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practised in some Aboriginal funerary rituals up to recent times. Since then
more even earlier human remains have been found in the area. Lake
Mungo and its dunes are now enclosed in a national park and it forms part
of the wider Willandra Lakes World Heritage area. Because of its significance on the scene of world pre-history, Mungo deserves to be one of the
best known features of the Australian landscape. It is much more important
than Sydney Opera House, the Bridge, or even Sydney harbour itself.
I think it is fair to say that we went to Lake Mungo in a spirit of pilgrimage. Not in the sense that it was physically demanding, though it certainly
was that too. It required a drive of over 1,000 km each way, camping out in
tents, cooking on open fires, carrying our own water, washing in basins,
eating meals with one side of us rugged up against bitingly cold westerly
winds and the other side being scorched by the blazing fire of very dry
belab branches. I cannot pretend that all this wasn’t actually very pleasant
in a holiday sort of way, but we were two very weary people when we
finally got back home. What made it a pilgrimage was our awareness that
we were visiting one of the most ancient sacred sites in the world.
Lake Mungo is the place where Aboriginal remains were found that
come from the very dawn of human time. Actually they come from so far
back that any distinction between races or nations becomes quite meaningless. When I went to school as a boy I learned about Ancient Egypt. The
skeletons that the shifting sands at Lake Mungo expose to view are the
remains of people who were living in that area some ten times further back
in history than the pharaohs of Ancient Egypt. The Mungo people were
members of the same part of the human race as ourselves, ‘homo sapiens
sapiens’, but while they were living at Lake Mungo Europe was largely
inhabited by Neanderthal man. We may not be so marvellous ourselves,
but Neanderthal man was more primitive still!
What makes Lake Mungo so sacred is that it is impregnated with human
history. It is not just that we have chanced upon the bones of people who
lived so very long ago. What is so moving about Mungo is that we are
confronted with such ancient evidence of human culture, that special
personal thing that marks each and every one of us as beings of unique
value, beings that think, feel, love, want, pursue willed goals... Some of the
remains found were evidently painted with ochre at the time of burial some
thirty to forty thousand years ago. That is the first evidence of ritual burial
in human history. While thinking about this, my mind recalled Josephine
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Flood’s observation regarding the probable dating of cave paintings of the
Rainbow Serpent in Northern Territory. Seeing that the Rainbow Serpent is
still celebrated in Aboriginal ceremony, she wrote that this “would make
the Rainbow Serpent myth the longest continuing religious belief documented in the world” (1983: 134). But even so, she is writing about paintings that are only some 7000 to 9000 years old. At Lake Mungo we are
faced with human existence three to four times further back in time.
When talking about Lake Mungo and its inhabitants we are talking
about the period before the last Ice Age: between the Third and Fourth Ice
Ages when the polar caps sucked up so much of the world’s water that the
sea level was at times some 600 ft lower than it is today. People could
walk from the bottom of Tasmania to the north-western tip of West Irian.
Apart from several relatively short sea crossings, they could have walked
from Bangkok to Hobart. We read these things in books, but when owego
to a place like Lake Mungo it all becomes so much more real. We are at
one of those special places where eternity intersects with time.
Mrs Alice Kelly, a tribal elder of the Mutthi Mutthi people, who lives at
Balranald and is a member of the Lake Mungo trust (and was declared
National Aboriginal of the Year 1988), gave a talk at the 1989 state meeting of the Aboriginal and Islander Catholic Council in the course of which
she spelled out, among other things, some of the significance of Lake
Mungo:
‘I am Mrs Alice Kelly, Aboriginal Catholic Tribal Elder of the Mutthi
Mutthi people. My mother and father were very strong Aboriginal Catholics, my father being especially centred in justice, having been very illtreated from the European invasion. His baptism was very real to him as
Jesus stood for the dispossessed and the outcast and called people to justice
and repentance.
‘Through my parents I received my Aboriginal identity, deep spirituality, heritage and cultural values, together with baptism and deep faith relationship with Jesus Christ and God, our loving Father.
‘I have many concerns and dreams for my people arising from the
dislocation of my people caused by the European invasion and from the
position of our people in this society today.
‘I have long and patiently awaited this moment for my family and my
people when they would come together in their Aboriginality
and their
baptism to say to the church: “We are Aboriginal. We are baptised Catho-
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lies. We have been invisible to the church in Australia. The church has
been absent from our lives but in our hearts we deeply experience our
baptism and our faith in Jesus. We see our latest generation of children
growing up out of touch with all we hold dear, all it meant to me and the
spirit of my family and community. We want to see the spirit of our people
and Jesus come together.”
‘Especially in the last eight years I have been expressing this deep
concern to my family and their children, my longing for my grandchildren
and great-grandchildren.
The Mutthi Mutthi tribal people’s place of
wisdom is Lake Mungo and Willandra Lakes World Heritage Sacred Site. I
have yearned for them to experience the wisdom and the healing and the
energy in the silence of this most ancient of our tribal heritage places
where the breath of the Great Spirit is alive and tangible today. To experience here the healing for their spirit from the ravages of our modem technological society and its alienating effects.
‘It has taken eight years for them to accept this message. My children
have often recoiled from this message, a direct result of the dislocation that
white society and its education and attitudes have caused to happen to
them over their formative years. Only now is my message coming to them.
Only since Pope John Paul II’s encouraging call to the Aboriginal people
to “take heart”. The time for rebirth is now that the church herself in Australia will not be fully the church that Jesus wants her to be until we have
made our contribution to her life and until that contribution has been fully
accepted by [them].
‘I, as a Mutthi Mutthi Elder, meet these groups saying (in language):
“Thelluatta inginto whanten wongi Doonklaura”, i.e. “It is good you have
come to the land of our ancestors”. In Aboriginahty, Christianity, Humanity, let the youth come forth. But only the non-Aboriginal youth comes
forth. Tread softly, peacefully as we seek and as we share the classification
of circumstances (i.e. the laws, customs, heritage, the appearance of the
oldest known human occupation in Australia dated 40,000 years at least),
which lives within the shores of Mungo and Willandra Lakes World Heritage. Let the youth come forth.
‘I believe, for us, that Mungo is where the spirit of wisdom lies, not only
for our own people, but for all non-Aboriginal Australians to taste and see
that the Lord is good.
‘It is this circumstance that I speak to my non-Aboriginal brothers and
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sisters and to you, Bishop and hierarchy of the Catholic Church, soliciting
aid to restore to my own people and youth an experience of their spirituality that will mend with their baptism and responsibility to their brothers and
sisters and the wider community.’

**a******

A TRIBESMAN’S

PRAYER

Nazarene accept us as your own.
Be born again within our sacred caves.
Within your body break dividing walls
and make of all one consecrated people.
The Rainbow Snake that arcs the mystic sky,
the coloured lizard on the mouldy log,
the bird that shares its mysteries with the moon
are all immersed in your divine intentions.
Your Spirit watches from high desert rocks.
Your light gives birth to every morning sun
and every little thing that lives and breathes
is touched by your arising Incarnation.

Rod Cameronosa

*al*******
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CHRISTIAN INSTRUCTION
INDIANS (PL I)

AMONG

Talk by Carlos Maesters
(Brazilian liberation theologian)

A CHRISTIAN
INSTRUCTION
that truly transmits the Gospel seeks to
reveal, by witness and by the Word, the Good News of the liberating
presence of God who works in our lives through our Lord Jesus Christ.
The way God is present in our lives and the way he brings us up (this is
the sense of educates) to be ready for Christ is revealed in the Old Testament. There, as the Constitution Dei Verhm says, we are shown ‘the
way the just and merciful God acts with men and women’ and find the
story of the ‘true divine pedagogy’ (DV 15).
We are going to speak of two subjects connected with the life of the
Indians and linked to their evangelisation and Christian instruction: their
myths and their land rights. We will try to explore these in the light of the
Bible, the Old Testament particularly, hoping to find better approaches to
evangelisation and religious instruction among Indians.

A. THE MYTHS

OF THE INDIANS

1. The Wrong Approach to Myths
In their tribes Indians hand on stories of long tradition, which we call
‘myths’. For many of us a ‘myth’ is a synonym for something not good, a
pagan thing of no value like the fantasies that frame the false practices of
heretical cults. The myth is often taken for an error which evangelisation
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