Christianity and
Indigenous spirituality
– an Australians
Together approach
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SECTION 1

About this resource
This resource has been created to help Christians and people in Christian organisations develop their own response to
questions about engaging with Indigenous spirituality. This can be a sensitive topic to navigate. In this resource we offer
suggestions of how to approach these questions based on what we’ve learnt through partnerships with Indigenous
Christian leaders as well as our own reflections from our experience.
We start with an interview, which helps us understand we’re all informed by our cultural and spiritual contexts. If we’re
unaware of this, we can inadvertently impose our views on others. Then, we look at a couple of tools that can help us
grapple with complex issues in a variety of contexts. Finally, we ask three Indigenous Christian leaders to give us their
insights into Indigenous culture and spirituality and being faithful followers of Christ.
We want to acknowledge that there‘s no one Indigenous culture, but rather multiple cultures from many nations that
make up the continent of Australia. Therefore, it‘s important to understand that the Indigenous Christian leaders featured
in this resource don’t speak on behalf of all Indigenous people and nations.

Examining our own culture Interview with Wynand
We spoke to Wynand De Kock (Th.D, M.Div, B.A., Honors (Greek Linguistics), B.A (Greek, Biblical Studies, Psychology))
Associate Professor of Leadership and Formation at Palmer Theological Seminary. He’s been part of Australians Together’s
dialogue with Indigenous Christian leaders since 2010 and is currently the pastor of a faith community on the Mornington
Peninsula in Victoria, Australia.
How do we begin to engage with another culture’s expression of spirituality that we don’t understand, and may
even be a little fearful of?
Wynand: This is a very complicated topic to address. To do so, I realise I’m making a whole range of assumptions
(about the authority of Scripture, what the gospel is, the role of missionaries, the interaction between culture and Scripture
and so on…), but let’s start with something that’s a bit more obvious.
In every generation, Christ-followers in different cultural contexts have turned to Scripture to answer questions that they
face. Jesus said to his disciples that they must take the Good News beyond their immediate context (Acts 1:9). Therefore,
it should be relatively easy to see that they’d have faced cultural challenges and questions as they moved beyond cultural,
political and social boundaries. In every one of those places the disciples would’ve had to share their understanding of the
Good News for that particular time, place and socio-political context.
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Examining our own culture Interview with Wynand
I love how Eugene Peterson translates 1 Corinthians 9:19-23 in The Message: Paul says, “Even though I am free of the
demands and expectations of everyone, I have voluntarily become a servant to any and all in order to reach a wide range
of people: religious, nonreligious, meticulous moralists, loose-living immoralists, the defeated, the demoralised—whoever.
I didn’t take on their way of life. I kept my bearings in Christ—but I entered their world and tried to experience things from
their point of view.”
How does this help us grapple with an expression of spirituality we may find hard to understand?
Wynand: Paul is helping us understand that everybody’s understanding about God is contextual, for the simple reason
that theology is done in specific times and places. Doing theology in context is hard work! It’s much easier to take the
view that the gospel transcends all cultures and that the words and actions that we use to communicate it have the same
affect on all people groups everywhere. Of course, we know that’s not true. For instance, if you live in a culture where
reincarnation is a form of spiritual punishment, how then would rebirth be understood? In Australia, sheep arrived with
those who occupied the land in the 18th century, so how then could a lamb represent freedom from the slavery of sin?
All theology is contextual, even theology that arrived in Australia with a European origin.
Do you think that the early missionaries followed Paul’s example?
Wynand: During the period of colonisation, the understanding of God from a European context was imposed on other
cultures around the world. This approach pretty much ignored what God was already doing in those countries - Australia
included. Most missionaries assumed that the gospel message was above and unaffected by, the new contexts they found
themselves in. Missionaries came on government-sponsored ships, and they came as agents of church and state, and,
sadly, the gospel became a tool to colonise. In retrospect, we can see what terrible damage this caused. In many colonised
nations around the world, it produced paternalism, racism, economic inequality and environmental destruction. This was
clearly not Jesus’ intention when he commissioned his disciples to go into all the world.
How do we go about discerning both the good and the unhelpful parts of our cultures?
Wynand: This is about becoming more mature. The author to the Hebrews comments that “anyone who lives on milk,
being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness. But solid food is for the mature, who by
constant use have trained themselves to distinguish good from evil.” (Hebrews 5:13-14 NIV)
To grow up, to mature in our faith, we need to study Scripture and know how to apply our understanding of God in
whatever context we are in. It’s only through the hard work of seeking truth and applying it, that we mature as believers
who are able to distinguish good and evil within the cultures that we find ourselves in. This is, in essence, a picture of
contextualisation and a promise that if we contextualise our faith, we will mature.
Contextualisation requires that we, firstly, know the arc of the Biblical story and allow the story to shape our lives.
But, culture must also be examined to find the traces of God’s activity that’s already happening. This means that we’re
called to interrogate our own culture in the light of Scripture, and read Scripture in the light of the questions that arise
from being culturally engaged. This will inevitably lead to a change in the way we live in our cultural contexts, but it will
also transform the way we engage with Scripture. This diagram can help explain the process for us.
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Examining our own culture Interview with Wynand
Contextualisation
Tool Diagram

1
Reading
Scripture from
within our own
culture

4

2

New
insights cause
us to adopt,
adapt & abandon
beliefs and
practices

Living out
our beliefs brings
questions

3
Re-engaging
Scripture for
answers

1
Any Christian within
a people group must realise
that we understand Scripture
from within our own culture.
We’re already reading Scripture
in light of our culture,
even if we don’t know it.

4

In light of this, the
believer will then try
to live out the new found
insights that Scripture provided
by adopting, adapting and/or
abandoning some of the cultural
beliefs and practices in
question. (See Adopt, Adapt,
Abandon explained).

As we do this work over time,
we develop the ability to interrogate
the beliefs and practices of our
culture in light of Scripture, and we
develop our ability to read Scripture
from within our own culture (which
is - doing contextual theology).
Which then brings us back to the
start - this is an ongoing process!

2

As Christ followers,
we try to live out our
understanding of Scripture
within our culture, but we find
that if we’re noticing, questions
and issues emerge that reveal
(challenge) the beliefs and
practices of our culture.

3
An inquisitive believer
will then re-engage with
Scripture to look for answers
to these questions, in order
to understand the beliefs and
practices of our culture.
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Examining our own culture Interview with Wynand
1
During my devotions,
in reading the story of the
rich young ruler, I notice the
similarities between
him and me.

4
In light of this,
I adopt my culture’s work-ethic
and adapt my spending
patterns, but I abandon any
purchases that exploit other
people or creatures.

2
Example 1:
examining my
own culture

I become aware of the
consumerist nature of my
culture. My worth as a person
seems to be determined by
my ability to spend money.

3
In my re-reading of
Scripture I notice that
Scripture calls us to provide
for our families, but not
exploit others.

1

I notice that
another culture has
cultural practices that I don’t
understand. For instance,
they don’t eat food that is still
on a bush or a tree (unless it’s
the last fruit). I read Scripture to
understand the place and
purpose of food.

2

4

I adopt their
practice of eating foods that
would typically go to waste.
I adapt their method of leaving
fruit on a tree by donating to
my local food-bank. I abandon
their idea that food should
be left out for ancestors.

Example 2:
examining
another culture

I engage
cultural knowledge holders
(in person, through books, video, etc.)
to understand why they don’t eat food
that’s still on a bush or a tree. I learn
that the reason is to not take the best for
oneself and to leave something for the
next person and to leave something for
the ancestors. I notice how in my culture,
we don’t eat food that’s fallen from
a bush or a tree. We only eat
perfect looking fruits.

3

I return to
Scripture, I learn
about earth care and
management, the sabbatical
year, the year of jubilee etc. I see
that I can learn from this culture
and that my own culture is prone
to waste. However, I can’t find
Scriptural grounds for
leaving food out for
ancestors.
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Examining our own culture Interview with Wynand
What does this have to do with how we engage with Indigenous spirituality?
Wynand: Realising that there are parts of our own culture that are helpful (God is already at work in) and parts that are
unhelpful sets us up to humbly begin to interact with other cultures. When we attempt to understand the behaviours and
practices of another culture, and we formulate questions that emerge from our interaction with that culture, we shouldn’t
assume we know the answers. Having done the work of examining our own beliefs, biases and the context in which we
live, we’re less likely to assume we have answers to what’s helpful and what’s not helpful in the beliefs, biases and context
of another. We must engage with believers from that culture to understand how they answer the questions. This is perhaps
the most critical step. Because we don’t have the cultural insights, we must engage in a conversation with Indigenous
Christian people.
We now live in a post-colonial Australia so we need to avoid the mistakes of the past and create a new way forward.
What advice can you give?
Wynand: I can think of three things immediately, I am sure there‘s more:
1. Be courageous: Get ready to go outside your comfort zone.
2. Be humble: Examine your own culture in the light of Scripture before you try to do that for another culture.
3. Be open: Posture yourself to be led by the Holy Spirit and learn from Indigenous Christian leaders1 - they’re ‘insiders’
		of their cultures.
The hard work we each do of self-examination will reveal how our own cultures have been shaped and will help us be
able to respectfully engage in questions about Indigenous spirituality. This will reveal many things that perhaps our own
understanding may not have considered.

We recognise not everyone has relationships with Indigenous believers. In fact, Indigenous people make up less than 3 per cent of the Australian population, so close
personal relationships just aren’t possible for every non-Indigenous person. However, you can still be informed by Indigenous believers by seeking out resources, such as
the video of Kyle, Mili and Mark below and others on our website australianstogether.org.au
1
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Next steps
The importance of understanding our own culture before we can begin to understand another, cannot be overstated.
This is a lesson we’ve learned at Australians Together working with a number of Indigenous Christian leaders.
We encourage you to use the Contextualisation Tool Diagram above to understand how your theology and spirituality
is shaped by your context.
Once you’re doing this work of contextual theology, you’ll be better placed to approach questions you may have about
engaging with Indigenous culture and spirituality. Rev. Graham Paulson, the first Indigenous person to be ordained as a
Baptist minister in Australia, is one of the people we‘ve found particularly helpful in grappling with complex issues.
He developed the Adopt, Adapt and Abandon framework, which may be helpful in discerning what’s appropriate for
you and your community to engage with. Every situation is different, so you’re best placed to discern what’s going to be
acceptable and what may stretch you, or your community, too far at this point in time.
You may have questions regarding specific issues that you find challenging. We’re not going to provide a list of dos
and don’ts but we have asked a couple of Indigenous Christian leaders to share how they’ve grappled with some of the
common topics people are unsure about, such as Welcome to Country and Smoking Ceremonies. The video
below features:
›› Kyle Slabb, a Gundjingburra Bunjalung man who lives in Fingal Head, NSW and who’s involved in cultural education
and leadership development.
›› Miliwanga Wurrben, a Rembarrnga woman who lives in Katherine, NT and who works as a cultural consultant
›› Mark Yettica-Paulson, a Birrah and Banjalung man who lives in Brisbane, and who is the Strategic Business Manager
at Australians Together
Watch the video

Additional resources

2

›› Towards an Aboriginal Theology - Rev. Graham Paulson
›› Australians Together website article on Aboriginal Spirituality
›› Five Smooth Stones: Reading the Bible through Aboriginal Eyes - Rev. Graham Paulson and Mark Brett
›› Jesus is an Aborigine - John Tracey opinion

2

The additional resources don’t necessarily represent the views of Australians Together.
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ADDENDUM 1

Adopt, Adapt, Abandon explained
To help us in our discernment process, we asked some Indigenous Christian leaders how they, as Christ followers, grapple
with complex spiritual and cultural questions. Rev. Graham Paulson shared what he describes as the Adopt, Adapt,
Abandon Framework. As followers of Christ, but also as people from a particular cultural context, we all need to wrestle
with what parts of our culture we adopt and accept completely because they are consistent with the Christian faith,
what parts need to be adapted because they don’t quite sit right, and what parts must be abandoned because they are
inconsistent with following Jesus. This process can only be done from within a culture and not by those on the outside who
look through a lens that’s been shaped by their own context.

Adopt

Definition: Cultural beliefs
and practices that I can accept
completely that in no way
compromise my ability to be
who God created me to be
within my culture, and who He
has called me to be as a follower
of Christ.

or

Adapt

Definition: Cultural beliefs
and practices that I can’t fully
embrace as they are - but can
be modified or adjusted to be
consistent in living as a follower
of Christ within my culture.

or

Abandon

Definition: Cultural beliefs and
practices that I reject in as they
are entirely inconsistent with the
teachings of Christ.

Notice here that the focus is on the individual in their context grappling with these questions rather than simply
accepting the imposition of another who may have no understanding of the symbolism, value and meaning of various
aspects of the culture.
Perhaps applying this sort of framework might provide the necessary guidance to help you and/or your community who
may be wrestling with the fear of compromise or syncretism when introducing this topic. Discerning for your community
what’s ok at this point, what needs some modification because it’s a little tricky, or what just won’t be right in your context
is a great starting point to address any concerns. That way, the focus on why something can or cannot be done is more
about the culture you come from than whether something is ‘good or evil’ in the culture you’re assessing.
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ADDENDUM 2

Biographies
Wynand De Kock
Th.D.: University of South Africa, M.Div.: Church of God Theological Seminary,
B.A., Honors (Greek Linguistics): University of Pretoria B.A. (Greek, Biblical Studies,
Psychology): Rand Afrikaans University.
Wynand is originally from South Africa and is currently the Associate Professor of
Leadership and Formation at Palmer Theological Seminary. He has worked with
Indigenous Australians to do theology in context since 2012. View Wynand’s full bio here.
Rev. Graham Paulson
Graham is an Elder in Aboriginal Christian ministry and a key thought practitioner in
Australian Aboriginal theology. Graham is the first ordained Aboriginal Baptist pastor in
Australia (1968). Together with his wife, Iris, he served the Walpiri and Gurindji tribes in
the NT and saw many lives transformed.

Miliwanga Wurrben
Mili is a Rembarrnga woman who lives in Katherine, NT, where she works as a cultural
consultant. She grew up in the Barunga and Wagularr Indigenous communities,
southeast of Katherine. Her ancestors are from Centre Island, NT. Mili knew God from a
young age and learnt English (her 8th language) by reading the Old King James Bible
with a missionary couple. She’s been involved in translating the book of Psalms to Creole.

Kyle Slabb
Kyle is a Gudjingburra Bunjalung descendant from the far north coast of NSW. He’s been
involved in cultural consultancy and education for more than 20 years and developing
young Indigenous leaders for 10 years. Kyle believes every Aboriginal person has a right
to cultural education – a belief that’s at the heart of the many successful initiatives and
businesses he’s developed, and that’s taken him and his team all over Australia.

Mark Yettica-Paulson
Mark is an Indigenous leader from the South East Queensland and North East NSW
regions and is the Strategic Business Manager at Australians Together. In Mark’s career
in leadership development and community education, he has worked as an Indigenous
advisor to organisations such as NAB, the AFL, Medibank Australia, Australia Post and
the Foundation for Young Australians.
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