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Apology 
 

This Wednesday promises to be a very important day in our history as a nation. I suspect only the 

hindsight of history will help us see just how momentous and significant a day it is –  one that will 

be seen as a day when we stood tall and had the maturity to accept the responsibility for past actions 

– the mark and measure of what it is to be fully human. More about that in a moment.   

Of course I am referring to the fact that on Wednesday as one of the first actions of the new Rudd 

Government there will be the parliamentary apology to the stolen generations. I was moved by the 

opinion piece by Marcia Langton, Professor of Australian Indigenous Studies at the University of 

Melbourne in yesterdays’ SMH headed “Even the hard men know it must be said”   In that article 

Professor Langton said “In 1992, Paul Keating, in his Redfern speech, asked Australians to try to 

imagine the Aboriginal view. He said the test of Australia's nationhood would be whether we have 

"managed to extend opportunity and care, dignity and hope to the indigenous people of Australia". 

Most Australians recognise these lines from that speech: "We took the children from their mothers 

… It was our ignorance and our prejudice. And our failure to imagine these things being done to 

us. With some noble exceptions, we failed to make the most basic human response and enter into 

their hearts and minds. We failed to ask - how would I feel if this were done to me?" 

What should be said? So much, but there is one word that is so important. I telephoned one of my 

dear friends who was removed from her Aboriginal mother into a life of abuse and suffering. She 

has raised two sons, both now adults, and still finds it impossible to explain her pain to them or why 

it happened. We spoke and cried and talked about where we would be next Wednesday. In Cairns, 

she said, a venue has been organised for people to bring their family photographs and flowers and 

to be together to listen to the apology. I told her that at my university, Trinity College has organised 

a service. 

Then, I realised: there will be people around Australia gathering to listen to the apology; it will be 

very hard to listen without crying, without thinking about our friends and all of those souls who 

have left the world without an apology. To do justice to the historical facts and speak above the din 

of the spiteful people who want to cause more suffering to Aboriginal people, this is what I expect 

from the Prime Minister and the Parliament next Wednesday. Is it so hard to understand how much 

an apology means to the thousands of Aboriginal people who were removed from their families? 

What it would mean for me as an Aboriginal person who has consoled and encouraged friends is 

simply this: I want to be in a relationship with them without the heartbreaking pain of the past 10 

years, knowing that there has been a just acknowledgement of the crimes against them. 

If I were to find just a few words, then I think something like the following, at the very minimum, 

must be said: 

There are no words that could heal the wounds of those people who were taken from their families 

by the Commonwealth and other Australian governments with no reason other than to deny them 

their Aboriginal legacy and hence the future of Aboriginal society. But those people who lived 

through such crimes against humanity demand an apology. They are right to demand an apology, 

because there can be no justification for those heinous policies. And so it is incumbent on the 
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Commonwealth to apologise; to say, as the Prime Minister of Australia, on behalf of all 

Australians: I am sorry. I am sorry that you have suffered. I am sorry that your families have 

suffered. I am sorry because your suffering has diminished us as citizens of a nation that claims 

to be a Commonwealth, a government for the well being of all. Those who have departed this life 

in the several generations affected by these policies are remembered, and as Prime Minister of 

Australia, on behalf of Australians, say: I offer this apology to their descendants: I am sorry for 

what happened to your ancestors and that such a terrible burden has befallen you; the denial of 

your family and cultural legacy is a terrible loss. 

The nation would be healed if we could consign this history to our past by admitting that it was 

wrong to take children from their families in order to prevent Aboriginal ways of life and traditions 

from continuing. I ask that all Australians understand this part of our history and recognise that 

such terrible wrongs must never be repeated.” 

If any of you have doubts about whether the apology is appropriate, or have friends who question it 

I commend to you ‘The Stolen Generations Apology – 7 Handy myth-busters sheet” put together by 

GetUp copies of which are in the Narthex. 

I said at the beginning that to accept the responsibility for past actions is the mark and measure of 

what it is to be fully human.  Let me expound on that a little with reference to today’s Old 

Testament reading about the eating of the forbidden fruit by the representative first man and 

woman.  

A few years ago when I was the Rector of St George’s Paddington, one of the parishioners, David 

instigated a joint Hebrew Bible (OT) study group with the local Jewish community. When David 

and I met with Josie and Ian Lacey from the Jewish community to plan what we do someone asked, 

“what will we begin with?” David said, “Why don’t we strart at the beginning, with Genesis? After 

all it has so much in those first few chapters, the creation, Noah and the flood the Fall”. At which 

Ian cut across him and said, “You know we Jews don’t see a fall in Genesis.” At which both David 

and my jaws dropped and we said, “You don’t! How do you understand it?” They want on to 

explain that it is primarily seen as a story about humans becoming fully mature human persons 

which entails coming to the realisation that actions have consequences and the need to accept 

responsibility for those consequences. And not find a scapegoat to blame.  Well with that sort of 

beginning you would be right in assuming that the ensuing meetings over the next 18 months were 

something special! 

The Genesis story tells us, up front, that the lure of living some way other than that which God has 

called us to, is a universal human experience experienced even by Jesus as today’s Gospel vividly 

recounts. But it also tells us that we find it hard to admit responsibility for our actions and to take 

responsibility for dealing with the consequences. This story should serve to warn us that when evil 

tempts us, it is seldom easy to recognise. The temptations that face us are hardly ever to do 

something that is overtly evil. The snake did not come to Eve in the garden and suggest that it might 

be a good idea and lots of fun to find out what thumbing her nose at God was like. Rather the snake 

suggested that eating the fruit would be a shortcut to great wisdom, and how could possessing such 

wisdom be wrong when it would make one more God-like? The things that Jesus was tempted with 

were not obviously wrong. The tempter didn’t suggest that he torture his opponents, or tell 

slanderous lies about refugees, or abuse children. Instead he was tempted with the idea of using his 

gifts to cut a few corners and speed up the achievement of a few worthy goals. 

This means that it is sometimes hard to see that a particular course of action may have disastrous 

consequences. Good people at times do things that turn out to be wrong. The 5
th
 of the myths on the 

The GetUp Myth busters sheet I referred to earlier says is “The people who performed the removals 

thought they were doing the right thing” and then says, “Good people do things that turn out to be 

wrong – but that doesn’t mean they’re excused from apologising. The majority of Indigenous 

children were removed from families not on the basis of the level of their care - but simply because 
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of the colour of their skin. Many kids experienced physical, sexual and emotional abuse in their 

foster families and institutions after they were removed. For those people who believe that forced 

removal actually benefited the children – it’s pretty difficult to find a member of the Stolen 

Generations who is happy about being denied the love of their parents and extended family.” 

In the Genesis story we are told that the man and the woman’s eyes were opened and they come to 

see themselves as they really are - naked - and they hide themselves and resist taking responsibility 

for their actions. Collectively as a Nation our eyes have been opened to what has been the result of 

removing children from their families. The challenge is to accept responsibility for doing something 

to address those consequences and help bring about healing. 

Each year, this season of Lent, is  a reminder that the One who we have committed ourselves to 

following is one who models for us what it is to be fully human – and that there are no shortcuts 

(they usually don’t lead us to where we need to be). What is required is the costly path of 

identification with the other – of admitting fault where appropriate  the Psalmist in verse 3-5 of 

today’s psalm suggests that not confessing sin (silence) brought on sickness; acknowledgement of 

sin brought healing and forgiveness. 

Marcia Langton said “Is it so hard to understand how much an apology means to the thousands of 

Aboriginal people who were removed from their families? What it would mean for me as an 

Aboriginal person who has consoled and encouraged friends is simply this: I want to be in a 

relationship with them without the heartbreaking pain of the past 10 years, knowing that there has 

been a just acknowledgement of the crimes against them.”  

Saying sorry won’t change the past – it never can but it has the potential to have a massive impact 

on the future – it always has that potential whatever the situation. It opens the way to healing, 

reconciliation forgiveness – all central to the Gospel for as Paul reminds us in 2 Corinthians God 

was in Christ reconciling the whole world to Godself. 

I want to finish with the Prayer for the Journey of Healing from the National Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Ecumenical Commission of the Council of Churches. 

 

Almighty and loving God, you who created ALL people in your image, Lead us to seek your 

compassion as we listen to the stories of our past. You gave your only Son, Jesus, who died 

and rose again so that sins will be forgiven. We place before you the pain and anguish of 

dispossession of land, language, lore, culture and family kinship that Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples have experienced. We live in faith that all people will rise from the 

depths of despair and hopelessness. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families have 

endured the pain and loss of loved ones, through  the separation of children from their 

families. We are sorry and ask Your forgiveness. Touch the hearts of the broken, homeless 

and inflicted and heal their spirits. In your mercy and compassion walk with us as we 

continue our journey of healing to create a future that is just and equitable. Lord, you are our 

hope.  Amen. 

__________________________________- 


