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Over the past 226 years, since colonisation, the First Nations peoples of this land 
have fought for the recognition of land custodianship. All Federal and State  
Governments and the church have benefitted greatly as a result of dispossessing the 
First Nations People of the land that God had apportioned them. In this paper, I will 
endeavour to outline a theological framework for those who would argue that the 
colonisation of this country was God's will. I will also try and outline some of the 
difficulties as we try and address these issues.  !
Growing up as a young Aboriginal person, especially during my younger years, land 
was never an issue for me. My parents never spoke about the atrocities of the past 
and we (my family) were not exposed to the truth. I failed to understand why such 
information was kept from us as children. My parents even today, never speak about 
what took place 200 or so years ago.   Why? Well I don't know, I can only surmise.   !
My dad was brought up in a Christian home. My grandparents were Native Workers 
with the Aborigines Inland Mission.   Their teaching within this organisation was such 1

that they were never encouraged to think about land in a way that was different to 
what they were taught. I suppose their attitude and the attitude of so many of their 
time was that, what happened back in 1788 was all a part of God's will and purpose 
for this country, for nothing happens outside of God's will.  !
This type of thinking has prevailed for many years, even to this day. Whilst in Sydney   
in April 2014, attending an AEF (Aboriginal Evangelical Fellowship) meeting, I struck 
up a conversation with a young Anglican minister. He was a fine young man who 
was well educated, in that he had a number of degrees, many of which were in the 
area of theology. He was very supportive of Indigenous issues and one who worked 
tirelessly to help address the social disadvantage of our people. In speaking with him 
we began to talk about issues relating to the colonisation of this country. I spoke 
about the colonisation as being an unjust act. He immediately responded with a 
quote from Gen 50:20, where Joseph on his death bed comforts his family and says 
to them, "what you meant for evil God meant for good." The difficulty with trying to 
justify God willing the colonisation process from this verse is that it is simply an 
account of one man who was sold into slavery. Joseph's situation had nothing to do 
with land dispossession. It is difficult to apply this principle to what happened in 
Australia, why? Because there was so many atrocities that accompanied the act of 
colonisation. !
Joseph's story mentioned in the Joseph narrative is often used to justify the 
colonisation of this country by the British.  The murder and rape of our women, the 
herding of our people into concentration camps, originally known as missions which 
latter became reserves, the cultural genocide that took place where languages 
weren't permitted to be spoken are all on the public record.  The desecration of sites 
of significance for our people where they would worship and learn about the creator 
were demolished. Sites where people would learn about their relationship with the 
land and the importance of their role in looking after it - the land that God had 
entrusted to them, where they would learn all about Kinship and cultural practices 
were similarly not recognised. !
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When we read the story of Joseph we find that this is God revealing his plan of how 
the Messiah would eventually come. The central issue of the story of Joseph is not 
that Joseph endued suffering and injustice but that God's plan of redemption was 
being rolled out. There is no such big picture roll out of his plan in the colonisation of 
this country. Any attempt to apply such theology to justify the injustices that took 
place, namely that God intended the evil so that good might result, is heresy. So if 
this verse is used to justify the dispossession then one needs to be consistent in 
using the verse for every occasion that has happened in the history of humanity. The 
genocide of the Jews by Hitler. The Mugabe oppression in Zimbabwe. The sins of 
the world. The murders, the rapes and the pedophilia. This then beckons the 
question, when is sin, sin? If we use such arguments then we say that God approves 
of sin.  The purpose for which the story of Joseph was written, was to show how God 
was unfolding his plan for the redemption of humanity. Not to justify the unjust things 
that happened to Joseph. !
I used to think that the slaughter, rape and the attempted genocide of the Indigenous 
peoples of the earth was a part of God's plan and purpose as he unfolded his plan of 
redemption. I too thought that God allowed this land to be colonised by the British 
and that He not only allowed it to happen but willed it. This thinking prevailed in my 
life right up until about four years ago in 2010 when I was asked to speak at a TEAR 
conference at Stanwell Tops in NSW. It was at this conference that I met Ron Sider, 
a Canadian born American theologian and social activist. Ron and I began a 
conversation around the issues of Colonisation and I asked Ron, "why did God allow 
our country to be taken from us and the murder and atrocities to take place?" I 
outlined to him my view that I had come to understand about colonisation.  I told him 
that what took place in 1788 was part of God's unfolding plan for the redemption of 
my people. Ron was immediately horrified that I could think that this was God's doing 
and he said to me that I was asking the wrong question. He went on to say that if I 
used this thinking to justify the atrocities of the past, when speaking of my people, 
then we must also apply the same principals to every other abuse on humanity. He 
went on to say that God allows mankind to have a free will and with that free will they 
abused it and used it to do evil things.  !
Good News or was it? 
There will be those who would say that it was God's way of bringing the message of 
the gospel to this land of ours, that people would hear the word of God, the message 
of salvation, and have an opportunity to respond to its message. Those of us sitting 
in post colonial Australia are grateful for the coming of the gospel which gave us a 
clearer view of the source of salvation as seen in Jesus who is God's gift to us. The 
only problem with this is, when the gospel came to this country, the goal posts 
changed. Prior to the arrival of Europeans our people were judged according to their 
limited understanding of God. Ignorances were overlooked before the gospel came. 
Paul in Athens in outlining to the Athenians who Jesus was, says in Acts 17:30, “In 
the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people 
everywhere to repent.” God accepted the ignorance of people but now they must 
respond to the call of God upon their lives. !
Ignorance we are told, God overlooked. So for people to use the argument that the 
gospel came on the first fleet and was God's plan of reaching the heathen is flawed. 
Prior to the coming of the gospel, God had long ago revealed himself to our people, 
and they were judged according to that limited understanding of who he was and 
their relationship with him.  !!
The Big Question, Who's land is it? 
Aboriginal people have always understood that the land was owned by the creator. 
The custodianship of the land, however, has been given to the indigenous peoples of 
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the earth. Psalm 24:1 tells us that, "The earth is the Lord's and the fulness thereof." 
Leviticus 25:23 also expresses this truth, “the land is mine and you are but aliens 
and my tenants.” Aboriginal people have always understood that they were given 
custodianship of this land we now call Australia. In Acts 17:26 Paul on his second 
missionary journey visits Athens. He comes across some images with the inscription 
to the unknown God. He says to the people of Athens that he wanted to tell them 
who this God was, that they had deemed unknown. As he begins his address he 
says,  !

Men of Athens! I see that in every way you are very religious. For as I walked 
around and looked carefully at your objects of worship, I even found an alter 
with this inscription: TO AN UNKNOWN GOD. Now what you worship as 
unknown I am going to proclaim to you. The God who made the world and 
everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples 
built by human hands. And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed 
anything, because he himself gives all men life and breadth and everything 
else. From one man he made every nation of men, that they should 
inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the time set for them and the 
exact places where they should live.  !

Friends, the God who made the heavens and the earth apportioned his creation to 
his created humanity. This land in which you and I live was given to my people by the 
Almighty. It was God who determined the time set for them and the places where 
they should live. It was given to our people by God.  It stands to reason then, that if 
God had apportioned the land of Australia for Aboriginal people, then the principles 
for land management, as outlined in scripture should be applied. !
What are the rules that governed land management and ownership in the Old 
Testament?  
  
1. The land is owned by God and it is God who determined the boundaries where 

people would live.  !
2.   Because land was owned by God, mankind didn't have a right to give it away  or 

sell it to someone else.  !
This principle was outlined in the story of Naboth's vineyard in 1 Kings 21. We know 
the story well. Ahab the king had a palace in Jezreel which was right beside a 
vineyard owned by Naboth. Ahab thought it would make a good place for a herb 
garden. So initially he does the honorable thing and approaches Naboth and tries to 
negotiate a transfer of ownership of the property into his hands. He offered to swap 
Naboth's land for a better property, which Naboth refused to accept. He then offers 
to buy it from him, which he again refuses. Note Naboth's words in verse 3, "The 
Lord forbid that I should give you the inheritance of my fathers." So what was the 
problem? The land was not Naboth’s to give away since it had been bestowed by 
God as an inheritance for Naboth’s predecessors and subsequent generations”. 
He could not alter the intended purpose of God. This would be like taking someone’s 
property that you are renting and giving it to someone else, or swapping it with 
someone else. It  would be illegal. You just can't do it. It doesn't belong to you.  
All land belongs to God and all land must be subject to the principals of land 
management as outlined in Leviticus 25. Land could not be sold but could be leased 
for no more than a 50 year period.   !
3. All land sold/leased had to be returned to the original owners on the day of 

atonement in the year of Jubilee.  Ahab may have been able to acquire Naboth’s 
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vineyard if he negotiated a lease arrangement but greed got the better of him and 
his wife. !

4. It is and was wrong to change the boarders or boundaries of a property that God 
has given someone.  For example, it was clearly stated in Deuteronomy 19:14: 
“Do not move your neighbour’s boundary stone set up by your predecessors in 
the inheritance you receive in the land the LORD your God is giving you to 
possess.” It is a sin to unlawfully extend the boarders of a property for gain. That, 
my friend, is steeling.  A classic example of this was the compulsory acquisition of 
the Murray Islands by the Queensland Government in 1879 when it extended its   
sovereignty over the lands of the Meriam people. According to Deuteronomy 19, 
this was wrong and illegal.  !

The question that needs to be asked is, when does governmental law override the 
laws as outlined in the scriptures?   !
According to International law   there were three ways that land could be acquired. 2!
1.  By conquest 

If a country was conquered, the right of the indigenous inhabitants were retained 
under international law until and unless the new Sovereign power decided to 
modify them.  !

2.  By cession 
If a country was ceded, in that an arrangement of occupancy was agreed on with 
the indigenous people, land would be surrendered in return for some benefit such 
as compensation or a treaty (eg New Zealand) 

  
2. By occupation or settlement 

Where land was deemed to be Terra Nullius - land belonging to no one or 
unoccupied land, such land could be deemed settled.  3!

What happened?  !
When the first fleet's passengers arrived and set foot on these shores, they didn't 
see anything that resembled ownership according to their culture and customs such 
as thatched roofs or manicured gardens. Emmerich de Vattel, in his 1758 Law of 
Nations, and before him John Locke, held that failure to cultivate the soil meant there 
was no pre-existing title to land. Vattel considered that, “Every nation is then obliged 
by the law of nature to cultivate the land that has fallen to its share; and it has no 
right to enlarge its boundaries, or have recourse to the assistance of other nations, 
but in proportion as the land in its possession is incapable of furnishing it with 
necessaries.”  4!
In effect what he was saying by implication is that this land was too big for the few 
numbers that occupied it. Locke wrote, "He that in obedience to this command of 
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God subdued, tilled and sowed any part of it, thereby annexed to it something that 
was his property, which another had no title to, nor could without injury take from 
him."  Here in lies the problem. When Cook arrived in 1788 he did not see any 5

evidence of tilled or sown land, he deemed it Terra Nullius, meaning unoccupied 
land.  The fact that he had engaged natives when he first arrived on these shores 
should have indicated to him that this land was owned by someone else. 
Furthermore, it is believed that Sir Joseph Banks who accompanied Cook on the 
voyage was in possession of copies of diaries of earlier navigators who visited The 
Great South Land and who had commented on the presence of Aborigines.  Justice  6

William Blackstone (1723-1780)  whose publications on the common law legal 7

system dominated English thinking for more than a century, recognised that it was 
not the absence of the tilling and sowing of the soil that deemed something 
unowned, but the absence of any form of humanity. Hence the reason the 
colonisation of this country occurred illegally, even according to International law.   8!
Cook carried with him instructions from the Admiralty which advised him as follows:   
“You are with consent of the natives to take possession of convenient situations… If 
you find the country uninhabited take possession for His Majesty.”  9!
What happened in this country was that Aboriginal people were not given the respect 
of a sovereign nation. There were no negotiations for a treaty or any agreement by 
Cession.  At least Ahab negotiated initially with Naboth regarding his land. They 10

couldn’t come to any agreement and this resulted eventually in Naboth’s death. Now, 
the interesting thing about the acquisition of this parcel of land was that it was not 
Ahab that had Naboth and his brothers killed. It was Ahab’s deceitful wife, Jezabel. 
But Ahab was held accountable for her sin, because he was the recipient of stolen 
property . !!
Many would say today that they are not responsible for dispossession that happened   
two hundred years ago. Friends, Ahab cold have cried innocent as well. But God 
deemed him to be guilty as charged because he engaged in Jezebel’s sin in taking   
the land for himself.   !!
Many have written to try and address the issue of land that was stolen from our 
people. It would seem that many white fellows don’t take notice of Aboriginal people 
when they press their claims for land ownership. In 2009, Peter Adams, Principal of 
Ridley College Melbourne, began to address the issue. He considered the illegal 
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acquisition of land. The land was stolen from Aboriginal people. Hence the title of his  
paper, Australia - Who’s land?  !
In his paper, Adams outlines clearly what Aboriginal people have always known and 
have always claimed, namely, that all lands belong to God and this land was given 
by God to Aboriginal people as their possession to take care of.  Adams says that 
because the land is God’s, we as God’s people should respect and honour him. It is  
he that made Australia and he gave it to the first inhabitants. Therefore, all creation 
should respect his sovereign right to give land to whom he chooses and we should 
respect the people to whom it was and is given.  Adams goes on to say that Terra   
Nullius treated people as if they had no significance. He says, “this was an insult to 
them and against God their maker.”  11!
Adams asks the question surrounding the attempted invasion  by the Japanese. He 
says “If someone stole property, we would try to recover it. Similarly if the Japanese 
had successfully invaded Australia, and taken possession of it, we would have 
fought to regain possession of it”.    12!
The ownership/custodianship of land is of primary importance to most people. The 
irony of the land issue is this, those that stop boat people coming to this country of 
ours, are migrants themselves. Tony Abbot the Australian Prime Minister, was born in 
England. Others have their lineage traced back to other parts of the world. They 
were recipients of land that was taken from a sovereign people and now they stop 
others from coming to this land.  Hypocritical, don’t you think?  !
Adams points out that, “it is impossible to know the nation to whom God first gave 
some land, and they may not exist at the present time. That is not the case in 
Australia. We know those to whom God gave the land, and we know when it was 
stolen from them.”  He goes on to say it is time to right the wrong. It is time to do that 
which is right. It is time for the church to play its role. They have been recipients of 
land grants by governors and governments. Now its time to right the wrong.  But 13

what can be done? Paul in writing to the church at Rome says “Owe no one nothing, 
except to love one another; for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law. The 
commandments, you shall not commit adultery; you shall not murder; you shall not 
steal; you shall not covert; and any other commandment, are summed up in this 
word, Love your neighbour as yourself.’   14!
Conclusion: What do Aboriginal people want within the life of the church 
In light of the above, we must ask the question, where to from here? There have 
been a number of suggestions as to the best way forward. In coming up with an 
appropriate outcome, we need to consider the facts at hand.  !
Firstly, some have suggested that people should just pack up and leave the country. 
Whilst this has happened in other parts of the world, this will not happen here. The 
act of relocating oneself to another country has happened in countries where the 
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colonising people were a minority.  In this country the colonisers are a majority.  So 
this will not happen. Secondly, the majority of Aboriginal people in this country don’t 
expect that this will ever happen. So how do we work towards a future that is 
acceptable to the original inhabitants of this country.  !
Colonistaion has done much to bring about the demise of our people. While our 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people make up 2.5% of the population of the 
Australia, the adult incarceration rate is 27% across the country and 84 % in the 
Northern Territory. In the National Juvenile Justice Centres, 50% of the population 
identify as being of Indigenous decent.  Something needs to be done to address 15

these issues. Many who are incarcerated, especially women, have psychiatric 
disorders while others are imprisoned for menial crimes especially in WA where 
mandatory sentencing legislation takes discretion away from the Judiciary. The 
estimated cost of incarcerating an adult male in the correctional system is $100,000 
per year.   Many of the crimes committed are due to boredom and the lack of things 16

to do. Maybe one way of addressing this issue is providing people with training and 
jobs. Put the money that would be spent on their incarceration and create 
employment and salaried positions.   !
Aboriginal people are more likely to die younger than a non Aboriginal person. 
Indigenous males  born 2010 - 2012 can expect to live to 69.1 years, compared with 
79.9 years for non-Indigenous males. Indigenous females born during the same 
period can expect to live to 73.7years, compared with 84.3. for non-indigenous 
females. Whilst there is a closing of the gap, much work still needs to be done in 
these areas.    17!
The current proposed budget, if passed, will cut almost half a billion dollars over four 
years from numerous Aboriginal programs, including health, while the Attorney 
General is proposing amendments to the Racial Discrimination Act that many see as 
watering down its provisions and making it lawful for Aborigines (and others) to be 
abused verbally or in the media. !
Is there any good news?  While the amount of land determined to be Native Title in 
most states and territories is very small, there are two outstanding exceptions.  
Probably 40% or more of WA and 40% of SA is now under some form of Native Title 
and it is instructive to note that in WA nearly all of this land has been determined to 
be Native Title without litigation, all stakeholders agreeing with the decision.   This is 18

distinct from the Northern Territory 1976 Land Rights legislation which has 
determined that about 50% of the land is Aboriginal freehold.  19!
However, there is still a need for the average Christian in our mainstream Churches 
to be made aware of the marginalisation and social disadvantage of many of our 
brothers and sisters in Christ.  For example, none of the Indigenous pastors working 
for AIM or any of the Aboriginal ordained ministers working in the six Anglican 

!7

 Australianstogether leaders guide, page 22-25.15

 Civil Liberties Australia website. http://www.cla.asn.au/News/prison-costs-up-numbers-up/16

 Australians together leaders guide, page 22-2517

 National Native Title Tribunal website: Determinations.  http://www.nntt.gov.au/Mediation-and-agreement-making-18
services/Documents/Quarterly%20Maps/Determinations_map.pdf  

 Northern Territory Land Tenure.  http://www.regional.gov.au/regional/ona/land-tenure/pdfs/land-19
tenure-20130717.pdf   These maps should be used with caution since they show Aboriginal (and other) freehold 
title even though it may be assumed that most of this land is in fact Aboriginal land.

http://www.cla.asn.au/News/prison-costs-up-numbers-up/


parishes in the Northern Territory are paid a salary. They are supposed to fend for 
themselves. As Rob Haynes, former CMS missionary Groote Eylandt, Northern 
Territory states, “the typical Aboriginal Christian leader is... someone who won’t 
expect to live a long or fulfilling life, or have a rectory or car or even a proper wage”  20!
Respectful Relationships are needed if we are going to forge a future of equality for 
our people in this country. There are many ways this can be done, three of which are 
outlined below: 
   

1. Recognition of the need for First Nations People to be invited to sit down at 
the table when issues regarding land and property are discussed.  !

2. That when distributing the resources and assets of the church, priority be 
given to First Nations People of this country.  (After all, this is still their land.) !

3. That in church seminars, conferences, Synods, General Assemblies, 
Indigenous Christian leaders be given roles as key-note speakers so that 
non-Indigenous audiences might be better informed. !!!!
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