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Costly Love - Foster Care Pt 2

Interview with Foster Carers

Foster caring is something many families in Australia might consider at some point, but
ultimately choose not to for many reasons. It's challenging to care for children with trauma
backgrounds. There are lots of hoops to jump through. Plus, there's the risk of developing
strong bonds with children who may leave your care at any point.

Tania: Last week we heard from foster carers, Esther and Casey about their journey as well
as family engagement worker Natalie from Lutheran Care. Today we'll be talking to Ben
and Corinne about their story of sharing hope through their family. And we'll be hearing
from Natalie again.

They say it takes a village to raise a child, and that's the motto Lutheran Care has
adopted when it comes to foster care.

Natalie, as a family engagement worker at Lutheran Care, can you explain why being the
village is so important in foster care?

Natalie: If you have a child of any description come into your world, it's not just your world,
there's a support network and a village. That's Lutheran Cares motto because it does take
a village to raise a child. And, you know, the village is your own family in the household,
but it is also way wider and broader than that. There's cousins and aunties and uncles and
neighbours and friends and your workplaces, if that's applicable.

So, you know, there's just so much more that you can offer and show and include for that
child, so many more teachers around as well to help guide the child.

Tania: | love Lutheran Care's motto of being the village. What does that look like?

Natalie: So, as an organisation, Lutheran Care offer a foster care case worker. So the case
worker does home visits and make sure if there's anything that they can help with, that
they're there and always on the end of the phone if needed.

But the other thing, working at Lutheran Care is the Peer Connection Program. So basically
| organise events for the foster carers to get together. And we've got a dad's group now,
which was a request from the carers that they wanted a dad's group. So they went
bowling, which was a great day. The dads got together and there was platters of food.
And then we did mini golf and had lunch in the city. And then | discussed with them at the
last event, you know, what do they want to do nexie And they said, ‘We'd love to do
eight ball.” So organised eight ball. And they just get together and have a chat. And one
of them said, ‘oh, my partner said, “where’s the Mums event?2”’ But, yeah, there's lots of
things offered. We also do wellbeing focus sessions. So, we did last year, a laughter
workshop, mindfulness meditation, a sound bath. We had a guest speaker in about
keeping calm in busy lives and supporting empathy fatigue, which is a big thing for foster
carers. Also, we've had a couple of paint and sip sessions. Talking to other foster carers is
key because they are on the same journey and they get it.
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Social workers are absolutely incredible in what they do in their job, but the peer
connection with other foster carers is a really key offering of support that Lutheran Care
have just taken on board. And I'm thrilled as a foster carer myself to be able to offer those
opportunifies.

Tania: So Lutheran Care is a faith-based organisation. Does that mean | have to be a
person of faith to come along or are you accepting of any families, diverse families?

Natalie: There are 250 households at Lutheran Care in foster care, and within that, there's
a huge range of diverse religious beliefs and backgrounds. So, the beautiful thing about
Lutheran Care is that it's a supportive, community-based, thoughtful, inclusive | think is
really important to say, organisation. And doesn't just brand that, like working here, | can
say firsthand that, we're walking the talk. It's definitely an inclusive vibe.

Natalie: Thanks, Natalie for sharing the heart behind Lutheran Care's Foster care program.
Next, I'll be talking to Corrine and Ben about their experience of long-term foster care as a
family.

Ben and Corinne’s Story
Tania: So Corinne and Ben, tell us about your family.

Corinne: We have been married for 25 years this year. We have two biological kids and
one foster son, who are 19, 17 and 8 respectively.

| work part-time as a PA but otherwise I'm home with the kids and home life. And things
that get me passionate are caring for vulnerable people, | guess particularly kids.

Ben: I'm the pastor of an Anglican church in the west of Adelaide. In my spare time | love
just hanging out with family, playing board games, watching movies, building train fracks,
making paper planes, whatever Daniell is intfo at the time. | also enjoy running, especially
in nature, and try and get out for a long run in the Adelaide Hills once a week or so.

Tania: So you've got biological children. What made you come to the decision that you
wanted to be foster parents as welle

Ben: The brief answer is love. As Christians, the most important thing about us is that we're
children of God. God has adopted us, he's welcomed us into his family. And that really
motivates us to wanna reflect that love to others in lots of different ways. But | think for us,
especially, God's given us a desire to provide a home, provide a family for kids in need of
care.

Corinne: And | guess the longer answer specifically for us is, when we came over from the
UK 15 years ago, our biological girls were four and two, and we wanted to have more kids.
It wasn't advised for me medically to go through another pregnancy. We had thought
about adoption and then as we started exploring options in Adelaide, realised that's
extremely rare here. And then there was a process where we went from ‘| want more
children’ to ‘what do the children need?’' And realising that the children in Adelaide, or in
South Australia need fostering. It's different in that they're not a legal member of your
family in the same way as adoption, but the day-to-day parenting, it's parenting a child in
the same way. And it's been ajoy.

1 '‘Daniel’ is being used as a pseudonym to protect child’s privacy



Ben: With our girls, the decision to foster was a real kind of family decision. We wanted to
involve them in that, and we spoke to them about the possibility of fostering.

And initially they were cautious, and said, ‘but our family's awesome! Why would we want
to change thate’ And so being able to talk to them about kids in care and their need to
belong to families and, you know, what kind of families do they need to joine An
awesome family would be good probably! So maybe we're just the right sort of family to
do this.

Tania: So how did your experience of fostering begin?2

Ben: Oh, it was amazing. We were approved as foster carers on a Monday and the very
next day got a phone call saying there was a one-day-old baby in the hospital, could we
go and collect him? | guess it was a bit daunting, but also an amazing privilege.

Tania: And how old were your own children, your biological children at the time?
Corinne: 10 and 8.
Tania: What surprised you on this journey of foster parenting?

Ben: | guess a surprise was how quickly we had an emotional bond with Daniel. That it was
almost that we were able to love him as our own. And that made it hard because initially
he was with us on an emergency placement, which then became a short term
placement. And it was only after 15 months that it was decided he would be with us long
term till 18 and beyond. And that, that initial year and a bit, you know, living with that
uncertainty, but feeling such a close bond with him, was challenging. And such a joy to
then have that decision and know that he was gonna be with us, his forever family.

Corinne: |I've had so many people say to me, ‘it's too hard. What if they get taken away?’
And | feel quite strongly that if as adults we don't step up and love their socks off, take that
risk, cos love is risky, isn't ite Always. Then the kids are the one who's to then take the flack.
They the ones who don't get it. If we protect ourselves, they're the ones who take the hit.
And if we as adults can't do that, then that's a shame. These kids just deserve to be loved
by somebody who's willing to have their heart broken for them. Just love them. And if your
heart gets broken, then great, they've been loved.

Tania: Tell me about some of the challenges you faced along the journey of being foster
parents.

Corinne: Having people from Department of Child Protection, DCP, the government
department in our home, and also from the foster agency, Lutheran Care coming
regularly. So that's a time commitment. But also, the workers have often changed.

So over the course of the nearly nine years we've been carers, we've had a lot of DCP
workers particularly. And so that's a challenge for us relationally, more significantly for
Daniel. And Lutheran care workers change over as well. So there's the role of support, but
the relationships change and that has been hard at times. For Daniel particularly, there's
challenges of neurodiversity and learning difficulty diagnoses, which means that on top of
being a foster child, day-to-day is just fough for him. And being his parent has day-to-day
challenges.

Tania: So tell me about the support networks. There's the two of you, you obviously support
each other, but have you got further support?



Corinne: God is our 24/7 go-to. | think | learned a lot personally about him during this
season, of his unwavering commitment and compassion. And I've learned a lot about
myself in that and realising that he's still on our side even though I'm not all | thought | was.
And our girls have been incredible. They are in it with both feet and love Daniel like a
brother. And it's not a favour when they spend time with him or look after him, it's hanging
out with their brother, which is really wonderful for us.

And our church family have also been fantastic. They are a wider family for Daniel as well
and for all of us. They've supported us and our girls in ways we couldn't, and Daniel as well.
Even coming to live with us at times when things were particularly tricky just to be extra
adults in the house. There's just been a couple of times that's happened and they've sort
of stepped right in.

Tania: You've come to, foster parenting as parents, so you have that experience. Has that
been helpfule

Ben: | think when we began the fostering journey, our girls were 10 and 8, we thought we
were pretty good parents. And a few years into fostering, | think we were humbled and
felt pretty clueless and were having to almost relearn how to parent.

Corinne: Yes, | mean, things like expectations of behaviour - we've kind of consistently had
to change our expectations for how the household operates. So for example, with our
girls, we'd always sit down and have dinner together every night. And that was an
expectation. But it's too hard for him. And that's primarily because of his neurodiversity. So
other families may well experience the same thing, but he can't sit down for dinner every
night and stay still and do that with us. And that's been something we've had to say,
‘okay, what does it look like now with the children we've got now?2 How do we adjust
that2’ Also, discipline and consequences for behaviour. Partly cos of his trauma as a foster
child and partly with his extra diagnoses, what's actually gonna be helpful and meaningful
is very different from with our older girls who were neurotypical and didn't have that
frauma history.

We've had to unlearn and relearn, and also just take it on trust really the things that we
would never have done with our older girls are actually appropriate now, in terms of how
we operate as parents.

Tania: So obviously your girls have gone through the journey too, and have grown and
changed over the years.

Corinne: It's been hugely significant for them. And they've seen how hard it is. They're both
incredibly passionate about it and would now they're 19 and 17. So who knows what it will
look like in the future, but at the moment, they're both very passionate. And one of them
wanfts fo transform DCP and the other one wants to support all the foster children she
knows. But both of them don't want to foster themselves. And fair enough, they want to
support it and they're passionate, but, at the moment, don't wanna do it themselves.

Tania: What I've noticed in hearing your story, | can hear not only the heart for children,
your heart for Daniel, but also your complete child-focus. Because you could be thinking
about what's best for your family or what's best for the older children, but | can hear that
it's about what's best for these children in your care.

Corinne: Yeah, that's the way it has to be. | think especially for these kids. It's gotta be their
needs first cos they're so profound.



Ben: | mean, the costs have been immense and life would almost certainly have been
simpler had we not gone down this road. But we don't regret it. And love always involves
a cost. Sacrifice and suffering are always part of genuine love. And there's great joy for us
in being able to reflect even in just a small way, something of the love that God has shown
to us.

And Daniel is a delight. | mean like any 8-year-old boy, he's got lots of interests. He's info
Lego and Minecraft and bouldering, and trains. And he's creative and curious. He loves
learning facts and sharing those with anyone he can. He's incredibly courageous and
really sociable. He's got so much love to give and brings joy to so many people, especially
of us. He gives the best cuddles just adores being with his family.

One of the special moments for me is sometimes I'll sleep in his room with him and
occasionally he'll wake up in the middle of the night and when he sees that I'm there, he'll
just say, ‘Dad, I love you so much.” Which is delightful.

And he loves Jesus and has a really tangible hope for when Jesus returns and puts things
right.

| think as well for us, despite the hardships, we can see how God's been at work in us,
humbling us and refining us. And one of the particular joys has been seeing the way that
our girls have grown up. They've born a cost, but they've grown into such beautiful,
mature young women. They have incredible empathy and compassion. They have a real
passion to love and care for Daniel, but also other vulnerable kids.

Tania: So have you got a Bible verse or a passage in scripture that resonates with you or
guides you or upholds you in your journey?e

Corinne: Ephesians 1:4 says, ‘God chose us in Christ before the creation of the world to be
holy and blameless in his sight.” Which has been a comfort to me for years, way before |
became a foster carer. But the sense of being chosen before he even created the world,
so nothing I'm doing or not doing now is impacting that. We are working in his world that
he's already created, he's already established. And that's just been a wonderful kind of
rock through the ups and downs of life overall, particularly the last nine years.

And also Psalm 23 is a favourite for so many people for good reason, isn't ite Like we have
a shepherd who's with us again through the joys and the valleys. He knows, and he's
pursuing us with goodness. When we're with him, we are not gonna want for anything. He's
gonna give us everything we fruly need, which is wonderful.

I'm gonna sneak in a third one, which is not actually a Bible verse, but it's from the Jesus
Storybook Bible, which is a kid's Bible, which we've read with all our kids and highly
recommend. And there's an audio version that they often listen to when they go to sleep
or in the car. And | love it as well. | sometimes listen to it when I'm in the car on my own. But
there's a refrain that goes throughout the book, talking about God's never stopping, never
giving up, always and forever love. Which is for all of us. That's for Daniel, for us, and it's just
never stopping, never giving up always and forever. And we need it. And Daniel needs it.
Yeah, it's wonderful.

Ben: | say a blessing for Daniel every night when he goes to bed, I'll say, ‘the Lord bless you
and keep you and make his face shine on you so that you know you're safe and loved
and wanted and important, and he's never gonna leave you or let you go.’



Tania: So if | was, listening to this, interview and going, well, maybe | could be a foster
parent, I've considered it. What advice would you give?2 What would you say to someone
who's, just, you know, considering the possibilitye

Ben: | think we'd say what a wonderful thing to do and consider. There's such a great
need for more foster carers. We think it's something a lot more people should at least
consider. And | think especially for Christians, there's a great motivation to welcome others
into our families in the way that God's welcomed us into his. You know, one of the radical
things about the early church was the way that they cared for vulnerable people,
rescuing abandoned children, taking them in as their own. And | think the church today
could have a similar impact and reputation. And that doesn't mean everyone's gonna
become a foster carer, but we can all be involved in different ways, providing some
support.

Tania: So how could | support a foster family or foster parentse What are the ways that
foster families might be looking for support?

Corinne: Even being asked that question actually is wonderful. Ask the question of foster
families: ‘what do you need? How can | support you? What would it look like to support
you in your situatione’ | think as a foster carer, having someone recognise that you might
need support above and beyond normal parenting is wonderful cos it is more than normal
parenting.

Also | think recognising that children and parenting in the foster world often looks different.
Behaviours look different often. So don't judge that. Don't, assume you know, better. And |
say that partly cos | would've done that before | was in this situation myself.

And sometimes the behaviours look a bit daunting, but if you can move towards that,
move towards the child, move towards the carers, the parents, and yeah, offer to be part
of it. I think also in that, not assuming we are finding it easier than you would in that
situation because we are not superhuman. The behaviours are hard for us as well. And
we're trying to deal with them. So, come and stand beside us, what we do, and come
and stand with the child as well, because the behaviours are hard for them as well.

And then more specifically, respite care is desperately needed for the families and the
children just to keep it sustainable and for the parents to have a break. If you know a
foster family, ask ‘can we take them out for the afternoong Overnighte Do you wanna
come for dinner?¢’ That sort of scenario, is greatly appreciated. And then if you are able to
do more formal respite, which might look like a day a month, a weekend a month, then
that does require going through the training process but what you can then offer to
children and to families is invaluable. Build a relationship, be part of the network, be part
of the village, and, support the parents. Be the kind of armour around the parents to hold
them up. It does take a village, this process, this caring.

Back to Natalie - support for new foster parents
Tania: We've been hearing from foster carers who had biological children of their own

before they decided to foster. But what about those who choose to foster without any
previous experience of parenting?



Tania: Natalie, you work for a foster care agency, and | also know that this was your
experience. Were you supported in that?e

Natalie: You do get a lot of, coaching, mentorship, help and support. You get a manual
basically, which talks about what to expect at different stages of development. And the
foster care case worker that comes and does the home visit can, if you've got questions
and you say, ‘I'm not sure about this,” then they can help you research that or offer
suggestions as well. So, yeah, definitely not alone.

Tania: So thinking about hope, how does foster caring bring hope?

Natalie: We can provide vulnerable children a safe and secure, loving, stable home, and
make a difference in a child's life. There's a huge need out there and there's no need to
judge why, but lots of children have very different starts to life and if we can engage
community out there to consider becoming a foster carer, then that's giving hope for
those children.
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