
Editorial 

The overall theme in this issue, the first of 1997, is reconciliation. 
Dr John May’s paper was written as an overview for a European 
audience. At the same time, it does underline for us Australians the 
need for us to recall the story of our interaction with Aboriginal 
people from the very beginning. 

This is literally what Keren, the Nelen Y&u secretary, does in 
her usual column from her secretary’s desk. She recalls the fact that 
Cook’s very first landing was opposed and that the first interaction 
was marked by gunfire. I must say, this came as quite a shock to 
me. Somehow I had absorbed the myth that the first meeting was 
quite gentle, full of charming incongruities like the sailors’ 
bewilderment at the cry of the kookaburra and the Aboriginal 
people’s perplexity as to what to do with presents of clothes... 

Gerard Goldman, who has written previously in Nelen Yubu, 
is presently working for a Doctor of Ministry degree at Wilmore, 
Kentucky. His central missiological concern is the interface between 
cultures; the geographical area of his former experience, in which 
he hopes to pursue his doctoral theme of reconciliation, is Wadeye 
or Port Keats in the Northern Territory. 

Martin Wilson msc 
Editor 



ABORIGINAL RELIGION AND AUSTRALIAN 
CULTURE 

John D ‘Arty May 

T here can be little doubt that the arrival of Europeans in 
Australia initiated ‘the most severe culture clash in history’ 
(Stockton, 199~18). The tragedy that resulted was 

exacerbated by a fundamental misunderstanding: the utter inability 
of the colonists to grasp that the culture they were encountering, 
the way of life that had allowed the continent’s original inhabitants 
to survive and thrive there for tens of thousands of years, had any 
human worth or integrity. Another way of saying the same thing, 
which will form the focus of the following reflections, is that the 
Europeans were incapable of recognising that Aboriginal culture 
could in any sense be termed ‘religious’. We need have no illusions 
about the colonists’ own attitudes to the Christian religion they 
brought with them, whether in its Anglican, Dissenting or Catholic 
versions, but even if it was honoured more in the breach than the 
observance, when their thoughts did turn to higher things this was 
the religious framework most of them shared. For these 19th century 
Christians, religion meant theism, the belief in the existence of a 
supreme being; or, for the more philosophical among them, its 
rationalistic 18th century derivative, deism. Either way, religion was 
at a comfortable abstract remove from the physical realities and the 
moral challenges of their unprecedented situation. Recoiling from 
what they saw on making first contact with the Aborigines, many 
doubted whether the dark shapes flitting through the bush were 
human at all; they were certainly devoid of anything resembling 
morality (there is ample documentary evidence for these views in 
Reynolds, 1989, and Harris, 1990). The resulting failure really to 
come to terms with the brute fact of Aboriginal existence suggests 
that ‘first contact’, in any lasting sense, is only now beginning to 
take place. 

Dr John May lectures at the Irish School of Ecumenics, Dublin, Ireland. The present paper was 
delivered at a conference on ‘Australian Identities’ at University College Dublin in July 1996. 
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