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Introduction


L
ike possums caught in headlights, so are we of the Christian West when confronted with the realities of our imperial history. Searing beams have been turned on the three entwined C’s that gave us pride and certainty for so long—Colonialism, Christianity and Capitalism. Much is emerging that erodes the myths about the beneficence of the civilisation we brought to supposedly savage and ignorant people. 
Ambiguity about our past extends into ambiguity about our present and future. The hyperboles that have promulgated the superiority of our ethics, economics and forms of democracy are starting to lose their persuasive power. They are belied by the growing divide between rich and poor (of whom Indigenous people remain a disproportionate number), the degradation of our earth, and our seeming incapacity to really turn these trends around. Those of us who are concerned about what is happening are often unclear about what needs to be done, partly because we are unsettled by doubts around the philosophies and religious beliefs we grew up with.
There are, of course, groups from settler backgrounds who are active in trying to address the effects of colonisation in their countries. Often, they are responding to challenges from Indigenous communities who do not take for granted the assumptions and practices of the Western world.
Visitors to my own country, Aotearoa New Zealand, often tell us they are impressed with what we have achieved. After well over a century of official suppression of Māori identity and culture, the national anthem is now sung in Māori and English, bilingual signage can be seen in public places, there is a Tribunal for investigating grievances, museums are starting to include the histories of hapū and iwi (Māori nations), and there is evidence of a shared pride in Māori culture. 
However, those who stay longer learn that Māori are disproportionately represented in rates of imprisonment, ill health and poverty; Māori groups continue to raise issues of self-determination and justice; and, within parts of the Pākehā (white) community, there is simmering resentment at what is perceived as the Government’s privileged treatment of Māori. While a good bit has been accomplished in recent decades, there is much still to be done if the penetrating effects of colonisation are to be overcome. 
While the work of overcoming the effects of colonisation is constantly before Māori and other Indigenous peoples, we who are descendants of colonisers also have a role to play. If we are to fulfil this role, we need to consider what needs changing in our religious, political and economic systems so that there is restoration and justice for Indigenous communities. Such change will be inextricably linked to developing an ethics, politics and economy that brings greater justice for all people and for our earth.
I am convinced we can gain valuable insight into our Western institutions through learning to appreciate the spirituality, government, law and economics of Indigenous peoples. To grow in this appreciation, we need to look beyond the enormous weight of opinion that tells us, in ways subtle and unsubtle, that Indigenous traditions are spiritually and socially less advanced than the modern European. By taking heed of how Indigenous, rather than outsiders, explain their realities, we get a more accurate picture of the Indigenous world and, at the same time, helpful insight into our own. This can help us see our institutions more objectively—thus enabling us to perceive the fault lines in them and what could lead to their correction. Such awareness equips us to work alongside Indigenous peoples for healthier ways of living with one another and our earth. 
While this book is based on reflections from Aotearoa New Zealand, it has a much wider relevance. Our country’s experience has a great deal in common with the ways Western colonisation was imposed across the world, and we continue to share in much reasoning and practice that maintains the domination of the West.
The starting point for the book is Christianity’s part in the invasion of Indigenous peoples and their lands. From before Christopher Columbus, and long after, the imperial powers took possession of other peoples’ lands in the name of God and Jesus Christ. In the nineteenth century, these colonising nations still proudly saw themselves as part of Christendom. What is more, values from a colonial Christian culture, like setting the individual good over and above the collective, continue to inform our institutions in ways that are undermining to Indigenous wellbeing and our own.
A terrible aspect of colonisation was the attack on the identity and soul of the Indigenous people whose land was taken over. The colonists’ sense of superiority meant they rarely entered into conversations of real sharing with the local people. Such conversations would have revealed to them the meeting points between Indigenous and Christian beliefs and what they could have learnt from another people’s wisdom. Instead, the Indigenous were written off as savage and pagan. This provided a powerful justification for colonial governments to adopt policies of assimilation, aimed at conforming the Indigenous to the mores of Western society. In our country, Christian instruction, in its colonial expression, was seen as an important contributor to the assimilating process.
It was learning about this history and its ongoing effects that prompted me to put this book together. As a Pākehā Christian, the more I learned about the colonisation of our country and other parts of the world, the more I was challenged in my Christian faith. I could see that a culture that called itself Christian had been instrumental in brutally undermining the physical and spiritual wellbeing of innocent nations. I found myself asking: “Why am I still a Christian?” In the end, I was sustained in my Christian faith by friends who were reading the Gospels in a new light—seeing there a call to speak out against oppression, especially when carried out in God’s name, and to work towards the healing of wrongs done. This sort of reading of the Gospel message has been influential on many of us who have contributed to this book.
In compiling the book, I had two main aims. One was to look into the underlying causes of the harm in colonisation and Christianity’s contribution to that harm. As with any entrenched injustice, peeling back one layer reveals yet more to be done. I could see that, while our country and its Christian communities have moved towards addressing some layers of colonial injustice, there are deeper issues to be dealt with if the authority and wellbeing of Māori communities are to be fully restored. 
The second aim was to search out how Christian churches, and those of general Christian persuasion, could play their part in healing the deep-seated ills of colonisation. It seemed to me that much of the Pākehā community had reached a certain malaise when it came to addressing colonisation and its effects. The malaise could be for a number of reasons: a debilitating guilt about the past; the feeling that our country and churches have done a lot already and surely there can’t be more; and simply not knowing what to do. I hope this book will encourage those of settler Christian heritage to work out how they can contribute to building a truly decolonised society. 
There is a particular onus on Christians in Aotearoa New Zealand to be engaged in this task. From the founding of the first mission station in 1814, British missionaries were intimately involved in relationships between the British Crown and Māori, and in matters relating to Pākehā settlement in Aotearoa New Zealand. They were witnesses to He Whakaputanga o te Rangatiratanga o Nu Tireni, the 1835 Māori Declaration of Independence. Five years later, they were active in promulgating the Treaty of Waitangi to Māori as a compact with the Crown that would be of benefit to them. Seeing that the Treaty is honoured today is, therefore, binding on the Christian community.
The major injustices against Māori followed the signing of the Treaty in 1840. A few of the early missionaries were outspoken about what they observed but, overall, Western Christianity as a belief and way of life was a powerful instrument in the colonising project. “Civilization and Christianity” was a banner upheld by the colonists, justifying the push for their politics and economy to predominate. At times, a settler would express some admiration for Māori society, as in Arthur Thomson’s comment (1859) that in Māori communities, “beggars, the constant attendants of the enlightened civilisation of Europe, are unknown.” However, in general, the colonial mind rarely entertained the thought that in a land like New Zealand there was already a civilisation, rooted in the land and built on sound moral and ethical principles. Overcoming this sort of prejudice is still a challenge.
Of course, a key reason why we settler Christians should be concerned about the consequences of our religion’s involvement with Western imperialism is because of the values we profess. We can no longer deny the harm that colonialism brought to Indigenous peoples, and must ask how our interpretation of the commandment to love our neighbour as ourselves went so badly astray. We can then ask, “In light of what has happened, what does this commandment demand of us today?” and, “How can the values from our tradition help us face our history and work towards caring and mutually beneficial relationships with First Nation peoples?”
In many ways, the book is shaped round these questions. Part 1 takes a close look at how Western Christianity was involved in the colonisation of Aotearoa and the means used to impose an alien way of life. Rather than passing judgment on individuals, the analysis brings out how reasonably good willed people, along with those less well disposed, were caught up in a culture and way of seeing the world that sanctioned the wholesale undermining of Māori communities. These early chapters indicate how the colonial bias is still embedded in the beliefs, politics and economy that are dominant in our country, and offer some broad comment on what is needed for change. 
When considering change for today, much can be learnt from steps that have already been taken. This is the focus of Part 2. In and around the 1980s, some of the Christian churches in Aotearoa New Zealand made decisive moves towards combatting racism and honouring the Treaty of Waitangi. The Programme on Racism (1982–2000) was an ecumenical venture that did a great deal to raise awareness and promote action within the churches and the wider community. In the same period, the Methodist and Anglican churches adopted new constitutions with the aim of making real the partnership between Māori and Tauiwi (non-Māori) signified in the Treaty of Waitangi. This was a courageous step taken by the two churches. The accounts given here indicate what was achieved and obstacles still to be overcome. Their experience is widely relevant as Māori and others urge the adoption of a Treaty-based constitution for our country.
Part 3 is built round the question: What might Christians and others yet learn from listening to Indigenous peoples? This means not just a passive listening, where the hearer ends up saying “how wonderful” and does nothing further. Nor is it the sort of listening, where the hearer tries to absorb all they can so they can count themselves as an expert in Indigenous knowledge. Rather, it is a listening where we of the West can grow in an appreciation of Indigenous People and their values, and use that knowledge to assess the behaviours and assumptions of our own world. These chapters explore issues that are vexing many of us today: what needs to change so that ownership of land and resources is fair; how to build respectful relationships between diverse communities; and how to live sustainably on our earth.
As we ponder what we might learn from considering Indigenous traditions, it is important that we grow in knowledge of our own. What are the values that have shaped our traditions? Are there practices, particularly from the colonising era, that contradict our fundamental values? Are there elements in our longer tradition that can inspire us in making right our relationships with Indigenous peoples and our earth? 
These questions are important for settler communities and churches. They can help us move beyond cultural cringe, where the temptation is to disown all we have inherited. The latter would be an impossible task and attempting it can lead to much self-deception. My sense from the Indigenous People I know is that they would like to see us own who we are and be prepared to change what is needed so we can enter into respectful and constructive relationships with them. Recovering neglected strengths in our traditions can be empowering for settler organisations that want to respond to this challenge. 
For this reason, Part 4 examines Christianity to see where it has stood for the common good, and for justice for people and creation. It includes a chapter on the work of feminist theologians who are bringing to the fore an understanding of God as a loving and relational community of persons rather than as a dominant patriarch. This sort of understanding can increase our ability to dialogue with Indigenous communities who powerfully affirm the interconnectedness and interrelationship of all things.
There is a fifth part to the book, pursuing not so much a question but inviting responses to the material laid out in the book. It is hoped that, over time, people of many persuasions will pen their thoughts on the themes treated here.
I am very grateful to those who so willing wrote chapters for this book, each contributing from their areas of expertise and lived experience: Mitzi Nairn, Barry Jones, Arapera Ngaha and Adrienne Puckey for their accounts of actions taken by Christian churches to address the effects of colonisation; Peter McDermott and Kennedy Warne for sharing what they have learned from Indigenous communities and what this says to us; Mary Betz and Helen Bergin for identifying treasures in the Christian tradition that can foster our having right relationships with Indigenous peoples and the Earth; Mike Riddell and Jen Margaret for reflecting on the material in the book and suggesting further ways forward; and Mark Brett, Anselm Laurence Prior and Steve Taylor for bringing a global dimension by sharing insights from their international experience. I particularly thank Arapera Ngaha for providing a Māori perspective on the bicultural journey of the Methodist Church—Te Hāhi Weteriana. 
Most of the book’s authors are of settler descent and Listening to the People of the Land: Christianity, Colonisation and the Need for Redemption is written with settler communities in mind. In Aotearoa New Zealand, Pākehā (white New Zealanders) have been challenged by Māori to examine their organisations to see where they need to change in order for Māori to flourish and have their authority in the land restored. Māori are putting a great deal into ensuring a better future for their people, for the whenua (land), and for our country as a whole. In this, they want Pākehā to work alongside them, especially by taking responsibility for the Pākehā world and its modes of operation. This book is a response to that challenge.
It is important to note that the book is focused on Western Christianity. There are Indigenous communities and others who have taken hold of Christianity and made it their own, often as a force in their struggles for liberation. The development of Indigenous, Black and Asian theologies are evidence of this. What is considered here as needing redemption is the Christianity that has been so intimately involved in the West’s colonisation of Indigenous and other peoples.
Some people have asked why “redemption” is in the title and what is its meaning in this context? “The redemption of Christianity” is the phrase that came to mind when I first thought of this project. It seemed to me that, if the Christian settler communities were to take full responsibility for their part in colonisation and its ongoing ill effects, then there was a great deal more to be done. And, at stake, was Christianity’s claim to be Christian.
In Christian and no doubt in broader terms, redemption is dependent on admitting that wrong has been done and doing what is needed for things to be made right. Over the past five centuries, Indigenous peoples have suffered immeasurable harm from Western colonisation, which sailed forth under the banner of Civilisation and Christianity. Fully restoring the status and wellbeing of Indigenous communities is an enormous task that requires generations of work, and must be done in ways that keep Indigenous at the heart of determining what constitutes wellbeing for them. What is needed is a whole re-ordering of social relationships so that one community is no longer in dominance over another. Redemption in this context involves entering into an ongoing process where the wrongs of Christian colonisation are acknowledged and appropriate ways of addressing those wrongs are sought. 
There is much to gain for the Christian West, physically and morally, by taking seriously the voices of Indigenous peoples in their search for restoration for their communities and health for the planet. As the dissatisfaction with our established religious, political and economic systems grows, we can be helped to identify what needs to be changed by listening to those who come from a very different heritage. Many of our Western systems are built on relationships of hierarchical dominance. Insight into how things can be done differently will come from heeding those whose cultures are based on upholding the unique place of each community and living in mutuality with the earth. By listening and then acting on those things that belong to us to change, we of the West can start to address our colonising history—not like possums immobilised in the blaze of uncomfortable truths but as a people of honour. 
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