
what happens in the first bit of time.” As it was, people came in, to meet us and 
talk to us. I got myself a jacket with a cross on it and I wore it everywhere for the 
first few weeks – just to be seen on the street. So I guess right from the 
beginning we had the open-house.    

 
How did the people in St Kilda respond to you wearing the jacket with the cross? 
I guess they knew I was something from the church. I’d just meet people, talk to 
them and over a period of time build up that rapport.  
 
 
 



We also from the very beginning, with whoever was in the house around lunchtime, 
we’d have lunch together – three, or four or five people in the little kitchen. That 
grew like top seed. So after a few months, there were 30, 40 people having lunch 
with us in a kitchen that seated only seven people – so it was a bit congested but it 
just grew like that. And that’s the part and parcel of the journey – things just 
happened, developed and grew.    
 
How were you able to inspire, motive and galvanise your (initially) small team from 
within the parish?  
People just came and joined me - it was with a vision of course. St Kilda had a 
reputation– of homelessness, poverty, prostitution, drugs, kids on the street. 
People used to say that St Kilda was a bad place, I’d say, “It wasn’t really - it was a 
sad place.” There was so much sadness and struggle going on in St Kilda and you 
uncover that very quickly. Prostitution became part of my life there – I hadn’t 
worked with women in prostitution before. Drugs had a little bit (been part of my 
life), but nothing of what I was to experience in St Kilda. The other thing I came 
across which really challenged me was mental illness. It was a time when the 
government was closing down institutionalised care and a lot of people were living in 
these rooming houses around St Kilda. All these things just opened up to us as we 
met people and things just grew.  
 
What were the challenges you encountered when the Mission started to grow and 
how did you deal with these? 
One of the problems was dealing with government. I remember when we were 
trying to get hold of a hostel. We recognised that some people, aged and not so 
aged, needed supported accommodation. There were some terrible places in St 
Kilda at that time. When I first went there, there were 114 rooming houses in St 
Kilda which were one-third of all rooming houses in Victoria and some of those 
rooming houses were pretty terrible and that’s where a lot of our people came 
from.  
 
There were also what were called special accommodation houses, which weren’t 
hostels nor accredited nursing homes and they had very loose government 
regulations. The people in those places were very poor. In fact I remember Mother 
Theresa came to St Kilda, before I was there, and she determined that the people 
in St Kilda rooming houses were the most poor people in Melbourne. So that was 
what she felt, and I felt the same way. We were determined to try to change.  
 
So we took over leasing a special accommodation house and it cost us a lot of money 
to do that – and to this day I don’t know where the money came from.  
 



Then we had the federal health people come to talk to us about becoming a hostel 
so we’d get government funding and we’d be able to break even and turn the profit 
margin into better care. So the man from federal health came out to see me and I 
showed him around and he said, “It’s all very good Ernie, but you don’t fit our 
guidelines,” and he went on to tell me what the guidelines were. And I said, “That’s 
easily fixed – you change your guidelines.” He laughed and I said, “Don’t laugh, I’m 
serious.” We got on pretty well you see. About six weeks later he called me to say 
that we fitted the guidelines and so we’re now a hostel. Then about three months 
later they actually bought the place for us. 

 
I was always trying to push the envelope a bit, especially with the government. But 
right from the beginning we got a good response from the government because, I 
guess, we gave good accountability of what we were doing and actually did good 
work with the money we got. The same with the money for the meals. Those early 
days were very difficult balancing the books. But we got there.  
 
What advice would you give to new staff members today? 
I’d speak about the principle of not categorising people – always talk about the 
person with the problem rather than the problem (eg. a person who is homeless 
instead of homeless person). 
 
Always respect the dignity of the person.  
 
I’d also like to stress that you can’t change people. People can only change 
themselves. If you set out to help this person – get them off drugs, get them off 
alcohol, get them off this, get them off that, you can’t do it. They can only do it 
themselves. And they can only do it as long as they are loved enough by other 
people to give them the strength to make their own changes. So that would be an 
important one to me – not to set out to change people, but set out to walk with 
people, to support them, come to know them, love them, so they can make the 
changes in their lives. That would be the approach I would want to see all the time.  
 
You speak about so much giving; what did you receive in the Mission? 
I guess it was having a sense of satisfaction of having a go at social problems and 
social justice issues. But on a personal level, I was just so content and happy there 
and I enjoyed just being with people. They were the life-giving part for me. I was 
loved by so many people. And that’s a fact.  



The Mission celebrates 30 years of service to the community: so 
what does it mean to be turning 30? 
(from Heartbeat March 2012) 
 
During this year we will be reflecting on what it means to turn 30 by looking back 
reflectively and, importantly, looking forward. We have accumulated 30 years of 
experience on which to contemplate and from which to learn and grow. The 
formative years are behind us with many accomplishments experienced along the 
journey, but importantly they are still a core part of who we are. We have matured 
into an organisation that is grounded in our expertise and knowledge in providing 
relationship-based service responses. This is accompanied with the development 
and implementation of innovative approaches to breaking the cycle of long-term 
and chronic homelessness and stopping people from entering the cycle.   
 
We have reached a significant milestone and are now crossing the threshold, 
hitting out strides to shape our future and growing together with our partner 
agencies, the parish, the community, government, donors and supporters. 
 
Over the year we will take stock of how far we have come and look to our future 
with much possibility and optimism about the contribution the Mission can continue 
to make to people’s lives and the community. 
 
I encourage you to carry on supporting the work of the Mission so that we can 
continue to offer services to people experiencing poverty, homelessness and a 
range of complex and unmet needs: including those who are sleeping rough.  
 
In the next three years we anticipate we will: 

• develop our expertise in supporting adults with complex needs and 
establishing the organisation as a practice leader in this area;  

• ensure our aged care operations meet the emerging needs of the Mission’s 
community;  

• improve access to housing for people who use our services;  
• implement a trauma-informed approach to our service delivery; and 
• improve connections to the community for the people we work with. 

 
I look forward to commemorating the many accomplishments with you that have 
been achieved over the 30 years and also to celebrating where we are today and 
where we will be in the future. 
 
Cathy Humphrey  
CEO 


