
  

 
FIRESIDE STUDY #4 

Finding the strength to love selflessly 
 

Film:  Shelter  
 

Introduction: 
In rural Australia, a young man and his brother struggle to 
cope with a distant father. After meeting the rough next-
door neighbour, they are given a new outlook on life and 
what it means to be a family. 
Here is altruism on display Ð two brothers f inding the 
strength to love a father that others simply see as ÒloonyÓ. 
 

Key issues: 

Loving selflessly 
ThereÕs no time in this short f ilm to fully appreciate this all-male family and its past: gentle Dave, his 
quiet kid brother, and ÒloonyÓ dad who thinks the sparrows talk to him. However, what is evident right 
from the start, is the concern each family member has for the other. This concern is only heightened 
when the brothers observe the callous behaviour of the next-door neighbour. 
ItÕs almost as if the lack of respect they see there gives them a new resolve to love selflessly. WhatÕs 
especially touching (even surprising) is the love reflected back from the loony father himself. 
 

Domestic violence 
Next-door Adam is violent in both his words and actions. 
Although the language is sanitised (Òuseless, that kidÓ and Òtell him heÕs a drop-kickÓ), we get the idea 
that AdamÕs put-downs cut deeply for his young son Thomas. Then thereÕs the beatings Ð lashings with 
a belt for seemingly trivial infractions. AdamÕs violence is fully brought to light when saintly Dave 
steps in and gives him a serve: ÒDonÕt do that Ð the kidÕs worth something.Ó The domestic, hidden 
violence is exposed for what it is. 
 

A ÔChristianÕ film? 
In CampfireÕs February Festival, this f ilm has been tagged as a ÔChristianÕ film. Most certainly, Òloving 
others as you love yourselfÓ (Dave to his ailing father), and attempting to put right any wrongs done 
(Dave of AdamÕs bad behaviour) are Christian principles. But can Shelter be said to be a distinctly 
ÔChristianÕ film? 
ÒArt can be religiousÉ or  appear  to be religious; but it can be neither  Mohammedan nor  
Buddhist nor  Chr istian,Ó says writer Van der Leeuw in ÒSacred and profane beauty: the holy in artÓ 
(as quoted in ÔReel SpiritualityÕ RK Johnson). 
Do you agree? 
 

Suggested questions: 
 

¥ Are rough father AdamÕs words truly ÒviolentÓ? 
¥ This f ilm puts altruism Ð true love Ð on display. Do you agree? Why or why not? 
¥ Would Dave and his brother have come to love their father as they did had it not been for their 

encounter with Adam? 
¥ In Matthew LoveringÕs February (critical) essay, he describes the film as ÔnaturalisticÕ. How 

natural is the altruism displayed by eldest brother Dave to his ÔloonyÕ father? 
¥ CampfireÕs theme for February was ÒFaith and spirituality really do matterÓ. Does this f ilm make 

case either way about such a statement? 
¥ Historically, Australia was once described as a ÔChristian countryÕ. Would you describe either one 

or other of the families portrayed in this film as more ÔAustralianÕ than the other? 
¥ As a work of art, can this f ilm be claimed by any one religion over another? Why or why not? 
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