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Indigenous Sunday 
 
Good morning everyone. My name is Chris Peters and I am the Reconciliation Coordinator at the 
Anglican Board of Mission, the national mission agency of the Anglican Church of Australia. What 
a pleasure it is to be here at St Mark’s in South Hurstville for today’s Eucharists. Thank you for 
your kind invitation to speak and your warm welcome today.  
 
Today we celebrate the Coming of the Light to the Torres Strait. What that means is that we are 
commemorating the arrival of the London Missionary Society on Erub – otherwise known as 
Darnley Island – in 1871. 
 
The Torres Strait is composed of some fifty islands divided into two: there is the ‘Western’ 
grouping – the Otati linguistic group and the ‘Eastern’ group – the Miriam linguistic group.  
Anthropologists tell us that many thousands of years ago the first inhabitants of the lands that now 
make up the islands of the Torres Strait trekked southwards into what is now the Northern Territory 
and South Australia.  
 
Accounts of the early Torres Strait Islands before European contact, speak of human life being held 
in low regard.  People could be killed for offending the king, and cannibalism was practiced in 
some places.  Bishop Gilbert White writing in his book, Round about in the Torres Straits, says of 
the time, 

” When all was dark ... people used to sleep with weapons and kill any stranger.” 
 

When the London Missionary Society  – the LMS – came in 1871, two missionaries – the Reverend 
Samuel McFarlane and the Reverend Archibald Murray – brought with them eight native 
evangelists from the Pacific with them. They left a native evangelist and his wife on each island 
they visited. In 1915, the mission to the Torres Strait was handed over to the Anglican Board of 
Mission because the LMS wanted to concentrate its effort on New Guinea.  
 
One of the distinctive features of the LMS’s ethos was that they didn’t try to significantly alter the 
cultures they encountered in the Torres Strait. Their mission was marked by the respect accorded to 
the communities they ministered to, using deacons from the South Pacific to spread the gospel. The 
success of the undertaking was in part because of the fact that belief in Christ did not exclude some 
of the traditional beliefs. Some Aboriginal people today speak of seeing God being present in their 
traditional culture. 
 
It’s appropriate that this event came to be known as the ‘Coming of the Light’ – as it seemed to 
herald a new dawn in the way in which mission was understood and practised by Westerners as 
much as it brought the gospel to the islands.  
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Archibald Murray, wrote of the initial contact with the inhabitants of Erub, saying: 
“Our end is gained...and a step taken that will lead to consequences which the infinite mind 
alone can grasp. That, apparently in considerable frustration, will undoubtedly prove the 
first of a series which will issue in the overthrow of the reign of darkness throughout New 
Guinea and the adjacent islands that skirt its shores, and the establishment in its room of the 
Kingdom of Light and Life.” 
 

The practice of the LMS would lead the Church to a new understanding of how to expand its life in 
partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. 
 
Isaiah’s prophecy tells us that the kind of behaviour that the Lord wants from us is for us to loose 
the bonds of injustice ... to let the oppressed go free ... to share our bread with the hungry ... and not 
to hide ourselves from our own kin. It is only then that our light shall break like the dawn. Until 
then we inhabit the darkness ourselves. The LMS realized that the Torres Strait Islanders were, like 
themselves, children of God, thus their own kin, and that it was not right to hide themselves from 
them. 
 
Yet, it is fair to say that our church’s sense of solidarity with the first Australians has taken a long 
time to crystallize in our day to day consciousness and we’ve been slow to play our part in helping 
God to ‘overthrow of the reign of darkness’.  
 
Sentiments within the Anglican Church in the late 19th century suggested that the growth of the 
mission to the Torres Strait would be problematic. Albert Maclaren, the priest from Mackay who 
later led the Anglican mission to PNG, noted  attitudes within the Church towards our Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander brothers and sisters. He wrote:  

 “... The white people are against my doing anything in the way of teaching [the blacks], 
their argument being that they pay me not to look after the souls of the black, but of the 
white people.” 
 

Even today there’s a kind of timidity some have about engaging with our Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander brothers and sisters both within and beyond the Church. We needn’t hide ourselves 
from our sisters and brothers in Christ. We need not be anxious as the Psalmist’s words assure us 
we have nothing to be afraid of, as the Lord is our Light. 
 
The Church is still a central part of life in many of the Islands. On Erub Island, for example, 
according to the 2006 census there are 286 Indigenous people of whom 248 identify as Christian.  
Of these, 98 identify as Anglican and 127 as Pentecostal. These Islander people heard the gospel of 
light and were changed by it. 
 
Many of the Theology students at Wontulp Bi Buya College in Cairns are from the Torres Straits 
islands. They want to share the light of Jesus to their communities. By doing so, they are spreading 
the light of Jesus so that everyone who believes in him should not remain in the darkness. ABM, 
through the help of donors like you, supports Wontulp Bi Buya College in Cairns because of the 
great work that they do. 
 
By donating to either of these projects, you can help to bring Jesus, the light of the world, into the 
lives of others.  
 
Let me express our thanks again for all you have done through ABM in the past for our partners, 
and offer some early gratitude for all your work that you’ll do in the future. In the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Program we couldn’t do any of our work without the support of committed 
Anglicans like you. Thank you. 
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Would you bow your heads in prayer. 
 
Let us pray – 
Heavenly Father, when all was dark you sent your Son Jesus Christ into the world not to judge it 
but to save it. In time, you stirred the hearts of the London Missionary Society to entrust to the 
gospel to Samuel McFarlane, Archibald Murray and their companions so that they might proclaim 
the Good News in the Torres Strait. Provoke in us that same spirit, that we, in our day, may help to 
spread the Good News of your love for all the world. This we ask in the name of Jesus Christ, the 
light of the World, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. 
Amen. 
 

___________________________ 


