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The Background
 In 1985, in response to the urging of Indigenous members, the Uniting 
Church in Australia (UCA) established the Uniting Aboriginal and 
Islander Christian Congress (UAICC: to be referred to in this booklet as 
‘Congress’). The role of the Congress is to lead the church in ministry 
and solidarity with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, 
including oversight of Uniting Church ministry with them. 

The Uniting Church continues to see reconciliation with Indigenous 
people as essential to the life and health of the Church and Australian 
society.  

In 1988, the Congress sought to encourage the intentional 
development of shared relationships between the original people 
of the continent and those who have migrated here in the last 
two hundred years. Relationships were to be built upon a true 
understanding of what had happened in the past and of the church’s 
involvement in that which has been hurtful or disrespectful to 
Indigenous people. 

The late Rev. Charles Harris, the founding Congress President,1 had a 
vision that this relationship could take the shape of a covenant. The 
Congress initiated the steps that led to the formation of the covenant 
within the Uniting Church.  

In the Bible, we read that God has agreed to be bound in relationship 
with people, a covenant relationship, renewed from time to time as 
the people responded to God’s commitment to them.

In a similar way, the Indigenous and non-Indigenous people of the 
Uniting Church seek to be bound in covenant  with each other and 
with God so that we may contribute to  a more just church and nation.  

1  A role which now has the title “National Chairperson.”
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The Covenant relationship between the Congress and the Uniting 
Church Assembly was signed on 10th July 1994. There have been 
struggles, failures and pain as each party has sought to live out the 
calling of the Covenant. 

There have also been many different expressions of covenanting 
activity since then, across the life of the church. It is our confidence in 
God’s action that helps us acknowledge the disappointments and the 
successes of striving for lasting covenant partnerships. It is now time 
to renew that endeavour.    
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What has been happening?
In choosing to enter a covenant relationship, the Congress and 
the Uniting Church have acknowledged that the way forward for 
building relationships between non-Indigenous and Indigenous 
Australians is through equal partnership, no longer tied to colonial 
or paternalistic ideas or policies. 

The Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress is the body 
to consult with when it comes to building partnerships between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people within the Uniting 
Church.2 Many projects, programs and initiatives have begun 
since 1994. There are many stories to tell. A few of these stories are 
included with this resource, as a way of indicating the thoughtful 
and practical steps that can be taken as we move into the future, 
with increased resolve.

The Uniting Church National Assembly prays that God will give 
inspiration for action in your part of Australia through your use of 
this guide.

About this guide
The five topics are based upon the work of a task group (with 
Congress and UCA members) that met over time prior to the 11th 
Assembly, resulting in two documents:3

(i) Developing a Covenant as an expression of the 
relationship between the UAICC and other parts of the 
Uniting Church; and 

(ii) Theological Foundations for a Covenant as an expression 
of the relationship between the UAICC and other parts of 
the Uniting Church. 

2  See UCA Regulations 3.6.40

3  2006: assisted by Chris Budden and John Rickard
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Quotations in bold text are from these documents. 
The original documents (i & ii) may be found at 
 http://assembly.uca.org.au/covenanting/resources 

How to use this guide
It is most important to respect the role of Congress in working with 
this guide and, if at all possible, be in touch with them. The “Who 
to Contact” section, towards the end of this guide, will help you to 
make your link with Congress.

Here are some options from which you can choose, 
according to your situation:
• Use the guide as a ‘launching pad’ to design your own local 

action towards building partnerships with Indigenous people. 
• Select some of the topics, strategies and stories as a resource to 

support action you may already have undertaken, or in order to 
encourage other people to join you.

• Incorporate this resource with a short term or seasonal Bible 
study series.

• Use the five topics and questions as separate studies, to give 
yourself time to do local research and engage in conversation 
with those who may become partners in the process of building 
a covenant relationship. 

• Use the guide to complement other resources, programs or 
studies.

• Simply work with the guide in a manner that is suitable to you 
and your community as you discern a pathway to your next step 
together.  

• Select the questions and topics that will engage your community.
• It could be a useful idea to invite someone from a neighbouring 

group or congregation that has already been involved with a 
similar process. Invite them to come and share with you for one 
or more topics so that you can learn from one another.
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1. A Godly foundation for partnership

What should shape and be a foundation for the relationships which 
exist within the Uniting Church? We begin our reflection by thinking 
about the nature of God who is revealed in the suffering of Jesus  and 
whose life is best described as Trinity

The call to build relationships, and to work together, springs from the story 
of God’s own generous reaching into the life of all creation. We understand 
that particularly as the story of  “incarnation,” of God sharing embodied 
life with human beings, in the life of Jesus Christ and through the gift of 
the Spirit. Incarnation challenges the way we see God and the way we 
understand and exercise power in all our relationships. 

God is, therefore, the foundation of our relationships and of the 
partnerships we form with God’s people, Indigenous and non-Indigenous. 
We are brothers and sisters in Christ who share a commitment to being his 
followers and sharing God’s love for the whole world.

In 1994 this commitment took the shape of the Covenant Statement from 
the Church, and the response from the Congress. Two paragraphs from 
those statements are reproduced here. The words were not only spoken, 
they were enacted throughout the church in Australia in a variety of ways, 
and through partnerships, some of which continue to this day.

In 1988 you invited us non-Aboriginal members of this church to 
enter a covenant with the members of the Congress. We seek to 
journey together in the true spirit of Christ as we discover what it 
means to be bound to one another in a covenant. Christ has bound 
us to himself, giving himself for us, and he has bound us to each 
other with his commandment  “Love one another as I have loved 
you.” (A paragraph from the 1994 Covenanting Statement, spoken by Jill Tabart, 
President of the Uniting Church Assembly, 10th July 1994).

We pray that God will guide you, together with us, in developing 
a covenant to walk together practically so that the words of your 
statement may become a tangible expression of His justice and 
love for all creation. We ask you to remember this covenant by 
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remembering that our land is now sustaining your people by God’s 
grace. (Last paragraph of Congress response to the UCA National Assembly 
Covenanting Statement, spoken by Pastor Bill Hollingsworth, National Chairperson 
of the Congress, 10th July 1994).

Since the 1994 Covenant Statement, expressions of it have been used by 
Congregations and Faith Communities that established relationships with 
the Congress. The following example was made available by Peter Lewis 
(a former National Covenanting Director) and published in the Congress 
Message Stick in October 2002. 

“The (NAME) Congregation is a congregation in covenant with the Uniting Aboriginal 

Islander Christian Congress.

We acknowledge and grieve with Indigenous people that the coming of people 

from overseas to live here over the last two centuries has resulted in great losses for 

Indigenous people – losses of land, life, children, language and culture.

We acknowledge that in their zeal to preach the Gospel, the churches have not always 

treated Indigenous culture with respect, and have contributed to this loss.

We commit ourselves to listen to Indigenous people in order to understand and 

respect their spirituality and culture, and to understand the history and political, social 

and economic relationships in Australia from their perspective.

We seek to understand our own identity as Australian Christians in terms of our 

relationship with Australia’s Indigenous people, the land and the rest of Creation.

We seek to reflect our congregation’s covenant with the Uniting Aboriginal and 

Islander Christian Congress in our local mission and witness by sponsoring positive 

relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in our local 

community.

We are committed to pray and work for a united Australia which respects this land; 

values the prior and continuing custodianship, culture and heritage of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander peoples; and provides justice and equity for all.”

A covenant between the (NAME) Congregation and the 

Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress
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Acknowledgement of land and signs of respect
In a number of places and at many meetings around Australia 
today, one may be aware of signs that attempt to take the words of 
Pastor Bill Hollingsworth seriously: “We ask you to remember this 
covenant by remembering that our land is now sustaining your 
people by God’s grace.” Here are two examples that can be used by 
churches, groups or organizations:

Example 2 (from the permanent sign in the 
lobby of the South Australian Synod building):

The Uniting Church in Australia, Synod 
of SA, acknowledge that we stand on the 
land for which the Kaurna were the original 
custodians.  We remember the ancestors with 
respect, and commit ourselves to work for 
reconciliation with Indigenous people.

Example 1: To open a gathered time together 
(a meeting, conference or worship):

We acknowledge the traditional custodians of 
the land, of Elders past and present, on which 
we gather today. We recognise their special 
relationship with the land and all creation.
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If you are using this first section (A Godly Foundation for Partnership) 
as a study or introductory session with a group, it could be wise to 
invite a guest or guests from a congregation, agency or group that 
is already committed to a covenant relationship with the Congress. 
Invite them to share their story with you and then continue with 
the following points for discussion.

1. In a group setting, invite participants to share 
their perceptions about or experiences of 
relationships between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians.

2. What stands out most in your discussion of point 
1? Problems? Friendships? Strong feelings? 
Hopes or ideas? Some people may want to share 
their apprehension or surprise, their hopes or fears 
about meeting with each other in this way.

3. Discuss the paragraphs in this first section (A Godly 
Foundation for Partnership) and the extracts from 
the 1994 Covenant Statement. Share how this 
material is helpful or not for your group and why.

4. To what extent does our understanding of God 
influence the attitudes we have towards people 
who are different from us?
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2. Partnership is important

We share a distorted relationship which has been shaped by colonial 
history and its ongoing impact on Australian society and the church

Story (2.1) In October 1998, 
as part of its covenanting 
program, the Uniting Church 
in NSW planned a state-wide 
conference on reconciliation. 
Congress member Sue Blacklock 
of Tingha, a descendant of those 
massacred at Myall Creek, invited 
the committee to hold the 
conference at Myall Creek.

Although a Uniting Church conference, several local people who had a long-
standing interest in commemorating the massacre also attended. At the end of 
the conference a decision was taken to erect a permanent memorial at Myall 
Creek.

The Uniting Church invited six Aboriginal people from the region and six non-
Indigenous people to form a working group. Rev John Brown was co-convener 
of the committee and three Congress members were among the Aboriginal 
members appointed.

After considerable effort the Myall Creek Memorial was opened on 10 June 2000 
to commemorate the massacre of Wirrayaraay men, women and children 162 
years before. The Memorial, a large granite rock, is located on a hill overlooking 
the Myall Creek, just south of the Bingara-Delungra Road. A few weeks before 
the opening two descendants of different men who had perpetrated the 
massacre contacted the committee and asked if they could participate in the 
act of reconciliation. Descendants of those who had been murdered welcomed 
them warmly.

Each year people gather at the Myall Creek Memorial to confirm and extend 
the work of reconciliation. If you would like to know more about the story or the 
annual gathering, contact Rev Ivan Roberts, Secretary of the Myall Creek Memorial 
Committee, on 02 9746 2320 or irobert4@bigpond.net.au
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Story (2.2) Frontier Services is an agency of the Uniting Church National 
Assembly. It is engaged in wider Church initiatives to establish a Ministry in 
West Arnhem Land (NT) to service a number of far-flung communities. Associate 
National Director, David Thiem, attended a meeting in Waruwi to assist in 
planning how a West Arnhem/Jabiru Ministry might work and whether the 
Indigenous congregations are happy with the concept. 

Crucial for the success of the meeting was the West Arnhem Area Council 
(umbrella body for Uniting Church congregations in the area), including 
representatives from the Northern Regional Council of Congress (NRCC)and the 
Pilgrim Presbytery of Northern Australia (PPNA). Much of the discussion centred 
on the challenges of finding a person for ministry in the region. Someone with 
“language” was a high priority, as was someone with an understanding of 
Indigenous communities.

A report on the West Arnhem meeting appears in the August 2007 
edition of Frontier News 4. David recounts that the meeting “was 
spiritually uplifting and there is a sense of hope and excitement within 
the people as they wait for an appropriate person to be called to what 
will be a challenging but exciting ministry.” 

The NRCC Chairperson, Rev. Mawunydjil Garawirrtja, sees an 
opportunity to build up a strong covenant relationship through the 
West Arnhem initiative. He remarks, “Sometimes I feel uncomfortable to 
say Yolngu (Indigenous) church and Balanda (non-Indigenous) church, 
but it’s a covenant we really want. We want to be one church, to be 
brother and sister together.

4  http://www.frontierservices.org/news/frontiernews.htm
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Story (2.3) David Curnow, the Spiritual 
and Community Outreach Coordinator of 
Geelong College,5  tells the story of how a 
relationship between the school and Narana 
Creations6 and the Wathaurong community 
facilitated links with Shalom College (UAICC) 
in Townsville, Queensland. What is now 
called “the Shalom Geelong relationship” 
has developed over the past six years. David 
says that the students who have been to 

Shalom (about 20 each year) all give testimony to the ongoing value of the 
experience as an act of reconciliation. It is now a strong reciprocal relationship 
which is growing to include a scholarship program for Indigenous students at 
Geelong. 

Through each of the visits to Shalom, coinciding each year with NAIDOC Day, 
more and more students have begun to feel welcome. “It is hard to pinpoint 
the internal reason as to why so many Geelong kids want to go to Shalom,” 
says David, but he feels that the visits create a sense of mutual identity 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous students and with the world. “It has 
been interesting to live in the boarding houses and witness the positive and 
sometimes difficult interaction that has occurred with each of the groups of 
students.” 

Geelong College represents this program to the school community in a robust 
and confident way. The language in one school presentation states what Shalom 
Geelong is about: “Addressing the wrongs of the past. One small step towards 
this is to help each other to build good role models for the present.”

The following questions are offered as starting points for 
discussion and action. They broadly apply to each of the three 
stories (2.1,  2.2 & 2.3). Use the questions according to the needs 
of your group.

5  A Uniting Church co-educational day and boarding school in Victoria

6  Aboriginal Cultural Centre, Geelong (Grovedale)
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You may want to respond to each story in turn, 
or choose one only for discussion. 

1. In your view is this a negative or a hopeful story, 
and why?

2. What does it teach you about the interaction of 
past and present?

3. Does this story resonate with anything in the 
experience of your church or local community?

4. If you were re-telling this story to someone, what 
would you emphasise most?

5. Is there any appropriate response that you or 
those you are with would like to make or do?

6. What can members of the church learn about 
the process of developing partnerships with 
Indigenous people from this story?

7. How accessible are stories of Indigenous life and 
encounters with newcomers to this land in your 
own locality? NOTE: The internet has made a great 
difference to information access and local histories. 
You could enter the name of almost any locality plus 
the word “Aboriginal” (e.g. Wollongong, Aboriginal) 
and find a wealth of local facts and resources.
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3. Unique peoples

As Indigenous people come to understand who Christ is for them, it will 
always be as a people who have shared life with God, and who have 
experienced God working uniquely with them.

The very existence of the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander 
Christian Congress is an affirmation of the survival and 
importance of unique peoples who have lived in Australia 
for countless generations. As such, they bring insight into 
Christian faith and practice that deserves wider attention. The 
Uniting Church, through partnership with the Congress, has 
an opportunity to develop uniquely Australian expressions of 
Christian faith and spirituality.7

Story (3.1) In 2005 a number of people gathered for a course of listening 
and learning to “do theology on Aboriginal land.” It was held at the United 
Theological College in Sydney. Facilitated by Chris Budden, sharing with 
Congress members and others, the group were led into question like, “What 
is land? Is it real estate or that which nourishes and gives life? What is God’s 
relationship to the land and the people of the land?” Can non-Aboriginal 
people move from being invaders to guests to partners, and how?” 

Participants were grateful for the opportunity to grapple with important 
questions and to learn from each other, expecting that the week-long 
course would have significant impact upon their lives.

Story (3.2) Pearl Wymarra has been 
a member of the Penrith (NSW) 
Congregation for forty years and 
a foundation member of the NSW 
Congress. Working as Development 
and Outreach Officer for the 
Congress (supported by the Board 
of Mission), Pearl believes strongly 
that Aboriginal spirituality is a 

7 A reference that is helpful for the exploration of this topic is Rainbow Spirit Theology: 

Towards an Australian Aboriginal Theology, by the Rainbow Spirit Elders. HarperCollins: 1997.
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unique gift of God to the whole community. 
In October 2006, Pearl organised a celebration of the 21st Anniversary of the 
Congress in Australia. The Penrith Uniting Church was filled with the sounds 
of the didgeridoo, piano, guitar and tambourines, a Torres Strait Islander 
blessing song, and gospel songs presented by members of the Congress, 
the Sunday School and the Senior fellowship. 

It was a joyful occasion, as a local congregation took time to honour the 
unique place of Indigenous people, and the promise that they bring to the 
future of Christian faith in Australia. Significantly, the Rev. Dorothy Gordon, 
widow of the Rev. Charles Harris (co-founder of the Congress) was the 
preacher.

Story (3.3) The Calvary Presbytery is a non-geographical presbytery that 
provides for ministry with Indigenous people in Queensland.  It is run by 
the Congress and receives support from the Synod. Calvary Presbytery 
serves congregations as far distant from one another as Mornington Island, 
Townsville and Zillmere! Shalom Christian College in Townsville is another 
sign of significant Congress partnership with the Synod. Loans and grants 
from the Synod have enabled the College to become an excellent example 
of Indigenous school education practice in Australia. Shalom has also 
received significant donations from private individuals and from federal and 
state governments.

The Queensland Synod of the Uniting Church has, to date, most often 
expressed its covenant relationship with the Congress through structural 
and financial arrangements and negotiations. The Moderator of the Synod 
(David Pitman) and the National Administrator of the Congress (Shayne 
Blackman) would like to see more relationship development into the future.

Shayne and David both acknowledge that there is a need for reinvigoration 
in the Covenant relationship between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people throughout the Church in Queensland. Congregations, groups, 
schools, agencies and individuals need encouragement to develop 
relationships and to build local partnerships. One small step in this direction 
that they would like to see is the renewal of the Synod’s Covenanting 
Committee.
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Note: the following questions are offered as starting 
points for discussion and action, according to the 
needs of the group

1. What difference may it make in Australian society if 
you begin to see that God was at work in the life of 
Aboriginal people before other peoples came to this 
land? (Worthy of study in this regard is Acts 17: 22-28)

2. How do non-Indigenous members of your group 
respond to the words from story 3.1: “invaders,” 
“guests,” and “partners”?  

3. Share some responses to the question from story 
3.1: “Can non-Aboriginal people move from being 
invaders to guests to partners, and how?”

4. Given the unique role and place of Indigenous 
Australians on this continent, how may we better 
appreciate how God is working through them?

5. How may you and your community celebrate 
the unique contribution of Indigenous people to 
Australian life and spirituality? 

6. What encouragement for your own ideas and action 
may be derived from stories 3.1, 3.2 and 3.3? 
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4. Christian living

The people of the Uniting Church share a common struggle:
• to discover how we might embrace the difference we find in 

each other as people of shared faith, and
• to discover from each other what it means that the central part 

of our identity is that we are Christian

Story (4.1) Since his ordination in October 2005, the Rev. Willie Pickett and 
his wife Carleen have found themselves engaged in ministry in the Armadale/
Kelmscott and Byford areas of Western Australia. Willie says: “I have been busy 
with cross-cultural ministry, especially ministering to two non-Aboriginal 
congregations. This has allowed me to meet other Christians and other people 
from different backgrounds, different traditions and cultures. This experience 
has also given me and Carleen an opportunity to minister here in Armadale.”

“We have been able to implement some new initiatives, one of them being our 
Sunday evening service which is more evangelistic and more youth orientated. 
On a really good night we have up to sixty people ranging from children to 
adults and from the success of this night we have started our weekly teenager 
youth group which consists of both Nyungar (Indigenous) and Wajalars (non-
Indigenous). … Carleen coordinates a breakfast club at one of the schools here 
in Armadale, everyday. Along with other mums, she prepares breakfast and 
lunches for all the Nyungar children and any others who come.” Says Carleen, 
“A number of non-Indigenous Uniting congregations have supported us by 
offering donations for supplies and making themselves available to come down 
to the breakfast club assisting us in serving the children breakfast and making 
lunches.”   

One of the keenest supporters of Willie and Carleen’s work nowadays is a non-
Indigenous person who initially admitted to some very negative feelings about 
the ministry and Indigenous people in general. There was a gradual change in 
this person as the ministry and relationships grew. The prejudice began to melt 
away. As a symbol of friendship, the person gave Willie a copy of the book, No 
Free Kicks: Family, Community and Football, a memoir by Eric Hedley Hayward , a 
Nyungar man. That story also played a part in the transformation.
 
Story (4.2) In July 2005 a joyful, well organised group of 22 people (of all ages) 
from the Aberfoyle Uniting Church near Adelaide, spent two weeks in Townsville. 
How did it come about?



20

Frank Milne, from Aberfoyle, explains: “The challenge was issued by our Mission 
Possible group, as a service cultural opportunity.” The purpose of their visit was 
threefold: 

•	 Carry out work and repairs on the Townsville Church buildings;
•	 Share fellowship and life experiences with the members of the 

Indigenous congregation and build up Christian spirit within the 
group; and

•	 Gain cultural awareness with the Indigenous community.

Whilst there, the Townsville Congress Minister, the Rev. Dennis Corowa, arranged 
hospitality and visits to wider community groups, locations, institutions and 
church organisations. Rev. Corowa said, “It was just great having the group here. 
It was like having extended family here for two weeks.”

Story (4.3) Kalparrin, is a small 
Aboriginal community just east of 
Murray Bridge in South Australia. 
“Kalparrin” is a Ngarrindjeri word 
meaning, “To help with a heavy load.” 
The Ngarrindjeri people are the 
traditional owners of this area. Their 
lands comprised the Coorong, the Lakes 
and the lower Murray River region.
Kalparrin is also the site of an important 
and growing Congress Ministry, led 

by the Rev. Ken Sumner. The ministry has a particular focus upon children and 
youth that started as a Sunday School in February 2006.  Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal adults together share the leadership, offering welcome support to 
Ken and the ministry, which has extended to include monthly worship times 
plus occasional barbecue teas and singalongs for all ages.
Another very encouraging sign in the Murray Bridge area is the way the 
demand for ministry has arisen amongst the local people. Ken, who has other 
responsibilities on behalf of Congress, is excited by the initiatives that people are 
taking for themselves. For example, a group of men has been gathering weekly, 
for study and prayer. Also, community members recently presented Bibles to 
the children of the community. A number of children are bringing their Bibles 
along each week to read the stories together. A rich and open-hearted Christian 
fellowship is developing right there at Kalparrin, near Murray Bridge.
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 Note: the following questions are offered as starting points for discussion and 
action, according to the needs of the group

1. What stands out for you in each of these stories?

2. How do you define “prejudice”? How does one become 
prejudiced?

3. In your experience, how is prejudice overcome? (4.1)

4. Has your church or group any stories or experiences of 
mutual hospitality? (4.2) Share them with each other.

5. What opportunities exist in your community to offer 
hospitality to Indigenous people who may need to travel 
for health services, sporting events, church or cultural 
occasions?

6. What possibilities have been explored by leaders or 
members of your community to invite interaction with 
Congress representatives?

7. How does our identity as Christians help us in our dealings 
with each other across cultural differences? In addressing 
this question, it is wise to keep in mind that cultural differences 
exist within groupings of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
peoples.
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5. Doing it together

In the covenant we name each other as brothers and sisters in Christ. 
We acknowledge that because of this relationship we cannot exist 
without each other

Story (5.1a) The most 
important thing that came 
out of the experience was 
a reminder of how much 
Aboriginal people have to teach 
us, culturally and spiritually. … 
My prayer is that we continue 
to seek ways to work beside our 
Indigenous brothers and sisters 
as they struggle with issues 
that are raised within their 
communities as well as joining 
them in the journey towards 
reconciliation. [From a young 
person who took part in an About FACE (Faith and Culture Exchange)]

Story (5.1b) Tim Waite, a Youth Minister from Kincumber (NSW) writes: In the 
three weeks since I returned from my About FACE8 placement, I have continued 
to learn more about my experiences and how I have changed. The experience 
was not just one that went for two weeks but one which seems to be continuing 
as I see the world through different lenses to what I had before I left for About 
FACE. One example of acting differently since I returned happened just the other 
night at church.  A young Korean man has come over to study at one of our Uni’s. 
He struggles somewhat with English language, is quite shy and doesn’t know 
anyone. Previous to my About FACE experience I would have possibly smiled and 
said hello but would not have gone out of my way to welcome him. However, 
on Sunday night I tried hard to make him feel welcome and engaged him in 
conversation and invited him to dinner with us after church, where we were 
able to continue talking. I had a new found respect for this man,  knowing how 
hard it can be to have a language barrier and be an ‘outsider’ to an established 
community.
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In some ways it was a chance to offer this person the same welcome, love and 
hospitality that was shown to me by the Indigenous families and people of 
Ramingining (NT). This is just one story from my ‘after About FACE experience’ 
added to many wonderful experiences during my placement. It has helped me 
to see, more than anything else,  that our ‘ Balanda’ (European) way is not  the 
only or best way to do things, which I may have naively and arrogantly thought 
before my experience.

About FACE (Faith and Cultural Exchange) is a national church project which 
offers young people aged between 18 and 30 the opportunity to experience 
living with Indigenous communities. 
The About FACE website is http://aboutface.unitingchurch.org.au
 
Story (5.2) In 2004 Kilmany UnitingCare, Sale and Bairnsdale (in Victoria) applied 
for Uniting Church funds to assist them implement a project for young people, 
in particular Koori young people, in the Gippsland region.  The project has been 
intentionally designed to have a partnership focus between a number of Koori 
and community service agencies in order to deliver services more effectively to
Indigenous and non-Indigenous young people.

Kilmany UnitingCare has entitled their project “Walking beside – not in front.”  
The name of the project is a powerful symbol of the desire to deliver services in 
partnership.
 The project has been designed with a number of key elements:
•	 Partnership between Koori and mainstream services
•	 Relationship with State Government
•	 Delivery of services is targeted appropriately 
•	 Capacity building between agencies
•	 Oversight and evaluation performed by a reference group of local agencies 

and members of the Koori community.

This combination of key elements contributes to the vision of the project which 
extends beyond the short term goal of delivery of services to clients to the long 
term goal of development of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous agencies in 
their capacity to engage with the local Indigenous population.  The project is an 
attempt to place the principles of self determination alongside the capacity to 
deliver services to the Indigenous population. 
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The “Walking beside – not in front” project is a local example, among others, of 
what is possible in partnership between Indigenous and non-Indigenous service 
delivery agencies.

Story (5.3) During the course of a Bible study amongst Uniting Church people 
in Carlton (Victoria), the discussion turned to experiences of hospitality received 
from Indigenous Australians. One of the group members, Peter Lewis, had 
been reading a report by Koori Liaison Workers in the local hospital. The report 
mentioned that when Indigenous people were visiting family in hospital, it was 
hard for them to find accommodation. 

The Bible study group began talking with Koori agencies and church groups. A 
Uniting Church manse, owned by the Church of All Nations in Carlton was found. 
Supported by the church and one of its elders, the Indigenous Hospitality House 
(IHH) began its work in 2001. Residents of the IHH and outside supporters keep 
the project going, with two rooms of the house reserved for Indigenous guests. 
The residents pay rent for their accommodation, live in intentional Christian 
community and allocate specific time in their week to caring for guests. 

Life in the house continues today, and includes Bible study. The IHH publishes 
a regular newsletter and holds an annual retreat. It has welcomed nearly 
600 guests from around Australia via Aboriginal Liaison Officers in a range of 
hospitals and communities. 

Among the external supporter and donors are approximately 30 church 
congregations.
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Note: The following questions are offered as starting points for discussion and 
action, according to the needs of the group

1. What impresses you most about the activities described in 
Stories 5.1, 5.2 and 5.3?

2. Focussing on one or more of the stories, discuss how the 
action described reveals the importance of cooperation 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.

3. What attitudes or actions depicted in these stories may be 
helpful to you or your group’s planning?
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6. How do we make a start in building 
partnerships?

Looking over the stories and questions in each section of this
booklet, one can see that the constructive possibilities may
never be exhausted:
Living memorials, education programs; celebrations of milestones;
ministry exchanges; direct support of Congress; work parties;
exposure trips; ministry initiatives through Congregations, 
service agencies or schools; mutual hospitality events – all
these are options and examples.

What kind of approach would be suitable where you live?
What you and your community begin will be an important
response to an urgent need in our country. So many people look
at the problems and become dispirited. Too many people think
or say, “It’s all too hard!” This is where the inspiration of past and
present actions towards building meaningful partnerships across
social, cultural and racial divides is so important. May God bless
you with courage, vision and perseverance.

There is no one model for approaching your task, but there 
are some principles that need to be honoured. 
Some or all of the following principles form a backdrop to the 
stories you have seen already:
(a) Working together is a fundamental principle for the whole 

process. A balanced input from 
both parties is needed.

(b) The Uniting Church is committed 
to respect and support the role 
of the Uniting Aboriginal and 
Islander Christian Congress 
(UAICC) in determining the shape 
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and nature of ministries with Indigenous people.
(c) Each of the covenanting partners may call the other to 

account for the way commitments are fulfilled.
(d) The covenanting relationship is bi-cultural between the first 

Australians and all those who come after. This is not to be 
confused with the extensively multicultural nature of the rest 
of the population in Australia.

(e) The UAICC has an important leadership role to exercise in the 
development of Australian spirituality.

Beyond particular projects and partnerships is the role that 
belongs to specific Councils of the Church (Presbyteries, Synods 
and Assembly) in negotiating resource and asset sharing issues 
with the UAICC that will enable:

•	 Appropriate power sharing;
•	 Appropriate mechanisms to deal with issues where 

there is disagreement between covenanting partners; 
and 

•	 Appropriate authority for the Congress to do its work.

Steps for starting from “scratch”
1. Raise the issue within your church community, school, board, 
Presbytery, Synod or church agency, including key leadership (e.g. 
a Minister, Elder or Church Councillor, School Principal, Chairperson 
or Agency Director), identifying a key motivating question.  
Examples of a key motivating question are: 

•	 How can we develop a meaningful relationship with 
Indigenous people in our community? OR

•	 How can we build any form of partnership with the first 
peoples of this land? OR

•	 How may we participate, with the support of Congress, in 
what is called reconciliation or covenanting with Aboriginal 
people in our locality?



28

2. Call a meeting, or short series of meetings, following the topics 
from this guide, in a manner appropriate for the people where 
you live and worship, sharing the key motivating question about 
covenanting. Promote the meeting, using the motivating question 
in your invitations to others.

3. Choose one or more of the stories from this resource as a focus 
to begin your meeting. It may be wise to choose a story that relates 
in some ways to the perceptions you have of your own locality – a 
story that you sense may be an inspiration to local action.

At the meeting
1. Begin the meeting by acknowledging the traditional custodians 
of the land (using a form of words such as those shared in Section 
1 of this guide (page 10). 

2. Engage in some activity that allows people to be introduced 
to each other and to share some common ground. Some groups 
begin with sharing about themselves and why they have come to 
the meeting; or sharing in a simple exercise such as learning some 
local terminology or place names.

3. Introduce the story you have chosen from this guide and share it 
by telling or distributing the text of the story.

4. Allow time for people to share their responses to the story, 
helping the process along with questions (for example):

•  What in this story has captured your attention?
• With what other person(s) would you want to share this 

story? 
•  Is there anything you would wish to do in response to this 

story?
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5. Discerning a next step. The ‘next step’ may take any of a number 
of pathways, for example:

•  Suggestions for invitations to certain personnel – e.g. 
Congress members, church officers, persons who have been 
part of About FACE etc.;

•  Engaging in further intentional study
•  Undertaking a research or feasibility study with the support 

of a council of the church (e.g. Church Council, Presbytery, 
Synod or Assembly, School Principal, Agency, Board or task 
group)

•  Framing recommendations about taking ideas or initiatives 
to Congress representatives in a way that properly honours 
the Covenant in the UCA and Congress;

6. Contacting the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian 
Congress (unless this has already become part of the process).

NOTE: Allow for the fact that exploring the possibilities for 
building partnerships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people is challenging, but it is also hugely important as we seek to 
be faithful to the Covenant.



30

Who to Contact? (Check with your local church body, as these 
contacts may change over time)

Congress Contacts
Queensland 
Andy King
07 4773 5077
akcp@bigpond.com.au

Northern Territory
Howard Amery
08 8982 3444
0418 711 560
howard.amery@ards.com.au

Rev Dr Murray Muirhead
(Alice Springs)
0437 324 436
mmuirhead@internode.on.net 

New South Wales
Pearl Wymarra  
02 8267 4363
pearlw@nsw.uca.org.au

Victoria/Tasmania
John Rickard
03 5241 5700
john@narana.com.au

South Australia
Ian Dempster
08 8281 1614
0417 217 320
iand@sa.uca.org.au
Rev Ken Sumner
0429 028 489 

Western Australia
Rev Sealin Garlett
08 9350 9973
congresswa@bizzpro.com.au

Covenanting Coordinators
South Australia 
Peter Russell, Covenanting 
Coordinator
0427 667 607
peterr@sa.uca.org.au
www.sa.uca.org.au/goto/covenanting

New South Wales 
Rev Ivan Roberts
02 9746 2320
irobert@bigpond.net.au   

Victoria/Tasmania 
Caz Coleman
03 9251 5266
caz.coleman@vic.uca.org.au 

Queensland
Rev Dr David Pitman
07 3377 9705
david.pitman@ucaqld.com.au

Northern Territory
Mr Kevin Davis
08 8982 3400 (switch)
kevin.davis@ns.uca.org.au 

Western Australia
Rev Dr Alison Longworth
0408 936 713
ALongworth@ucawa.com.au
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Looking for more resources?

Websites
Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress
http://assembly.uca.org.au/uaicc/

The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Ecumenical Commission
The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Ecumenical Commission 
(NATSIEC) is the peak ecumenical Indigenous body in Australia. It is part of 
the National Council of Churches in Australia (NCCA). 
http://www.ncca.org.au/natsiec/about_natsiec
Note also the connection to the Make Indigenous Poverty History campaign: 
http://www.ncca.org.au/natsiec/indigenous_poverty

ANTaR – Australians for Native Title and Reconciliation website
http://www.antar.org.au/

ARDS – Aboriginal Resource and Development Services
http://www.ards.com.au/default.html

Australian Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission
http://www.humanrights.gov.au/human_rights/index.html

The Bringing them home report and associated educational resources:
http://www.humanrights.gov.au/social_justice/stolen_children/index.html
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Printed and/or web-based publications
Message Stick (The Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress 
periodical) Subscriptions available through Ramon Peachey, National Media 
and Communications Officer for the Congress.
rpuaicc@bigpond.com 

Journeying Together: Five studies about covenant in the Bible and today 
(1990, Covenant Steering Committee: Uniting Church Press) – out of print, 
but now available via Assembly:
http://assembly.uca.org.au/covenanting/resources

Committed to Change: Covenanting in the Uniting Church in Australia by 
Delphine Stanford and John Brown (published by Uniting Church Press in 
1994, this book can be found in theological libraries).

Lore of the Land: Reconciling Spirit & Place in Australia’s Story
(DVD and booklet). Fraynework Multimedia, Victoria. Available from 
http://www.loreoftheland.com.au or by Email: contact@fraynework.com.au

Educational Institutes and Colleges
Yalga-binbi Institute for Community Development (In Queensland, run by 
the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress) is an approved UCA 
training centre for ministry and leadership.
 http://www.yalgabinbi.com.au/about.html

Nungalinya College, Darwin (Indigenous theological college)
http://www.nungalinya.edu.au/

Kormilda College (Anglican and Uniting Church Secondary College, Darwin.
http://www.kormilda.nt.edu.au/index.asp

Coolamon College
“Towards Reconciliation” is a bachelor-level topic for study available
across Australia through Coolamon College, the National Network for 
Distance Theological Education of the Uniting Church, accredited by the 
Adelaide College of Divinity. The introduction to the topic says:
This study explores the relationship between the Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples of Australia. How does theology help us build
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just relationships? The topic investigates biblical, theological and missional 
issues; covenant and treaty; and other relevant matters. The author is Peter 
Lewis, with contributions from Walter Fejo and Vladimir Korotkov.
Contact with Coolamon is available through: The web at: 
http://coolamon.org
Telephone Freecall: 1800 639 385; or
 E-mail: coolamon@flinders.edu.au

Trinity Theological College (Queensland)
Every two years (e.g. February 2008 and 2010) Trinity offers a one week 
course entitled Indigenous Life and Traditions as part of its short course 
program. The course is run by the Uniting Aboriginal & Islander Christian 
Congress for ministry candidates, but is also advertised widely throughout 
the Church. This course aims to develop awareness of indigenous life 
and traditions, the history of interaction between indigenous and other 
Australians and the response of the Uniting Church.
Tel: (07) 3377 9950 Fax: 07-3377 9824
Email: ttc@uccentre.ucaqld.com.au
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