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The old saying “The more things 
change, the more they stay the 
same” carries with it an assumption 

about the inevitability of change, as 
well as a question as to how much 
change really occurs – who would 
have thought, after the early 1980s, 
that anybody would ever wear flares 
again! The Western world has certainly 
come to regard change as normal, and it 
seems that the pace of change is always 
increasing. 

As Christians, we are eager for God 
to change us, and other people, as we 
grasp more and more strongly that Jesus 
is the climax of God’s age-old plan to 
rescue the world, and indeed, that he 
is the ruler of all. In our churches, we 
seem frequently to look to new methods 
and new structures, as we reach out 
with God’s life-changing news. But 
when missionaries bring an attitude that 
favours change to their work among 
people of a different worldview and 
different values, they may find that there 
is resistance – even when the people they 
are working with are Christians.

The traditional Aboriginal people 
of Arnhem Land in the north-east 
Northern Territory value conservatism 

rather than change. In traditional 
ideology, the Law was deposited by the 
Dreaming ancestors at the beginning of 
time, and has been handed down from 
generation to generation ever since. Law 
includes ceremonies, songs, dances, 
kinship and family structures, as well 
as codes covering everyday behaviour. 
Like language, it creates identity. 

A hundred years on
It is now nearly 100 years since the 

Christian story first arrived in Arnhem 
Land, and the church is entrenched in 
people’s consciousness, although not 
all have understood its message. But for 
some Aboriginal Christians, although 
many changes have in fact occurred, 
there is still an ideology that the way 
things were done in the past is the way 
that they should be maintained. Let me 
give a few examples.

I was talking to a group of Christian 
leaders at Ngukurr about the possibility 
of revising the words that are used in 
the Kriol Prayer Book, particularly to 
bring them in line with the soon-to-be-
published Kriol Bible. It would seem 
helpful, in my opinion, for Bible verses 
in the liturgy to be the same as what 

people would read when they open 
their Bibles. One senior leader was very 
opposed to this, because he felt that the 
service should not change. The current 
words seemed to have some ‘holiness’ 
because they were the words that had 
been used for so long.

A Christian woman was outraged 
that people should be baptised in the 
nice clean water of a swimming pool, 
when for her whole life, baptisms had 
been carried out in the flowing – and 
crocodile-inhabited – water of the 
nearby river, “just as Jesus was baptised 
in the River Jordan”.

A senior Aboriginal minister argued 
that all new ordinands should learn how 
to conduct services in English before 
they learnt how to conduct them in their 
own language, because when he was 
ordained, English was the only language 
used in church, and it is still the only 
language that people from the different 
parishes have in common, even though 
prayer book English is well beyond the 
ability of almost all.

In all these examples, my instincts 
strongly favoured change, but for all 
involved in ministry, even when it seems 
so clear that change is right, there are 
some principles that might be helpful 
as we seek the way forward.

Understanding people
The first is that, as far as possible, 

we need to understand more about the 
people we work among, and why they 
see the world the way they do. So, for 
Aboriginal Australia, it is important to 
be aware that not only is conservatism 
valued – and that such conservatism was 
constructive in pre-contact society – but 
also, that they have borne the brunt of 
frequent changes in government policy, 
and regard white law as weak because 
it changes so much. I must find a way 
to talk about how God’s ‘law’ or plan 
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does not change, even though our 
response to it might be expressed in 
changing ways.

Secondly, I want people to see 
what the Bible says about the issue. It 
is important for Aboriginal Christians 
to know that they have equal status 
with non-Aboriginal Christians, and 
that patterns from the past, often 
associated with white missionaries, 
are not on a par with what God has 
actually revealed in Scripture. This will 
often mean exposing people to a wider 
range of the Biblical material than they 
may have been aware of, or reminding 
them of passages that have slipped into 
the background.

Thirdly, I have to examine my own 
motives for desiring change. It may 
be that the conservative position is 
neither wrong nor ungodly, but simply 
doesn’t suit my style or taste. In the 
final analysis, I believe it is imperative 
that Aboriginal Christians are the ones 
to make decisions about change, and 
while I may think it helpful to let them 

know about a wider range of opinions, I 
must be very wary of pressing my own 
opinion on them.

Fourthly, I must remind myself 
that even among an ideology of 
conservatism, change does happen, 
just more slowly, and I may need to 
be patient. Because Aboriginal society 
greatly values relationships and respect, 
especially for elders, it may be that an 
older generation will need to depart 
before change will occur. It may be that 
the way change happens is as significant 
for Aboriginal people as the change 
itself, and a clearer witness of Christian 
love. There may be seeds that I can sow, 
but true change will only come in the 
appropriate way when the local people 
themselves bring it about and have 
ownership of it.

Pray that missionaries in situations 
where change seems to be desirable 
will have great wisdom, humility, 
faithfulness and readiness to discern 
how God is at work among his 
people. 

In traditional ideology, the Law was deposited by the Dreaming ancestors  
at the beginning of time, and has been handed down from generation to generation ever since.
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