[bookmark: _Hlk76732973]Building Bridges of Understanding with our First Peoples

	Thank members of the Congregation for their warm welcome to the Walking on Country group and opportunity to be here with you in the 30th Anniversary year of the Covenant between UAICC & UCA on 10 July 1994. 
Thank Michael and the Congregation and affirm them for what they are doing to build closer relations with our first peoples 
Sadly, the rejection of the invitation contained in the Uluru Statement from the Heart and subsequent referendum defeat last year means people committed to recognition, healing and justice for our First Peoples will need to maintain commitment for some time to come. Similarly, it is important for all UCA members to be reminded of the Covenant commitment we as a church made to members of the UAICC back in 1994: to walk forward together as one people in Christ to bring healing, justice and reconciliation for all people who call this ‘great southland’ our home. (We will refer to the Covenant later)
This morning, I don’t wish to go into a postmortem on the Referendum – or explore in detail the Covenanting Statements delivered in 1994 – but rather, 
explore how as Christians inspired by the Spirit of Christ, we might help to develop a greater understanding of the issues confronting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and develop a meaningful relationship with the UAICC to fulfil this Covenant commitment. To build bridges of understanding. 

(An invitation offered to us through the Statement from the Heart to build such bridges but sadly rejected by the Australian general community)

Building Bridges of Understanding

But first, to do that we need to understand some of the troubled past that has implications for how we approach this call to establish meaningful life changing relationships.

Draw attention to work of Aboriginal theologians (North Qld) who some years ago met to develop an authentic Aboriginal theology for expressing the Gospel of Jesus Christ to their people. They called their task: Rainbow Spirit Theology

They set the scene with metaphor from the kauri pine and the ficus tree (See slide)
Yungaburra Curtain Fig (roots 15 metres down to ground and host tree now about 50 metres tall and around 500 yrs old. (Atherton Tablelands above Cairns)
‘Strangler Fig’ literally overwhelms the kauri until it dies  
Metaphor for colonisation and the destruction of their culture.
Aboriginal Christian theologians are also suggesting the Christian church was either unwittingly or (sadly) at times wittingly complicit in this process.

Note the essential need to acknowledge the past and impact of colonisation 
European colonisation not only in Australia but also Africa, Asia, Near East & Pacific 
(British colonisation not benign.)

I’m not suggesting Europeans should never have come to this land. An essentially just and democratic society has evolved in this country we call our home.
But this evolution has not been without cost – cost paid by the First Peoples of this land – and sadly to our shame, as a society, we have been either reluctant or slow to acknowledge its impact on our First Peoples through inter-generational trauma.

So, to build a strong covenantal relationship it is critical we listen seriously to our First Peoples and seek to understand their culture and the impact of colonisation on their people.

This is what ‘Walking on Yuin Country’ is about for us, seeking an opportunity to meet and seriously listen to our First peoples and to learn about their culture and the issues they face in contemporary Australia.
Hugh McKay (social commentator/communications teacher) and ‘Bird Cage’ metaphor
Need to understand & acknowledge formative influences of other person’s experience

But not enough to acknowledge the two cages but be reminded of the ‘curtain fig’ and how colonial ‘later comers’ constructed many of the bars of the First Peoples’ cages.
Acknowledge the impact of inter-generational trauma inflicted through dispossession of land, culture and identity through the ‘Stolen Generations’.

Creators of Rainbow Spirit Theology wrote:
“The Creator Spirit is crying because the deep spiritual bonds with the land and its people have been broken...The Creator Spirit is suffering because of what has happened to the land.

 Many Aboriginal people do not realise that our suffering and pain are not caused by drink, drugs or city life, (symptoms) but is a result of our losing our spiritual connection with the land. When Aboriginal people are taken from our spiritual homes we also lose our spiritual contact with the Creator Spirit”

“Our elders who knew the law and were responsible for sustaining the life-forces of the land have been removed. We can no longer keep the law of the land and maintain our trust as custodians of the land. But we long to do so again.”

Against this background, how then do we build bridges of understanding and give meaning to our Covenant with UAICC?

Celebrating the gift of our First Nations’ culture

Firstly, we need to respect and celebrate the rich heritage of this land, to understand our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander heritage and spirituality as a gift to be celebrated.

As Denis Edward suggests:

“Many Australians hunger for a deeper relationship to the land in which they live. The fact that there are moments when the experience of this land opens out towards transcendence provides the basis for hope that we can learn to relate to the land in a creative way. ... In this area as in others, Aboriginal religion has a providential word to speak to Christian faith.”                                   ‘The Aboriginal Gift’, Eugene Stockton (p113f)

Acknowledge our need for connectedness

Edward’s insight reminded of the words of Aboriginal woman Lilla Watson who once observed:
If you have come here to help me you are wasting your time, but if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together (Discovering Australian identity)

Sitting down and listening to our First Nations People

It is so critical we firstly respect and celebrate our First Nations’ culture and:
secondly, sit down and listen to our First Peoples.
I sense Denis Edwards is correct when he suggests Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander spirituality is a gift to us, that it can add a new spiritual dimension to our ‘walk through life in Christ’.
Let me introduce to you one person who has had her faith in Christ deepened through her Aboriginal spiritual heritage. 

Dr Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr Baumann Elder from Daly River, Catholic school Principal, artist, activist, writer and Senior Australian of the Year in 2021. 
More particularly this morning, Miriam-Rose is an Aboriginal Christian woman who introduces us to her cultural concept of ‘dadirri’ which is a form of spiritual contemplation or waiting on God. It is an invitation to listen and wait and contemplate the eternal mystery that surrounds us and all humanity.
Miriam-Rose writes: “…. There are deep springs within each of us. Within this deep spring, which is the very spirit of God, is a sound. The sound is the Word of God – Jesus. Today I am beginning to hear the gospel at the very level of my identity.
Miriam-Rose is drawing together her Aboriginal spiritual awareness of the sacred and how that informs her understanding of Jesus and the Gospel he came to proclaim. 

However, in sharing ‘dadirri’ Miriam-Rose also challenges us to not only listen for the voice of God through our contemplation but also to listen for the voices/longings of her people:
“My people are used to the struggle, and the long waiting. We still wait for the white people to understand us better. We ourselves had to spend many years learning about the white man’s ways. Some of the learning was forced; but in many cases people tried hard over a long time, to learn the new ways.  

We have learned to speak the white man’s language. We have listened to what they had to say. This learning and listening should go both ways. We would like people in Australia to take time to listen to us. We are hoping people will come closer. We keep on longing for the things that we have always hoped for – respect and understanding…
 
(There is a poignancy in the sentence “We would like people in Australia to take time to listen to us”. Miriam wrote those words several years before the ‘Voice to Parliament’ referendum when, as a society, we had the opportunity offered and failed to truly listen.)

But then Miriam-Rose returns to a more affirming encouraging word:
I would like to conclude…by saying again that there are deep springs within each of us. Within this deep spring, which is the very Spirit of God, is a sound. The sound of Deep calling to Deep. The sound is the word of God - Jesus.  

Today, I am beginning to hear the Gospel at the very level of my identity. ……If our culture is alive and strong and respected, it will grow. It will not die.  And our spirit will not die. And I believe that the spirit of dadirri that we have to offer will blossom and grow, not just within ourselves, but in our whole nation.” 

What a generous statement to make, that the spirit of dadirri “blossom and grow, not just within ourselves, but in our whole nation.” 

The Covenant Statement 

And so we come to the Covenant forged between the UAICC & UCA in 1994
I believe it is within this context, in the spirit of dadirri, and with the same grace as lies in the heart of Miriam-Rose, we are called to re-visit and re-commit ourselves to the Covenant relationship established between the UAICC & UCA 30 years ago. 
Draw attention to the opening words of Jill Tabart’s Covenant Statement:
In introducing the Covenant Jill Tabart, then President of the UCA began: “We meet in the presence of God who through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ has reconciled us to God and to one another in the power of the Holy Spirit…. as people who share in this covenant, we are called to carry out faithfully Christ's command to love one another and to order our life in the church in truth and justice.”
[bookmark: _Hlk173162090]UAICC, through its Chair Pastor Bill Hollingsworth then responded: 
We pray that God will guide you together with us in developing a covenant to walk together practically so that the words of your statement may become a tangible expression of His justice and love for all creation. We ask you to remember this covenant by remembering that our land is now also sustaining your people by God's grace.”
(Last sentence a generous invitation for us to share in the providence of the Land and indirectly acknowledging it is now our home as well.) 

And so, in the spirit of dadirri let us renew the Covenant

Renewing our Covenant Commitment with UAICC

Draw attention to ‘Walking Together’ logo (perhaps not necessary to read the text)

This Circle is a space for walking together as First and Second Peoples, for listening to and sharing of the experiences of our First Nations peoples and living out our covenantal relationship. Together we see a destiny together, praying and working for a fuller expression of our reconciliation in Jesus Christ.

Renewing our Covenant relationship with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander brothers and sisters in the UAICC is not simply about seeing justice done for our First Peoples but discovering in relationship with them, who we are, our shared identity in Christ.

Yes, in Covenant relationship, in the spirit of Miriam-Rose Unganmerr, we will discover there are deep springs within each of us. Within this deep spring, which is the very Spirit of God, is a sound. The sound of Deep calling to Deep. The sound is the word of God - Jesus.  Amen

Renewing our Covenant Commitment with UAICC

We light a candle of hope, healing and new life, renewing our commitment to the covenant signed on 10 July 1994 between the Assembly of the Uniting Church in Australia and the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress. 
(Green Candle before us today was lit just four months ago at the annual gathering at the Myall Creek Memorial when over 500 people gathered, at least 200 of whom were Aboriginal, to acknowledge the massacre that occurred on the slopes below in 1838.  The following statement of commitment is essentially based/adapted from the litany read each year at Myall Creek, composed by Rev John Brown, but approved by the committee of whom half are Aboriginal.)

Will you join us in making the following commitment?

(If able, please stand)

We are committed to continuing the journey into the future in partnership with our Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress colleagues and one another.
Prayerfully we will search in our own hearts and reflect on our own attitudes which alienate us from one another.

Together we will work for a future in which we are all able to contribute our gifts to this nation.
We will work to end the injustices and prejudices which continue to sideline our First Peoples.

We will learn and teach the paths of justice, respect and reconciliation
so that we may walk together down this road.

We will work till a person’s lot is not determined by their ancestry or skin colour;
and young people no longer bear a grudge against society because it treats their history and culture unfairly.

We will work till the history of 60,000 years is honoured together with the history of the last two centuries;
till the glorious parts are celebrated with pride, and the dishonourable parts are acknowledged with shame.

In Christ we pray for a united Australia which respects the prior and continuing custodianship, culture and heritage of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples;
ensuring justice and equity for all.

In the name of Christ: Amen                                Tis 672: “Lord of earth and all creation”
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