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ABSTRACT 

The thesis argues that something of life's meaning for the Wadeye is 
understood and expressed through initiation rituals which include and 
incorporate the Wadeye Baptism. The unique Wadeye expression of 
liturgical inculturation examined in the thesis, demonstrates a cross-
cultural religious encounter, manifesting creative attempts to hold on to 
traditional religious ceremony, while embracing Catholic faith and worship. 
With the impact of Western and Christian contact, major changes have 
occurred in the cultural and religious lives of the Wadeye people. A concern 
is that even sacramental inculturation, such as that described in the 
Wadeye Baptism, could reveal or foster new forms of religious imposition. 
The thesis argues that for a vital and effective religious encounter to be 
sustained, issues of authority, gender and change need to be carefully 
addressed. 

Leadership has been a key issue in the shaping and the implementation of 
Wadeye Catholic ritual. The data demonstrates how the role of the senior 
women in particular, is ensuring and promoting the cultural and religious 
life of the community. Recognition and acceptance by the institutional 
church, of exisiting and strengthening indigenous leadership, is emerging 
as a critical factor for the local church. Ways are considered in which the 
inter-cultural and inter-religious encounter holds out both a warning and a 
challenge to the Australian churches and in fact to the wider community of 
nations. Whereas dominating and manipulative control prevents 
transformation, shared leadership, partnership and authority properly 
exercised, can be seen to serve and build up the religious life of the 
community. 

The story of the special Easter Baptism and of the inter-religious 
engagement at Wadeye, is an evolving one. It is the story of the interaction 
between the Wadeye people and the Catholic church. The Wadeye Baptism 
provides a 'snapshot' of one time and place, that gives important indicators 
as to the nature of the engagement. But beyond the frame are other stories 
like Mulinthins vision, the hovering spirit of Muthingka., Darrananthi's fire, 
and the missionaries' dreams. It is in this wider picture of extended 
relationships and contexts, that the Wadeye Baptism belongs. The thesis 
argues that 'Catholic sacrament engaging with Wadeye ritual' has occurred 
and will survive only through determined and constant efforts towards the 
very act of the on-going engagement between the diverse religious and 
cultural groups. 
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PREFACE 

The idea for this thesis came initially from women I regard as collaborators 
in the work. It was over 20 years since I had lived and worked at Port 
Keats (Wadeye) as a young teacher. Through the years I had maintained 
friendships with some of the women and returned to their country several 
times. Although I had minimal language skifis in Murrinhpatha, when the 
invitation came to conduct an Adult English Literacy course at Wadeye in 
1993, I readily accepted. The course was part of the 'Strong Women's 
Program' being offered throughout the Northern Territoly of Australia. The 
Bi-Cultural Life Studies Department of Darwin's Nungalinya College was 
one of the course deliverers. At the time of the request from the Wadeye 
women, I was employed as a lecturer in the College's Theology Department. 

The course aimed to assist students in recording their personal and 
communal histories. During the second week of the course there was a 
shared commitment to continue the telling and recording of early 'mission 
days' stories. Along with other women present, I was encouraged to write 
'from your side'. Whether the recording was to be by way of a painting, a 
postdoctoral research or a two page reflection, was really quite secondary 
to our task of translating the memories for the on-going story. Women 
spoke of the Wadeye ceremony and law in the early times as being 
condemmed, but secretly maintained. They insisted with some urgency, 
that in my reporting, I also let the people tell about the stories and the law 
of the early missionaries. A key consultant for the research stated: 'We 
need to keep ceremony strong; culture way, church way. Without proper 
ceremony the people will die'. With respect for law and a proper celebration 
of both Wadeye and Christian ceremony she says, her people can live. 

I approach the work with caution. I am in a privileged, but dangerous 
place. As a white woman and a professional researcher, I am an outsider. 
As a religious sister I do not have lived experience as wife or mother, yet I 
do have opportunities and privileges that often break through barriers of 
gender, age and even culture. I perceive within the Wadeye community a 
range of responses to my presence and the idea of my research: support, 
indifference, loyalty. If there has been any resentment or resistance to the 
project, these reactions have never been expressed to me. I come to the 
work as linguist, as cross-cultural educator and as feminist writer. 
Primarily I come, accompanied by other women, as story-teller. The thesis 
hopefully, will be recognized as a piece of careful and rigorous research, 
and for you the reader, I trust the story will also be experienced as an 
engaging and stimulating journey. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCING THE THESIS 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The study is about the sacred ceremony of two very powerful groups: the 
people of Wadeye in North Australia and the Catholic missionaries who 
came to live amongst them in the twentieth century. The central focus of the 
thesis is the Wadeye Easter Baptism ceremony. I propose that this 
particular celebration of Catholic baptism, in its culturally specific 
expression of the universal Christian rite of initiation, offers insights into 
both the risks and the opportunities inherent in the inter-religious dialogue. 

This first chapter introduces the thesis and situates the work in its 
historical and religious context. A personal perspective to the thesis is also 
given. The chapter identifies the data, provides a description of the research 
methodology and presents the overall structure and outline of the work. The 
aim is to make clear the thesis proposal and to set the scene for the on-
going investigation. 

Throughout this document, the term 'Wadeye Baptism' is used to refer to the 
special Easter Baptism sometimes held in the community. 'Wadeye' refers to 
both the place and to the indigenous people living in the location often still 
generally known as 'Port Keats', the traditional country of the Murrinhpatha 
people (cf., Map 1). It was here at Wemtek Nganayi in 1935, that the 
Catholic missionaries first established themselves. Various tribal and 
linguistic groups gathered in the area at the time of the foundation of the 
mission and since then, have remained there or in the outlying Homelands. 

The thesis argues that the Wadeye Baptism is a cross-cultural religious 
encounter, manifesting creative attempts by the people to hold on to 
traditional religious ceremony, while embracing Catholic faith and worship. 
My thesis is that the Wadeye Baptism provides evidence of an 
understanding and experience of sacrament, which safeguards the integrity 
of both the indigenous and the Catholic Christian traditions. The thesis also 
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Map 1. The original 'mission' site of Werntek Nganayi, and the clan groups and 
outstations of the 'Port Keats' peoples (Adapted from Street, 1987). 
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Introducing the Thesis 

argues that a continuing vital and effective religious encounter may be 
determined largely by the responses to issues of authority, gender and 
change. In the thesis, descriptions of culture contact, especially cross-
cultural religious conflict and change, address issues and practices intended 
to promote, or to at least be protective of, life. 

Since early times, realities like birth and loss have been understood and 
sacramentaJized through ritual. In the course of the twentieth century, 
much of the traditional Wadeye life and culture was denigrated, destroyed or 
irrevocably lost, although some aspects of religious ceremony have retained 
or regained an important place in the life of the community. Physical and 
social problems universally associated with post-colonial minority groups of 
oppressed peoples, and radical changes to the spiritual life of the Wadeye, 
have resulted in profound adjustments to the traditional culture. Yet, in the 
midst of the often-times chaotic cross-cultural encounter, the Wadeye 
person and the community survive. 

The local Easter Baptism based on the traditional Punj initiation ceremony, 
seeks to make sacred sense of life and death, in the hope of transforming 
change itself into an avenue for life. There is a sense in which the Wadeye 
Baptism is seen neither as a traditional ceremony, nor, purely, as a church 
ceremony; and yet it is both of these, as will be shown particularly in 
chapter four. With rapid cultural change taking place, along with the 
experience of constant social upheaval, some local people regard the old 
ceremonies, indigenous as well as church, as losing their impact and having 
little meaning. Although from the elders especially, I often heard the 
comment that 'the old ceremonies are dying out', I was also frequently 
reminded that 'we are trying to hold on to ceremony' and at times the proud 
assertion: 'we are bringing back ceremony'. 

Not merely by a combination of elements from both rituals, but perhaps 
more by an intentional commitment to create new meaning out of the old, 
the Wadeye Baptism holds special significance for the community. The 
thesis proposes that Wadeye ritual can demonstrate a cross-cultural 
encounter where traditional religion and Christian Catholicism are not only 
held in balance with one another, but are of mutual enrichment. 

3 
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1.2 PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE 

At this point I would like to present something of my own personal story, 
something of both the professional and spiritual journey which brought me 
to the place of undertaking research into the Wadeye Baptism. 

As a young missionaiy Sister at Wadeye in 1969, I was privileged, as 
classroom teacher, to work alongside Boniface Ngipal Perdjert, a married 
man with a young family, who was later to become Town Council President 
and then, in 1976, an ordained Catholic Deacon for the community.' Today 
in the Wadeye Baptism context, Perdjert is a traditional elder and Deacon 
for the ceremony I am investigating. In a sense, our two personal proffles 
manifest another view of the inter-religious encounter. In my role as a non-
indigenous church person, I have experienced the shame and the 
ramifications of the cultural and religious invasion and imposition in which 
my country and church have engaged. At the same time and in spite of this, 
there have been unique opportunities in the interface, for positive exchange 
and growth. 

The cross-cultural experience has been a complicated one for both local 
community and church, and perceptions about it can be confused. In 1996, 
for example, I attended a gathering where Perdjert was speaking to a large 
group of people in Darwin. He spoke with loyalty and gratitude about the 
influence of the missionary Sisters in his life, including me by name. His 
reasons for being in Darwin at the time, were to do with personal and family 
problems he was experiencing. I asked myself the question: To what extent 
were the demands put upon him in earlier 'Mission' days (many of which 
remain on-going expectations) related to any problems he was now 
experiencing? Do issues of loyalty and respect become heavy burdens 
preventing expressions of anger and stifling the cry for freedom and justice? 

Similarly, to what extent is my interest and particular focus in this thesis, a 
possible way of justifying the church's past and current presence among the 
Wadeye people? Or, from a more positive position, does my commitment to 
the task stem also or alternatively, from a passion to investigate and further 
the inter-religious dialogue? Cross-cultural experience and perceptions are 
inherently complex and my intention in the thesis is not to arrive at some 
single, final story in relation to Wadeye inter-religious ceremony. The aim is 
to present as clearly and accurately as possible, one of the understandings 
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about Wadeye inter-religious ritual. There are many stories, at many 
different levels and I have tried to guard against a naivete which sets up a 
discourse space allowing only for religious 'in-house' reflections and 
responses from collaborators in the work. On the other hand I make no 
secret of the fact that I come to the task with my own particular perspective 
as a religious Sister, hoping by my research into cross-cultural religious 
ceremony, to 'make a difference' not only to the academic world, but more 
importantly, to the lives of people including my own. I believe the notion of 
'sacrament', especially as it is developed through inter-cultural dialogue and 
expression, can be a liberating and transforming one. I am interested in 
developing and exploring a recognition and appreciation of those 
sacramental moments and places which symbolically centre us more deeply 
into our lives, thus providing a space for spiritual transformation. Grace, as 
I understand it, is about recognizing and receiving the gift of life, of Life 
itself. In the church, itself a sacred sign, this grace is transmitted through 
the sacraments and in our context, Christian initiation, where Christ 
Himself is the fundamental sacrament. 

Under discussion in chapter eight is the Merrk2  (moon) ceremony, or 
'women's initiation', as it is sometimes called. The Merrk chapter (8.3.1 on 
restricted access) is presented not with deliberate intent for contrastive 
analysis with the Wadeye Baptism, but rather with a view to highlighting 
significant aspects of religious ritual that are relevant to our discussion. 
Merrk calls the church to new ways of recognizing and celebrating the 
sacredness of our persons and our lives. The church, as people of God 
(Lumen Gentium., par. 4; 9), offers opportunities of grace to the institutional 
church which is authorized and called to administer sacraments to its 
members. Elsewhere in the thesis, as will be clear from the context, I do not 
distinguish or divide the people or the faith community from the 
'administrative' church. Likewise, the textual context distinguishes the 
theological understanding of the 'mission' of the church from the 
geographical sense of a church's 'mission' or 'missions'. 

How I learnt to live and experience the church's sacraments from my earliest 
years is fundamental and what I have gained in theological training from my 
Christian tradition has informed and shaped my thinking about the nature 
of sacrament. Furthermore, my understanding of Christian sacrament today 
has been strongly influenced by what I have seen and heard from 
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indigenous people over a period of twenty-five years. I always experienced 
sacraments as part of the church's life to which I belonged, understanding 
the external expression of sacraments as liturgical rituals, developed by the 
community in communion with the universal church. Fundamentally, I 
understood sacrament as an encounter between the person and God, 
inviting recognition and response to the presence and action of the Sacred in 
one's life. From within the Catholic tradition, I came to understand 
sacraments as signs indicating a transcendent and divine reality, with Jesus 
as the ultimate sacrament through whom one could encounter the mystery 
of God. A 'sacramental life' was possible when the sacrament's symbolic 
actions became means for an on-going acknowledgement and incorporation 
of grace into daily life. 

In the late 1960's, during the years of my religious training with the 
Congregation of the Daughters of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart (OLSH), I 
shared the novitiate experience with two Murnrthpatha women, one of whom 
has been a consultant for the thesis (c.f., Illustration 1). Those years 
together, along with times spent 'out bush' from Wadeye with one of these 
Sisters and her family, were important stages in my personal, spiritual and 
intellectual journey. Relationships were established and long-lasting 
friendships formed. An interest in indigenous language developed at this 
time. I continued my work as religious Sister and teacher at Nauiyu (Daly 
River) and Wadeye until 1971, when I was appointed to Ltyentye Apurte 
(Santa Teresa), south-east of Alice Springs. 

As cross-cultural educator and teacher-linguist in Central Australia, I 
worked in supporting language projects in schools and communities.3  
Programs I helped implement and co-teach at the Institute for Aboriginal 
Development in Alice Springs, were for non-indigenous speakers, whereas 
bilingual school programs at Ltyentye Apurte and Nauiyu, were primarily for 
the maintenance and promotion of local languages. Either way, the goal was 
for increased confidence and competence in communication. Because the 
social climate was changing in dramatic ways and at an increasingly rapid 
pace, language competence was seen to be essential for cross-cultural 
communication. My interest in language continued to develop and in 1982, I 
began studies at Monash University, majoring in linguistics. In 1986, while 
working in Alice Springs, I began part-time study towards a major thesis 
entitled 'Cohesion in Arremte Discourse'; I was awarded the Masters degree 
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in 1989. A stated aim of my research was to provide information about the 
speech patterns of indigenous speakers, so that better cross-cultural 
communciation could result. The linguistic projects which engaged my 
interest and energies through many years, were not in conflict with my basic 
orientation as missionary, but were in fact, challenged by it. 

The Catholic perspective of my Christian tradition was renewed and 
enlivened by the Church's Second Vatican Council (1963-1965). The call to 
learn from as well as to respect other cultures enabled a shift in 
missiological theory and practice, which is ifiustrated briefly in my article 
'Tracks in the Desert' printed in Nelen Yubu in 1992. The crux of my thesis 
centres around this new paradigm and the description and analysis of the 
Easter Wadeye Baptism seeks to ifiustrate its expression. The Baptism first 
envisioned by traditional elders in 1976, was in part, a response to the 
Council's encouraging directives about liturgical inculturation. 

My connections with Wadeye were maintained in informal and often fleeting 
ways as the years passed. The Easter Baptism ceremony continued and my 
appreciation of the ritual grew. (Here, as elsewhere in the thesis, the terms 
'ritual' and 'ceremony' are used interchangeably). When I moved from 
Central Australia to Darwin in 1994, there was opportunity to investigate 
aspects of ritual through my work at Nungalinya, a College committed to 
cross-cultural and religious research. Generous support enabled me to 
pursue the interest through this present postgraduate research. 

1.3 METHODOLOGY AND DATA 

From the outset, the fundamental question of the thesis was: Is the Wadeye 
Baptism a significant example of inter-cultural religious encounter? 
Adopting the methodological approach of Wiersma (1995), I set about 
identifying 'the problem', collecting and analysing data and, throughout the 
task, moving towards a conclusion. At the same time I remained mindful 
that 'one of the hardest lessons to learn as a facilitator of a participatory 
process is to embrace uncertainity... there are often many answers and 
there are often many more questions' (Keough 1998:192). 

1.3.1 Cooperative inquiry 
Participative research that is done with people, not about them, is what 
Heron (1995:18) calls person-centred 'co-operative inquiry'. This is the style 
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and approach my research has taken. When Darrananthi Theodora Narndu 
(c.f., Illustration 2) and other women from the Strong Women's group4  
invited me to Wadeye in 1993 and 1994 to work on history-related literacy 
projects, they encouraged me at that time, to look deeper into religious 
ceremony as a meeting place for church and culture. The seeds of my own 
research were thus sown. 

Because the work was situated in an indigenous context and because I came 
as a woman researcher, I approached the task from co-operation with local 
indigenous women. This was not to imply an exclusion of other gender or 
age groups, nor to ignore contributions made by men, young people and 
children; rather it was to indicate the particular perspective from which I 
came. 

Formal work into the nature and meaning of the Easter Baptism ritual 
began with the approval of my thesis proposal. Unexpected data relating to 
the women's Merrk initiation ceremony appeared early on in the work. This 
was to have a significant bearing on my research. The thesis proposal was 
tentatively formulated and in talks with senior women, the project was later 
refined and clarified. Also of importance was my role as critical friend for 
Darrananthi, who was, at the time, Kardu Nurnida Council President. 
Darrananthi invited me to contribute to the preparation of a workshop 
which was being planned for delivery to community leaders. Together we 
recognized that both this project and my own research were opportunities 
for strengthening cultural and spiritual foundations in the community. 

Having witnessed over the years, many different academic researchers 
zealously pursuing their field work, I was aware of the oftentimes associated 
impact on persons and communities. Completion of ethics forms, for 
example, may safeguard people's rights, but do not necessarily ensure 
genuine respect and on-going partnership with the local community; nor do 
signed papers automatically imply that a particular project and process will 
be promotive of the community's life and growth. I observed linguists, 
sociologists, historians, anthropologists and others, manifesting varying 
degrees of respect for and involvement in the life of the people. Despite all 
the promises, I recall very few instances of a completed report or thesis 
being formally offered back to the community. 



Introducing the Thesis 

Not only to avoid any unforseen offense, but also to ensure local 
commitment to the research, I took care not to isolate myself in the work, 
but to maintain regular and frequent contact with Wadeye people, both in 
Darwin and in the community whenever possible. There was growing 
ownership and understanding of the project, especially by the key group of 
women involved. In its early days the thesis was presented and understood 
basically as the story of the Wadeye Baptism ceremony; but as the project 
continued, the meaning of 'sacrament', came to take on a greater importance 
and relevance for us all, as did the implications of cross-cultural religious 
engagement. 

The women drew from their experiences of the sacred Merrk rituals to reflect 
on the nature of Christian initiation and the Wadeye Baptism liturgy, 
especially as related to concerns and issues of every-day life. The meetings 
provided a physical and mental place, enabling women from different clans 
to dialogue together, naming concerns and hopes for their clan groups. Over 
a number of years my role as missionary, educator and linguist had given 
me opportunities for building relationships of trust and partnership with 
women involved in the project. Between the years 1994-1999, I visited 
Wadeye several times, often spending several weeks in the community. 

Sister Beatrice Thardim OLSH, a Wadeye woman living in Darwin during 
1994-1998, was an important advocate with whom I maintained frequent 
contact. As a traditional Wadeye woman, a religious Sister for thirty years 
and a personal friend, she became a real partner in the work. 

I wish at this stage to make very clear that in no sense do I speak on behalf 
of Aboriginal women. My writing is informed by the reflections, opinions and 
insights that have been shared, but I take total responsibifity for material as 
it is presented, remembering all along the women's encouragement to give 
my story, to share theirs, and most importantly to 'tell ours'. Dianne Bell 
(1990) has spoken about the desire of the researcher to resolve 
contradictions and the temptation to write only from the perspective of the 
'subject': 

Considerations of authority, authorship, and accountabifity do not preclude 
pursuing research which may not be perceived to be of immediate benefit to, 
or in accord with current ideologies of individuals and groups who are 
parties to the research. The pressing need is to make explicit the agenda of 
research and to openly engage with questions of power, which are implicit in 
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relationships with the people whose lives we record, the issues we address, 
the form and forum in which we publish (15). 

Some researchers (Harris 1977, Sansom 1982, Eades 1982) have noted that 
there is a general avoidance amongst Aboriginal groups, of statements 
expressing ideas or descriptions which could be interpreted as negative. 
Catherine Berndt (1965:315-319) drew early attention to important factors 
in indigenous empirical research. In her writings she notes that information 
cannot be always freely made available, because of secret-sacred material 
and the requirements of privacy and confidentiality.5  

Illustration 1 Sister Beatrice Thardim OLSH. 

Beatrice Thardim OLSH, traditional Murrinhpatha woman and consultant for the research. In the 1970's 
she worked at Nauiyu (Daly River) and later conducted programs in Central Australia in Early Childhood 
Education. Through the 1980's she was employed by Church and Health Department agencies as a 
trained Counsellor and Interpretor. She died at Nauiyu, 12 April 1999. 
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Allowing people the time and space to dialogue safely together, as well as 
leaving options open for later monitoring of recorded material, helped bring 
a sense of freedom and ownership to the exercise. Heron (1996:9) suggests 
that the participant-observor engaged in qualitative research, while 
negotiating about issues and interpretations, does not normally inform 
about research methodology. \Vhlle there is an overlap in my approach, 
between qualitative research and co-operative inquiry, I tended more 
towards a model of co-operative inquiry, moving between the experience and 
the reflection, as proposed by Heron (1996:1) where each person is co-
subject and co-researcher in the experience and reflection phases. For the 
most part, this is the methodology, especially in the context of story-telling, 
which I have adopted for my research. 

1.3.2 In and around the story 
The primary data for the research was the Wadeye Baptism. Photos, 
paintings and videos, helped form the basis of many discussions and 

Illustration 2 Darrananthi Narndu 

Consultant for this thesis, Darrananthi Namdu, prepares her daughter for participation in the National 
Catholic Eucharistic Congress held in Melbourne in 1993. 
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interviews recorded. (Unedited SBS footage of the 1994 Baptism (cf., 4.4) 
accompanies this thesis). Secondary, but pivotal data has been the Merrk 
women's initiation ceremony. 

I remained well aware in the research process that the Wadeye people had 
every right to be selective in the information and perceptions they chose to 
share with me. The methodology itself and the personal interactions between 
the researcher and the women involved, continually refined and 
reconstructed the data. Emerging data also continued to shape the 
methodology, which in its turn revealed new material. The use of graphic 
symbols and large drawings that came about as a result of witnessing the 
Merrk ceremony, for example, created new ideas and questions in relation to 
the sacraments of Christian initiation (c.f., 8.4). 

Throughout the period of research, records of possible importance from daily 
events and informal conversations, were recorded in a journal and later 
transferred to computer disk. Women from different age groups and different 
experiences of traditional life and ceremony, as well as from different 
understandings and experiences of church, shared their perceptions about 
religious ritual. In talks with these women, no sessions were recorded. I 
supported Darrananthi's view that a tape recorder would stifie conversation. 
However, on more than one occasion I made ifiustrations or diagrams during 
or after the talks, and almost always I made written notes as soon as 
possible after the meetings. Working with photographs and paintings took 
precedence over the use of written documents or audio materials. The visual 
as opposed to literary approach, provided a natural focal point for discourse, 
as well as allowing a reliable way of re-visiting the material. Five paintings 
were selected from those housed in the museum. These related to pre-
mission times, to early 'Mission days' and to the Wadeye Baptism ceremony. 

People were involved in the research in various ways, with the smaller core 
group of senior women acting as key consultants. The community had 
spoken together about my research and the core group included women who 
had expressed interest or had been asked by the Council or by Deacon 
Boniface Ngipal Perdjert to be part of the project. Darrananthi was 
instrumental in organizing initial talks and was well placed to do so in her 
role both as senior woman and as Council President. 

12 
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Recorded interviews were also conducted with non-indigenous missionaiy 
OIJSH Sisters who had spent time at Wadeye.6  These women shared ideas 
relating to their Wadeye experience, to Catholic baptism and traditional 
religious ceremony. Three recorded interviews with Wadeye men were also 
important to the work. Informal meetings with Perdjert were held on every 
visit to Wadeye and on several occasions in Darwin as well. He remained 
supportive throughout the period of research. Panpawa Gregory Molinthin 
was another key advisor, as was Cyril Ninnal,7  a community leader and solo 
dancer, on occasions, in the Wadeye Baptism. 

The writings of John Pye MSC (1973) who lived at Wadeye for many years, 
were particularly useful, as were interviews he conducted in 1974 with the 
first missionary priest to the area, Richard Docherty, Missionary of the 
Sacred Heart (MSC). Of special value was Docherty's autobiography, made 
accessible to me by the MSC community in Kensington, NSW. Interviews I 
conducted with John Leary MSC, throughout the period of research, were 
also of considerable interest and importance. 

Verbal texts, accompanying the video 'Mission History - The True Story'8  
(1996), were translated and transcribed for this research (private 
correspondence, Teresa Ward OLSH). With Darrananthi's assistance, some 
written translations of the Wadeye Baptism and Merrk ceremonies were 
made. A good theoretical knowledge and practical use of Murrinhpatha 
would best serve the needs of the project, but because of my very elementary 
knowledge of the language, I resorted to the use of English in most 
interactions with consultants. I believe this had no significant adverse 
consequences for the thesis. With her excellent bilingual skills, Darrananthi, 
as consultant, translator and interpretor, was able to facffitate good 
communication. 

A comprehensive collection of material housed in the Wadeye Museum 
provided early mission records, newspaper cuttings, letters and Government 
reports, as well as a large collection of paintings, photos, video and audio 
cassettes. Ethnohistorical research also included examination of church 
archives and Religious Congregational data. Archival material in the library 
of the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart in Kensington, New South Wales, 
provided a major resource, especially for chapter five. 
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To conclude this brief discussion of my approach to the task, I revisit the 
work of Wiersma (1995:260), who described the generation of hypotheses as 
'a continuing activity.., which may be formulated and modified along the 
way'. While not wishing to avoid the responsibifity of drawing conclusions, I 
do suggest that final interpretations need not and probably should not be 
definitive; the phenomena of rapid social change can challenge rather than 
stifle on-going serious response to cultural religious matters. 

That an inter-religious dialogue has already happened, is evident from the 
Wadeye Baptism ceremony. Whether and how the interaction may procede, 
is difficult to predict. While people's creative genius is recognized and 
respected however, it would seem likely that the encounter investigated in 
this research may remain a continuing activity. 

1.4 STRUCTURE AND CHAPTER OUTLINE 

The presentation of the thesis is divided into ten chapters, with some 
interweaving and overlapping of major themes. Chapter one gives an 
introduction to the work and defines the nature of the proposal. Chapter two 
provides the theoretical foundation to the thesis, presenting a survey of the 
literature, first from a global perspective and then from within the 
Australian context. The survey gives a brief and necessarily selective sketch 
of some of the major approaches to religious ritual. Professor W. E. H. 
Stanner's On Aboriginal Religion (1963), has been a major anthropological 
resource, while the theological and sacramental theory underpinning the 
thesis draws largely on Louis-Marie Chauvet's writings, especially his 
seminal work, Symbol and Sacrament (1995). The overall framework for the 
thesis can be described as narrative, with the co-operative inquiry taking 
place through story-telling. Research done by Reason and Hawkins (1988), 
as well as that of Heron (1996), have informed this theoretical model of 
inquiry. 

Chapter three sets the scene for the Wadeye Baptism, by providing a picture 
of the contextual background from which the ceremony emerged. Issues of 
Wadeye land, language, society, religion and contact history are examined, 
especially as they impact on the Easter Baptism ceremony. The story of 
Mulinthin's vision is presented in chapter four. His is a prophetic voice, 
bringing 'a story from God' and allowing a place for the arrival of the 
missionaries. Description of the special Easter Baptism ceremony forms the 
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second half of the chapter. Chapter five examines the Catholic background 
to the Christian initiation. It seeks to locate the ceremony described in 
chapter four in its global context, giving a broader picture of the church 
teaching and practice which underpins the Wadeye Catholic story. 

Analysis and interpretation of the religious ritual of the Baptism is taken up 
in the following chapters. The Wadeye Baptism as transforming sacrament is 
investigated in chapter six. The maintenance of cultural and religious 
integrity through transmission of story, is described in tenns of scriptural, 
cultural and historical aspects. This chapter attempts to discover in what 
ways the liturgy is understood and experienced as personal and communal 
transformation. 

The role of sacred symbol is addressed in chapter seven, where I examine 
Catholic liturgy which aims at being culturally appropriate and relevant. 
Sacred symbols of water, fire, smoke and ochre are described as they appear 
in the Wadeye Baptism liturgy. Material presented in chapter eight raises 
new issues about Wadeye initiation and religious ritual which are relevant 
for the discussion. The chapter describes a Wadeye women's initiation 
ceremony and looks in particular at the connections between ceremony and 
community life. Because of the sensitive nature of the material and the 
expressed wish of women consultants, 8.3.1 has been placed on restricted 
access. In chapter nine I address issues dealing with power and community. 
Drawing on ideas from Catherine Bell's 'Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice' 
(1992), the engagement between Catholic sacrament and Wadeye ritual is 
investigated further, focusing on two areas: (i) corporality and (ii) ritual and 
power. 

Drawing some final threads together, chapter ten concludes the thesis. Ways 
in which the inter-cultural and inter-religious dialogue holds out both a 
warning and a challenge to the Australian churches and in fact to the wider 
community of nations, are identified. Continued exploration of the inter-
religious encounter, as is done briefly with the 1999 paraliturgy described in 
this chapter, may provide some direction for further investigation. On-going 
research will allow not only for improved understanding of different cultural 
and religious contexts, but also for improved relations between peoples, as 
the struggle continues to promote a peaceful, prosperous and just world. 
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Endnotes 

1 An unpublished paper entitled My Family and Ours was delivered by Perdjert at the 
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island Catholic Conference in Darwin in 1994. 

2 Men-k is one of various names used for the women's ceremony. This was the suggested 
name given by Darrananthi, for use in the thesis. 

3 See my paper 'Ltyentye Apurte Education Centre' in Aboriginal Languages in Education, 
(eds) Deborah Hartman and John Henderson, Institute for Aboriginal Development Press, 
Alice Springs, NT., 1994:105-116. 

4 The Strong Women's Groups were established in a number of Aboriginal communities in 
the Northern Territory communities in 1994. The various programs, managed and 
developed locally and supported by Government funding, included Health, Family Life 
and Literacy. 

5 The Men-k ceremony is described very generally for this reason and is accessible only with 
permission of the author, Theodora Narndu and/or the Wadeye senior women. 

6 Religious Sisters of the Congregation of the Daughters of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart 
willingly provided information relevant to this and other chapters in the thesis; their 
contributions are acknowledged in the text. Sisters Elsie Flicker OLSH and Moira Lynch 
OLSH shared important written resources early on in the project and Sister Gertrude 
Mary OLSH kindly conducted two interviews with elderly missionaries living at St. 
Joseph's Nursing Home in Sydney. Sister Marion Whelan OLSH was particularly helpful, 
especially in reading and commenting on chapter five of the work. Sisters Emmanuel 
Chapman OLSH and Yvonne Gleeson OLSH who were living at Wadeye both during early 
mission days and during the time of my research, generously provided valuable 
assistance and information. 

7 C. Ninnal passed away at Wadeye on 22 April 1999. 

8 The local production of this video was the result of strong community feelings being 
expressed about a TV documentary (Imparja Newsreel 8 August 1996) giving 'wrong 
stories' about people being forced to move to the mission in the early days. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

The core of the thesis, the Wadeye Baptism, evolved not only from the 
engagement between indigenous and mainstream Australian religion, but 
also from an earlier global movement. After presenting a review of some 
theories of indigenous religion and ritual, I outhne here the theological and 
anthropological frameworks adopted for the thesis. While I draw on much of 
the earlier work, I propose, for my research, a significant shift for an 
appropriate theoretical basis. 

The first half of the chapter takes a brief look at approaches to religion 
generally, leading into discussion on religious ritual in the Australian 
context. Professor W. E. H. Stanner's study of Murrinhpatha religion is 
essential background for understanding the Wadeye Baptism and a major 
part of the thesis relates to analysis of his anthropological research on 
Wadeye ritual and in particular to his study of the Punj initiation ceremony. 
Stanner's contribution to my thesis will be obvious as the work proceeds. A 
serious weakness I see in his otherwise outstanding work, is in the neglect 
to relate his studies to the context of the ordinary realities of people's day to 
day lives. Secondly, there is no place in his research for the voices and 
experience of women. Both of these areas form the veiy basis for my 
approach, so in this sense, I believe, the thesis makes a useful addition to 
Stanner's work. 

The theological position the thesis adopts is based on the approach to 
sacrament taken by Louis-Marie Chauvet. In his major study Symbol and 
Sacrament (1995), Chauvet's purpose is to develop a foundational theology 
of sacramentality which allows for a reinterpretation of Christian life. 
Chauvet's writings provide helpful direction for the thesis. His task however, 
does not set out to include exploration of the meeting place between 
particular social environments and religious truth. Issues of inculturation, 
for example, so critical to sacramental theology, are only briefly touched 
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upon. My description of the Wadeye Baptism, on the other hand, allows me 
to situate the theoretical discussion within a specific, cultural context. 

Dianne Bell (1983) and D. B. Rose (1984) have challenged my thinking 
about women's issues and feminist writers such as Elizabeth Schussler 
Fiorenza (1985), have provided initial inspiration and guidance. Brief 
discussion of their work appears below. Further examination of the work of 
female anthropologists working in the area of Aboriginal Australia, appears 
in chapter eight. 

2.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Theories and attitudes to 'primitive cultures' and indigenous peoples 
adopted by nineteenth century anthropologists, sociologists and 
missionaries alike, generally saw religion as non-existent or as a form of 
magic or even as a work of the devil. In speaking of Australian indigenous 
peoples, G. A. Robinson, who was later to become Chief Protector for the 
Tasmanian Aborigines, expressed a widely held view when he declared: 

These devotees of the devil are excessive in their devotions. They continue to 
chant their devil song and perform their rites at evely opportunity (ed. 
Plomley 1966:301). 

Anthropologists and evolutionists such as Robertson-Smith (1889) and Tyler 
(1893), who provided some evidence of religion, interpreted this as no more 
than a body of beliefs or ritual practices, which, in Tylor's terms, was simply 
'rude animism' (1893:151). At the turn of the century, however, a new 
approach to the study of indigenous religion began to appear, which, to a 
large extent, resulted from data provided by the extensive research of 
Spencer and Gifien (1899 and 1904). Drawing on their work, French 
sociologist Emile Durkheim (1912), described religion as growing out of 
society and serving its needs. According to Durkheim, the function of 
religion was to support the structures that maintained an orderly society. 
Mary Douglas (1973) followed Durkheim in recognizing the structure of 
social relations as the basis for religion. She interpreted ritual as 
symbolically representing the social order and she criticised the dry 
formalism of Levi-Strauss (1963), whose grammar of culture-syntactics 
differed radically from her primary focus on semantics. Such theories 
provided groundwork for the practical field studies, in the 1920's and 
1930's, of anthropologists Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown (ci., 2.3). At this 
time women's self-evaluations were not central to an understanding of 
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society and in fact Durkheim's dualism of the sacred/profane dichotomy 
which highlighted the importance of men above women in the social order, 
continued to permeate anthropology for many years (Bell 1983:236). 

According to Strenski (1987:64), Malinowski had worked from a broad 
ethnographic perspective which supported a strongly functional approach to 
religion. He had described myth as a 'pragmatic charter of primitive faith 
and moral wisdom', comprising important stories indispensible to the needs 
of the society. His behaviourist theory interpreted language as action, with 
myth fulfilling a sociological function for survival. Myth codified cultural 
knowledge expressing common beliefs which were 'held in reverence'. 
Morality was protected through the myth, which guaranteed as well, the 
efficacy of its ritual. From Malinowski's viewpoint, society needed myth, just 
as it needed religion, to function properly. (The relationship between myth 
and ritual is discussed in chapter six, especially 6.2.1). Continuity of 
ordered life depended on maintaining the identities and relationships of 
persons and their environment. Ritual was seen as establishing as well as 
recalling this fundamental order. 

To discover meaning coming from the actual 'real' phenomenon was a 
reaction against the dominant Kantian epistemology which identified the 
mind as more active in determining the meaning of experience. For Mircea 
Eliade (1958), the sacred was the real phenomenon in the data, but it would 
only be recognized as such if it was grasped at its own level, that is, if it was 
studied as something religious. He argued that religious reality transcended 
the plane of history, and for the study of religion to reflect that 
transcendence, a new model of analysis was needed. Eliade spoke of 
'hierophanies' or experiences of revelations of the sacred and he identified 
sacraments as enabling entrance into the religious dimension of human life. 
His study of religion as autonomous enabled it to be considered in itself, and 
to be explained in no other terms. 

A quite different and in fact ground-breaking perspective to religious ritual 
was adapted by Arnold Van Gennep. In his famous Les Rites de Passage 
(1960: 11), Van Gennep saw rituals as relating to major stages or periods in 
life: (i) separation rites, generally implying the removal of persons from the 
everyday context and often involving healing and various purification rituals; 
(ii) rites of transition, the ambiguous in-between stage of the 'passing over' 
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experience; and (iii) incorporation rites involving for example, a food sharing 
ritual resulting in a return, transformed, to the social context. Such rites of 
passage, with transition initiation seen as particularly important, provided 
obvious examples of rituals effecting change. 

Victor Turner followed Van Gennep's approach and drawing on his own field 
work with the Ndembu peoples of Zambia, he developed new ideas for ritual 
theory. However, Turner regarded Durkheim's understanding of ritual being 
merely a kind of mirror or tool of society, as inadequate. He understood 
ritual as process, as being part of social change and having the abffity to 
generate new life for and in the community (1974:43-45). Ritual was 
described as 'an aggregation of symbols', within which the one core ritual 
symbol contained different meanings and different levels of meaning 
(1968a:2). Turner identified particular features of symbol, each of which 
could be applied universally. He saw how symbols could signify and unify 
related phenomena and he argued that in addressing these, symbols could 
be a way of uniting different areas of cultural meaning. 

Clifford Geertz also believed that a pragmatic functionalist approach to 
religion fell short of the reality. He described ritual and myth as expressions 
of social cohesion. Religion, according to Geertz, helped create society as 
well as give expression to its unity: 

Religion is sociologically interesting not because, as vulgar positivism would 
have it, it describes the social order (which, in so far as it does, it does not 
only very obliquely but very incompletely), but because, like environment, 
political power, wealth, jural obligation, personal affection, and a sense of 
beauty, it shapes it (1973:119). 

Geertz wrote at a time when the cultural revivalists and phenomenologists 
were being heard more widely. There was a new intellectual space for 
studying religious beliefs and practices within their own rights. 
Consequently there were no requirements to reduce or explain religion 
exclusively in terms of the rational need of persons and societies. 
Phenomenology acknowledged that religion, although embedded in society, 
had its own generative force. Catherine Bell, whose work I discuss in some 
detail in chapter nine, followed Geertz in defining ritual not in terms of 
power but as a form of power. She described her task in this way: 

In exploring how ritualized ways of acting negotiate authority, self and 
society, I attempt to delineate something of the social dynamics by which all 
activity reproduces and manipulates its own contextual ground (1992:8). 
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Bell asked new questions. Where Douglas (1973) for example, placed society 
as paramount in her exploration of natural symbols and Turner (1966) 
recognized the body as a primary focus in ritual, Bell suggested 'the main 
point is not which is primary in some absolute sense, but rather whether 
the supposed primacy of one or the other, or simply their strategic 
correlation, is important in ritualization' (1992:180). Bell argued that 
ambiguity of symbolism in sacred ritual may have a positive effect on the 
religious community, suggesting that the efficacy of ritualization as a power 
strategy lies not only in the domination it affords, but in the resistance as 
well. I also support Bell's view that only by seeing rites in the context of 
other ritualized acts in the society, can there be a proper understanding. 

As well as these developments, a totally new approach to the study of 
religion was emerging from within the world-wide women's movement (cf., 
2.5 and 8.2). World renowned theologian, Hans Kung (1987:177), suggested 
that few developments in this century have shown so clearly the depth of the 
upheaval separating the old from the new paradigm, as the changing 
awareness by women of their identity, equality, and dignity. He declared that 
for this new women's consciousness, the old paradigm, as it had been 
handed down in the textbooks, had simply collapsed. 

Feminism's critical analysis has revealed the 'pervasiveness of patriarchy' 
along with the frightening extent of structures of domination: rich over poor, 
white over black, men over women, humans over creation (Fiorenza 
1984:34; Riley 1881:106-107). Any social theory which does not incorporate 
women's perspective is met with a 'hermeneutic of suspicion', just as there 
is a justified suspicion in a sexist bias appearing in male 'truth'. Feminist 
studies impact on all academic disciplines, including those areas which 
inform this thesis, e.g. history, theology and cross-cultural studies. All these 
(and other) disciplines are being influenced and contested by feminist 
studies. Carr (1989:401-402) claimed in fact, that as some historians have 
acknowledged, the recovery of women's history has provided a redefinition of 
history itself: 

To look at familiar historical terrain through the eyes of women... 
complicates usual views and reonents historical periods. The goal of 
integration of women's history into 'history' itself - men's history - stems 
from an awareness that the historical record is pervaded by patriachal 
values and androcentric concerns. 
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Examination of the relatively recent re-introduction of the Wadeye women's 
Merrk ceremony (8.3), ifiustrates this new awareness and also highlights 
aspects of the Wadeye Easter Baptism, as it struggles between the old and 
new paradigms. Although the entire thesis takes a feminist approach, 
chapter eight presents a particular focus and situates the concluding 
chapters in a vulnerable yet potentially liberating context. 

Finally, a narrative framework was fundamental for my work. I approached 
the task from the place of storytelling, but moved between two approaches 
in the process: hearing and sharing the story on the one hand, and on the 
other, interpreting, analysing and reflecting upon it (4.1). Reason and 
Hawkins (1988:80) suggest that stoiy-telling: 

requires the inquirer to partake deeply of experience, rather than stand back 
in order to analyse... We work with the meaning of experience when we tell 
stories. 

The thesis belongs within this dynamic of oral history where Wadeye 
religious ritual is constructed, by all parties involved in the exercise, as 
remembered, re-enacted sacred narrative in the on-going life of the changing 
community. 

2.3 AN AUSTRALIAN PERSPECTIVE 

For many years Australian Aborigines were generally perceived as being on 
the bottom of the ladder in the social evoluntionary process. A well-known 
and frequently cited passage is one by Lang (1861: 374) where he claimed 
that the Aboriginal peoples: 

have no idea of a supreme divinity, the creator and governor of the world, the 
witness of their actions and their future judge. They have no object of 
worship, even of a subordinate and inferior rank. They have no idols, no 
temples, no sacrifices. In short they have nothing whatever in the character 
of religion, or of religious observance, to distinguish them from the beasts 
that perish. 

One of the first anthropologists to write on Australian Aboriginal society, 
Lewis Henry Morgan (1877: 385), expressed a commonly held view when he 
declared: 

The aborigines of this great island are near the bottom of the scale. When 
discovered they were not only savages, but in a low condition of savaregy... 
Australian humanity... stands on as low a plane as it has been known to 
touch the earth. 
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Renowned anthropologist, Englishman Sir James Frazer who, like Durkheim 
and Malinowski, drew largely on the field work of Australian anthropologists 
Spencer and Gifien (1899), concluded that all indigenous Australians were 
magicians and that among these 'rudest savages', magic was universally 
practised (1905: 141). 

While not denying the major contribution of Spencer and Gifien, especially 
in their monumental work of 1899, The Native Tribes of Central Australia, it 
was a welcome new approach to indigenous peoples and their religion that 
appeared in the first half of the twentieth century. Scholars like Radcliffe-
Brown (1930), A. P. Ellcin (1934), Phyllis Kaberry (1939) and R. M. & C. H. 
Berndt (1965), each had their particular views on Aboriginal society and 
religion, but all perceived an inter-dependence between religious ritual and 
morality, and all saw religion in Aboriginal Australia as stemming from and 
pointing to the circumstances and dramas of real life. 

Radcliffe-Brown, Australia's first professor of anthropology, who was 
strongly influenced by Durkheims functionalism, approached religious 
studies from a position of cultural behaviorism. In his famous work, The 
Social Orgartisation of Australian Thbes (1930), he identified 'the larger 
structure' where society and external nature met in an organized relational 
system, manifested in myth and ritual. W. E. H. Stanner however, in 
acknowledging his indebtedness to Radcliffe-Brown, his former teacher, did 
not wish to reduce Aboriginal religion to a behaviorist interpretation, nor 
define it merely in terms of its functions within the social order. I turn now 
to some discussion of his work which is, as stated earlier, so central to my 
thesis. 

2.3.1 W. E. H. Stanner 

Stanner does not fit easily into any one school of thought (Swain 199 1:20). 
His work and writings cover an extensive period from 1933 through to 1981. 
Stanner wrote a series of essays which were published in Oceania between 
1959 and 1963. The papers were published in a separate monograph On 
Aboriginal Religion in 1963. These writings were based on research into the 
religious life of the Murrinhpatha people, carried out during several visits to 
Wadeye, but most importantly during a brief but critical period in 1935. It is 
largely from his monograph that I draw, although Stanner's writings were 
prolific and other writings are imporant to my work, for instance, 'Continuity 
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and Change' (1958) and especially his paper 'Religion, Totemism and 
Symbolism', written in 1965. 

Stanner stands out as one who worked deliberately at raising public 
awareness of the complex structure of Aboriginal society. His work in East 
Africa (1949) and Papua New Guinea (1951) also manifested this political 
thrust and commitment to social change. He had a major influence on 
improving general knowledge of Aboriginal society and his contribution to 
the study of Aboriginal religion continues to stand alone in its breadth and 
quality. Stanner moved beyond description of the symbol to investigation of 
the symbolized (1963:154), underlining the spiritual basis and context of 
religious ceremony and speaking in terms of transcendance and irninanance 
rather than function. His outstanding work comes from a combination of a 
comprehensive and systematic approach to a theory of Aboriginal religion 
along with an extensive, highly disciplined and very specific field work 
experience. As Swain (1984:127) pointed out, the strength of Stanner's work 
was in the rigourous application of his theories to the very specific religious 
beliefs and practice of the Murnnhpatha peoples: 

Stanner's approach, while accepting Elkin's suggestions that myths and rites 
express a basic world view, is far more sophisticated in its use of 
ethnographic data, and is more thorough and sensitive in its interpretation 
of these data. His methods are applied to specific myths and rites, and the 
discerned meanings are not broad generalizations regarding Aboriginal 
beliefs as a whole. 

Maddock (1985:146-147) believed that the sacrifice model Stanner proposed 
for interpreting ritual warranted further attention, especially in relation to 
what he calls 'the inwardness of the experiences' that Aborigines have in 
their sacrificial ceremonies. He notes that in Stanner's analysis and 
presentation of the Punj initiation ceremony, especially in terms of religious 
sacrifice, the aim was to both develop theoretical anthropology and to raise 
public awareness and appreciation as noted above. Maddock argued a 
reason for discussing aspects of ritual in terms of sacrifice rather than 
passage, may have been the intention to break with views that Aborigines 
had no religion. Maddock suggested that continuing investigation into the 
important question of how the role of the divinity and the nature of the 
human-divine encounter is perceived by participating individuals and 
communities, may reveal a strengthening or weakening position for the use 
of Stanner's sacrifical model. I hope that my research into Wadeye religious 
ritual contributes to this on-going enquiry. 
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Stanner however, saw little value in trying to establish links between 
traditional and Christian ceremony. In fact he claimed: 

A characteristic of the system is that neither birth nor marriage attracts rites 
and ceremonies of a sacramental kind. The tradition does not select these 
occasions of life as religiously significant... it would be entirely meaningless 
to fix on Punj any such label as spiritual circumcision in the manner in 
which a link was made, rather putatively, between baptism and the complex 
of initiation rites before the Christian period (1963:30). 

This thesis argues that there is evidence for suggesting that a significant 
interaction has occurred between indigenous religious ritual and Catholic 
sacramental theology and practice. Furthermore, even with the objectives 
and forms of major rituals, I do not accept that any situation need be 
immutable. Perhaps Stanner himself later came to recognize this in his visit 
to Peppinlinarti in 1978 (cf., 3.1.5). 

My proposal is that the Wadeye Baptism, with its inclusion of traditional 
Punj meanings and symbolism, demonstrates sacred meaning for the people. 
What matters is that this rite of passage into the Christian life, is recognized 
by members of the community, as an important religious event and has 
been incorporated into Wadeye life in a significant manner. 

As stated earlier, Stanner's comprehensive study of religious ritual, 
especially his research on the Punj ceremony of the Murrtnhpatha, is 
fundamental to my research. Parts of the Punj initiation which he 
investigated are secret men's business. At other levels Punj is a public 
ceremony and as Stanner himself indicates, it wou1d put no strain on the 
meaning of words to write of Punj as a community celebration (1963:40; 56). 

Effects of continued social change on Wadeye religious ceremony, were 
acknowledged by Stanner (cf., 3.2.3), although Hiatt (1975:15) accused him 
of neglecting the issue. Cultural and religious change are the very 
ingredients for the ceremony under discussion in this thesis. As stated 
earlier, historical aspects and issues are integral to investigation into the 
nature of the religious ritual. While Stanner's work came to be regarded as 
'the finest study of an Aboriginal community's religious life' (Swain and Rose 
1988:148), he himself had not seemed totally open to the possibility of a 
different or wider story, for example the relationship between the work of 
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religion and the social structure (Morphy 1988:243). These are areas in his 
work that have been ignored and that require attention: 

It is the lack of an adequate theory of action that accounts for what I regard 
as the flaws in Stanner's approach to the analysis of religion in social life, 
pervaded as it is by a thoroughgoing dualism of a kind which assumes that 
the true significance of actions and 'symbols' is hidden from view... In the 
work on Murinbata religion there is a vast conceptual gap between the 
sketch of a theory of transactions and the subject matter of religious belief, 
ritual symbolism, and ritual action, as well as the modes of organisation 
which accompany them (Keen 1986:4 1). 

A major, but not unexpected disappointment in Stanner's research is his 
treatment of women's ceremony. His cursory comments on women's rituals 
reveal an ignorance as well as an attitude of unfounded superiority. He 
readily dismissed the possibffity even, of sacred ceremony for women's 
initiation rites, claiming that the first menses of females was 'not marked by 
any elaborate ceremony' (1963:3 1). 

Stanner was a man of his times, where in Australia and elsewhere in the 
Western world, little significance was given to women's participation in and 
contribution to religious affairs. Stanner never mentions the Murrinhpatha 
Dreamtime story of how 'the secrets' were originally stolen from the women 
who had exclusive knowledge and absolute authority of the traditional law. 
As in the well known and well documented Amhem Land story of the Two 
Sisters who also owned the law from the beginning, in the Murrinhpatha 
story, three women were killed by men wishing to obtain the secrets and to 
gain absolute power for themselves. Senior men have told John Leary MSC 
of their great respect for Rita Thawul, ceremony woman and traditional 
elder, who, even today, 'understands about secret men's businesss' (Leaiy 
interview, 3 August 1998). With relation to the Punj initiation, it may also be, 
however, that the extent of women's involvement was simply not revealed to 
Stanner. Certainly, apart from his brief comment about the Djaban rituals 
(3.1.5), he appears totally unaware of the existence of a women's initiation 
ceremony, even in times past, or of its existence amongst the neighbouring 
Daly River groups. His views are understandable and regrettably, in this 
area, have been uncritically accepted for over fifty years. 

What I hope to do in taking a different approach to both the analysis and the 
collection of data, is to incorporate the perceptions and the behaviours of a 
wide range of persons of the community, and to be non-exclusive in respect 
to gender, age, status and religion. Stanner's 'informants' were all middle- 
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aged or senior males, clan leaders and ceremony men (Leary 198 1:4; Keen 
1986:32). This thesis should help pave the way for continuing critical review 
of Stanner's research and conclusions. I do draw largely on his writings and 
his years of valuable research, and differences notwithstanding, I see my 
findings as strengthening and broadening rather than departing from his 
work. 

2.3.2 Continuing research 
Keen (1978) provided some critical analysis of Stanner's writings which 
resulted in a suggested new theory of action, examining the relationship 
between religious life and social institutions. While not reverting to 
Durkheim's functionalist theories, Keen's research indicates that Aboriginal 
religion looks not only to the ideology of the Dreamtime for its on-going life, 
but relates in significant ways to current social, political and religious 
factors. It could be argued that while academics are rarely scornful about 
religious beliefs, Christian beliefs are not generally respected as cultural 
markers. The fact that many Aboriginal communities have accepted 
Christianity is generally ignored, sometimes denied and often lamented. 
While issues of mystical experience, for example, or of inculturation, of 
economic consequences of change, of political and religious power, are all 
important topics in Australian anthropology generally, scholars have 
appeared reluctant to examine Church or mission issues which have had 
significant bearing on Aboriginal life for almost two hundred years. 

Nonetheless, in more recent years some important research has been done. 
Percy Leske's thesis, 'An Indigenous Church in Aboriginal Society' (1980), 
explored an approach to indigenous expression and leadership in the 
Aboriginal church. His context was the Church Missionary Society (CMS) of 
Eastern and South Eastern regions of Arnhem Land. From the Nungalinya 
Occassional Bulletins, two papers by Robert Bos (1980: 1981) attempted to 
link traditional Aboriginal ceremony with Christian symbols and rituals. 
David Thompson (1985) has also looked at traditional and Christian 
ceremonies existing side by side in his study of the Lockhart River people. 
His paper appears in the comprehensive volume Aboriginal Australians and 
Christian Missions (Swain and Rose 1988), which presents a variety of 
issues of religious and historical importance drawing on a wide range of 
authors, missionaries in the field, theologians engaged in the theology of 
mission and indigenous Australians responding to the mission experience. 
In the introduction to their work, Swain and Rose suggest that Christianity 
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has increasingly involved itself in the socio-political life of Aboriginal peoples 
and they warn against 'the secularist inclination to dismiss the religion as a 
construct divorced from worldy considerations' (1988:4). In the volume, 
Swain's own reflections on Christian iconography and ritual amongst the 
Waipiri people, deal specifically with the religious ritual interface (ibid., 452-
469). 

Bos (1988:422-436) also describes how Christian beliefs and practices have 
been incorporated into the traditional rites of Aboriginal people. His research 
shows how ritual meanings change in response to varying social conditions. 
Aboriginal leader and writer, Djinnini Gondarra (1988), published material 
on indigenous theology and worship in 1988, the same year that prominent 
leader and artist, Miriam Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann wrote her well-known 
paper, in which she developed the idea of DadiiTi, that 'deep listening and 
quiet, stifi awareness' (9) and offered it as a gift to all people of Australia. 

In 1990, Harris's One Blood': 200 years of Aboriginal Encounter with 
Christianity: A Story of Hope, provided a long-awaited comprehensive 
overview of Australian Aboriginal peoples and Christian missions, although 
religious ritual as such was not addressed. As Harris writes in his 
introduction, the book is about Christian missionaries in Australia and 
about how the Aboriginal people encountered the Christian faith and 'made 
it their own' (18). A disappointment in Harris' book is the brief treatment of 
Catholic Missions in the Northern Territory. The name 'Port Keats' appears 
rarely, Bathurst Island (Nguiu) is mentionned once or twice, while Santa 
Teresa Catholic mission in Central Australia does not merit discussion at 
all. The Daly River (Nauiyu) mission is discussed, but only in terms of the 
first Jesuit mission which, significant though it was, covered a very short 
period of time. Catholic missions in the Northern Territory, especially during 
the first half of the century, have in fact played an important part of the 
story of the 'Aboriginal encounter with Christianity' which is, after all, the 
sub-tulle of Harris' book.' 

While my central focus in this thesis lies in the actual inter-religious 
engagement and dialogue, especially in the context of ceremony, historical 
aspects are of course of crucial significance. From the point of view of 
particular Catholic 'Mission' histories, this thesis from the Wadeye 
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perspective, should contribute to the recording of the Church's early 
involvement with indigenous Australians in the Northern Territory. 
With their particular historical ethnographies, authors such as Harmen, 
(1992), Kadiba (1999), Sanderfur (1997) and others have enabled a broader 
scope for dialogue, both in relation to the range of social and geographical 
contexts examined, as well as to the wide-ranging intellectual issues 
involved. Hannsen investigated the impact of the Catholic Church during 
periods of radical social change at Ltyentye Apurte (Santa Teresa) in Central 
Australia. Sanderfur and Kadiba both looked at Christian mission history in 
particular areas of Arnhem Land, exploring issues of indigenous religious 
leadership and expression within the Anglican and Methodist traditions 
respectively. 

A landmark for indigenous theology was the publication by a group of 
indigenous authors of Rainbow Spirit Theology (1997). As the preface to the 
book states, the hope is that the work 'will provide a stimulus for other 
Aboriginal Christians to rediscover for themselves the connections between 
their own Aboriginal spirituality and the Christian faith'. But overall, in 
studies relating to Christianity and Aboriginal Australians, there has been a 
tendency to come from perspectives of social change or historicity. Research 
into inter-cultural religious dialogue and expression, in particular in the 
field of religious ritual, has continued to remain fairly closed. The current 
apprehension and reluctance of many non-indigenous scholars to move in 
this territory is quite understandable: to tell someone else's story - or to 
claim to do so - is dangerous business. The area is a sensitive one as issues 
of ownership and authority and of intellectual knowledge, are of paramount 
importance. Serious abuses in both the private and public arenas have 
occurred with respect to indigenous persons' rights and copyright 
infringements in the case of Australian Aboriginal paintings, songs and 
stories, are today being rigoursly addressed (Banduk Marika in Copy Rites, 
SBS Television, Australian Film Commission, July 10, 1999). 

According to linguist Michael Walsh, who lived and worked at Wadeye 
during the 1970s, indigenous religious ritual was in fact, no longer an issue: 

The former religion described in such detail by Stanner (1964) has been 
largely eradicated although some token gestures are made in the liturgy of 
the church (1976:18). 
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This may have appeared so in the time of Walsh's linguistic research, but 
there is recorded evidence to show that from the late 1970's through to the 
1990's, traditional religious ritual was again being more publically practised. 
As described in the following chapter, circumcision rites, naming ceremonies 
and smoking rituals for instance, are commonplace at Wadeye. Diaries, 
paintings, music and song recordings as well as videos, provide many 
examples. The Wadeye Baptism described in this thesis, certainly manifests 
more than a 'token gesture'. 

Conclusions of some anthropologists also may prove to be unfounded. Mol 
(1982), for example, declares that the contribution of the Christian mission 
to Aboriginal people 'has not been great' and that any accommododation 
made by the missionaries in an effort towards understanding, was only for 
the purpose of evangelisation (1982:74-75). Kolig (1988:376) also argues 
that Christianity has had 'little impact' on Aborigines2  and in fact boldly 
states: 

The sweeping generalisation to be made, simply is that missionary 
Christianity has succeeded neither in instilling in Aboriginal people a 
distinctly Christian view of human existence and morality, nor in gaining 
admittance to their social life to a noticeable degree. 

In a response to an article by priest anthropologist, Martin Wilson MSC, 
Susanne Hargraves (1994:5) is not so dismissive, but she nonetheless offers 
a cautionary word. When Wilson (1993:11) underlined his belief that 'the 
dynamic linking Aboriginal and Christian ritual is sacramentalism', 
Hargraves argued: 

I believe there is a similarity between this sacramentalism and the Catholic 
understanding of sacramentalism. But it is still imperative to treat Aboriginal 
religion on its own terms, i.e. to understand what power and what life-giving 
essence is believed present in the sacramental rituals and what benefits they 
are believed to effect. It cannot be assumed that they are the same as that 
present in Christian sacramental acts. 

What I propose is that religious meaning for Wadeye life can be and is 
described and valued through ritual that is strengthened and maintained 
through the inter-cultural and inter-reigous encounter. The cross-cultural 
element is crucial and underpins the entire discussion. The use of the verb 
'engage' in the thesis title, has been deliberately chosen. For Catholic 
sacrament to be engaging with Wadeye ritual is clearly very different from 
being 'alongside', or from 'adopting' or 'adapting' that ritual. The continuing 
engagement describes attitudes as well as actions in a context involving a 
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relationship, sometimes of struggle and conflict, but generally looking 
towards a partnership of respect and mutual benefit. This engagement is 
sometimes referred to as 'inculturation'. In a strict sense, Christianity is 
already inculturated. The encounter between Christianity and a particular 
culture is always an interplay between cultures, where the fundamental 
Christ event gives rise to 'a plurality of interpretative witnesses' (Geffre 
1995:17-31). Inculturation's meaning generally, is to emphasize the need for 
faith to germinate and to be born from within the culture. In a paper entitled 
Inculturation and the challenges of modernity, prominent Brazilian theologian 
De Carvalho Azevedo speaks of the inculturation process as a dynamic 
relation between the culture and the Christian message which is 'an on-
going process of reciprocal and critical interaction' (1982:11). 

When issues of change, power structures and community issues are not 
addressed, the inculturation process can remain very shallow. Midst all the 
new honouring of cultural symbolism and language, the reality could be 
simply a transference of externals, allowing no room for personal and 
communal change. Apparent 'successful' inculturation may still be non-
transforming for individuals and groups. I take a particular direction in the 
inculturation discourse. While much of my work and analysis, draws on 
aspects and principles of liturgical inculturation which have already been 
widely researched, I wish to extend the dialogue. I hope to look beyond the 
adoption of the external cultural symbols and demonstrate ways in which 
the Wadeye Baptism in particular, is both catalyst for and revealor of 
spiritual and human transformation. 

2.4 MY THEORETICAL MODEL 

The theoretical framework which the thesis adopts is outlined below. It 
spans two disciplines: theological and anthropological and it is positioned 
within feminist discourse. Since I approach the task as a practioner of 
participatory development, the academic framework, while being identified 
and described, is not necessarily fixed. The mutual enrichment envisioned 
for and by both the researcher and the community (women consultants in 
particular), requires a theoretical model that allows for adaptation and for 
on-going review. Keough (1998:192) notes the tendency to put theory ahead 
of reality and the danger of trying to make the reality fit the theory. I support 
her view which states: 
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It is the real issues and complexity of community which must be the starting 
point for learning and transformation. 

2.4.1 The theological framework 
As noted above, the theological approach to sacrament which this thesis 
takes, draws largely on the work of Louis-Marie Chauvet (1995). Chauvet 
moves towards a new focus that sets out to examine common traits in 
sacramentality, seeking at the same time to uncover the unique features of 
Christian identity. The originality of the sacraments, according to Chauvet, 
derives its unique character from a radical involvement, verified in ritual 
modality, of the church community. Chauvet's fundamental belief is that 
understanding is dependent upon recognizing oneself as 'always-already' 
involved in what we are trying to comprehend. What modernity has taught 
us, he suggests, is to take account of the social, cultural, historical place out 
of which we speak (2). 

Sacraments are given. They are not constructed or earned, nor are they the 
exclusive property of a privileged group. In its liturgical context, the 
sacrament of baptism is: 

presented symbolically as a labor of childbirth where we learn to receive 
ourselves from God as sons and daughters and thus from others as brothers 
and sisters (Chauvet 1995:441). 

Chauvet recognizes that sacramental grace, unlike a 'commodity', cannot be 
stored or managed. The sacramental theology which underpins Chauvet's 
entire work is probably best summed up in his description of sacrament as 
,an event of grace' not because 'it is a field in which a treasure is buried, but 
because it symbolically ploughs the field that we ourselves are' (1995:442). 
In celebrating the sacraments, the church reveals and intensifies the 
Christian life of the community. The sacramentality of the church was made 
clear in the Vatican Council documents, especially in the Dogmatic 
Constitution on the Church (Lumen Genttwn) which speaks of the church as 
'the visible sacrament of saving unity' (par. 9) and in the Constitution on the 
Sacred Liturgy (Sacrosanctum Consiliurn) which states that it was from the 
side of Christ 'as he slept the sleep of death upon the cross that there came 
forth the the wondrous sacrament of the whole Church' (par. 5). 

The thesis explores the dynamic and changing nature of the Christian 
community with its implications on the understanding and expression of 
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sacraments, and in this context especially the sacraments of initiation. 
Chauvet's approach to sacraments comes from a strongly anthropological 
framework, where sacraments are understood as symbols of and for human 
meaning, encounters with Christ through symbolic liturgical actions of the 
church. 

While theology and anthropoiogy proceed from fundamentally different 
positions, this melding of the two which Chauvet addresses, has also been 
recognized by renowned theologian, Karl Rahner, who has allowed the 
human sciences, as well as traditional Christian doctrine, to shape his 
theology. Rahner suggests that if it is true that a 'metaphysical anthropology 
and a philosophical theology' constitute, each in its own way, a universal 
science, then there are grounds for regarding the question of the mutual 
interconnection and underlying unity between them, as 'a question involving 
an enquiry into reality in all its aspects' (Rahner 1983:122). 

Rahner's position is not transhistorical or ahistorical, but holds that the 
significance of Jesus is found in the universal presence of Christ's Spirit. 
Such an approach allows for open dialogue between religions. The blending 
of the two paradigms, theological and anthropoligical, unless otherwise 
stated, forms the basis of my theoretical approach. 

Inculturation, briefly referred to above (ci., 2.3.2), is another important 
building block which provides a particular shape to the structure of my 
work. Inculturation leads into the nature of revelation and the extent to 
which it is embedded in or independent of culture. My position is not an 
either-or one. In my theological framework I try to maintain a careful 
balance between the position of cultural particularity and the position of the 
universal church. The framework is situated within a broader structure 
which recognizes for example, that the church itself is or has a culture and 
that transmission of the Gospel thus entails transmitting some of the 
practices and resources of the transmitting church. 

Chauvet's approach suits my theoretical and methodological framework very 
well. His reflections from the metaphysical to the symbolic (cf., Part One of 
Symbol and Sacrament), provide a clear philosophical position on which he 
bases his theology. To read a work as rigoursly focused and yet as so wide-
ranging is refreshing in the field of theology. Chauvet recognizes the inter- 
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disciplinary nature of his field and he explores it to great advantage. He 
identifies an interdependency between Scripture, sacrament and ethics and 

my work also seeks to establish and strengthen this connection. I hope, for 

example, to ground my theological reflections in accurate and realistic 

contexual description (cf., chapters three and five) and to carry this respect 
for related disciplines throughout the thesis. 

Finally, my theological approach reflects a particular interpretation of the 

relations between God and humankind. In my own tradition this 

understanding centres on the person of Jesus Christ and in the context of 
this thesis, the relationship between God and humankind is explored in 

terms of the sacraments. Again, Chauvet's work rings a chord within me. In 

the conclusion to his work, he acknowledges the daunting yet promising role 
of sacrament. I share his view that: 

Sacraments are the bearers of the joy of the 'already' and the distress of the 
'not yet.' They are the witnesses of a God who is never finished with coming: 
the amazed witnesses of a God who comes continually.., of a God who 'is' not 
here except by mode of passage. And of this passage, the sacraments are the 
trace... (Chauvet 1995:555). 

2.4.2 The anthropological framework 

Here also, my anthropological structure sits comfortably within the 

approach already referred to above (2.2), which follows Catherine Bell's 
position. Throughout the thesis, I also make clear the links with Stanner, 

although his contribution to my work lies largely in the data he provides on 
Mw-rinhpatha religious life and on the Purij ceremony in particular. While 
Stanner proposes a structural model of sacrifice for description and 

analysis, his theoretical approach reflects a reaction against the limits of 

structural-functionalism; he prefers to look at religious ritual in terms of 
transaction or process (Keen 1986:27). If he has an anthropological 

framework at all, it could perhaps be best described, very broadly, in terms 
of religion reflecting a belief system. While I do not oppose this, I prefer 

Chauvet's approach and the anthropolical framework, such as Bell proposes 
(cf., 2.2), which interprets ritual as expressing relationships within society. 

There is a neat association here with my theological framework, in that the 

foundations for both are to do with personal inter-relationships. The 

sacramental experience is situated primarily within a context of engagement 

between God and the person, God and the community, God and the whole of 
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creation. In fact, as Mitchell (1996:62) states, the association between the 
theological and anthropological perspectives is complementary: 

the relation between Christ and culture may be neither dependent, nor 
independent, nor codependent, but interdependent - each implying the 
presence of the other, each ifiuminating the significance of the other. 

The Wadeye ritual experience to be examined in following chapters, is also 
located within the framework of such relationships. 

2.5 A way of inclusiveness 
The received interpretation and analysis of Aboriginal religion, has come not 
simply from 'the male perspective', but has emerged from a society and a 
tradition long established in an androcentric system. Such an approach to 
enquiry into cultural knowledge and behavior is clearly inadequate. In the 
Christian context, the Aristotelian belief of the inferior nature of women, was 
absorbed into the teachings of theologians like Augustine and Thomas 
Aquinas, so maintaining the invisibffity and exploitation of women down 
through the ages. 

Today, feminist studies do not wish to simply become incorporated into the 
androcentric academic and theological enterprise, but rather seek to 
redefine the parameters where persons participate as subjects rather than 
objects of academic research and where a paradigm shift involves not only 
new ways of looking at reality, but new ways of doing the looking 
(Schneiders 1993; Cannody 1995). These ways are continually being 
described: examples include works such as Feminist Theology in Different 
Contexts (Fiorenza and Copeland eds 1996) and Feminist Theology: The Next 
Stage (Lee and Porter eds 1997). Fiorenza (1985:10) claimed that feminist 
theology was about social change as well as about a theoretical world-view, 
when she argued: 

Sexism, racism and colonialism have their foundations and supports in 
patriarchy. Feminist scholarship unveils the patriarchal functions of the 
intellectual and scientific frameworks generated and perpetrated by a male-
centred scholarship that makes women invisible or peripheral in what we 
know about the world, human life and cultural or religious history. Placing 
women's experience and subjectivity at the centre of the intellectual inquiry 
has challenged the theoretical frameworks of all academic disciplines. 

A helpful ifiustration of the new ways of doing the theorizing was given to me 
during a recent visit to Wadeye. Women from the Paingun Wanagut Women's 
Group, had been asking me to make very clear some of their views at a 1999 
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Sydney Conference. (I had been invited by my religious leaders to present a 
paper about OLSH involvement with Aboriginal people in the Northern 
Territory). The Wadeye women spoke of their working together with the 
Sisters, learning from each other, respecting each other's differences. They 
were uncomfortable about initiatives and engagements that involved 'one 
over the other' or 'leaving some out'. Before I left the community, some days 
later, one of the women came to visit me bringing a gift of a circular woven 
mat, nanthi marluk, to take to the Conference as a symbol of the nature of 
their desired relatedness with the religious Sisters: 

We are together in the circle. We all work closely together, we need each 
other. All the thithimarnpe strings belong and there is nothing outside. Look 
at the colours Nanthi tek, purple from the berries, ml wan, yellow from the 
yam roots. We are all different like that, but we can make something 
beautiful, nanthi moi-luk patha! We can be united and strong - like the circle. 

The way of inclusiveness suggested here, presumes a respect and 
acceptance, but also an interest in and openness to the other. In the context 
of this thesis, the continuing dialogue on 'Catholic sacrament engaging with 
Wadeye ritual', signals a desired mutual enrichment. 

2.5.1 A feminist influence 
A new approach to theology does not demand integration of women into 
patriarchal structures, nor does it attempt to develop a separatist strategy. 
What it does promote is the transformation of communities and persons as 
well as the transformation of symbols and traditions. Schussler-Fiorenza's 
work in feminist scholarship has been helpful for my work in tenns of both 
its content and its methodology. Fiorenza (1985:9-10) proposed that the 
'woman question' facing the church required 'an intellectual paradigm shift 
from an androcentric world view and theology, to a feminist 
conceptualisation of the world, human life, and Christian religion'. 
However, as Maria Riley (1991: 107) has shown, the encounter of feminism 
with the Catholic Church has been ambiguous: 

Where it finds common cause in the affirmation of the human person and 
the struggle against structures of injustice, feminism both embraces and is 
enriched by Catholic social teaching. However, feminism also brings a 
'hermeneutic of suspicion' to any body of social theory that has been 
developed without women's participation and perspective. 

In my presentation and discussion of the women's Merrk ceremony, I follow 
the approach proposed by Rose (1984:13) which is one of interdependence 
and complementarity where alt members of the society work for 
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maintenance of the earth and the society as life-giving systems. Rose argued 
for a realistic model which would in fact enhance rather than narrow or 
isolate the concept of the sacred. She suggests that in Australian Aboriginal 
religion: 

life is seen to be sacred, in the sense of having ultimate value and being an 
ineffable miracle, and as everything is seen to be alive, then there is no basis 
by which to distinguish between sacred and profane. Likewise, seemingly 
commonplace actions have a sacred signifance, not because they reproduce 
the past as Eliade (1973:47) suggests, but because they nurture life, create 
balance and promote the future (13). 

In 1983, anthropologist Dianne Bell drew attention to the fact that the 
tendency in Australia has been for male fieldworkers to study only male 
institutions, and that unfortunately their analysis and interpretations imply 
conclusions about the totality of Aboriginal society. Furthermore, when 
investigated, evaluation of female institutions has been frequently based on 
opinions, 'refracted through the eyes of male ethnographers and explained 
by means of the concepts of a male -oriented anthropology' (Bell 1983:241). 

Bell's own contribution to the study of Australian Aboriginal religion and in 
particular to women's ritual has been significant. While she does not 
investigate the inter-religious dialogue, her work provides important 
direction for this thesis. Regarding her practical research, Bell says that 
when women were asked questions concerning their lives, their hopes and 
fears, they almost always preferred to explain such matters within a ritual 
context. She also states that all the women she worked with 'acknowledged 
the importance of ritual to their sense of personal and social worth' (Bell 
1983:23-39). 

While I have no wish to dispute this, I would want to underline as well, that 
when discussing religious ritual, Wadeye women were generally coming from 
lively dialogue about the hopes and fears of their everyday life. There is 
possibly an important factor here. Bell's use of the word 'acknowledged' 
suggests that it was in response to her questions and perhaps through her 
observations and her listening, that there was a common 'yes' about the 
significance of ritual in affirming personal and social values. What I found in 
the dialogue process and in the listening and observation, was an interest 
and focus, not only on the ritual itself, but especially on issues around it: 
the need for it, the times and the reasons when it went 'underground', the 
effects on the young initiands, as well as effects on those young women not 
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participating. Without labouring the point, I would simply want to say, not 
in contradiction to Bell's comment, but in addition to it, that in the Wadeye 
case the discourse about ritual often started with discussion on matters of 
social interest and concern and concluded in discussion on religious 
ceremony and not the other way around. 

Diane Bell proposes that indigenous women today represent their world as 
one which is 'self-contained, known and secure' (1983:179) and argues that 
they establish and maintain this world especially through ritual. Bell claims 
that radical changes have meant women no longer enjoy the same earlier 
status as full members of their society. She argues, from her studies with 
the Waripiri women, that the gender inequality is a consequence of 
patriarchal colonial experience rather than any earlier gender divisions in 
the society. Again, on evidence of the women with whom I worked, I reach a 
different conclusion and suggest that Wadeye women are not only 
maintaining their place as equal rather than lunior partners' (White 
1974:2 1), but are in fact providing dynamic leadership and direction for a 
struggling community, in both the day-to-day arena as well as in the area of 
religious ritual. The description and analysis of the women's Merrk ceremony 
and the 1999 paraliturgy (cf., 10.2), come within the wider context of the 
Wadeye Baptism and within the broader and changing life of the whole 
community. 

Jan Pettman (1992:131) asks the question of feminist scholars in Aboriginal 
studies: How willing are we to address issues of colonisation and race? She 
sees a need to recognize connections beyond the academy, and 'the political 
investments of its supporters and detractors in the wider debates'. In 
carefully facing such issues, argues Pettman, feminist perspectives and 
debates have the potential for making a significant contribution towards a 
true and just partnership with indigenous women in Australia. 

Stivens (1994:137) proposes that a feminist critique implies much more 
than simply 'adding women to the exisiting paradigms and stirring'. My 
choice to exclude 'from the women's perspective' or something similar as a 
subtitle to this thesis, was intentional. Such a heading could not only have 
implied the male perspective to be the norm, but could also have limited the 
work by preventing an inclusive study which is after all, the task of the 
feminine critique. Bell's research, ground-breaking though it was, remained 

38 



Theoretical Foundations 

largely within the women's domain. It has been open to criticism because of 
this. Merlan (1988:16) for example, has argued that Bell cannot properly 
come to terms with what is being opposed, since she does not investigate 
social relations and institutions in a sufficiently inclusive way. 

Amongst indigenous Australian writers, Ann Pattel-Grey (1995:191) has 
offered a strong challenge to Australian women generally. She argues that 
the freedom of indigenous women has been diminished by the racism of 
Australian feminism: 'our origins are different and our histories are 
incomparable... Aboriginal women of Australia welcome women who are 
willing to listen, and learn - to open their hearts'. As a leader in the Uniting 
Church of Australia, Pattel-Grey's call has particularly relevance for 
Christian women. However, by stifi often being in positions of more power 
than their indigenous sisters in the churches, non-indigenous women, 
unless they intentionally choose otherwise, can unfortunately still hinder 
the process towards liberation.3  

As research on the interface between Christianity and indigenous Australian 
cultures continues into the new millenium, Australian anthropology is 
'coming of age'. An approach to the study of Aboriginal religion which 
attends to the trustworthy investigations of the past and incorporates an 
androgynous methodology honouring all participants in the endeavour, will 
ensure not only more accurate and comprehensive research, but may also 
assist in the promotion of justice and respect for indigenous Australians and 
in this context for the people of Wadeye. 

To conclude then, my theoretical model is constructed around two 
principles: (i) afoundatona1 sacramentality which, through the particularity 
of the Wadeye-Catholic experience, draws on and even builds on Chauvet's 
approach to Christian existence and (ii) an inter-active engagement which 
approaches religious ritual from a relational, dynamic and inclusive 
paradigm. I turn now to description of the Wadeye context in which the 
thesis is located. 
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Endnotes 
1 Harris gives a more comprehensive picture of the Aboriginal encounter with Catholic 

Christianity when he describes the interface in other parts of Australia, e.g. Stradbroke 
Island in Queensland (p.1090 and parts of Western Australia (p.  281;  4310. 

2 The publication of The Telling of Stories: A Spiritual Journey by Kimberly Aboriginal People 
(1997) provides evidence for conclusions very different from those presented by Kolig. A 
re-assessment of Kolig's widely known and influential work is well overdue. 

An indigenous woman colleague of mine says some indigenous women have chosen not to 
study for ordination, because they see it as a position which signifies a potential abuse of 
power they have observed in their non-indigenous 'church' sisters (S.G. personal 
communication 2 June 1996). 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE WADEYE CONTEXT 

31 INTRODUCTION 

Before moving into description and analysis of the Wadeye Baptism, the 

ceremony needs to be firmly placed in its broader context. Anthropological, 
linguistic, religious and social aspects are discussed here. Teresa Ward's The 
Peoples and their land around Wadeye (1983), is a key resource for this 
chapter. Drawing together stories and shared reflections around paintings, 

photographs and videos, the chapter provides Wadeye contextual 

information about place, people, culture and history. 

Schreiter (1994:18-19) has suggested that recent theories emphasize action 

and performance as models for understanding culture. His argument is that 

if culture is understood as a system of rules governing behaviour, then it 
needs to engage itself with that system: 

If it is seen as a set of values that offer guidelines for making decisions, then 
faith enters the culture as values to be upheld or virtues to be achieved 
culture is best understood as a conversation, constantly being constructed 
by those who participate in it... If one takes a more action-oriented or 
performance-oriented approach to culture, elements of faith as ethos, ritual 
and praxis play a larger role. Here perhaps the inculturated faith would best 
be served by narrative theologies which interlace the local community's story 
with the larger Christian story. 

Christianity could also be interpreted as a system of rules which govern 

behaviour. While such may be the case, my preferred interpretation of 
culture, following Schreiter, is that of a living organism rather than an 

anthropological construct. It is from a perception of culture as dynamic and 
interactive, that the following information is presented. 

3.1.1 'Da' - The land 
Wadeye country, ten thousand square miles of the Daly River Aboriginal 
Reserve, is part of the traditional territory of the Murrinhpatha people. In 
1939 the Catholic mission moved to its present location at a place named 

Yidiyi, about twenty-five kilometres south of the original site at Wemtek 
Nganayt or 'Old Mission' as it is called. The town is situated at the head of 
the western ann of the Wadeye Creek, between the Daly and Fitzmaurice 
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Rivers (cf., Map 1). The site of the township of Wadeye, two hundred and 
sixty kilometres south west of Darwin, is on land owned by the Nangu clan, 
one of the eleven clans having Murrinhpatha as its common language. 

Wadeye country was named 'Port Keats' by Captain Phillip Parker King when 
he visited the area in 1819; it was named after his Vice-Admiral Sir Richard 
G. Keats. Wadeye country extends from the Daly River across the vast Moyle 
River plain, through the rugged Fitzmaurice country to Victoria River, 
stretching from Cape Hay on the Timor Sea for about twenty-five kilometres 
to Mt. Goodwin. The flat, sparse country borders onto extensive mangrove 
swamps and then to the sea near the border between Western Australia and 
the Northern Territory. 

Each of the twenty-three Wadeye clan groups belongs to different parts of 
the country. Da nguguniingki or totem dreaming sites associated with each 
clan, mark the place where various creations occurred while some totems, 
ngakumarl, are shared between groups. Today (1999), many people return, 
even temporarily, to their country and the Homeland Movement is well 
established in places like Palumpa, and in a number of the smaller 
Outstations such as Wudpu1i and NadlirrL 

It is important to introduce dreaming sites in talk about locality. 
Anthropologists and other researchers generally give topographical details of 
localities quite separately from discussions dealing with land and sacred 
sites. This may not be the best approach and can give a wrong impression to 
the reader. A Wadeye child inherits land from her father. Land in Aboriginal 
Australia is first and foremost recognized in terms of 'mother' or 'spirit'. It is 
to do with law, with relationships, family and totem. Spiritual identity is 
about the inter-connectedness, not only between persons and mythical 
beings, but between persons, places and mythical beings. The identity of the 
group is built on the land. Actual location of a person's spiritual origin gives 
one a name and a place, establishing connections and meanings in the 
broader picture of the earth and of life. Such facts need to be acknowledged 
before land is spoken of in a geographical sense: 

In the Aboriginal view the vitality of the earth is consistent with the degree of 
relatedness between particular places, people, kinship and religious belief 
and expression (Harris 1990:24). 
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Spiritual links of people with land and with one another provide important 
background for the main part of this thesis. The significance of place for 
religious ritual is evident, for example, in Mulinthin's story (4.2.2) in the 
Wadeye Baptism (4.4.2) and in the 1999 paraliturgy (10.2). 

3.1.2 'Murrinh' - Language 
The whole of the Wadeye Baptism ceremony is conducted in the Wadeye's 
Murrinhpatha language. There has been some extensive work on the 
recording of Wadeye languages over the years. Early missionaries, William 
Flynn MSC in particular, studied Murrinhpatha and some writings have been 
preserved. Flynn translated a considerable number of biblical passages 
(Hebrew as well as English texts), which he used for Sunday Mass readings 
and for the various feast days of the Church's liturgical year (cf., Fr. Flynn's 
Sermons, Kensington Archives). He produced as well a catechism in 
Murrinhpatha and English. During the 1950's, in their work on the 
Murrinhpatha kinship system, Aslaug and Johannes Falkenberg (1981:103), 
sought the help of Flynn: 

We asked Father Flynn, who had lived among the Murinbata for several 
years and had studied their language, if he would undertake an independent 
investigation of certain aspects of the relationship between brothers and 
their wives, and he was kind enough to agree to do so. 

Another Missionary, Teresa Ward OLSH, working at Wadeye in the 1970's, 
published an introductory grammar of Murrinhpatha and other materials of 
linguistic interest, in particular the book The peoples and their land around 
Wadeye, already referred to in this chapter's introduction. 
Linguist Michael Walsh did his doctoral research in 1976 on the 
Murrinhpatha language and his work provided the first comprehensive 
description of the language. Language research for Biblical translation was 
done through the 1970's and into the 1980's by missionary linguists Chester 
and Lyn Street from the Summer Institute of Linguistics (S.I.L.), who arrived 
at Wadeye in 1973. Some parts of the special Easter Baptism ceremony 
include passages from Scripture translations made during their fifteen-year 
term at Wadeye. Chester Street's Introduction to the Language and Culture of 
the Murrinh-patha was published in 1987. He identifies the three language 
families represented at Wadeye: Garaman, Daly River and Djamindjungan 
(cf., Map 2). The actual land of the Wadeye township belongs to the 
Murrinhpatha group within the Garamo.n family, although people moving 
into the community have come from the other language family groups as 
well. Today there are several language groups at Wadeye, major ones being 
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Murrinhpatha, Murrinhthabin, Marnngarr and Magatige. Aboriginal English is 
a common second or third language. Wadeye is a multi-lingual community. 
However, as Wadeye is traditionally Murrinhpatha country, with a very large 
number of speakers in the area, it is this language that acts as a lingua 
franca for the community. Most of the indigenous population' understands 
and speaks Murrinhpatha, with about two thirds of the population using it 
as 'first language'. The language shows little lexical relationship to any of the 
neighbouring Daly River languages. As a prefixing and multiple-classilring 
language with a complex verb morphology, however, it is typical for its area. 

Stanner wrote about aspects of the Wadeye language (1936, 1938) and his 
work on 'classes of entities' provides useful information. Murrinhpatha 
designates nine or more classes of entities, or, as Stanner termed them 
'existence classes, i.e. as existential or ontologica1 conceptions, which divide 
all significant entities in the world into classes which are mutually exclusive' 
(1963:73). He identified the classes as follows: 
kadu human beings, human spirits 
da camps, resting places, localities; (sub-class:sacred sites (da- 

Purill  
rtandji natural substances and objects; urine and human milk, 

artifacts, dances; 

YO offensive weapons; thunder and lightning 
nil vegetable foodstuffs, faeces; (sub-class mi-Punj food forbidden 

to initiates) 
ku flesh, fat and blood of animals and of men, honey; (sub-class 

ku-Punj food forbidden to initiates) 
mumnh speech, language, songs, news, myths 
kura water, rain; 
lalinggin salt-water, the sea 

Stanner (1963:75-76) argued that any attempt to understand Murrinhpatha 
life and religion must take these 'symbolic' classes into primary account: 

Each class is a distinct and incomparable set of existences, with a type of 
individuality which the aborigines generalize... On the evidence of the 
mythology, the classes as such are not part of the conception of 'the totemic 
dispensation'..., they already were when particular ancestors formed the 
dreaming places... what the classes do is serve as a ground of that 
dispensation... Class (1) bridges the visible and invisible; (2) unifies the 
Here-and-Now with the Dream Time; (3) deals jointly with the corporeal and 
the incorporeal, the disgusting and the pleasurable, the benign and the 
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Map 2 Languages and Language families (adapted from Street, 1987). 

45 



The Wadeye Context 

harmful, the tangible and the intangible; (4) brackets the human and the 
cosmic; (5) and (6) make classes - a unity of some kind - out of the stuff of 
sustenance and the vileness of its process in the one case, and out of that 
which is most corruptible and that which is most sweet in the other case. 
Perhaps (7), (8) and (9) suggest more clearly functions or powers perennially 
consequential for man... The contexts of use suggest a threefold reference 
categorizing: (a) They categorize the kinds of stuff that make up the external 
objects of living. (b) The stuff took on pattern or constitutive form of perennial 
stabifity at the events of the Dream Time. (C) Each of the patterns has its 
own import for men... the very language through which the mundane things 
of life are dealt with is itself dense with symbolical import. 

Stanner understood the classes not simply as groupings of entities but as 
groupings of junctions. At the same time he saw them also as generic 
concepts, which is a helpful way for approaching the Wadeye world view. 

3.1.3 'Darrikardu' - Kinship 
The kinship system of the Wadeye people reveals some interesting 
developments. When Stanner recorded his findings about Wadeye kinship in 
Murinbata Kinship and Totemism (1936), his approach to Aboriginal kinship 
systems stemmed largely, he said, from Radcliffe-Brown's classic work, 
Social Organization of Australian Thbes (1930). In 1962 the Falkenbergs 
published a description of the kinship system of the Murrinhpatha society 
and their data also was arranged in accordance with the theories of 
Radcliffe-Brown. Before any kinship modifications came into operation, 
totem links between clans had been forged. According to the Falkenbergs, 
principal totems contributed to breaking down the clan isolation and 
opening up interaction with outside groups (1962:105). 

Anthropologists such as Maddock (1972), Bell (1983), Swain (1985) and 
others, increasingly disputed Radcliffe-Brown's earlier theories which, they 
argued, were not being based on empirical knowledge and were far too 
'algebraic'. When Stanner began his investigations into Murnnhpatha culture 
and religion, the community had already been introduced to the sub-section 
system by the Djamindju.ng  people of the south. The structural social change 
to an eight-category kinship system, along with the adoption of a matrilineal 
as well as a patrilineal form of totemism, amounted to what Stanner called 
'an ideological and social revolution' (1973:18) explored in Falkenberg's later 
work, The Affinal Relationship System (1981). As its sub-title states, this 
work brought 'a new approach to kinship and marriage among the 
Australian Aborigines at Port Keats'. 
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The Wadeye community, comprised of the twenty-three patrilineal totemic 
groups, consists of various land-based clans. The largest tribal group is 
Murrinhpatha, with its eleven clans. In the kinship system, sections or 
moieties formalize the totemic links between clans, into two exogamous 
'brotherhood' groupings which regulate marriage. All tribes of the Wadeye 
region prohibit marriage between actual cross-cousins. Since membership is 
inherited through the father, a man's children are thus in his own moiety 
and a woman's are in her husband's moiety. Marriage takes place between 
moieties. The two patrthneal moieties are Ka.rthirt (eagle-hawk) and Tiwunggu 
(chicken-hawk). The system recognizes two male lines of descent, one from 
the mother's father and one from the father's father. A child inherits both 
land and totem from the father. These totems, become 'sister' or 'brother' 
and form part of the complex relational system of the particular and 
combined clan group. Marriage customs are established from within the 
kinship system. While the Murrinhpatha still practice the sororate, levirate 
and exogamy laws, personal choice and selection is more common today, 
although persons generally select a partner from the appropriate clan or 
tribe, with parents and relatives continuing to carry strong influence about 
marriage partners. 

3.1.4 'Ngakumarl' - Totem 
As with other Aboriginal groups throughout Australia, the Wadeye recognize 
all created things as being part of the kinship system, all having a proper 
place within the clan, as is evident through the language and social 
behaviour of the people. Each clan group has its own creatures, plants or 
objects which are understood as particular clan totems. A strong sense of 
personhood exists along with the recognition of clan totem. For the 
Murrtrthpatha peoples, 'mer', the private totem belonging to each member of 
the group, is normally associated with a place or incident at the time of the 
individual's conception. Speaking of totem in general terms, Mol (1982:17) 
writes: 

It is so close to the native that he thinks of the person and the totem as one. 
Marginality or alienation are impossibilities for the traditional aboriginal. 
They are worse than death. Detachment is beyond question, because the 
founding drama of the Dreaming is in the self, the clan, the totem, the 
physical surroundings - all indissoubly one. 

'Kardu Wakal' or the Little People also form part of the kinship system. It is 
at the springs of the river, the dwelling place of Kunmangkur, the Rainbow 
Serpent, that spirit children are found. They become caught in the fishing 
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nets of their future parents and there enter into the mother's womb. Among 
the Wadeye people, a child can be the spirit child, ngepan kanthin wurran, of 
either a living or deceased person. The recognition of a person as spirit child 
sets up special relationships between him/her and the family of the other 
person (Ward 1983:42). 

The following list of clan groups and associated totems, though incomplete, 
is taken from just one of the many clan groups. 
Kardu Diminin Clan 

Ngugumi.ngki /Dreaniing Place Ngakumarl/Totems 

Da Kunhpinhi ku tek red tailed black cockatoo 

Da Bathuk, Bape i Thuykem ku thithay wild honey (sugar bag) 

Bathuk ku birtmamka sweet sugar bag and bee 

Bathuk pulurt beeswax 

Bathuk mainardu mother bees 

Muluyernnln ku pelpith ngala big headed egg (of bee) 

Bathuk tiriwun yellow insect 

Kura Kulurduk kulurnturtuk peaceful dove 

Yerrthi ml kumilu yam (oval shaped) 

Yerrthi ml kenhin edible root of a grass 

Yerrthi ml mirrkum yam 

Memarl thatharigadhay eucalyptus flowers 

Memarl thamul menek hooked spear 

Bathuk ku nguluyguy echidna 

Yidiyi ku merl sandflies 

Yelmugam ml mukurr yam-like root 

Yelinugam ku kaitherrerre masked plover 

The Punj or Karwadt ceremony, to which the Wadeye Baptism relates, has 
been described as 'a liturgical transaction within a totemic idiom of 
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symbolism, between men and a spiritual being on whom they conceive 
themselves to be dependent' (Stanner 1963:4). To regard totems as the 
essential content of the religion however, would be to say that symbols are 
more important than what is symbolized. Although Stanner maintained that 
'the religious system was sacramental because it was totemic' (ibid., 31), he 
warned further on that to identify the religion with totemic phenomena 
would be a mistake (ibid., 154). 

3.1.5 Ceremony2  
The intention here is to give a brief overview of aspects of Wadeye ceremonial 
life that are commonly known and practised today. The major Punj ceremony 
relates closely to the Wadeye Baptism described in the following chapter. 
Features of the Punj ritual which are examined in the thesis, are common 
sacred knowledge in the community. Through Stanner's work in particular, 
Murrirthpatha religious ceremony had become known amongst interested 
non-indigenous persons, including missionaries and others who lived in the 
community. Punj is discussed in the following chapter and again in chapter 
seven. In referring to the Punj initiation, Stanner (1963:20) states: 

It would be possible, and in many ways desirable, to relate the entire culture 
and organized life of the region to this single ceremony. 

All clans share in Punj and in other important rituals. Besides this, each 
clan has its own songs and toterns. There are also shared song/dance 
groups in the ceremonial life of the people.3  The four groups Thanpa, 
Wangka, Lirrga and Pariga are not exclusively common language groups, but 
are composed of clans from various areas. For example, Wanga is composed 
of groups from the Northern regions of Murrirththapin and Marringarr, 
whereas people from the areas around Papangala and Palampa, speaking 
mainly Mun-ing Ke and Ngankiwumerri. form the Lirrga group. Group 
membership is determined by patrilineal descent. Each of the groups is 
quite distinctive in song, dance and music style. Women have a particular 
singing role in Tharipa and Pariga groups. In only two of the groups, 
Wangka and Lirrga, the didgeridoo is played along with the clapsticks. 

Ceremonial life in its many facets retains a place and a significance for the 
Wadeye today which seems quite remarkable considering the drastic and 
rapid changes into which the community was catapulted in the twentieth 
century. Stanner described the social and cultural context of changing ritual 
life as he saw it: 
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The traditional circumcisions ceased at Port Keats about the middle 1940's. 
The local missionary, alanned by a supposed risk to life or well-being from 
loss of blood and septicaemia, persuaded the elders to let him perform the 
operation on several boys. Soon afterwards, a hospital was established at the 
mission. It then became customary to have infant males circumcised by a 
trained sister... The mission was held to have 'spoiled everything', but in 
fact, for a good many years increasing difficulty had been experienced in 
organising the ceremonies... After the 1870's all the tribes in the region 
bounded by the Daly and Victoria Rivers began to be upset in manifold ways 
by the arrival and spread of European settlement... Before long disease, 
conflict with Europeans and murderous intercourse with other tribes that 
had hitherto had been kept at a certain distance, led to heavy 
depopulation... The numbers free and willing to go to distant ceremonies 
dwindled. The impulse to hold ceremonies near at hand weakened with the 
scarcity of foreign visitors... At Port Keats, over the decade preceding the 
establishment of the mission in 1935, there was undoubtedly a considerable 
disturbance of the ritual calender (1963:109-110). 

Stanner speaks of the changing contexts, especially influences from the 
Djamindjung peoples of the south, which impacted on traditional life and 
ceremony, and where that which was unfamiliar had to be put into 'symbolic 
continuity' with that which was familiar: 

Four elements - circumcision, the cult of the bullroarer, the abstract scheme 
of subsection organisation and matrilineal totems (ngulu) all came to the 
Murinbata by Djamindjung pressure in couple with their own attractions... 
The process that I have reviewed appears as one in which 'history' was both 
accepted and yet defeated by being made captive to symbolic forms. 
Diffusion brought exciting new motifs and styles of religious activity. But to 
be acceptable the new apparently had to be compounded with the old... In 
the upshot neither the past was disowned nor change made impossible. But 
to combine change with a rational conservation of the sacred forms and 
values already exisiting led to an involution of development, not to an 
evolution (Stanner 1963:142-143). 

However, despite Stanner's claim that in the mid 1940's circumcisions 
ceased at Port Keats, the rituals continue to have an important place in 
Wadeye culture. Rites are seen to respect and protect life. The Wadeye 
museum holds video tapes recording parts of initiation ceremonies held in 
the 1980's and 1990's. Many parents told me how important they 
considered it to be for their sons to 'go through ceremony'. A religious Sister 
living at Wadeye in 1990, wrote of the circumcision ceremonies: 

Thirty one boys, ranging in age from ten to fifteen, took part in the 
ceremony. This meant that the entire community was also involved as each 
song/dance group took part in their cultural songs and dances (The On-
Going Story OLSH Newsletter, OLSH Library, Wadeye). 

In the final years of this millenium, the boys' initiation ceremonies are still 
taking place regularly at Wadeye. How similar the ceremonies are to what 
Stanner described, I am not in a position to say. When I arrived at Wadeye 
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in 1997, a circumcision ceremony, involving forty-two young boys was being 
concluded. The ceremony had lasted some days and everyone was tired from 
all the dancing and singing. I was told to make sure I looked at the 
ceremonial dancing on the BRACS (Broadcasting Remote Aboriginal 
Communities) video when it became available. It is not uncommon now, for 
large numbers of boys to be initiated together, with the ceremomy taking 
place over a very short space of time, a matter of only three or four days. 
Previously at Wadeye, and as recently as through the 1980's, five or six boys 
were taken out bush for two to three weeks. 

It is not my intent to enquire at any depth, into matters dealing with the 
men's ceremonies. But I note with interest, a point Hiatt makes in his 
introduction to the 1989 facsimile edition of On Aboriginal Religion. He says 
that when Stanner was invited to attend a Punj initiation in 1978, the 
ceremony was much as he had witnessed it in 1935. In referring to 
Stanner's unpublished document, 'Big Sunday at Peppiniinarti', Hiatt notes 
that Stanner perceived a significant change in the objectives of the 
ceremony. The severe treatment of the novices seemed to indicate to him, a 
desire to impose authority, rather than to inculcate a sense of mystery (Hiatt 
1989: xxii). 

Another difference in recent years is that the ceremony ground is sometimes 
in a place not far away from the community, for example behind the camp of 
the mother of one of the initiands and, in agreed arrangement with the local 
Health Workers, within walking distance of the local clinic. Infant 
circumcision is also frequently practised, with many mothers exercising 
their authority, especially when they come to Darwin for hosptial visits. In 
May, 1999, a young Wadeye mother told me that her two year old son was to 
have 'young man's business' during her stay in Darwin. 

In the 'name exchange' ceremony, parents and relatives of the newborn 
infant, along with the close relations of the one giving the new name for the 
child, gather in a ceremony of song and dance, where a sharing of gifts takes 
place, followed by the pronouncement of names. The purpose is to establish 
important and lasting bonds between the groups. The name being agreed 
upon by both groups is sometimes not formally given and accepted until 
many years after the birth of the child. As gifts are exchanged, 
responsibilities of care and relationship are set in place. The new given 
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name is sometimes the same as a spirit child, sometimes the name of a 
person from the clan entering into the bonding. 

Another important ceremony, the 'smoking' or pankurnu ritual, honours the 
spirits of the dead and promises peace. In the house smoking, after the 
'sorry time', dancers from two or more clan groups gather around the 
deceased person's home for the post-burial ritual. 

For young women, the Merrk ceremony forms a series of rituals of a sacred 
and secret nature. This ceremony is of particular relevance to the thesis and 
is discussed in chapter eight. Stanner had stated that apart from the male 
initiation ceremony of Punj and the pre-puberty Djaban4  rites, the only other 
sacramental rite of importance was the Mulurtu mourning rite. This rite had 
not been held since the early 1920's (cf., 3.3.1 and 7.3.3). Of course, during 
much of Stanner's time at Wadeye, in his research on religious ceremony 

illustration 3 'On Dying' 

In her painting, 'On Dying', an artist from the neighbouring Nauiyu community, shows 
people in ancient times, standing in reverence as smoke ascends from the burning 

corpse. (Christine Anuu, Merrepen Arts, Nauiyu, Daly River, NT.). 

with the Wadeye people, the Merrk ritual was discontined, but oral histories 
record detailed descriptions by women who witnessed or participated in the 
ceremony up until 1945 when it was banned by the missionary priest 
Richard Docherty MSC. It is obvious that Stanner would have no personal 
experience or information about such a ceremony, as men and boys were 
and still are forbidden to speak on these matters and absolutely forbidden to 
attend these 'women only' rituals. The Merrk ceremony which I have 
witnessed on three occasions, was brought back largely on the initiative, 
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courage and determination of two strong Wadeye women, working in 
conjunction with senior elder, Rita Thawul, and with encouragement from 
the women of the Nauiyu (Daly River) area. Twice during 1997, Wadeye 
women gathered for the elaborate and sacred Merrk rituals. The ceremony I 
attended in June lasted for two weeks and had been shortened because of a 
death in the community. The men's gathering for the boy's initiation 
ceremony, on the other hand, was completed in a few days. Time factors of 
course, are not the only criteria indicating the importance a community 
places on particular ceremonies, but the women do say 'the boys have only 
short ceremony' and 'there is not full ceremony any more for the men'. At 
the same time, many middle-aged women and men speak about the desire 
to bring back ceremony. 

To conclude this brief overview of Wadeye ceremony, it is useful here to 
recall Stanner's seven 'propositions which, I believe, underline the religious 
beliefs and practices of the people. The Wadeye Baptism does not seek to 
eradicate or deny such fundamentals in the people's religious story, but 
rather through respect and dialogue, hopes to strengthen them. 
Stanner's research (1965:145) led him to conclude that the Murrinhpatha 
people (i) believed the world to be full of signs which they transformed into 
assurances of mystical providence and that (ii) the major cults inculcated a 
sense of mystery through the use of symbolism uniting to metaphysical 
realities known by their signs. He further stated that (iii) their religion put 
high worth on human persons and that (iv) the religion magnified the value 
of life by making its conservation and renewal into a cult. He declared that 
(v) the religion acknowledged the material domain as being under spiritual 
authority and that (vi) religious belief expressed a philosophy of assent to 
life's terms. Finally he saw how (vii) religious practice included a discipline 
to 'subdue egotistical man to a sacred continuing purpose' (Stanner 
1965:215). 

This is the sacred and fertile ground on which Wadeye Baptism stands. As 
our story unfolds, influences of a different sort can be seen as well. 

3.2 CONTACT HISTORY 

The unique Easter Baptism ceremony grew out of a turbulent inter-cultural 
encounter, reaching back to the year 1819 at least. The eigthteenth century 
invasion of Australia brought with it a sudden and violent social and 
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physical displacement for the indigenous people of the country. Historian 
Henry Reynolds says that in the course of settlement, despite coming under 
the protection of the common law, over twenty thousand Aborigines were 
kified. The violence suffered by Aboriginal people following British invasion, 
was to become a culture of oppression for all indigenous Australians, which 
would soon spread throughout the country and on through the years: 

The truly amazing achievement of Australian jurisprudence was to deny that 
the Aborigines were ever in possession of their own land, robbing them of the 
great legal strength of that position, and of compensation which should have 
been paid following resumption by the Crown (Reynolds 1987:1-2). 

Years before Captain Philip Parker King's exploration of the Wadeye area in 
September of 1819 (Pye 1972:5), Captain James Cook had 'discovered' 
Eastern Australia and in raising the British flag in 1770, believed he had 
claimed unencumbered title to the whole of Australia for the British Crown. 
Over one hundred years later, in 1889, despite evidence to the contrary, the 
Privy Council described New South Wales as a colony consisting of 
practically unoccupied territory, without settled inhabitants or settled law. 
As Reynolds points out, Australia's subsequent history was shaped on this 
ifiegal and immoral claim, which was to have serious on-going ramifications: 

The inabffity of Australian law to retreat from historical injustice has had 
major implications for relations between white Australians and Aborigines 
(Reynolds 1987:4). 

Since the 1880's, Aboriginal people of the Wadeye and Nauiyu areas had 
been shaken by European settlement. Stanner described European law on 
the Daly River as being: 

feeble, fitful and sometimes a brutal thing... There were protective laws and 
regulations, of good standard, but there was no spine in their application, 
and a fair amount of humbug. They were also highly discriminatory. Neglect, 
indifference and exploitation were widespread, and were tolerated... (1973:6). 

Early mission days, despite all the goodwill of the missionaries, also had 
their own repressive regimes. One of the woman consultants for this 
research told me that the reason the story of Mulinthin's vision (4.2.1) was 
generally 'covered up' and not often spoken about for many years, was 
because the people did not feel free to express their ideas and beliefs. She 
believed there was not sufficient mutual trust between her people and the 
missionaries. The people kept the story quiet, she said, fearing it could be 
denied, belittled or changed (B.T. 23 March 1998). The remembering, and in 
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recent years the re-telling, of Mulinthin's vision, has helped to re-define 
Wadeye Christian identity (cf., 4.2.1). 

3.2.1 Pre-1935 
Goodall draws attention to the complex issue of the power and role of a 
community's history-making, where people not only have their own 
interpretations of the colonial past, but have criteria for evaluating oral 
testimony which may be very different from Western criteria: 

The processes of memory, the way in which individuals recall and reanalyse 
the past, and then recount their understandings in relation to an audience, 
are all complex aspects of the way societies create cultural meanings... 
(Goodall 1992:104-105). 

Wadeye people, along with other Aboriginal peoples throughout the 
Territory, experienced all kinds of discrimination and injustice. There was 
contempt by pastoralists, police, missionaries, administrators and others as 
the march for civilization 'progressed'. There was no just recognition of 
rights to land and no proper acknowledgement of cultural and religious 
rights (Rowley 1972; Reynolds 1988; Rose 1991). From 1863 until 1911 the 
South Australian Government was responsible for the administration of the 
Northern Territory. Although Government policies of 'protection' and 
'separation' were in place, there was oppression of all kinds, including 
neglect as well as paternalism (Austin 1993:37-38, 53). In 1910 South 
Australia's Northern Territory Aborigines'Act was passed. According to 
Australia's federal law, Wadeye people and all other Aboriginals, were not 
citizens of the countly. The Act prohibited marriages between Aboriginal 
peoples and Europeans. Indigenous Australians did not enjoy the legal 
rights of white Australians, nor were they enfranchised. They were treated 
as 'wards of the State' and referred to as such. The Chief Protector of 
Aboriginals was made the legal guardian of every Aboriginal person. 

In 1911 the Northern Territory was transferred from South Australia to the 
Commonwealth. Cecil Cook was Chief Protector of Aborigines and Chief 
Medical Officer between the years 1927 and 1939. Cook's professional 
background was mainly in medicine and his preoccupations were often in 
this field. He also maintained an interest in issues concerning the 'half-
castes' which impacted on relationships with whites in the towns. Cook 
regarded the Australian Aborigines as a dying race and showed very little 
leadership or initiative in any positive plans for continued development and 
support of the indigenous people. It was, then, much to Cook's irritation, so 
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soon after his own appointment, the Commonwealth Government 
commissioned Queensland's Chief Protector, J. W. Bleakley, to conduct an 
enquiry into the management of Aboriginal affairs. In 1929 the influential 
Bleakley Report was published. It was a comprehensive document, thawing 
attention to lack of Government policy and to the overall dismissal of the 
needs of indigenous Australians (Austin 1997:130). 

Cook was very outspoken in his criticism of church missions and in fact as 
Austin relates, even persuaded the Commonwealth Minister to rule that no 
new mission stations should be permitted on Aboriginal reserves (Austin 
1997:180). Although this was overruled by Cabinet, Cook's suspicions of 
missions were influential and far-reaching. His criticisms were most 
pronounced with regard to the Hermannsburg mission of Central Australia, 
but his objections towards missions in general, especially those of the 
Lutheran and Anglican denominations, were well known. Cook did in fact 
approve the opening of a Catholic misssion school in Alice Springs in 1936; 
it fitted well with his increasing support of the need for a policy of 
assimilation (Austin 1997:184). It was during his term of office, with his 
reluctant approval perhaps, that the Port Keats mission was established. 
During this period, the area was not easily accessible and was still isolated 
from the rest of Australia: 

it just lay there - inaccessible, far beyond the economic margin, wild, and 
supposedly inhabited by very ferocious blacks - few people then spoke of 
'Aborigines'. The only known resource was brown coal, which had proved 
uneconomic in the first decade of the century. Europeans - police, cattlemen, 
prospectors, dingo-scalpers - for a long time had given it a wide berth. There 
was not a light on the coast between Darwin and Wyndham. Small boats 
kept well away, especially from the tract between the Daly and the Victoria 
Rivers, because of the foul shore, strong tides and shallow waters... the 
country was unmapped (Stanner 1973: 2-3). 

In the 1930's the various clan groups of the area were subject to attack and 
defended themselves from white prospectors. People relate stories too, of the 
practice of 'body-snatching' engaged in by the men from passing ships (Pye 
1972:29). The murder of a group of Japanese crewmen occurred in 1934. 
Nemarluks story is important in providing contextual background to the 
mission establishment. The following account comes largely from 
Murrirthpatha elders, Boniface Perdjert and Gregory Molinthin, as well as 
from written records of John Pye MSC (1972:10-12). 
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Nemarluk was a great warrior, a man as big in stature as he was in daring 
and courage. He was greatly feared. Nemarluk's men had agreed to kill any 
intruders onto their land. In 1934, five Japanese fishermen were killed at 
Injin beach and as a result many Wadeye men spent long periods in Fannie 
Bay jail in Darwin. In the 1950s, Nemarluk was involved in killings as a 
result of his brother-in-law's death. His fame originated, not only from his 
skill as a fighter, but from the stories of his courageous escapes from prison. 
On one occasion he attacked a guard at Fannie Bay jail, and swam out 
through Darwin harbour, overpowered trackers and a policeman at Talc 
Head where he stayed the night, swam to the Daly River and then walked on 
all the way to Wadeye. Finally, he was captured by two tribal enemies and 
taken to Fannie Bay jail again. He eventually died in Darwin hospital. Tiger, 
Nemarluk's brother-in-law, was killed in 1954 and his killer in turn was 
killed by one of Tiger's brothers. 

It was in this time of turmoil and rapid social change that the first 
encounter between the indigenous peole of the area and the Catholic church 
took place. 

3.2.2 We said: All right 

In 1935 Harry Luke Kolumboort and four other Wadeye men sailed out of 
Darwin harbour with Richard Docherty, MSC and two lay helpers.5  The 
anthropologist William Stanner had asked the priest's permission to 
accompany the group: 

I first heard of his intention to go to Port Keats in 1935... I made up my mind 
that I just had to go with him. I forget now whether I wrote, or went to see 
him, but he agreed at once, and in the most kindly way, to take me (1973:9). 

Stanner recalled that fearing trouble, a police party from Timber Creek had 
been organized to co-incide with their arrival. He records a friendly welcome 
and in fact claims that most Europeans 'who suffered injury to life, limb and 
property at Aboriginal hands', probably brought their own troubles upon 
themselves in one way or another (1963:10-11). 

But the story is best - and most properly - told by one of the Wadeye 
travellers, Harry Luke Kolumboort: 

The story I am about to tell is how we left Darwin to found the first mission... 
The bosses in Darwin had a meeting. They told the people that there was 
going to be a mission at Port Keats. We said: 'All right'. There were a few of 
us there. Then out of these few Fr. Docherty first selected four. Father said: 

57 



The Wadeye Context 

'I am going to explore the place first and decide where I will put the mission.' 
Then he took the four men and sailed on the boat called the 'Saint Francis. 
He arrived at a place called Kirnmu. There was no one there except a few old 
people, my grandpa, Kampurt, my other grandpa, Naipu, my uncle 
Mapunanh and Thangmak. Those were the people Father first saw. They 
were the only people there. Some of the others were over at Daly River, some 
were at Bradshaw station and some at Legune station. That's where all the 
Murinh Patha people were. 

The four who came with Father told the old people who were there: This is 
Father who is going to build a mission here and put up a house. He is 
looking for a suitable place.' The old people were happy. Fr. Docherty 
continued looking for a suitable place and found Werntek Nganayi. He said: 
'I am going to build a house here and plant some coconut trees. This is 
where the mission is going to be.' He was there for a while and then went 
back to Darwin. 

When they got back to Darwin the others who had stayed in Darwin were 
still there. The four who were with Father told the other people that the 
mission was going to be at Werntek Nganayi and that Father had planted 
coconut trees there already. That's all right,' we said. I was only a young 
boy.... 

My 'brother' Dr. Stanner, was over at the Daly River when he first heard the 
news about the new mission. He left Daly River and went to Darwin to wait 
for Fr. Docherty there. Father was still cutting timber on Bathurst Island... 
All this time the Murinh Patha people, including my father, were starting to 
travel back to Werntek Nganayi. 

When father came back we were living in a compound. There were people 
living in the top camp and the bottom camp near the beach. The boss of the 
compound was Mr. Dean White. He was a welfare officer. Then he told us we 
were all going home. Fr. Docherty was coming to pick us up and take us 
back to Port Keats. We said: 'All right'... 

The five of us, the ten crew from Bathurst Island and the white men helped 
each other in this task. We cleared everything from the beach. Then father 
said to us: We will wait for a while. There is nobody here yet.' There was 
nobody anywhere, not even footprints. The people were all at Piyirt, Kura 
Lenhtherika and Kerntirnu. Some were not around the area at all. They were 
all at stations like Bradshaw, Legune, Auvergne and Daly River. Then Father 
told us: 'Before you go looking for people we are going to build a presbytery. 
When you finish that you can go and look for people. When we finished 
working he said mass for us.... 

Some people had already begun to arrive at the new mission. Dave Kurawul, 
my grandpa Nalpu, my grandpa Kampurt and my brother Narburup were 
among the first lot to arrive there. They had young boys with them. Johnny 
Chula and his brother Paddy and another called Thewath were among these 
boys. The next morning many people were seen walking up the beach. Those 
were the people who had got the news while they were camping at Kura 
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Lenhthenka, Kerntirnu and Piyirt. But the other mob who had camped at 
Manhthathpe were stifi coming. 

The next morning those at the mission saw that group walking up the beach 
and arriving at the mission. They had no clothes on. Father was ashamed... 
Next morning Father did not work. Instead he cut up some calico for the 
people to wear. When he had fmished cutting it up he handed it out to them. 
They were now wearing clothes for the first time. Alter that Father told them 
to start work. First they started cutting down trees. Others dug up a well for 
water. Father started to build a house for a presbytery. When they had 
fmished this they started clearing the jungle. Some went out hunting for 
wallabies for there were no cattle there yet. Even Father ate the wallabies. 
(The Coming of the Mission, translated by Damien Tunmuck). 

3.2.3 Post 1935 
There were difficulties from the start with Government authorities. Despite 
the Bleakley report, recommendation of subsidy payment and 
encouragement to missions, the proposal met with opposition. Chief 
Protector Cecil Cook's dislike and disapproval of missions was no secret 
(Austin 1997:180). In April 1936, he attempted to implement stronger 
Governmental control in the Port Keats situation and wrote to the 
Administrator of the Northern Territory, suggesting that in light of Mr. 
Anson's report of his medical survey visit to Port Keats mission, no subsidy 
be granted and that 'a definte statement of construction and development 
policy for the ensuing year be submitted for consideration' (CRS 
A452:55/98). The concluding paragraph of this report states: 

If the missionaries can get sufficient control over the natives to get them to 
practice monogamy, and control the mating of males and females of suitable 
ages, it might be the means of preserving a tribe of aboriginais which is 
otherwise doomed to extinction, and thus justifying the establishment of a 
Mission at Port Keats (21 April 1936). 

Three months later a letter to the Adminstrator of the Northern Territory by 
W. B. Kirkland, the Acting Chief Protector of Aboriginals, suggested that: 

It is possible that extensive development has been hindered by lack of funds 
and that no marked progress is possible until such time as assistance is 
forthcoming (CRS Fl 1938/533, 24 July 1936). 

In August of this same year, another memorandum signed by Barrenger 
outhned the stages leading up to a subsidy award: 

In July, 1934, Ministerial approval was given for a Roman Catholic Mission 
Station to be established in the Daly River District in the north-west of the 
territory. A site at Port Keats was eventually selected on 20th June, 1935, 
and the mission house has since been erected there (CRS A452:55/98, 14 
August 1936). 
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The memorandum then goes on to describe the saga surrounding payment 

of subsidy. Despite a re-submission by church authorities, in accordance 

with Government demands to demonstrate that The Mission is doing 
something of benefit for the natives', Fr. Henschke had been advised once 

more that his application for a subsidy was not successful and that he 

should resubmit for a third time 'when there is evidence of substantial 

development'. Following this, the Bishop of Darwin intervened, submitting a 

further application, pointing out the difficulty of establishing a mission 

without money. The memorandum concludes with the suggestion for one 

hundred pounds payment to the mission. At the end of the month yet 

another memorandum signed by Barrett appears, suggesting the granting of 
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a two hundred pounds subsidy (CRS A542, 55/98, 31 August 1936). With or 
without money, the missionaries persisted and the mission continued. The 
Wadeye women recall the early days and their particular roles and 
responsibffities in detail: 

there were women clearing the ground, picking up stones with crowbars... 
the first job started was at the old presbytery. They built that presbytery 
there. They also cleared the paper bark trees for the gardens below. When 
the men used to cut down the trees the women used to dig up the stumps 
with crowbars and bum them with fire... We ladies were strong in those 
days. Two of us, Mary Ngaye and Agatha Perdjert, worked together. Polly 
Bunduk cooked Father's meals in the kitchen... When the women were 
working in the garden they were planting bananas and other crops. They 
even dug trenches to let the water out. From these trenches they used to get 
water to water the crops with bffly can (Dooling & Tunmuck trans. 1993). 

Agricultural, cattle and sawmilling projects were Wadeye's main industries 
during this period. A wide variety of vegetables and fruit was produced. Four 
hundred acres had been reclaimed from a swamp area and planted with 
banana trees, pineapples, sugar cane, cassava, sweet potatoes and peanuts. 
There were 'extensive grazing areas about twenty miles south of the mission 
and reports numbered about nine hundred cattle, thirty horses and eighty 
goats in the area' (The Functions of Port Keats Mission AlAS 01129. pms 
1302). 

The economic depression of this time had its effect on all parts of Australia 
and the devastating jolt into a strange new world continued to be felt 
throughout the country. Aboriginal 'welfare' for the next twenty five years 
was left largely to the churches. The situation was complex and potentially 
very dangerous. Asian feminist scholar, Kwok Pul-lan (199 1:25) wrote: 

When colonized people were treated as 'the other', their cultural identity and 
their way of life were not respected or regarded as valuable. White 
colononizers assumed the supremacy of their own culture, and mission 
ideology unconsciously provided the religious sanction. Indigenous cultures 
needed to be transformed to meet the standard of Christian civilization, 
which was equated simply with white culture. 

The early mission objectives were to raise the status of indigenous men and 
women by education and training, so that being socially and economically 
assimilated they would, in time, qualify for citizenship rights. In 1938, the 
Minister for the Interior, John McEwen had announced his policies and 
promises for Aboriginal people, which in the Northern Territory became 
known as the 'New Deal', a policy moving from protectionism to assimilation, 
which was to remain in place through to the 1970's. Research undertaken 
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by Ellcin, Stanner and others, had a significant influence on changing 
government policies of the day. Warning against continuing assimilationist 
attitudes and practices, for example, Ellcin (1934:13-14) wrote: 

It is therefore obvious that at this time of transition which our presence has 
forced on the Aborigines, we should pay due respect to their secret religious 
life... Especially should we take care... to undermine as little as possible, the 
authority of the elders and the respect of the rising generation for those 
beliefs on which this authority is based (Elkin 1934:13-14). 

In 1951 Paul Hasluck, Minister for the Territories, strengthened new policies 
which aimed at social and economic assimilation, and which, in practical 
terms, meant that all persons of Aboriginal 'blood' or mixed descent in 
Australia would live in the manner of White Australians. Before 1967 
indigenous Australians were considered 'wards of the state'. They had no 
rights to travel away from their communities without permission. In the 
1960's policies of 'integration', 'self-management' and 'self-determination' 
began to be articulated and became widespread. 

In 1964 the Government commissioned an investigation into Aboriginal 
Education. The Watts/Gallacher Report, directed all educationalists to 
acknowledge and respect Aboriginal language and culture. Unfortunately the 
results of the report brought about assimilationist policies and practices 
rather than acknowledgement of difference.Through the 1960's, however, 
Aboriginal culture survived and in some respects grew stronger. For 
example, the annual Darwin Aboriginal Eisteddfods were a very powerful 
expression of indigenous cultural gifts and diversity. I well remember when 
Aboriginal school and community groups from all over the Territory, 
gathered in Darwin for the week, to engage (and compete) in a cultural 
festival of song, mime, dance and music. These events were quite 
extraordinary and perhaps achieved far more than was anticipated. All the 
groups, including people from Wadeye, camped together at Winneffie show 
grounds. Each night when people returned to the showgrounds from the 
Eisteddfod sessions, the shared song and dance gave an exciting new 
expression to inter-cultural communication and community ceremony. 

A nationwide referendum in 1967 gave the federal government, rather than 
the states, the responsibffity to legislate for Aboriginal affairs. Aboriginal 
people of Australia were recognized as citizens and finally, in 1971, were 
counted in the Government Census. But the Liberal Country Party was 
reluctant and slow to move and it was not until the Labor Government 
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gained power in 1972, that major policy changes were implemented. These 
included an increase in budget for Aboriginal Affairs spending from $20 
million in 1967 to $117 million in 1974. 

Wadeye, along with other Aboriginal communities throughout the country, 
experienced another violent and devastating period in its history during the 
late 1960's and the 1970's. With the granting of 'Award Wages' in 1967, 
came one of the great tragedies and ironies of the period. Before this time 
there had been very little money in circulation at Wadeye, and with the 
implementation of the Wage system, even cheap Aboriginal labour was no 
longer an option. However, as few local people were 'qualified' as mechanics, 
electricians, health workers, teachers and so on, non-Aboriginal people with 
the required skills were employed. Although the Training Scheme which 
operated through the 1970's was seen as largely successful, the majority of 
adults in the community were receiving 'sit down money' or Social Security 
payments. A culture of dependency developed which created profound and 
continuing social problems at both the individual and community level. 

The severe breakdown of social, cultural and religious life, led, as it did in so 
many communities, to feelings of confusion, anxiety, frustration, insecurity, 
failure and boredom. Here were grounds for alcoholism, which in turn 
brought health problems, domestic violence, early pregnancies, family 
disruption, high mortality rate and further cultural upheaval (Rowley 1970; 
Berndt ed. 1977; Reynolds 1998). Large amounts of Government money 
came pouring into the Wadeye community at this time, providing new 
housing, more school buildings, a social club, council buildings and a 
recreation hail. The policy and practice of 'self-management' was still 
controlled and funded by white Australians. 

The sense of alienation was widespread. In 1969 members of the Yirrkala 
community for example, had brought proceedings in the Northern Territory's 
Supreme Court, against the mining company Nabalco. The court decided 
that Aboriginal traditional rights were not recognized by the common law 
and also that no Aboriginal rights or interests in land had survived the 
Crown's acquisition. In the broader Australian context, the erection in 1972 
of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy in Canberra, became a landmark in modern-
day Aboriginal Australian history. It was indicative of the frustration and 
the commitment of indigenous Australians within their own country. 
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Seventeen years later, the rejection continues. The ABC News of 15 February 
1999, reported the removal and extinguishment of a fIre outside Parliament 
House in Canberra, which had been a symbolic protest in response to the 
removal of the Tent Embassy the previous week. 

This alienation, and sense of being 'between two worlds', is experienced also 
by the Wadeye people: 

• These days we have to listen for two laws: church law and blackfella law. 
Some of my people are not showing proper respect for our traditions. 
They are getting confused and frightened and they just want to go 
church way, that's it (C.M.). 

• There's a lot of stress. Sometimes mission doesn't understand. I can't go 
to work when there's community issues or family business. Our feelings 
come first - and our law (G.D.). 

• Traditional way's got mixed up and lost these days. But me, I'm not 
church person too... like 'no man's land', eh? (F.B.). 

Community leaders, also experienced the effects of change. During times of 
culture conflict and turmoil, the elders compensated for a loss of their power 
and status by withholding secrets from the new generation and according to 
Stanner they spoke with great concern about: 

a great change of social personality among boys and young men. The 
suppression of the rite of Punj... and the initiation of the second puberty rite 
because of infant circumcision, had produced a generation as much at odds 
with their own elders as with the missionaries. It seemed ironical that the 
fully initiated aborigines gave the mission more loyal support than those to 
whom the pagan rites had been forbidden... The initiated men, unshaken in 
attachment to their own rites and beliefs, and already possessing all the 
power and status that an aboriginal culture could give them, had worked out 
an expedient mod us vivertdi with the mission. The younger men were 
between two worlds in neither of which they had confidence, unambiguous 
status, acknowledged power, nor - in their judgement - sufficient reward... 
(1963: 150). 

When the National Aboriginal Consultative Conmiittee was established in 
the mid 1970's and the Aboriginal Land Rights Act was finally passed, 
freehold on the mission reserves passed from the church authorities to the 
local community. Mission 'superintendants' now became 'community 
advisors'. Many years of church control and influence however, would not be 
broken down by new terminology. During the 1970's and into the 1980's, 
the church was seen by many people, both local indigenous persons and 
others, as a stabilizing presence in the midst of rapid social change. John 
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Leary MSC (Interview, March 1997) suggests for example, that the 1973 
Melbourne Eucharistic Congress was a profound and transforming 
experience for Wadeye Catholics and for the Australian church generally. It 
was, for Catholics in Australia, the first national indigenous liturgy. Tiwi 
Catholics sang and danced during the Communion, but for the most part, 
the liturgical song, music and dance was given Wadeye expression. Leary 
said that indigenous Catholic identity was significantly strengthened on this 
occasion, and especially for the Wadeye people who attended the ceremony, 
there was a new sense of belonging to the wider Catholic Church 
community: 

We are a Catholic Mission. We are all Catholic people here at Wadeye. That's 
our story. Our Catholic faith is the most important thing for us. The Pope is 
our first leader and we are one people with Catholics all over the world 
(V.Dumoo.). 

The Wadeye people had made what Pope John Paul II was to later call for: a 
major contribution that would, it was hoped, be joyfully received' by the 
wider Australian church (cf., The Pope in Australia 1986:172). 

However, enormous pressures and continuing social problems caused grave 
concern in the community and elsewhere. The Northern Territory News in 
1989 presented a story entitled 'Town full of hope and hopelessness': 

Port Keats was under seige again at the weekend when four youths took to 
its streets with loaded guns... Last month a group of 50 non-drinking 
Aborigines went on a rampage to show their anger at problems caused by the 
demon drink. They vented their frustration on the local clubhouse by pulling 
it down and smashing anything in the way (NT News 17 January 1989). 

The year 1990 at Wadeye, ushered in the new decade as Murin Airways 
opened its terminal building. The air service, completely managed by local 
indigenous people, had been operating since 1973 and the new building had 
been entirely funded from its profits. The early 1990's were to be 
momentous years for all indigenous Australians and for Australians 
generally. In 1992, the High Court ruling in the famous Mabo case, finally 
recognized native title for indigenous peoples. Moving into the 1990's and 
towards the new millenium, significant developments continued to take 
place and yet, on the other hand, longed for grass-root changes in 
communities were not eventuating. Through the struggles and the 
achievements, the social fabric of the Wadeye was surviving. Its future 
however, remained in the balance. 
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3.3 MODERN DAY WADEYE 

With the problems and the isolation facing Wadeye, the daily concerns and 
plans to build safer, healthier and happier communities, are seen by the 
local people as major priorities. For the local indigenous church, the 
fundamental issues were about creating respectful relationships and 
working together in partnership (D.N. and C.N. July 1996). The local Kardu 
Numida Council often receives funding requests from various groups in the 
community and matters to do with church business are generally supported 
and often even given priority. Almost every year or two, a representative 
group from the community will travel interstate or overseas, for some 
Catholic event. Funding support from the Council is usually forthcoming. In 
1992 for example, a group of twelve women and men from Wadeye went on 
pilgrinirnage to France and Italy, following in the tradition of a group four 
years earlier who had journeyed to Europe as part of a Catholic 
pilgrimmage. In 1993, seven representatives from Wadeye joined the large 
contingent of Catholic indigenous people from the Northern Territory, 
travelling by bus to Victoria for the twentieth anniversaiy of the earlier 
national Catholic Eucharistic Congress held in Melbourne. The Kardu 
Numida Council also supports Wadeye persons attending the National 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Catholic Council (NATSICC) triennial 
gatherings, held in various parts of the country. 

The local Council has, in fact, provided an overall strong direction and 
support in the community. An extract from a Darwin newspaper, gives an 
indication of the commitment in the community: 

A five-year self-help scheme has raised more than $3.5 million for a Territory 
Aboriginal community. Port Keats, 530 km south west of Darwin, raised the 
funds through community-operated businesses (Sunday Territorian., 9 July 
1995). 

Patrick Dodson, former Chairperson of the Council for Aboriginal 
Reconcifiation, in an address to the National Press Club, argued that to 
impose policies and programs without participation and without concern for 
self-determination, is to return to the bitter mistakes of our past. At Wadeye, 
as throughout the country, attempts continue to be made to find better ways 
of working together, new ways of building reconcffiation. However, at the 
1996 National Reconciliation Convention in Melbourne, while Prime Minister 
John Howard apologized to people of the Stolen Generation on behalf of this 
Government, he still refused to pass an official apology from Federal 
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Parliament on behalf of the Nation. The expression of 'regret' which was 
finally offered in August 1999, was interpreted by many Australians, 
including prominent indigenous leaders such as Patrick Dodson, as a weak 
and half-hearted effort. As Dodson expressed three years earlier: 

Some commentators and politicians say that today's non-indigenous 
Australians should not fell guilty for the sins of the past. True. But nor 
should today's indigenous Australians continue to suffer the legacies of the 
past because the nation has not yet found the ways to overcome them. Let's 
avoid guilt trips but let's also dump victim blaming (Dodson 1996:6-7). 

Wadeye elders readily acknowledge that reconciliation needs to occur within 
their own local groups as well as with non-indigenous people in the 
community and in the wider Australian society. in September 1997, a 
Darwin newspaper reported 'a week of total lawlessness' at Wadeye, which 
was apparently the violent climax of nine months of vandalism and theft 
which had caused more than $600,000 damage. The report stated that 
alcohol had not been the primaly cause of the violence (NT News, 20 
September 1997, p.  3). In response to social issues, Territory and Federal 
Government unfortunately manifest a lack of political maturity and a mean-
spiritedness similar to earlier times. The struggles for recognition and justice 
increase, however, as issues like community health and education receive 
only intermittent and limited attention and there seems little advance in 
Government policy, law and practice. As Stanner had said decades earlier: 

There was no real heart or will or imagination in what Government did. It 
was simply empty of purpose (1973:6). 

Groups like Pauline Hanson's One Nation' party, have spread division and 
fear in the Australian community, with Hanson calling for the abolishment 
of the Aboriginal and Tones Strait Island Commission (ATSIC), despite a 
1996 audit which revealed that 95% of its funded organisations met 
accountabffity criteria. Talk and policies about 'reconciliation' and 
'partnership' tend to sound increasingly shallow when a Federal document 
'Face the Facts' (1997), acknowledged that ATSIC funding had been cut in 
half. As in many other Aboriginal communities, people wait anxiously, 
wondering whether ATSIC funding for health, housing and education will 
again be cut or even withdrawn (thnd Rights News, vol. 2, no. 47, 1998:6). 

While politicians, missionaries, anthropologists and others, debate the 
issues, and as the story unfolds, Wadeye people persist in their struggle 
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and, despite the setbacks, continue to take control of their own lives with 
determination and enthusiasm. 

3. 3.1 Looking ahead 
The economic and social issues discussed in this chapter have bearing on 
my topic, not simply because they form the context wherein the Wadeye 
Easter Baptism takes place, but also because, to some extent, they continue 
to determine its existence and its shape. In the church/community context, 
for example, dependency rather than partnership, can distort or stifle 
growth, just as it can do in the government/community context. 

Most adults in the community rely on Government welfare such as 
unemployment benefits, old age pensions and child endowment, although 
some local people are employed in the health and education fields and in the 
Town council office and services. Social problems have had serious 
consequences for the life of the community: 

On December 10 (five) nurses were evacuated to Darwin by Territory Health 
Services and were joined later by the community's seven Aboriginal health 
workers. This was just the latest conflict to erupt in Port Keats, a community 
that has previously witnessed rioting, the destruction of public buildings, a 
health worker's vehicle being hijacked at knifepoint, and the stabbing of a 
nurse (The Bulletin., 13 January 1998:17). 

Adverse and sometimes exaggerated media reports following the incident at 
the Health Clinic had serious consequences. Senior elder Pius Luckan 
stated at the time: 

These bad news stories are wounding the spirit of the people here. (ATSIC 
NT News, July 1998:28). 

After the above mentioned incident at the Health Centre, Melmelmel, the 
elders' committee, invited the Territory Health Minister, Dents Burke, to the 
community for discussions and to witness Mulunu (c.f. 6.3.6), a traditional 
smoking ceremony where the cominmunity's young men, under the 
supervision of the elders, burned copies of the negative and inaccurate 
media reports. After the burning of these reports, the ashes were trampled 
into the ground by the young men, who then performed a ceremonial dance 
for 'new life'. 

For some years Luckan, Perdjert, Kolumboort and other elders, had talked 
about the posssibffity of reviving Memelmel as the people's traditional 
authority structure comprising the wise men, wartanggal, a group of 
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representative clan leaders. In 1998 the decision was finally made to re-
establish MernelmeL A committee was elected, responsibilities and roles of 
members were worked out and relationships with other community bodies, 
especially the local Kardu Numida Council, were clarified. Memelrnel is now 
recognized as an essential authoritative body for the community, although 
some of the senior women express concern about the absence of women on 
its committee. 

In the wider context however, from 'mainstream' Australia, and certainly 
from the present Government, there is generally a luke-warm or negative 
response to indigenous issues, just as there was seventy years ago after the 
Bleakley Report was made public. In the 1998 Federal elections, for 
example, the GST (Goods and Services Tax) received most attention and 
indigenous matters of national importance and concern, such as 
Reconcffiation, the Stolen Generation and indigenous Land Rights, were not 
seriously addressed as election issues. The Northern Territoly Government, 
unlike some others in Australia, has refused to make a public apology to 
members of the Stolen Generation. As well as this, the Northern Territory 
Government has refused to sign a communique from a national Ministerial 
summit on Aboriginal deaths in custody. Even more seriously perhaps, in its 
wide-ranging implications, is the Prime Minister's 1999 preamble to the 
Australian Constitution, which describes indigenous people as having 
'inhabited' Australia. Refusing to use the term 'custodianship', is, according 
to some views, a 'subtle affirmation of the myth of terra nullius' (Land Rights 
News March 1999: 18). 

Despite the setbacks, the disappointments and the injustices, the 
community remains positive and hopeful. In December 1998, a special 
edition of the Wadeye community newsletter, was circulated. It contained 
reports and messages from the Council President, Leon Melpi, and also from 
other leaders in the community as they looked back over the year. I have 
selected some items of special interest: 

• Nine major housing renovations were carried out and in this area our 
thanks to the training team of Alphonse Kungul, Peter Dumoo, Ronald 
Parmbuk and Dave Curtis. 

• The C.D.E.P. headquarters is now in full swing and undertaking projects 
such as the grassing of the sports oval. They have just fmished the 
airstrip fencing. 
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• At the Barunga Festival in Katherine, our Nangu Band was voted best 
band. 

• In December an Art Exhibition will be held on the Gold Coast for one 
month. Anthony Nemarluk and William Parmbuk will be going along to 
represent the Wadeye Art Gallery. This event will be followed up by an 
exhibition in Sydney. 

• Congratulations to Jacinta Crocombe who has successfully completed 
her year 10. 

• At the Northern Territory Umpires Carnival, Wadeye was runner-up in 
the second division of the football competition and voted the carnival's 
Most Exciting Team. 

• Sixteen young men enrolled in the Northern Territory University's 
tourism course. All received their certilIcates at the Darwin 
Entertainment Centre. 

Before the year was over, another crushing blow was to come to the Wadeye 
community, and in fact to ingenous communities in many places. Northern 
Territory Education Minister, Peter Adamson, supported and advised by the 
Federal Government, announced in December 1998, that Bilingual Schools 
were to close and were to be replaced by improved and increased English 
programs (9.3.3). The people were told that ABSTUDY funding would be 
discontinued by the year 2000. Such assimilationist policies caused fear and 
outrage especially in the remote communities, struggling to maintain, 
despite enormous odds, a sense of cultural identity and pride. Alarmingly, 
many of the proposed changes were implemented and bilingual programs in 
Aboriginal schools are now in the process of being progressively withdrawn. 
Because of the continuing outcry from communities, ex-Senator Bob Collins, 
was appointed by the Northern Territory Government in March 1999, to 
undertake a 'comprehensive review' of the situation. 

As the millenium draws near its end, less than 15% of the adult Wadeye 
population currently work for paid employment in the areas of health, 
building, education, community services and Government administration. 
Community Development Employment Programs (CDEP) employ workers on 
a part-time basis. Physical isolation from Darwin and from other town 
centres remains a significant factor in the life of the community, where 
Wadeye people live with constant pressures and problems, many of which 
are alcohol related. Despite a lack of church support in the initial stages 
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(Leary Interview, 1997), the Homeland Movement6  is now firmly established 
and many families remain for extended periods of time in their own country 
(cf., Map 1 in 1.1). 

The community today survives and in some respects, is even thriving. In the 
midst of continuing social upheaval, people still perform traditional 
ceremonies, still often hunt in traditional ways, still follow the Law and up 
until 1999 at least, vernacular languages, remained fairly strong. The 
community continues to reflect both traditional and modern lifestyles. 
Cooking, for instance, is often done on outdoor open fires. On the other 
hand, the women's group 'Paingun Wumangaf (also responsible for a 
successful screen-printing business), runs the community take-away food 
store 'Mi Pathd (Good Food). 

Music and art play an important role in the community. Young Wadeye 
musican, Wilfred Madigan led his band to win the Northern Territory 
division of a National Music Award in 1997. Madigan declared at the awards 
that his dream was to play at the Sydney Olympics in the year 2000. (In 
1994 Madigan was part of a group that travelled to America on an invited 
cultural exchange tour). Indigenous art and craft made at the Adult 
Education Centre and sold at the Wadeye Cultural Centre, is proving to be a 
profitable venture and with its ouflet in Darwin, is promoting Wadeye Art 
and culture both nationally and internationally. 

As are peoples everywhere, the Wadeye people have been and continue to be 
formed or at least influenced by the contexts in which they live. The whole 
community or most members of the community are involved in the Wadeye 
Baptism described in the following chapter. During the 'mission days' era, 
this ceremony was not in existence. The Catholic baptism was administered 
over the years in the Western liturgical tradition which no one, black or 
white, seemed to question. A gradual transformation seems nonetheless to 
have been taking place. Whatever the case, it was from within a period of 
marked social change and turmoil that the local ceremony emerged. It is to 
the description and discussion of this Wadeye Baptism that we now turn. 

Endnotes 
1 The population today (1999) numbers one thousand, nine hundred persons. 
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2 A separate discussion about 'myth and ceremony' which deals with the transmission of 
story in the context of Wadeye sacrament, is incorporated into chapter six. 

The Malgarrin songs (cf., 4.2.1) given to Mulinthin in his vision, are an example of what 
evolved as shared sacred song. 

Stanner (1963: 149) says that during the 1920s, older men took a number of young girls 
into the bush 'under the pretext of making a Djaban for them'. The attempted innovation 
did not prosper. Further research is needed to establish the nature of any links between 
the Men-k initiation and the former Dja.ban ceremony. 

5 In 1995 the Wadeye community staged a dramatic event commemorating the sixtieth 
anniversary of the establishment of the mission. Boniface Perdjert, Rita Thawul, Gabriella 
Tuckart, Felix Bunduk and C. Ninnal (deceased), were leaders in the presentation, which 
drew large crowds from in and around Wadeye, as well as visitors from Darwin. 

6 In general the terms 'homeland' and 'outstation' are used interchangeably, although John 
Kadiba (1998:147) points out in his study of early Methodist Missions in Arnhem Land. 
that 'outstation' was an innovation of the missionaries, incorporating their goals and 
aspirations, while the 'homeland' concept was the creation of the Aboriginal people. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE BAPTISM CEREMONY 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter gives a description of the Wadeye Baptism. Attention is given 
first to the story of Mulinthin which both preceeded and followed the 
Baptism in a quite extraordinary way. This chapter also introduces two key 
figures in the Wadeye Catholic story, Deacon Boniface Perdjert and 
missionary priest, John Leaiy MSC. Discussion of the religious and social 
context which led to the preparation and formation of the Christian 
initiation follows. Description of the Wadeye Baptism ceremony is then given 
with further analysis of the ceremony taken up in later chapters. 

In 'walking around' the story of the Wadeye Baptism, I found, as did Reason 
and Hawkins (1988:86), that each story contained many stories within itself. 
The task of expression was to 'open up' the story more fully, not limiting it to 
the one version or even the one story: 

These different stories within the story carry different meanings for the story-
teller, reflecting different aspects of the current life position. The meaning of 
each of these interwoven aspects of the story arises out of the interaction of 
the story, the story-teller and the audience. 

According to Reason and Hawkins (1988:88), the way of responding to a 
story with a story, marked a major break with the model of explanation, 
interpretation and analysis and became a way in which the expression of 
meaning was significantly deepened. In the Australian context, Muecke 
(1982) is well known for his innovative and comprehensive work in the field 
of textual representation of Aboriginal stories. Importantly, Muecke argued 
that stories could not be edited or translated without recognising the 
meanings that are changed in the process. Various meanings have been 
recognized over time in the story of Mulinthin, and the Wadeye Baptism 
itself looks to the wider Christian story. 

4.2 REMOTE PREPARATION 

The Baptism under discussion in this thesis, did not develop simply with the 
planning and preparation some months before its implementation. It came 
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about, it seems, as the result of the inter-cultural and inter-religious 
engagement of two groups over many years. Well before this encounter, 
Murrirthpatha religion was, according to Stanner (1963:28), 'sacramentalist 
through and through' and he described the Punj ceremony as a 'liturgical 
transaction': 

within a totemic idiom of symbolism, between men and a spiritual being on 
whom they conceive themselves to be dependent (1963:4). 

A non-liturgical, but sacred encounter with such a 'spiritual being', occurred 
in the pre-mission event of Mulinthin's vision. It made a place ready for the 
Wadeye Baptism, as it shall also do in this thesis. 

4.2.1 Mulinthin 

Throughout the course of my field work, I was advised and reminded by 
local people to include and address the story of Mulinthin. It was of special 
importance to community members involved with this thesis, that the story 
of Mulinthin would be presented alongside the story of the Wadeye Baptism. 
'Make sure you give Mulinthin's story', I was told by community leader, C. 
Ninna1. And on two occasions when I was discussing early draft sections of 
the Baptism with senior women, I was questioned and gently reprimanded: 
'But where is Mulinthin? It's not finished yet. And you've left out Kudantiga!' 
(cf., 4.2.2). 

Description and discussion of Christian sacrament and ceremony were seen 
as having no roots without acknowledgement of the pre-mission event 
described in Mulinthin's dream. People recognized their Catholic identity as 
having being born or prepared for by the earlier seeds of the old man's 
vision. God's revelation to the people through this man, before the coming of 
the missionaries, is a significant source of pride in the Christian community. 
Wadeye Christian identity, says Panpawa, Mulinthin's son, was not solely 
dependent on Christian missionaries. Mulinthin's daughter, Darrananthi, 
said that by 'holding on' to the story of her father's vision, the integrity of 
Wadeye religious identity is strengthened. 

A woman whose father was a countryman of Mulinthin, told me that in his 
vision, Mulinthin was given to understand that later someone would come 
bringing 'more story' about the vision. Although I heard this comment only 
once, the point made was important. The woman's perception is perhaps an 
example of the ways in which people, in retrospect, make sense of earlier 
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Illustration 5 Gregory Panpawa Molinthin 

historical events. During my visits to Wadeye I have been told and re-told 

the Mulinthin story. New and more public interest in the story had been 

kindled as a result of a healing which took place at the site of the vision (cf., 

4.2.2). 

The prophetic words and vision of Mulinthin have been related by his son 

Panpawa Gregory Molinthin (1981) and recorded by Mark Crocombe, 

Murrinhpatha speaker and initiated man, who is committed to the recording 

of Wadeye history, cultural events and stories. 

This story I'm going to tell is about my father going up above (Heaven) when 
he was still alive. My mother Naye told me this story. The story happened at 
a place called Kardamtiga in the Yirrminhirnu area. But at that time the 
people were actually camped at the Kurdumtullulul water hole. My father 
used to be a bad man. He was a kidney fat man, always cutting out the 
kidney fat from people. That, and other bad things he used to do. However, 
he was stricken with a bad disease. Jesus gave him that disease and there 
he lay. While he was lying there a brown hawk descended from above. 'Krrrr! 
Krrrr! he cried on his arrival. My father then went into a trance. He had a 
vision where everything went misty. You know that sort of thing. Then the 
bird called my father and they both ascended above, my father with his eyes 
closed. 'O.K. Open your eyes now,' he said. My father opened his eyes and in 
amazement said: 'Oh, what's this?' What's this glorious place? Hey! Let's 
look at this!' The angel said to him again: 'There's our Brother standing 
there,' pointing him out to my father. There he stood alone, tall, straight and 
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without a blemish, just like a Kentia palm.' His hair was smooth and neatly 
brushed back. That was probably Jesus he saw, my mother tells me. 

After that he looked the other way and the angel said to him, 'That's our 
Mother standing over there, the boss lady. She's treading on a snake.' That 
snake was trying to get up, but then our mother would tread on it again. 
Then he looked the other way, 'Hey!' He said in amazement. There's all the 
people who have died walking over there.' My Father watched them walk. 
Some were dressed in red, blue, purple and various colours, while others 
weren't. They were just dressed in black. 

After that the angel said to my father: 'Look over that way.' He looked and 
saw a fire burning. The road to that fire was straight, and people were 
walking along that road towards the fire. After a short glimpse of that, the 
angel waved his hand across his eyes and he had another vision. 'Look over 
there!', he said to him. 'Oh!' he said in amazement. There are truly good 
people dressed in all different colours. They're the good people,' he said. After 
that vision he squeezed his way along a narrow track and arrived at our 
Father. He had a big white beard and was wearing a large headress on his 
head. That was our Father. 

From there he went to Jesus. 'I'll give this to you', Jesus said to him. 'No, I'll 
give it to you later.' First of all there were those who danced for my father. 
That was the Malgarrin song and dance, that's what our Father called it. 

After the dancing Jesus said to him: 'Here, take this one first, the Mulurn 
Kanarra song.' That was the first song he was given. My mother told me that 
was the first song he received from above. After that our father said to him: 
'I'll give you these songs now, you take them with you, they are called 
Malgarrin. That's all,' our Father said to him. 

After that vision he was lying there awake at Kurduntullulul in the 
Yirrminhirnu area and from then on he was a good person. The others who 
were camped there, were then returning from the day's fishing and zamia 
fruit expeditions. That afternoon he sat up and looked around. His face and 
hair were shining. He was radiant all over. 'Hey! Who's that?' the people 
exclaimed as they arrived back in twos. He had been waiting for them and 
called them all together saying: 'Come here! We're going to sing and dance 
something new now. I didn't get these songs from here, but our Father gave 
them to me.' Then he sang for them first of all that Mulurn Kanarra song. 
From that time on my father was no longer a kidney fat man nor did he do 
any of those other bad things. But he prayed to Jesus and always sang those 
Malgarrin songs. This story was told to me by my mother. That's all of it now 
(Gregory Panpawa Molinthin, Wadeye Archives 1997). 

Mulinthin's vision, the people repeatedly say, gives a guarantee that the 
Christian story brought by the non-indigenous missionaries, had been given 
by God and heard about first of all by a Wadeye elder. The Wadeye Baptism 
which is administered and celebrated in present times, invites and calls for 
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a commitment to follow Jesus' way of life, the same Jesus as Mulinthin met 
in his vision. 

Darrananthi, friend and colleague for the thesis, is recording stories about 
her father Mulinthin. A great cause for wonder, she says, is not only the 
vision itself or even the miraculous healing of her brother (described below), 
but the amazing and radical change in the life of her father who used to 'kill 
people and couldn't control his life, and who was a kidney fat man of whom 
the people were afraid'. I listened and watched on one occasion in 1996, as 
Darrananthi shared the story with indigenous students at Darwin's 
Nungalinya College: 

After the vision my father took his fighting spear. He broke it in half, making 
two clapping sticks. He sat down and began to sing the songs that he was 
given in his vision. When the others caine back they saw a changed man. He 
never killed after that. He was a man of peace. 

Mulinthin's story is normally told in terms of dream or vision, but it may 
also be understood as 'ontology'. In the introduction to his work Australian 
Aboriginal Mythology, Hiatt (1975:10-13) identified myth in terms of (a) 
history, (b) charter, (c) dream or (d) ontology. According to Hiatt, Stanner's 
aim was to show how myth and rite in Murnnhpatha religion, can best be 
understood in terms of an underlying ontology of life. Religious myths, 
Stanner argued, deal less with origins as such, than with the beginnings of a 
moral system: 

The tacit assumption invariably is that something existed before the 
marvels... The myths rationalize and justilr familiar entities, forms and 
relations... experience with the traditional Murinbata conflnns in every way 
the impression made on Australian anthropologists: the aborigines seem to 
feel bound by some kind of necessity to what was instituted anciently 
(1963:46). 

The new order of the Christian dispensation, articulated first through 
Mulinthin's vision, does not replace this fundamental position, but rather 
draws from it and builds upon it. In fact there is a sense of 'we are bound to 
be free', that is, bound or within the law in order to be free. There is another 
way in which it is said: 'We are bound to be free!' Perdjert says that there 
can be no other consequences, since through baptism, freedom is 
guaranteed. Because Christ's death and resurrection has impact on the 
people's lives, there is a firm hope, even within the context of conflict and 
struggle, in the experience and promise of freedom. Darrananthi (1995:4) 
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speaks also of this sense of assurance, which comes, she says, from both 
her traditional and her Christian perspective: 

We see signs that tell us. The day I sat down and wrote my father's story, I 
was aware of the richness of my father's life and his struggles. We as 
Aboriginal people believe the circling life. We do understand that life will 
continue to a new life as we are reborn again through baptism. 

Some years after his vision, Mulinthin became a Christian. He died from a 
crocodile attack, as did Darrananthi's son thirty years later. Darrananthi's 
brother, Gregory Panpawa Molinthin, has his own very powerful and quite 
amazing link with his father's vision. A brief outline of Molinthin's story and 
the associated devotion to Mary, Our Lady of Kudantiga, is given below. 

4.2.2 Our Lady of Kudantiga 
Related stories, paintings, and religious devotions have continued to evolve 
since Mulinthin's time. The Wadeye Baptism, although not directly related to 
the vision, needs to be seen in the above context. The belief that the story of 
Jesus belonged as truly to the Wadeye people as to any others and that it 
could find therein, authentic cultural expression and meaning, is what 
stirred imaginations and wills in the creating of the Baptism ceremony. More 
than thirty years of Wadeye Christian life and teaching would pass, however, 
before this new appropriation of the Christian story was to emerge in the 
shape of the inculturated Easter Baptism liturgy. Other religious practices 
and beliefs have been inspired by the event of Mulinthin's vision and while it 
is not the place here to go into great detail about, for example, the 
spirituality surrounding 'Our Lady of Kudantiga', some brief comments at 
least can be given. 

Gregory Panpawa often spoke with me of his own 'healing story' in relation 
to his father's vision. He tells of his extended stay in Darwin Hospital in 
1989. After being informed by doctors that he would probably not walk 
again, he returned to Wadeye as a cripple. His father, Mulinthin, had passed 
away long since, but Panpawa remembered his mother often telling him of 
his father's vision. He told me that at these times he had little real interest 
in the story of his father's experience. 

One day his mother, his wife and his aunties took him out to Kudantiga, 
which is about one hour's drive from the Wadeye township. Kudantiga was 
the place where Mulinthin had first seen Kardu Muthingka, the All-Mother of 
his vision. In ceremony at the place and in telling and remembering the 

78 



The Baptism Ceremony 

story once more, the women took soil from the ground and rubbed 
Panpawa's back and legs. They prayed to Mary, the Mother of Jesus. In 
recounting the story Panpawa said to me: 

I felt different. I felt better. I stood up and I walked over to the truck. The 
women were crying. They couldn't believe what had happened. I drove the 
truck on the way back to the mission. We were all thanking God that I was 
healed. We said the Rosary. We went straight to see Father when we got 
back. All the people back at the mission were amazed. And later on the 
doctors in Darwin couldn't understand what had happened to me (Panpawa 
Interview, March 1995). 

Today Wadeye people still collect the Kudantiga soil which is used for 
healing and they go to the area regularly on pilgrimage. A statue of Mary, 
the mother of Jesus, itself having associated miraculous stories, stands in 
what is revered as a holy place. 

The initial image given to Mulinthin before he went into a trance, was the 
vision of Muthinga, appearing before him. He was then, as described above, 
taken up on his journey, where he met Jesus and was given the sacred 
songs. Local people connect Jesus' mother, Mary of Nazareth, to Muthingka, 
the Mother-of-All. In Catholic belief, incorporation into the Christian family 
through the sacrament of initiation, implies and includes close association 
with Mary, the mother of Jesus and mother of the church. 

Latin American theologian, Maria Clara Bingemer (1991:98) has suggested 
that the Marian emphasis in Western Catholic tradition, derives largely from 
a 'pneumatological gap'. She claims that in Mary, Catholics gradually 
discovered the feminine and maternal face of God. Bingemer importantly 
poses the question: Can this Mary - understood more as a divine or semi-
divine being than as a creature of God - provide a fruitful line of reflection 
on God... (and) meet the aspirations of this age and its people? Bingemer 
considers Mary's identity from two Marian dogmas of the Church. Firstly, 
the Catholic dogma of the Immaculate Conception sees the mother of Jesus, 
not only as free from sin, but as pointing to the Mother God... who gives 
birth and nurtures the fruit of her womb. Secondly, the church also 
proclaims Mary as Mother of God: 

In the mystery of the incarnation we can say that the greatness and infmity 
of the Holy Spirit are to be found only in the fragility, poverty and limitations 
of human flesh... Mother of Jesus and mother of God, Mary is at the same 
time the fully human revelation of an unknown and unexplored side of the 
very mystery of God, incarnate in her womb. This God is essentially, life and 
life in abundance, who compares himself, in biblical revelation, to the 
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woman who gives birth and suckles the child of her womb (cf., Is. 42:14; 
49:15; 66:13), and shows his face in Mary of Nazareth. It is from this 
woman's flesh that he takes his flesh in Jesus the Son (Bingemer 1991:104-
105). 

Hogan, Misfed and Hegert did research based on their experiences as 
educators and researchers at Wadeye in 1988. In a work entitled Towards 
developing an authentic Aboriginal theology, they examined the art work in 
the local church, where large murals on the front inside walls depict various 
images, including the figure of the Mother-of-All, from Mulinthin's vision. 
The mud flats, the salt plains and grass area in the painting, show country 
around Kudantiga and the area of Yirrminhirnu or Treachery Bay. The 
representation of Mary includes ku tek i kit werrk, the black and white 
cockatoo, which are Mulinthin's totems. Malgarrirt ceremonial designs 
around the figures are those of the Thanpa clan to which Mulinthin belongs. 
In the painting, the child Jesus is seen on Mary's shoulders, although in 
Mulinthin's vision she was not carrying the child. The artists have called 
Mary 'Our Lady for Aboriginal people'. Traditional images of Our Lady of the 
Sacred Heart (the favoured image of Mary which was introduced by the 
missionaries), in which both Mary and Jesus are seen pointing to one 
another, may have influenced the Wadeye painting where the mural also 
shows the two figures pointing. According to the artists, Mary's hand depicts 
her calling to her Son. It is through her, they say, people meet the 
Eucharistic Jesus, shown by the infant pointing to the tabernacle in the 
centre of the church (Hogan, Misfed and Hegert 1988:1-18). 

4.3 RELIGIOUS LEADERS 

Another signfficant event and one having important bearing on the Wadeye 
Baptism, took place at Wadeye in 1977 when Boniface Ngipal Perdjert was 
ordained a Deacon of the Catholic Church. It was ten years later, with 
Deacon Perdjert as recognized traditional elder, that the Easter Baptism 
liturgy was first conducted in the uniquely inculturated way as is described 
below. 

Perdjert worked in close conjunction with missionary priest John Leary MSC 
and from my observation, certainly in relation to the Wadeye Baptism, they 
exercised a model of shared leadership. A question to be asked is: How 
integral to the sacramental liturgy and its continuity, is the role of persons 
of status and power? And what are the ways in which the Wadeye Baptismal 
liturgy appears to be limited or enhanced by the presence of such persons? 
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Since this thesis is about the engagement between the church and the 
culture, it will be important to establish whether the shape of the encounter 
is determined largely by the authority of the religious leaders or whether 
other factors, such as changes in missionary attitudes or in women's 
participation, perhaps have an equal or greater impact on the nature of the 
engagement. These issues are explored further in the following chapters. 

Illustration 6 Mulinthin mural 

In this painting by local artists Tobias Nganbe, Aloysius Kungal, Dominic Kolumboort and 
Lawrence Kolumboort, Mulinthin talks with his countryman about his vision. 

Perdjert's role in the Wadeye Baptism seems fundamental. In fact the 
Baptism has never taken place without his authority and presence. Because 
the liturgy is based on traditional cultural beliefs and symbolism, as well as 
on the teachings and traditions of the Catholic Church, the ceremony could 
never take place without the presence of an authorised indigenous person. 
As elder, land-owner and church deacon, Perdjert acts as religious leader 
with proper authority. He is a man struggling in a community greatly 
disrupted by social upheaval and while he experiences his own personal 
challenges in the midst of his community's tunnoil, he has the respect of the 
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people as their church leader. 'He is our deacon. The Bishop ordained him 
for us.' (B.D. 10 April 1997). 

Before the Wadeye Baptism was conceived, Perdjert was speaking and 
writing about the Old Way and the New Way. In an article entitled The 
Church and Aborigines', he wrote: 

Most of the people kept up the old ways. They were not forced to stop them. 
My father had three wives, but he wanted to have me baptized. I was the first 
baby baptized at the Mission. My father was baptized only in 1966. He died a 
year later... 

The old people called the Catholic Faith the 'New Way'. They called their own 
religion 'the Old Way'. Sometimes some of my people spoke about returning 
to the Old Way. They had arguments about this. There was a big meeting 
fifteen years ago. At this meeting my father and two other old men stood up 
against others on behalf of the 'New Way'. They said the 'Old Way' was too 
dangerous for young people. It was clear for them that the two ways would 
not go together. So the old ceremony began to die out... In the last few years 
especially, I have noticed the Church say a lot about Aboriginal culture. I 
have heard the Holy Father, Pope Paul, speak of his respect for our culture 
at North Sydney. I heard him again speak of it when we saw him in Rome 
during our pilgrirnmage... These words and others have made me think. I 
have been thinking a lot about the 'Old Way' and the 'New Way'. Maybe in 
some ways the two can go together. Maybe if the two ways do not go together 
we are not acting right towards God and towards ourselves (1978:2-3). 

Stanner's interpretation of the situation, written ten years earlier, is not in 
opposition to Perdjert's understanding, but it provides a different analysis 
and focus. Stanner's suggestion is that the collapse of the traditional ritual 
life was a result of (i) pressure by the missionaries to end all 'pagan' 
ceremonies, (ii) decay of the external structure of tribal life, and (iii) onset of 
a general sophistication. It was, he argued, a slow process: 

The older Murinbata condoned it, in the first place, from motives of 
expediency, not from loss of enthusiasm, although a decline of interest set in 
once the impairment of the external and internal structures - a progressive 
trend - had reached a certain stage. The pressures to bend before a new, 
single authority, against which there was no appeal, were too insistent to be 
resisted... the value placed on European goods - of which there was no other 
source - weakened everyone's will. The flow of candidates for initiation dried 
up when all infant males were circumcised at the mission hospital and, as 
they came to a right age, were withheld from the other rites... But on my last 
visit (1962) I found in one clan efforts to keep the old mystical culture alive 
(1963: 149). 

The 'one clan' Stanner refers to is Murrinhpatha. Many years after these 
words had been written and after the Wadeye Baptism had become a part of 
his community's religious life, Perdjert delivered a paper for the National 
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Aboriginal and Islander Catholic Council gathering in Darwin in 1994. He 
spoke again about his earlier memories and the meeting of the two ways: 

After the Mission had gone on several years Father Docherty noticed there 
were several aspects of our ceremony that in his eyes were morally wrong. So 
he condemned the ceremony... My father, Perdjert, along with Mullumbuk, 
Bunduk and Tjimari took the side of Father Docherty... I remember clearly 
the great tensions of that time... 

When I was preparing to be a deacon, over 20 years ago, I was worried 
because I was convinced the Old Way and the New Way should come 
together, in fact had to come together. The Old Way was very much part of 
me. It was me... I came to realize that Father Docherty did not see, that in 
condemning abuses, he was also condemrning the ceremony itself... 

It has become my duty to bring the faith, the Gospel, the Church and my 
culture together. I know Jesus did not come to destroy culture, but to fulifi 
it... I believe that in those arguments in the early days about the ceremony, 
we were really experiencing a challenge to our culture from the Gospel. The 
result was a removal of the bad, the destructive, and a preserving of the 
good. And so the ceremony continues, with the support of the faith. 

A person of power, Perdjert, senior elder and deacon, shows a man bridging 
earlier and current Catholic traditions. The notion of shared authority and 
control in religious matters is expressed in theory and practice by John 
Leary MSC, priest consultant for the Easter Baptism liturgy and former 
parish priest at Wadeye. Leary also speaks about the tension between old 
and new.2  As Perdjert had remembered, Leary recalls the effects of the 
Gospel challenge to the life-increase ceremony at Port Keats in the late 
1950s, when there were discussions and arguments involving senior men 
who talked about the two ways. Eventually, says Leary, it was decided that 
because of certain practices, the 'Old Way' could not be reconciled with the 
'New Way' of the Catholic faith. The 'Old Way' was condemned and forbidden 
by the defenders of the 'New Way'. Leary recalled the struggles during the 
1950's: 

Dick Docherty had condemmed 'Sunday business' outright. There were 
murders on the Daly in '55. There was a lot of violence. The women would 
lock themselves into the powerhouse in fear of the pack rape. The men 
deliberately tracked the women down... The police at Daly got on to it, but at 
Port Keats it still went on in the bush. The boss man from Kununurra was 
bringing back the old ways. At the time there was a deep conversion in old 
Bunduk. He blocked the old man from Kununurra (Leary Interview, 8 March 
1997). 
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According to Leary, Deacon Perdjert and other men were concerned in later 
years that important parts of their ceremony and culture had been thrown 
out in the process of leaving the old ways: 

Illustration 7 Deacon Boniface Ngipal Perdjert 

-çt;. 

Traditional elder and Council President for many years, Boniface Ngipal Perdjert, 
photographed here on the occasion of his ordination to the Deaconate at Wadeye in 1977 
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Illustration 8 Father John Leary MSC 

They argued that the Old Way as they had purified it, not only could, but 
should become part of the New Way (1990:14). 

Leary says that it is the unique privilege of each culture confronted by the 
Gospel, to reflect its own image of the Faith and he writes that in early 
discussions when the special Easter Baptism ceremony was first being 
conceived, the Wadeye men saw a close resemblance between what Baptism 
signffied and the ceremony enacting the Muthingka myth (Leary 1990:7-16). 

With the impact of Western, Christian contact, immense losses have 
occurred in the religious lives of the people. Unfortunately, what the 
missioning church has not given sufficient space to, or prepared for 
adequately, is the emergence of church leadership from within the 
community's own structures and traditions. Re-gaining a strong spirituality 
involves religious leadership that seeks to strengthen traditional ceremony 
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as well as to serve and lead the community in its appropriation of the 
Christian story. From their particular perspectives, both Boniface Ngipal 
Perdjert and John Leary MSC have struggled to address this. 

4.4 THE WADEYE BAPTISM 

The ceremony described below is the Wadeye Baptism I observed in 1994. I 
choose this particular ceremony as the basis for description because I was 
invited by Darrananthi and Perdjert to film the ceremony, especially for 
sharing with colleagues and students at Nungalinya College in Darwin. This 
Baptism ceremony was special in that a film crew from SBS Television in 
Sydney was filming the celebration. Because of this, the liturgy tended to be 
somewhat staged, although four babies were being baptised and the 
occasion was therefore, an important event for the community and 
especially for the clans involved. The SBS Television team who were doing 
work for an Aboriginal Spirituality story on their 'Cutting Edge' program, 
had been given permission by the Kardu Numida Council to film the 
Baptism. They left a copy of their unedited work with Perdjert and John 
Leary and agreed that I also may use this footage for my work. The video 
that accompanies this thesis is the SBS version, which I received from 
Perdjert in 1994. 

The ceremony took place away from the town site, on sacred ground, 
Thuykem or Air Force Hifi, belonging to the Perdjert clan group. Generally, 
the Baptism takes place outside the local Church. (Thuykem has come to be 
associated more commonly with the feast of the Holy Spirit where the 
annual Pentecost ceremony takes place). 

4.4.1 Planning the ceremony 
The special Baptism ceremony was planned and organized by Wadeye elders 
at Nauiyu, Daly River in April, 1987. The group had gathered at Nauiyu for a 
week's retreat. Nauiyu is an Aboriginal community some two hundred and 
fifty kilometres north east of Wadeye and the Nauiyu Daly River Centre had 
become popular in the late 1970's for use by Aboriginal groups. The 
Northern Territory Health Department used the Centre for occasional 
Aboriginal Health Workers Conferences and the Territory's Education 
Department also made use of the facffities for Teacher Training Workshops. 
Aboriginal groups from distant communities visited the Centre for various 
purposes, including religious activities. 
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In July 1980, groups of indigenous Catholic men and women from Warmun 
(Turkey Creek)3  came to Nauiyu, sometimes joining Wadeye groups, for 
Spiritual Retreats led by Deacon Perdjert, Mary McGowan OLSH and John 
Leary MSC. Using the medium of art as their primary communicative tool, 
they reflected on traditional beliefs and their shared Christian spirituality. 
Similarities between the Wannun 'Pregnant Mary' painting (cf., Illustration 
9) and the Muthingka bark painting of the Easter Baptism, have been noted 
by the women of Wadeye. 

The Daly River Centre which was chosen for the Wadeye men's retreat, is set 
in an environment of exceptional beauty. Mornings, late afternoons and 
evenings on the banks of the Daly River, especially early in the Dry season, 
can be very conducive to Ungunmerr's comtemplative spirit of DCJ.d1JT1 (cf., 
2.3.2). Many indigenous ceremonies incorporate aspects of retreat, 
especially in ceremonial life. For example, in both the men's and women's 
initiation ceremonies, novices withdraw for a time, from the ordinary places 
and times of everyday life. This is an integral part of the women's Merrk 
initiation (8.4). 

The community was also aware of the missionaries' custom of 'Retreat Day' 
on the first Sunday of each month. As well as this, young people of the 
Wadeye community, who attended Catholic secondary schools in Darwin or 
elsewhere, had experienced Retreat Week-ends or camps. In relation to the 
Christian retreat, the general purpose was spiritual renewal, but often there 
was also a specific intention with retreatants using the time to come to an 
important decision for example, or to strengthen and develop particular 
aspects of the spiritual life. 

Just as retreatants will often be accompanied or guided during their retreat 
by a spiritual companion or director, the 1987 gathering was led by Perdjert 
as traditional elder, council man and church deacon. John Leary MSC acted 
as spiritual companion and guide. The agreed upon purpose for the week 
was to create a Wadeye Easter Baptism ceremony. Perdjert told me that the 
elders at the Nauiyu Retreat had decided on using aspects of the ancient 
and sacred Punj ceremony, as a basis on which to begin planning their own 
Catholic baptism liturgy. The on-going development and modification for the 
ceremony's use and implementation, with persons from each of the four 
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major tribal groupings, was to continue in the weeks, months and as it has 
turned out, years ahead. During the retreat, key features for the proposed 
liturgy were identified as: 

• the communal nature of the ceremony, based in part on the young man's 

initiation ritual, was to be a public ceremony for all members of the 
community; 

• shared beliefs regarding the Punj ceremony were to be highlighted and 
drawn upon for owning and making clear the nature and purpose of 
Christian baptism; and 

• important symbolic elements from Punj would be incorporated into the 
Catholic liturgy and additional symbols would be used to give proper 

meaning and importance to the baptism (Leary 1987: 1-7). 

As stated above, the ceremony under discussion here is the Wadeye Baptism 
of 1994. Since its conception in 1987, various changes have occurred and in 

recent years only parts of the fully inculturated Baptsim appear, although 
other ceremonies, such as the paraliturgy described in chapter ten, are 

emerging. The Baptism ceremony described here, does depart, at least in 

liturgical expression, from mainstream Catholic liturgies in Australia. It is 

unofficially recognized as a local inculturated ceremony and has up until 

now, met no opposition from diocescan church leaders. The Sacrosancbim 
Condiium document of the second Vatican Council in fact states: 

In mission countries, in addition to what is furnished by the Christian 
tradition, those elements of initiation rites may be admitted which are 
already in use among some peoples insofar as they can be adapted to the 
Christian ritual (par. 65). 

Of pivotal importance also, for the church in Australia, is the (not yet 

approved by Rome) Revised Sacramentary for the Order of the Mass. In the 
section headed 'Adapting the celebration to particular circumstances', the 
bishops urge sensitivity to cultures and affirni in particular: 

The need to adapt liturgical rites and symbols in communities of aborigines 
and Torres Strait islanders and wish to encourage the efforts already made... 
(par 61, p.29). 
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Illustration 9 The pregnant Mary 

This carved wooden sculpture by George Mung Mung is reproduced here 
with permission of the families from the Warmun community. 



\f (y 

The Baptism Ceremony 

Illustration 10 Wade ye women 

The three women in the front have all been involved in this project: Angela Ninnal, 
Darrananthi Theodora Narndu and Perpetua Puitchen. 

4.4.2 THE CEREMONY 

Several days before the Baptism, a group of men, along with Perdjert, 
prepare the ground and plan for the ceremony. The location chosen is the 
imposing site, Thuykem or Air Force Hifi, some ten kilometres from the 
Wadeye town site. As a traditional ceremony place for the Murrinhpatha 
clan, it is a proper site for the Baptism, especially appropriate also, as 
Deacon Perdjert is recognized owner for this land. On the morning the 

Baptism is to take place, the people start to gather. A fire is already set. The 
traditional paper bark coolamon or ware in which the babies will be 
immersed is in position with a smaller water container nearby. Large fire 

torches and the two bark paintings to be used are placed against the trees. 
Finally, the baptismal oil, the bailer shell (ku kakalak), and the Paschal 
candle are laid out in readiness. 

Family groups, relations and visitors gather together. Everyone has travelled 

to the site. People sit or move about in clusters. Away in the distance, the 
women and men prepare themselves for the start of the ceremony. 
Participants from the four main tribal groups are painted up and in 

traditional dress. As they move forward, the parents, grandparents and 
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maternal uncles of those being baptised, come and stand behind the dance 
group. 

The smoking. The ceremony begins formally with the men and then the 

women, moving out and walking alongside the smoking fire. They encircle 

the fire two times, bending low, with hands outstretched, allowing the 

smoke to cover them. At the conclusion of the smoking, the circle breaks 

open into a long straight line for the ritual of the light. (The symbolism of 
smoking is discussed in some detail in 7.3.3). 

Ritual of the lighted candle. Perdjert comes forward with a senior male 
member from each of the clan groups. The long paper bark torches are lit 
from the Paschal candle and each of the men calls out in Mu rrinhpat ha: 
Receive the light offaith! Then, accompanied by the Deacon, they move over 

to the people who stand, according to ceremonial practice, with their backs 
to their country: Murrinhthapin to the North, Marringarr to the East and 
Murrinhpatha to the West. The dancers stand in front and the family groups 
behind. 

Illustration 11 Preparing for ceremony 

- - 

4 
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Young men prepare themselves for the ceremony. 
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The profession offaith follows with the Deacon speaking in his own 
Murrinhpatha language (as he does throughout the ceremony), asking the 
introductory fonnal questions of the Baptismal Rite, which incorporate the 
profession of faith with the renewal of baptismal promises. The questions 
address the whole gathering, and everyone responds, for example: 

Deacon: Do you believe in Jesus, Son of God, born of Mary? (All: Yes) 
Deacon: Do you believe in the Holy Spirit? (All: Yes) 

At the conclusion of the baptismal promises, Perdjert announces: This is 
our faith! This is the faith of the church'. He then invites the people to sit 
down on the ceremonial ground for the homily or 'ceremony story'. He 
brings forward the piTa dirrmu (painting) of the Muthingka myth and begins 
to reflect on the significance of The Old Woman or Earth Mother, Muthingka 
(or Kukpi), represented by the Rainbow Serpent. Perdjert reminds the people 
how Muthingka had swallowed the young men who then remained some time 
in her body. Finally, in being released alive, they came to live in a new way, 
having special knowledge of and attachment to Law. They were now ever 
more responsible to and for their people, as 'Kardu Tchipmum' that is, as 
complete Aboriginal persons. 

Illustration 12 Baptism fire torches 

The three large 'fire torches' rest against the stand holding the Easter candle. 
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The Deacon then speaks about the Nicodemus painting and its significance, 

recalling Jesus' words: 'No one can enter the kingdom of God without being 

born of water and Spirit' (John 3:5). He speaks of the apostle Paul's teaching 

where dying was like a going to the grave with Christ, being 'buried with him 

by baptism into death' in order to rise with him to a new life (Romans 6:3-4). 

Perdjert allows the Muthingka myth to stand alone and does not draw 
parallels too closely with the story of Christian re-birth. Similarities arise by 

implication, through the myth's very presence in the ritual. Also, presenting 

the myth alongside the Nicodemus painting, suggests a link between the 
revivilring act of Muthingka and the God whose hand reaches down to the 
baptismal water under which Nicodemus stands. The figure is of the bound 

Lazarus, as he emerges from death to life. To the left of the figure, in the 

background, is a dead or dying tree and, to the right, a tree that is alive and 

bearing fruit. The painting, according to Perdjert, captures the element of 
choice as well as consequence for decision made. 

Leading into the actual baptism, is the calling forth. The deacon asks the 
members of each group why they have come and what names they have 

Illustration 13 The Nicodemus painting 

The Nicodemus bark painting used in the Wadeye Baptism ceremony. (Sitting alongside is 
Agatha Perdjert, mother of Deacon Boniface). 
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chosen for the babies. Mother and grandfather give the names and maternal 
uncle give the name of the song and dance chosen. The four young mothers 
with their babies are called forward. The Deacon addresses each clan group: 

Why have you come here? 
Each answers: We have brought these babies here for baptism.. 

The Deacon asks: What names do you have for these babies? 
Each mother gives the new Christian name chosen for her child: 

The name of my baby is .......... 

The paternal grandfather of each baby takes the child. He holds it up high 
and proclaims: 

The baby's name is ..........(Aboriginal name). I call for (the Lirga) to dance! 

After the giving of the new names, the dance for each baby is performed. The 
Murridjabin dance 'Wonga' using clapsticks and didgeridoo, the Murringar 
dance 'Lirrga', also with clapsticks and didgendoo and the Murrinhpatha 
dance 'Djunbar' using clapsticks only. Finally, a fourth dance 'Wulthirri', 
owned by the Murrinhpatha is performed. 

The Sorry Dance is then performed, depicting the theme of the Muthingka 
myth. The dance is around the 'dead man' who lies covered in the paperbark 
or were strips. The Wulthirri dancers come forward. The group includes a 
senior man who points to the water and raises his arms, expressing hope 
that this young one might be brought back to life by water and the Spirit. 

This dance is solemn and reverent, expressing, on behalf of the babies being 
baptised, the dying and rising to new life. The dance begins with the song 
and action indicating sorrowfully that the young man under the paper bark 
is dead. The pouring of water, along with the people's faith, are the means 
by which the Spirit will bring him back to life. The dancers, in removing the 
paperbark strips, finally reveal the 'dead one', covered in the blood of the red 
ochre. An elder dips a large shell into the water bowl and water is poured 
over the 'dead man'. Two elders wash away the ochre, symbol of Christ's 
blood, 'poured out on us' and shed in His dying. Finally a senior elder comes 
forward, wipes off the remaining paint, replacing it with black ochre, a sign 
of Aboriginal identity. 
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The Resurrection dance then follows. It is presented through mime, which, 
in the wi-itten text of the ceremony, is entitled 'From Death to Life'. As the 
young man rises slowly to his feet, he appears to come to life and performs a 
triumphant, joyous dance (cf., 9.2.1). As its conclusion, he is taken to each 

Illustration 14 Grandfather with child 

A paternal grandfather holds up his grandchild who will soon be baptised, 
calling for the child's clan members to dance. 

Illustration 15 The Baptism coolaman  

Mo 
o 

The paper bark ware used for the Baptism immersion is in the front left of the 
photo. Some of the bark covering has already been removed. Behind the 

ware, the 'dead man' can be seen lying on the ground. 
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group in turn, being welcomed ritually into the Christian community. 
Finally, all members of the four groups join together with him in a 
celebratory dance. 

The Deacon now introduces the next part of the ceremony, the Invocations or 
calling on of the Holy Spirit. Particular Saints also are invoked, as well as 
the Ancestors of the child: 

Perdjert: Holy Spirit, keep these babies in your love and protection! 
The child's mother: SL .......... look after this baby! 

The Grandfather calls upon the spirits of the baby's ancestors, reminding 
them that this baby is theirs and that they are to guard it from harm. 
Following this, the group to which the baby belongs, repeats the call of the 
grandfather. In the next ritual of the Exorcism, Perdjert is assisted by the 
grandfathers of each child. Prayers to drive away evil spirits are said. 

The ceremony then moves into the actual baptismal rite. The First Anointing 
uses the oil prepared from the seeds of the indigor tree (nanthi yidingurr). 
Taking the bailer shell, the child's father fills the paper bark container with 
water. 

The Baptism follows, beginning with the father's introductory prayer: 
May this water give the baby new lfe! 

Using the Murrinhpatha words of baptism: 'I baptise you in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit', the Deacon baptizes each child 
by irmnersion. He gives the child to its mother who washes off the remaining 
red ochre on the infant's lower ann. The grandfather immediately paints the 
area in black, which, according to Perdjert, signifies Aboriginality and 
wholeness. Then the grandmother comes forward and paints the appropriate 
totem on the child's chest. Finally, using the yellow ochre, the mother paints 
a cross on the child's forehead. The father steps forward to proclaim: 

Here is (Paul Dumgut Wonga). He now belongs to the big community of all the 
baptised! 
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The Second Anointing is with the chrism and with the oil of thanksgiving, 
prepared from the seeds of the indigor tree. Perdjert anoints the head of 
each child with both oils and the anointing prayer is made. 

Illustration 16 Clan groups prepare for the final Anointing 

Following the dance of thanksgiving, the Final Blessing prayer is made over 
the mother, the father and on all present. The singing of the Lord's prayer 
concludes the baptism ritual alter which the clan groups gather for the 
Closing Procession out of the sacred ground. The Baptism is over, but the 
ceremony continues and concludes with the Easter Vigil Mass. 

Comment 

Chauvet (1995:326) has drawn attention to the danger of wordy 
explanations, which in trying to save rites, in reality hinder them from 
operating on their proper level, where the 'symbolic operating power is part 
of the very textuality of the liturgy' and where the rites 'do not countenance 
either didacticism or moralism'. In the Wadeye context, Stanner describes 
the beauty and mystery of Punj symbolism: 

The genius of Murinbata religion may be said to he in three things. It affirms 
reality as a necessary connection between life and suffering. It sees the 
relation as continuously Incarnate and yet as needing reaffirmation. It 
celebrates the relation by a rite containing all the beauty of song, mime, 
dance and art of which men are capable. That the rite of Punj is - whatever 
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else It may be - a high, joyful celebration no one could doubt who has seen 
It; or that it Is a fearful approach to mystery; or that It typifies what is in 
native eyes an ineluctable condition of men (Stanner 1963:56). 

In a highly dramatic and moving way, the Resurrection dance in the Wadeye 

liturgy, captures the mystery of baptism and of Punj, and brings the two 

together in sacred continuity. The giving of a new name, representing the 

new life of the Christian person, also carries a particularly powerful 

symbolism. From a 1996 questionnaire I sent out to Wadeye cx-

missionaries, a religious Sister who lived and worked at Wadeye in the 

1950s wrote: 

It seemed to me that the people drew some sort of parallel with initiation 
when dealing with baptism. Infants were presented for baptism soon after 
birth and were seldom referred to by any name except their baptism name 
thereafter. Names are very Important as you know and there seemed to be a 
deep understanding that baptism conferred a new status which the baptism 
name somehow symbolised. This was an even more striking thing when It 

Ilustration 17 Resurrection dance 

• 
- 

S 

The women join in the resurrection dance to celebrate the new life of the 'dead man'. 
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was an older person being baptised, a person long known by a personal 
name. There was a real understanding of a new status which probably was 
fostered by the long period of probation and instruction which was Fr. 
Docherty's policy from the beginning in regard to adult baptism (Marion 
Whelan OLSH). 

The celebration of the sacrament, Perdjert says, arises out of identification 
with the Jesus event of salvation. In the ceremony his spoken reflections are 
brief. The paintings, the dances and the rituals themselves are the powerful 
and culturally appropriate means of transmitting the story and bringing the 
message to life. I am arguing in this thesis that the conception and creation 
of the Wadeye Baptism ceremony provides evidence for a profound 
interpretation of the Christian sacrament in a traditionally based context. 

Stanner (1963:30) cautioned against too hasty a parallel between Purij and 
Christian initiation (2.3.1), although he does admit it is at least of interest to 
point out: 

how fitting to the Murinbata evidence are some early conceptions of 
sacramentology. The rite may well be compared to a seal which puts an 
impress on those who submit to and receive it, so that it signs them in a 
character which is indelible. 

I have made clear in the discussion of both the traditional Punj rite and the 
Muthingka myth, that it is not my intention to engage in any analysis with 
Christian parallels. Nevertheless, it is interesting, in light of the Eucharistic 
communion which follows the Wadeye Baptism, to recall that the 
swallowing4  by Muthingka was 'the actual turning point of the main 
Murrinhpatha rite.., the symbolic equivalent of demngirioi, the great 
transformation of the Dreamtime' (Stanner 1963:138). The life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus is celebrated in the foundational event of Easter and in 
the celebration of the Eucharist. The sacraments of both confirmation and 
eucharist are in fact, already present in embryo in the sacrament of 
baptism. Similarly, the Wadeye Baptism finds its most proper place in the 
paschal mystery, the demnginoi of the Eucharistic liturgy, and in this case, 
in its Easter celebration. 

The existence of the Wadeye Baptism ceremony is a sign of communal 
renewal and reconciliation. It points also to an underlying hope for inter-
religious respect and cross-cultural meaning. The question is raised: How 
effectively does it promote this transformational encounter? Chapters six 
and seven especially, address some of these important issues. 
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Endnotes 

Stariner notes the importance of the Kentia palm, which he describes as a widely 
distributed plant, providing green or thy nuts as a staple food all the year round 
(1963:39). 

2 Quoting Pope John Paul il's Vicesirnus quintus annus, article 1206 of the Catholic 
Catechism refers to this: Liturgical diversity can be a source of enrichment, but it can 
also provoke tensions, mutual misunderstandings, and even schisms. In this matter it is 
clear that diversity must not damage unity... Cultural adaptation also requires a 
conversion of heart and even, where necessary, a breaking with ancestral customs 
incompatible with the Catholic faith. 

3 Kevin McKelson SAC in his 'Memoirs' (nd) recalls how the Aboriginal women and men 
from Warrnun in Western Australia were greatly stimulated by these visits. In fact, when I 
visited Broome in 1996, McKelson told me that the resurgence of indigenous spirituality 
and Christian inculturation in the East Kimberleys stemmed largely from these 
gatherings at Nauiyu. 

In his article 'Swallowing and regurgitation in Australian myth and rite', Hiatt (1975:143-
162) examines the significance of swallowing in Aboriginal initiation ceremonies, 
including the Murnnhpatha rituals. 
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CHAPTER 5 
THE CATHOLIC STORY 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The Wadeye Baptism described in the previous chapter, evolved over a 
number of years and even, as I have shown, had links with the pre-mission 
event of Mulinthin's vision. However, as this chapter will ifiustrate, its 
origins lay in a still wider context, that of the universal Catholic story, which 
itself was part of a global Christian movement. 

Missionaries entered the world of the Wadeye ushering in enormous 
changes. The chapter describes the social and religious context of the early 
mission story. Christian evangeisation and Catholic sacramental teaching 
and practice are examined in light of the Wadeye missionary endeavour 
which led finally, to the emergence of the special Easter Baptism ceremony I 
have just described. The church/culture interaction is a complex and 
evolving one. For the story of the encounter to be better understood, the 
Catholic, as well as the Wadeye context, needs to be described. 

5.2 THE UNIVERSAL MISSION 

Strictly speaking, indigenous Christian theology evolved with the beginnings 
of the early churches in the various social and geographical contexts in 
which the Jesus story found a place. Christians preached the words of 
Jesus and followed His way of life from within their own historical, cultural 
and linguistic contexts, as Christianity began to spread throughout the 
world. The message was about the Son of God: 'the Word became flesh and 
lived among us' (John 1:14). It was about His life, death and resurrection 
and about the central message of the gospel: 'For God so loved the world 
that he gave us His only Son, so that everyone who believes in Him may not 
perish but may have eternal life' (John 3:16). The message carried the 
accompanying mission to go and 'make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit' 
(Matthew 28:19). 
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Theologian and missiologist, David Bosch in his work Transforming Mission 
(1992:29 1), wrote that with the Enlightenment, the West was put at an 
enonnous advantage over the rest of the world: 

Suddenly a limited number of nations had at their disposal 'tools' and know-
how vastly superior to those of others. The West could thus establish itself 
as master of all others in virtually every field. It was only logical that this 
feeling of superiority would also rub off on the religion of the West, 
Christianity. 

With the expansion of Western colonization and imperialism in the late 
eighteenth century, the Catholic missionary endeavour continued to spread. 
These two movements did not occur independently and it is reasonable that 
indigenous peoples perceived the church and the message of Christianity as 
part of Westernization, or perceived Westernization as part of Christianity. 
In the seventeenth and eighteenth century, attempts were made to offer 
Christianity in ways respectful of cultures, as was seen, for example, in the 
work of some of the Jesuit missionaries in China, India and Japan. But for 
the most part, indigenous expressions of Christianity were generally not 
considered a serious option, let alone supported by the Churches (Stanley 
1991:157-161). 

A period of renewal was ushered in with the Second Vatican Council in 
1967. The Council brought sweeping changes for the church's 
understanding of its place in the world. A major shift occurred in the 
document Lumen Gentium, which affirmed the church of Christ as being 
'really present in all legitimately organized local groups of the faithful' (par 
26). The church was identified as the mystery of God's presence in the world 
and there was a fresh understanding of the church itself as sacrament and 
servant for the world (Lumen Gentium par. 8,9; Ad Gentes par. 5, 12). 
Different ways of speaking about God and of interpreting scripture, as well 
as new ways of understanding and implementing an indigenous church, 
became possible. This in turn provided a vision and challenge for the future. 

In Australia, church historian Patrick O'Farrell (1985:4 1 1), suggested that 
the Council precipitated a new wave of unprecedented lay concern with, and 
participation in local parish councils. Many Australian Catholics turned 
away from a previous absorption with politics and society, towards a new 
interest in liturgy, theology and ecumenism. Furthermore, missionary 
congregations, inspired and encouraged by the teachings of the Council, 
began to envision more appropriate involvement and service in the Christian 
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community. The Decree on the Church's Missionary Activity, Ad Gentes, 
declared that: 

In order to be able to offer to all the mystery of salvation and the life brought 
by God, the church must become part of all these groups for the same 
motive which led Christ to bind himself in virtue of the incarnation, to the 
definite social and cultural conditions of those human beings among whom 
he dwelt (Ad Gentes, par 10). 

The Council thus marked a major turning point in the Church's 
understanding of its identity as people of God in the modern world, plus new 
understanding of its leadership, its liturgical life, its place alongside other 
religions and its missionary activity. 

Theories of theological contextualization were being articulated through the 
1970's, with the point of departure being practice or experience rather than 
theory. A contextual model for theology argued that Christianity could best 
take root and be effectively articulated from within the local cultural context. 
Relationship between text and context was critical. Leading Latin American 
theologian Gustavo Gutierrez (1988), stated that 'orthopraxis and orthodoxy 
need one another, and each is adversely affected when sight is lost of the 
other' (xxxiv). Bosch (1992:454) described the interaction in terms of a new 
situation which was 'not so much a case of the church being expanded, but 
of the church being born anew in each culture'. 

Christian inculturation, especially in the churches of Africa, Asia, Latin 
America and Oceania, was now being experienced as well as spoken about. 
Theologies of liberation concentrated on oppression and the need for social 
change; they looked to find echoes in a biblical witness which gave a 
message of hope or direction. Liberation theologies developed by scholars 
like Segundo (1976) and Boff (1987) brought paradigm shifts for a theology 
of mission: Koyama's Water Buffalo Theology (1974) is one example, Vincent 
Donovan's often quoted book Christianity re-discoverecL An epistle from the 
Masai (1978) is another. Donavan described a new approach to biblical 
reflection and to sacramental (especially baptismal) theology from an African 
perspective and C. S. Song's Third-Eye Theology, discussed aspects of the 
theological reformation in Asia today where 'Christ is the Lord of the bowl of 
rice' (1979:157). Similarly, Trompfs well-known work The Gospel is not 
Western: Black Theologies from Southwest Pacific (1987), gave a place for 
indigenous theology to be heard, as did works like An Emerging Theology in 
World Perspective. A Reader in African Christian. Theology, edited by John 
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Parratt (1987). Another excellent collection of the writings of indigenous 
theologians appeared in A Reader in Dalit Theology, a work edited by Nirmal 
(1989). Such writings and many others, brought a challenge as well as a 
freshness of approach to theological reflection and expression: 

The special strength of liberation models has been what can happen when 
the realities of a people are genuinely and intimately coupled with the saving 
word of God. The energies that are released, the bonds of community and 
hope that are forged, the insight into the divine revelation received and 
shared have already enriched the larger Christian community immensely 
and have challenged the older churches to a more faithful witness (Schreiter 
1986:15). 

Today theologies of liberation differ according to the nature of social 
oppression being experienced. Liberation theology in South Africa, for 
example, gave voice to an oppressed majority. Theologies of liberation have 
addressed issues such as class, gender or language. Feminist theologies in 
particular, made an increasing and profound impact throughout the world. 
Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza's work, especially In Memory of Her (1983), was 
of major importance for the articu1ation of this new theology, while 
Rosemary Radford-Ruether's Women Church (1985), described new ways of 
liturgical celebration, honoring the experience and wisdom of women. Elsa 
Tamez, Mexican theologian and professor at the Latin American Biblical 
Seminary in Costa Rica, published sometimes controversial works such as 
Bible of the Oppressed (1982). Eminent Catholic theologian, Elizabeth 
Johnson (1995:9), described the new feminist theology as advocating: 

the reform of patriarchal civil and ecclesial structures and the intellectual 
systems that support them in order to release all human beings for more 
just designs of living with each other and the earth. Far from being a 
theology done for women alone, it calls to strengths in women and men alike 
who care for justice and truth, seeking a transformation of the whole 
community. 

In the approach to the new millenium, as indigenous theologies and local 
Christian churches continue to emerge, so too does their public expression 
in sacred liturgy and in community life. The Wadeye Baptism examined in 
this thesis is a unique example of liturgical inculturation which can be 
transforming. The story of the Catholic Church's engagement with 
indigenous Australians, some of which is examined below, helps to provide a 
picture of the context from which the liturgy emerged, and in which it still at 
times, struggles to find expression. 
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5.3 INDIGENOUS AUSTRALIANS AND CATHOLIC MISSION 

Like Australian society in general, Australian Catholics had tended to 
display attitudes and practices of paternalism, racism, violence, indifference 
and injustice towards their indigenous brothers and sisters. In the 
nineteenth and twentieth century, the impetus for Catholic involvement with 
indigenous Australians came not from the mainstream society or church, 
but largely from the religious orders. In 1834 John Bede Polding OSB was 
commissioned by Pope Gregory XVI as Bishop of 'New Holland and Van 
Dieman's Land'. In 1840 Polding appointed a group of Passionist priests to 
work with the Aboriginal people of Stradbroke Island. In 1843 in Western 
Australia, the Irish-English conflict was increasing and Polding appointed an 
Irish priest, John Brady, to work there. Brady was supposed to have a 
special interest in the 'conversion' of the Aboriginal people, and after a visit 
to Europe, he returned with a group of about thirty nuns, priests and 
ecclesiastical students. The plan was to establish stable community lives for 
the indigenous people. One of these missions, Western Australia's New 
Norcia, survived and prospered under the leadership of Spanish Benedictine 
Dom Sa1vado (O'Farrell 1985:65). But Salvado's active practical concern for 
people, according to the historian O'Farrell, was not a general feature of the 
Australian church, nor of Australian society as a whole: 

Dom Salvado had looked upon the Aboriginals as equals, learnt their 
language and tried to understand their culture, so as to relate it to his 
Christian teaching. He soon realised that he was confronting what he 
regarded as the biggest social - and moral - problem in the colony, white 
treatment of the Aboriginals (O'Farrell 1985:272). 

By 1842, Polding had founded various Catholic dioceses in Australia and in 
1845, the Vicariate Apostolic of Port Essington was established, with 
Tyrolean priest Don Angelo Confalonieri as first Vicar General. His 
appointment marked the first contact between the Christian church and 
indigenous people in northern Australia. The north coast settlement of 
Victoria in Port Essington was abandoned by the British in 1849. Although 
Confalonieri's mission to the Aboriginal people lasted only a few years, his 
early work as a missionary was nonetheless significant. In recognizing the 
importance of cultural and linguistic matters, Confalonieri had gained some 
knowledge of the Iwaidja and Larrakia people and their culture. He 
produced vocabularies of seven Aboriginal dialects and compiled the first 
dictionary of the Lczrrakia language. Furthermore, his map of Port Essington 
showing tribal groupings along the Coburg Peninsular, is of historical 
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importance (Harris 1990:461). The success and effects of his missionary 
endeavours are more difficult to ascertain. In a brief account of 
Confalonieri's life, Ann Thompson simply says that he was reputed to have 
won four hundred followers (1986:6). Confalonieri died from malaria in 1848 
and thirty-four years would pass before missionary priests would again 
arrive in Port Darwin. 

In 1869 Archbishop Folding sent out a letter which was a cry to all 
Australian Catholics: 

We have dispossessed the aborigines of the soil... In natural justice then, we 
are held to compensation... With very little, with short-lived exception, 
injustice, neglect, cruelty, and, a million times worse, the actual teaching of 
vice, have branded the annals of white men. The stain of blood is upon us - 
blood has been shed far otherwise than in sell-defence - blood, in needless 
and wanton cruelty... What is wanting is not capacity in the aboriginals, but 
authentic service, integrity and humanity in the followers of Christ. Human 
souls in the name of natural justice and in the name of the Redeemer, are 
perishing because no maii careth for them. It is a thought not for the clergy 
alone, but for the whole church... No one of us must dare to say with Cain 
the murderer 'Am I my brother's keeper'? (1869 Pastoral Letter of Archbishop 
Polding). 

There is no evidence of any real response to this challenge. Certainly at the 
time and for many years to come, there was no common approach or policy 
by the Australian Catholic Church to engage with the indigenous peoples. 
For the next one hundred years it was only the religious orders (and just a 
small number of these) that became involved with Aboriginal Australians. 
There was no co-ordination or planning at a national level, no on-going 
national leadership. Polding's powerful plea became important historically 
and still today is often quoted. It stands alone like a cry in the wilderness of 
seffishness, disinterest and perhaps guilt. Pope Leo XIll, in 1878, 
commissioned the Society of Jesus, through its South Australian 
foundation, to undertake a mission to the Australian Aborigines. Duncan 
McNabb had tried unsuccessfully to gain Government support for the 
Aboriginals of Queensland (O'Farrell 1985:273), but following his visit to 
Rome in 1880, he secured the Pope's authorisation for the establishment of 
a mission to the Aboriginals in South Australia's dependent 'Northern 
Territory' (O'Kelly 1967:2). 

Harris (1990:462) gives an account of the Catholic mission which began 
with the Larrakia and Woolna peoples living in the vicinity of Palmerston in 
1882. As Angelo Confalonieri had done forty years earlier, the four Jesuit 
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missionaries set about learning the language of the people and in 1886 with 
limited resources, they moved to Nauiyu, Daly River, to establish a mission 
amongst the Malak-Malak people. After the Rapid Creek and Daly River's 
Serpentine Hifi missions were closed in 1891, the Jesuits concentrated all 
their efforts on the new venture of St. Joseph's, on the Daly River. When the 
place was flooded in 1899, the missionaries were forced to abandon the 
mission. Limited personnel, plus changing needs and demands in South 
Australia, were significant factors in the Jesuit withdrawal. John O'Brien 
S.J., the first Australian-born Jesuit, remained in Port Essington until 1902, 
when he too returned to South Australia. O'Kelly (1967) gives a 
comprehensive description and analysis of the whole endeavour in The 
Jesuit Mission Stations in the Northen Territory: 1882-1899. 

In his paper Maverick Missionaries, Stockton (1988:202-203) suggested lack 
of church support as another reason for the withdrawal of the Jesuits. He 
drew attention to the powerful church statements, but the inadequate 
'follow-through' by Catholic Bishops since the time of Polding. Stockton 
believed the Bishops simply reflected the attitudes of the times, which saw 
the indigenous people as 'primitive and degenerate'. He argued that unlike 
the zeal it showed for overseas missions, the Catholic Church as a whole in 
Australia, never assumed a real responsibffity for the evangelisation of 
Aborigines (cf., Harris 1990:40). However, as history showed, the Catholic 
religious congregations in the Northern Territory and at Wadeye in 
particular, emerged as very significant players in the unfolding story. 

5.4 THE WADEYE MISSION 

Since the departure of the Jesuit Fathers in 1902 and up until 1906 there 
was no Catholic priest at all in the Northern Territory. The Australian 
Episcopal Plenary Council of 1906 addressed the matter and, as a result, 
the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide in Rome entrusted the 
administration of the Catholic Church in the Territory to the Missionaries of 
the Sacred Heart. Francis Xavier Gsell MSC, an Alsation who during the 
previous six years had been doing missionary work in Papua New Guinea, 
was named Administrator Apostolic. Gsell's missionary society, along with 
the congregation of the Daughters of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart, had 
already in 1881 been commissioned by Pope Leo XIII to found a mission in 
Oceania. As a consequence of this, in 1885, they had established an 
Australian base in Botany Bay. The MSC Missionaries began their work in 
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northern Australia in 1906. In the following year, St. Mary's school was 
opened in Darwin by the Daughters of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart. Some 
of these Sisters also provided basic health care to local people. 

In 1911 the Federal Government had assumed control of the Northern 
Territoiy. Church denominations other than Catholic were also establishing 
missions during these years and by 1961 there were fourteen mission 
stations in the Territory (Kadiba 1998:154-157). In 1908, the Church 
Missionary Society (CMS) of the Anglican Church, founded the Ngkurr 
(Roper River) Mission and in 1916 the first Methodist Mission in Arnhem 
Land was established at Goulburn Island. As I shall show, the missions 
became agents of Government policies of protection and assimilation. The 
relationship between the missions and the Government for many years to 
come, was in varying degrees, to be a symbiotic one: 

Assimilation being the policy today, the Government, while respecting the 
matters of conscience and freedom of religion, does look to the missions to 
conduct their temporal activities in a way that advances the aims of policy 
(Hasluck 1961:2). 

As time went by, Catholic missions were established by the Missionaries of 
the Sacred Heart and the Daughters of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart at 
Nguiu (Bathurst Island) in 1911, Alice Springs in 1929, Wadeye (Port Keats) 
in 1935, Pirlangimpi (Melville Island) in 1940, Ltyentye Apurte (Santa 
Teresa) and Tennant Creek in 1953 and Nauiyu (Daly River) in 1955. I focus 
now on the beginnings of the Wadeye mission story. 

5.4.1 The Beginnings 

The missionaries' arrival at Wadeye occurred at a time of significant social 
unrest resulting from earlier white contact, as well as from inter-tribal 
conflicts. The Daly groups, for example, had a long history of interaction and 
tribal warfare with the peoples of Port Keats: 

Neither Nangiomen nor Mulluk Mulluk would intermarry with the hated 
tribes, and I am nearly sure they did not trade. They needed each other at 
initiations, but cautiously, and fights were always likely to occur (Stanner 
1973:4). 

Local hostility towards whites sometimes resulted in violence such as the 
murder of the Japanese crewmen by the legendary figure Nemarluk (Rowley 
1970:290-291). It was at the time of these murders in 1934, (3.2.1) and 
various tribal killings of this particular period, that the Wadeye Catholic 
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Church mission was established (Flynn and Wffley 1963:144-145; Pye 
1972:22). 

On a return visit to Wadeye many years after his earlier periods of research, 
Staimer wrote of how it become clear to him that along with the ideological 
change, there had been, around this time, a religious renewal as well: 

The coming of the Mission in 1934 supenmposed a new revolution on an 
ideological, social and religious change already in being... All I want to say is 
that there was a kind of dynamic, internal and absolutely Aboriginal still at 
work within the almost ruined society which Fr. Docherty, who was so 
eminently the man for the occasion, the place and the time, found at Port 
Keats in 1935 (1973:18). 

Local indigenous people up to the present time, talk about the move to the 
mission as another step in their difficult journey of that period. Boniface 
Perdjert recalls: 

Before the Mission began, there was a lot of fighting, a lot of payback. People 
lived in fear and suspicion of one another. There were many killings 
(Perdjert, NATSICC Conference, Darwin 1994). 

There are differing reports as to whether or not the intention to found the 
mission was a Government, church or even Wadeye initiative - or some 
combination of these. Government archival records indicate an agreement 
being reached. Bishop Gzell's successor, Bishop Jolm O'Loughlin MSC 
(1966:1), in a paper delivered at Monash University's Centre for Research 
and Aboriginal Affairs, stated that: 

the Administrator of the Northern Territory invited my predecessor, 
Monsignor F. X. Gsell O.B.E. to establish a Mission in the remote area 
between the Daly and Fitzmaunce Rivers. 

Stanner (1973:6) also understood this to be the case: 

When things in and around Port Keats began to go publicly bad, Government 
characteristically turned to Bishop Gzell, and asked him to establish a 
mission station there, just as it had done with the Methodists in 1934 in the 
case of eastern Arnhem Land after the Caledon Bay troubles of 1933. 

Pye (1972:29) says there was increasing fear and division between clan 
groups when the Catholic Church was asked to establish a mission in the 
hope of restoring some order to this 'violent, unstable community'. Some 
writings indicate that the mission's establishment was in response to a 
Government request and certainly to Government approval. Government 
initiative and responsibffity in the person of the 'boss of the compound, Mr. 
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Dean White', was already present (H. Kolumboort A174 1993) and financial 
support from the Government was forthcoming within a year of the 
mission's foundation (cf., 3.2.3). 

The exact nature of the beginning stories is difficult to discern. Within the 
local oral tradition there are differing accounts. A direct request to Bishop 
Gzell by Wadeye Aboriginal people living in Darwin cannot be totally ruled 
out. In fact, Jean Marie Kolumboort, who was a little girl at the time of 
Docherty's arrival, told me in 1996 that her older brother, Palada, who was 
living in Darwin in the 1930's, asked the missionary priest to stay with his 
people. It was Palada, Harry Luke Kolumboort, who was to accompany 
Docherty on the initial voyage to Port Keats. 

A senior Murrinhpatha man, in describing his painting of the period, is 
quoted in Graham (1994:82) as saying: 

in the olden days before Fr. Docherty arrived.., the old people were spread 
out living in their own country. But two men went out to tell the other people 
the news - from place to place... in places from Old Mission and Kulthil, 
Nangu, Wudupili and Nadirri on the other side of the river. It was then that 
they passed messages and the people started to move in together. They all 
gathered together at Old Mission and that was when Fr. Docherty arrived. 

What is clear about the mission's origins, is that the Government and the 
Church, to some extent at least, shared an understanding as regards the 
colonizing and 'civilizing' of the Aboriginal peoples. All in all, completely 
independent initiative by the Church seems to be most unlikely. Evidence 
from Stanner, Church archives and indigenous oral and written histories, 
suggest a Government agreement, if not a clear request for a church 
presence at Wadeye. The Church at the time was ready and eager to 
respond. 

5.5 THE MISSIONARIES 

The MSC and OLSH missionaries came to evangelize bringing approaches 
and attitudes from their own personal backgrounds, as well as from the 
directives of their particular religious congregations. Young Australian 
Catholics who grew up in the first half of the twentieth century generally 
experienced a religion and a church that was and had to be internally very 
strong. Its members had known discrimination, if not persecution, in the 
work place and in the general Australian community (O'Farrell 1985:354-
405). The Australian Catholic Church at the time had to struggle to 
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maintain its identity, this being particularly evident in its financial 
commitment to Catholic education. National events, both political and 
religious, helped to strengthen the sense of religious unity and pride which 
most Catholics of the period experienced (Campion 1987:93-156). This was 
part of the context which shaped the thinking and the life of Wadeye's first 
missionaries. 

Australian Catholic Action and movements like the Young Catholic Students 
(YCS) and Young Catholic Workers (YCW) helped form a social awareness 
that motivated many young people to join religious life through the 1950's 
and 60's. Three Wadeye women who were later to join the Congregation of 
the Daughters of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart grew up around this time. 
One of these Sisters has been a consultant for this thesis. With mixed 
feelings, she recalls the early mission days and memories of Wadeye's first 
priest. Aware of the ambiguities, I nevertheless hope to present now, a fair 
and reasonably accurate picture of this first Wadeye missionary. 

5.5.1 Richard Docherty MSC 
Wadeye's first Catholic priest, the charismatic Richard Docherty MSC, 
emerges as a most powerful influence in the Wadeye story. He was born in 
1899 in the farming town of Unwin in Western Australia. As a young man he 
expressed the desire to become a priest and in 1921 entered the Novitiate of 
the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart at Douglas Park in New South Wales. 
He was ordained priest in 1927 and sent to Darwin where he was asked by 
Bishop Gzell MSC, to establish the Port Keats mission. He went to Wadeye in 
1935 and remained there for twenty-three years. In 1958 Docherty left for a 
holiday and on his return to the Darwin diocese was sent to work on 
Hammond Island in the Tones Strait where he stayed until 1965. After 
becoming ifi he went south and did not return to Darwin again until 1968, 
where he worked for the next four years. His final appointment was at 
Nauiyu, Daly River. Following a serious fall in 1978, he spent some time in 
Darwin Hospital. His two sisters cared for him in Western Australia during 
his final weeks. He died in Perth in 1979. 

There are many interpretations of the life and work of Richard Docherty 
MSC and even radically different conclusions about his presence at Wadeye. 
Letters, reports and photos all manifest their own various perspectives. 
People who knew Docherty well, both indigenous and non-indigenous, 
sometimes expressed views that differed from one context to another. 

111 



The Catholic Story 

Selections I make to present a reliable account, necessarily involve choices 
to omit certain aspects and include others. The proffle that emerges for me, 
and the one which I help create here by my choice of material, is a picture of 
man holding his own unique and significant place in the broader picture of 
the Wadeye Baptism. 

The following extracts are taken from his Autobiography: 

Dad was my hero because in his own quiet way he was different from the 
other men in the things he could do. He was a handy man and taught me 
many useful things (3). 

It was definitely the influence of Fr. Mangin, what he was and what he did, 
that led me to a choice in my state of life. I told Mum that I would most 
certainly be a priest when I grew up. I was between twelve and thirteen years 
old then. Our Lord had called me and I clung to the idea even though there 
seemed little hope of being able to do anything about beginning my studies 
for the priesthood (5-6). 

I had no ambition to become a scholar as I might have, because I had the 
one objective, to do all I could for our Australian Aboriginal (19). 

Later in his autobiography he wrote: 

Before I knew I was to go to Port Keats, I met the police party at Brook's 
Creek with Port Keats aborigines as prisoners. The police had gone to 
investigate the murder of the crew of a Japanese lugger... It was because of 
this and the later disappearace of two white men who had gone prospecting 
up the Fitzmaunce River, that Bishop Gzell was asked to begin a mission at 
Port Keats, to quieten the natives there. I was overjoyed to be chosen for the 
job (32). 

Since the days of his youth Docherty had always been a practical person. In 
a recorded interview with John Pye MSC (1974) he stated: 

I had Doctor Stanner, anthropologist, with me, who'd asked to come, and Pat 
Richie. The three of us. I'd taken the precaution of fmding two families in 
Darwin who actually belonged to the Port Keats area, and who could speak 
English. Quite a necessary precaution, otherwise we wouldn't have had 
much means of communication. (NTAS: 1-3). 

During a visit to Nauiyu, Daly River in 1973, I recall spending time with 
Father Docherty, who at this stage was regarded as 'semi-retired'. In fact I 
interviewed him during this visit, never realising I might one day be looking 
more closely at his life and work. My notes record a man 'fiercely 
independent', still staunchly 'Catholic'. He strongly defended his earlier 
policies and practices. He struck me as a man with immense confidence, but 
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at the same time, deep humility. He had turned his hand to the time-
consuming but, from his point of view, enjoyable and challenging work of 
stone-polishing. Pebbles and stones from the river-bed of the Daly would be 
brought to him by the women and children, and he spent many hours at 
this, his favourite pastime. Some of the women at Nauiyu, including 
religious Sisters who had spent time with Docherty, either there or at 
Wadeye, remembered the priest as quite paternalistic - and sometimes 
dominating - in his attitude towards them, but all those I spoke with 
acknowledged as well, his abffity to work hard, to endure great difficulties 
and to do what he set out to do. Above all, they saw him as being true to his 
priesthood and to his missionary role as he understood it. Hindsight can 
bring words of generosity and forgiveness, as well as words of criticism and 
pain. 

In his autobiography and also in at least two other papers, Docherty 
recorded his reflections on the place of women at Wadeye. He viewed women 
as 'enslaved' and sought to 'liberate' them from what he understood as the 
oppressive practices, for instance, of promised marriages. In Aboriginal 
Culture: Marriage, Birth and Infanticide, he described 'women's lot' overall, as 
most unfortunate: 

All the hard work fell upon the women, and all the heavier burdens were 
carried by them when on the march. Not only did the women carry all the 
belongings, and the baby if there was one, but all the spare weapons of her 
lord and master. If there was talk of scandal about a woman, the husband 
would coolly spear her through the leg or thigh, in order to keep her from 
gadding about (1967:2). 

Local senior women in their turn, record impressions of their first 
missionary in The Coming of Father Docherty (B.Dooling A032, 1993): 

Carmelita's grandfather, whose name was Muta, had two wives. He had 
three single boys with him. They were Harry Luke Kolumboort, Bffly Mijindi 
and Albert Anglitchi. They came on a boat to Old Mission... Billy and Albert 
went around looking for the people... These two said to the people: 'Come on 
now. There is a priest there at Werntek Nganayi.' At that time the people 
were still worried about the police... Old Mut, that is Puitchen, and his son 
went another way and told the Perdjert families... Some people came from 
Kuy. They came in a big canoe and arrived at Old Mission. Father erected a 
fish trap with the help of the people. They got a big lot of fish. People from 
Wudipuli, Nardirri, Nangu and Kulthil came. They were all there... However 
the tribes were still enemies of each other, fighting and throwing spears at 
one another - fighting over wives. Father used to stop them and the people 
believed him. After a while the people stopped fighting and some of them 
then were friendly. Father took all the spears and burnt them. At other times 
he broke them in half. However, the people made new ones again. Father 
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Docherty said: I caine here to bring you good news about God. He pointed up 
and some of the people looked up. 

Docherty seemed to have little regard or time himself for traditional or 
cultural matters. When it seemed they interfered with church business or 
were, in his understanding, an abuse of power, he forbad them, as was the 
case of the women's ceremony. He revealed his rather negative and 
paternalistic attitude to cultural and sacred matters in his article The Bull 
Roarer 

The 'Muchingas' (Bull Roarers) were a source of trouble to the right 
administration of the mission for a number of years. Areas were declared 
sacred so that women and children were very restricted in moving from place 
to place, and even the roads we made were blocked. I could drive the truck 
and find where the road was blocked. It was then a simple matter to call the 
men together and persuade them to remove the 'mystery' a few miles away. It 
was brought back many times until the die-hards gave up. There are now at 
Port Keats no sacred places devoted to the muchingas. They have only the 
church and the cemetery, and they are all Christians (1967:1-2). 

These (published) reflections were sent to me in 1996 by Brother Joim Pye 
MSC who was with Docherty during the early years. In referring to ceremony 
business, Pye, without further comment, added the footnote 'Some of it has 
now returned'. 

Stanner remembered Docherty as a very capable man, recalling the many 
practical skills of this first missionary to the Murrinhpatha people: 

In the bush at Port Keats I saw him at work as a builder, an electrician, a 
fencer, a lumber-man, a saw-miller, a plumber, a farmer, an all-round 
mechanic, a butcher, and even a physician and surgeon... Fr. Docherty 
practised caritas: the practitioner used the common fee for the common good 
(dare I say 'other practitioners please copy?); and the populace thrived. At all 
events this many-sided and almost omni-competent priest proved himself to 
be the man for the job to a splendid degree (1973:9). 

The approach taken by this first Wadeye missionary, stood valiantly against 
Government policies of the day. One of the religious sisters who was at 
Wadeye through the 1950's wrote to me saying: 

Father Docherty held many views that were not too popular and were often 
ahead of his time. For example he was fiercely opposed to the 'integration' 
policy and used to say, 'Integration means extinction'... He did all he could to 
have the people preserve their skills in hunting and gathering. The normal 
thing was for half the adult population and their pre-school children to be 
'bush' and in their own country at any one time... They would stay for four 
or five weeks and then change over with those who had stayed at the 
mission. During the long school break at Christmas time most of the people 
would be away... By and large this was also beneficial for both their mental 
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and physical well-being and helped to preserve many aspects of their culture 
(personal correspondence, M. Whelan OLSH 1997). 

Illustration 18 Father Richard Docherty MSC. 

Richard Docherty MSC, Parish Priest, Wadeye, 1935-1958. 

Docherty saw his role as establishing and building up 'the mission'. Despite 
the disregard and even contempt he showed at times towards cultural 

matters and his lack of respect for existing social structures and authority, 
his genuine care for the people also was very evident and he came to be 
remembered as a man who tried to work together with others: 

If someone wanted to build a house for himself he was expected to help in 
the getting and preparation of the timber, cement work (if any). As much as 
possible was done with local materials and local labour. Some of this helped 
the system, with transport and money being in short supply, but there was 
also a deliberate policy of trying to avoid creating unnecessary needs and 
wants which further distorted the traditional way of life without giving a 
comparable benefit (personal correspondence, M. Whelan OLSH 1997). 
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Perhaps one of the most telling images of Richard Docherty is that seen at 
Wadeye's 'Kanamek-Yile Ngala Museum'. Two large central figures, 'key 
unifying people for the diverse tribes', are displayed very prominently at the 
entrance to the museum. Below the pictures one can read: 

The elders of the Port Keats community named this museum after two 
religious figures - one from the Dreamtime, Kanarnkek, the Rainbow 
Serpent, and one from the present time, Yile Ngala, the Boss Father Richard 
Docherty... Under Kanamkek all the tribes were united as humans until he 
was killed by Thiniminh, the Bat, after which they became the totem animals 
and dispersed to their own lands. Father Docherty is seen as one who 
brought the tribes together again in one place to live in harmony and peace 
as Kardu Numida, the One People. 

A ceremony such as the Wadeye Baptism could never have occurred in and 
around Docherty's time when traditional ceremonies were either banned or 
dismissed. Church sacramental teaching and liturgical practice was very 
much tied to the Roman tradition and while Docherty was a gifted, hard-
working and sincere man, he was not one for inter-cultural or inter-religious 
dialogue. 

Docherty's vision and life may seem very much removed from the Wadeye 
Baptism. The impact of his personality and his 'missionary fervour' may 
have caused loss or distortion of traditional religious ceremony. Sadly his 
approach may also have caused a fear or reluctance amongst the people, to 
consider any forms of religious inculturation. There is a touching irony in 
the fact that it is the son of one of the men who stood alongside Docherty in 
his determination to eliminate traditional ceremony, who today is the 
Church leader in attempting to reclaim and restore what was lost. 

Richard Docherty MSC would no doubt be amazed to witness the Wadeye 
Baptism. It is a Catholic sacramental liturgy based on the men's initiation 
ceremony he so strongly tried to dismantle. It is conducted in the vernacular 
language he certainly had no wish to promote and it exhibits liffle of the 
Western Church symbolism he so proudly fostered. And yet at another level, 
the Baptism manifests the fundamental belief about which Docherty 
preached and practised every day at Wadeye for twenty-three years: the 
personal following of Jesus and commitment to Christian life as a member of 
a believing community. 

116 



The Catholic Story 

5.5.2 The Early Missionaries 

Harris (1990: 729) suggests that the Australian nation, whose treatment of 
the Aboriginal peoples had been 'appallingly bad', owes a debt to the 
missionaries who, despite their faults, provided a buffer between the 
Aborigines and those who would exploit them. Whether the indigenous 
people wanted an introduction into Western society Harris does not say and 
the whole 'mission story' is more complex than his conclusions might 
suggest. On one hand, the Christian missions and missionaires, often 
undermined or displaced Aboriginal religion and culture, yet on the other 
hand, they enabled, in some cases, the maintenance of kinship systems, 
attachment to land and continuation of ceremonies. 

A number of missionaries interviewed and involved in this research, said 
their main reason for entering religious life was simply to 'go to the 
missions'. Many spoke about hopes for a ministry in Papua New Guinea or 
in the Pacific Islands where the two congregations were known to be 
working. Several Sisters interviewed had read articles, seen pictures and 
heard stories of missionaries in these countries. They shared a similar vision 
and said they felt called to spread the Christian message especially amongst 
people who had not yet been evangelized. Having been sent to work amongst 
indigenous Australians, questions or doubts about the possibffities of any 
culturally destructive or negative effects seemed not be acknowledged or 
addressed either publically or privately. Such issues were rarely, if ever, 
discussed. On reflection in later years, however, some ownership of injustice 
is recognized and acknowledged: 

When the children were five they were brought to the dormitory as we were 
thought to be better able to look after them than their parents! It was a 
strange philosophy that we unfortunately had to accept (private 
correspondence 23 June 1996, C. Keane OLSH). 

As I have shown (3.2.3), the missionaries spent their first few years working 
with the local people in setting up the physical structures of the mission. As 
well as the establishment of a vegetable and market garden, before long a 
meat house, saw mill, engine shed and garage were in operation. Other 
building projects included the construction of a dining room, a presbytery, 
workshop, clinic, church and convent. 

The Daughters of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart in Australia, as in other 
'mission' areas, worked alongside the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart. Both 
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religious orders had their origins in France in 1854. Their spirituality and 
direction came from the founder, French priest Jules Chevalier. Chevalier's 
primary vision of proclaiming God's love and promoting justice, motiviated 
and inspired their missionary endeavours. From the beginning, their 
intention, as their title implied, was to go and spread the Gospel message of 
love throughout the world, continuing Chevalier's dream: 'to be on earth the 
heart of God' (FDNSC Resource Material 1977:194; Cuskelly 1975:122). 

The religious Sisters arrived at Wadeye in 1941. During the war years they 
had to leave the mission and move south, returning again in 1945. As early 
as 1946, many years before Aboriginal Health Worker training programs and 
schools for indigenous children were established by the Government, these 
missionary Sisters worked with indigenous women and men in the area of 
health care and education. The dormitory system first established by the 
religious Sisters, was similar to ones operating in several Aboriginal 
communities in the Territoly at this time. The typical 'assiinilationist' 
mission policy of taking and teaching the children from an early age, was 
seen, by the Government and by the Church, to be the best way of 'civilizing' 
and Christianising the people. 

The church's strong disapproval of 'pagan business', was to have deep and 
far-reaching effects. Stanner (1965:170) wrote: 

Many customs, in themselves not only innocent of evil, but in fact of 
sacramental order, were suppressed by missionaries. The suppressors did 
not suspect that they themselves were trying to impose a symbolism which 
had only an historical, and not an essential, connection with the deeper 
metaphysical truths of their faith. But it was a blindness of the mind's eye, 
not just poor observation or lack of information, that made the ritual uses of 
water, blood, earth and other substances, in combination with words, 
gestures, chants, songs and dances, all having for the Aborigine a compelling 
authority, appear to Europeans as mere barbarisms without sacramental 
quality. One doubts if anywhere could be found more vivid ifiustrations of a 
belief in spiritual power laying hold of material things and ennobling them 
under a timeless purpose in which men feel they have a place. 

Some missionaries recognized the importance of vernacular language skills 
and cultural awareness in their work of evangelisation, but only minimal 
changes in missionary approaches took place over the years. Christian 
theology and practice were introduced with little reference to Aboriginal 
language, beliefs and religious customs. Following Fr. Docherty's period at 
Wadeye, a new parish priest, William Flynn MSC, remembered for his 
Mun-inhpatha language skills, wrote a detailed Examination of Conscience 
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(Adults). Flynn says the following is 'an example of the sins I mention in 
instruction on the ten commandments': 

Ngai ngirtniwurkpurkda wonga pagan? Did I do pagan dance? 
Nandjijü-indi mad amangannart? Did I like singing business? 
Ngai, kadu marta, bamkadu wallangal pagan? Did I, sick fellow, see pagan 
doctor? (MSC archives, Kensington NSW). 

People today recall the confusions and tensions that often arose because of 
certain teaching and pressures. It needs also to be said that the 
missionaries themselves often held differing views. Personal differences 
about indigenous issues resulting from the particular perspectives of 
individuals, often caused conflict. Existing tensions are evident for example, 
in incidents relating to language issues, cited later in the chapter. 

Illustration 19 OLSH Assembly NT. 

Darwin 1992 Gathering. Back row: Sisters St. Anne Daley, David Allchin and 
Christopher Cleary; front row, Sisters Magdalen McNamara and Robyn 

Reynolds. Sisters David and Magdalen both spent many years at Wadye 
and were both interviewed for this project. 

Notwithstanding the obstacles, the missionary nuns, priests and brothers, 
along with the support of lay missionaries, continued assisting the local 
people in their work of health care, education and Christian evangelization.' 
In some respects Church authorities took creative direction, at times 
challenging Government policies: In the Missions Administration 
Conference, Bishop O'Loughlin (1955:5), for example, suggested that if home 
surroundings were improved, the pre-school centres may not be necessary: 
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We should not aim to provide communally what it is the right and duty of 
parents to provide. There is a constant and deplorable tendency on Missions, 
Government Settlements and cattle stations to relieve the natives of 
responsibility. 

The dormitory system began to be phased out in 1959 and by 1966 was no 
longer in operation. The church's goals were generally linked to the 
Government policies of the day. Kadiba (1998:146) saw resulting difficulties 
for missionaiy evangelization during these times: 

The heavy build-up of the mission stations, with concomitant 
institutionalism and foreign configurations, secular and religious, had 
missiological ramifications. As missionaries became institutional caretakers 
and preoccupied with mission operations, the development of a basic 
understanding of Christianity within the framework of Aboriginal beliefs and 
culture, and the training and development of Aboriginal church leadership, 
were relegated to a place of secondary importance. 

While Christian schools and hospitals on Aboriginal communities followed 
sometimes unjust, and generally assimilationist Government policies, the 
missions, according to Stanner (1973:6) were 'the only proof the Aborigines 
had that European society was not indifferent, seffish and ugly through and 
through'. 

Positive interaction between missionaries and local people did at times form 
a basis for building relationships of mutual respect and growth. 
Missionaries on occasion were given precious and sometimes sacred 
knowledge of spiritual matters. Most religious Sisters knew of Nogamain for 
example, and some missionaries would have been aware of information such 
as the following, recorded by Stanner: 

The most eminent of the pure spirits was known as Nogamain, a sky-dweller, 
who lived (according to some) mane nukunu 'of his own will'... I was told by 
one of the oldest Murinbata men that as a child he remembered hearing 
ngalandar ngalandar (the oldest men) calling out to Nogamain at night when 
they lay in camp short of food ... the men would begin a cry Karl follow it 
with a long trill iitiii il and then use the imperative Ku wada jingabup! or 
Tjitai dungapak!: flesh for eating+?waiting?+you leave (it) for me' honey+you 
put it up (in tree) for me. The petitioner would repeat the invocation at 
intervals throughout the night, using the same form each time ... the old 
people to whom I spoke were impatient with any suggestion that they had 
been influenced by the example of Christian prayer (1963: 162). 

John Leary MSC, in an interview I conducted with him in 1997, said he was 
told by the senior men that Nogamain was associated with the land and also 
with the full moon. The men told Leary they ensured the children did not 
waste things, as Nogamain would be displeased if they did so. Leary also 
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said that when Richard Docherty MSC preached, the men would sometimes 
later ask: Is he talking about Nogarnairi.? Indigeous religious Sister, Beatrice 
Thardim OLSH, recalls going out hunting of an early morning with her 
grandfather, who was not a Christian at the time. Beatrice says that always, 
with great reverence, her grandfather 'would pray to Nogamain for food'. 

Illustration 20 Sister Agatha Midaringi OLSH 

Agatha Midaringi, grew up at Nauiyu and Wadeye. In the 60's, after a period of religious and 
professional training in Sydney, she returned, as a Daughter of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart, 

to work in the Northern Territory. In 1981 she was employed as the Director of the local 
Health Centre at Nauiyu, Daly River. Agatha died of cancer in 1984. 

Despite some achievements in inter-religious dialogue, the Church's goals 
and practices, continued to remain largely unaltered as the years went by. 
Change was not welcome by the Church and attitudes towards cultural 
issues were generally negative or disinterested. Efforts to gain 
understanding of language were generally discouraged. Fr. Flynn's language 
work was quite amazing for the time. Perhaps his position as Parish priest 
enabled him to act independently. Also he did not experience the more 'hard 
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line' position taken by the later Bishop O'Loughlin MSC, who, in 1950 
replaced Bishop Gzell MSC. John Leary MSC recalled that in 1959 he had 
language charts and Murrirthpatha word lists all over the walls of his room. 
On one occasion the Bishop came to visit him and seeing the display, forbad 
him to continue with language learning.2  'So', says Leary, 'I burnt 
everything' (Leary Interview 8 March 1997). 

In interviews conducted with missionaries, some Sisters said their religious 
superiors (the Bishop in particular) had disallowed language-learning, 
although this was not the experience of all. Along with the different policies 
adopted by official Government and church bodies, attitudes and 
approaches certainly changed with the comings and goings of personnel in 
leadership. When I worked at Wadeye as a young teacher in the late 1960's, 
students were forbidden to speak Murrirthpatha, even on the school 
playground. I remember choosing (with some disquiet) not to correct 
students or to report breaches of these rules as was expected. I felt 
intuitively the rule was unjust, even though some parents as well as church 
and school authorities had supported its implementation. 

Through community legislation, significant changes were beginning to take 
place at this time. Award wages were introduced in 1967 and the dormitory 
system was finally phased out. Stanner (1973: 16) speaks of this period for 
the missionary as being: 

possibly the hardest, because they covered the most constructive and 
developmental time. There was more money, more staff, more paper work; 
more demands from Government for the Mission to carry out essentially 
secular tasks; more social, economic and religious questions to think out... 
more pastoral and spiritual care needed - and given. The impression I retain 
was of over-burdened religious at unremitting labour of the hardest kind, 
from early in the morning until late at night, in season and out. 

In the 1970's, the bilingual educational programs which emerged, resulted 
largely from the change to a Labor Government that had brought increased 
funding and new initiatives to a national policy of 'self-determination' for 
Aboriginal peoples. The church's energies tended to focus mainly around the 
children and the work of the school, but the underlying belief of the 
missionaries was in the person of Jesus and in His saving work, revealed 
and active in the church's seven sacraments, which offered profound and 
fundamental meaning to everyone (Catholic Catechism 1994:204). 
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The missionaries held that the Christian life and teaching, expressed in the 
church's liturgical life, answered questions about identity and suffering, 
about life and death. Catholic 'rites of passage' were celebrated through the 
sacraments, with baptism, the sacrament of initiation, establishing personal 
and social identity within the Christian community. According to early 
missionaiy, Emmanuel Chapman OLSH, Christian baptism was always seen 
as most important by the people and usually within a week or two of a 
child's birth, infant baptism would take place. Wadeye adult baptisms were 
not encouraged by the Bishop of Darwin and were not common at Wadeye 
until the 1960's (Chapman Interview 26 June 1997). 

The mission had been established nearly thirty years before the Second 
Vatican Council took place. In the meantime, the gospel and culture 
encounter was to prove a sometimes dangerous battleground. It would be 
dangerous in the sense that missionaries making proclamations and 
commands about non-Christian ceremonies, would put a responsibility and 
burden of continued agreement and loyalty onto future missionaries and 
church leaders. On the other hand, church leaders 'turning a blind eye' to 
non-Christian ceremony and law, could potentially involve the sanctions and 
criticisms of higher church authorities. It was also dangerous for the 
missioning or parent Church itself: admitting another truth, another religion, 
would necessarily involve a challenge to its own fundamental beliefs and 
dogmas. For the indigenous people, it was dangerous battleground in that 
any dialogue between traditional religious beliefs and Christianity could 
mean a loss of the secret/sacred nature of law. Dangerous too in exposing a 
risky vulnerabifity at a time when rapid cultural change was already 
bringing serious social problems. Alternatively, as was pointed out to me 
(J.K., C.N.), the encounter could be seen as dangerous by some members of 
the community, who were reluctant to return to pre-mission days. The inter-
religious dialogue could pose a possible threat to the perceived stability and 
security of a safe, non-indigenous Church way (cf., 9.3.2). The ambiguities 
of the Wadeye Christian/indigenous encounter are explored in following 
chapters, especially chapter nine. 

The gap between Church theory and practice is often bemoaned and in the 
Wadeye context too, the challenge remained to bring daily life into harmony 
with the significance of the rich symbolism of the religious ceremony. I turn 
now to examine some of the Church teachings and statements which have, 
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for the missionaries especially, provided direction for implementing positive 
attitudinal and behavioural change. 

5.6 CHURCH MISSION STATEMENTS 

As well as providing leadership, the teachings of the Vatican Council posed 
new challenges. The Council's Ad Gentes document had stated that 
missionaries were to learn something of the culture, religion and history of 
the people: 

For anyone who is going to encounter another people should have a great 
esteem for their patrimony and their language and their customs (par 26). 

In keeping with this direction, the 1973 MSC Aboriginal Mission Statement 
reads: 

We cormnit ourselves to encourage aboriginal people to retain their unique 
cultural richness and to make their own special contribution to both the 
Church and society... We work amongst the Aboriginal people realising their 
personal dignity, and we wish to collaborate with them in their human and 
spiritual development... Our evangelical task is to present the message of 
Christ to the Aboriginal people in terms of where they fmd themselves today 
- with acknowledgement of and continuity with the richness of their own 
religious traditions... with responsive recognition of the brokenness and 
'anomie' being experienced by so many Aboriginal communities today. 

The same document importantly adds: 

We express our concern that endeavours which we perform or sponsor for 
the intended benefit of Aboriginal communities fail too often to promote 
authentic development, but rather introduce at times socially disruptive 
programmes and obstruct the performance of genuine evangelisation. 

But for all the advances made, many missionaries remained unable or 
unwilling to relinquish their power. Even when the office of a Mission 

Superintendant was discontinued, having been replaced by Town Clerk and 

Local Council, the newly named 'Priest in Charge' still carried and 

sometimes (perhaps unconsciously) exercised an inappropriate power his 

status gave. National and regional Church and MSC statements at times 

revealed a continuing sense of paternalism and condescension towards 'our 
people': 

This Conference considers that where a local community has advanced to 
such a stage of growth as to indicate that it can and ought to act 
autonomously without the supervision of Mission Headquarters, its 
separation ought to be effected as completely as may be conducive to 
efficiency (no. 2 Resolutions: MSC Conference 1975). 
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However, new directions in missiological theory and practice continued to 
appear and, in the wake of the Vatican Council, the work of missiologists 
like Luzbetak (1989), Bosch (1991), Newbigin (1992) and others, exercised a 
growing influence in the church and especially amongst religious 
congregations. 

The Acts on Fonnation from Provincial Chapter Proceedings of the 
Daughters of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart outhned three steps in 
missionary formation: 

a general introduction to missiology be undertaken prior to going to the 
missions; 

an orientation on arrival, followed by formation with experienced 
missionaries and the local people themselves; 

an opportunity, after experience in the field, for further study of 
missiology. The local Superior, under the direction and with the support 
of the Regional Superior, should, in justice to the individual and to those 
to whom she is sent, ensure the active response to this Act (1974). 

Through the 1970's, large numbers of religious Sisters from the Northern 
Territory missions, including Wadeye missionaries, attended the Columban 
Missiological Institute in Sydney. Increasing numbers of Sisters improved 
professional qualifications in their particular work areas, as well as in their 
general on-going education. Many Sisters, for example, attended the six-
week course conducted by the Western Australian Institute for Drug and 
Alcohol Rehabffitation and more Sisters began to take courses in theology, 
missiology and cultural studies, some visiting countries like Latin America 
and the Philippines for further field work and cross-cultural experience. 

In 1991 the Fourteenth Provincial Chapter of the Daughters of Our Lady of 
the Sacred Heart made the Assembly Statement: 

Our mission amongst the Aboriginal people will remain a vital one. We give 
our full support and assistance to aboriginalisation in the areas of ministry, 
education, health, alcohol recovery and vocations to religious life. 

Becoming more aware of social justice issues and committed to reparation 
as an essential element of their spirituality, in 1996 the OLSH Congregation 
Leader in Australia issued a statement to the Human Rights and Equal 
Opportunity Commission for the National Inquiry into the separation of 
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Aboriginal and Tones Strait Island children from their families. It reads in 
part: 

We are saddened by any Injustices visited upon Aboriginal and Islander 
peoples through government policies which resulted in the separation of 
children from their families. Such policies have been destructive of the 
children's rights to family, community, land and culture... With hindsight, 
we recognize that our provision of services enabled these policies to be 
implemented. We sincerely and deeply regret any hurt, however unwittingly 
caused, to any child in our care. 

illustration 21 OLSH Wadeye Community, 1992 

Back row: Lucia Salvano, Elizabeth Little, Emmanuel Chapman and Mona 
Lynch. In front, Sister Magdalen McNamara (now deceased) who was with the 

first group of Sisters at Wadeye in 1941. 

Many still see the church's response however, as generally inadequate and 
tepid (Dodson 1973; Stockton 1985; Costigan 1996). In a heart-felt and 

challenging paper, Patrick Dodson (1988:3), former Missionary of the Sacred 

Heart and parish priest of Wadeye, and first chairperson of the Council for 
Aboriginal Reconcifiation, wrote that one of a number of challenges he saw 

facing the church from the conflicts and controversies of the past two 

hundred years, was to help free non-Aboriginal Australians from 'the greed, 
ignorance and insecurity which cripple their response to Aboriginal 
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suffering'. Leaving these issues unaddressed, suggested Dodson, prevents 
genuine sorrow which could assist in the reconcifiation process. 

There are important reflections for church personnel at Wadeye to be 
making today, regarding the nature of their involvement with indigenous 
peoples. My earlier linguistic research in Central Australia, for example, was 
conducted primarily as a service for the community in which, as a 
missionary, I happened to be living and working. However, during the 1980's 
and 1990's increasing numbers of religious personnel (myself included) have 
been involved with indigenous groups by invitation only, for very specific 
tasks and frequently on stated short or long term contracts. The ground 
rules now are very different. While the commitment is to a partnership 
model, the reality is not easy to achieve when the oppressed people come 
from histories of struggle and injustice often imposed on or maintained by 
the church. There is the need and the responsibffity on both parties to try 
and create a position of open dialogue, honesty and mutual respect. There 
has been a noticeable shift in the approaches taken by the Church at 
Wadeye in recent years. While for the missionaries, the vision of proclaiming 
God's love in Christ remains fundamental, the earlier focus of service and 
care is today being replaced by a commitment to solidarity, partnership and 
reconciliation. It is from this position that the Wadeye Baptism ceremony 
emerged and from this position that my research has been conducted. 

Endnotes 
1 Benedicta Carroll OLSH and Marion Whelan OLSH each received an O.B.E. for their 

services in the Northern Territory, especially for work at the East Arm Leprosarium. 

2 Bishop O'Loughlin, in his later years, apparently regretted his earlier position on 
language issues (Interview Leaiy, 9 April 1999). On my appointment to Central Australia 
in 1970, I recall the Bishop's strong encouragement to me, to support the introduction of 
vernacular language in the church's liturgy. 
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CHAPTER 6 
WADEYE BAPTISM As TRANSFORMING STORY 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

Rites of passage such as ceremonies of initiation, are, as I have indicated 
(c.f. 2.2) 'rites effecting change'. Initiation as a symbolic death and 
resurrection, is widely known in the histoiy of religions. In the Australian 
context, as the novice leaves the world of childhood, the very act of seclusion 
in the bush is itself a symbolic experience of death (Eliade 1973:95). In this 
chapter I focus on a transformation that is signified, brought about and 
celebrated in the sacramental liturgy of the Wadeye Easter Baptism. 

The Baptism ceremony described earlier in the thesis is a fundamental part 
of the Christian life, where the action of the Spirit in the church, is to recall 
and manifest Christ, the sacrament (Schillebeeckx 1963: 48). The question 
being asked here is this: In what ways is the Wadeye Easter Baptism a 
transforming sacrament? Baptism is a call to m.etartoia, a connnitment 
towards a personal and also a communal transformation in Christ, inviting 
people 'to contribute to renewing the church and transforming their 
social/cultural context' (Groome 1994:132). This chapter examines aspects 
of transformation by tracing the origins of the Wadeye Baptism within a 
framework of story: (i) the story of initiation passed on through myth and 
ritual and (ii) the story of Christian initiation handed down through the 
believing community, the scriptures and the church's tradition. 

This discussion also involves consideration of ideas about traditional 
initiation and Christian 'sacrifice', which can be re-examined in light of new 
understandings of the life /death /resurrection event of Jesus, as celebrated 
in the sacrament of the Easter Baptism. 

6.2. THE WADEYE INITIATION STORIES 

Reason and Hawkins (1988:98-99) in their research on 'story-telling as 
inquiry' (cf., 4.1), recognize that stories are able to change or distort 
meaning just as they can 'uncover and create' it. Rather than seeking to 
impose meanings on the story, I trust that the meanings will emerge in the 
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telling. The Wadeye Baptism exists because the sacred stories and rituals of 
traditional and Christian initiation have been transmitted over time. Critical 
reflection and, in our context, the transmission of story, is the process of 
uncovering the genesis and import of one's culture and context, which, 
according to Groome (1994:131) 'enhances both personal conversion and 
ecciesial and social transformation'. As a dynamic of the conversation of 
inculturation, Groome argues that critical reflection provides opportunity to 
examine one's life and history: 

the more people can personally encounter the symbols of Christian faith 
(scripture, tradition, liturgy, etc.), the more lildey they are to bring their own 
cultural 'story and vision' into conversation with Christian story and vision 
(131). 

Actually there is no 'one story' around the Wadeye Baptism, but rather 
many voices remembering, continuing and shaping the on-going narrative. 
Rose (1992:30) reflects on this feature of story-telling in her experience with 
the people of Yarralin: 

It became clear that Yarralin's people's stories bring past and present, 
specific and general, individual and collective into a shared matrix. Stories 
are told by people who have particular interests with respect to the issues 
involved; they draw on shared memories and construct continuities between 
past, present and future, and between the specific and general... Often the 
voices are in agreement, but consensus is by no means a necessary 
condition to a story. 

I recognized these differing voices, especially in the story of the Rainbow 
Serpent, Kunmo.ngkur and in the Muthirtgka myth. Different versions were 
often related to the varying contexts in which the stories were being told. 
Because of the sensitive and sacred nature of traditional Murrinhpatha 
religious ceremony, I generally use Stanrier's published material on Punj. 
His reporting and analysis is obviously quite different from the version and 
emphases given on the Muthingka myth in the context of the Baptismal 
liturgy, and different again from the women's oral discussion preceeding a 
written recording. 

Stanner (1963:84) has spoken of the 'brilliant improvisation' used by the 
Murrinhpatha story-tellers: 

There is no univocal version of the Kunmangkur myth; nor, indeed, in my 
opinion, of any aboriginal myth. One is not dealing with dogmata or creeds, 
so there is no question of an authoratative or doctrinal form. Narrators may, 
and do, start or finish at somewhat different points; omit or include details; 
vary the emphases; describe events differently and attribute them to different 
causes and persons. Certainly, there is a sort of standard nub or core, a 
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story with a plot, that all observe broadly. But, in my opinion, there is no 
accepted or enforced consensus, as in a formulated creed .... the formula of 
the nub or core-story allows a wide field in which free imagination can play. 
The moving shapes of actual life appear to be drawn on to exemplify the 
formula, and the elements of the core appear also to be open to 
commutation. Variations of such kinds may be noted in versions of the myth 
given by individual persons among the Murinbata and also among the tribes 
of the same cultural region.., there is every evidence of painstaking 
adherence to traditions; but the traditions themselves are a continuous 
inspiration; and adherence is not necessarily.., dullness. 

The myths can be open to change, for the story itself is perceived as 
adaptable, vulnerable. It is the creative work and responsibility of the people 
and can be transformed by its narrator or its audience; in fact this is the 
assurance of the story's continuing meaning and relevance. In faithfully 
transmitting myths and rituals through the use of symbolism, Stanner 
argued that the Murrirthpatha peoples magnified the value of life by making 
its conservation and renewal into a cult. He saw the transmission of myths 
stemming from a deeply spiritual base and the ritual as often being 
connected with their expression: 

When the myths about the drama of the Dreamtime are studied with care, it 
becomes clear that the Aborigines had taken, indeed, had gone far beyond, 
the longest and most difficult step towards the formation of a truly religious 
outlook. They had found in the world about them what they took to be signs 
of intent towards men, and they had transformed those signs into 
assurances of life under mystical nurture. Their symbolic observances 
towards the signs, in rites of several kinds, were in essence acts of faith 
towards the ground of that assurance (Stanner 1965:146-147). 

Stanner identified three great Wadeye myths, KLLkpi, Muthingka and 
Kunmangkur', each of which can be interpreted as transforming stories. One 
is left with the impression, says Stanner (1963:105), that a single story runs 
through all three dramas: 

Taken in their extant forms, the myths about these three eminent 
personages stand out like peaks from a hidden mountain range. 

Kukpi, the Black Snake woman, is a law-giver and deals with the destruction 
of males by a female. She is a maker of songs and always singing, she goes 
on a very long journey.2  KUJCPI is associated with water, especially deep pools 
and springs. In the story of Mulinthin's vision (4.2.1) the woman in the 
vision is Muthingka, Mother-of-All. I noticed that often during the story-
telling by the senior women, she is referred to, in whispers, as KukpL 
Whether as KUJCPL or as Muthingka, Mother-of-All, she is spoken of with 
great reverence and awe. Stanner recognizes a very close association 
between Muthingka and Kunmangkur, saying that both myths could stand in 
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approximately the same relation to the rite of Pwij (1963:105). The myth of 
the Rainbow Serpent Kunmanglcur, according to Stanner's first impressions, 
did not appear to have any ritual expression other than in the rock paintings 
just outside Murrinhpatha territory (cf. Illustration 24). 

Both Muthingka and Kurtmczngkur feature strongly in the Punj-based 
Baptism. In the Dreamtime, Kunmartgkur was a human person, an Old 
Man' of extraordinary powers. In Kunmangkur's story (7.3.2), his two 
daughters go hunting and are followed by their brother ThUnirtin, who 
deceives and rapes them. They succeed in punishing him, but he finally 
escapes and returns home. After a fight with his son, Kunrnangkur changes 
himself into a Rainbow Serpent, who comes to be seen as a kind of guardian 
spirit and creator of eveiything, including human life. The conception of 
metamorphosis of animals into humans or humans into animals is common 
in Australian Aboriginal mythology. 

Stories such as the myth of Kunmangkur may be transforming in two 
senses. Firstly, they can in themselves contain themes of change and 
secondly, they can be described, according to Stanner, as the Dreaming that 
was and is demngirtoi, the 'mysterious transformation' that can still happen 
(1963:164). The myth of the Rainbow Serpent stresses this demnginoi motif. 
The telling of Munrihpatha myths quite often ends with the exclamatory 
demnginoi, which means approximately 'became' in the ordinary English 
sense. In Murinhpatiia, the term is used, for example, when a man becomes 
a wise man (wananggal) as the result of a mystical experience. 

Having introduced three of the major Wadeye myths, I move now to 
consideration of the story in relation to its accompanying rite or ceremony 
and propose that the rites can in themselves be expressions and signs of 
transformation. 

6.2.1 Myth and rite 

Stanner often speaks about some kind of 'immemorial misdirection' or a 
'wrongful turning of life', which appears persistently in the mythology 
(1963:40). Although the Mui-nnhpatha myths provide evidence of this 'fatal 
impairment', the rites always indicate that the story is being managed in a 
positive way. In several places, as in the following passage, for example, 
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Stanner argues that the purpose of Punj was to make the youth 
'understand': 

The leap forward, the 'going beyond', is as much in the realm of life-striving 
as it is in the affective and cognitive realms of experience... It is as though 
the inner paradigm of which I spoke earlier - the nginipun or shapely pattern 
of setting apart, destruction, transformation and return - being immanent in 
the whole ritual culture of the Murinbata, if not more widely still, were being 
given, in the myth, its full import through a... new ifiumination. As though 
the immanent were being made outward, and being transcended while 
remaining itself (1963:77). 

Stanner identified a link between the story or myth and the ritual, proposing 
that the myth 'may have served as the implicit moral theory of the rites' 
(1965:151). The myth was told symbolically as a feature of the rite. While 
ritual and myth may be understood quite separately, there are important 
ways in which the two may relate: 

Both the rites and the myths, when analysed, suggested that the religious 
objects were the intuited dualisms supposed to compose the life-process. The 
rites did so obscurely and only in part; the myths much more vividly and 
full. The stories of founding dramas that transformed the archetypal past 
into an ontological process in which every Now could be justified or judged 
by Then, were surely nothing if not cognitive essays to justify high concerns 
of life and to guide conduct towards them (Stanner 1963:155). 

Stanner suggested that the myth of Muthingka 'is now coordinate with the 
rite of Punj'(1963:29), although he admits that positive evidence for this 
conclusion is lacking. I argue that the incorporation of the Muthingka myth 
into the Punj-related Baptismal liturgy, provides this positive evidence. 
Changing contexts (cf., 9.3.4) continue to create different versions to the 
shape and re-telling of the story and to its ritual expression. 

6.2.2 The All-Mother and the Mother of God stories 
Tony Swain's important book, A Place for Strangers (1993), provided a new 
description and fresh way of thinking about myth in indigenous Australian 
history, which is relevant to the discussion about change and spiritual 
transformation. In examining the role of Thirnintn, son of Kunrna.ngkur, 
Swain offers a brief but ifiuminating analysis of Stanner's work. 

During times of significant social change, Stanner had claimed that the 
Thiminin story was replaced by the All-Mother cult and that the bull-roarer 
(her symbol) was swung to summon a new life-principle to a dwindling and 
needy people (1979:6 1). Helping to shape the Aboriginal creation of the All-
Mother, argued Swain, were the Indonesians, the ethnographers and the 

132 



Wadeye Baptism as Transforming Story 

missionaries and all these contributed to the creation of the All-(or 
Colonized) Mother who was: 

invariably invoked in juxtaposition with a greater power - the colonialist who 
defiles her, the Christian God above her. The immensely ambivalent, 
paradoxical and at times life-threatening All-Mother is retreating. Mother 
Earth, wounded and bleeding, mutely warns with the very poverty of her 
being: the tide has turned; the way is open for the All-Father's return (Swain 
1993:197). 

The weakening of the All-Mother cult, says Swain, co-incided with the re-
emergence of Thiminin, now having a new status as a supreme Sky Hero and 
a new name, that of Jesus. Swain proposed that although Jesus-Thiminirt 

promised a new life in return for renewal of the old Law, the pledge was 

'double-edged' as the equality was at the cost of Aborigines becoming White 
and acquiring 'the cargo of capitalist wealth' (1993:20 1). 

illustration 22 The Muthingka painting 
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The Muthingka bark painting used in the Wadeye Baptism. 

My understanding differs from the conclusions reached by Swain. I argue 

that what has occurred at Wadeye, is perhaps not so much a prominence of 
the Jesus-Thimirtin cult, but a re-emergence and strengthening of the All-
Mother cult. Mulinthin's vision of Muthingka, Mother-of All, took place just 
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before Starmer's arrival at Wadeye. With the missionaries' arrival, the story 
went underground', but was not lost. The Muthingka of Mulinthin's vision 
appeared on the church wall painting and, along with the indigenous oral 
tradition, it remained a powerful means of remembering her sacred presence 
and significance in Wadeye religious life. As clearly demonstrated (4.2.2 and 
8.4.1), it seems the Mother-of-All emerged as particularly relevant and 
powerful in the life of the community. 

The traditional painting of the Muthingka myth depicts the Earth Mother, 
Muthingka, as the Rainbow Serpent. The bark paintings used in the Wadeye 
Baptism, enable participants in the ceremony to keep in touch with the 
founding events of their faith. The stories and the paintings keep us 
remembering', Molinthin sometimes told me. 

As Stanner has written in his Complexities of the myth and its variations 
(1963), there are different versions of the story, telling basically of The Old 
Woman who swallowed the children. The Mother-of-All of the Muthingka 
myth is central to both the Punj and the Men-k initiation ceremonies. In the 
Punj ceremony, Muthingka became powerfully present in the symbolism of 
the bull-roarer. Muthingka or kale neki (our mother) was formerly a human 
person, exercising absolute authority. After swallowing the children left in 
her care, she brought the punishment of death on herself. When the people 
returned and realized what had happened, the men set off in pursuit. 
Finally, in discovering Muthingka crawling alongside a river-bed, they killed 
her. Cutting open her belly, they found the children still alive inside her 
womb and after cleaning and adorning the young ones, took them back to be 
welcomed joyously by their mothers. 

During the Instruction rite (4.4.2), Deacon Perdjert revisits the myth, 
pointing to different parts of the painting as he speaks. He reflects on the 
Rainbow Serpent (here referred to as Muthingka) who had swallowed the 
young ones. In the painting, Muthingka is encirling three figures. Perdjert 
draws attention to the role of parents and senior relations as he focuses on 
the young novice in the painting, who appears between a male and a female 
elder. Since being reborn, the young man stands strong as Kardu Punj, 
sacred Aboriginal person. 
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In the earlier and present-day ceremony of Punj, the theme of new life is very 
clearly demonstrated as the youth, naked and covered in blood or red ochre, 
is placed face down in a hole representing the body of the Rainbow Serpent, 
the All-Mother. The ritual is repeated over several days. In ancient times, the 
young men were told they would be swallowed alive and then regurgitated. 
After a number of days, the men would begin to swing their buliroarers, the 
sign to all of Muthtngkcis proximity. The awesome and increasingly loud 
sound of the bull-roarer being swung, symbolised the presence of Kawarth,, 
a secret name of the provenant Muthingka spirit, 'Mother-of-All'. When the 
men suddenly leapt into view, revealing the secret, the novices received the 
buliroarer thrust between their thighs. Later they crawled towards their 
mothers, through a tunnel of legs formed by the initiated men. As each 
young man emerged, he sat before his mother, with his back facing her. The 
women wailed loudly, hitting their heads. Finally, the young men returned 
through the tunnel, after which all the men rushed back to the main 
ceremony ground. At the conclusion of the ritual, another week passed in 
the company, and under the discipline, of the male elders. The young men 
were taken to bathe before the final showing of the bull-roarer, symbol of the 
All-Mother, who transformed the young men from the liminal stage of ku 
were, 'wild dog' or 'dingo', into 'Ka.rdu Punj' ceremony men, enabled now to 
understand and never to look back (Stanner 1963:98-100). 

It is clear that the Muthingka and Punj myths are stories having potential 
transformation for life. They are stories about the change from an old or 
irmnature life to a new life of understanding, maturity and promise. In the 
Wadeye rituals and ceremonies, the transformation is symbolically portrayed 
and celebrated. While I agree with Stanner (1963:30), who says it is not for 
anthropology (or theology I might add), to force the emergence of links 
between Christian initiation and Punj, in a speculatively comparative way 
(Stanner 1963:30), the fact remains that the Wadeye Baptism story draws 
heavily on Punj for its liturgical expression. Description and analysis of this 
link is at the very core of this thesis. Consideration is therefore now given to 
the connection between story and ceremony, between sacred myth and 
ritual, in both the universal and local Wadeye Christian context. 
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6.3 THE CHRISTIAN INITIATION STORY 

Chauvet (1995:441) argues that baptismal grace is to be understood 
theologically, according to the initiatory labour of giving birth to or re-
begetting ourselves according to God's Spirit where: 

the transition to this new status requires that a real labor of mourning take 
place within us - death to the old humanity - which in all religions is 
experienced according to the symbolism of the initation scheme. 

The Wadeye Baptism draws on both the ancient indigenous tradition, as well 
as the ancient Christian tradition. The lived experience of the people 
generally, along with the Church's traditions and teachings, continue to 
shape the Christian initiation story. Fundamentally, Christian initiation has 
its origin and meaning in the person of Jesus Christ. The Church's tradition, 
including of course the biblical discourse, is also fundamental to the 
understanding of baptism. Christian initiation is examined now in the 
context of the biblical narrative. 

Biblical background 

In the opening verses of the Bible, the presence and power of the sacred 
Spirit, 'a wind from God' (Gen: 1:2) hovering over the waters, symbolizes new 
life. There are many ifiustrations of a symbolic journey from death to life 
through images of water and through 'baptizein' (immersion). The Blessing 
of Water from the Roman Catholic Easter Vigil ceremony, commemorates 
this in recalling the Noah's Ark story as a sign of spiritual renewal: 

The waters of the great flood you made a sign of the waters of baptism, that 
make an end of sin and a new beginning of goodness (Roman Missal Easter 
Vigil 42). 

The crossing from slavery to freedom through the Red Sea, is the 
momentous biblical event from the Old Testament signifying the path to new 
life: 

You freed the children of Abraham from the slavery of Pharoah, bringing 
them dry-shod through the waters... to be an image of the people set free in 
Baptism (Roman Missal Easter Vigil 42: Blessing of Water). 

Other examples from the Hebrew scriptures which can relate to Christian 
baptism include the power of the cleansing and healing water spoken of by 
the prophet (Ezekiel 16:9), the spring of water at Meribah (Numbers 20:1-13 
and Exodus 17:7) and the water of the Jordan River in which Naaman was 
cleansed (2 Kings 5:10-14). In the New Testament story, positive response to 
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the irwitation to be a disciple of Jesus Christ, included acceptance of the call 
to preach the gospel, to make disciples and to baptize (Matthew 28:19). 
Jesus himself referred to a baptism with which he had to be baptised (Luke 
12:50). In the baptism of John, which Jesus accepted, Cooke (1994:143) 
points out that the water signified the person's decision to live out the 
covenant, which, in Jesus case, meant accepting 'his new exodus journey' 
leading to death and resurrection. In Mark's gospel, Jesus foretells his own 
death and resurrection (9:3 1) and the blood and water which finally flowed 
from His side (John 19:34) became a sacred sign of Christian baptism. 

As noted in 4.4.2, a key biblical text for the Wadeye Baptism which forms 
the subject matter of one of the two paintings used for the ceremony, is that 
of Jesus' conversation with Nicodemus: 

Jesus answered him, 'Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of 
God without being born from above. Nicodemus said to him, 'How can 
anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the 
mother's womb and be born ? Jesus answered, 'Very truly I tell you, no one 
can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and the Spirit 
(John 3:3-5). 

Since the church's earliest teachings, Christian baptism was understood as 
transcending all barriers, as Paul wrote to the Corinthians: 'In the one Spirit 
we were all baptised into one body' (1 Cor 12:13) and his letter to the 
Galatians reads: 

As many of you as were baptised into Christ have clothed yourselves with 
Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there 
is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus 
(Galatians 3:27-28). 

Christian initiation, as considered here through the biblical narrative, is 
recognized and celebrated in the liturgical life of the local church 
community. I turn now to examine this expression, from the perspective of 
the universal church of which it is part. The Wadeye Christian initiation 
under investigation in this thesis, is one expression which illustrates the 
links with on-going changing cultural expressions of the universal church. 
The various stages and rites which I have described in the Wadeye Baptism, 
have their foundations in both the historical and theological contexts 
examined below. 
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Universal church context 

In his ground-breaking work on the sacraments, Martimort (1987:13) stated 
that from the outset 'people entered the Church by way of a rite with water; 
baptism made its appearance simultaneously with the Christian 
community. Before the capture of Jerusalem in Al) 70, there were several 
Baptist sects in Palestine. The Qumran excavations, giving descriptions of 
the life of the Essenes, for example, uncovered cisterns used for a baptismal 
rite of purification. New Testament writings focus on the difference between 
Johns baptism and the baptism of the Spirit of which John himself spoke: 

I baptize you with water for repentance, but one who is more powerful than I 
is coming after me... He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire 
(Matthew 3:11). 

Christian baptism was seen as much more than a purification. It was 
understood as a call to a new way of life. It was both an (i) immersion into 
the death and resurrection of Christ and (ii) a passing, like that of the 
Hebrews through the Red Sea. As time went on, baptism came to be 
understood as both a sacrament of rebirth and forgiveness of sins, as well as 
a sacrament of ifiumination. Those receiving instruction about the Christian 
message and life, also underwent a preparation of prayer and fasting. 
Towards the end of the second century, candidate numbers were growing, as 
was the spread of sects, along with the increasing risks of apostasy and 
heresey. At this time also, the persecution of Christians was increasing. For 
these reasons, the Christian churches began to organize a more demanding 
and carefully prepared 'catechumenate' for Christian initiation. The 
baptismal sacrament was perceived as an outward sign conveying an inward 
effect. The catechumen had to hear and accept the Word, be converted, 
make a profession of faith, be baptised, receive an outpouring of the Holy 
Spirit and finally, participate with the community of believers in the 
Eucharistic assembly. The normally long period of catechumenate involved a 
number of different rites. Much later, when infant baptism became more 
common, a single ritual attempted to contain the sacrament's 'essentials' 
and post-baptismal catechumenate became more necessary. 

The Church's teachings about 'original sin' which developed in the fifth 
century, were to provide a theology of baptism which interpreted the 
sacrament more as a 'solution', a means of being saved, rather than as an 
entrance into the Christian family. A more formal celebration marking the 
reception of the sacrament began to emerge. Long-term preparation for the 
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baptismal rite included catechetical, liturgical and ascetical aspects. The 
catechumenate aimed at bringing the faith of the catechumen to maturity. 
The process involved (1) investigation into the life and work of the 
candidates, (ii) formal admission of candidates (with their sponsors who 
would accompany them over the next two/three years and who would attest 
to their progress before the church authorities), (iii) catechesis and (iv) 
participation in the liturgy of the Word at the Eucharistic assembly. The 
short-term preparation involved: (i) More intensive catechesis, (ii) inscription 
of the name being received and accepted by the Bishop, (iii) Bishop's 
presentation to the candidate of the Creed and the Our Father and (iv) 
Prayer and fasting. The final preparation saw the candidates experiencing 
what Martimort (1987:36) described as a 'poignant moment' in their 
spiritual journey: 

they were ending one way of looking at human life as they turned from the 
world and its pleasures... A covenant was being sealed, a kind of oath being 
pronounced, the solemn nature of which was underscored by the rites, for 
the future initiates often stood or knelt on haircioth while wearing only their 
undergarments. In some Churches (Jerusalem, for example) they extended 
their hand and faced West, 'the region of darkness', and immediately after 
the renuciation, turned their backs on it, thus providing an image of 
conversion in the most rigorous sense of this term. 

The processes leading to the actual baptism involved different rituals, all of 
which are incorporated into the Wadeye Baptism. These rituals included (i) 
the sign of the cross marking the catechumen as one who would belong to 
Christ who gave life through his death on the cross, (ii) recitation of the 
creed and the Our Father, (iii) the 'ephpheta' ritual, recalling the 'opening' or 
healing of the deaf-mute (Mark 7:32-35), (iv) renunciation of Satan including 
exorcisms made over the candidate, signifying the liberation from sin and 
from the power of evil, (v) anointing with pre-baptismal oil and (vi) prayer of 
blessing over the water, asking the Holy Spirit to descend on the water so 
that those being baptised 'may be born of water and the Spirit' (Rite of 
Baptism of Children) and finally (vii) the baptism by immersion, using the 
trinitarian formula: I baptize you ... in the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit. 

Further complementary rites included (i) chrismation (the anointing with 
holy oil), (ii) the laying on of hands by the Bishop in the prayer for the gift of 
the Holy Spirit, (iii) the presentation of the white robe for the baptised 
person, (iv) reception of the lighted candle, lit from the Easter candle as 
symbol of Christ calling the newly baptised to be a 'light for the world' and 
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(v) the celebration of the eucharist amongst the community of believers, 
especially within the Easter liturgy. (These rites also, as shown in chapter 
four, are incorporated into the Wadeye Baptism. The presentation of the 
white robe alone was omitted. John Leary MCC told me the Wadeye group 
was reluctant and uncomfortable about the inclusion of this rite, which 
seemed to imply 'white was good'). The symbolism of the red ochre being 
wiped off and the black ochre being painted on the body in its place (c.f. 
4.4.2), represented 'kardu punj' (transformed Aboriginal person) and was felt 
to be an appropiate replacement for the rite of the white robe). 

From about the sixth century onwards, children's baptism became more 
common and began to shape the sacramental ritual. The time of preparation 
for reception of the sacrament was greatly reduced and the role of the 
sponsor changed into one of being a 'spokesperson' rather than a 'spiritual 
companion'. Also with fears of infant mortality, baptisms were performed 
very soon after the birth of a child. From the fourteenth century, with the 
disappearance of the catechumenate, the baptismal rite came to be carried 
out in a single ceremony. 

It was to be many years, centuries in fact, before the Church's liturgical 
renewal would provide for three rites in proceeding to Christian initiation: 
the baptismal rite for adults, the rite for young children and the rite for 
babies. With the Council's Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA), the 
more formal and lengthy catechumenate was once again fully restored. 
Furthermore, the Council documents had stated that: 

In mission countries, in addition to what is furnished by the Christian 
tradition, those elements of initiation rites may be admitted which are 
already in use among some peoples insofar as they can be adapted to 
Christian liturgy (Sacrosanctum Concilium 65; cf., 37-40). 

The Second Vatican Council introduced radical changes into all aspects of 
Catholic Church teaching and practice. The vision of Pope John Xxiii who 
convened the Council, was to prepare the way for a fresh theology and 
sacramental practice which could lead the church into the twenty-first 
century. 

6,4 DOOR FROM THE SACRED 

In the Church's tradition, the sacraments, dependent on the disposition of 
the one who receives them, are perceived as signs which effect what they 
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signify. They act ex opere operanto, that is, by the very fact of the action's 
being performed (Catholic Catechism 1994:292). The church's intention is to 
bring about what the rites express. Chauvet (1995:43 1) speaks of the 
sacraments as revealers as well as operators: 

The sacraments are not instruments for the production of grace since their 
operation, of the symbolic order, is inseparable from the revelation they 
bring about... The sacraments are revealers which make symbolically visible 
what identifies as Christian human existence anterior to them... they 
manifest the 'already-there' of grace in the experience of faith... they 
therefore have an expressive function of response to what God has done, and 
of gratitude for what God has done. 

The Baptism ceremony described in chapter four, comes from the Wadeye 
historical and religious tradition and from the tradition of Christian 
Catholicism. For the Wadeye person of faith and for the faith community, 
there is no question of whether or not there is an encounter with Christ 
through the sacraments. Christian faith believes this to be so. What I 
continue to explore here is is how the liturgy of the Wadeye Baptism 
facffitates this sacramental encounter and so becomes a life-giving and 
transforming event for the community: 

Those baptized in infancy are meant to be guided by the community toward 
a personal understanding and acceptance of the meanings contained in the 
baptism liturgy, and any community baptizing an infant is pledging itself to 
provide such guidance (Cooke 1994:135). 

According to Catholic theologian Joseph Martos (1991: 176), sacraments are 
'doors to the sacred'. They are celebration and transition rituals which 
symbolize what people believe and move them into a new phase of living 
their beliefs (ibid., 459). Christian faith enables interpretation of the world 
as being attached to mystery and all manifestations of life become 
sacraments of God's presence and love. Boff(1981:88-89) underlines this 
same perspective: 

The opaque imanence of the world and the abstract transcendance of God 
give way to the transparent presence of God in the world. 

Wadeye Christian initiation however, does not necessarily introduce a first 
sense of God. Wadeye religious ceremony, Punj and Merrk initiation rites for 
example, are already 'doors to the sacred'. They express and reveal the 
sacred meaning of life. Deacon Boniface Perdjert (1978:3) writes: 

We fmd it easy to see in Christ THE great Drearntime figure, who, more than 
all others gave us Law and Ceremony and life centres, and marked out the 
way we must follow to reach our true country. 
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I heard many people express views like the following, addressed to me 
during my 1998 visit to Wadeye: 

• These are the sacred ceremonies for our life, they are holy for us... like 
our Church ceremonies. 

We respect our ceremony law. It is sacred for us. We have to follow the 
law properly and pass it on to our children. 

God gave us our Dreaming. God's Spirit has always been with us. 

The Wadeye Baptism seeks to draw on the existing awareness of the Sacred, 
bringing a new shape to the experience and to its expression. For this 
reason, it is probably more accurate, or at least very helpful, to speak of 
Catholic sacraments as doors from  as well as to the sacred.3  The liturgical 
reforms introduced by the Second Vatican Council, were largely aimed at 
making the various rites more inteffigible, as well as being at the same time, 
a means for instruction. Christian and Catholic liturgy in the Western 
tradition, tended to come from a fairly literal approach to sacrament. Liturgy 
however, aims to do far more than convey information. Searle (1981:110-
111) suggests that it seeks to engage us in relationship with the Sacred, as 
well as touching on areas of experience which clearly engage our own 
mystery, opening up for us 'the wonder and ambiguity of human existence'. 
He speaks in terms of the liturgy requiring 'an act of contemplation' where 
one is required: 

to move over onto the ground of the image, to live inside it, to look around 
and get the feel of it. It calls for a suspension of disbelief, a closure of critical 
distance, a commitment of trust to this way of seeing. 

In Wadeye religion, especially in the Punj ritual. Stanner (1963:28), 
recognized this deep religious base: 

The main rite is marked by the use of external and visible signs betokening 
men's dependency on otherworldly powers for an endowment and flow of life-
benefits. It is the set of relations which obtain between these elements which 
constitutes sacramentalism. 

Rites of initiation were described by Stanner as existing as disciplines, 'both 
fashioning uncompleted man and transforming him into a being of higher 
worth (1965:151). Christian initiation brings about this radical 
transformation, with the person baptised receiving the life of Christ and 
becoming incorporated into the Christian fanny. The Punj rite and the 
Muthingka myth with their life and death themes, are integral to the Wadeye 
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Baptism under investigation in this thesis. The dramatic symbolism in 
myth, dance, body decoration, song, music and paintings all serve to 
highlight the life/death mystery of the Christian initiation event. The 
dramatic symbolism in myth, dance, body decoration, song, music and 
paintings all serve to highlight the life/death mystery of the Christian 
initiation event and entrance into the dying and rising of Jesus through the 
sacramental life of the church community, opened up a new door to - or 
from - the sacred. 

Chauvet (1995:365-367) identifies a 'grateful acknowledgement' in the 
context of baptism; in fact, he suggests that the reason some families insist 
on baptism for their children may originate from a motivation that springs 
from a 'debt of existence', received from an 'Other' as gift: 

such a request for a rite is first of all the expression of archaic mechanisms 
that are set in motion by any reminder of the beginnings and its 'mystery.' 
That the child-product they have generated may grow into a son-or-
daughter-achievement requires of them, in a way more powerful for being 
unconscious, that the gestures made formerly over them, and before that 
over their own parents and ancestors, now be made over their own child. 

The sacraments are understood as rituals the community develops for 
remembering the life, death and resurrection of Jesus and for expressing 
Christian discipleship. The following comments made to me suggest the 
importance given by local Wadeye people to the sacrament of baptism: 

• We're not going out bush till we get him baptised. This is the most 
important thing for our life and for our death. 

• They cant go to Communion, they're not baptised! They don't belong 
properly yet, in our church family. 

I'm waiting for the special Easter ceremony to get my baby baptised. 

• Were worried because she's still not baptised. Our Baptism is first for 
our life. 

From its beginning, according to Martos (1981: 122), the church was 
intended as a place where God's liberation to new life was recognized and 
celebrated. Indigenous Australian Catholic ritual, as celebrated in the 
Wadeye Baptism, appears to be an example of such a new expression, where 
people may live the sacraments as true signs of faith and not merely and 
passively receive them (Evangelti Nuntiandi 1976: no. 47). When understood 
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in terms of Christian sacrifice, as discussed below, the passage from death 
to life celebrated in the sacrament of initiation, has important meaning for 
the Wadeye community 

6.4.1 Sacrifice 
In the Israelite tradition, the ritual Passover meal of sacrifice was a 
reenactment of the Exodus event, which enabled devout Jews to experience, 
as well as remember, the meaning of their liberation and salvation. At the 
Last Supper Passover meal, Jesus broke the bread and and gave it to His 
friends, just as He blessed the wine and offered it to them. He indicated it 
was now His own body and blood that were being given. His words 'Do this 
in memory of me', became the foundation of liturgical ritual for believing 
Christians, who would continue to commemorate His death and resurrection 
through the sacraments. 

During various periods of the church's history, different perspectives on the 
life and death of Jesus held sway. The Eucharist, for example, was 
sometimes seen mainly in terms of sacrifice; at other times the sharing of a 
sacramental meal was paramount. In the Christian tradition, the idea of 
sacrifice has always been an essential element in the church's teaching 
about the saving event of Jesus' death. The Wadeye Baptism, based on His 
death and resurrection and on the Punj ritual and Muthinkga myth, contains 
the themes of violence and death, as well as transformation and renewal. 

Chauvet has critiqued the language of sacrifice insisting that its usage 
cannot be restricted to Jesus' death, which can only be understood 'in the 
logic of his life of giving': 

He did not come to suffer and die, but to announce by his life - even up to 
death as the price for his fidelity - the good news that the reign of God is 
near, a reign of grace and mercy offered to all, and to thereby restore both 
God and human beings to liberty... Jesus priesthood and sacrifice were 
exercised existentially, and not ritually (Chauvet 1995:298-299). 

Chauvet (1995:3 16) holds that the imagery of sacrifice for sacramental and 
ritual life is fundamental. He suggests that sacrifice, especially from the 
perspective of scripture, symbolically represents Israel's religious life and 
institutions and that furthermore: 

From the perspective of 'Sacrament,' it constitutes, through the rites of 
oblation and communion, a particularly pregnant symbol of the identity that 
unites believers as sons and daughters of God and brothers and sisters in 
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Christ. From the perspective of 'Ethics,' it lets believers make a liturgical 
reading of their practice of justice and mercy. 

Personal and communal transformation in the Christian context is about 
incorporation into struggle, suffering and death, as well as into the new life 
of hope and resurrection. Earlier in this thesis (2.3.1), I noted that a 
'sacrificial model' adopted by Stanner for Murrirthpatha religious ritual, 
seemed to have a short life and was not, by him, developed or referred to 
again. This was disappointing and perhaps needs re-visiting. What I propose 
here is not so much a 'sacrificial model', but an attentiveness to aspects of 
sacrifice which can be easily overlooked. 

Rene (1977) in his insightful work on culture and religion, challenged 
theologians especially, to a new way of speaking about sacrifice. Some years 
later when Mary Barbara Agnew reviewed Girard's work (1987:494-508), she 
suggested that for him 'the sacred, especially as embodied in ritual and 
sacrifice, is rooted in violence'. Agnew looks to the liturgical implications and 
explores a link between religious ritual and social justice. She suggests that 
the claimed identity between violence and the sacred (sacrifice), could pose 
problems for a eucharistic theology and, one would expect also for a 
baptismal theology, which had become too removed from the struggles and 
conflicts of eveiyday life. 

Girard claimed that after the death of Christ, the objective truth of violence 
could be seen. As Agnew recognizes, if ritual behaviour constitutes an 
unrecognized repetition of that violence, theology must examine the 
language of ritual sacrifice. In Girard's view, if Christians can be enabled to 
nuance their understanding of Christ's death as a sure atonement for sin, 
with a trustful imitation of his sacrifice, their worship should yield new 
forms, new 'secondary symbols' of the meaning of his death. If the sacrificial 
meaning of Christ's death is a revelation of the violence that pervades our 
human institutions, then his death must also serve as a summons to reject 
that violence. Further, the memorial of that death must be the place where 
the rejection is deepened, witnessed and celebrated. If Girard is correct, says 
Agnew, Christian liturgy must be the place of the transformation of the 
community's 'tendency to violence'. The 1998 paraliturgy, discussed in 10.2, 
is, I believe, such an example. 
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Kung took a similar position to that proposed by Agnew. In 1988 he argued 
that historical catastrophies like the two world wars, then Auschwitz, 
Hiroshima, along with recurrent mass starvation in the Third World and 
continuing destruction of the world's environment, all help to convince us 
that idealistic theological constructs of history are no longer possible and 
that theology and liturgy must be done in the face of these concrete 
'histories of human suffering' (Kung 1988:176). The same has to be said 
today in the context of the Wadeye story. 

At Wadeye, both the administration and the reception of the sacraments are 
often expressed and experienced within a context of marginalization and 
suffering. The Church and in the case under consideration here, the 
Baptismal liturgy, cannot afford to divorce itself from the reality of people's 
lives. The Wadeye experience of alienation is already profound (3.2.3; 3.3). 
By engaging itself with the community, as it attempts to do through the 
Wadeye Baptism, some steps towards genuine and mutual transformation 
can take place. Histories of human suffering in Wadeye, as in counfless 
other indigenous communities around Australia, are clearly visible in the 
on-going struggles for survival and change. The experience of violence, of 
injustice, shame and poverty was and is a lived reality of Wadeye Christians. 
The longing for liberation and the hope for new life, expressed so profoundly 
in the rites of the Wadeye Baptism, come from people's personal and 
communal stories and from their daily life experiences, as well as from the 
ancient life-death myth associated with Purtj. Like Purj and Men-k, initiation 
into Christian life is an on-going process which cannot be detached from the 
struggles and hopes of the people. 

6.4.2 Transforming sacrament 
The sacraments are the Church's invitation to experience grace (c.f., 6.4). 
They are, according to Chauvet, 'the privileged means of grace-filled 
communication between God and the believer' (1996:4). As I have been told 
by community members and as I have observed, many Wadeye Catholics 
perceive the Baptism as bringing transformation to their lives and their 
society. The Catholic understanding of sacraments as 'effecting what is 
signified', is close to the Murrirthpatha perception about the efficacy of 
religious signs and rituals, which are not representative of something else, 
but which are in fact, inherently transforming. 
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The choice against 'the sin of the world', is, as Cooke states, a continuing 
one. It holds a particular challenge since the sacraments can be sometimes 
understood only as a type of 'magic wand' bringing about an immediate 
change, and requiring no radical response to personal transformation in 
Christ. Cooke (1994:140) argues that the baptised person: 

is embarking on a course of life that grows out of a vision and a set of values 
that is not shared by most people. These Christian values stand in direct 
opposition to 'the sin of the world,' that inherited backlog of hostility, 
exploitation, injustice and dishonesty that vitiates human existence and 
stands as a barrier to human fulfIlment. Each Christian must make, and 
continue throughout life to re-make, a personal choice against this sin of the 
world. Yet, in living out this difficult 'renunciation of Satan and all his works 
and all his empty promises', a Christian needs the support of a concerned 
Christian community and the power of God's own Spirit, which is ultimately 
the only force able to overcome evil. 

Chauvet (1995:110) has described the sacraments not as instruments, but 
as mediations in which the 'coming-to-be' of subjects as believers takes 
place. The Vatican Council documents speak of the nature of the process in 
this way: 

Baptism, of itself, is only a beginning, a point of departure, for it is wholly 
directed towards an acquiring of fullness of life in Christ (Unitatis 
Redintegratio par. 22). 

Awareness of the importance of process and of particular stages through life, 
is already evident in traditional initiation ceremonies. Christian baptism 
similarly, need not and should not normally be experienced and 
administered in a half-hour ritual. The lengthy and elaborate nature of the 
inculturated Wadeye Baptism indicates the importance that the community 
places on the event. The liturgical action is truly sacramental when the 
saving significance of the risen Christ is seen to be present and when the 
renewal of human lives becomes evident. 

Transformation of communities and cultures is part of the inculturation of 
the Christian faith. Missiologists and theologians have been faced with the 
question of how much emphasis should be given to the inculturation and 
how much should be given to addressing the cultural dynamics already 
operative (Bosch 1992:455; Chupungco 1992:29; Schreiter 1994:15). In his 
paper Incu1turatiort offaith or identification with Culture, Schreiter, looks at 
criteria for judging true inculturation: 

the gospel is about metanoia - conversion, change. Consequently, if the 
gospel enters a culture and nothing changes, then there is no efffective 
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inculturation. 'Nothing changes' describes a state in which either the gospel 
never connects with the culture, or it is allowed to be absorbed into the 
culture (1994:22). 

For about forty years Catholic baptism liturgy at Wadeye had remained 
unchanged. But in the wake of the Second Vatican Council, space became 
available for fresh ideas and new liturgical expressions; along with this, the 
missionaries' own understandings and practice were being challenged. Local 
people began to exercise their own theological and liturgical expressions. 
The prophetic voice of Mulinthin, for example, inspired an on-going 
determination and confidence to awaken and keep in mind the right for 
ownership and shaping of the Christian message (cf., 4.2.1). Perhaps as 
well, some first steps in repentance, hurnilty and reconciliation on the part 
of the parent church and the missionaries, brought a new experience of the 
dying-rising event of Jesus, which in turn gave grounds for the indigenous 
people to believe that their views might be more respectfully heard and more 
eagerly sought. 

The Baptism ceremony described in this thesis appears to indicate potential 
for a sharpened understanding of shared responsibffity in changing times 
and for a new solidarity and sense of hope in the midst of very real suffering 
so evident in Wadeye life today. Chauvet (1995:438) argues that this 
transition to a new status requires a 'labour of mourning' and a death to the 
old humanity, commonly expressed through the symbolism of initiation: 

The death and regeneration with Christ in baptism is symbolic. It is not a 
'real' hidden behind or underneath a verbal-ritual language act which 
expresses it metaphorically. But neither is it a simple 'as if'... which would 
dissolve the real into symbolism. It is, according to faith of course, the 
believer's communion with Christ in his death and resurrection. 

The symbolism and the ritual are not escapes from life, but are 
intensffications of it and as such, are potential avenues for transformation. 
Whether the on-going story of the Easter Baptism will continue to promote a 
personal and communal transformation or not, will depend on varying 
factors, including issues of power and control, explored further in chapters 
eight and nine. But I turn now, in the following chapter, to examine more 
closely the relationship between faith and culture. The traditional and 
Christian stories and ceremonies of initiation examined here, will have little 
transforming effect unless they are expressed in language and symbol 
carrying clear and powerful meaning. 
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I draw this chapter to a close reflecting on an occasion when I was invited to 
facilitate a 'Gospel and Culture' seminar at Wadeye in 1996. Indigenous 
teachers, concerned about the young people, were struggling with many 
questions facing their community. During the course of the seminar, they 
drew my attention to a vivid expression and image of transformation: 

If you stay closely united, you are like a tree standing in the middle of a 
bush-fire sweeping through the timber. The leaves are scorched and the 
tough bark is scarred and burned; but inside the tree the sap is stifi flowing, 
and under the ground the roots are still strong. Like that tree you have 
endured the flames, and you stifi have the power to be reborn. The time for 
this rebirth is now! (The Pope in Australia: 169). 

Endnotes 

Stanner wrote: No one would say confidently that he (i.e. Kunmanggur) is 'bigger' than 
Kukpi, the Snake Woman, the great song-maker and giver of spring waters. Nor would 
anyone afTh-rn his relationship and position in respect of Nogamain, another self-
subsistent spirit reputed to be the sender of honey and beautiful children, and the only 
being to whom the Murinbata address something like an invocation (1963:97). 

2 In Falkenbergs extensive (often overlooked) work (1962; 1981) on aspects of Wadeye 
kinship and totem, he refers to KUkpi who 'made all the water, both salt and fresh. She 
made the salt-water first and she walked up from the salt-water and created all the 
creeks and bifiabongs' (1962:90). 

3 My thanks to Andrew Hamilton SJ for alerting me to this helpful interpretation (personal 
correspondence, 3 August 1998). 
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CHAPTER 7 

WADEVE BAPTISM AS LITURGICAL INCULTURATION 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

From his study into Murnnhpatha religious ritual, Stanner understood 
liturgy as 'reverent work in duty to sacred things' (1965:167). The content 
and formulary of the liturgical rites or 'transactions' were the 'raw materials' 
of the sacred symbols which: 

plainly had a liturgical character, in that they were organized works of public 
- as distinct from private - duty, deference and even reverence towards, and 
of faith in, an otherworldly provenance of human well-being (4:14). 

Outside of their liturgical expression, nothing can really be said about the 
reality of sacramental grace and the symbolic efficacy of the sacraments. 
Here the focus is on features of Wadeye religious liturgy. I consider first the 
meaning of liturgical inculturation and then go on to examine the nature 
and function of four symbols in the Wadeye Easter Baptism. 

The Christian churches have been criticized for insisting in the past, on the 
one cultural expression of Christianity. In the Catholic Church, a fixed 
liturgical expression for the celebration of the sacraments remained in place 
for several hundred years. In the wake of the liturgical renewal following the 
Vatican Council, later documents were sometimes cautious and warned 
against the potential pitfalls of inculturation: 

Evangelisation risks losing its power and disappearing altogether, if one 
empties or adulterates its content under the pretext of translating it; or if, in 
other words, one sacrifices this reality and destroys the unity without which 
there is no universality (Evangelu. Nuntiancli, 1976: no. 63). 

Inculturation of Christian faith and life, however, does not have to come at 
the expense of losing Catholic unity. Wadeye liturgy, like all liturgical action 
is, to some extent at least, shaped by its cultural environment. Generally it 
is shaped as well, by products of earlier liturgical traditions. There is always 
a creative tension between the adaptation to local needs and the fidelity to 
Christian identity, between diversity and unity. The work and the process of 
inculturation is to achieve incarnation of the universal Christian faith within 
the very roots of a culture, honouring that culture's own values and visions. 
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The proposition here is that only in a sacramental liturgy which is 
contextually appropriate can the full effects of the meaning of baptism reach 
into the life of the community. 

7.2 INCULTURATION 

Inculturation is sometimes spoken of with no indication of which culture is 
being referred to and with no identification of the subjects. The meaning of 
'culture' is often taken for granted: 

Whenever inculturation is cafled for without a more precise focus on the 
culture envisaged and on those who hand it on or live within it, it 
unfortunately degenerates into a multicultural cleanser which is applied 
everywhere and from which some people evidently hope for a new outfit for 
the church, without saying how this is to come about. It is not enough, as 
often happens, to appeal to a general defmition of culture with recourse to 
statements of the magisterium (e.g. Gaudium et Spes 53). Helpful though 
such a definition may seem at first, it is no help over the problem of 
inculturation as long as a concrete culture is not being analysed in its 
multiplicity of facets and conificts (Collet 1994:32-33). 

The 'concrete culture' in which this discussion is located is Wadeye. As 
introduction to the discussion and description of religious symbol, I wish 
first to identify some fundamental features of inculturation, discussed 
briefly in chapter two. Establishing some underlying principles of 
inculturation will provide the context for investigation into the sacred 
symbols of the Wadeye Baptism ceremony. 

The concept of syncretism is often used interchangeably with inculturation. 
A key element in syncretism is the ownership of the process by the people. 
Kadiba (1998:22) suggests that syncretism: 

is evolved by indigenous receptors of Christianity themselves, either 
consciously or unconsciously, in an attempt to blend the beliefs and 
practices of Christianity with elements of indigenous cosmology in order to 
make sense out of new beliefs and practices which have been introduced to 
their cosmological framework. 

For purposes here, I shall stay with the term 'inculturation', since the 
creation and development of the Wadeye Baptism liturgy, is not exclusive to 
either the local indigenous community or to the missioning or parent 
church, but has been and continues to be dependent on both for its 
reallsation. 

Missiologist, de Carvalho Azevedo (1982:27-28), describes inculturation as: 
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a process of growth for the local christian community through the critical 
appraisal of its own culture... They would put aside meanings and values 
which were really felt to be irreconcffiable with the christian message. In no 
way, however, would it be demanded of them that they renounce their 
cultural heritage and adopt foreign cultural patterns... they would break out 
of their isolation, confident in their destiny. They would be open to exchange 
their riches with other cultures, while at the same time remaining faithful to 
their own genius. There is no doubt that this picture is a dream and a 
utopia. But I do not see any other way of taking seriously the challenge for 
consistent inculturation. 

According to Schineller (1989:99-10 1), inculturation must be in the hands of 
the local community who are the makers of theology. He insists that 
inculturation must take seriously where the theologizing happens, and for 
whom and by whom it is done. Roman Catholic liturgist, Anscar Chupungo 
(1992:30) speaks of this inculturation in terms of a liturgical 'assimilation' of 
local cultural patterns, where liturgy and culture share the same patterns of 
thinking and expression through the various rites and symbols. 

In 1998 at Wadeye, I witnessed an isolated but unique example of such an 
expression. The occasion was a funeral ceremony. A young man had died 
tragically. After the Requiem Mass there was a long procession to the 
cemetery where the community gathered around the graveside for the 
funeral rite. Some people had travelled to the grounds by car, tractor and 
truck, while others had walked the distance, singing in Murrinhpathu along 
the way. There was deep and loud expression of grief and as the prayers 
were being said by the priest and Deacon Perdjert, an uncle of the young 
deceased male came forward in great distress. By laceration, he had already 
cut his forehead causing blood to flow. He put his hand to his head, now 
dripping with blood from the wound. He then bent down, and reverently, 
with his blood, made the sign of the cross upon the coffin. I was witnessing 
here, a simple and profound expression of Wadeye Catholic faith. 

Stanner recognized this abffity to imagine creatively, even in the midst of 
crises and social change, stating that the Murrinhpatha person: 

the victim of transience in himself and in the forms among which he dwells, 
is yet endowed with the power to create forms which endure (1963:80). 

The gesture I witnessed at the graveside, is a small, but important Wadeye 
example of Christian inculturation. 
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7.2.1 Unity and Diversity 
Recognition of cultural difference and complementarity is a way of 
promoting respect and unity in communities and society. It is cultural 
symbols which underpin meaning and identity in society. Geertz (1973:89) 
saw culture itself in terms of symbols, defining it in the frequently quoted 
passage as: 

an historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a 
system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by which men 
(Sic) communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and 
attitudes to life. 

Azevedo (1982:9) has some difficulty with this definition. By stressing the 
systemic nature of a 'pattern of meanings' as Geertz does, Azevedo suggests 
we may fall into 'a rather functionalist conceptualisation' of culture. 
Secondly, he suggests that even the key word 'symbol' is problematic, as it 
has to be further explained. In place of the two levels of culture, practical 
and symbolic, Azevedo argues convincingly for a deeper level of meaning 
which would form the basis for the social practice and the symbolic level: 

In fact, it is this underlying set of meanings and values that gives us the clue 
to distinguish the use by different cultures of the same social practices and 
of the same symbolical level. In other words, a concrete rite, language, 
symbol or pattern may be used by two quite different societies. 

Not only does such a definition encompass that proposed by Geertz, but it 
allows us to recognize differentiations between cultures. As Azevedo 
accurately states: 'Culture is at once particular and universal' (1982:11). 
The more the Gospel of Jesus is expressed in all its various expressions in 
particular churches, the more will its universal character be manifest. 
Groome (1994:129) has argued that unity is better expressed through 
diversity than through uniformity, and that inculturation must encourage 
the particular as an instance of the universal, promoting 'diversity as the 
only fitting human mode of unity'. I suggest that in the Wadeye Baptismal 
context, the religious cultural expression, while being a profoundly unique 
one, remains closely associated in essential unity with other cultural 
expressions of the church's sacramental expression. Gutierrez writes 'any 
theology is a discourse about a universal message' (1988:xxxvi). Theological 
contextualisation and liturgical adaptation have not been undertaken at the 
expense of losing fidelity to Christian identity or of loss of Catholic unity. 
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Schineller (1989:101) describes the church that is truly complementary, as 
one that sees itself as part of a larger whole, conscious of gifts as well as 
limitations, reflecting that 'unity is precisely in process of being built 
through the complementarity of the local churches'. 

Over the years, at Wadeye, there has been a certain resistance, or at least 
some reluctance, on the part of a small number of people, towards the 
inculturation of the Baptism ceremony. This wariness is evident, often from 
the same people, towards Merrk, Purtj and other cultural ceremonies. Some 
are uninterested or uncomfortable in what seems, in the Wadeye Baptism, 'a 
return to the old ways'. Others, as Perdjert explained, feel a sense of divided 
loyalties.' In the case of theological and liturgical inculturation, there is at 
times an experience of confusion, resulting from opposing positions being 
taken by various individuals and groups. As well as this, some persons (both 
indigenous and non-indigenous), fear what they perceive as 'extreme 
adaptation' in the church's sacramental rite of baptism. Because 
inculturation of the Gospel is about rnetanoia, about change or conversion, 
it does provide a risk; but it is a necessary one, for without inculturation, 
faith cannot take root (Schreiter 1994:22-23). 

In his paper, 'Unity and Diversity: Problems and Prospects for Inculturation', 
Metz reports that in the Vatican Council's decree on religious freedom: 

the Church defmes itself as the institutionalisation of a religion of freedom, 
which in the proclamation and propagation of its convictions rejects any 
means of coercion which circumvent that freedom (1990:83). 

However, as Metz points out, the church has often confused its own 
universalism with the universality of the kingdom of God and he suggests 
that there are options for the church to meet the challenge of polycentrism, 
without denying its own background. His words are timely, especially in 
light of the Australian indigenous church's struggle to find its place and to 
obtain recognition and continued support. Metz argues that the church 
must allow itself to be led by: 

an option for the poor and an option for others in their otherness... The main 
question for theology here is who are the agents of a polycentric 
inculturation. Guided by the suggestions of the last Council, theology here 
must develop and establish the idea that the regional particular churches 
and the local churches must be given an important role in the development 
of a successful inculturation, and that the authority and responsibffity of 
believers stressed by the Council, that is their participation in the life of the 
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Church in their own right, is of crucial importance to the process of 
polycentric inculturation (1990:86). 

The idea of 'complementarity' put forward by Schineller is a useful way of 
speaking about inculturation. Schineller's question is how the unity and 
catholicity of the church can be understood and lived in such a way that 
they are mutually ifiuminating. The process of inculturation is not built on 
pluralism or even diversity, much less uniformity, but rather on unity 
through complementarity, where the riches of one side make up for the 
limitations of the other: 

To be complementary means to see oneself as part of a larger whole, yet also 
truly oneself, aware of one's particular gifts as well as limitations.., no one 
church can fully represent or be a sacrament of the whole Christ, or in other 
words, fully inculturate or incarnate the gospel in its ways and life.., unity is 
precisely in process of being built through the complementarity of the local 
churches (Schineller 1989:101). 

This dynamic complementarity, evident in the creation and implementation 
of the Wadeye Easter Baptism liturgy, has not only impacted on the religious 
lives of the local community, but has already had strong influence on other 
Christian communities and churches, both indigenous and non-indigenous. 
For example, students and staff (of varying Christian denominations) at 
Nungalinya College often ask to see photos of the Baptism, to talk more 
about the ceremomy and to experiment with similar images, symbols and 
rituals within their own contexts. Also non-indigenous persons frequently 
gain a totally new insight into the richness and depth of Aboriginal religious 
life, as well as a recognition of the creativity and fidelity exercised by 
indigenous communities in terms of their sacramental traditions. 
Furthermore, as expressed to me by some missionaries, a deeper 
appreciation can be gained into the meaning of one's own Baptism and one's 
own tradition. From a personal perspective, I can certainly say that the 
initial and fundamental change which took place in my own Baptism, many 
years ago, is, through the Wadeye Baptism ceremony, brought home in a 
way that captures the solemn and transforming nature of the sacramental 
event. 

The more the Gospel of Jesus is expressed in all its various expressions in 
particular churches, the more will its universal character be manifest. The 
following passage, often quoted by indigenous Australian Catholics, comes 
from Pope John Paul's address to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, given in Alice Springs in 1986: 
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The church herself in Australia will not be fully the Church that Jesus wants 
her to be until you have made your contribution to her life and until that 
contribution has been joyfully received by others (The Pope inAustralicc 172). 

In a different context, former Prime Minister, Paul Keating, called for 
reconcffiation and recognition of cultural difference in his seminal address 
at Redfern (1992:2). The occasion was the Australian launching of the Year 
of the World's Indigenous Peoples, the point of which, according to Keating, 
was 'to bring the dispossessed out of the shadows and to recognize that they 
are part of us'. He argued that in neglecting this responsibffity, non-
indigenous Australians impoverish their own identity and humanity. 

A powerful statement of unity in diversity is given in a huge canvas painting, 
produced for a National Catholic Educational Conference in Darwin in 1998. 
The Wadeye artists have people of various races (depicted boldly in black, 
white and brown footprints) walking along separate tracks, towards the 
central sacred waterhole. Having met there and been 'reborn' in Christ 
through Baptism, they journey on together. They move ahead as one people, 
retaining their own uniqueness, but now, with boundaries broken down, 
they are no longer divided. 

7.2.2 Faith and culture 
The Christian gospel which enters into a culture, is in a sense already 
always inculturated. There is no such thing as a 'pure Gospel' divorced from 
culture. Its roots lie in its European and Western traditions formed from its 
Jewish and Hellenistic roots and its shaping is the result of a continuing 
history. Furthermore, the evangelizer or missioner bringing the Gospel, 
necessarily gives a personal cultural packaging to the message. In the 
Wadeye context, as shown in chapter five especially, early Catholic 
missionaries tended to view the people as 'pagan' and in need of being 
'enlightened' as well as 'saved'. Groome (1994:123) points out however, that: 

agents of inculturation should be convinced that God has always been 'here' 
in this context, and with saving presence and self-disclosure, since the dawn 
of history. Christian missionaries do not bring God' to anyone, since God is 
always already present ahead of them. To say otherwise would deny two 
central aspects of Catholic Christian faith, namely the universality of God's 
love and the principle of sacramentality. 

As time went on, and in some cases fortunately, as understanding and 
respect increased, a readiness for inter-cultural dialogue and for 
complementarity grew. The creation of the Wadeye Baptism liturgy seemed 
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to co-incide in time, with the need to recognize and affirm indigenous 
identity and culture (cf., 5.2). 

Schreiter (1994) describes three different kinds of situations where a 
people's right to culture is affirmed. Firstly, 'cultural reconstruction' occurs 
where a culture has been seriously damaged by outside forces. In the 
Australian indigenous context, for example, such external cultural forces 
have come in the form of colonization. 'Cultural resistance' secondly, is 
described as a culture threatened by an outside force and needing 'to take a 
posture of resistance in order to survive'. 

Within the Wadeye context, the re-emergence of the Mulinthin story, 
especially with its associated devotions to Our Lady of Kudantiga (cf., 4.2.2), 
could be interpreted as a kind of 'cultural resistance'. It stands outside - but 
not opposed to - the official history and teachings of the church, outside its 
official liturgical expressions and outside the missionary's first-hand 
experience. 'Cultural solidarity' is a third situation described by Schreiter. 
He gives the example of Christians in China, where this small minority has 
struggled to show, remaining Chinese, that they are stifi part of the 
universal church. In the Australian context, many urban indigenous groups 
are in this situation. 

In the Wadeye context also, the regular, frequent, and often expensive visits 
many people choose to make into Darwin (and beyond) for Church seminars, 
special feast-days, jubilee celebrations and official Diocescan gatherings, 
provide ample evidence for this 'cultural solidarity' with the universal 
Catholic Church. 

An expression of the meeting place between Christ and culture is found in 
Christian symbolism, but it is important to state here that Christian liturgy 
is not being proposed as a competitor or a rival to the 'liturgy of the world' 
(Kung 1976:169). 

An example of this sacred meeting place is the symbolism in the Wadeye 
Baptism and it is to the description and analysis of four of these symbols 
that I now turn. 
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7. 3 THE FUNCTION OF SYMBOL 

Sacramental theology and practice is given significance through symbolic 
forms, in liturgical rites, gestures and imagely, in language, music, art and 
drama and in all the diverse ways open to the creativity of peoples. Chauvet 
claims that the symbol functions as communication between subjects rather 
than as representation of objects, its primary function being to join the 
persons with their cultural world and to identify them as subjects in their 
relations with others (1995:120-121). In his eloquent discussion on the 
elements of symbolism, Chauvet states that: 

Like every religious ritual, the sacraments of the Church require the use of 
material elements which represent the cosmic condition of humanity, its 
'autochthony", its inalienable belonging to the earth, its 'being-in-the-world.' 
Water (water of the maternal womb, of the oasis or the ram which gives life, 
but also drowns), fire (fire which warms and reinvigorates, but also burns 
and destroys - fire of the Holy Spirit or fire of Hell), ash or earth (earth-
mother of our birth and sustenance, but also earth of our grave and our 
return to dust), bread (white bread of our joys and satisfactions, but also 
dark bread of our tears and unsatisfied longings), light (light that ifiumines 
and reassures, but also blinds and shows our betrayals in broad daylight)... 
in the liturgy, these elements give up their status as mere objects or 
subsisting entities in order to be metaphors of our own existence... 

Christian liturgy.., presents the world to us as something one may not use 
simply in a utilatarian way. It makes us manifest the symbolic excess which 
the real, as created, holds in reserve (1987:356-358). 

In the Catholic Church, sacred symbolism in Christian liturgy has a long 
and richly developed tradition. The liturgical reforms of the second Vatican 
Council, aimed to refine and revive rather than curtail, an amazingly 
complex and varied liturgical life in the church. The Constitution 
Sacrosanctum Concilium., stated that there was no wish to impose a rigid 
uniformity in the liturgy, but rather to respect and foster 'the genius and 
talents of the various races and peoples' (par 37). What had become 
incomprehensible or lacking relevance, reverence or beauty was to be 
replaced or renewed by symbols speaking to both the heart and mind. 
Indigenous churches were encouraged to appropriate cultural language and 
symbols into Catholic life and its liturgical expression. 

No religious ritual can escape being shaped by its cultural context. As 
discussed in chapter six, the Wadeye Baptism stems from the religious and 
cultural traditions of earlier years. Culture and church, rather than being 
seen as two opposing forces in the sphere of religious ritual, are inter- 
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dependent. 'Culture is liturgy's habitat' says Witvliet (1996:36), who 
suggests that 'liturgical inculturation best begins by accurate description of 
existing cultural influences on liturgical celebration'. The Wadeye Baptism 
ceremony is clearly shaped by cultural images and symbolism. I describe 
four of these symbols, water, fire, smoke and ochre, where cultural 
meanings and expressions are adopted to suit both the theology and the 
ritual of Christian baptism. The symbols examined are drawn from the 
immediate local context, the geographical as well as mythical and religious 
environment. The particular shaping of these symbols for the Wadeye 
Baptismal liturgy, demonstrates both the inter-religious and inter-cultural 
engagement. 

7.3.1 Water 
Chauvet (1995:123) describes water as the fundamental metaphor of human 
existence and he suggests that 'water never comes so close to its 'truth' as 
when it functions as both sepulcher of death and bath of rebirth' (123). 
Universal water myths appear to permeate the beliefs of all peoples. With a 
view to establishing that certain myths are an extension of these universal 
myths, Buchier and Maddock (1978) presented what they named A 
Chromatic Piece, which presented an analysis of the rainbow serpent myths 
throughout Australia. 

Illustration 23 The Kunmangkur Painting 

Painting of Kunmangkur, the Rainbow Serpent who blows his two sons out 
from the didjeridoo, while his wife weeps around the billabong. Photo 

reprinted with permission from John Pyes 'The Port Keats Story'. 
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When Radcliffe-Brown first used the title 'rainbow serpent' for what he 
suggested could quite possibly be a universal myth characteristic of 
Australia as a whole, he identified features of the myth as the rainbow 
perceived as a huge serpent, dwelling in deep waters and associated with 
rainmaking. Uluru (Ayers Rock) in Central Australia, for example, is the 
home of the feared mythical creature Wanambi, who punishes wrong-doers 
by taking away the waters in and around Uluru. The myths of the Wawalilc 
sisters of north-east Arnhem Land tell of their experiences with the great 
rainbow-snake, Jurlungur, while the people of west Arnhem Land revere 
Ngaljod who created the seas and land, as well as the birds, fish and 
animals. According to Buchler and Maddock, the people of west Arnhem 
Land look upon their rainbow serpent as 'a benevolent creature' who 
brought them into being, who made the land and the creatures which 
provide food, and who established 'the just code of laws under which they 
now live' (1987:79). 

Drawing on Radcliffe-Brown and Stanner's work in regard to Murrinhpatha 
beliefs, Buchier and Maddock conclude that the Rainbow Serpent, 
Kunmangkur, was 'looked upon as the beneficient creator of man and of the 
whole of creation' (94). Stanner (1963:82-83) suggests the closest meaning 
we can have for Kunmangkur is something like The Oldest One', 'Who 
Perenially-Is', 'Is-Acts Now'. He gives several Murrinhpatha names for 
Kunmangkur, the Rainbow Serpent: Kanamkek is used interchangeably with 
Kunmangkur, and contains the meaning 'to spit water' in its root. It 
translates as The Spirit of Water'. Another Muninhpatha name for 
Kunmangkur is 'Dimgek'. The auxilary dim means 'a state of being' and 
dimgek, when it is not being used in a religious sense and acting as a 
substitute name for Kanamkek, has 'rainbow' as its ordinary, every-day 
meaning. According to Perdjert and to the senior women with whom I 
worked, the immersion and pouring of the water in the Baptism, are 
reminiscent of what Stanner called 'the revivi1ring water' used in the 
traditional ceremonies (1963:52) and are powerful, natural symbols for the 
meaning of dying to the 'old way' and rising up to 'the new life'. 

The traditional Bukulup cleansing ceremony, provides an interesting 
example of water symbolism being adapted for Christian baptism in north-
east Arnhem Land. Bos (1982), who investigated this ceremony, writes that 
water is perceived as the source of all life. He describes the Bukulup 
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ceremony as an occasion when the community is wanting to restore 
harmony. The people gather round a specially prepared ground where a 
hole, representing the sacred water hole, has been dug: 

the persons ... enter the waterhole' and there water is poured over them 
while invocations are called to the mythical beings connected with the site. 
This ritual washing is said to heal dissension and make for mutual goodwill 
between the participants (1982:349-350). 

Illustration 24 The Purmi rock painting 

- 

Bernard Jalanee, Tommy Dodd, Mark Crocombe, Harry Jinjair at Purmi, the sacred 
place where Kanamgek first camped and where he was speared by Tjiminin. 

Photo from Wadeye Archives, N.T. 

As Bos shows, Christian baptism has adapted aspects of this ceremony. 
Replacing the design of the sacred clan, the sign of the cross is outlined on 
the ground with stones. Candidates for baptism kneel on this for the 
pouring of water. Not only is the Bukulup seen to be appropriate for baptism, 
but the ceremony is held to convey something of the essential meaning of 
Christian baptism: freedom from sickness and bondage, an end to suffering 
and mourning, and the restoration of cosmic and social balance (Bos 
1982:135). Because of such cultural perceptions and perspectives, biblical 
texts such as the following, carried obvious and strong associations for 
indigenous Christian persons: 
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He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit 
whom he poured out upon us generously through Jesus Christ our Saviour 
(Titus 3:5-6). 

Murrinhpatha friend and consultant for this thesis, B. Thardim, told me that 
the sacred waterhole was already a powerful symbol amongst the Wadeye 
people, well before the inculturation of the baptism ceremony: 

Kunmo.ngkur stifi lives in our sacred places, like he always has. He stays by 
the sacred water hole at Purmi and at other places. 

Stanner writes of the Rainbow Serpent, the Kunma.ngkur of the myth, as 
being 'identified with the being visually portrayed in rock-paintings at Purmi 
and Kirindjingin, just outside Murinbata territory' (1963:82). He also points 
out that the painting at the cave of Kirindjingin is said to be the Rainbow 
Serpent's ngulung or image (1963:156-160). 

The significance of the waterhole and its incorporation into the Christian 
story was brought home to me in correspondence from a Sister who worked 
at Wadeye in the 1970's: 

The Spirit of Jesus poured down from his wounded side when he died is 
what gives us life. The expression that was used (I remember Rosie telling 
me how much it meant to her when she heard this) was Ngepan 
Kangkartmawu thartrnganmo.rdardi - 'Spirit of the One who sits above you 
enter our guts'. I remember talking about Ngepert kanthui wurran with 
regard to 'spirit children' and we talked about having the 'mark' of the sign of 
the cross on us so we are the spirit children of our one Father, Yile neki, for 
we have the mark of Jesus' cross on us. Just as they have the name 
ceremony, so I talked about gathering around the water hole to be given life 
at baptism. This latter concept arose from talks before big feasts. I used to 
sit with the elders and songmen, some of whom were: old man Parntak, old 
man Ninal, Kidenu, Pilimbi, Mary Niye, Jumbo Dulla, Gypsy, Mariman, 
Johnny Dumoo, Pius Luckan, as well as Ngiparl and we would talk about the 
feast and then go off to compose hymns in the various languages that picked 
up the theme. It was at one of these times when we were talking about the 
Sacraments that old man Pamtak spoke about the water hole as a place of 
life. The depiction in the painting (and later placed in the stained glass 
window) is that the Sacramental life of the church is like seven water holes, 
seven life-giving places (Teresa  Ward OLSH, private correspondence, 16 June 
1996). 

Such examples of fruitful dialogue about the symbol of water and the 
sacramental nature of baptism, helped form a basis for the conception of the 
Wadeye Baptism as it was envisioned some fifteen years later. 

7.3.2 Fire 

In the Baptism liturgy, Jesus is frequently spoken of as 'the great 
Dreamtime figure' (Perdjert 1978:3) and as Light of the world, represented 
by the flaming fire-torch. In the Murinhpatha myth below, fire is the source 
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Illustration 25 The 1938 Wadeye church mural 

I 

The wall painting in the original Wadeye church. Nim Punduk was 
the major artist for the mural. Photo by T. Fallon MSC. 

Illustration 26 The Sacred Waterholes 

,-, 

Relief of the church wall painting: 'The Sacred Waterholes', 
the seven Life-giving centres of the church's sacraments. 
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of life and Kunmangkur is one who gives light: 

In the course of the story, Tj inimin, the sort of Kunmanggur, visited the Diver Bird, the 
Brolga, the Ducks, the Turkey and the Jabiru, making fire on the way, along all the 
hill tops. On his return, dunng the 'wanga' dance, Thinimin speared his father. All the 
birds cried out in grief and flew away and Thinimin too ran from that place. 
Kunmanggur rolled about in agony, then he also moved away; though death was 
immanent, he visited many places and peformed some amazing deeds. Finally, 
angry and tired from his sickness, he slowly gathered all the fire from where he was 
and carrying it as a head-dress, entered the water. The birds cried out, trying to stop 
him before the water covered his heacL Kadpur the Butcher Bird swooped down and 
snatched the fire out of the water. Finally Pilirin, the Kestral, made fire with the fire-
sticks for the first time (A paraphrase from Starmer 1963:91-94). 

During a visit to Wadeye in 1995, I was present with a group of local women 
who were recalling the story and later recording it in English. They wrote: 

This story begins right back at the time when all the animals used to be 
people. The Rainbow Serpent, who was a powerful leader, sent out the 
message for everyone to come. So they all gathered together and prepared for 
a big corroborree. While Rainbow Serpent played the didgeridoo, everyone 
started to dance and sing and enjoy themselves. Rainbow Serpent had two 
daughters who were dancmg 'wangka'. During the day, Rainbow's son, 
Thinimin, the Flying Bat, went up to Rainbow to ask him for one of his 
daughters. Rainbow said no. As Thinimin was dancing, every now and then 
he would drag his spear along a little further, as he came up closer to 
Rainbow. At last Thinimin took his spear and speared Rainbow in his side. 
All the birds flew away in fright and Thinimin himself went away in shame 
and hid himself in a cave. Whistle Duck and Magpie (Pffiyin) were watching. 
Rainbow was badly wounded. He was hurt and angry. As he threw down his 
didgeridoo, it smashed on the rock and broke in half. Rainbow saw he had 
blood flowing from his side. He looked back and decided to take the light 
away from the people. He took the fire stick and called out: 'I'm taking your 
fire to the river! You will never have light any more!' He began to crawl away 
slowly. His blood was flowing and his body started to make the rivers. Pffiyin 
came rushing. He quickly grabbed the fire from Rainbow and lit the grass. 
All the people were full of joy as light spread over everything. The birds, the 
fishes, the reptiles were made. All the tribes and the languages were formed 
and ceremony and law began. (Strong Women's Group, Recording History 
Workshop, Wadeye 1995). 

Many images and events are associated with fire in traditional stories and 
ceremonies. In the church's baptismal liturgy, a candle is lit from the 
Paschal candle, symbolizing the Light of Christ, sacrament of God. Wadeye 
Catholics have made effective use of the fire-light symbolism, lighting three 
huge fire torches from the large Paschal candle. The torches represent the 
community and its three ceremony groups. In the ceremony the torches are 
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held high as the Deacon proclaims 'The Light of Christ!' A candle, lit from 
the Paschal candle, is given to the god-parents to hold as the baptismal 
promises are being made. All present are called to keep the flame of faith 
alive within their various families and in the community. 

Just as immersion in the waters of baptism signifies a dying and rising to 
new life, so here does the symbolism of light proclaim a visible sign of faith 
for all to see. Most importantly, Deacon Perdjert says, Baptism shows forth 
the action of God in the life of the new Christian. 

illustration 27 Ritual of the lighted candle 

Elders hold high the fire torches for the ritual at the lighted candle. 

Another Murrinhpatha fire myth tells of the action of Kara.n the curlew, who 
during a flood, seized the fire-stick and called others to follow him as the 
waters continued to move higher. To finally quell the tide, Koran cut off the 
top joint of one of his fingers, letting the blood run into the water. Then as 
the flood waters subsided, all the birds flew back to their own tribal 
countries in safety and 'Koran flew away high into the sky and sat down 
alongside nanthi merrk the moon'2  (Isaacs 1980:26). Here again the precious 
life-giving and light-giving fire holds powerful associations for the Wadeye 

165 



Wadeye Baptism as Liturgical Inculturation 

people. Darrananthi spoke frequently of God's Son, Jesus the Light, who 
shed his blood and secured life for her people. The symbolism of fire-light 
taken from the paschal light of Christ, especially on Easter night when the 
resurrection of Jesus has been re-enacted and celebrated, is a powerful sign 
of the new life for the Christian and the community. 

7.3.3 Smoke 
Smoke is another symbol carrying important cultural meaning in the 
Wadeye Baptism. Stanner has recorded in some detail the Murrinhpatha's 
Mulunu ceremony where the mortuary rituals were 'bigger than Punf and 
were discontinued about twenty years before Stanner's arrival at Wadeye, 
much to his disappointment3. In one of the rites towards the closing days of 
Mulunu, Stanner describes the final burial of the ashes. It is during this 
ritual that: 

Someone set fire to the grass so that it would burn outwards from the grave 
in a widening circle... As the formation came near the clearing, the men in it 
formed a line and began to chant... The line passed through the smoke and 
burning grass, and moved in an anti-clockwise spiral round the open space 
(1963:124). 

For as long as Wadeye elders can remember, smoking rituals have been part 
of sacred ceremony. Today they are commonly held during mourning rituals 
or 'sorry times' after the death of a person in the community. The smoking 
takes place in particular areas, buildings, vehicles and so on, that have been 
associated with the deceased person. House smokings are frequent, as are 
smokings for the families of the deceased person. Smoking rituals are also 
often held for the healing of rifts in the community or between families, as 
well as for an individual's physical or spiritual healing (cf., 3.1.5). Through 
the smoking, 'the bad spirits' are removed. Smoking ceremonies also 
welcome the newborn, drive away evil spirits and bring spiritual strength. 

Smoking rituals have been incorporated very readily and smoothly into 
Wadeye Catholic ceremonies. As with other Aboriginal groups today, the 
Wadeye people often share the smoking ceremonies4  with non-indigenous 
people. As Chris McGillion (1995) has shown, the symbolism of 'smoking' 
appears to have been readily accepted and adapted. The open nature of its 
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Illustration 28 'Welcoming the Newborn' 

Held in a paperbark cradle, the baby is protected from evil and given spiritual 
strength by the fragrant smoke rising from the burning ironwood. Artist: 

Patricia Marfura, Merrepen Arts, Nauiyu. 

frequent performance, entailing the willingness to cross various cultural, 
religious and racial boundaries, is in itself a sign of reconcifiation. An 
example of this occurred in Sydney in 1995. The occasion was the 
beatification mass of Mother Mary MacKillop. Being a papal Mass, this 
celebration was seen by many as the most significant religious event in two 
hundred years. However, perhaps its profound significance owed less to the 
beatification of Mother Mary than it did to the Aboriginal Smoking 
ceremony.5  In the Mass, the ancient smoking ritual actually substituted for 
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the penitential rite. As reported in NATSICC News (February 1995:3), 
McGillion saw this as significant for two reasons: 

First, it means that instead of trying to be some sort of substitute for 
Aboriginal culture, the Catholic faith is to fmd its place within it. 
Enculturation (sic), as this is known, is not new. But whereas in the past 
among Aborigines it was largely conducted on the fringes of the Church and 
out of the public spotlight, it now bears the imprimatur of the Pope. Second, 
and more importantly, last night's breakthrough signifies the Church's 
acknowledgement that it has much to learn from Aboriginal culture and 
spirituality. Indeed the smoking ceremony was a dramatic way of introducing 
a distinctly Australian spirituality which draws heavily on the Aboriginal 
attachment to land and acknowledges the acute sense of the physical 
elements - soil, sun, sea - buried deep in the Australian psyche. 

Illustration 29 The Smoking Ritual 

Wadeye women taking part in the Baptism Smoking ritual. 

At Wadeye, the familiar smoking ritual is conducted frequently in the 
various liturgies of the church's year, on special feast days, for example and 
at the times of Easter and Pentecost. On these occasions it is performed as 
an Introductory or Reconciliation Rite at the beginning of Mass. In the 
Wadeye Baptism, the smoking takes place at the very beginning of the 
ceremony. The ritual is seen as a necessary and very sacred part of the 
Baptism. It is these cultural symbols that communicate most deeply and 
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often arouse powerful emotions in the participants. The following statements 
were recorded in interviews at Wadeye in 1998: 

We can't have the Baptism without the smoking. We need the smoking to 
make our peace with God and with each other. 

• The smoking takes away the bad spirits. It makes us tarangga (clear, 
whole). 

• We all come together again to have finish smoking business first. We say 
sorry to other farnifies. Then we can do ceremony properly. 

7.3.4 Red Ochre 
Stanner described Punj as 'a liturgical transaction within a totemic idiom of 
symbolism, between the people and a spiritual being on whom they 
conceived themselves to be dependent' (1963:4). The red ochre and/or blood 
used on the body in the Wadeye initiation ritual, highlights this relationship. 
In Punj the blood smeared on the initiates is symbolic of the blood of 
Muthingka, the Earth Mother. The ceremony for new initiates is introduced 
by the mournful wailing of the women, as they cry for the 'death' of the 
youths. Later the women will wait, with faces covered, until the 'welcoming 
back' ritual, where a safe and proper entry into adult life is secured. It is on 
the second day of the Punj ceremony, that the youths are anointed with 
blood. The young man's nangkun (potential wife's brothers), rubs a bull-
roarer marked with his own blood, on the breast and loins of the novice. 
After a week has passed the yunguana now mature males, are taken to 
bathe for the first time since Punj began and the blood is removed. Finally, 
with ochres and charcoal, the yunguana are brightly adorned in the 
traditional designs of the bull-roarer (Stanner 1963:9). 

In the Wadeye Baptism, when the ochre (or blood as it represents) is washed 
away, the dying is over and the new life in Christ begins (Leary Interview 
March, 1997). C.Ninnal, community leader and solo dancer in the 1996 
Baptism, says that the ochre and the associated ritual action of washing, 
signiIr the dying and rising with Jesus, about which Paul speaks to the 
early Christians: 

In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not 
with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision 
done by Christ, having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him 
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through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead 
(Colossians 2:12). 

While the Baptism ceremony draws heavily on the cultural life/death theme 
of the Punj initiation, there are other traditional stories about water, smoke, 

fire and life-giving blood which should not be overlooked. The Flood myth 

(7.3.2) is one such example. It is not surprising, according to Darrananthi, 
that her people easily understand the meaning of being 'born again' through 

Jesus, in the saving waters of baptism. In this thesis I have deliberately 
chosen not to record or discuss Wadeye myths other than those relating 

directly to the Wadeye Baptism ritual. I mention the Flood story above, 

simply to state, as Darrananthi does, a connection with the Jesus story: 

Karan reminds us of Jesus. The Gospel says that when Jesus was on the 
cross, he was speared in the side and 'blood and water flowed out'. God sent 
Jesus for the people. He gave his blood for us. He changed everything. He 
made everything right for us with God. Then he went back to His Father 
(Darrananthi Namdu, October 1997). 

The Wadeye Flood myth, like the baptism ritual, uses the symbolic imagery 

of water, fire and blood to shape meaning. These fundamental and universal 

symbols are found extensively in Wadeye's traditional myths and rituals. 

The Baptism ceremony capitalises on this rich cultural resource, using 

symbols to great effect as clearly demonstrated in description of the sacred 
ritual in chapter four. 

7.4. CATHOLIC WADEYE IDENTITY 

The understanding and owning of one's personal and social identity is 

recognized by the Wadeye people as being central and crucial to the well-

being of the person and the community. Senior women with whom I work 

told me that the reason why one of the young teachers in the school 'doesn't 
know herself and 'doesn't follow culture' is because she was too long at 
Batchelor College and 'got cheeky'. In fact this young women is one of the 

few of her age group who absents herself from the young girl's Merrk 
ceremonies. 'She doesn't know her culture; we feel sorry for her', the women 

say, believing that her on-going personal growth and corning to maturity 
best takes place where personal identity is strong and secure. 

Christian faith and identity involve more than a rational acceptance of the 

life and teachings of Jesus Christ. In speaking of infant baptism, Cooke 
(1994) suggests that while the liturgy must be seen as only one significant 
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step in guiding the child towards maturity in faith, the earliest stages of 
Christian faith can be truly present, depending on the extent of 
sacramentalizing that occurs in the liturgy itself. As shown in this chapter, 
the effective use of sacred symbol enables the Christian community to 
become 'an evangelizing reality in the child's prerational life' (Cooke 
1994:142). 

Cooke claims that Christian faith and identity is 'a life process involving 
human consciousness', elements of which grow quietly in the child's psyche 
over a long period of time. He argues that the psychological impact of the 
parents (and I would add, the community) upon the child, is the initial and 
continuing sacramental force that is meant to condition the child's emerging 
consciousness. While this family community is first and irreplaceable, the 
child's world will be broadened, and this bigger world will impinge on the 
child in terms of Christian values or their opposite. The early entry into a 
Christian community can mean that a particular group of Christians may 
become an evangelizing reality in the child's life. 

Christian faith and identity is shaped by culture and in the church's 
liturgies in particular, the impact of cultural factors on church life becomes 
clear. In examining cultural settings of baptism in the early church, 
Chupungo (1994:40) wrote: 

If the liturgy must communicate the Church's faith to people, that faith had 
to be expressed with words, rites, and symbols that were familiar to them. It 
had to become recognizably incarnate, that is, having taken flesh in the 
cultural milieu of the worshippers. Furthermore it must allow itself to be 
claimed and owned by them as part of their existence as a Christian people. 

Unfortunately, along with the rest of Australia, the Catholic Church was 
guilty in many ways of denying and even prohibiting aspects of traditional 
Wadeye life (Stanner 1963:109; 149). This previous non-acceptance by the 
church has been gradually replaced by positive recognition and respect for 
traditional religious life. Yearning and zeal for cultural liturgical reform often 
indicates a deeper longing: new meaning and life for the people! Yet, 
although particularization can enhance rather than threaten the universal 
relevance of the gospel to all cultures, Tesfai (1995:14) insists that it is not 
enough to replace 'the gothic chasuble with an indigo lioncloth', but rather 
to live the gospel as a message of human liberation. What I propose in this 
thesis is that the Wadeye Baptism, as liturgical inculturation, expresses a 
message of transformation and hope for the people. 
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Stanner had argued that no coming together of 'the Christian and the 
aboriginal mind' was possible: 

They face each other at a frontier of mind and, as far as my experience runs, 
they go on without a true meeting (1979:57). 

This thesis rests on the assumption that there is evidence for suggesting 
that a meaningful encounter has taken place. While Stanners work remains 
of vital interest and importance in the study of religious anthropology, my 
research certainly provides evidence for a broader based critique of his 
conclusions. The very crux of the thesis is that the celebration of the Wadeye 
Baptism ceremony is itself strong evidence for a 'true meeting'. To deny even 
the possibifity of this, does not allow for the creative genius of people and 
the tenacious capacity of individuals and groups to adapt to social, cultural 
and religious change. Furthermore, the Wadeye Baptism, especially through 
its sacred symbolism as examined in this chapter, points to a mutually 
beneficial engagement between two religious traditions. 

But some unanswered questions remain: If the liturgy is so culturally rich 
and meaningful for the community, why does it not occur, as do other 
important sacred ceremonies, with more frequency and regularity? Does the 
implementation of the ceremony depend solely on the presence of a 
particular priest and deacon and do issues of power and gender have 
relevance here? How can one be sure that inculturation is not merely 
tokenism or worse, imposition? These questions, largely to do with issues of 
authority and control, are of course, of fundamental importance and are 
taken up for discussion in chapter nine. What this chapter has shown, is 
that through the very effective use of appropriate symbolism, a unique 
example of liturgical inculturation appears evident. Furthermore, it seems 
that through this indigenous expression, there has been a complementarity 
between the universal and local Catholic Church. For now though, the story 
takes a slightly different but relevant and very significant turn. 

Endnotes 
1 This struggle is often experienced by indigenous students at Nungalinya where I am 

teaching today (1999). The College's policy of facilitating articulation of an indigenous 
spirituality and theology, includes the recognition and honouring of the presence of God 
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in the culture before the coming of the missionaries. Sadly, because many missionaries 
had convinced even whole communities that everything 'cultural' was opposed to 
Christianity, students sometimes experience difficulty in un-doing some of this teaching. 

2 This description is used by Kianoo Tjemairee in her telling of the stoW (Jennifer Isaacs 
ed. 1980). The written account, paraphrased in my version, appears in Isaacs' book 
Australian Dreaming. 40,000 Years of Aborigtnal History. 

Sister Emmanuel Chapman OLSH, who lived and worked at Wadeye in 1946, recalled 
that after a death, the people 'still had traditional smoking although we were not involved 
as in corroborrees' (Chapman Interview, June 1997). 

4 In an article in the Australian Journal of Liturgy, Gillian Hunt (1996) examines the 
Aboriginal Smoking ceremony during the Service of Inauguration of the National Council 
of Churches in Australia as a liturgical event. Carmel Pitcher RSJ, in a paper from this 
same journal (vol 5 no. 4), describes smoking rituals in the Ceremony of the Beatification 
of Mary Mackillop. 

5 The significance of one's own context in interpreting the importance of the event was 
brought home to me on a visit to Wadeye in 1996, when one of the women told me her 
daughter, Angelica, asked: How did Mary Mackillop get to be a Saint? Did she have a 
vision like Mulinthin? 
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CHAPTER 9 
EMBODYING AND EMPOWERING SPIRIT 

9.1 INTRODUCTION 

In a review of Bell's Daughters of the Dreaming, Hamilton made some 
important observations (1986:14). She suggested that a 'missing dimension' 
in Bells work was a perspective of women's lives, not so much as victims 
but as political actors. Hamilton argued for a view of women's contemporary 
reality seen in their relations with one another as indigenous women, and in 
their relations with other women, including ethnographers. Throughout this 
thesis and now in this chapter, my aim is to introduce persons as actors 
and subjects rather than as objects for investigation. 

With descriptions of both the Wadeye Baptism and the Merrk ceremonies as 
background, I look more closely at two aspects of religious ritual which 
invite further comment and which are germane to our analysis of the inter-
religious engagement. The first issue is to do with corporality. The idea of 
the enfleshrnent of faith was heralded and at least implied in the discussion 
on inculturation and liturgical symbols in chapter seven. The work of 
Margaret Miles (1989) who examined Christian baptism in the fourth 
century in terms of 'conversion of the body' is important for this chapter, 
and once again I draw on Chauvet's Symbol and Sacrament (1995). 

According to Chauvet, the sacraments are symbolic expressions of the 
corporality of faith. Aspects of corporality in Wadeye religious ceremony, 
manifest a less rigid and apprehensive approach to the body than is often 
present in mainstream Catholic sacramental theology and practice. Claiming 
and honouring the corporality of the Christian faith, as manifested in the 
Wadeye Baptism, bears witness to and reveals the embodying and 
empowering Spirit in the community. 

The matter of corporality in the church is not unrelated to the issue of power 
which is the second aspect for consideration and the major theme of this 
chapter. The focus is on power and religious ritual. Ritual control has been 
briefly considered in chapter four (4.3) but a more detailed discussion is 
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presented here. Catherine Bell (1991:170), in defining ritualisation as a 
strategic arena for the embodiment of power relations', provides useful 
direction for the discussion. Also there are features of leadership in Merrk 
which offer direction and challenge for the exercise of power and authority in 
the Wadeye Baptism and perhaps as well, for the wider Australian church 
and society. 

Everyday understanding and use of the word 'power' is often confused with 
an abuse of power. Manipulation, domination and exploitation are misuses 
of power, not necessary expressions of its meaning. Recognizing the 
ambiguities associated with power and with power relations, issues are 
addressed here which are relevant to the engagement between Catholic 
sacrament and Wadeye ritual. Liturgical practices relate to particular 
manfestations of power or corporality. I argue that they will be more or less 
life-giving, according to the ways in which these issues are addressed. 

Illustration 31 Pope John Paul 11 and Rita Thawul 

Pope John Paul 11 and Rita Thawul meet during the Papal visit to indigenous 
Australians in Alice Springs, 29 November 1986. Rita is a ceremony leader and senior 
elder at Wadeye. Photo used with permisssion, Arturo Man, Citta del Vaticano, Rome. 
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9.2. CORPORALITY OF FAITH 

Stanner (1963:165) believed that aspects of the corporeal were 'subservient' 
to the spiritual, arguing that the principle of religion was to make fleshly, 
social life, correlative with the spiritual cycle. He claimed that the 
'inexorables' of life: 

were perceived by the Murnnhpatha as being in sequence along a stretch of a 
cycle with two parts, one corporeal and determinate, one spiritual and less 
determinate. The spiritual part of man had by necessity to move through 
that cycle even as fleshly man. 

Catherine Bell (1991:96) speaks about the 'fleshly man' rather differently, 
describing the body as a medium for the internalization and expression of 
the beliefs. Consequent to this, she argues that any close consideration of 
ritual, requires, in particular, a focus on the social body. Chauvet similarly 
suggests that in the Christian context, the sacraments and the church's 
liturgy are the major symbolic expressions of the corporality of the faith: 

If liturgy requires the body, this is not just because, as 'matter' substantially 
'informed' by the soul, the body must necessarily be involved so that its 
homage to God is total: it is because the body is the stage that gives liturgy 
its 'place'. Here, as we can see, what is most 'spiritual' in our communication 
with God, which by its very nature the liturgy aims at, happens at the 
mediation of what is most 'corporeal' (1995:355). 

In Symbol and Sacrament, Chauvet develops a clearly enunciated 'body 
theology'. One becomes a Christian, according to Chauvet, only by entering 
an institution and allowing it to stamp its 'trademark', on one's body 
(1995:155). Drawing on incarnationa1 theology for practical liturgical 
expression, Chauvet proposes that in the sacraments, faith is operative 
where the body is the place of 'symbolic convergence': 

First, the social body of the Church with its symbolic network of values... 
second, the traditional body which dwells within this group cafled the 
Church and which supports the whole of the ritual, notably through the 
words and deeds of Christ attested by the apostolic of the Scriptures. Third, 
the cosmic body of a universe which is received as the gracious gift of the 
Creator and from which symbolic elements... are recognized as a 
'sacramental' mediation of the inscription of God by the Spirit (1995:152-
155). 

There is often a paucity of physicality and symbolism in the church's 
sacramental celebrations today, even in the special ceremonies of the Easter 
season. Sometimes just a liturgical remnant remains. An example comes 
from a recent Palm Sunday Mass I attended where the usual Procession of 
the Palms was omitted in order to make time for the Procession to occur at a 
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following Mass. Parishoners collected a palm branch at the church entrance. 
There was a hurried prayer for the Blessing of the Palms', followed by a brief 
Water Blessing which could only be described as a very brisk priestly lap 
around the aisles. The ritual symbolism which constitutes the sacraments, 
however, has material elements and the body in particular, for its setting. 
But again it is one thing to acknowledge the fact and another to give visible 
expression to it in liturgy. The mainstream Australian churches may have 
something to learn from the indigenous church which has an approach to 
religious ceremony which is not removed from the immediate world, nor 
from the powerful experience of corporality. The ceremony' (NATSICC 1999) 
for the celebration of Aboriginal and Tones Strait Islander Sunday on 4 July 
1999, for example, incorporated this physicality into its prayers and rituals: 

This container is filled with earth from our land. We invite you to come 
forward and touch this earth, our land. 

This coolaman is filled with water. We invite you to touch the water and put 
your hands in the water. Let us feel and sense it as life-giving. You may like 
to make a cross on your forehead with the water. 

We invite you to feel the warmth of our fire. Let us sense the warmth as a 
call to all people in this country, to come together warmly, sharing our 
different stories and being together as one. 

Corporality, as described in the three examples below, is expressed and 
experienced in a dramatic way in the Wadeye Baptism. 

9.2.1 The body baptised 
Despite many of the fears and suspicions that have been held by Christians 
about the human body, and despite a too common neglect of the physical 
elements in the church's liturgies, the Christian tradition is nonetheless, 
grounded in a truly incarnational theology: 

While shanng with other traditions belief in God as Creator and in the 
goodness of the created world, Christianity distinguishes itself by the 
extraordinary confession of the Incarnation. Likewise, its central liturgy 
revolves around eating the body and drinking the blood of its Savior, it 
defines its Church as the Body of Christ, and its longstanding hope is in the 
resurrection of the body (Keenan S.J. 1994:345). 

The Wadeye Baptism ritual, manifests a clear understanding and 
appreciation of the symbolism of the body and of its fundamental 
importance in sacred ceremony. Leaving aside the obvious example of 
immersion, which after all, is common in many Christian cultures (and is at 
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least signified in all Christian baptisms by the pourmg of the water), I shall 
look briefly at three other rites within the Baptism, which also demonstrate 
the significance of body engagement in the sacramental liturgy. 

The first example is the smoking ritual which occurs at the beginning of the 
ceremony. As already indicated in 7.3.3, smoking of the body is an 
important introduction to the ceremony. One's whole body must be 
enveloped in the smoke and, as seen in the Baptism video, participants 
make clear and public their desire for this, by actually drawing the smoke 
into themselves with their arms and hands. The smell of the fire-smoke and 
the sensation of being warmed and touched by its vapours, is a powerful 
means of experiencing healing and new life. The smoke itself is perceived as 
a sacred symbol, able to remove any lingering spirit of evil. The person 
cannot remain neutral or unmoved by the Wadeye smoking ritual. The body, 
medium for the soul's expression, becomes totally engaged with the smoke 
and thus allows for the spiritual experience and transformation to take 
place: 

This corporality, constitutive of human persons, is the very place of God. In 
the last analysis this is what we learn about the faith and about Christian 
identity from the fact that their fabric is made of rites which the Church calls 
sacraments. They are the Spirit's work (Chauvet 1995:53 1). 

The second example I take is a veiy simple one. But because it draws on the 
image of the body so deliberately, it too carries special meaning. In the rite of 
Calling Forth and Naming, which precedes the actual baptismal rite, there is 
a dramatic moment when the paternal grandfather of the baby to be 
baptised, takes the child and holds it on high, for all to see. There is great 
joy on the faces of family and friends at this moment as the grandfather 
proclaims the child's Aboriginal name and calls on the child's clan group to 
dance. It is the naked little body, adorned brightly with its ceremonial paint, 
that is honoured, given, celebrated. Again, the body itself impels a response, 
and, in the context of Christian initiation, inspires the call to new life. 

A third example of a total body engagement which dramatically 
demonstrates the meaning of Christian initiation is in the Resurrection 
Dance. While there are various dances (surely the most physical of the arts), 
that take place throughout the ceremony, the Resurrection Dance is an 
extraordinarily powerful expression of new life. For the solo dancer himself 
and for those participating in the dance through song and music, the 
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meaning of transformation is perhaps never so evident. The dancer has 
remained invisible, immovable and silent beneath the bark covering. When 
the didgeridoo is heard and the clapsticks introduce the song, the dance 
begins. One has the sense not only of the experience of absolute delight and 
incorporation into new life, but also that the experience is a process of 
discovery and growth, the very meaning of new life in Christ. The joy and the 
discovery is in the body itself and in its movement, which dramatically 
convey the message of transformation. The man who performed this dance 
in 1994, was respected also as a community leader. He told me how he has 
now passed the dance on to his son and has been proud to see the young 
man perform it: 

I am very proud of my son's dancing. He understands the meaning. It is 
about finding life again. (C. NinnaL June 1997). 

Wadeye religious ritual certainly manifests a very rich and varied 
incarnational liturgy and along with the women's Merrk rituals described in 
the previous chapter, the Wadeye Baptism also abounds with creative 
expressions of the body's engagement in the ceremony. Corporality in the 
liturgical life of the church, relates closely to matters of gender. Margaret 
Miles' study of baptism in the early Christian communities, throws 
important light on some of the fears and suspicions surrounding corporality, 
as are evidenced at times in the church's teaching and practice. In Miles' 
work, which focuses on fourth century baptism, she examines the nature of 
nakedness in Christian initiation and the sense of the human body as both 
The recipient and the perfect symbol' of Christian subjectivity: 

The stripping of clothing followed by nakedness and, after baptism, the 
donning of a white linen garment was a paradigm of the deconstruction of 
secular socialization; it was a symbolic regression to an infantile state, a 
conscious choice of allegiance to the Trinity, and a reinvestment of loyalty in 
the Christian community witnessing the baptism - a new 'public' in which 
the body of the initiate had been incorporated into the Body of Christ and 
the naked body, along with the soul, redeemed from secular meaning and 
assimilated to religious meaning (Miles 1989:36). 

Miles (1989) notes how historians have sometimes argued that Christianity 
shared with Judaism an ambivalence about naked baptism. The early 
literature, she suggests, reveals a difficulty experienced by male ecclesial 
leaders in relation to the bodies and the roles of women in the Christian 
community. Miles asks why nakedness was such a feature of Christian 
baptism in the first centuries of the Christian era. She examines two 
exercises, directly related to the body, which are explicitly stipulated as 
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radical preparation for Christian initiation: fasting and exorcism. Miles' 

special contribution in terms of our context, lies in her exploration of 

baptism as a 'gendered ritual', where men and women were treated 
differently: 

In describing these differences, we must acknowledge that women evidently 
both shared in the empowerment witnessed to by Christians and were firmly 
confmed to supportive roles in Christian communities (Miles 1989:45). 

In refusing to try to resolve this contradiction, Miles allows the two positions 
to co-exist. Sixteen centuries later, while the Christian ritual no longer 

requires the literal reenactment of nakedness to express its symbolic 

meaning, some of the attitudes and the ambiguities underpinning earlier 
practices still remain. Through their baptism, women, including indigenous 

women are brought into a new life in Christ and into Catholic membership 

in the family of God, that is incorporation into a church which has often 

powerfully reminded them of their subordinate place, both as women and as 
non-clerics. 

In a world of cultural and religious ambivalence towards women, many 

women themselves, weighed down with gender conditioning and often 

negative feelings about themselves, co-operated in their own repression 

(Confoy 1997:2 12). A broad description for a more hopeful future, 

nonetheless, is provided by Confoy, and while indigenous Christian women 

in Australia have their own stories to tell, Wadeye women and Australian 
Catholic women generally, fit well into her picture: 

To describe the present directions of women's sexuality and spirituality is to 
recognize that the reclaiming process is coming from a dialogue that is inter-
disciplinary, international, ecumenical, as well as inter-religious and inter-
cultural. (Confoy 1997: 221). 

However, while positive trends give cause for hope and the 'reclaiming 

process' continues, an alarming resistance to change is also evident. This 

resistance and related gender issues in the church, are inextricably tied to 
aspects of control. I shall now examine these issues especially in terms of 
power and religious ritual. 

9.3 COMPLEXITIES OF RITUAL POWER 

Catherine Bell (1991: 181) described ritual not in terms of control but rather 

as constituting social empowerment. The word 'empowerment' can itself be 
problematic, since the very act of empowering someone else can create or 
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manifest a dependency relationship which in itself is disempowering (Hardy 
& Leiba-O'Sullivan 1998:469). When feminists speak of empowerment, 
suggests Coil (1994:187), they are not referring to a process whereby the 
person is empowered from without and given power through the agency of 
another, but rather as the process whereby a person recognizes herself as a 
mature adult with responsibilities to herself and to the rest of society. It is in 
this sense that the term is used here. 

In the domain of sacred liturgy, empowerment issues within the church 
become clearly visible and at times, uncomfortably present: 

Resistance to innovations with regard to liturgical ministers, in the face of 
evident need, is symptomatic of radical resistance to dangerous inbreaking 
of the Spirit of Jesus, even in the Church. New arrangements for liturgical 
ministry, once authorized, will undermine the past achievement of ecciesial 
order and the theology which supports it, leading to an unknown future... If 
theological obscurantism is one likely impediment to liturgical innovation, 
the high-handed use of institutional power is another... Episcopal authority 
requires that bishops claim their pastoral responsibifity and reintroduce 
tension into the balance of institutional power (Collins 1983:24-25). 

As the word liturgy indicates, leitergos is 'the work of the people', a phrase 
reminiscent of the words used in the Church's Eucharistic prayer in which 
the bread and wine are offered: 'fruit of the vine, work of human hands'. In 
the Catholic Church, the work of preparing and planning liturgies, under 
instruction from Bishops and/or parish priests, has often been in the hands 
of the lay people. However, there is generally not an inclusive process 
regarding important decisions about liturgy. Also, in the actual liturgical 
rites of the Church, there are clearly marked roles (mostly male and 
ordained) for their implementation. This, as we have seen in chapter four, is 
the case in the Wadeye Baptism, however ground-breaking the ceremony 
appears to be for liturgical inculturation. Where there is little regard for the 
rights and roles of exisiting local leaders, I suggest that may be less respect 
for those hoping to exercise religious authority in the same community. 
Herein lies the story of so many women in the Australian Catholic Church 
today, as the 1999 findings of the Report on the Participation of Women in 
the Catholic Church has shown. Because they have often felt ignored or 
used by clergy, respect for Bishops and priests exercising ritual power in the 
Church's sacramental life, has, in many instances, been greatly diminished. 

As Bell demonstrates, ritual works in conjunction with many other forms of 
activity and types of attitudes. Hence, ritualization is not a single-handed 
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method or mechanism of social control; it is one of several ways of 
reproducing and manipulating the basic cultural order of a society as it is 
experienced by, embodied in, and reproduced by persons (Bell 1991:180). 
Bell argues there is an 'accomplishment of power' in ritual, as practical 
knowledge emerges by and through the ritualization. She proposes that one 
aspect of ritual mastery may be 'schemes for the differentiation of private 
and social selves', quoting Durkheim's powerful example of ritual sometimes 
appearing as 'two beings facing in different and almost contrary directions. 
Bell holds that 'something of the modern world and the modern self is very 
forcibly heard, describing the potential for polarization in this way: 

The strategies of ritualization clearly generate forms of practice and 
empowerment capable of aniculating an understanding of the personal self 
vis-a-vis community, however these might be understood. The results might 
well be seen in terms of the continuity between self and community, or in 
terms of an autonomous identity. However, the result might also be the 
formation of a subjectivity that polaraises thought and action, the personal 
self and the social body (Bell 1991:217). 

Examples of this tension which exists between the private individual and 
that person's public context, abound in the cross-cultural contexts in which 
I work. Comments of people given below, express this polarization of the 
personal and the social body: 

• Some of the students and staff here like to bring 'culture' into our 
Christian fellowship ceremonies. I don't like this. In my Christian 
conversion I've been taught to turn my back on traditional ways (This 
Central Australian Nungalinya student, a Christian of just two years, 
was formerly a strong 'ceremony man'). 

• The personal beliefs and values I hold are sometimes in conflict with 
Nungalinya's position or with the official position of my church, which I 
represent. I find it difficult at times to maintain my own integrity, 
especially in the context of worship (Non-indigenous Nungalinya staff 
person). 

I am a stranger in the white man's church. I know we are 'one big happy 
family' but I feel an outsider when I go to the Sunday service. Me and my 
family tried to join in, but our feelings and our ideas about ceremony are 
very different. I even feel a stranger with my own people who are there 
and who have managed to fit in (An indigenous Nungalinya staff member 
who continues to courageously confront the polarization). 

• I don't go to the women's ceremony. We should only follow church ways. 
But I am on the Town Council now. I am supporting the women and the 
whole community. Maybe I'll go to the next ceremony... (A Murrinhp atha 
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woman who spent many years of her early adult life in a non-indigenous 
environment in New South Wales). 

• My nephew is trying to live two ways. His body is thirsty for grog and his 
spirit is calling him for ceremony. He always comes for church ceremony 
too, for special feast days, for Easter time. He wants to be there with 
everyone. But he has other ideas for his life (Murrinhpatha elder). 

Maiyanrie Confoy (1995) has described the ambivalence experienced 
especially by women, in the struggle towards wholeness. Many women, she 
believes, have begun to recognize that cultural conditioning 'was squeezing 
the creativity and autonomy out of them' (17) and yet at the same time they 
have found that the responsibffity of freedom is often more frightening than 
the captivity to which they have become accustomed (21). As we discussed 
at the beginning of this section, empowennent is a process, and the road to 
maturity, especially when there have been many setbacks along the way, 
can be a very daunting one. I continue now to look more closely at this 
potential dilemma. 

9.3.1 Empowerment or entrapment 
In studies of religious ritual in Aboriginal Australia, some writers have 
examined the issue of power and authority. In 1983 Diane Bell depicted the 
relations between the sexes as 'an ever-shifting, negotiable balance in which 
women's rituals are central' (Swain 199 1:244). Erich Kolig, well known for 
his major works The Silent Revolution (1981) and Dreamtime Politics (1989), 
is another prominent anthropologist who examined power and ritual. In fact 
in Aboriginal Power in Australian Society (ed. M. C. Howard 1982), Kolig's 
paper, 'An Obituary for Ritual Power', argued that the obligation to maintain 
and safeguard what existed, was discharged in the most concentrated and 
spectacular way through ritual and that ritual more than anything else 
enshrined one's power over nature, the universe and fate. According to 
Kolig, this power and the power of the elite was of absolute importance, and 
others freely submitted to it for their own good, since the violation of laws 
might jeopardize the status quo. Kolig proposed that not only the cosmic 
order itself was sacrosanct, but also the power which controlled adherence 
to it. Who exercised power was not important. The elite, along with everyone 
else, believed in the necessity to perpetuate the system unchanged, not for 
their personal status, but for the good of the whole group: 

the benevolent despotism of the elite surely was not fraud: power had to be 
drawn through the ritual process and applied for the good of all (Kolig 1982: 
25). 
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In earlier times (1963), Stanner had spoken of this in terms of the people's 

appreciation of 'the moving shadow of their changing life'. He also recognized 
the phenomena of change as an 'absolute' in which 'political force' had its 
part: 

They held that it had left them with a stock or capital of things, good or bad, 
with a place in life and that there would be a continuous flow from the stock 
if they conserved the sources by honouring a received tradition... the 
'tradition' was constantly adapted to new sacra and a new distribution of 
values, and political force was used to impose and maintain such 
assimilations (168). 

But Kolig (1982:26-27) argued differently, suggesting that under the 

onslaught of Western civilization, Aboriginal power proved unable to 

withstand the encroaching system. Kolig went so far as to suggest that 

Aborigines have next to no power, suggesting that their recognition of the 
fact is one of the contributing factors for their state of alienation. Such a 

conclusion however, is not always justified, as many indigenous people 
themselves will attest. Kolig unfortunately, often tends to generalize and 
make unsubstantiated claims such as the following: 

Only very gradually, and after painful bewilderment, did Aborigines come to 
realize (and they are still in the process of doing so) that the ritual 
maintenance of the cosmic status quo and the following of sacred precedent 
hold no real power in the modem world. The universe obviously does not fall 
apart if traditional ritual is not carried out... Above all, Aborigines realized 
that the power that accrued from their cosmological assumptions was weak, 
in fact may never have existed as more than an ifiusion. It withered away 
before the bludgeoning power that Western society wielded - and it is to this 
power, and the ideology behind it, that Aborigines aspire now. 

Wadeye evidence suggests that Kolig may be misguided in this conclusion, 

for in a sense the universe does 'fall apart' without ritual. Attention has been 

drawn already to the words of a respected Wadeye community leader who 

said: 'We need to keep ceremony strong; strong Church ceremony too. 
Without proper ceremony the people will die'. Mumnhpatha people certainly 
do exercise authority and control in religious ritual, as is evident from the 
two major ceremonies described in this thesis, as well as from the brief 

discussion on Wadeye ceremony in 3.1.5. Also the story given in 3.3.1 of the 
young men's 'ashes' dance, organized by the newly formed and influential 
Mernelmel, exemplifies both an awareness of the power of ritual and the 
authority and control present and operative in the group itself. In the case of 
the Wadeye Baptism ceremony, especially in the wider context of the 
Eucharistic liturgy, it is hopefully not a 'bludgeoning power' that is being 
exercised by the presiding priest and the indigenous deacon. 
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Deacon Perdjert is extremely aware of formal church directives2  and is 
certainly reluctant to make any new adaptations in Church liturgy, without 
the direction and support of the Diocescan Bishop or of his priest friend and 
guide, John Leary MSC. On one occasion, his role had been described to me 
by another indigenous church elder, as that of 'a glorified altar-boy' who was 
more often being dis-empowered than empowered. The actual organization 
of the Baptism ceremony, as can be seen in the Wadeye Baptism video, is in 
the hands of Deacon Perdjert. While the priest is not a dominating figure, 
his influence is clearly present. In the 1994 Baptism, the SBS team (4. 4) 
was another player holding considerable power in the implementation and 
unfolding of the liturgy, as its pace and organisation had, at times, to be 
modified to suit the needs and wishes of the camera crew. One has the 
feeling, that the indigenous deacon is moving between two worlds and that 
some of this unease is transferred to the gathered community as well. 

Traditional initiation ceremonies demonstrate how the religious life of the 
Wadeye community relies largely on ways the elders claim and exercise 
leadership. But the traditionalism, authority, and dramaturgy of ritual 
power can be as fragile as they can be impressive and enduring. The 
Deacon's role and ministry as a church leader rests on 'official church 
structures' as well as on his rightful claiming and exercising of traditional 
leadership. At Wadeye, as elsewhere, the Catholic Church's sacramental life 
has a long tradition of ordained male authority and control which has often 
tended to exclude community involvement. The Wadeye Baptism ceremony 
is still largely organized by the clergy and confined mainly to just the one 
particular time and place each year. The ceremony was and is understood as 
'Church business'. There is then, at Wadeye (as anywhere), the possibffity 
and the danger that the sacraments may appear to be 'the gift which the 
ordained give to those who are not ordained' (Segundo 197 1:93) or as an 
'ecclesial grace dispenser' or 'spiritual syringe' injecting grace into graceless 
people as Gaillardetz names the dualism (1994:26-27). 

Gerald Goldman (1992) who lived and worked at Wadeye in the late 1980's, 
was one who recognized the sensitive power issues at play here and in fact 
called for a new model of leadership in the church: 

It is better now to spend time and energy on what can be further done to 
enable a Murinbata theology to become more creatively competent, than to 
waste time and energy trying to find a new, more attractive wrapper for some 
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external theology, which will only detract from the Murinbatas' creativity. 
Inculturation is not a theology. It is a process placing power and control in 
the hands of the local people... The first step now is to trust the potential 
creativity of the Murinbata who have experienced the incarnation of Jesus 
and wish to further articulate and express this in their cultural categories 
(1992:40-4 1). 

There is no doubt that the Wadeye Baptism ceremony provides opportunity 
for indigenous autonomy and leadership, especially through culturally 
appropriate symbol and language. The important and dangerous questions 
always to be put are: Who is exercising overall power here? Who is benefiting 
most? Is the authority and power being exercised one that is respected by a 
few or most of the people? When the power figures are absent, does the 
ceremony survive and how are the people stifi served? These questions, 
raised again in the final chapter, are addressed below, in discussion on the 
complex issue of the engagement between 'church' power and traditional 
indigenous power. And, just as there is ambiguluty in the roles and exercise 
of power in ritual, so is there power also in the ambiguity itself. 

9.3.2 Power in ambiguity 

Bell has discussed how ritualization empowers those who more or less 
control the rite and how their power is limited and constrained as well 
(1991:211). 

In leading and partly controlling the Baptism rite, Perdjert is empowered. It 
is a power given rather than claimed, a power that is bestowed and 'watched 
over', a delegated power. Perdjert is constantly aware of his role as Deacon, 
ordained by his Bishop. As mentioned above, he generally looks to Leary for 
guidance, never acting in the formal sacramental life of the church without 
clerical support or direction. As a man of authority within his own 
Murrinhpatha clan, Perdjert is aware of proper procedures for ceremony and 
of the rights and responsibffities of particular individuals. Within the 
Catholic Church structures, he accepts that it would not be appropriate for 
him, as Deacon, to assume a role not properly his. Yet as indigenous 
Deacon, he is within his rights to exercise initiative and to lead with 
authority. The question is whether even in this most unique and 'culturally 
appropriate' Catholic ceremony, he is simply following instructions and 
'agreeing' to inculturation. 

In 1998, Perdjert told me that he intended to simply assist the presiding 
priest for the Easter ceremonies, saying that the priest was not involved very 
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much with cultural matters and that furthermore, the people seemed happy 
with 'the old Church way'. He said that he hoped the special Easter Baptism 
that had not been celebrated over the last few years, would return again 
'when the time is right'. John Leary MSC is seen as a key support for the 
ceremony and without his presence, Perdjert is uncomfortable to take 
leadership. He also said that some of the people feel uneasy about 
inculturation of the liturgy which makes them think hard about their lives. 
They feel more safe, he says, with the old 'early mission way' of baptism. 
Suggesting new approaches and taking creative and courageous steps to 
think and act differently can be a threat and a disturbance to those in the 
community not ready or interested in change. It can also be a threat to those 
persons (non-indigenous as well as indigenous) already exercising control. 

According to Hardy & Leiba-O'Sullivan (1998:456), power may be used not 
simply to defeat conflict but to prevent it arising in the first place. Power, 
they say: 

cannot be confined to observable conflict, to the outcomes of decisions, or 
even to supressed issues. It must also consider the question of political 
quiescence; why grievances do not exist; why demands are not made; why 
conflict does not arise; and why resistance does not occur, since such 
inaction may also be the result of power. 

'Following instructions' is of course, not necessarily indicative of weakness 
or powerlessness. The concern is that if the missionaries or the religious 
leaders are stifi exercising power for their own agendas, the people are not 
being served and are in fact, being manipulated. If the creation of the 
Wadeye Baptism is to show how the non-indigenous Church has come to 
recognize and respect the religious culture of the people and if the hope and 
struggle to maintain it, lies mainly in the Church's wanting to congratulate 
itself about how it has 'empowered' people, there has been no real dialogue 
and certainly, in terms of liturgical renewal, no transference of power. 

Leary acknowledges that in the process of empowering indigenous church 
leadership, he also has been empowered. The men's acceptance of him for 
example, and Perdjert's willingness to co-operate with him, has enabled him 
to help facffitate the unique expression of the sacramental rite, from its 
conception at Nauiyu, to its on-going expression (infrequent and much 
modified as it sometimes appears) in the Wadeye community. It must be 
said that Leary, while still maintaining close contact with the Murrinhpatha, 
is not a dogmatic or dominating figure. His working and personal 
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relationship with Perdjert, according to my own observations and from my 
talks with both of these men on many different occasions, is of an 
understanding and expression of a respectful partnership. Such 
observations, however, do not cancel out the above concerns. 

I do not deny that a fixed and very formal hierarchy is the context for many 
rituals. However, just as ritualization can dominate, it also involves a 
negotiated participation and resistance that can be empowering (Bell 
1991:2 1 1). In the context of Wadeye Christian initiation, one can observe 
how families willingly bring their babies for baptism; names and god-parents 
for the child are freely chosen. At Wadeye, some people may choose not to 
come to the ceremony, but most parents, at some time, continue to bring 
their babies to the church for the sacrament. 'Ritualisation dominates' and 
as the Easter ceremonies are community events, only very few people will 
not be present. A young woman told me: 'Shame job to stay home. Everyone 
should go to church at Easter'. Peoples freedom is nonetheless respected 
and there is opportunity for involvement in the ceremony at different levels. 

Reasons for absence, or levels of participation in the Wadeye Baptism can be 
varied. In 1996, two Deacons (indigenous and non-indigenous) assisted the 
parish priest for the Easter Baptism. Later I spoke with each of the deacons. 
Their decision to assume particular liturgical roles was based mainly on 
relationship issues: they planned to assist the visiting priest in ways that 
would be most helpful for him as leader of the ceremony and in ways that 
would best serve the gathered community. On this night there was little 
evidence of the Punj-based ritual, although three of the main dancers (one 
the solo dancer for the special Wadeye Baptism) came forward towards the 
end of the Mass and performed the dance of the Resurrection. Also, the 
women who had been largely responsible for the planning of the Easter 
ceremonies, had arranged for Darrananthi to present the Readings in 
Murrinhpatha There were songs (with didgeridoo) in local language and the 
use of cultural symbols in art, water, fire and so on, was obvious and 
significant. The seven or eight young couples who came forward with their 
babies - and their godparents - for the sacrament of baptism, made the 
night a memorable one. While a small link, through the dance, was 
maintained with Punj and with the former special Wadeye Baptism, the 
ceremony overall, was much more 'in line' with Easter baptisms of earlier 
'mission days' and of mainstream Australian Catholic practice. The control 
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of the 1996 Easter baptism was clearly in the hands of the priest with his 
two deacons. People were choosing their particular level of participation in 

the ceremony, but decisions made related mainly to simple personal matters 
such as choice of names, sponsors, seating arrangements and so on. 

In the Merrk rituals, on the other hand, there is ample room for negotiation. 
Women may attend one or more nights of the ceremony, or not be involved 
at all. While there are common expectations, ritualization does not dominate 
too heavily. Young girls freely choose whether to participate or not. Family 
members at times may not co-operate fully. I witnessed this on one occasion 
in 1996, when to the humiliation and disappointment of women family 
members, two uncles of the young novice did not attend the closing ritual on 
the final morning. The men involved had not returned from an Outstation 
where they had gone the previous night for a drinking party. They appeared 
apologetic the next morning and the final ritual took place the following day. 

Normally however, Merrk brings renewed hope and unity into the 
community. The ritual affirms a tradition where senior women, especially 
the ceremony leaders, are empowered by the community. New leaders will 
experience the same sense of empowerment when, because of their 
relationship to a novice, they in turn claim authority. This flexible model of 
shared leadership manifests service rather than control. The type of 
authority formulated by ritualisation can make ritual activities effective in 
grounding and displaying a sense of community without over-riding the 
automony of individuals or subgroups. 

Ritualised practices, of necessity, require the external consent of 
participants, while simultaneously tolerating a fair degree of internal 
resistance. I am reminded of the following anecdote, told to me by John 
Leary MSC. It ifiustrates perhaps, the effect of inappropriate control in the 
context of ritual prayer: 

Stammer told me that when he was out bush with the men and Br. Quinn, he 
heard some of the men tailcing in the night. He later asked Pius: You say the 
Rosary prayer every night? Yes, answered Pius, but not back at the mission! 
(Leary Interview 22 March 1997). 

Lilce any kind of social control, ritualization can become overly rigid and 
dominating, as perhaps the evening Rosary sessions had become in earlier 
mission days. In recent years there has been a decline in the occurrence of 
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the inculturated Wadeye Baptism ceremony or at least a modification of 
those cultural aspects which made it uniquely indigenous. It is in a place of 
limbo. Evidence suggests that one of the significant factors has been the 
nature and expression of both indigenous and church authority and control. 

Shifts in power can be sometimes unnoticed and complex and along with the 
potential power in ambiguity recognized here, there are less subtle aspects 
as well. Ritual power can be blatently abused, we shall see, when people are 
forced or manipulated into 'participation'. 

9.3.3 Participation without power 

Indigenous Australians, including the Wadeye peoples, are familiar with 
fonns of participation that are merely 'tokenist'. For example, towards the 
end of 1998, a small number of persons in the Wadeye community were 
approached by Government Education personnel about the proposed 
changes to Bilingual Education (3.3.1). Similar procedures were conducted 
in other communities. There was an enormous public outcry when the 
Government's decision to terminate Bilingual programs in Aboriginal schools 
became clear. Individuals and groups at Wadeye and elsewhere, insisted 
they had not been consulted and of the few people who were contacted, 
many said their views had been misrepresented. There was certainly no 
formal, community support for removal of the bilingual program and budget. 
Delegates at the 1998 Batchelor Constitutional Convention declared: 

This Convention notes that views expressed by Aboriginal people to the 
education review to do with our dissatisfaction with the education system 
have been misused and distorted to justify the removal of bifingual education 
(Land Rights News, December 1998:14). 

A Kardu Numida Council member told me that he was asked whether the 
community wanted to improve English programs in the school. 'I said yes', 
he told me, 'but they tricked us. They didn't say anything about finishing up 
Murrinhpathd. This abuse of the consultative process is clearly recognized 
byB. C. Smith (1998:198): 

The promotion of participation may be regarded as no more than rhetoric 
unless communities have some degree of power over the situation and event. 
Secondly, consultation, the weakest form of participation in decision making, 
is often said to be a means of indoctrinating the public in the values and 
priorities of the planners to ensure that they obtain public endorsement of 
their decisions... consultation may be used to endow planners with a 
legitimacy which they would not otherwise enjoy. 
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The challenging and positive action taken by the Wadeye community in 
response to the bilingual issue, was reported on television and in 
newspapers at the time. A community gathering had been planned to open 
the new Wadeye Airstrip. Government Minister, Tim Baldwin, had been 
invited to attend and to formally declare the airstrip open. Indigenous 
teachers from the local school, planned a protest to co-incide with his 
arrival. The whole school was involved, as well as others from the 
community. Everyone waited to greet Baldwin as he stepped off the plane. 
The teachers moved forward. Their specially designed T-shirts displayed the 
name of the main language groups of the area. Indigenous school staff 
approached Baldwin and firmly expressed their dismay about the 
Government's position as well as their determination to fight for a reversal of 
the decision. 

The future of bilingual education remains uncertain, but if, as seems likely, 
communities will be forced to adopt a new system, it will be a model of 
participation without power. 

In the context of religious ritual also, sometimes the demands to conform to 
particular models clash with the abifity of rites to resonate with the real 
experiences of people. At Wadeye, the traditional models exercising power 
include (i) Memelmel, the indigenous elders group and (ii) the Catholic 
Church leaders (especially the Bishop, the parish priest and the deacon). 
But changes in The social body' are being recognized. In the church 
community context, for example, many people are wanting to claim more of 
their Aboriginal identity within the church structures and expressions. 
Persons from this group (which is about two thirds of the community), fmd 
that a return to the very Western expression of the Easter liturgy, does not 
resonate (as the Wadeye Baptism tried to do) with their inner longings. 
Ironically, for some it does resonate with their real experience, which is one 
of increasing alienation from community, church and the wider Australian 
society. But most people are hopeful of seeing the inculturated Wadeye 
Easter Baptism return and it is people from this group, senior women in 
particular, who have taken initiatives both in their own traditional 
ceremonies, and also in Catholic Church ceremonies (10.2). 

The authoritative and powerful persons that shape religious church life in 
the community, which include the parish priest, the deacon and the local 
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'church' people (indigenous and non-indigenous), need to recognize and 
respect the real experiences of the day-to-day life of the people (B. Thardim, 
April, 1996). If Western Church expectations continue not only to linger but 
to strengthen, soon nothing but an echo of itself will resonate and the 
inevitable clash of an uncomfortable empty silence may prevail. New sounds, 
from unexpected places, will perhaps emerge to shape a new church. 
Traditionally disenfranchised groups, according to Hardy & Leiba O'Sullivan 
(1998:468-469) can become aware of the oppressive forces and take action 
by changing their conditions. 

A small indigenous group in the Wadeye social body has recently been 
exercising power in the religious domain and experiencing new fonns of 
religious expression. This group, largely influenced by three indigenous 
Catholic women evangelists from the Nauiyu and Belyuen area, has a 
fundamentalist Christian approach. The three women visited a number of 
Northern Territory Aboriginal communities in 1998 and 1999, speaking 
about certain divine visions, warnings and messages they had received. Like 
members of other Catholic indigenous communities in and around Darwin, 
local Wadeye people responded with fear and fervour to the very powerful 
presence and witness of these women in their community. The divine 
messages are about an honouring of Mary, the mother of Jesus, about a new 
comniitrnent to the Word of God in scripture, about conversion of life and 
also about prayer for world peace. There are warnings and promises for all 
to heed. The group is certainly exercising some influence in the community, 
but issues of authority, identity, tradition, all make for a complex social 
situation. There are similarities with the religious phenomena occurring in 
parts of Europe. Indigenous Catholics from central and northern Australia 
have three times in recent years made pilgrimages to holy sites like 
Medjegore and other places in Europe. Even the sacred sites at Ltyentye 
Apurte (Santa Teresa, Central Australia) and Kudantiga are currently 
receiving much attention and interest. 

In March, 1999 and again in June, some members of the Wadeye 
community approached the Kardu Numida Council for funding to enable 
them to attend a 'Life in the Spirit' Catholic seminar being held in Darwin. 
The Council agreed to fly the ten people in to Darwin and accomodate them 
at a city motel for a week. Some of the missionaries and church people at 
Wadeye expressed concern amongst themselves about 'the fear element' that 
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is strongly driving most of the group, but also about the lack of 
'consultation' with themselves. Feeling a little hurt and overlooked, one of 
the missionaries said to me: 

They simply said: Were going in to town. Holy Spirit Seminar'. That was it! 
That's all we were getting told. 

Some of the indigenous people also were disappointed, confused and 
somewhat bitter. A young Wadeye woman remarked: 

Why do they have to go into town, whitefella way, to find the Holy Spirit? We 
have God with us already. We should all help each other here, to make our 
people strong. 

The understanding that 'we ourselves are the Church' has enabled and 
encouraged new expressions of Catholic faith. In fact Catherine Bell (1991) 
says that it is now widely recognized that the reforms issued by the Vatican 
Council did more to change the face of the Catholic Church and individual 
experience within it, than any other resolutions. In relation to church liturgy 
for example, which was seen as 'the summit toward which the activity of the 
church is directed' and 'the source from which all its power flows' 
(Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy par. 10), the Council was actually 
dismanthng 'a towering mountain' of centuries of unified worship: 

Indeed the central liturgical issue facing the Council - universal unity of 
practice versus the need for cultural adaptation to local communities - 
fundamentally challenged the theology and tradition of the Roman liturgy 
(Bell 1991: 38). 

A genuine encounter between Christianity and culture must hold out new 
possibffities for both. If, in their church life, people are not given opportunity 
to exercise participation as subjects but are treated merely as objects, they 
will withdraw their 'involvement' and seek life elsewhere. This has occurred 
in many places, including Wadeye. 

9.3.4 Changing rituals 

There are two interpretations of the phrase 'changing rituals'. In the first 
sense, 'changing' acts as an adjective, descriptive of the rituals. That rituals 
change through time and under varying social conditions is fairly obvious. 
As means of social change, rituals are themselves transformed by the 
histories and the processes of which they are part (Driver: 1991:184-185). 
There is a second understanding of 'changing rituals' where 'changing' is a 
verb and so describes the ritual as being acted upon. Harris (1990:11) 
suggests that in indigenous Australia, adaptation and change are positive 
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only if Aboriginal identity and distinctiveness remain intact. The Wadeye 
Baptism is an example of cultural adaptation. It offers a renewed sense of 
identity as Aboriginal Cat -iolics. Perhaps, though, the new possibifities for 

spiritual stabffity and growth in today's world, are especially evident in the 
women's Men-k ceremony, which speaks very clearly about the relationship 

of sacred ceremony to daily and changing community life. There is an 
immanent as well as a transcendant dimension to the Men-k ceremony, a 
protection of tradition, as well as a place for transformation. In fact the safe-
guarding of the women's tradition was a main intention of the women in 
bringing back Men-k (R. Thawul 1994 Interview). 

Stanner proposed that the rituals themselves were attempts to make life 

'correlative with the plan and rhythm of the cosmos' (1963: 139). He saw the 
Murrinhpatha response to change as being related to the fundamental place 
of religion in the life of the people, arguing that it probably was the power of 
these symbolisms that led the Murrinhpatha to 'fit change to the form of 
permanence': 

One may suggest that rite, myth and paintings.., are essays in expression, 
each subject to the limitations of its own kind, but each seizing on the 
fundamental theme of change within stability (1963:106). 

It was evident to Stanner that the Murrinhpatha people also kept the later 
Punj in continuity with the earlier form of the rite (ibid., 168). I suggest that 
the culturally appropriate rite of the Wadeye Baptism, maintains this 

continuity, or at least is not in discontinuity with it. Murrinhpatha culture 
has been one of change for many years. Significant cultural adaptations, 

resulting from changing social patterns and events, occurred even before the 

arrival of the first missionaries. According to Stanner, change had been 
addressed in Murrinhpatha ritual life for a very long time: 

Murinbatha rites were attempts to make social life correlative with the plan 
and rhythm of the cosmos... The strongest syrnbolisms may be read to say 
that cosmic necessity was the datum of social necessity... with the result 
that change resulted, not in the evolution of an open society, but in the 
further involution of a tradition-oriented society' (1963:139). 

The power of religious law, whether we speak of the traditional law as 

established by ancestral Spirit Beings, or Church law as established by the 

ecciesial teachings and traditions, will be ineffective in the lives of people, 

unless it is understood as credible, just and dynamic. The control of 

religious practices, as well as access to religious knowledge, generally comes 
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through nominated or authorized religious leaders. A role of these leaders in 
sacred ritual, is to strengthen the spiritual life of the people and to uphold 
the religious law. It is the leaders, in particular, who need to acknowledge 
and adjust to the flexible nature of religious ritual in a world, like Wadeye, 
that is constantly changing. Because both leadership and general 
participation are seen as flexible, the ritual itself is open to change. Rigidity 
breeds passivity and the opposite is true: flexibifity leaves the way open for 
creative involvement. 

People feel empowered when, in the midst of social change, they are able to 
modify their behaviour. In 1998, for example, Merrk ceremonies were 
discontinued for some time because of a death occurring quite near the 
ceremonial grounds. A visitor raised the possibffity about re-locating the 
ceremony. The suggestion, I was told, was very soon laid to rest, the reason 
being that 'some of our holy things are buried in that place. Rosary beads, 
holy pictures, scapulars... It is our sacred place and we can't go anywhere 
else'. This is a telling example of both the inter-religious engagement as well 
as the adaptation - or response - to changing circumstances. Merrk 
incorporates well, the Christian story and experience into its own myth and 
ritual, so that the religious event and transformation experienced is an 
integrated one. Catherine Bell notes that rituaJization can function either to 
accommodate history or to deny it, although she concedes that: 

the intrinsic purpose of ritual is too narrowly conceived if it is tied simply to 
the issue of social change (Bell 1991:41). 

It would be difficult to deny that midst continuing social change, the 
individual and communal life histories of many Wadeye people approaching 
the third mil1enium are stories of tunnoil, poverty and suffering. It is from 
this place that the sacraments of initiation are being celebrated. Women 
leaders in particular, as indigenous women in so many countries and 
communities, are in a difficult and sensitive position. On the one hand they 
speak of having to fit in and fill the more submissive gender role still so 
evident and pervasive in mainsteam society and on the other hand they talk 
of being sometimes forced to play the dominant leadership role because of 
the destruction and alienation that has been brought to bear through cross-
cultural conflict and which still has such disturbing and long-term effects 
on both the female and male population. There are different responses to the 
recognition of women's authority: 
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The school supports us for women's ceremonies. So does the Council. 
Everyone does! Fr. C and Fr. J. used to respect us and take our advice. They 
worked in with us; they respected our elders (Indigenous male teacher). 

Some missionaries don't listen to us! They just go their own way... They 
don't want us to talk (Young local Wadeye woman). 

We said there should be women on Memelmel. We want to talk, as leaders, 
for our community (Senior indigenous woman). 

The Men-k example of non-dominating leadership and active involvement by 

all participants is relevant here. The daily teaching and learning process 
involved in the Men-k initiations is spoken of as a sacred process, an 

awakening. This cannot happen where people are being manipulated or 

coerced into a 'participation' as objects. I now look more closely at the 

nature of this engagement in Catholic Wadeye ritual. 

9.3.5 Passivity or responsibility 

Doty's important work on the study of myth and rituals drew attention to 

some of the ways in which rituals serve society. He argues that rituals may 

convey or reinforce the personal identity or status established by the 

community which then experiences a new 'measure of cohesiveness' (Doty 

1986:104). Bell claims that what has resulted is not so much an emphasis 

on what is being said or done in the ritual, but what is being 'expressed'. 

The question of passivity or responsibility needs to be examined. Catholic 
identity, according to Bell, is an active group of individuals empowered to 

experience themselves as a particular manifestation of the church: 

The shared activities of ritual - the public identification with a group 
reinforces the individual's attachment to the group (Bell 1991:187). 

The liturgically forged and promoted identity may well be the basis for the 

emergence of lay responsibifities and local leadership that was laid out in 
the Vatican Council's Constitution on the Liturgy (par. 40). Popular Catholic 

theologian, Joseph Martos (198 1:459) suggests there is no intrinsic reason 

why new sacramental forms could not be invented to reach the same sacred 

realities that the old forms once revealed. Martos says that Catholics have in 

fact, once again begun reshaping their official sacraments. While the 1999 
parailturgy described in the final chapter, is not - and does not wish or 
claim to be - a church sacrament, it nonetheless provides a powerful 
instance of creative liturgical response to 'sacred realities'. 
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An example of active responsibifity in the Wadeye church community, was 
the annual Confirmation ceremony which took place in mid-year 1998. Of 
particular significance was a new control being taken in the organisation of 
the ceremony. Unlike previous years, when the Bishop confirmed children in 
their age or school class groups, the young people on this occasion, under 
direction from the elders, were confirmed in their various clan groupings. 
The groups came forward and danced after the young people from each 
group had been confirmed. This 'owning' of the candidates marked a real 
shift in the community's participation and active planning of the ceremony. 
In other years, there had been prayers, readings and songs in the local 
languages, as well as traditional dancing, art work and so on, but the 1998 
organising of appropriate groupings and involvement in all aspects of the 
sacramental liturgy, indicated a new responsibffity for the faith life of the 
Church. This is, after all, a goal of true inculturation. 

During my visit to Wadeye some weeks before the Confirmation ceremony: 
elders declared: 

We want Church business to respect culture ways. Church and culture are 
one (Senior Wadeye man, now deceased). 

Our young people should go through Confirmation properly. We do it 'our 
cultural way' so they will understand the Church meaning more (Senior 
ceremony woman). 

Confirmation, along with baptism, is of course, the other sacrament of 
Catholic Christian initiation. I hesitate to make predictions, but ponder 
nonetheless. Just as strong leadership was exercised in creating the Wadeye 
Easter Baptism liturgy, so might the people (and perhaps the women 
especially, as trends already indicate), claim increasing authority in 
implementing a new Wadeye inculturation of the sacrament of Confirmation. 

The sacrament of baptism, perhaps because it is a 'once and for all' event, 
tends to isolate the ceremony from daily life, even from ordinary church life. 
Religious ritual does necessarily involve a separation from the everyday and 
the ordinary, where place, time and objects are 'consecrated' or set apart. 
With the Wadeye Baptism, the separation from daily life also comes from the 
non-communal nature of the preparation for the one to be baptised. Usually 
this is the work of the parents and the priest or deacon. Others, like god-
parents, clan group and the wider community are not involved and do not 
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assume any responsibffity until veiy near the ceremony time. Because the 

Wadeye Baptism does not incorporate a longer-term teaching, its liturgy is 

in danger of being perceived superficially and expressed in a fairly passive 

manner. There is the possibifity for those concerned, including parents and 

godparents of the child baptised, to absolve themselves from any 

responsibifity for continued Christian growth. A more lengthy preparation 
period (6.3) may not necessarily ensure a truly transforming liturgy and a 

'coining-to-be' as believers in the lives of people, but it would guard against 

a perception of sacrament as merely 'instrument' and certainly help the 
process towards Christian growth: 

the liturgical and sacramental expressions of the faith are a constitutive 
dimension of evangelisation itself. Hence the contemporary insistence on a 
catechetical program that is 'sacramentally structured' (Chauvet ibid., 221). 

Chauvet stresses that the Christian relevance of sacramentalization comes 

only through its prior evangelisation. The liturgy allows the fundamental 

message to 'take hold' as it were. Throughout this thesis I have approached 

the investigation into the sacrament of Wadeye Baptism from a position of 

this on-going involvement of the Church with the people, rather than from 

the more traditional, classical approach to sacraments as sacred moments 
'instituted by Christ to give grace' which are relatively rare and isolated 
events in the life of the Christian. 

The Easter renewal of baptismal promises is a rite which aims to activitate 

the Christian commitment. Furthermore, at every Mass, but especially 
during Easter, the Church encourages that: 

the liturgy of the Lenten and Easter seasons be restored in such a way as to 
dispose the hearts of the catechumens to celebrate the paschal mystery at 
whose solemn ceremonies they are reborn to Christ through baptism (par 14 
Ad Gentes). 

The importance placed on the community's involvement and organisation of 

the celebration of the Easter Baptism, and of the church's sacramental and 

liturgical life in general, is helping to break down the barrier of isolation. 

Embodying liturgy in ways that are attractive and meaningful to the people, 
enhances the liturgical event. As well as this, those responsible for its 

celebration, are enabled to exercise leadership and service in ways that are 
culturally appropriate. An embodying and empowering Spirit is thus 
revealed and expressed. 
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Aspects of power and ritual which have been discussed in this chapter, as 
well as issues dealing with the corporality of faith, are, as already noted, 
related to questions of gender. The following and final chapter of the thesis 
includes an account of a paraliturgy which I believe, draws these issues 
together and demonstrates well, the significance (and complexity) of the 
inter-religious engagement examined in the thesis. 

Endnotes 

Written outline of the ceremony was sent to all Catholic parishes in Australia in June, 

1999, with the suggestion that 'in recognition of Aborigmal and Tones Strait Islander 

Sunday, the ceremony take place before the Mass of 4 July, 1999'. The distributed 

material included a letter by Cardinal Edward Clancy, Archbishop of Sydney, sent to 

NATSICC communities and Council members, in which were extended 'greetings and 

prayerful best wishes... on the celebrations planned for Sunday, 4th July'. It must also be 

noted that the original liturgy planned by NATSICC was not approved by the Bishops and 

that the 'paraliturgy' referred to here, was agreed upon finally, as an adaptation of the 
original proposed liturgy. 

2 The Catholic Catechism, for example, states that 'no sacramental rite may be modified or 

manipulated at the will of the minister or the community"(art. 1125). 
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CHAPTER 10 

DYING TO RISE 

10.1 INTRODUCTION 

As underlined throughout the thesis, the Wadeye Baptism is an attempt by 
indigenous people to incorporate persons into a universal Christian family 
which is not something alien or in opposition to identity and culture, but 
supportive and honouring of it. 

In this closing chapter some conclusions are drawn, highlighting 
characteristics of the encounter which have emerged as significant in the 
course of the research. In doing this, while not attempting to predict future 
directions in the inter-religious dialogue, I do name trends and possibffities 
in the on-going engagement between Catholicism and indigenous Wadeye 
religion. I open up the story for a wider audience and in inviting response, 
hope to sow seeds for continuing dialogue and research. 

Paradoxically, that there is no definitive statement presented in relation to 
the encounter, is itself a significant 'conclusion' to the work. As I have 
often stated in the thesis, the story of the special Easter Baptism and of 
the inter-religious engagement at Wadeye, is an evolving one. If the 
dialogue was to close, then a formal and final conclusion to the story could 
be told, but at this stage it continues to unfold. 

By way of introduction, I offer here a review of the overall development of 
the thesis and a brief summary of chapter conclusions. The discussion that 
follows is presented by way of (1) a warning, (ii) a promise and (iii) a sign. 
The chapter - and the thesis - concludes with (iv) a fInal comment. The 
discussion highlights some of the features of the inter-cultural and inter-
religious engagement that have appeared in the thesis story. It also 
provides a glimpse into a future place. Martos' door to and from the sacred, 
(cf., 6.4), is opening up, it seems to me, and the light around it is clearing. 

When I began this project, the Wadeye Baptism was a useful centrepiece 
for the description and analysis of the engagement between church and 
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culture. It is clear though, that the engagement is about much more than 
liturgical inculturation. In Australia's Northern Territoiy, for example, 
recognition and acceptance by the institutional church, of indigenous 
leadership, especially among senior women, is emerging as a critical factor 
in the religious and sacramental life of communities. At a gathering of 
religious priests, brothers and sisters in Darwin in April, 1999, the issue of 
ordained indigenous women deacons was raised for discussion. Christian 
life for the Wadeye, as for any indigenous group, requires the support 
(rather than the fear or rejection) of indigenous church leaders seeking to 
appropriate the Catholic story and the church's sacramental life in tenns of 
its own local history and culture. According to Driver (199 1:207), 
sacraments are actions of God, together with the people of God, which are 
'ritually performed to celebrate freedom and to hasten the liberation of the 
whole world'. The 1999 paraliturgy, discussed in this chapter, points to an 
understanding of the sacramental nature of Wadeye life which is a new and 
enlivening example of the meeting between community and church. 

While power relations, social change, gender and cultural issues remain 
critical for any on-going engagement between church and community, I 
underline, in this final chapter, the pivotal factor of ritual itself as a means 
of enabling and re-awakening the encounter. Acknowledging and 
promoting the place of ceremony, makes room for new steps to be taken 
and for visions to be realised and advanced. 

10.2 DEVELOPMENT OF THESIS AND CHAPTER SUMMARY 

In looking back at the thesis topic as it was described and investigated in 
the course of the research, a summary of the various chapters, provides 
both a thesis review, as well as a necessary introduction to the following, 
major part of this closing chapter. 

Introductory chapters one and two offered underpinning knowledge for the 
development of the thesis. The task was identified as being an investigation 
into the nature and significance of the engagement between Catholic 
sacrament and Wadeye ritual. A personal profile was included in this early 
part of the thesis. Information regarding research methodology and data 
was given, with the whole of chapter two providing important theoretical 
background to the work. In particular, Stanner's writings on Mumrthpatha 
religious ceremony and Catherine Bell's work on ritual, were recognized as 
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being central to my work, as was the influence of Chauvet's study into 
sacramental theology. Preceeding and following the presentation, in 
chapter four, of the Wadeye Baptism, were the chapters giving contextual 
information. In examining the Wadeye background, chapter three located 
the ceremony in its social, historical, cultural and religious context. 
Chapter five presented the Catholic story. The global and national context 
from which the missionaries came was examined, as was the 
establishment of the mission itself. The teachings and practices of the 
Catholic church were examined, especially as they related to missiology 
and liturgical inculturation. 

Chapters six and seven gave critical analayis of the Wadeye Baptism, first 
in terms of transformation and then in relation to liturgical inculturation. 
The Wadeye Baptism, understood and celebrated in the wider context of 
both the universal Catholic story and the traditional story of initiation 
passed on through myth and ritual, was recognized as an invitaion to 
change, at both the personal and community level. In chapter six, various 
issues of particular interest emerged. I mention just one area here. The 
significance of the Mother-of-All, especially in terms on any on-going 
personal or communal transformation, was recognized as fundamental in 
the celebration of Wadeye Baptism. The Muthingka spirit of the traditional 
Punj initiation (remembered importantly in the Catholic inculturated 
ceremony), and the same Muthingka Mother-of-All from Mulinthin's vision, 
was contemplated alongside Mary, mother of Jesus and mother of the 
church into which the newly baptized person was born. The intended and 
desired transformation, brought about through both traditional and 
Christian initiation, expressed so dramatically in the Wadeye Baptism, was 
somehow seen to be symbolically present or possible through the Mother-
of-All spirit. The Muthingka creator spirit of the Punj initiation and the 
same Muthingka Mother-of-All in Mulinthin's vision, seemed to capture the 
complexity and richness of the inter-cultural and inter-religious nature of 
the Wadeye situation. In the context of the Catholic Baptism at Wadeye, 
where Mary, mother of the church is so significant, Muthingka is perhaps 
testing a new resting place. 

Chapter seven examined the very effective use of symbolism in the Wadeye 
Baptism ceremony, recognizing its importance for culturally appropriate 
liturgy. Again, the creative tension between 'Catholic sacrament and 
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Wadeye ritual' was held in balance. Liturgy that was culturally 'correct' was 
perceived as very shallow unless properly addressing such issues as 
leadership, gender and community life. The description of the women's 
Merrk ceremony in chapter eight, highlighted these issues, giving scope for 
some reflection, if not comparison, with the Wadeye Baptism ceremony. 
Chapter nine continued the critical analysis, looking in more detail at the 
issue of power and ritual. The story of Wadeye initiation (Baptism and 
Merrk being discussed) was seen to demonstrate well, many of the critical 
issues facing the church and the local community. While the invitation to 
Christian conversion offered in Baptism, may have appeared clear, some of 
the surrounding factors, especially in a cross-cultural context, were 
recognzed as highly complex. The Wadeye Baptism, at first glance, seemed 
a well-constructed, meaningful and culturally appropriate ceremony, but 
as the thesis unfolded, the critical importance of related wider issues and 
stories emerged. From such a complex, vulnerable place, the remainder of 
this final chapter now unfolds. 

10.3 The 1999 Parahturgy 
While still being grounded in the Church's tradition, as well as in the local 
indigenous cultural context, a 1999 Wadeye paraliturgy provides new 
direction and hope, especially for Wadeye's younger generations. Together 
with this, it is a challenge offering guidance to the wider Australian church 
and society, which is also 'dying to rise'. 

In 1998, Darrananthi Namdu and Scholastica Karkirr, spoke with some of 
the senior women about a possible indigenous Church ceremony for their 
young people, to mark the beginning of the new year of 1999. The idea, 
apparently, had been 'brewing' for some months. Early in January of 1999, 
many of the non-indigenous personnel were away from the community and 
the children were on school holidays. There was more time than usual for 
being with families, for talking together and sharing ideas. In the following 
days, kardu rnuthingka, the senior ceremony women, began to plan the 
actual ceremony. From 1 lth-15th January then, a most extraordinary 
daily ritual took place in the local church. What occurred took on a life of 
its own and continued throughout the week. I did not witness the 
ceremony, but heard first-hand accounts from Darrananthi, Benigna 
Dooling, Jeanne Marie Kolumboort and other Wadeye women, as well as 
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reports from two non-indigenous religious sisters and from the parish 
priest who attended the ceremony on one occasion. 

During the morning the young people, from little children through to 
seventeen and eighteen year olds, were brought by their relations to the 
church. Darrananthi said the didgeridoo was a call to the people to gather 
(Interview 20 April 1999). Each young person was accompanied by 
members of his/her own clan group and at the entrance to the church, the 
groups sang their smoking songs. The young people, with parents and 
relations, passed through the smoke as a sign of the desire for healing and 
renewal. The group then moved into the church to the sound of didgendoo 
and sticks. On the first morning, the priest had been invited to make an 
opening prayer and to read a passage from the Gospel of the day (Matthew 
2:1-12), the feast of the Epiphany. (The priest told me the young children 
had been encouraged to bring gifts of flowers to lay before the Christ 
Child). The large banner which had been created by the women during the 
days of preparation, hung in front of the altar (10.3.3). 

Once gathered inside the church, the child or young adult, accompanied by 
parents and/or grandparents, went forward to receive the sacred oils and 
the message from four of the senior women. Each one approached the 
elders and was spoken to in Murrinhpatha. As the ears were anointed with 
the indigor oils, a prayer asking for the gift of listening was made. The 
shells were then put to the ears and shaken. The young ones were told to 
listen with respect to their parents and their elders and to follow their 
teaching. They were encouraged to be spiritually strong in their lives, to 
hear and take notice of the Word of God and to always listen carefully to 
the Spirit. The ritual continued as various family groups came up to the 
church through the morning, and, as it turned out, throughout the week 
ahead. 

The senior women and other women who had helped plan the ceremony, 
told me they were amazed at the community response and at the numbers 
of families who became involved. They had expected to have the ceremony 
just on the Monday morning, but as each day went by, more families kept 
coming forward and by the end of the week, all the youth had been through 
the smoking and the blessing and all had heard the wise counsel of kardu 
muthingka. 
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What was particularly significant about the indigenous ceremony is that it 
drew such a positive response from the community. Two mdigenous 
Wadeye teachers said that the continumg and increasing interest and 
support from all the various clans and family groups, made the community 
feel strong. Others also expressed their views about the ceremony: 

• We have to look alter our young ones. Kardu muthinkga was boss for 
this. It was our special Smoking, our New Year ceremony for our 
children (B.Doolirig). 

• Fr. J. came for the start of the ceremony and Sister E. and Sister Y. 
also came over on the first day (A.Ninnal). 

• This was our own ceremony. culture way. We wanted to have it in our 
church. It was church and culture together (D.Narndu). 

10.3.1 Community base 
The idea for the paraliturgy arose from the women's conversation over 
some weeks as they shared their hopes and anxieties for their young ones. 
Women I spoke with said that among the children, the general lawlessness, 
incidents of vandalism and violence, as well as disinterest and non-
attendance at school, were causes of deep concern amongst parents and 
grandparents. These women recognized the problems had causes and 
solutions much wider than the individual child or teenager, and that any 
addressing of the situation would have to involve the elders, the particular 
families, the various clan groups and the entire community. Much talking 
and sharing of ideas took place during the final months of 1998. Over the 
Christmas period, further meetings occurred and in early January the 
ceremony was more formally planned by the women. The desired 
outcomes, according to Darrananthi, included a new experience and 
appreciation of the elders' care and concern and improved behaviour and 
attitude on the part of the young people. Added to this, senior community 
members were to be seen by everyone (including non-indigenous staff and 
church personnel) as exercising control and taking important steps to 
bring about constructive change. 'Our elders have special authority', says 
Darrananthi, 'and they are always respected as ceremony women, kardu 
muthirtgkd. 
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Local ownership of the church paraliturgy and control of its 
implementation, was a major feature of the 1999 ceremony. The 
paraliturgy was planned and carried out as a single event, which lasted 
through the week. Judging from the community response, say the women, 
it may become an annual occurrence. 

10.3.2 Church base 

The fact that the paraliturgy was held in and around the church building 
was important. Many places could have been chosen for the event. The 
sacred ceremony area Thuykem, where the Wadeye Baptism was first held 
for example, and where the Pentecost celebrations generally take place, 
may have seemed a likely location. Alternatively, there are suitable areas in 
the large and shady school grounds, or on the community oval; or in other 
areas of the community where ceremonies have taken place before. The 
choice of the church in this context was profoundly significant: 

It was a cultural ceremony, and we were having it in our church. We 
wanted everyone to feel at home. That's our sacred place and this was a 
sacred ceremony. It wasn't just an Aboriginal ceremony. It was a church 
ceremony. We always say - we know, we are the church and we are the 
proper leaders for our young people (B.D. April, 1999). 

The women were aware of the significance of holding the paraliturgy in the 
church. The Wadeye church is perceived as a sacred place and is regularly 
and even daily visited by people in the community. It is the place for 
Sunday Mass, the place for celebrating feast-days, for coming together at 
funerals, for community occasions. But the various church liturgies are 
always led by the priest and/or deacon and the only times people gather in 
the church without the clerical presence, is for private prayer or for 
liturgical preparation (mainly singing and music practice) around special 
feast-days and during the weeks preceeding Easter and Christmas. To 
claim and exercise authority in this important paraliturgy, was to make an 
important statement about leadership and responsibffity as indigenous 
Catholic women in and for the community. 

Where there appears to be a genuine engagement between church and 
culture, the question is raised again: What has the 'parent' church learnt 
through the inter-religious engagement? What has the church recognized, 
regretted, renewed? Has the church allowed itself to be vulnerable? 
Receptive? One of the religious Sisters who attended the morning 
paraliturgy on the first day, made the comment: 
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We were invited to go over. It was a very important ceremony for the 
community. The clan groups all did their own songs. The didgendoo and 
sticks were going all morning. Everyone came up, bringing their young 
ones. Those senior women demand great respect. 

The priest had also been informed about the paralitugy and, as indicated 
above, invited to be present. Darrananthi told me he graciously accepted 

the women's leadership in the planning and implementation of the 
paraliturgy. 

It is evident however, as Harris (1990:863) remarks, that the Catholic 

Church has generally been slow in supporting indigenous church 
leadership: 

of all the major Christian churches involved in mission, it is the Catholic 
church which has found most difficulty in recognising and empowering 
Aboriginal Christian leaders. It is clearly the celibacy tradition which is the 
major stumbling block. There is therefore a barrier to equality of ministry 
which is still, it would seem, insurmountable. 

Given the minimal contribution and involvement of ordained indigenous 
clergy in the changing of church structures, it is not surprising that the 

response to truly engage with the church has been taken up by indigenous 
women. In many communities1  indigenous lay leadership, especially from 

senior women, is evident. It appears that Wadeye women, who have been 

excluded in the male, ordained and celibate-led church, are finding new 

pathways in the exercise of power. Something new was certainly happening 

at Wadeye in the Januaiy paraliturgy. The message was clear: We are 
Catholic people, gathered in our church to conduct a holy ceremony. For the 
'official' church (the parish priest and/or the Darwin diocese, for example), 

the message could have carried a potential threat or challenge, or at least 

an embarrassement: here were the women taking over the priest's role of 

church leadership. And here were the woman exercising authority in the 

church itself. Furthermore, here were the women, creating 'liturgy' and 
what's more: here were all the people filling the church! 

From my observations though, everyone rejoiced. The choice of place for 
the new paraliturgy, points to a responsible and confident ownership of 

Catholic indigenous identity. It is a cause surely, for ready, glad 

acceptance on the part of the missionaries, and a cause for hope. 
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10.3.3 Traditional base 
While being held in the local church and stemming from the immediate 
concerns and context of daily life, the paraliturgy does, at the same time, 
draw from its indigenous and traditional roots. Like the Wadeye Baptism 
and the Men-k ceremonies, its leadership, structure, language, content and 
sybolism, are all traditionally based. I comment here on just one aspect: 
the art symbolism. The banner used in the paraliturgy is described by 
Darrananthi: 

The footprints represent all the different clan groups coming to gather 
around the sacred water-hole. It is Jesus, the Life-giving Centre. This is 
about our early mission history, and our Baptism story. The idea of our 
ceremony is about listening with respect to the elders, and listening to 
God's Word. That is represented by the shell designs. 

What is important in the sacred indigenous art, is in the very doing of it (cf. 
Bell 1983:198-202; Confoy 1997: 204-205). According to the artists, the 
creation of the banner provided a focus for the final week's paraliturgy 
preparation. The senior women gave instructions about what was to be 
painted and some of the younger women executed the design. Making the 
banner helped unite the women involved and helped sustain and increase 
community interest. Even after the ceremony week was over, the banner 
remained as a symbol and reminder of the event and of the outcomes that 
were initially desired. 

One might argue that banners are not 'traditionally based', but this type of 
preparation certainly is and the fact that the medium changes over time 
simply points to its dynamism. Whether it is the body paint used in the 
Men-k ceremony, the bark paintings of the Punj-based Baptism, or the 
canvas banners of the January paraliturgy, the art form draws on the long 
traditions and cultural context of the people. The art becomes a powerful 
instrument for meaningful ritual. 

I pose the question once more: Who has gained in the 1999 paraliturgy? It 
is difficult to predict in these early days. Like the Baptism, the paraliturgy 
is a ceremony in which one can speak of an engagement between church 
and culture. Because the purpose of the paraliturgy is perceived as being 
addressed in such a public, visible and immediate way, the questions 
about who is controlling, who is receiving, who is giving way, who is letting 
go, who is empowering, who is teaching, who is learning, who might be 
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manipulating, who might be gaining or who might be losing, seem less 
important. Love is being revealed through the paraliturgy and peace being 
proclaimed for the community. Justice is being done and the people are 
being served. The 1999 paraliturgy is indicative of positive change and 
growth in the inter-religious encounter. It has built on the experience of 
liberation and confidence which Wadeye women were finally able to reclaim 
through their Men-k rituals. It has built on appreciation and challenge 
presented in the inculturated Wadeye Baptism. And it has built on a new 
respect and trust in the parent church which seems to be meeting people 
in a new place of respect, service, and partnership. The existence of this 
continuing process, seems to me to provide grounds for the hope of a 
rising. 

All in all, the paraliturgy powerfully demonstrates what can happen for the 
community when the three perspectives of community, church and 
tradition are brought together to give direction and inspiration for the 
community. New life abounds - and is blessed. 

10.4 A WARNING 

Giancarlo Collet, in an article entitled From theological vandalism to 
theological romanticism, suggests that the earlier uncritical identification 
of Western Christianity with the gospel, faces the danger of being replaced 
by the kind of approach which sees only positive features of the culture of 
others and is fearful of making any critical comment: 

Whereas earlier what was alien and was branded 'barbarian' and 'pagan' 
and condemned, today is celebrated as being good and noble... Pleas for the 
rights of others in their otherness... and hymns of praise sung to difference, 
can easily turn into the opposite of what is intended (1994: 25-38). 

Collet does not question the urgent need for inculturation. He argues 
convincingly, that the way we interact calls not only for 'theological and 
hermeneutical sensitivity but for something even more basic: respect for 
others as subjects'. He warns that we can be infected with an 'inculturation 
fever' which is little more than 'a desperate last-minute attempt to give the 
church a culturally appropriate facade'. Collet asks questions that are of 
fundamental importance to the 'missioning' church, where the temptation 
can sometimes be to use the culture to achieve goals which are separate, 
or even opposed to the persons in the community: 
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What is to be done if those involved do not themselves feel that the problem 
of inculturation is an urgent one...? Can inculturation sustain a 
fragmenting cultural heritage and even raise up submerged cultural 
traditions to new life? Can the inculturation which is being called for meet 
the increasing impoverishment which it seeks to avoid? Empty words do 
not feel hungry bellies (Collet 1994:32). 

Nor, I could add, do empty words satisfy longing spirits. Collet's concerns 

deserve careful attention, which I have tried to give, especially in chapters 

seven and nine. In Chapter seven, for example, I analyzed the nature of 

symbol and its potential for revealing meaning. In chapter nine I examined 

the implications of empowerment and disempowerment in religious ritual. 

Collet challenges those who speak on behalf of others about issues of 
inculturation. He suggests that rather than hearing from the people 
themselves, we too often hear Western missionaries and theologians 

talking to one another about inculturation and about what is good or bad 
in the culture: 

The old charge of missionary paternalism, of Western Christians exercising 
their domination over others in all things in life, is then justified. Here are 
the same methods as those with which the old colonial superiority is 
perpetuated, even if it appears in a new garb (1994:32). 

In this thesis there has been deliberate attention given to matters of 

cultural adaption, especially liturgical inculturation. I have been acutely 

aware of potential traps and have tried not to speak for others, but rather 

from my own perspective as a cross-cultural educator and missionary. Also 

I have been careful to ensure accurate reporting of others perceptions. 

This thesis has been about the engagement between Catholic sacrament 
and Wadeye ritual. Have both parties really learnt from one another or 
not? Certainly, in the Wadeye Baptism, a unique expression of liturgical 

inculturation seems to have been created and increased mutual respect 

and understanding appears to have been achieved in the dialogue. But let 

us consider once more for a moment, the longer term impact. Have the 

parties made any internal changes within themselves? Or could the 
inculturation be merely a veneer, an attractive 'wrapping paper', a useful 

'proof, when needed, of liturgical innovation and of desired reconcifiation? 

What changes, other than interest and pride in its support of liturgical 
inculturation, has the encounter brought about in terms of the Diocescan 
church, for example? 
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Indigenous culture and community (in the Wadeye Baptism context) did 
manifest a shift. Features of the sacred Purj initiation were adopted for a 
more culturally appropriate Wadeye Baptism. Through the engagement 
expressed in the Wadeye Baptism, members of the local community were 
affirmed and encouraged by the missioning church, to express their 
Catholic faith in a way that was perceived by the local community as 
culturally appropriate. Especially through the initial support and 
involvement of the priest, the Catholic identity and faith of Wadeye people 
was seen to be strengthened, particularly in its sacramental expression. 
However, as an ex-missionaiy stated, sometimes people are built up for a 
time, then later 'left in the lurch'. Missionary personnel come and go and 
there is not always a continuity of ideas and practices, especially in 
relation to inculturation. Nonetheless, as Darrananthi has said, if the local 
people are claiming rightful ownership of their church and their common 
'priesthood' (1 Peter 2:9), the personalities of particular priests and the 
policies and approaches of various leaders, will not be the only determining 
factors for a lively church community. 

The warning is directed strongly to those holding significant power, those 
exercising control in the Catholic sacramental life of the community. The 
warning - or prediction came, as noted earlier in the thesis (7.2.1), from 
Pope John Paul II when he stated that the church in Australia would not 
be fully the church it is called to be, until the contribution made by 
indigenous Australians was joyfully received' by others (1986:172). This 
contribution must surely include all aspects of church life, such as 
cultural difference and oppression as well as, for example, theology, 
evangelisation and liturgy. There is little evidence in Aboriginal 
communities, of a real 'handing-over' of church business to the indigenous 
church leaders. Little evidence also, of proper policies and structures in 
place - at Diocesan level - to ensure appropriate and continuing 
indigenous representation on church bodies. Sadly as well, there are too 
few signs of a shift in 'mainstream' Catholic Australian life, which would 
indicate an awareness or an openness to the indigenous 'contribution' 
called for by Pope John Paul. 

The people will die without ceremony', was heard in the preface to this 
thesis. Collet (1994:34) suggested that true inculturation of ceremony and 
of Christian life, begins where people of different cutural traditions rely on 
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the promise of the gospel, and strive to express it with and for others. The 

warning now is clearly two-sided. For the Wadeye church, it is absolutely 

critical for the dialogue to continue and advance. Without it there will be 

polarity, division and no growth. Both partners in the dialogue will need to 

find new ways to be heard and new ways to listen, if the encounter is to be 

sustained and to be mutually life-giving. 

10.5 A PROMISE 

The promise of new life and the potential for transformation which I have 
examined in the thesis, refers to all participants in the on-going life of the 
church and its members: 

The fruit of sacramental life is both personal and ecciesial. For every one of 
the faithful on the one hand, the fruit of the promise is life for God in 
Christ Jesus; for the church, on the other, it is an increase in charity and 
in her mission of witness (Catholic Catechism art. 1134). 

Considering the church's long-standing position on its possession of the 

fullness of truth, the acceptance of a development of doctrine throughout 
history was an amazing admission of the Second Vatican Council: 

the tradition which comes from the apostles develops in the Church with 
the help of the Holy Spirit. For there is a growth in the understanding of 
the realities and the words which have been handed down... (Dei Verbum 
no. 8). 

The story-related rituals of the two traditions, Wadeye and Catholic, have 

tried to address issues of social change (cf., chapter six). The indigenous 
tradition maintains and fosters its life by adaptation to change, as well as 

faithfulness to law and tradition. In the Church also, there is recognition 

today, of the developing nature of the religious tradition, including the 

understanding and expression of its sacramental life. In Chapter six I 

placed sacraments in the narrative of how, in the Catholic understanding, 

God's promise to be a transforming and abiding Presence has been realised 

in creation and history, especially as tied to the history of Israel and to the 
story of Jesus Christ. We saw for example, how the Hebrew scriptures and 
other symbolic biblical texts, Iiiik these readings with the Easter 

Saturday's baptismal and eucharistic liturgy. We also saw how the 

sacraments are actions of and for the whole community. Because the 

ceremony is inculturated, the relationship between God's work in Christ 

and the meaning of the sacraments, is intuited as an integrating and not 
an alienating experience by the individual and the community. The rich 
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symbolism described in chapters four and seven, provides evidence for the 
claim that the liturgy is a culturally meaningful and powerful expression of 
Catholic baptism. Furthermore, the faith of the celebrating community and 
its unity with the universal church is strengthened. The larger unity of the 
Church and the identity of its Catholic beliefs and symbols, have not been 
threatened by cultural particularity. In fact there has been an enrichment. 

In the context of the women's Merrk initation, the gain for the non-
indigenous church has come through an experience of respectful presence, 
through silence and acceptance. Perhaps exemplified well in the quiet and 
very unobtrusive presence of the religious sisters at the Merrk ceremonies, 
the church' affirms and waits. And does nothing, for example, to hurry 
along possible sacramental adaptations. This humble presence, provides 
opportunity for its own renewal and growth as well as a space for 
partnership and reconcifiation with the indigenous church. 

10.6 A SIGN 

In returning again, very briefly, to the story of Mulinthin which introduced 
chapter four of this thesis, my aim is to draw attention to the dynamic 
nature of the Wadeye cultural-religious encounter which, I argue, is 
potentially transforming. There is an image in the story upon which I 
would like to reflect for a moment. 

I recall Darrananthi speaking to indigenous students at Nungalinya College 
in 1994, about her fathers vision, his encounter with the Sacred. She 
retold the story, (4.2.1) as I have heard her brother Molinthin relate it. She 
recalled the incident of the broken spear: 

When he woke up, he took his fighting spear which was beside him and he 
broke it. He made it into his singing sticks and began singing the song he 
was given in his dream. When the others came back, they heard the music 
and the song. They saw a changed man. He was never a violent man after 
that day. He was a man of peace. 

My interpretation of the symbolism of the broken and re-shaped spear, 
comes largely from Darrananthi's story-telling skifis, her gestures and 
lively reflections: 

Yes! He took that spear, his own fighting spear and he broke it in half! That 
was the old life! Finished! (She very dramatically broke the imaginery spear 
on her knee). And he made something new! (She made the action of playing 
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the sticks). He remembered the song he had been given and he passed it on 
to us. 

Mulinthin does not deny his past. He owns it and transforms it. Herein lies 

a fundamental message for those engaged in inter-cultural and inter-

religious dialogue. There is no requirement for either party to discard its 

own story, to ignore or reject its own history. The interaction is about 

acknowledgement of need, awareness of gifts and willingness to share. The 

encounter between cultures and religions, between the human story and 
the divine encounter is about a new song to sing, as Mulirithin showed. 

10.7 FINAL COMMENT 

As this thesis reaches its conclusion, I return again to Stanner. Although 
he studied Mumnhpatha religion 'for its own sake' (Keen 1986:26-27) and 

denied a necessary connection between religion and social structure, 

Stanner also strongly opposed the idea of a sacred/profane dichotomy. He 
wrote: 

The religion was not the mirage of the society, and the society was not the 
consequence of the religion. Each pervaded the other within the larger 
process (1965:172). 

This stifi appears to be the case today. Some years will have to pass before 

the nature of the interaction between church and culture can be more 

accurately ascertained. The Wadeye Baptism is most truly sacramental 

when there is transformation in the lives of the people. Driver (1991) 

speaks about the Christian life as characterized by the frequent crossing of 
a 'threshold' between the day to day working for freedom and the ritual 

performance of freedom in the sacramental community. Neither mode is 

sufficient on its own, but together they may form a 'twofold praxis in which 

God and the people of God seek to transform society's captivity to greed 

into a communion of liberty' (1991: 222). For the Christian person, the 
presence and grace of God is pervasive and continual and for this reason, it 
can be easily overlooked. The divine grace encountered in the church's 

sacraments is made explicit through ritual and sacred story; the 

sacraments become a means of opening one's eyes to the Sacred: 

Far from presenting the Church as an oasis of grace, the sacramentality of 
the Church breaks open our daily lives and offers us a new vision of its 
graced character (Gaillardetz 1999:30). 
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There are fundamental issues that will continue to effect the on-going 
exchange between church and culture at Wadeye. The initiation bestowed 
comes from and for a place that is very vulnerable. Where there is an 
abuse of power, a culture of oppression, conflicts between black and white, 
rich and poor, between women and men, clerical and lay, between young 
and old, between any differing groups, the Baptism will be an incomplete 
sign of new life for the community. Secundo (1974:6 1) argues in fact, that 
the sacraments cannot be 'rightly administered' unless they signify a social 
as well as a spiritual liberation. 

Cultural factors, power relations, social change and gender issues will 
remain critical for any on-going engagement between church and 
community. Finally, I underline again, the pivotal place of religious ritual, 
in reflecting, in stimulating and in honoring the encounter. Acknowledging 
and promoting the place of ceremony, makes room for new steps to be 
taken and for visions to be explored and advanced. 

The future of the Wadeye Baptism remains to be seen, but for now there is 
pride in the knowledge (and the memory) of its existence. That it has been 
celebrated several times provides in itself a promise for future ceremony 
and church life. Just as the Mulinthin story many years ago, provided a 
place for a new stage in the religious life of the community, so too has the 
Wadeye Baptism provided a shift in the local church's understanding of 
itself. It has pointed to theological and liturgical developments for a new 
indigenous church and made the promise of 'aboriginalisation' a real 
possibffity. 

The findings of this thesis are important for an audience wider than the 
Wadeye church and community. What is the message here for kings and 
rulers, for law-makers and for priests and prophets, when culturally 
oppressed and fragmented societies such as the Wadeye, hold on with 
determination and ingenuity to the Mulinthln stories, to the marking of 
'rites of passage', including Christian initation, through religious ritual? I 
have suggested that the message is about the perceived sacramental 
nature of life and about the fundamental right of peoples to express their 
beliefs. While groups such as churches and local communities can 
continue to engage with one another and with the wider society, in honest 
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dialogue, the transition from death to life', expressed so dramatically in the 
Wadeye Baptism, may more likely become a reality. 

The Catholic Church and Wadeye community interface, examined in this 
thesis, can be seen as a microcosm of a national and even global 
encounter. Because of past histories and continuing social conflicts, a 
common characteristic of the encounter, as in the Australian context 
generally, will be reconciliation. A community and a society that cherishes 
life, I suspect, will always explore ways to foster mutual recognition and 
respect. 

As we enter into the new millenium, justice and harmony between different 
cultural and religious groups, is far from being realized. The desire to 
achieve unity though - unity in diversity - is becoming more urgent: we are 
dying to rise! The vision is shaped by a passionate and constant hope, 
grounded in faith. The way to realise the dream is clearly within our grasp. 
As the Wadeye Baptism ifiustrates, it is simply - and profoundly this: 
radical, generous and sincere engagement with one another. 

Endnote 

Indigenous Catholic women exercise strong influence and leadership for example, at 
Nguiu (Personal communication Mel Fernando 6 September 1998; Jenny Kirby OLSH 
15 April 1999), in Central Australia through Ngkarte Mikwekenhe and the Lytentye 
Apurte Spirituality Centre (Personal communication Agnes Palmer, 1 lMarch 1999 and 
through the Outreach ministry of women from the Belyuen and Daly River districts (cf., 
9.3.3.). 
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Epilogue 

In October 1999, shortly before this thesis was due for submission, I visited Wadeye 

for the purpose of giving to Darranantht and others with whom I had worked, the 

opportunity to make comment and suggestions on the final document During the 

visit I attended three ceremonies which demonstrated well the complexity and the 

fragility surrounding 'Catholic sacrament engaging with Wadeye ritual'. 

The first ceremony was a wedding at which there appeared only a remnant of 

traditional Wadeye culture. Many people from the community were present for the 

Nuptial Mass which was reminiscent of the earlier 'mission days' ceremony. The 

bride's long white veil covered her simple white dress. She walked with great 

dfficu1ty in the shoes that had been found for her by the Sisters. The bridesmaid, 

barefooted, with a wreath offrangipani in her hair, proudly wore an elegant pink 

satin gown. Although the Aboriginal Deacon assisted the priestfor the Mass, no 

words or prayers were said in Murinhpatha. The single occasion., which to me 

sounded like a cry from - orfor - the past, came from an old man who broke out into 

traditional song after the Communion. His wife and one or two other elders joined 

him in the singing, while all the people clapped in unison. The moment was sacred - 

and full of longing. Other than that, the liturgical ceremony was celebrated in its 

purely Western (and painfully uncomfortable) forim 

A second ceremony, mid-week, was a Requiem Mass and Funeral Rite. Here there 

was clear evidence of Wadeye culture being incorporated into the Catholic 

sacramental liturgy. There was traditional song, music and dance before, during 

and after the Mass. Munnhpatha language was used throughout the liturgy. A large 

banner had been made for the occasion. It bore the totems of the deceased woman: 

orange gum blossom, red-tailed black cockatoo and spear. Relations wore T-shirts 

depicting these same symbols. While the inter-cultural and religious encounter 
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appeared at times to be still a little unsure of itself, a meeting was taking place. 

Catholic sacrament and Wade ye ritual were engaging with one another. 

The third ceremony which I was invited to attend was a house blessing at the home 

of a community leader who had passed away earlier in the year. The family had 

asked the priestfor a Benediction.. Many extended family members were present for 

the ceremony. Latin hymns Adore Te' and '0 Jesu Mi' were sung, as well as the old 

English favourite, '0 Sacrament Divine'. After the Benediction, the priest, carrying 

the Blessed Sacrament, was led into the house by the sons of the deceased man. 

The interior of the house was blessed as the people waited outside. When the priest 

concluded the blessing, he joined the larger group for afinal prayer, then he and the 

Sisters began moving away. But inside the house another ritual was taking place, 

as relations began to walk in silence through the various rooms, touching the walls 

reverently. Some people were quietly weeping, others shook hands with one another. 

This sacred ritual stood alongside the earlier Benediction, but was somewhat 

disconnected from it. 

The man whose life  and spirit was being honoured, had been an advisor for this 

thesis and also,for many years, a solo dancer in the baptism ceremony. He had 

died in April 1999, as he danced in celebration for the life of his dear relative, Sister 

Beatrice Thardim OLSH (another key cons ultant for the work), whose funeral he had 

attended earlier in the day. I recall my own reflections from that time: I attended a 

Mass on the day after Beatrice's death. The Gospel reading was the scripture text 

used in the Wadeye Baptism, the story of Nicodemus, who questioned Jesus about 

being 'born again'. The text included the beautiful passage: 'the wind blows where it 

chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or 

where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit' (John 3:8). Like the 

pivotalfigures of this thesis, Mulinthin, Docherty, even Muthingka herself, Beatrice's 
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1fe and spirit and that of people like Ninricil, hold profound meaning for the Wadeye 

community and for the church. The breath of the Spirit will continue to blow. 

The Wadeye Easter Baptism ceremony described in the thesis, continues to stand 

alone as a sign of what was and can be: a significant religious encounter between 

two worlds and a mutually enriching experience for both. 

An exciting and poweifulftnal word, comes through the vibrant, modem 'Kudantiga 

Song', which I happened to hear the morning I was to leave Wadeye. Some young 

people, with keyboard and guitar accompaniment, were singing the story of 

Mulinthin's vision. This and other songs they had composed, were being recorded on 

CD by the Central Australian Aboriginal Media Association (CAAMA) in Alice Springs. 

The young people proudly told me that 'people everywhere, all over the world, will 

be able to hew-  about Wadeye and the story of Mulinthin'. The breath of the Spirit 

continues to blow... 
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