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[II] 

 

Roads go ever on 

Under cloud and under star, 

Yet feet that wandering have gone 

Turn at last to home afar. 

Eyes that fire and sword have seen 

And horror in the halls of stone 

Look at last on meadows green 

And trees and hills they long have known. 

 
 

Gandalf looked at him. ‘My dear Bílbo!’ he said. ‘Something is the 

matter with you! You are not the hobbit that you were.’ And so they 

crossed the bridge and passed by the mill by the river and came right 

back to Bilbo’s own door. ‘Bless me! What’s going on?’ he cried. 

(Tolkien, 1999, pp. 276-277) 

 
 

For my husband, Derrick, with my heartfelt thanks 
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ABSTRACT 

 

A high proportion of cross cultural aid workers and missionaries who may also be involved in 

aid work are known to suffer from significant psychological distress on re-entry. In the 

Australian primary health care system, Australian general practitioners are most often the first 

point of contact for those with psychological distress. There is, however, little 

acknowledgement or understanding in the medical literature of the distress of this particular 

group in Australian society and their management in the general practice setting. This thesis 

addresses these issues with an analysis of the experiences of 15 returned adult Australian 

missionaries. 

The thesis presents an analysis of evidence and builds theory using predominantly 

qualitative methods. Firstly, I comprehensively explore the evidence for the nature of the 

distress suffered by these re-entering missionaries. Through analysis of their accounts of their 

day-to-day lived experience during the interactive transition of their re-entry, I demonstrate 

the importance of their loss and grief, particularly their disenfranchised grief, as part of their 

psychological distress. I describe a new type of disenfranchised grief: self-absorbed 

disenfranchised grief.  Some missionaries appeared to have less distress than others, which 

has led me to categorise two groups of re-entrants, the resilient and fragile. Further 

exploration of these missionaries‟ psychological distress led me to focus on the nature of their 

resilience. I demonstrate the psychological, social and spiritual constructs which increase 

resilience in this group in the context of multiple losses and grief as well as the role of their 

identity disparities.  I also demonstrate a link between resilience and identity disparities. 

Secondly, the results of this thesis together with the existing theoretical models for 

loss and grief enable me to build an evidence-based theoretical framework to address 

psychological distress during re-entry. I show how the Dual Process Model, which addresses 
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loss and grief after bereavement, may be modified to address loss and grief during re-entry 

based on the findings of this study. Within this framework I also demonstrate the facilitators 

and barriers that affect the missionaries‟ psychological distress during re-entry. I offer this 

model as a framework for dealing with missionaries‟ psychological distress during re-entry in 

the clinical setting. 
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