
                   Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Sunday    

Today we stand in footsteps millennia old. May we acknowledge the Elders, families and forebears 
of the Boonwurrung and Wurundjeri tribes of the Kulin Nations, who are the traditional custodians 
of our parish land, whose cultures and customs have nurtured, and continue to nurture, this land 
since men and women awoke from the great dream. We honour the presence of these ancestors who 
reside in the imagination of this land and whose irrepressible spirituality flow through all creation. 

 
God of the Holy Dreaming 

God of holy Dreaming 
Great Creator Spirit 

From the dawn of creation  
you have given your children 

The good things of Mother Earth 
You spoke and the gum tree grew 

In the vast deserts and dense forests, in the cities, 
At the water’s edge, 

creation sings your praise. 
Your presence endures as 

the rock at the heart of our land. 
When Jesus hung on the tree 

You heard the cries of all 
Your people and became one 

with your wounded ones 
The convicts, the hunted 

and the dispossessed. 
The sunrise of Your Son 
Coloured the earth anew 

And bathed it in glorious hope. 
In Jesus we have been reconciled to You, 
To each other and to Your whole creation. 

Lead us on Great Spirit 
As we gather at this special place Located on land where 

ancestors of long ago 
Gathered for work, play and praise. 
Enable us to walk together in trust 

from the hurt of the past 
Into the full day which 

has dawned in Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 

Indigenous Reflection 

“Indigenous Spirituality and the Church: A Cultural Faith” 

Presentation by: Bishop Saibo Mabo, Darlington Centre, University of Sydney, 8th July 2003 

In many ways we are all alike. In other ways we are different. We are different because we 
come from different backgrounds. Although we are one in Christ, we come 
from different cultures. 

In our discussion today, I want to use the image of culture as a basket. Each culture carries its 
own traditional basket. In the islands of the Torres Strait, our baskets were used to collect our 
daily food. These baskets are a very important part of our traditional life for they contain food 
that nourishes our life. 



For all of us, baskets represent not only food for our daily lives, but they also symbolize our 
culture. For example, the European basket represents European food, material goods and 
spiritual things. In the same way, the Dilly Bag of Aboriginal culture contains Aboriginal food, 
material goods and spiritual aspects. In the Torres Strait Islands, the basket is called a Li, in 
the Western Islands and in the Eastern Islands it is called an Epei. 

The History of the Christian story that the gospel of Jesus Christ was brought to Indigenous 
people in the European basket. That is, the Anglo-Celtic basket. It contained not only the 
Gospel of Jesus of Nazareth, but also the Bible that contains different versions and 
interpretations of European forms of Christianity. This means that before the Gospel was 
brought to our Indigenous context, it was already contextualised in Europe. 

The gospel was brought to Indigenous people at a time in history when Christianity was 
strongly identified with European culture or civilisation. This meant that to accept the Gospel 
was to also accept European culture and European forms of Christianity. Our people saw no 
difference between the Gospel and European culture or between the Gospel and European 
forms of Christianity. 
Thus, the European basket was handed down to Indigenous people. We accepted 
this basket without question and we have appreciated the spiritual nourishment contained in 
the basket. In this European basket, we have not only found the Gospel, 
but also liturgies and forms of worship which were developed in the Anglo-Celtic contexts, 
through which the faith in Jesus of Nazareth and his Good News is expressed. 

As time has passed and we have grown in our Christian faith, we have begun a process 
whereby we are taking the seeds of Christianity out of the Anglo-Celtic basket and we are now 
planting them in the Indigenous cultural soil and living our Christian lives in the Indigenous 
context. We are weaving a 
new basket – an Indigenous basket, to carry the Gospel to our own people. We are mindful of 
the need to develop our own Liturgy and Worship through which to express our faith in Jesus 
of Nazareth. 

For our Islander and Aboriginal Church to be strong, we have to learn how to let God speak 
through our culture. But first we must understand our own culture. This will help us 
understand the deepest truths about the Bible as we interpret and relate to our Indigenous 
contexts. In this way, we are taking the good things, the uniqueness of our own culture, and 
our vision of God and placing them in the new Indigenous basket. 

How is it that we can do this? How is it that God allows us to do this? For us, God’s message is 
the same. But it is presented in different ways because of our different backgrounds. 

Imagine you are on one of the islands of the Torres Strait. There are coconut trees everywhere. 
Some trees have green coconuts, some yellow coconuts and others, brown coconuts. These 
coconuts may have different colours but coconut meat and milk all tastes the same. Likewise 
God’s message has been presented in different ways through the Old Testament, through the 
Prophets, Apostles and Teachers, in a variety of ways and contexts. But it is the same God and 
the same Kingdom that is proclaimed throughout the generations and in different cultures. 

Jesus is God’s Good News for all cultures. The Gospel tells us that God became human beings 
like us. John 1: 14 says “The Word (Logos) became flesh and tabernacled among us and we 
beheld his glory.” The Logos, the mysterious creative Word and the Power of God, pitched his 
tent or tabernacle and “camped” among us. He took on human form, common to all of us, 
whether we are black or white, yellow or red. Jesus showed us God’s glory. This is the 
mysterious, powerful and awesome presence of God, which was experienced by God’s people in 
Old Testament times. This God is the Creator God. 

The Creator God was also present in our Indigenous contexts. Indigenous peoples experienced 
his mysterious and awesome presence in different ways in their sacred places, ceremonies and 
stories. 



On my traditional homeland of Mer Island (Murray Island) in the Torres Strait, this 
mysterious power and presence was experienced through the ancestor “god” of Malo. Creative 
powers were expressed through this “god’. Malo is a symbol of the mysterious power and 
presence of the Creator God revealed in the Bible. He was also present in pre-Christian, 
Indigenous cultures. 

Another story which is important to us as Indigenous people is the story of the two water holes 
on Mer Island. One of these water holes was on top of a hill and the other was down in the 
valley. Our traditional spirituality is also centred on this story. It is our traditional story that 
is parallel with the Christian teachings about the way in which we can drink from the 
pureness of God and bathe in the clear waters of his spirit. 

The water hole in the valley was very large and was made in sandstone – a sandy stones 
water hole. It was dirty and filthy because there were many dry leaves and dead frogs floating 
in the water. People swam there and washed their clothes in the water hole and drank from 
its waters. They loved to go there, but the dirty water gave the girls sores in their mouths and 
eyes. The girls became weak and sick and there was death in their community. This was 
probably the reason why they did not follow the old woman, Deo, to the top of the hill. 

You see, Deo knew about another water hole – one at the top of the hill. This water hole was in 
solid sandstone. The rock kept it clean. Deo protected the water hole by cleaning out the 
leaves and other dead things that floated in it. The water hole was small but it was clear as 
crystal and the water tasted beautiful. It was pure. The water from this water hole kept the 
old woman free from sickness and disease. She lived like a young woman. 

In our world today we have two water holes. The water hole at the bottom of the 
hill is modern life and entertainment. Some people are so greedy for money, new cars, new 
houses and boats. But what is the result of using this water hole? What are the results that 
give negative growth to people today? The results are: countries fighting each other, wars, 
relationships and people cut down, growing weak, hating each other. There is no time to live 
in the presence of the almighty God Yaweh because people are drinking from the sandy stones 
water hole – the dirty water hole – the filthy waters of life. 

The other water hole that comes from the solid rock is God. The people who drink from this 
water hole are the ones who are faithful. They have committed their life and have become 
humble and obedient to do God’s will. Also, they are people who always listen and obey and 
show others how to leave the filthy waters of life. They are the people who are healthy and 
strong and alive in the church 
of God. 

The water that they drink comes from the water hole at the top of the hill. It is clean 
and pure and has a beautiful taste. This water is the Holy Spirit that washes the sins of the 
world and it strengthens peoples’ lives so that their faith can stand strong and fight against 
the world of flesh and the devil. The living stream only flows from the church of God where it 
dwells. Jesus is the crystal water that flows from the top of the hill where we drink and 
quench our thirst. Only Jesus washes away our sins. 

The wonders and mysteries that are expressed in our stories and in our traditions are those 
same mysteries and stories that are expressed in Anglo-Celtic Christianity. The mystery of 
God has been made flesh in Jesus of Nazareth. Our spirituality refers to this mystery in the 
story of Malo. Malo is our traditional creator yet we know that the Creator of all – the Creator 
Spirit, the God 
of Creation, is revealed in Christ to be the Reconciling Spirit and the God of Redemption and 
Liberation. This is the God that was brought to us in the Anglo-Celtic basket. And now we 
need to take this Gospel and put it in our Indigenous basket and allow the Gospel seed to grow 
in our soils. 

 



Djiniyini Gondarra, the Arnhem Land theologian says “We Aboriginal leaders 
are called to plant Christ in this Aboriginal Australian “fertile soil” rather than transplant 
Western forms of Christianity. We must promote Christ as a living and acceptable part of our 
ceremony and culture. Our confidence is that Christ has won the victory over all principalities 
and powers and that victory will certainly become manifest if He is given the chance to do 
battle (Let My People Go, 1986, 21).” 

We, the Indigenous people of Australia have only recently begun to explore our own 
Indigenous cultural patterns and spirituality in relating the Gospel to our own contexts. In 
this process of contextualising the Gospel, what can Anglo-Celtic Christians do? 

May I suggest that you allow and support us to explore our Indigenous spirituality, our sacred 
symbols, cultural stories, cultural designs and ceremonies? This is our inner world. A world in 
which we discover the mystery of our Creator – God, who Christ revealed. 

May I also suggest that you allow and support us to develop Indigenous liturgies, 
our own forms of worship and forms of Christianity. This is our outer world, through which we 
express our faith in the creation, of God and salvation. Stand with us on our journey of exodus. 
We may stand but we will not fall, God holds us in the palm of his hand and he will guide us 
on our journey. We ask for your encouragement. 

On this spiritual journey there is room for Anglo-Celtic Christians and Indigenous Christians, 
for mutual support and interaction. In the past, we have all made mistakes. 
Your basket and my basket have not always contained food that has been good for us. Through 
faith, we learn what parts of our culture are unhelpful for us. In God’s grace, we can fill our 
baskets with new food. Each of us has heard the message that we carry in these baskets – our 
cultural baskets – it is time 
for us to combine the good food from these baskets and to feed each other from them. 
As we have learned and been freed from the Anglo-Celtic basket, we invite you to learn and be 
fed from the Indigenous Christian basket. We invite you to sample from the Indigenous 
culture and Christian “Epei”. 

So, brothers and sisters, our Indigenous baskets contain all good things from our culture and 
background that will help us to tell God’s message clearly to the people of today. Our basket, 
called the Dilly Bag in Aboriginal culture, the Li in the Western Islands and the Epei in the 
Eastern Islands are full of traditions that the Holy Spirit can use to call people to faith and 
action. 

As we keep the links with our traditions, soil and lands, let us pray that as we move to a new 
beginning, God’s Holy Spirit will fill our baskets with the good faith, liberty, action and unity. 

 

Reflection Activity: 

Bishop Saibo Mabo uses the imagery of a basket to represent culture. 
He describes the different things that different people use to fill their baskets. 

What is in your basket? What is missing? 

Pope Francis asks how can communication be at the service of an authentic culture of 
encounter. 

Who in your community do you see as your neighbour? 
 
What can you do to enhance the concept of neighborhood in your community, 
school or parish? 
 
How can you better communicate and include people of other cultures? 


