Reconciliation motion

Some years ago Synod adopted a resolution encouraging parishes and agencies to act creatively and deliberately to engage with the process of reconciliation between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australia. Subsequent motions suggested that we acknowledge the Aboriginal history and prior ownership of the land on which we worship and work by means of suitable plaques.

This motion follows the path set by those various resolutions, and is something of an update on what has happened since.

I took the liberty of writing to the various schools within the Diocese, and some other institutions asking for stories and details of their journey of reconciliation. The response has been, in the main, delightful, encouraging and heart-warming. In many cases, the actions on the ground cannot be described simply as responses to Synod resolutions, because they go much further, and have their genesis in commitments going back before our resolutions.

Our schools are demonstrating a deep commitment to getting their students to engage with the culture of this country’s first peoples. I recently arranged for Year 10 students from a school to meet a well-known elder who is creating a community center in Kwinana. Feedback from the visit has been very positive.

The response from Mrs Judith Cottier at Perth College concluded with the statement “These are just some of the ways in which we try to affirm the need for the nation to seek wholeness and justice”. It is noteworthy that Perth College has set a plaque in the entrance to the school chapel which brings together a reminder to those who worship there to recall the Aboriginal people “who have honoured this land as sacred for thousands of years” with a call to remember the Sisters of the Church who built the chapel.

In the end, it is about wholeness, because if one part of our society has no connection with another, we are not able to be whole.

To that end, it is fitting to see the many ways in which schools are incorporating both formal and informal ways in which students can meet, and  learn from, Aboriginal people. Many of our schools have brought Aboriginal culture and history into the curriculum. I read with interest that bush tucker is finding its way into the cooking classes of one school.

In some place significant events are now incorporating Nyungah welcomes and ceremonies. In some schools, NAIDOC Week has been included as part of the school calendar.

But it goes further, as in the case of Anglicare, which has created an Aboriginal Reference Group to provide feedback and guidance to its Board and staff – which is appropriate, given the large numbers of Aboriginal clients in many of the agency’s programs. Likewise, the new Sambell Centre has, in the foyer, a plaque which reads: “This plaque has been placed in recognition of the traditional Nyungah owners who camped in the Perth area, and who proudly walked and cared for this land ‘where the winds roar much’. We acknowledge the Bibbulmun people who roam throughout this land, where their hearts and spirits remain”. Those words are inscribed on the plaque in Nyungah and English, as it should be.

It is interesting to note how some of our agencies are working at bringing about reconciliation in the wider community in which they are working. Parkerville has been effective in running “Families and Schools Together” programs in a local primary school. This has had great benefits in breaking down barriers between children at the school, and between Aboriginal parents and the school. Bringing children together through FAST (as it is known) has resulted in Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal children playing together at school, whereas previously, play had been a separated activity. 

Likewise, Swanleigh has worked to overcome some of the difficulties facing Aboriginal students boarding a long way from home by developing ties with three communities in the Kimberley and the Pilbara. These ties involve people from Swanleigh visiting the communities and parents from those communities visiting Swanleigh.

Various mechanisms have been created by some of our schools to enable Aboriginal students to attend, and to board. From the letters I have received, this has been done with care and has been met with  success for the schools and the students alike.

Clearly the Church, through these agencies, has taken significant steps on a journey. They are steps, they are not the journey itself. That will go on for as long as we share this extraordinary country. Many of us do not know any Aboriginal people – which is partly a function of statistics, but it is also because of the gulf which was created between us almost from the time of white settlement. That gulf is being bridged through the sort of actions and commitments which I have outlined, and in many other ways and in many other places.

It is clear that there is a strong commitment to reconciliation in many of our schools and institutions. I did not seek information from parishes, but I hope that the picture is much the same there – some deeply committed and engaged while others are taking tentative steps. 

Our commitment to reconciliation is bearing fruit. There are things to celebrate. It is my hope that the actions of the last few years will form a foundation for more to come. In the end, as Judith Cottier said, it is about wholeness and justice. Justice is about all people taking their rightful place in society and participating, contributing and growing.  Wholeness is ultimately about the vision of the Reign of God to which we are committed as the People of God.

I commend the motion to Synod.

