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Thank you for offering me the privilege of sharing this special moment with you. I wish to honour the Families and Friends for Drug Law Reform for your organization of this event and your leadership for change.

I am sure that participating in this service heightens many memories and feelings that always lie close to the surface for many of you. And hearing that long list of names of mainly young people who have struggled and in the end died in the grip of illicit drugs indeed jolts us all to the painful realities of life in our times.

Some of you come today still grieving the struggle and finally the death of someone who was precious and beautiful to you. The promise and possibilities that your loved one showed were never fulfilled. You remember how hard your loved one tried, how very hard, and that loved one remains precious and worthy. And you also remember the people who did understand, who stood by you. Hold on to your love for your deceased loved one. Receive the encouragement and strength of the other people who have gathered today, having experienced the pain that you are suffering.  Be gentle with yourself.

Some of you come, still bearing wounds – the loneliness, the sense of shame that others decreed for you, the despair as your loved one sought help and it was denied, and the struggle went on and hope diminished; you remember how hard your loved one worked to free himself or herself, and they were told to try harder; you remember the shattering of your life; you bear the bruises of those who could have stood with you, but who could not cope with it all and left you alone; or worse, treated you with contempt, and determined that your loved one was a no-good. Seek the company of those who do understand, who have experienced the pain. Do not bear it alone.

Some of you are angry at the refusal of people with the power to take the steps necessary to make it possible for those in the grip of illicit drugs to receive the treatment that could turn their lives around, but refuse to take those steps because they might be seen to give the wrong message. Anger because leaders will not own that what they prescribe leads to the mourning which is occurring now. Much of the anger is because addiction to illicit drugs is still treated as a problem of crime rather than a health problem for which treatment is available if only we will make it available. It was good to hear the Federal Police Commissioner, Mick Keelty acknowledge last week that this is not a problem that can be solved by law enforcement alone.

Some of you come with hope – not an easy optimism, but a dream: a dream of a world in which addiction to illicit drags will be seen and dealt with as a health problem, a disease if not curable, where at least it is not a sentence of death or a prison sentence, but something that can be managed; and we can be enabled to live with it and still play a valued part in the community; hope that truth will overcome the fears and prejudice and punitive mentality that drives people into the shadows.

And some of you come, just weary – weary from the grieving, weary from all the hard work trying to persuade authorities to change the laws, and weary from all the publicity that is given to treating illicit drugs as only or pre-eminently an issue of criminal justice.

To all of you, I say, we each have different roles to play in dealing with this issue: the police in the way you enforce law; the policy makers in the rhetoric you use , and in determining to deal with addiction as a health problem, and consulting to ensure that medical treatment is available to all who suffering addiction seek it; the media in reporting on issues surrounding addiction – major drug bust, so what – the supply on the streets is undiminished; and to all who mould public opinion – let us make sure we understand where the problem lies before we issue statements that confirm prejudice rather than contribute to solutions. Let us continue to channel our anger towards changing the way addiction to illicit drugs is understood in the community.

Friends, hold on to your hope, your dreams of a different way of dealing with addiction. I am reminded of one of Barack Obama’s greater speeches early in this presidential campaign, when he talked about hope: “For many months we’ve been teased, even derided, for talking about hope. But we always knew that hope is not blind optimism. It’s not ignoring the enormity of the task ahead or the roadblocks that stand in our path. It’s not sitting on the sidelines or shirking from a fight. Hope is that thing inside us that insists, despite all evidence to the contrary, that something better awaits us if we have the courage to reach for it, and to work for it, and to fight for it.”

And the blessing of God be upon you.

