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EDITORIAL

ONE OF THE FEATURES in this issue of /V&n Yubu is the paper by Sr
Kathleen Mitchell FMM reporting some of her reflections on life on Palm Island.
I would like to make the point that this sort of missionary writing from
the field is a feature V&n Yuhu prizes highly. When NYMU first started in
1977, it saw itself as ‘a mediating centre between anthropological research
and missiological theory on the one hand, and practical religious and social
work on the other’.
The periodical in particular was envisaged asmodelled on Anthropos, ‘which
was intended to give preference to writings by missionaries, thus providing
them with a forum that they might not fiid in the professional journals with
specialist interests and style’.
N&n Yutu tries to present its material in a style that is academically
respectable. It would be most unfortunate, however, if Velen Y&u’s attempt
at a good standard of presentation were offputting to people in the field with
something to say to one another or the world at large.
I am told that the consultation held last year by the Aboriginal Apostolate
Program with a group of long-experienced missionary personnel was looking
for a means of inter-communication. If I had been there, I wouId have said

‘N&n

I’ubu awaits your copy with enthusiastic anticipation!’

But some

thought Nelen Yubu might be too academically slanted. I beg you to try US!

RELIGIOUS

INSTRUCTION

IN ABORIGINAL

SCHOOLS

LEO McVEIGH FMS

‘THE TASK OF THE MISSIONARY is to make people aware that they are loved by Jesus.‘In
this paper two main considerations will be proposed.
I wish firstly to establish a pattern of thought developed from the lives and philosophy of
certain people who today offer a challenge to the conventional living accepted as a norm by
those in the position of being able to change should they want to. Following that I shall
present, with reflections and suggestions, the findings of some scholars in the field of Aboriginal
studies; intermingled will be thoughts from some Aboriginal people.
To familiarise yourselves with the authors of the materials quoted, and to obviate the breaking of a train of thought by a search for their credentials, would you kindly now turn to pages
of references towards the back; some quotes will be at length because of their particular value
in expanding the views proposed whilst others will be made briefly to reinforce the points made.
The appendices are for you to read at your leisure.
We frequently hear the term ‘rat race’ associated with city life, with the business world, with
the teaching profession even; it indicates that people are caught in a chain of events, in a
constant routine, in a mind-engaging or a mind-stagnating existence from which they cannot
escape except at the expense of their livelihood. I believe there is a subtlety in the real meaning
that is more dangerous because it concerns the very essence of who people are, of their knowledge of themselves; it restricts their field of operation without them being aware of it - the
majority has not had the opportunity of experiencing quite different situations either personally
or vicariously unless through the television or the cinema screen which do not have the involving
force of a person-to-person contact.
. . . we must know ourselves . . .
We must know our place in creation. We must know God’s plan for us. We must know ourselves if we are to relate well to others, and doubly so to others of a different culture. How
many of us really know ourselves, our strengths and our weaknesses? As a result of this ignorance how much do we presume, and often wrongly about those of another culture? We must ‘set
the picture right. We must do a re-think.

An abridge-t
Schools.
Quotes
at Santa Teresa.

of a paper given in Darwin in April 1982 at a conference
for Pastors end Principals
of Mission
have been slashed end two appendices
omitted.
Bro. Leo McVeigh
works on Arande literacy
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Whether I like it or not, I am the son/daughter
of a culture and of a milieu which
has shaped my personality.
These cultural
factors are an integral part of me . . . Zf I
am rooted in my original culture, if I accept it with all its wealth and all its dark
spots, in a word, ifIam sure of my own identity, then I can accept *self
as ‘other’,
as different,
as a ‘stranger’. Z don’t feel hurt when my hosts call me ‘stranger’, since
that is what I am and accept it. ‘I see myself as they see me.’ I accept their culture
since I have accepted my own; I accept their values as different, since I am conscious
of my own values. I accept being inconvenienced
since I am conscious of inconveniencing them . . .
(Joinet)

Each day I must remind myself that I am a servent (‘no servant is greater than his master’ Jn.
13: 16), a guest of these Aboriginal people, and I must thank God daily for allowing me to serve
them.
I am burning to give myself
wholly to the other, but does the other really need me?
Am I not going to impose myself on him? Constant giving is humiliating
to the one
who is constantly
receiving. It creates a situation
of dependence,
of inferiority
.. .
During
my childhood
I accumulated
within me, without realising
it, the values, the
laws, and the taboos of my home environment.
This whole which Z did not choose,
forms within me an unconscious mechanism
of control, the ‘superego’, which p’artly
controls my life, especially ,in situations of stress and tension,
CJoinet)
Like Mary who not bnly educated her Son by her lovingpresence
but also learned
from him and ‘kept all these things in her heart’(Lk.
2:52), we must also receive
in
turn from those to whom we give. Like her, we grow as we help others to grow. We
know we do not possess all truth; we share what we have of it with others.
(Marist

Brothers)

‘We win souls by submitting to them; if we dominate people, we will alienate them’are the
thoughts of Claude Colin SM, founder of the Marist Fathers.
After his return from his African tour, John Paul II ‘said he had gone to honour the African
idea of the divine’ (Catholic Weekly, 28.2.82).
‘We underestimate the hold traditional culture has on its people’, said Kevin Barr MSC (Mission
Conference, Darwin, 1979).
. . . we think we are worth what we produce . . .
Let us search out Bishop John O’Loughlin’s question at the same Darwin conference, ‘What
has happened to the power of the Good News.7’ Catherine de Hueck Doherty goes to the heart
of the matter:
In the midst of the confusion and turmoil of our day, the Holy Spirit calls US to
the Gospel
with
our
preach the Gospel everywhere
to all men . . . by preaching
lives. This is the essence of Christ’s message which demands that we put aside all
non-essentials,
that we stop the word games, all the useless discussions. . . God
loves us, not because we are good, but because He is good! But it may be that we
cannot accept ourselves because the yardstick with which we measure ourselves is
our ability
to produce,
our production
‘quotient’.
We think we are worth what we
produce. Our society, our culture, all seem to gang up on us to give us this yardstick
and to make us believe in it. This mentality
blinds us to our true value. The incarnation, death and resurrection
of Christ are the measure
of our true value. We are
worth three hours agony on the cross.
. . . We Catholics must become Christians. How else can we make our own the
joys, hopes, griefs and anxieties of the men of our age, all those who are poor or in
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any way afflicted,
unless we love others as Christ loved us? It is because we do call
ourselves this (Christians)
but do not act out the Gospel in our lives that we have
become a scandal to our brothers. Christ came to stir up people that they might be
aroused from their complacency
and indifference.
. . that they might rise and
follow him.
(D%herty)

Not only must we know ourselves and our own culture, but we must understand the culture
of the people we are working amongst in order to be able to make Christ relevant to them in
the entirety of their ways. Carlo Carretto says,
He (Charles de Foucauld)
understood
that thenative, howeverpoor
and ill-educated,
was no longer willing to accepb as from on high a message which seemed to him
entirely bound to a particular people and a particular
civilisation
...
What matters is to live it as Jesus taught us. . . It is enough to accept the realities
of life. Work is one of these realities;
motherhood,
the rearing of children, family
life with all its obligations
are others. ThEse realities must be sanctified . . .
The whole man must be transformed
by the Gospel message. Nothing he does
can be indifferent.
All his actions must be determined
by the Gospel. Nazareth is
the life of a man, of a family, fully engaged in human activity.

. . . catechesis is reduced to words rather than to ‘life’ . . .
But there is another aspect of Nazareth which is important
above all for those who
think it is impossible
to carry out the Gospel message without
tools, means or
money. Jesus was himself the carrier of the message. He lived his message before he
spoke of it. He preached it by his life before explaining
it in words. This was Jesus’
message, and we too easily forget it.
In many cases catechesis is reduced to words rather than to ‘life’, to discussions
rather than to the pursuit of Christian living. And here, perhaps, is the reason for
the poor results, and still more, the reason for so much of the apathy and indifference among Christians today. Teaching is ineffective
because it is not life-centred;
there is no life because there is no example; there is no example because empty
words have taken the place of faith and charity . . . Especially
today people no
longer want to listen to sermons. They want to see the Gospel in action.
(Carretto)

This, then, is the challenge to us - to get to know the Jesus of the Gospels so well that our
every action speaks to our neighbour of basic Gospel values. And if it is to speak to our every
neighbour we must know the neighbour’s culture.
The church therefore has this exhortation
for her sons:. . . in witness of Christian
faith and life, acknowledge,
preserve
and promote
the spiritual
and moral goods
found among these people as well as the values in their society and culture.

(Pope Paul VI)
Missioners must. . . study the beliefs of the people among whom they work, and
acquire a sound knowledge
of their languages and customs. It is quite useless, and
even dangerous, to send out men on superficial
missions aiming at ‘converting
the
heathen’, about whom they understand nothing.
(Harris and Parrinder)

Let us now pick up some important thoughts from the Aboriginal people and look at the
implications, for them and for us.
Our traditional
life was no bed of roses. We lived in fear of superstitions,
and in fear
of the Kataitya . . . Z think it is very important
to keep this in mind for it was in
this situation
that the message of Christ spoke most directly to the Aboriginal
people. . . depending
on the way the missioners gave the Gospel to the people it
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was in the true meaning of the word (a God Send) Gospel. . . . it appears to me that
what happened in the religious area was this. The Christian faith was readily accepted because it was seen to address itself relevantly to a great felt need.

(Ktnoth-Monks)
This is the very place where ‘European’ Catholics fall down in their association with peoples
of quite different cultures - we have given them no choice or practically none, for in its history
the church has so often’moved to defend one section of its members against an error and has
applied the remedy or a stricture to its universal members willy nilly, irrespective of what effect
it might have on them because of their differing cultures. True, Jesus gave the mandate to
preach the Gospel to all but he did not want it to be coloured by any particular culture; the evidence of this is in the action of the Holy Spirit in opposing Jewish traditions being applied to
Gentile members (Acts 15%12). Vatican II freely admitted to uncharity in the church’s outlook when its Commission for Liturgy changed the wording of Good Friday’s prayers from ‘the
perfidious Jews’ to ‘the Jewish people, the first to hear the word of God, that they may continue
to grow in the love of his name and in faithfulness to his covenant’.
. . . conventional Christianity was often downright unchristian . . .
Most of us are afraideto go beyond ‘conventional Christianity’, and this is understandable
because of our formation before Vatican II wherein we were led, implicitly at least, to beware
of anything outside the Catholic faith; in this there was security; in this there was an unhealthy
fear of becoming off-side with Catholic authority; but we must now face up to it that conventional Christianity was often downright unchristian in denying to others the love that Jesus
would have us give them. Yet as far back as 1881 the Church applauded the direction taken by
a courageous group of lay women in their choice of a way of life that was conditioned by the
needs of the people they went to serve; formal recognition was given for the first time to a
female religious congregation that did not follow the pattern of the enclosed orders, the Missionary Sisters of the Society of Mary (SMSH).
The law (commandments) that we have been proposing to the Aboriginal people has been
couched in non-Aboriginal terms, given in non-Aboriginal language by non-Aboriginals who
largely have very little understanding of the culture, the thought patterns and the teaching process of the people. There has not been a lack of love; it is simply this, that love has been
channelled through a one-way vessel (vide Joinet). What are the present needs of the people?.
How can they be adequately met? Do we know on what Aboriginal religion is based?
. . . hey qualities of traditional Aboriginal
religion proposed by Professor Stanner. . .
The material part of life, and of man himself, was under spiritual authority, and the
souls of the dead shared in maintaining
the authority
and the providence over them.
The major cults inspired a sense of mystery by symbolism pointing
to ultimate or
metaphysical
realities which were thought to show themselves by signs. . . Aboriginal
religion was very important
in giving Aborigines
a sense of identity . . . Aboriginal
religion was also moralistic.
Moral obligations
had a strong religious flavour.
The
Law prescribed the way of life.
(Aboriginal
religion)
was contemplative
in that its adherents were encouraged
to
reflect often on the deeds of the ancestral beings. . . (It) was very ritualistic.
A rich
ceremonial life gave expression to beliefs and served as a vehicle for transmitting
the
faith . . . ritual and expressive art have long been prominent
in the handing on of
A bortginal religion.
(Rossiter quoting Stanner)

What are the people offered now that has any comparison with a tradition that saw the
6
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events of their daily lives and the features of their landscape in terms of what we might call
‘sacraments’? Better still, how can we offer the riches of Christianity to them in language and
ceremony fitting their tradition? All around us we see the response of ethnic groups to religious
and festive ceremonies celebrated in their traditions, for example in an ‘Italian’ parish when
the Eucharist and the homily are presented in Italian, and when the people have traditional
processions and liturgies to honour their saints.
The drr,aminys
arc thought
to harlr, deposited
the guruwari
(immaterial
particles
that
cntercd
the surrounding
trees.
rocks
and watrrholes,
where
they
still remain
and affc(-t
the Dehaviour
of living
things),
ultimately
to brncfit
all members
of the
tribe,
but
the entities
cannot
bc expected
to function
unless
men provide
the
upproprzaic~
conditions
to initiate
the action.
Consequently,
groups
of men arc
re.sponsible
,/or the regular
performance
of suc~red songs and rituals
connected
with
drramings
ill various
localities.
(Meggitt)
Where
Lontact
broken,

sacred
ritual
has been allowed
to lapse, people
no longer
with
their
traditions
and background;
and once
this
the whole
course
of their lives must
reJlect
the change.

maintain
vital
link

(Wilson

conscious
has bee11

from Eliade)

What do we do? We must use ‘moral’ pressure to get the people to present men who will
replace or represent the liturgical leaders of the past; men must become ministers of the Word
and of the Eucharist.
We must make demands on the people.and stir them into action to use their own powers.
Jesus made demands in his time:
His
with
Go
Put
Go

mother
said to the servants,
‘Do whatever
he tells you. ‘Jesus said,
<Fill
water
.
draw some out now and take it to the strward.
’ (Jn. 2:5-g)
and wash in the pool.
(Jn. 9:7)
out into the deep and puy out your nets for a catch.
(Lk. 5:4)
and show
yourselves
to the priests.
(Lk. 17: 13)

the jars

. prepare mothers to be catechists .
What, more importantly do we do?
We have no option but to prepare mothers to be catechists, first for their own little ones
then progressively through the school. In their society the adult is the person to whom
youngsters look as the model on which to base their ultimate achievement in knowledge and
practice, and whereas we have lamented to see youth follow the lead of the inebriate and the
indolent, we must act now to change the picture.
The

parents

remain

the

key

factors.

(Seagrim

and Lendon)
‘the various generations

The natural
family
must
remain
the place
where
gether
and help
one another to grow wiser and
the other
requirements
of social
life’.

to harmonise

personal

come torights

with

(Paul VI)

We accept that many Aboriginal people are unwilling to give their opinions because they
have been conditioned to receive; perhaps we live amongst them. However, today we find
others who do articulate their wishes, their convictions, and one that they are adamant about is
the urgency of using parents in the instruction of their children.
I feel the inability
of our
reflects
the very
urgent
the educational
system.

children

necessity

to function
in the
to have Aboriginal

mainstream
parental

Australian
involvement

society
within

(Hudson)

NELEN YUBU
The Victorian Aboriginal Education Consultative Group has these among their nine aims for
an Aboriginal school:
- to present positive models of Aboriginal
initiative and achievement;
-

to offer Aboriginal
parents a meaningful
to facilitate participation
of Aboriginal
ment and curriculum.

choice in education for heir children;
parents and students in school marrage(8endigo

Advertiser,

1982)

Because our teaching methods have not struck responsive chords, we have too often failed
the children by not distinguishing between illiteracy and unintelligence. Aboriginal children
adopted at a very young age and brought up by European parents in a totally European environment prove this:
These children
perform
children and presumably,

at a level which is indistinguishable
therefore, at an optimal level.

from that of white
(Seagrim and Lendon)

. . . to give them a noble image of what is Aboriginal . . .
If we do not have a reasonable understanding of culture, our judgement of ‘progress’ is likely to be quite different from that of the Aboriginal people’s, and our reaction to the slowness
of their ‘progress’ could be’ having a bad effect. Maureen Watson says,
The ignorance
of white people concerning
the blacks is cruel. They damage poor
innocent kids as well as affecting the adults . . . One thing Z try to do in the story
telling
in schools is to give the black kids a reflection
that is positive. Z want to give
them a noble image of what is Aboriginal
to try to compensate for all of the depressing, negative, failure stereotypes that hang over them like clouds.
(Rossitter)

How tight the rope and how frail the rope we must tread if we are to see ourselves as
strangers who cannot, if we are to elicit deep person-to-person responses, allow even inadvertently the face of cultural superiority to show, yet who must be ever genuine, constant and persevering in leading children through the wedding of school and religious discipline when discipline is
not a strong point among children in Aboriginal culture.
The relationship
between Aboriginal
religious
thought
and ]ungmn
psychology
could be pursued to illustrate one interesting
way of Cooking at the psychological
function
of religious symbols. It also might illuminate
the psychological
problems
caused when people are alienated from their traditional
religious symbols. Jung
believed that ‘natural symbols. . . and cultural symbols. . . have been used to express eternal truths and are still used in many religions. (They) retain a numinosity
response. (They) carry a psychic
or spell. . . They can evoke a deep emotional
charge . . . They are important
constituents
in our mental makeup and vital forces
in the building up of human society; and they cannot be eradicated without serious
loss. Where they are repressed or neglected, their specific energy disappears into the
unconscious with unaccountable
consequences.
(Rossitter)

The significance of the Christian’s guardian spirits might be juxtaposed with that of the
totems; a people that acknowledges the transcendence of the spiritual world over the natural
world, and who want to be Christian, could quite easily proceed from belief in the powers of
totemic creatures derived from the creation beings to belief in the powers of guardian spirits
derived from their Creator, and this would be a very consoling acquisition for people who have
an inherent fear of evil spirits.
Since
spark

every person carried
of life derived from

within himself, through
the original supernatural
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totemic ancestors were believed to be inter-connected
inseparably.
The perpetual
well-being
of the universe, and the whole welfare of the material world, have
depended on the continual singing of the original creative words and the continued
repetition
of the original
creative acts of the original supernatural
beings by their
human re-incarnation
from generation
to generation.
(Strehlow)

In keeping with this type of thinking we can see the importance of the singing to Aboriginal
chant rhythms of such important realities as God becoming man in Jesus, of the Holy Spirit
taking possession of us in baptism, of Jesus giving himself to us in the Eucharist:
I am the living bread that has come down from heaven; anyone who eats this bread
will live forever, and the bread that I shall give is my flesh for the life of the world.
(Jn.

6:51)

It would be of immeasurable value if these realities were sung by parents to youngsters,
especially in the mother tongue, and they would be reinforced by similar chants embodying the
sermon on the mount and Jesus’ commandment of love.
. . . in carrying out the rites enjoined by religion, all men acquired a sense of having
a purposeful
role to play both in life and in eternity.
(Strehlow)
Any presentation
of Christianity
that is not resonant with a rich ontology
must fail
(Wilson)
to satisfy the needs of the Aboriginal
spirit.
. . . undue emphasis to salvation from sin . . .
. . . this is not the starting point . . .

It will be a help to Aboriginal people to know that our ancestors worshipped the sun (Sunday), moon (Monday) and other created objects before they knew the reality, the truth that
there was a great Spirit, namely God, who created all those things. There is much sense in these
words from ‘The Christian approach to the Animist’:
It is easy to miss the mark by giving undue emphasis to salvation from sin. This is
not the starting point for the Animist, however important
it may be later on. He is
hardly conscious of sin in the Christian sense. The message for which he is waiting,
and to which he so often responds, is that Jesus delivers us from fear, through his
name devils fear and fly.
It is so easy with our European background
and training to go to the Animist
steeped in the thought of Luther or Wesley, and completely
lose sight of the fact
that
he is really waiting
for
the message of Patrick.
Fifteen hundred years ago
Patrick taught the Animists
of our islands (hire)
to sing. They sang of the allpowerful,
ever-present
Christ, before whose presence devils and forces of evil,
below, above and within took their flight. There was power even in hisname:
‘Christ
be with me, Christ within me, Christ behind me, Christ before me. . . ’
We can speak of sin and sanctification
to the mature Christian, but in the beginning this kind of witness is beyond the Animist’s
comprehension,
whereas his need
for deliverance
from fear is desperate.
(Harris
and Parrinder)

Let us recall Rosie Kunoth-Monks’ words, ‘We lived in fear of superstitions, and in fear of
the Kataitya . . .’
1 know from my own experience that fear is still a very strong influence on Aboriginal people
in their culture, the fears enunciated above and fear of the supernatural. We must address ourselves to the question of good spirits and what place they have - the Spirit of God, the angels,
our forerunners.
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The acquisition of knowledge among Aboriginal children is primarily through listening and
observing. In their culture they are led to accept without questioning the things that are told
them, things that are eternal, things that exist and are unchanging because it was so in the
Dreaming.
He would be expected to accept the traditional
explanations
without
question
rather than to argue about them, and these explanatiob
would be incorporated
into the stories the hearing of which constitutes such an important
stimulus to his
(Seagrim and Lendon)
imagination.

. . .

what do adults in the community think? . _ . do? . . . practise? . . .

Unless we relate our teaching to these questions, we really have no point of reference; we are
instructing in the European way and missing the basis of motivation and acceptance of what we
are endeavouring to teach. Adult catechesis must be carried out with regularity as to time and
place so as not only to form the minds of the people but as well to continue and strengthen an
important aspect of their culture, namely the sense of community, of belonging. Community
participation is strongly evidenced when the young are being instructed:
Babies are placed in strategic positions to watch every move that the mother makes
in digging out a (rabbit) burrow . . . Mothers and older children point out the tracks
of mice, lizards etc. to the little ones, follow them and dig out the small animals.
Boys take great interest in each other’s work, quietly discussing, advising and
correcting, Adults willalso stop to watch with interest, advise and even take part . . .
the sand is the blackboard,
everyone is at once teacher and student.
(Strehlow)
This ability to track, then, is not as some people believe, an instinct, but a trained
faculty, acquired by hard learning.
(Wallace)
Everyday drama was mirrored in another dimension,
too, in stories and songs that
had their own dramatic qualities. Ordinary stories were usually built around action
sequences or plots that worked up to a climax. There was some room to manoeuvre.
Provided the basic story line was there, details could be expanded or contracted to
suit the audience . . . A good story teller was always geared to audience demands
and feedback
-- gasps, laughter, gig&es, questions and comments. Gestures, pauses,
changing
tones and facial expressions
could add up to a telling performance,
a
theatrical show in miniature . . . And with these we come back to the drama behind
the drama: the meaning of life and death and the certainty of belonging, the divine
plan underlying
the transient events of every day.
(Berndt)

Do our R.I. techniques get such a response? Is RI.: another lesson such as english or maths
in the minds of the children? Do we make enough use of the sensory and the tactile? If children have acquired from their mother’s knee a greater facility for observation than European
children do (because the latter are taught to read at as early an age as is possible), we must
teach by giving them things to handle and to observe.
. . . imposed intellectual change will only be shallow and insecure. During thk period
(to age seven) the models of morality, conduct and social behaviour are provided by
parents and older children,
largely by linguistic
behaviour
in its widest sense, by
what is talked about and how it is talked about, what is valued, what is interesting,
amusing and admirable
on the positive side, and what is awesome, what is to be
feared or forbidden,
and what is best left alone or to adults, on the negative side . . .
It is within this period, at the mother’s knee, that the forces which dictate in
what direction
later intellectual
development
will be deployed must be sought. It
is within this period, all being well, that any child, Aboriginal
or white, will be pre-
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disposed
to adopt
the intellectual,
emotional
and social
valurs
and practic
t*.s,of his
society.
As the values
and practicces
of any well-intrzgrated
society
are by dcfmztiotl
mutually
coherent,
it becomes
difficult
to cscapc
the structure,
reduces
the c,ohw
ence.
It is important,
therefore,
to identify
those
matters
which
are most
valued,
and therefore
highly
protected
in any society
if one’ wants
to reveal
the factors
that
are at work
in the rnculturation
of its children
and the mode
of their
operation.
(Seagrim
and Lendon)

.
.
r

the need of mothers especially to have retold to them
frequently the story of Mary the mother. . .

Hence the need of mothers especially to have retold to them frequently the story of Mary
IMP nr~lher, and of Jesus who is God, and of his constantly ‘doing good things for the people
about him’; these good things must be related to the everyday living of the Aboriginal community and be relevant to its good and associated with its good traditions, e.g. . . . The mothers
must be exposed to prayer, to spontaneous prayer, to invocations, and be helped to put these
into their own language so that what they teach their children will come spontaneously and
naturally from their hearts.

How can this be done? By regular visitation to their camps, villages, living areas; not intruding into the privacy of their homes but onto a common area, a kind of ‘village green’ as it were,
where they will be encouraged to gather for prayer, instruction and discussion among themselves.
I believe this last is a most important thing and only it (in their own language) will lead them to
ask questions arising from their cultural thinking, thoughts that would not arise in the minds of
non-Aboriginals.
Attitudes, beliefs and feelings acquired in the family are almost impossible to eradicate.
Imagine the impression made on youngsters around the campfire when Grannie ‘liturgically’
warms her hands, touches them to the ears of a baby and prays that it may ‘hear only good
things’, touches the eyes that they may ‘see only good things’, the mouth that it may ‘say only
good things’, the hands that they ‘don’t take things not yours’, the feet that they ‘don’t wander
into territory not yours’. (Told by Robert Patteron, Yarrabah Aboriginal Community.)
plays
a very
important
and pleasurable
part
in the community.
. . . story-telling
Children
. . . sit around
in a circle
and
story
while
beating
out a rhythm
with
the events
graphically
in the sand.
This
which,
because
of their
small
number,
the great
enjoyment
shown
in listening
written
word
(as in comics)
to stories
. .

an older
one, or an adult,
would
recount
a
a length
of twig or stick,
often
representing
representation
made
use of a set of icons
had to serve
many
purposes
. . . In vieuj of
to stories
and the obvious
relrvancc,
of the
.
(Seagrim and Lendon)

We ought to look at the following, the use of puppets, simple cardboard cutouts, wooden
representations possibly made by the children and dressed by them; inter n/in, theuse ofsimplydrawn consecutive pictures unfolding the story as it is told and acted by the teacher; a departure
from the schoolroom, school-desk situation more often than not for the Aboriginal style of
seating; the constant invitation to the mothers of the children to be present during the performance, especially when instructing younger children, so their mothers can carry on the
stories in their own setting among those and other children and other adults; the use of religious
comics in the community.
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. . . some Aboriginal people don’t understand Christianity
they think it means becoming a white man and rejecting the Aboriginal way of life . , .
We shall now consider some opinions of Aboriginal people about Christianity and Aboriginal
culture:
[Aboriginal
religion]
is based on how the Aboriginal
people will live and how they
will keep their law and customs. Christianity
is important
to Aborigines
as wellas
to white society. Many of our laws and customs are similar to the Chri.stian com‘mandments
. . . I have been at Bible College for three years. I still hold and accept
my culture. Christianity
can accept my culture.
. . Some Aboriginal
people don’t
understand
other Aborigines
who accept Christianity.
They think it means becoming
a white man and rejecting
the Aboriginal
way of life.

(Rossitter from Donga Mununguritj,
Town Clerk of Yirrkalla Community)
This last statement calls for reflection: Is it saying that the Aboriginal mind has not been
gradually and adequately prepared for the Gospel message? Does it mean that the choice of
words is at fault, that they are outside the understanding of the recipient? Is,it that the manner
of presentation is so un-Aboriginal that the message is not seen as universal? Or is it a condemnation of the liturgical trappings and discipline as belonging to a foreign culture, as has been the
reaction of Asian peoples?’
The same person continues: ‘You have a choice whether or not you become a Christian.
You cannot choose whether or not you are an Aboriginal.’ (Rossitter)
We who are commissioned by Jesus to give the message have no choice, either - we have to
present it to minds already powerfully formed by a culture vastly different from ours; we have
to present it in terms that are relevant to people whose customs are different from ours; we
have to present it so that the person of Jesus Christ is seen not just as historical but as living
today in the people of all cultures and therefore acceptable in Aboriginal culture - Jesus
emptied himself from his divine form to tit the culture and conditions of his time; we have to
present it as a liberating force and not as a restricting one -- we have a strong base to build on,
a spirituality not unlike Old Testament spirituality where the people were led from the darkness
of fear, superstition and idolatrous practices, an ‘eye for an eye’ attitude to a ‘love your neighbour at any cost’ enlightenment; we have to present it as something which purifies, enriches and
ennobles their own culture rather than condemns, and certainly does not replace it.
Another Christian Aboriginal says:
I must give myself to God as an Aboriginal.
This is what God wants or else he
would not have made me what I am. Really it is the only way I can go about it.
When I read the Gospels Z read them as an Aboriginal.
There are many things in the
Gospel that make me happy to be an Aboriginal
because Z think we have a good
start. . .
We have Dreamtime
figures who formed the world, who gave us law and ceremony and life creatures, from where our spirits come. We find it easy to see in
Christ the great Dreamtime
figure, who, more than allothers gave us law and ceremony and life centres, and marked out the way we must follow to reach our true
country
...
We do not find it strange when he says he is the life, that we can and must live
with his life, that in this life of his we are one. In some way he lives in us and is us,
so that what we do for each other we do for him.

(Rossiter quoting Boniface Perdjert)
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a culture which the Church respects and which she does not
in any way ask you to renounce
-~ -1-E
Statements such as these are strongly supported by Pope Paul VI:
. We know
that
a culture
which
to renounce.

you
have a lifestyle
the* Church
respects

proper
to your
and whit-h
she

own
does

ethnic
genius
or culturr’
not in any way ask you

(Paul VI)

In similar vein the Australian Catholic Bishops stated:
To cambody
an integral
Europeanised

the

Gospel

mc~ssage in the culture
of thr
including
its religious
content,
Chri.stiani&y.

cultufc,

pcoplc
throu.gh

. . (was not to)
the imposition

(Bishops

stifle
of a

of Australia)

Perhaps the greatest obstacle to the Aboriginal’s understanding of the non-Aboriginal’s
religious practice is charity, or love in its true meaning. The one seesthe other as being selective
whilst his own charity is universal. After relating an extraordinary act of kindness to a white
man by her father who had had a brutal upbringing at the hands of a white family, Maureen
Watson, a mother of four, continues:
This
is the way
a lot of Aboriginal
people
are brought
Up. It goes
beyond
the
bounds
of ethnic groups.
They recognise
the needs ofa human
being.
Sensitivity
to
other
people,
this caring
for other
people,
is a feature
of Aboriginal
pcoplc
today.
I
tell you
they
urc some
kind
of people,
these Aborigines.
It’s things
likr this that
give us the feeling
we can die in peace,
without
any real great
worry
about
our kids.

(Rossitter)

Concerning church-going, Maureen Watson says:
You just
can’t
help
comparing
OUT values
and tht way WC live and the so-called
Christian
values people
profess
and probably
practise
for an hour
on Sundays.
7’hat S
the difference.
Aborigines
live their
religion.
They
don’t
eucn think
about
it as
religion.
I did presume
to judge
- but not for the sake of judging
or out of any selfrighteousness
within
me. I felt
that white
people
were
demeaning
my faith;
I was
aware
of what
they
were
in relation
to Christ
and my beliefs.
Eventually
Ifelt
that
I couldn’t
go into a church
with
these people.
(Rossitter)

Is it a valid contention that the Christianity learned in the ‘European’ tradition, that has
been offered without sensitivity to cultural differences is so restricted by regulations that it is
seen as lacking the essential that Jesus asked - love? We need to investigate this, as suggested in
the Statement
o~Concern:
The small
an impetus
the tensions

number
of Aborigines
who would
identify
with
the Church
also provides
to assess
the role it has playtd.
The content
of that identification
and
experienced
by such Aborigines
should
be considered
in that assessment.

(CCSP, 1978)

Possibly the answer lies partially in the inability of people whose minds are absorbed in
material things, to penetrate the depth of Jesus’ command, ‘Love as I have loved’.

givi

A point that we seem to have misse&-bu&v~stares
us in the face
between
.--.-~_._.iswclantrati
the simplicity ‘of material possessions and the complexity of spiritual possessions - the former,
touching daily survival, were an absolute minimum but quite adequate, whilst the latter,
values to living, and meaning to the mystery of life were numerous, were detailed and were
ingrained in every developing child. Our acquisitive attitude, probably unnoticed by us as such,
may be contributing to the destruction of the Aboriginal way of life; it has been noticed that as
nations become materially well-off their spiritual values drop.
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are we blameworthy now?
We shall conclude with a powerful challenge from the Aboriginal writer, Kevin Gilbert:
It is my thesis
that Aboriginal
Australia
under-went
a rape of the soul so profqund
that
the blight
continues
in the minds
of most
blacks
today.
It is this psychological
causes
the conditions
we see on reserves
and
blight,
more
than anything
else, that
missions.
And
it is repeated
down
the generations.
I beliezlc
that for the majority
of
Aborigina1.s
only
a total
approach
that includes
an emphasis
on a particular
style
of
This
education,
or rather
r-c,-education,
of
education
has any hope
of working.
Aboriginal
Australians
must
include
a barrage
of intensive
positive
propaganda
about
Aboriginal
history,
identity
and culture
to counteract
the ncgatiz~c~
material
(Gilbert)
that is constantly
raining
in on them from
the major
society
at present.

Does our general attitude thoughtlessly imply that the Aboriginal stands on a lower rung of
the societal. intellectual and religious ladder because of our own upbringing immersed in what
now has been proved to be a totally one-sided view of Australian history, recorded through the
eyes of an alien, all-powerful invading group who continued until recently to see the Aboriginal
as ‘. . . the miserablest people in the world’ (Dampier)? We were not to blame for this view; are
we blameworthy now? We are in a position to set about undoing the wrong - and the emphasis
is on ‘set about’ because, we need to rethink our approach in accordance with the expressed
views of the Aboriginal people, views that for so long were unarticulated. We have to become
radical Christians, all of us.
What we haoc to offer
these
young
people,
and for that matter
the whole
urorld,
i.s
the one thing that gives our life meaning
and pur1)ose:
the person
of the Risen ,]esus,
and his gospel,
bccausr
the task of the missionary
is to make
people
aware
that they
arc lovc~d by Jcxus,
(Marist
Brothers)

in and through their own culture.
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REFLECTIONS

ON PALM ISLAND

KATHLEEN MITCHELL FMM

IN THIS ESSAY I WISH TO SHARE a few of my reflections and impressions whilst living as a
missionary on a ‘reserve’ for Aborigines in north Queensland, Palm Island. This is the largest
government reserve in Queensland, with a population of around 1,500.
Professor Rowley in his book The Remote
Perhaps
pression

the key to the
of the philosophy

reputation
of the

Aborigines

of Palm
‘Imposed

states that:

Island
is that it is the most
complete
e:Program’
for producing
social
change.

During 1981 a group ‘of Aboriginal people on Palm Island were reacting to the ‘imposed
program’ which was once again being determined by the changing political situation. Men and
women of varying ages decided to meet together to
express their belief in themselves as agents of change, and
4
to discuss ideas and plans to attempt to bring about this change.
b)
While listening to various comments, one frequently heard this said:
We are living
here on Palm,
so it is up to us to speak up now, if we want
to have a
say in our future
and that of our children.
We will need advice
from
people
on the
mainland,
as we can’t
arrive
at self-management
overnight
- especially
as we have
been treated
like children
all these years.

Plans were made to have a public meeting on a Saturday morning near the end of June; a
man who had been born at Palm Island, and lived there many years, but who was now on the
mainland, was invited to attend. Pleas were expressed that many families might come together
and form some unity in the struggle.
On that day large groups of Palm Islanders walked to the football field, the meeting spot. In
due time all assembied in the grounds and awaited the public meeting. However, as time passed,
one could see and hear signs of surprise and anxiety being expressed by many, because the
‘public meeting’ as such, was not happening. At around 11.30 a.m. one of the leaders moved
quietly among the crowd and said that there had been some misunderstanding: there would be
no public meeting as there had been no official permission obtained. At this stage people
gradually left the football field. As we walked away, one of the core group told me that a few
would meet at the presbytery after dinner to plan the next move.
It is wonderful to witness the courage of these people, but it is also understandable why
many Aborigines give up trying, and withdraw, when the real situation is one of such utter
powerlessness.
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Professor Stanner in his Boyer Lectures in After

7’he lkeaming

says:

What
we think
of as mildness
or passivity
is neither
of those
looking
at is one of the most
familiar
syndromes
in the world.
ly of four
things
homelessness,
powerlessness,
poverty
and
acknowledged
and accumulated
over several
generations.

things.
What
It is a product
confusion
-

we are
mainall self-

The leaders of this group of concerned Palm Islanders were a group of liberated men and
women who did not appear to be suffering from collusion; they continued to work quietly
from within to try to bring about change. I think there would have been about six women and
four men who took up this role at thatstage.
One of this group was concerned with informing parents of their rights to legal assistance
when young teenagers were presented to the authorities for various offences. Also it was seen
as essential to provide recreational activities for young people, so that they might avoid being
caught up in the ‘drink-violence’ way of life.
This brings to my mind the many occasions 1 see young women admitted to hospital as
victims of violence. Usually the violence has been inflicted on the woman by her loved one.
Very often in these instances, the young man is overcome with sorrow when he realizes the extent of injury he has caused, and he informs the hospital staff.
Many nurses who come from the mainland to work at the Palm Island hospital are unaware
of the history of the people. Often these nurses become discouraged when they see that many
patients are in need of treatment as a result of drinking and fighting episodes. However, this
alcoholism is but a symptom of a much deeper plight, and is often used as an escape from the
tragedy and reality of a distintegrated society.
On this point, Professor Rowley states:
The part-Aboriginal
of the ‘settled
areas’,
is reacting
very
much
as depressed
racial
minorities
in other
western
industrial
communities
have
done.
The
suspicious
hostility,
discharge
of tensions
in alcoholism
and personal
violence,
the reactions
of
aggression,
of withdrawal
into ‘apathy’,
and even of occasional
excessive
co-operation
with
authority
(crawling
to the boss),
suggest
not Aboriginal
differences,
but the

fact of their common humanity. Their aspirations are restricted, not by the limits
of need,

but

by

the

limits

of their

hopes.3

During the past six years there have been serious efforts made by many Palm Islanders to
overcome, or try to emerge from this ‘state of heavy drinking’. Many travelled as far south as
Sydney and participated in a rehabilitation program at Bennelong’s Haven (an alcoholic rehabilitation centre for Aborigines, organized by Aboriginal people along the suggested lines of
Alcoholics Anonymous). On returning to north Queensland, four Palm Islanders set up a similar
rehabilitation centre at Townsville. Their plan for this year is to establish and conduct a halfway house at Palm Island. From the live experience of these people who organize this service,
it was seen as essential to have the main rehabilitation centre at Townsville, where there would
be less pressure on individuals who are trying to live the suggested program. The plan for the
half-way house on Palm Island is:
that members
will be assured
support
as they return
hopefully
there
will be meaningful
employment
program
of rehabilitation
to that which
was offered

to their old home
environment;
while
members
follow a similar
at Townsville.

One man who recently returned to Palm from the rehabilitation centre told me that he felt
SOmuch better and happier since he had found a way of giving up drinking. He also said that he
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enjoyed new life as he realized that God loved and cared for him
about sharing this ‘Good News’ with others.

SO

much, and so he went

At this stage, rather than indicate other ‘survival methods of Aboriginal people’ on Palm
Island or elsewhere in Australia, I mention the great obligation each of us has to look at the
other side of the coin:
wider structures which operate in our society, and the inbuilt injustices which are so
striking and continual.
0
The necessity to study the system rather than (or apart from) the person who is a victim
of such a system. Until such structures are challenged and changed, the poor, including
the Aboriginal people, will be still ‘caught up’ in the system, and will experience more
pain and hurt. Hopefully in the near future there will be more Aborigines in positions of
responsibility who will contribute to decisions which determine rules of society, especially
when in relation to the Aboriginal people.
Sometimes while at Palm Island, I have been surprised to note that often an Aboriginal person
in a leading role is rather harsh on his own people. However I learned that often this person in
the leading role was ever conscious of the policy which has existed on government reserves and
penalties imposed by government authorities for what seems to be a fairly minor offence. For
example, a state government authority had legal power to transfer an Aborigine to another
reserve, if in his opinion this was necessary.

l

The

With regard to persons of oppressed groups, Paulo Freire has this to say:
But almost
always
during
the initial
stage of the struggle,
the oppressed,
instead
striving
for liberation
tend
themselves
to become
oppressors,
or ‘sub-oppressors’.
The very
structure
of their
thought
has been conditioned
by the contradictions
the concrete,
existential
situation
by which
they
were
shaped.
Their
ideal is to
men;
but
for them,
to be a ‘man’
is to be an oppressor.
This
is their
model
humanity.”

of
of
be
of

One cannot, however, look at today’s situation without taking into account the early history
of European colonisation; the many effects that this had on the Aboriginal people, and the real
and cruel dispossession which took place. For many thousands of years the Aborigines in Australia followed a traditional pattern of social organization. Their whole existence was bound up
in the land. The myths about the Dreamtime tell us of the religious beliefs. Aboriginal religion
was a living faith and would penetrate the pattern of every-day activities.
The intrusion by Europeans caused serious disorganization of the culture of the Aboriginal
people.
Luzbetak in his book ‘I’h C’hrmh and Cultures states:
Equilibrium
is a terminal
steadiness
and consistency
confidence,
and a sense of
tion, ranging
from
minor
to
l

.
l
l
l

aspect
of culture
change,
characterized
by an over-all
in the culture,
a ‘feeling
of well-being’,
high morale,
selfsecurity.
Disequilibrium
consists
in cultural
disorganizacomplete
disintegration.

Serious
disorganization
is brought
through
war and conquest;
contact
between
different
cultures;
urbanization;
industrialization;
migration
and other
causes
affecting
culture.5

about

either
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When we realizc all that has happened in the past 200 years with regard to legislations etc.,
surely each of us is moved to do all possible to allow the Aboriginal people to regain their dignity
and appreciate their true self-worth.

I
?
3
4
5

C.D. Kowley, 7.11~.K~molc, .4b0r~~~~tzc~.~,197 1, p.97.
W.IC.11. Stanner, ..l(,Pr the Ibc~~min,q, Royrr Lectures, 1968, p.44.
C.D. Kowley, Outc~crst.s iu Whitr, ilustraliu,
1971, pp.182~83.
Yaulo Freire, I’c~dqq~~q? OJ the Opprc,ssc~d,
p.22.
1.ouis.J. I.uzbctak, 7‘hc C.‘hurch und Cultures.
1970,
p.229.

19

NELEN YllBlJ

A NOTE ON THE THEOLOGY

OF RELIGIONS

NOEL McMASTER CSsR

TOWARDS THE END OF MY PAPER “Mythos and Logos in Aboriginal/Christian Encounter”
(&‘elen Y&U No. 14, 1982, page 19) the question was posed: “Is there a common faith into
which adherents of either tradition are drawn in their initiations?” This question is usually
dealt with in terms of a theological criterion of truth to judge between the religions of the
world: is there such a criterion at this stage for making such a judgement? Is it possible to affirm
or deny the common faith that some (e.g. Panikkar) see beneath the belief (cultural) systems
of different religions? Put another way, can there be one ecumenical faith-community embracing more than one belief-system (sometimes called different faith-communities)?
The current state of the question can be dealt with along the now familiar lines of the distinction between Logos and Mythos.
The Theology of Religions
A succinct re’sum~ of some of the recent theological.developments is given in Glyn Richards’
article “Towards a Theology of Religions” (Richards, 1980, pp.44-46, dealing with Barth,
Tillich and Kung).
In Protestant theology the approaches of Barth and Tillich were Christocentric theologies of
religion. For Barth all religion is superseded by revelation which is the grace of Cod’s revelation
of Self recorded in the scriptures, proclaimed in the Church and incarnated in Jesus Christ.
Such a theological stance seems to solve our problem by dissolving all religions that are not
Christianity: one can only stand in the truth by being Christian in faith; anything else, by the exclusive criterion of this Christian faith, is unbelief. There is therefore only one faithcommunity
for all, i.e. for all believingchristians who share an identical faith.
Tillich is more accommodating to our problem with his distinction between ‘kairos’ as the
appearance of Jesus as the Christ, the central event in the history of all religions. There are
other ‘kairoi’ (‘rare symbolic moments’) which are significant attempts of men to reach Cod
and which are not futile or without meaning in themselves. The future of a theology of religions,
however, and an understanding of an ecumenism between faith-communities, is left to an
‘intensive period of interpenetration between theological studies and religious studies’ (Richards,
1980. p.57). This sounds disappointingly abstract given his insight into the significance of
symbol in religious life and faith: abstraction is not much help in understanding a communion
of faith. among individual believers. (Cf. Bellah’s comment that Tillich seemed to lapse into a
‘metaphysical reductionism’ in seeking ‘the rational core beneath the symbol’, instead of pursuing symbol and religion as sui-generis realities of participation. We will return to this theme
later. (Bellah, 1970, p.255)
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Karl Rahner’s contribution to the question of the relationship between believers from
different faith-communities represents a Roman Catholic view. It is summed up by the now
well-known phrase ‘anonymous Christians’. The theology of Rahner is transcendentalist, i.e.
man in his finitude reaches towards the infinite which actually comes to man concretely in
Jesus Christ as God-man. Faith in God can be explicit or implicit: Christians belong together in
the Christian faith-community by an explicit acceptance of Jesus as God-Incarnate, while men
and women of other religions who are faithful to their ‘supernatural existential’ (i.e. the gift of
being able to reach out to God or the Ultimate) have an implicit faith which makes them, for
the want of a better expression, anonymous Christians. (Haight, 1979, p.120) The criterion of
truth here is philosophical viz. the stance of the transcendentalist, and John Hick bears witness
to the ecumenical limits of such an approach when he describes the theory as artificial. (Hick,
1980, p.74)
The positions of three other theologians, Kung, Hick and Cantwell Smith, represent a shift
to a theocentric view of all religions. In varying ways, though, Kung and Hick still preserve a
distinctive place for the significance of Christ and Christianity. For Kung, Christianity is the fulfilment of the religious development of mankind, and those who share its faith-commitment experience the historical, though extraordinary, fulness of the life of faith. Other religions share
God’s revelation and can be an ordinary means of salvation since al1 people are to reach God in
their own historical milieu and religious tradition. There is therefore lacking in the other
religions that community which exists for those who believe in Christ. Such a conclusion, however, would hardly compel a non-Christian to a sense of shared faith-incommunity
with
Christians.
John Hick’s stance is characterized by the socalled ‘Copernican Revolution’, i.e. the shift, as
he saw it, from seeing Christianity as exclusive and central towards the view that it is but one of
many ways to God. For Hick the life of Jesus is one point at which the Logos (i.e. ‘God-inrelation-to-man’) has acted. It is, too, the only point that savingly concerns the Christian. (Hick,
1980, p.75) From this, though, we are not entitled to say negatively that God is not acting in
other ways ‘within the Indian, the Semitic, the Chinese, the African . . . forms of life’(Ibid. p.75).
As for community in faith Hick seems to be ensnared in his own trap; he rejects Rahner’s
anonymous Christian approach as artificial, and yet after asserting an equality among religions
(cf. the parable of the blind men and the elephant) is forced to admit that an eschatological
verification might show that one was true after all, implying the possibility of a certain agnosticism about faith-community until then.
Finally Cantwell Smith, in many ways close to Panikkar to whom we will return later, adopts
a thoroughly theocentric position which is subjectivist/personalist and therefore ‘many’ in its
expressions of faith; but nevertheless such expressions are unified in their transcendent focus or
referent: God. Cantwell Smith seems close to a symbolic and therefore uniquely participative
criterion for truth and community sharing in faith, but seems to stop short to assert that the
‘objective existence of the transcendent focus of faith’ is a presupposition of faith. (Cantwell
Smith, 1977, p.44) And yet in another place God in reality is said to transcend the idea or talk
of God. Since, then, the reality of God shared and presupposed by all faiths, is beyond the
reach of any expression of faith, an objective and universal criterion of shared faith in community remains elusive.
Thus in transition we may say with Richards that since the theology of religions has as yet
not produced a universal criterion of truth and error in religion it is impossible to judge between
them so that all interested parties are satisfied. Equally, too, the theology of religions cannot
now shed light on our question of many of different faiths belonging to the one faith-community.
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‘Nothing independent of different forms of life can adjudicate between them’ (Richards. 1980.
pp.63.66)
Back to Phenomenology:
Symbolic Realism, Epoche,

and Eidos

In search of a way ahead or through the problems relating to a universal criterion of religious
truth and to verification ‘of truly shared communion in faith we can cite the words of a rcpresentative of Indian/Christian culture: ‘No accepted theology has yet tackled the problem adequately; dialogue in depth, however, is bound to call for a revision of the system, and it may be
anticipated that the shock will be great’ (Abishiktananda. 1981, ~212). Abishiktananda
acknowledges that there is a fundamentalism in Hinduism and Buddhism that is similar to the
Christian expression ‘extra ecclesiam nulla salus’ (outside the church no salvation). For them.
too, there is the hope that ‘in some future birth the “others” will have the chance to enter into
the right path to salvation’ (Ibid. p.206).
But nevertheless in religious pluralism there is a healthy efflorescence that is due to man’s
nature as a ‘being in community’. ‘Identity suppresses communion and is the death of all relationships’ (Ibid. p.206). Such ‘common humanity’ as an anthropological phenomenon is taken
up by the Roman Catholic Church’s Vatican II document ‘Nostra Aetate’. A realization of this
common humanity which. Christians share with other men and women is the foundation for
restoring community andgenerating and guaranteeing peace, freedom and-justice. (Hallencreutz,
1977, p.47)
Common humanity with its ‘search for transcendent reality and a concern for the integration
of basic human experiences’ gives rise to a ‘parallelism of individual phenomena and of basic
sets of symbols and practices or recurring motifs in different religions, including Christianity’
(Ibid. p.67). Such phenomena have been the interest of the phenomenologists of religion as
they sought to attain their intrinsic or eidetic meaning through the appropriate attitude of
epochs.. But, again from the East, Abishiktananda sourids a warning: there is danger especially
‘for minds formed on “Greek” lines to take the eidos for the reality itself and to move in the
world of signs, formulae, rites and structures, asif they had value in themselves’ (Abishiktananda.
198 I . p.2 1I ).
Robert Bellah is sensitive to this common humanity approach to the understanding of religion
and its potential for establishing community in faith. ‘Religion is one . . . because man is one’
(Bellah. 1970. p.256). More forceful are his words: ‘No expression of man’s attempt to grasp
the meaning and unity of his existence, not even a myth of a primitive Australian, is without
meaning and value to me’ (Ibid. p.256). There are two important points here. The first is the
approach of the phenomenological method of epoch’e yielding the eidos; the second, in support
of Abishiktananda, that knowledge and meaning cannot really be radically split from value and
commitment. Religions are not ‘embalmed specimens’ but living systems of symbols establishing world-views and generating powerful and pervasive moods and motivations’ (Geertz, 1973.
p.90). There is need to come to terms with the symbolic realism of religious or faith-communities and not only to understand them and their symbols as objects of knowledge, but
rather to face them or meet them in an appropriate way which we might describe as participative.
There are various powerful expressions of what symbolic realism as proposed by Bellah
implies. (Cf. my article, N&~/l Yubu, No. 14, 1982, for the ideas of Bellah and Dulles which I
will repeat here.) Bellah quotes the expression of the philosopher of science Michael Polanyi:
religion through its symbols enables a participation in unities (of subject and object) ‘not by
observing but by dwelling in them’ (Bellah, 1970, p.255).
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Avery Dulles develops the same theme. (Dulles, 1980. p.58ff) It is undeniable that many
realities of religion arc expressed symbolically. Such symbolic reality arises from man’s bodyperson make-up, i.e. we are meant to come into our own by relating to others and to our world.
As Dulles says, ‘only in a spiritual movement towards finite realities can one actuate the sense
of the transcendent as that which goes beyond the world’. If ‘coming into our own’ is to be
more than a day to day cxpcriencc of the world with its secular categories of the empirically
verifiable and societally predictable, if, that is, we are to somehow rest with the ‘foundations of
everything’. there is need of a category of knowledge such as the symbolic. That such a category
of knowledge exists universally in religion is beyond dispute. Its value, though, for religious
encounter, for dialogue and religious community experience across cultures has been, perhaps,
neglected for too long.
This value rests in the symbol’scapacity to convey the interiority of a reality which is beyond
the observation and abstraction of objective knowledge. The more ‘self-possessed’a reality is,
then the less helpful for knowing and meeting and communing are the ways of philosophies and
theologies which follow such observational/abstractive processes in the search for the ultimate
criterion of truth. In the unquenchable religious quest there emerges a more personal category
of knowledge which Dulles and others have described as participatory. By such symbolic knowledge, for example. one knows what it is to belong to a family, a culture, to one’s own faithcommunity. Again, paraphrasing Polanyi. it is to attend not so much ‘to’ a reality as one might
in concentrating on a description of religious rituals or in cataloguing a body of beliefs, but
rather to attend ‘from’ the reality that symbolization opens up. A symbol, then, is never a mere
object. or an abstract truth, but in Nathan Mitchell’s words it is an open-ended action that deals
with a new discovery which involves people: ‘symbols are places to live, breathing spacesthat
help us discover the possibilities that life offers’(Dulles, 1980, p.61).
The acceptance of a religious, i.e. symbolic truth or reality therefore has two dimensions. In
a Christian context. following Dulles, ‘through faith we enter into a community of believers and
become bound to it. as well as to its Lord
.’ (Dulles, 1980. p.63). This is clearly beyond
epochi and the phenomenological approach, and it would seem necessarily so if any progress is
to be made in answering the question which was posed at the beginning and which is beyond
the theology of religions at this stage: where and what is communion in faith?
The Contribution

of Intra-Religious

Dialogue

In coming to terms with this contribution by Panikkar it is helpful to note again his distinction between faith and belief, perhaps just alluded to in Dulles’ reference to ‘community of
believers’ (with a belief system) and to the Lord (the Logos or Truth in which faith seeks to
rest). For Panikkar ‘the experience of faith is a primal anthropological act’ a constitutive
dimension of sharing a common humanity. (Panikkar, 1978, p.21) Man’s act of faith unites him
with what surpasseshim and yet as a human experience finds expression in images and symbols
of his cultural group or belief system, images that are open and never finished. Moreover, there
is a kind of mutuality in faith/belief which resists the temptation to say that different beliefs
are merely different expressions of the one underlying Truth or Reality. If this were so there
would be no explanation of the division of religion (or lack of community) hitherto so obvious.
Such diversity and division in the sphere of religious symbolism has so far been an unyielding
obstacle to the acknowledgement of a common Symbolized, be it Truth, the Ultimate, Jahweh,
God.
In this context Panikkar cannot concede the adequacy of epoch; or the bracketing of one’s
belief system. much less the ultimate conviction (faith) of which the belief system is an ex23
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pression. To do so would stifle any religious dialogue and render any attempt at openness to the
deepest communion in faith sterile. Somehow one (and Panikkar suggests there could not be
many) must plunge into dialogue prepared to risk not just a symbiosis, but it would seem a
certain osmosis of religious symbolism. Only when the inter-religious dialogue (a preliminary
exercise of phenomenology or comparative religion) is a stepping stone to the intra-religious
dialogue is there room for progress towards understanding and sharing faith-community across
belief systems and cultures. Such intra-religious dialogue ‘an inner dialogue within myself, an
encounter in the depth of my personal religiousness, having met another religious experience on
seems the only way of ‘attending in truth form’ a different belief or
that very intimate level’
symbol system and of verifying the true ambience of faith-community.
Towards Possible Answers
Such a conclusion may suggest the deeply mystical and the religiously esoteric well beyond
the capacities of most of us. This it would appear can be seen to be so in some instances, and
significantly not so in others.
In the first instance we would have to agree with Panikkar: the incarnation of an individual
into another religious world would require initiation and much prayer, study and worship.
(Panikkar, 1978, p.12) Panikkar himself claims to have had something of this experience which
touches Christianity, Hinduism and Buddhism.
Hallencreutz ventures to describe what may happen when one is immersed in an alternative
to one’s own belief system: there can be a ‘concentration’ of the symbol, e.g. when a traditional
African symbol of the Holy Mountain becomes concentrated by reference to Christ as ‘the true
Mountain’ in a Tanzanian Kilimanjaro hymn. (Hallencreutz, 1977, p.82) This would appear to
be possible because the symbols, more and less adequately, pointed to the same symbolized,
sacred reality. In the opposite direction (cf. osmosis*) the Christian symbol of the Eucharist
might be concentrated from the experience of a Christjan with Australian Aboriginal religion.
The archetypal symbols of soil (the land!) and blood can concentrate anew the symbol of
Christ as ‘the living God’s penetration of the human condition’, Christ ‘real with all the realitjes
of that condition as we share the fruit of the earth and the work of human hands [bread qnd
wine], the whole embodiment of our being together’.(Kel.ly, 1982, p.18. Cf. also the Offertory
prayers of the Roman Catholic eucharistic liturgy.) Again it would be assumed that the symbbls,
from a Christian point of view, pointed more or less to the same symbolized and sacred reality.
(The present writer would like to think he had sensed something of this in the singing of
Aboriginal sacred songs relating to the land in the midst of a celebration of the Eucharist in
‘their country’.)
In the second instance, Abishiktananda who certainly belongs to the category of those
capable of intra-religious dialogue as just described, is nevertheless able to remind his readers
that ‘God has spoken mysteriously to humankind and is still doing so in many diverse ways, last
but not least among which is the call for social justice though this at first was heard [in modern
times] more clearly by non-believers’. (An allusion perhaps to Marx and Marxism. Abishiktananda,
1981, p.207) More specifically he writes that ‘deep exchangesofwords and deeds [intra-religious
dialogue] need first to be prepared by a long fellowship in life and service’ (Ibid. p.220).

*I wonder
here is ‘osmosis’
No. 11, 1982, p.5.

a more

appropriate

word

than
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The contemporary experience of such fellowship can be seen in the phenomenon of Basic
the communidades de base that have become a feature of faith-life
Christian Communities
especially in Latin America. It is suggested that such communities are an expression of shared
faith arising out of a desire for justice and freedom found more and more world-wide and therefore far from being esoteric.
In a recent book Johann Metz describes such BCC as embryonic cells of a new ecumenism.
(Metz, 1980, p.64) From the ecumenical experience of poverty and oppression individual men
and women of different belief systems and even cultures can through conscientization and commitment to liberation become aware of that deepest community in faith that Christians have
experienced in the Gospel expression: ‘In so far as you did this to one of the least of these
brothers of mine, you did it to me’(cf. Matt. 25:40).
One of the Latin American theologians, Segundo Galilea, develops this theme. The social
experience of Christ cannot be overlooked or reduced to a We/Them dichotomy: the comfortable anonymously helping the dispossessed from a distance. Prayer and commitment as
discovered and proclaimed in BCC experience are united. And here at the heart of such prayer
and commitment, in the ‘realsymbol’ of Christ (Rahner’s expression) is a symbolic realism that
seems open again to that type of concentration of the symbol already mentioned. The quest for
justice in community has been so advanced in BCC as to realize an anthropological revolution
towards solidarity in a brotherhood which would share all resources, material and spiritual. One
may surmise that with the increasing socio-economic destabilization of our world there will
crystallize from this saturation of injustice a world-sense of common humanity with the
possibility of Christ as the bond of a new community in faith. Such at least is a prospect that
appears from the Christian point of view in the light of the experience of BCC.
Could it be then that the next breakthrough in the theology of religions will come from an
experience that is anything but esoteric? Could it be that liberation theology holds the key to
that criterion of truth sought: ‘In so far as you did this to one of the least of these brothers of
mine, you did it to me’.
From our Australian point of view it must be a consideration in seeking community-in-faith
between white and black Australians.
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AFTEK MY INITIAL. FIELD WOKK EXPERIENCE in Aboriginal Australia I endeavoured reflectively to identify the values I believed I had detected. I wanted to do this both for the sake
of my own understanding and for the sake of lectures J find myself giving to others. For these
two purposes I wrote up schematic notes in the latter part of 1976, which I now propose to
IIesh out a bit. My experience has been that students and groupslike people participating in orientation courses at Nungaiinya College have found the topic interesting and informative.
The basic experience I reiy on was a study of a homeland community on the Mail River
some seventy miles south of the Daly River, inside what was t!len the Daly River Aboriginal
Reserve. Since the passing of’ the Aboriginal Land Rights Act, Northern Territory, 1976 in early
1977, the reserve has become Aboriginal land. However, the task of defining and officially
recording the boundaries ofthe lands claimed on traditional title by the Aboriginal comn;unities
existing in the area has apparently been accorded low priority by the Northern Land Council. I
am informed that the official map will soon be ready. The definition of boundaries has some
practical importance in regard to the cattle being run in the northern section of the area. The
Aboriginal people (principally Murinbata, Maringar, Maritjabin,Ngangikurunggurr,Ngangiwumeri,
Marithiyel, Maranunggu, Maramanindji) know quite well the boundaries of their traditional
country. The difficulty is to relate this knowledge to the problems involved in the Europeanstyle enter-prise of running cattle on the open range.
In 197.5 while organising a conference of MSC personnel in the Territory, I was struck by the
then recent emergence of the homeland or ‘outstation’ movement throughout the Territory.
Aboriginal groups that had existed passively for decades on mission stations and government
settlements had suddenly started to quicken into life spontaneously. on their own initiative and
in a direction contrary to the one official policy, governmental and ecclesiastical, had been aiming
them towards. Back in the ’60s the new deal for Aborigines had been to invite them to share
full citizenship, in equality, with white Australians. The endeavour of school programs, training
poiicies, employment patterns had been to make them ready for the full and active enjoyment
of the offered ‘privilege’. It came as a shock to many administrators, again both governmental
and ecclesiastical, when the Aborigines started to say both vocally and by practical action that
the preparatory work that had been done on them was now enabling them to exercise their
rights of self-determination by opting for an independence that had not been foreseen in official
circles. They started to abandon the large mission and settlement communities, whose unity
they saw as something artificial and, if not imposed, at least as necessitated as one of the consequences of the intrusion of white people into their milieu.
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The MSC meeting was held in August 197.5 at Daly River. The previous year the Daly River
Aboriginal community had undergone a peaceful fission when about half the people shifted out
to the home country of the major language group, the Ngangikurunggurr. With Daly River
Mission support they set up a homeland community near a big (mind)
hill 1J’cpilon the Moil
River. The community is called ‘Fepiminati’ after the hill, though the usual spelling is Peppimenarti, one of the least fortunate of the varieties that have appeared in documents over the
years (Pupi-man-arti, Pupimanarti, Peppiminati, Beppiminati, Feppiminati).
Having heard about the outstation phenomenon at Hermannsburg and in Arnhem Land, I
was intrigued to find an impressive instance in process from the very base at which we MSCs
were holding our conference to re-evaluate our work in the Territory. Believing that it is important for us missionaries to understand something of this first major specifically Aboriginal social
initiative in recent times, I sought and gamed permission from my own superiors and the community at Peppimenarti to spend some months out there in the early part of 1976. As things
worked out, I was there from early February till late May. After that I spent June at Daly River
working through various records and papers held at the Mission, and early July in Darwin where
DAA graciously allowed me to consult most of the relevant files.
The knowledge I gained through the ‘76 fieldwork experience I have drawn on substantially
in my later work of lecturing (one term a year 1974-81) at the Yarra Theological Union in
Victoria and in the work involved in the operation of the Nelen Yubu Missiological Unit
Nelen Yubu Institute, as it was called when it first started at Daly River in 1977. However, the
only documentary fruit so far has been Gmccnlogic~s
of thr Mo$ Hiwr I%o+, which I keep as
a private document with carefully selected distribution. It was produced in 1977 and updated
in 1980. With index it runs into 67 A4 pages, plus 15 pages of introduction. Through the operation of micro-politics involving officials of the Northern Land Council and some people at Peppimenarti it looked like being dangerous for me to pubhsh a specific account of my fieldwork.
Even this essay on ‘Values’, though it draws heavily on my Peppimenarti experience, is not
specific to Peppimenarti and is in fact more widely based.
Peppimenarti these days has outgrown its ‘outstation’ character. In fact, right from the start
it has always rejected this appellation in favour of ‘homeland’. It is now a full-scale Aboriginal
community (over 200 inhabitants), officially recognised as such, and quite independent of the
Mission, except that the Daly River priest visits it for church purposes, and various individuals
and families switch residence from one to the other from time to time. The Aboriginal residents
at both places belong to the same range of language groups: the relationship between the two
communities is one of slack or heavy tension - tension on the elastic band of kinship that both
binds people together and at times hurls them violently at one another.
The values one observes in Aboriginal communities these days can be divided into two groups,
social and personal. Naturally, they inter-relate.
SOCIAL VALUES
1. Autonomy
Someone said to me at Peppimenarti: ‘This mob doesn’t like to know people’. The discrete
units that make up an Aboriginal community, just like the whole community itself, jealously
guard their own affairs, their ‘business’. Whether it’s a matter of religious ritual, family relationships, money, cattle numbers, ceremony sites, houses, personal plans, control of children,
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even personal names and common language, and in a particular way one’s dead, especially the
recently so - all these and similar things are privately owned. Outsiders can scarcely be aware
of the violence of dispossession Aborigines must have felt when mustered into settlements
under however benevolent and enlightened protective custody. Maybe one of the best adaptive
arrangements with white society was that of the cattle station where, apart from turning up for
station work, the Aborigines were left to live their own lives in the ‘blacks’ camp. Mission
workers have remarked to me at times on the well-formed character of men who have spent a
lot of their life on a station.
People often criticise missions and government settlements for not having left the Aboriginal
people alone. The charge is not without basis. However, the full picture brings in other aspects
of the matter that non-involved critics generally neglect. As persons, Aboriginal people feel
acutely the need for health care: even traditionally their society is tensely tuned to sickness and
death. They appreciate the advantages of Western technology - more effective weapons for
hunting, means of transport, protection from the vagaries of weather, the means of improved
artistic expression, more entertainment in life. Having become acquainted with these things, if
excluded from them, they protest, even on the international scene. As persons they have as
much right to share in the benefits of human development as any other race. However, there is
a price to be paid. As Pastor Paul Albrecht, Field Superintendent of the Finke River Mission,
said to me in Alice Springs in 1975: If all that an Aboriginal man wants from white society is a
new shirt each year, he can afford to live in the bush and bring in a bark painting once a year,
sell it, buy his shirt and go back home; but if he wants to travel in a Toyota, have a refrigerator
at home, and the rest, he has to come to terms with an economy that gives money in return for
work in regulated conditions. This implies schooling and training, house near his work site,
adaption of behaviour to the social and legal demands of the wider society. The Lutheran Church,
and the others in their own ways, see their task as aiding Aboriginal people to make their
primary choice with awareness and effective acceptance of its consequences.
The homeland movement has been one of the most effective ways that Aborigines have
found to make and live out a choice that allows them to take sufficient advantage of the benefits of Western technology and guard their own autonomy at the same time. Meanwhile the
emergence of community councils and ‘councils’ of elders on missions, especially for people
like the Tiwi (Bathurst Island) and the Murinbata (Port Keats) in the fortunate position of
being already in their home country, affords those communities the chance to discover in a
parallel way the practical compromise that allows them to make use of the benefits of Western’
technology in a context of autonomy.
I guess that Aboriginal communities have always struggled to safeguard the core of their own
business, however much of the peripheral and less essential areas they have had to relinquish to
outside knowledge and control. In extreme casesthe core could be little more than the memory
of ceremonies hardly ever performed any more, the knowledge of sites no longer visited, and
their own truly personal ‘native’ names whose continuance is conveniently masked in some
areas from White view by the adoption of European names and English nicknames.
Knowledge is power, control, at the very least involvement. Publically to claim knowledge
of someone or something is to claim that those persons and things are a part of one’s ‘business’.
To acknowledge the other’s knowledge is to accept his claim to involvement. Hence the reluctance of homeland communities to admit White visitors, and the general statement I started
this section with, ‘This mob doesn’t like to know people’.
The secrecy, privateness involved in autonomy is a shock to the enquiring, scientific Euro-
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pear-r spirit. For Europeans, to want to know is an expression of interest. friendliness; for
Aborigines it can be the matter for insult. As Burridge (1973) pointed out, anthropology in
Aboriginal Australia can expect hard times. Yet Aboriginal people need and want to be appreciated as persons of a particular culture, and it is largely anthropology and missionary outreach that
are responsible for the new interest in and respect for Aboriginal Australia that has happened in
the wider community over recent years.
That Aboriginal secrecy which is a component of autonomy is also a stumbling block for the
Christian Church. One of the big issues these days throughout the Christian world is inculturation ‘through dialogue. It is going to be very difficult to dialogue with Aboriginal religion while
it is kept carefully hidden from missionary contact or revealed, however partially, on stringent
conditions of secrecy. These days some ‘Sunday Business’ men at Daly River are expressing disquiet at Stanner’s revealing account in On /lhoriginal Hcligion
and they forced a visiting linguist
to hand over his copy for destruction. some say, or at least impoundment. At the time of his
induction into the local ‘mysteries’ Stanner accepted the stipulated condition that he ‘would
not carry the information to other whites in the district’ (Ocmniu 111, 1933, p.379). I take it
that he refrained from idle gossip while in the area but did not find publication in a southern
journal inconsistent with his promise. But the knowledge does filter back! Maybe Christian
missionaries have to await a renewal of the spirit that apparently activated the Elcho Islanders
in the ’50s to make a public display of their secret emblems in the grounds of the Christian
mission (cf. Maddock 1974:1-3). Aboriginal Christians have expressed to me a desire that their
two ways meet, but the dialogue will be tricky: cf. Workshop Report in N&n ~IL~U No. 14,
December 1982, especially p.25.
2. Peace
The immediate and practical fruit hoped for from autonomy is peace as opposed to ‘noise’
in the sense that Basil Sansom gives to the word in his study of Knuckey’s Lagoon (‘Wallaby
Cross’) fringe camp (1980: 11, 249). While Sansom’s study is of a grogging camp where the explicit ideal is to ‘live longa grog’, he discloses what outsiders must find an amazing set of rules
and regulations for behaviour and speech. With appropriate adaptations for varying social contexts one suspects that they would be substantially valid for most Aboriginal communities, and
at any rate for those in the north. He argues that the process he has described for the organisation of sets of people for social action ‘provides the basis for a logic of social aggregation that is
native to Northern Australia’ (p.37).
‘Noise’ is what occurs in mixed groups where the traditional mechanisms of social control
are inoperative. It is not precisely the sound of drunken shouting, swearing and fighting. It is
these things when the processes of control cannot operate there are rules for the loud proclamation of grievances, public swearing, bashings, destruction of property. More particularly, the
‘noise’ that Aboriginal people object to is language, and consequent fights, even killings, that
offends the propriety rights of one’s own ‘business’, viz. the wanton calling of names of the
recently dead and careless talk about ceremonial matters. The normal psychological inhibiting
factor is weakened by alcohol when drunkeness is entered upon in a milieu where even the
minimal safeguarding conventions of a self-regulating ‘grogging camp’ do not exist. ‘Noise’
also is the danger of sorcery, ‘poison’, which is always perceived as possible when persons outside one’s close family group are involved. Likewise ‘Noise’ is other people’s ceremonies where
danger to women is always imminent, but especially when a perverse (many Aboriginal Christians would say ‘evil’) spirit is at work in the service of masculine cupidity under the guise of a
high religious ideal.
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3. Land

In the Aboriginal view the prerequisite condition for the exercise of autonomy and the enjoyment of peace is ownership of their land or at least unimpeded control of their living space.
Traditionally Aboriginal society is anchored in defiite tracts of land. Some sites are the very
sources of their individual personhood: the places where ‘spirit-children’ wait to claim the man
who will be their father by carrying them to his wife who will become their mother; or in other
ideologies, sites from which the ancestral power will inject once more a self-incarnating spark of
life into a woman. Definite customarily defined tracts constitute a person’s patrilateral (and
matrilateral) estate where one is really at home and jurally qualified to initiate and engage in
the processes that constitute autonomy - the performance of ceremonies and the regulation of
one’s own and one’s group’s social life.
Outside of that country one is legally an itinerant without rights. Hence the observed inability
of councils, however duly elected or appointed in European terms, effectively to control communities that are located outside of the country of any of them, or to control without resentment from the ‘foreigners’ the tribally mixed groups that can constitute government settlements and mission stations.
As a working compromise in the present state of dispossession Aboriginal groups seem sufficiently able to operate outside their group’s own country provided they have control of their
own living space without undue interference from outside. As an example one might cite
Knuckey’s Lagoon community as described by Sansom. Or the Daly River mission community.
However, even though neither of these communities is living on its own land, it is probably not
irrelevant to note that each is within its own area or range: their traditional countries are not
far away, can be visited, and function as an ideological hinterland in terms of which one can
define oneself and justify one’s presence in one’s actual place of residence.
4. Roles

Autonomy is exercised and peace is achieved through the smooth functioning of the various
social roles. The expectations of the various role groups in present-day Aboriginal communities
I would see as follows:
1) Old People

The old people look for peace, respect and comfort in their days of retirement from the
responsibility of initiating and carrying out ‘business’. When very old and feeble they can expect
constant watchful caring from their kin - being able to sit and look, to sleep, to be fed and
cared for, to be shepherded about by strong young female relatives when they want to move
about in the camp. They expect to be able to end their days in quiet dignity.
2) Adult

Men

The men advance from the status of being young unmarried or newly married ‘workers’ to
being the initiators or central performers of ‘business’. A few will grow into the role of social
leadership, maybe in their late 30s and through into their 5Os, especially those who can combine, on the one hand, the trust of the old men based on their knowledge of and dedication to
Aboriginal custom with, on the other, ability to operate within the parameters of the wider
society in dealing with government officials, business people and white authorities in general.
Having a good command of English, being literate, and having been around a bit are useful
skills or experiences that help qualify such men as social leaders.
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The adult men expect to make the final decisions for their community, or in situations of
qualified autonomy at least to be consulted and have serious attention given to their views. This
is particularly the case with the social leaders. At the same time these same men expect that
processes of consultation will not separate them from their fellows in the way that a white boss
normally is. They are leaders not by office or appointment (even though they may have received the community votes at council elections) but by virtue of the goodwill of their fellows and
elders for whose benefit-they can explain issues,organise consent and act as spokesmen.
In the religious context some men expect to give what might be called a theological basis to
and confirmation of their autonomy by the performance or even revival of traditional ceremonies,
especially Kunapipi or ‘Sunday Business’ as it is called in the Daly area. As mentioned earlier,
the issue is not simple. There are Aboriginal Christian communities that reject such revivals.
There are Aboriginal Christian leading men who question the legitimacy of even the final mortuary rite, the Burning of the Clothes ceremony. From the ecclesiastical point of view, there
seems to be no recognised orthodoxy in this general area. In the past there was a clear ideological stand against ‘paganism’and ‘superstition’, even though practical opposition was normally
low-key and negative. These days church leaders and theologians are calling for inculturation.
Within one and the same communion different Christian communities can be found expressing
diametrically opposite views in regard to traditional mythology and ritual.
I believe I can safely propose that the social role most damaged in the contact situation is
that of the adult men. Traditionally the society’s legislative function was mainly their preserve
through the performance of the ceremonies that constitute the ‘sacred law’. Their economic
role consisted in the hunting of larger game, and in the prosecution of exchange (cf. Stanner on
‘merbok’ 1934, Falkenberg on ‘kulu’ 1962). By revenge parties, formal duels and pitched battles
they dealt with major disputes.
Their religio-legislative function has been made difficult, though not impossible, through the
requirements of the wage-earning system in all its ramifications. The Christian faith has directly confronted their basic world-view: while some Aboriginal Christians see the two as congruent,
many do not and they retreat confusedly into an ideological isolation whose future prospects
are uncertain to say the least. In the churches of Christian communities the role of officiants is
mainly occupied by Whites. The Catholic Church has, to my knowledge, only two ordained
Aboriginal deacons, no ordained Aboriginal priests now that the only one it had before has relinquished the ministry. The other churches in the north have been scarcely more successful
in this regard, cf. my paper ‘Evangelisation of Aboriginal People in the NT’ in Nelen Yubu No.
13, 1982, pp.28-36, particularly pp.31-32. While Aboriginal men have massively lost their
religious function, they have not found a way of sublimating it by entry into the Christian
ministry in the way that other third-world peoples are doing so successfully, e.g. the Africans,
Melanesians, Polynesians. There is no remote prospect of an Aboriginal bishop or cardinal!
On the social scene there is no Aboriginal member, to my knowledge, in any of the parliaments of the nation. Even in the NT there was an Aboriginal member in the Legislative Council,
but there is none in the present Legislative Assembly. The only Aboriginal member in the
Federal Parliament has just recently lost his seat.
The traditional economic role of hunting for larger game has been reduced to a weekend
leisure pursuit. The exchange system could still be operating in a reduced way in traditionally
orientated communities, but one must doubt if it is anything like the major activity it once was.
When Stanner was on the Daly back in the early ’30s he wrote in the ethnographic present that
‘merbok is a dominant influence in daily life’ (1934-20), but went on to comment in the historical present on its ‘general impoverishment’ as part of the general decay of native institutions.
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The role of enforcing justice has long been taken over by institutions like courts, police,
corrective services, whose principal officials are in fact exclusively white. Attempts are being
made by the Law Reform Commission and some government departments to associate elders
and community councils with the administration of justice, but to note that the attempt needs
to be made is sufficient for the sake of my present argument.
In brief, the male social role has been so damaged by the contact situation that there is little
wonder that Aboriginal men are so caught up in social ‘anomie’ (alcohol, unemployment,
gaol) or that they are seeking salvation in the self-chosen ‘apartheid’ of homeland movements
and restricted-entry communities. To. state their expectations more positively it may be said
that Aboriginal men are expecting, by pursuance of the goals of autonomy and peace, to find a
way of living with dignity within a monied economy and a wider society whose intervention is
required as due aid while resented simultaneously as intrusion.
3) Women

It appears that earlier anthropologrsts seriously under-rated the status of Aboriginal women,
especially in relation to the sacred/profane dichotomy (cf. Ann Moir-Bussy, Nelen Y&u No.
10, 1981). However, while the male role was disintegrating in the contact situation one central
role of women had to perdure as an absolute condition for the very continuance of Aboriginal
society, viz. that of child-bearers. By natural extension the role of rearers of infants and keepers
of the hearth, the focal point of each domestic unit, has continued, modified but substantially
intact. Herein I believe is the explanation of the phenomenon observed especially in various
urban situations: so often it is a woman who is at the centre of an Aboriginal group that is rallying its resources and making a stand against disintegration. I suggest that Sansom (1980:253)
has indicated something importantly relevant to this context when he noted in effect that at
Knuckey’s Lagoon the men’s concern is structural, organisational, while the women’s is personal,
concrete, individualised:
The ideological divide between men and women is expressed and recognised locally
as one of the truisms of social life. Women ‘worry for’ their ‘lations, men ‘worry for’
their mobs.
Briefly, women’s expectations can be summarised thus:
a) They expect fidelity from their husbands. As one young woman put it: ‘Women are very
jealous’. After a pause she went on to add: ‘. . . and men are too’. In traditional custom the
range of juralIy acceptable sexual partners was wider than the introduced European style of
monogamous marriage recognises, but it appears that even then, as now, casual infidelity was
violently objected to.
b) They expect peaceful possession of their children, especially the younger ones. Children
are prized and pampered, and guarded carefully and jealously. I remember particularly an hourlong tirade of protest put up by a young mother against a woman outside the extended family
group who presumed to chastise her young son only by a verbal threat.
c) They expect a certain ease in life: freedom from routine drudgery, the time to sit, talk,
play cards, weave, enjoy their children. The stakes at cards (high denomination notes) can make
one wonder what social distress is caused to the players at times, but gambling does afford the
women long hours of recreation together.
d) They want to be free from the sexual exploitation that deviations in traditional male
ceremonial practice sometimes gave the men apparent sanction for. When ‘Sunday Business’
is bruited around, the women are ln a state of fear. Even ordinary travel along public roads
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becomes dangerous to them in casethey might incur the penalties of sexual abuse if, for instance.
they happened to cross the track the bullroarers had been brought along. For this reason particularly some communities ban the bullroarer cult from their lands (cf. Pastoral Workshop
report, Nelen Yubu NO. 14, p.25).
It is remarkable that with a long tradition of polygyny behind them Aboriginal families
today have so widely, almost universally, adopted the custom of monogamy. Marriages may
break down easily and new partners be chosen, but mostly it is all within a monogamous
pattern. Though Church teaching has had an influence in the matter, it cannot have been the
detehnining one. The Church proposes many things that Aborigines pay scant attention to. Is
it much more than a chance coincidence that in the matter of monogamy Aboriginal choice and
Church teaching occur? Maybe the women’s jealousy for their men has more to do with the
matter now that the women have gamed the social power to enforce compliance from their
socially disadvantaged menfolk.
e) The women expect to be free from undue masculine interference. This is ensured by the
male/female avoidance pattern that starts to operate during the second half of childhood,
becomes a matter for great caution during adolescence and continues on as a standard norm for
adult life. At the same time the women expect to share in the benefits of the modern economy,
e.g. a share in the beer ration, the use of cassettes, cars, etc.
4) Teenage Girls

The teenage girls constitute an anomalous non-traditional group. In the old days the girls
would have been claimed by their ‘promised’ husbands at or even before puberty. On being
claimed in a very matter-of-fact way, without ceremony, they would be inserted into the family
group in apprenticeship to an older wife. When ready, they would be taken to wife and so enter
into the cares of motherhood.
With the breakdown of the polygamous system, the girls are marrying in their late teens,
which leaves them a gap of unstructured years between puberty and marriage. This gap they fill
in ways that must make them powerful instruments of social change.
Many of them stay on at school, doing either secondary or post-primary work. The gap
between them and the male members of their age group starts to widen. They respond to
elements of the White teenage sub-culture - films, music, dancing, bright clothes. Their expectations at this stage in life may be capitulated thus:
a) They are looking forward to marriage, but want autonomy in the choice of partner. In
this they are confronting head-on one of the main instruments in that dynamic that permeates
Aboriginal life, the male control of women, viz. the ‘promise’ system. Many girls reject their
parents’ customary right to predetermine their husband. I have heard girls discount it as ‘grog
promise’, that is, made irresponsibly by their parents when drunk in exchange for some trifling advantage.
In its Research Paper No. 1, ‘Promised Marriage in Aboriginal Society’ (1982) the Australian Law Reform Commission has discussed the question of ‘promise’. Pulling one way is the
recognition, sanctioned by international covenants, of the rights of ethnic communities to conserve their own cultural ways; and pulling in the opposite direction is the recognition, likewise
sanctioned, of the need to defend the personal autonomy of women and minors. The Commission’s tentative conclusion (1982:18) is that present dynamics should be allowed work
themselves out ; in particular ‘that no legal status should be given to promises to marry, and that
young girls should continue to receive the formal protection of the law’.
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b) Aboriginal teenage girls are looking for some fun in life, like their white counterparts by
whom they are influenced by contact at school and in everyday life and through the audiovisual media. As one girl at Peppimenarti said to me, ‘Village life is dull’. They like freedom
from domestic chores, modern music and dancing, good bright clothes, boyfriends of their own
choice. In some of these matters they are running counter to the wishes of their elders. Hence
their existence is a stressful one.
As they stay longer than the boys at school and respond to educative influences, they are
finding distasteful the prospect of marriage to an Aboriginal man who might try to force them,
even violently, into subjection and into conformity with a pattern of life they feel to be outdated. One way out is marriage to a white man.
5) Teenage Boys

My impression is that while the teenage period is stressful for girls, they will move out of it
soon enough into the clearly defied status of adult women, but teenage boys cannot expect
such a simple issue from their adolescent years. At the end of childhood the boys have often
been ‘captured’ into the male initiatory rite, which has the psychological effect nowadays of
removing them from controls of family and school operative during their boyhood into a status
of apprenticeship to the adult men who in fact generally cannot exercise effective control over
them. The boys will not go to secondary school, or run away from it or ensure that they get
expelled. On return to the settlement they are either under age for employment or will not
work in any case. They are inducted swiftly into the more deleterious aspects of the male subculture: drinking, gambling, fighting, pursuit of girls and women and eventual confrontation
with the law. A term in gaol puts the formal seal upon their status as ‘lost’ persons, almost like
a supplementary initiation rite. As one boy put it, ‘I’ve got a licence to throw stones at people
and things; I’ve been to gaol!’
Their more positive expectations might be summed up thus:
a) They have a normal interest in girls (whose exercise requires great discretion), and a
modern one in drink.
b) They are interested in modern dancing and music, and some (how many?) have little
interest in traditional corroboree.
c) They desire to achieve man’s status: through initiatory rites like circumcision, and in a
wavering way through participation in men’s work. Their goals extend obscurely beyond the
traditional, but most of them will not undergo the further schooling and training that could
give practical effectiveness to their wishes. Many are seriously lost as regards goals and means,
6) Children

Children expect, and receive, an easy affectionate relationship with their kin. One suspects
that for many that will be the happiest period of their lives.

PERSONAL VALUES

The social values outlined above are, naturally, also personal values for individuals. Observed
positive values might be recapitulated in a more personal mode under the following heads:
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1)

The preferred Aboriginal style is one of quiet dignity.

2)

They prize an affectionate relationship with their kin. This is manifestly the case in regard
to small children. L&i-Strauss’s (1972:58) atom of elementary kinship provides a useful
model for formalising insight into the various inter-kin relationships provided, 1 believe,
it is time-phased and maybe regionalised.

3)

Their forte is social intercommunication among themselves. I suspect that the subsection
(‘skin’) system and its variations is one of the most institutionalised systems of social
patterning to be found in any society.

4)

They value the fruits of ‘white’ technology as useful (vehicles, cooking utensils, hunting
equipment, clothes, food like bread, tea, sugar, etc.), or as enjoyable (cassette players,
radios, tobacco, beer). At the same time they are not really future-conscious or moneyconscious. The loss of even expensive goods is accepted with stoic ease. As one man put it
in his own idiom, ‘We blackfellows don’t care about good things’. While white people think
they are irresponsible in this respect, they themselves feel they are closer than whites to
to the spirit of Christ’s Sermon on the Mount (Matthew chs. 5 and 6).

5)

The obverse of inward-directed familiarity is reserve with outsiders. One has the overall
impression that they are looking for respect from whites rather than familiarity. In general,
and 1 believe that the homeland movement bears this out, 1 propose that on the societal
level what they are aiming at within the Australian Commonwealth is a system of coordinated independence. Extreme expressions that drop the ‘co-ordinated’ part and speak
of a separate ‘nation’ I gloss as a bit of extra pushing from the ‘assimilation’ side of the
assimilation-separation continuum of political interaction so as to end up at that illdefined centre mark of ‘co-ordinated independence’.
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ORIENTATION

COURSE

FOR THE TWO WEEKS IN THE MIDDLE OF THE YEAR, 6-17 June, Nungalinya College
and NYMU will offer an orientation course to help people involved with Aborigines, especially
newcomers to such work, better to understand the social and cultural dimensions of the context
of their involvement.
The course this year will only be half as long as last year’s, i.e. only two weeks instead of four.
The course will cover two principal aspects of cross-cultural work for non-Aborigines in an
Aboriginal community:
General orientation: information on the practicalities of life in an Aboriginal community
1)
and on the various governmental and other agencies involved;
Cultural orientation: kinship and social organisation; religion, Christian and Aboriginal,
2)
and their interaction.
Language Course
After two weeks orientation course there will follow at Nungalinya College, as of previous
years, a two weeks language course. It is described in the Nungalinya application brochure as
follows:
Co-ordinator:
Mr Michael Christie
15 students
Enrolment limit:
Study times:
Class sessions each morning 8 a.m. to 12 noon, Monday to Friday plus two
hours private practise daily.
1. How to learn an Aboriginal language - 1 week: June 20-24
Content:
This is a practical workshop to develop skills in learning any Aboriginal
language from language speakers. Students work in class for four hours
each morning and also do about two hours private practise each day.
2. Gupapuyngu language - 2 weeks: June 27 to July 8
Content:

General Information

This is an intensive course in the Gupapdyngu language of northeast Arnhemland. Students use drills and other exercises to pick up practical speaking
skills. For this course students need some previous linguistic experience or
should do the course ‘How to learn an Aboriginal language’ first.
for Nungaiinya Courses

Students are normally required to be working with Aborigines or be sponsored by an organization working with Aborigines.
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.I~contrnodntion:
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Location:
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$20 per week
Students are responsible for their own travel arrangements and costs.
Shared accommodation may be available at the College with full board provided: $80per week. (No-provision for dependents.)
in casesof hardship, application can be made for bursary assistance.
These courses will be held in the Seminar Room in the Dining Block, near
the corner of Goodman Street and Dripstone Road, Casuarina.

For further enquiries contact the Registrar, David Thompson, phone: 27 1093. Send applications for enrolment to:
The Registrar, Nungalinya College,
PO Box 40371, Casuarina, NT 5792
Aboriginal

Apostolate

Program

Last year there began in Sydney the Aboriginal Apostolate Program sponsored by the Conference of Major Superiors of Women’s Religious institutes of Australia (CMSWA). Its Executive
Director is Sister Pamela Barker FMM (PO Box 108, Balmain, NSW 2041).
This year the program plans to take part in the orientation course at Nungalinya College, June
6r17. After that it comes to Daly River for a week’s special course at the Daly River Centre.
Religious who are interested in the program should contact Sister Pamela Barker at the address
indicated above.
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