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Catholic Mission 

Kirribilli House 

22nd September 2011 

Let us begin in prayer 

NATSICC Aboriginal Prayer  
© 1996,  NATSICC All rights reserved. Used with Permission 
 
Creator Spirit, 
 
You created all things, seen and unseen, 
listen to our silent prayer as we stand here before you. 
 
Our weary eyes look back over distant horizons, back to those days 
where our people walked. 
The footprints of our ancestors are imprinted on the earth, and their 
images are real to us. 
 
We see our grandfathers, standing tall and strong, warriors of long 
ago. 
We see our grandmothers, strong and hard working women. 
 
We hear them singing, we see them dancing, and our spirits move 
within us. 
They told of emus fighting, and the kangaroos picking up the scent of 
our hunters …………  
 
The images fade away as we feel the hurt of our people. 
We can hear the cries of our grandmothers as they cry for their 
children. 
 
Loving Creator, You can see us as we stand here and feel this hurt. 
 
Let us walk with You, loving Creator, towards the dawning of a proud 
and new nation. 
 
We thank you for our sacred being. 
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Amen. 
 

Acknowledgement of Country 
 

It is fitting that we are gathered here at Kirribilli House, as it holds 

significance for many, for different reasons. For most Australians it is 

known as the official residence of the Prime Minister of Australia. For 

others it is known as the traditional land of the Cammeraygal. It is one 

of those places that are stark remind us of the displacement and 

dispossession of Aboriginal people. This land was once occupied by a 

people who were in harmony with their surroundings, who had a 

complex and comprehensive system of law that enabled them to live 

together with each other and the land. A system that had been in place 

since time immemorial and that was full of wisdom for the best way 

to live in this particular place. A law that was unchanging and known 

at a deep level to all. Now this place is home to a new Government 

and a new system of law. One that was transported from a foreign 

land and over time has adapted to this country, but which of course 

did not recognise the law that came first.   

 

The Cammeraygal were amongst the first to encounter the 

newcomers. The records show that the impact on their lives was swift; 

it was in 1794, only 6 years after Philip sailed into the Harbour that 

this land was “granted” to a former convict, Samuel Lightfoot. It 
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seems fitting, to me, that this land was given away to a convict.  As 

we know, the British wanted to find a place to deal with their outcasts, 

so many of whom were convicted for property theft offences.  How 

ironic that the same people who judged the convicts, then stole 

Aboriginal land so that they had a place to keep their thieves. And I 

can’t help but wonder about that fact that this country was founded 

with convicts, but now it is Aboriginal people who are the most likely 

to be languishing in jail. Perhaps we learnt more from the colonisers 

than we think.  

 

So, I would like to pay my respect to the Traditional owners of this 

land the Cammeraygal. Their Elders past , those present and those of 

the future.  

 

We recognise them, and we recognise their rights and hope that we 

can do something to alleviate their pain and loss.   
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Speech 
  

Often when we come together for these events we focus on the 

troubles that Aboriginal people have, and inevitably the talk turns to 

how we can “fix them”. There is something essentially “us and them” 

about these events. There are donors; there are those who decide how 

to spend the money and there are beneficiaries of that benevolence. 

We hear some great uplifting stories, we donate money and we go 

away feeling satisfied that we have done something good. I hope that 

you will hear some of those great stories tonight; I really hope that 

you will feel moved to generously donate to Catholic Mission, as you 

have no doubt already done in the past, and I hope that we all leave 

here with a sense that things can improve and are improving.  

 

But this is an opportunity to not only recognise what we have 

achieved together, but to also connect and to learn more. To learn 

more about the good things that are being done, the things that are 

still to be done, and at a deeper level learn more about ourselves, as 

people who care and who place our faith in a Loving God. There is 

not an “us” and “them” when it comes to addressing Aboriginal 

disadvantage, we are all in this together.    

 

What is it we are trying to change? I am going to talk about some of 

the key issues facing Aboriginal people around the country. But we 

are lucky that we have Carmelita and Angela to tell us about their 
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experiences from Wadeye.  Often we can forget as we hear all the 

figures and the over arching issues that there are many great 

achievements happening around the country. We also must remember 

that these statistics represent the stories of individual people and each 

story is unique.  

 

Often we focus so much on the negatives that we forget that not all 

Aboriginal people are living in poverty. There are many who have 

managed to get educated, who are living everyday lives; earning a 

living, paying a mortgage, raising and educating their kids, paying 

taxes, supporting charities and contributing to our society just as other 

Australians do. For each of those “success stories” there will be a 

story of struggle. Somewhere along the line they, or their parents, or 

their grandparents have bucked the system, have managed to find a 

way through discrimination, dispossession and poverty to take their 

place as equals in Australian society.   

 

But sadly, for too many Aboriginal people this is not the case. We 

know that life expectancy is much lower for Aboriginal people, up to 

14 years in some areas of Australia. Even here in NSW, where it is 

expected that access to health care is available to all, the gap is still 9 

years. Of course, this is no surprise to Aboriginal people; we are 

constantly going to funerals of people that have died too young. Often 

people are dying from chronic diseases that we should be able to do 

something about.  
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Perhaps one of the causes of death we should be most concerned 

about is the high and increasing level of suicide. The Aboriginal 

suicide rate is four times higher than for other Australians. In the NT 

the teenage suicide rate is 13 times higher than in NSW, and they are 

all Aboriginal people. 

 

Records about suicide are notoriously unreliable to gain a 

comprehensive picture across the country. But let’s just look at 

Central Australia where the organization Life Promotion has been 

keeping records. They say that in the past ten years there were 108 

suicides in Central Australia. The majority of them were male, 

Indigenous and aged over 25.  

 

Of this 108 suicides, 79 were Indigenous compared to 29 non-

Indigenous; 91 were male 17 were female; 69 were over 25 years of 

age. 39 were under 25. 

 

The majority occurred in the region’s major towns: 44 in Alice 

Springs and 17 in Tennant Creek. But the remote areas were over-

represented with 47. 

 

This year so far there have been six deaths by suicide in the Centre.  

Five out of the six have been under 25. All of the five have been 

Aboriginal and four out of the five were male. The deaths have also 
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come in a cluster, with five occurring in the two months of July to 

August. One occurred in the Western Desert, one in the Pitjantjatjara 

lands, one in Alice Springs, one in the Barkly and one in Warlpiri 

country. I am constantly being told of suicides, in fact I recently 

buried a young man here in Sydney, so I have no doubt that these 

numbers are replicated around the country. They are the ones who 

succeed, what isn’t showing up in those figures are the ones who try, 

but fail. For every person who does succeed, there are countless who 

are choosing to numb their pain in other ways through drugs or 

alcohol.  

 

Another area of concern is the high rate of incarceration of Aboriginal 

people. This is pertinent as we are about to celebrate Social Justice 

Sunday, and this year’s focus is prisons and the Justice system. 

Twenty years after the Royal Commission’s Deaths in Custody report 

was handed down in 1991, with all its many sensible 

recommendations, the over representation of Aboriginal people has 

not only continued it has increased unabated. Aboriginal people are 

now 14 times more likely to be incarcerated than non – Indigenous 

people. Our young people are 23 times more likely to be detained and 

then they are significantly less likely to be diverted into other 

programs. This of course has long term ramifications as you are more 

likely to end up in jail as an adult if you have been in the justice 

system as a juvenile.   
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I could spend all night telling you the latest statistics, about how 

Aboriginal kids are struggling in school, about how hard it can be to 

access appropriate medical care, about overcrowding in housing, 

about shameful living conditions. You know all that – or at least you 

should know it.  

 

I think the biggest challenge facing us at the moment is the ongoing 

destruction of our cultures, our family structures and our sense of 

hope for the future. The fact that so many of our young people are 

choosing to harm themselves and in the worst case to end their own 

lives speaks to the depth of alienation that people are feeling. We can 

talk at length about symptoms; we know that there are high rates of 

alcoholism; violence; family break down and ill health. But these 

things are not the cause of all that is wrong for our people, these are 

the symptoms.  

 

One of the causes of our pain and suffering is the attempts to change 

us. From the time that your ancestors first set foot on this land - just 

over there - they were trying to change my ancestors. They came with 

the attitude that they were more civilised and it was their God given 

right to “civilise” and “Christianise” us. In fact they saw it as their 

duty. To this day, not much has changed. We are pulled from pillar to 

post depending on the whims of the Government of the day. First they 

committed unbelievable atrocities against us as they forced us off our 

lands so they could farm and establish themselves in this new country. 
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Then they tried to so called “protect” us. After that they tried to 

“assimilate” us. Now you want to “reconcile” with us and “intervene” 

in every aspect of life. Whatever the policy, whatever the latest buzz 

word is, it’s always non-Indigenous people who think they know best 

and who decide on our behalf what needs to be done.  

 

Where has the Church been in all of this? Through the past century or 

more the Church has both walked with us and walked all over us. On 

one hand the Church has been our protector and our friend. On the 

other hand the Church has also been complicit in our dispossession, 

the attack on our cultures and in too many cases perpetuated wrongs 

against us.  

 

Despite a sometimes uncomfortable shared history we always 

remember that the Churches have been here working with us for a 

very long time. They have tried to listen, they still get it wrong, but at 

least the Church has been there. We have a long history of 

relationship, of working together hand in hand; a tradition that is 

being continued through the excellent work of Catholic Mission.  

 

For example, Nuiui have just celebrated 100 years of the Catholic 

mission there and last year I went to Wadeye to take part in the 75 

year celebrations there.  Although there were clashes as two cultures 

came together, they did come together. And many have successfully 
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melded their Aboriginality and their Catholicism to create who they 

are today.  

 

In fact many of the Aboriginal leaders around the country are 

products of the Catholic system. It was the Church, whether through 

schools, or priesthood, the convents, or in my case being a Marist 

Brother, that developed us as leaders. It was through the Church that 

we were educated and learnt about Western ways. And it is at this 

interface that I think we are now failing Aboriginal people.   

 

What we need to do is help people maintain their Aboriginal identities 

and cultures, but at the same time thrive in Western culture. We need 

to provide special support to help form people. We can push Church 

culture, and Western culture, but in doing so we will destroy people. 

Unless Aboriginal people are making decisions for themselves about 

how they want to develop these two ways of living and integrating 

their own lives, we will continue to see negative consequences. 

Aboriginal people do want to live in the modern world but they want 

it on their terms, and the Church can play an important role in 

enabling Aboriginal people to negotiate the path between the two.  

 

One of my greatest concerns is when I hear Church people denying 

Aboriginal people the right to develop themselves and their faith in 

their own ways and in their own contexts, which includes their 

Christian faith. I know there are many people in the room tonight to 
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whom I have expressed my opinions, and with whom I have engaged 

in robust discussions over the years! It’s all well and good that aid 

agencies have their own development priorities, but I think it is a real 

shame when those priorities are not consistent with what Aboriginal 

people want for themselves. I think it is a particular shame when 

Church agencies shy away from faith development and formation. If 

Churches aren’t committed to developing their own people who will? 

I think there is often a complete misunderstanding by people, who 

mean very well, but who just don’t understand what development is 

and how important it is to develop people as Catholics, who are also 

Aboriginal. Why would you not use the structures that people relate 

to, and which have meaning to them, in order to support them in their 

development?    

 

As I said before many of our great leaders have come through the 

Church. But what are you doing now to develop leaders of the future? 

There are many programs to help Aboriginal people, and some are 

very good. But don’t be scared of developing Aboriginal Catholics; 

don’t be scared of forming people through faith development.  

 

 

  

 

We need to ensure that money is supporting programs that are 

supporting Aboriginal people to do what Aboriginal people want to 
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do in the way that Aboriginal people want to do it. You need to trust 

us to run our own lives.  

 

As Christians, we are familiar with the call to help those less fortunate 

than ourselves. We might feel moved to pray which is tremendous, 

but remember prayer changes people, it doesn’t change things. Your 

prayer should bring about a change of attitude in yourself. God is not 

going to flick a switch and suddenly make everything right for 

Aboriginal people. Change is going to come through the efforts of 

each and every one of us. It is us who are the hands, the feet and the 

tongues of God who will bring change. But rather than try to change 

us – try and change yourself. Support those things that Aboriginal 

people are trying to do in their community. Let us set the agenda. 

Your role is to support us, to learn more about us and of course to 

donate to Catholic Mission! 

 

Thank you! 

  

 


