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Introduction  
I have been asked to write down some guidelines for Indigenous discipleship based firstly, 
on my own practice and the successes we have had since 1987 and secondly, on the experience 
of others.  These discipleship guidelines would fall broadly into two categories; biblical and 
cultural.  Often these overlap and are therefore hard to clearly distinguish.  Maybe this is 
because traditional nomadic Aboriginal culture is closer to that of the largely nomadic tribal, 
patriarchs, prophets and apostles who penned the scriptures?  Of course to give cultural 
consideration is not unbiblical as Paul said “ To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the 
Jews….I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some.” 1 
Cor 9 : 20-21 (NIV) 
 
For many years I have mostly worked along side Aboriginal people for which  the first European 
contact is within the living memory of elders for their family or area. When I speak about some 
“cultural” issues they are not relevant to all Aboriginal people, from all areas and may have never 
been the personal experience of those who have lived for generations among or under great 
influence of Europeans. If anything I say is offensive to anyone, I apologise , but please read on 
so you can judge me on all that I have written not just something that I have failed to phrase 
sensitively or that I may have just genuinely have wrong. The basic message of this booklet is to 
listen and learn and be slow to pass judgements because misunderstandings are the “norm” 
rather than the exception—so if you run into some quickly you’ll know that I am not far off the 
mark. 

 
           CROSS CULTURAL DISCIPLESHIP IN ABORIGINA L AUSTRALIA  

 
There are two key goals in the great commission which help define “disciple” and therefore 
“discipleship”, 

· “ Teach others to obey all I have commanded you,” or to BE Disciples. 
·          Which leads on to the second, If Jesus’ last command was to make disciples   -

then we must teach others to “make disciples” as one of those commands. 
 
On a Biblical level, Jesus said all the Law and the Prophets is summed up in these two 
commands; “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, mind, soul and strength “and the second 
is like it, “to love your neighbour as yourself” ( Mark 12:30).  Jesus repeatedly said, “If you love 
me, you will keep my commandments.” (John 14:15) “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of 
wisdom” (Psalm 111:10), but Love is the only long term foundation.  
 

Discipleship,  is the “Great Commission”, and is a response 
to two Great Commandments of Mat 22:36-40 in worship , 
love of God , a sense of gratitude and love for Jesus which 
leads to obedience, and a love of neighbours, family and 
community (which usually means a love for the lost and a 
responsibility to extend God’s grace to them by the Gospel). 
 
 Many people, especially those on short term ministry 
assignments feel that their mission is  primarily “Soul 
Winning”. Many in the church today would agree that this 

needs to be our priority, after all Pro 11:30 says  “ The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life; and 
he that wins souls is wise.”. For many the issue of  “soul winning” is simply to bring people to a 
point of decision about following Christ. If the term “soul” is understood as the mind , will and 
emotions of man, to win his entire “Soul” is a process. As such winning a soul is discipleship , 
from the perspective that the soul is not “won” unti l they are truly disciples- whole 
hearted followers of Jesus.  It is my desire that anyone who involves  themselves in ministry 
would see themselves as a co-worker with God and his people in the process of making 
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disciples. This “job” has been assigned by God and involves a great deal of responsibility for 
which it only seems right that we prepare the best that we can. 
 

DISCIPLESHIP IS NOT JUST ABOUT “PREACHING”  
 
It has been said that our job is simply to “preach” the gospel. Mark 16:15 says…..’go into all the 
world and preach’. The Greek word for preach in the original language of the text is “Kerusso”. In 
classical Greek this means “to proclaim as a herald”, which has been the common interpretation. 
However the word in the “Koinonia Greek”  of the New Testament era, many scholars now 
believe, had come to imply more than what we call “preaching” today but more the use of any 
means necessary to communicate effectively. 
 
A hall mark of cross-cultural communication anywhere in the world where the objective is to 
achieve a significant goal would be frustration. The frustration level is intensified the greater the 
difference in “World View”  that a person is trying to work with. It is made even more intense the  
greater your passion for the 
goal. Anthropologists say that no 
greater cultural difference 
existence than between Western 
Europeans and Australian 
Aboriginal people. Aboriginal 
people who care enough or have 
faith enough to want to make a 
difference are frequently 
brimming with frustration in 
trying to work with white people even when they share a common goal. Similarly non-indigenous 
people will have the same challenge getting on the same “wavelength” as many Aboriginal 
people. Some people read this frustration or even some accidental conflict as a sign that they are 
incapable or not “called” to this work. On the contrary given the cultural communication 
challenges these difficulties are usually just an indication that you care enough to get involved. 
Only the unwillingness to work through issues with gentleness and humility would disqualify a 
person.  
 
A distinctive of  the Western Worldview is it’s way of  determining objective truth through what is 
called critical or analytical thinking. This was an outflow from the Greek philosophers and  further 
advocated by the Romans and spread by their conquests. This analytical approach is applied to 
any message that a westerner receives which he deems is important or challenging. A more 
culturally traditional approach to ascertain the Tr uth or otherwise of a statement for an 
Aboriginal Australian (and many traditional culture s) is to examine the credibility of the 
“ messenger ” more  than critical analysis of the message.  
 
This may be un-western but not necessarily unbiblical. After all didn’t Jesus say “you shall know 
them by their fruits”  (Mat 7:16) and James  that only fresh water is expected out of a fresh spring 
not salt water (Jam 3:11). In this cultural context even more than most others, as the 
“Messengers” our example of showing love, in an appropriate manner,  both to God and to 
people, has as much or maybe even more “discipleship” impact that our words.  If our 
declarations of love for people are not evident by our actions then our words will have 
very little impact.  When I speak of love I am not talking about soppy sentimentality but honour, 
respect , understanding, humility and compassion.  This leads to service.  Aboriginal people’s 
hearts cannot be won primarily by convincing arguments nor can they be discipled by such. 
 
Expect to be personally analysed. So when they are looking into you and testing you, make sure 
what they find is “Christ-like”. Be prepared to be misunderstood and when you are, forgive, and 
you will be privileged  to understand what they experience everyday, as they interact with non-
aboriginal people-”judgement and misunderstanding”. 
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 Aboriginal culture, embraces the possibility of the supernatural 
therefore Aboriginal people frequently demonstrate greater sensitivity to 
and acknowledgement of the Holy Spirit’s miraculous activity. Biblically 
the supernatural is a very significant way that God demonstrates His 
reality, power and faithfulness. “Materialists” seek to “explain away” 
miracles that have happened before their eyes, by their faulty logic 
which “irrationally” eliminates the supernatural from their worldview. If 
you want to make an impact, trust and expect God to  personally 
confirm His Word by His Spirit!   
 
The Australian environment is probably the most extreme found 
anywhere on earth. It is the world’s driest continent. It’s deserts are vast 
and by contrast it’s jungles and swamps are almost impenetrable. It’s snakes and spiders the 
“most venomous.” Crocs in the rivers, sharks and deadly stingers in the sea. It’s cultural and 
technological isolation more absolute for thousands of years. It’s experience of colonialism 
possibly more marginalising. Such an extreme environment shapes a tough people and an 
extremely unique culture and worldview. When I try to explain some of the uniqueness of 
Aboriginal people and the need for us to make adjustments in the way we conduct ourselves 
among them most people try to assimilate the truths into the framework of their existing 
experiences. I get responses like “ “That’s just the same as xyz people” or even “yeah I’m like 
that”. This response is normal but in doing so do not miss the point. It is important to identify our 
shared humanity but whatever you do, do not discount the reality that you will need to make 
major adjustments in many of your assumptions and expectations.   
 
What does this mean? Do not be surprised if you misunderstand peoples intentions and 
meanings. Things are usually not as they appear and just when you think that you have gotten to 
the bottom things you find they are deeper still. Just be prepared and hold your opinions  and 
especially judgements lightly because you will be ashamed and embarrassed  when you get a 
little more light on things if you stay around long enough to do so. 

 
CULTURE 

 
You would do well never to underestimate the importance as cross cultural ministers of our 
example . On the other hand there are forces at work to make even a good example 
misinterpreted or difficult for Aboriginal people to embrace.   
 
Many Aboriginal people frequently appear to identify much more strongly with their “Aboriginality” 
than their “humanity”. To put it another way—A person is more likely to believe that the outcome 
of any situation is more effected by their uniqueness as Aboriginal people, rather than their 
capabilities or condition as part of the human race. Maybe it’s our history that causes them to 
doubt the humanity of others. Your relationship with them can help break that down. If a white 
man or almost any non-aboriginal says something will work, even if he is quoting Jesus and then 
demonstrates it with his own actions, many Aboriginal people still struggle to believe that it will 

work for them . Those with less western influence are more 
conscious of tribal identity (eg. Walparri, Jaru, Rembarranga) often 
more than a national identity of being “Aboriginal”.  Our  Christian 
example must be so impacting that it is humanising.  Then an 
accompanied invitation  and opportunity for people to “Taste and see 
that the Lord is good”  (Psalm 34:8) becomes more attractive.   
 
In most cultures where people have experienced isolation from other 
“peoples” the name by which they refer to themselves usually can be 
translated “the people” - still today in Japan & China the word or 
closest synonym for “non-indigenous” is best translated “foreign 

devils”. Where a “people” maintain a majority in their country this provides a sense of “security” 
against all things foreign—albeit a false sense, but a formidable barrier. 
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Paul says” I am made all things to all men that I might by any means save some.” 1Co 9:22.  
We must make every effort to identify with the people we are ministering to and demonstrate 
that in Christ indeed He has broken down the barriers (Eph 2:14). 
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Another reality  that must be kept in mind in ministry training in particular, in this extreme cross-
cultural environment, is that it is also possible that methods of ministry that work for cultural 
“outsiders” may not work for indigenous “insiders”. This can be because the culture does not 
expect conformity by non-indigenous people but judges harshly it’s own who would break with 
it’s protocols.  One example can be seen when attempting to visit  people house-to-house.  An 
Aboriginal person may be  precluded from visiting many houses, individuals and families by 
traditional social protocols . For him to break these protocols would be to give him a reputation 
as being rude, which  would hinder his effectiveness as a minister of the Gospel. Some of these 
protocols are not applied to white missionaries and so many do not even know they exist. Many 
missionaries have fallen into the trap of teaching indigenous ministers,  that they are 
training, to disregard many cultural protocols ( th at are not necessarily in conflict with 
biblical standards) without a proper understanding that this can make the ministry of the 
indigenous worker far less effective among their ow n people.  1 Peter 3:8 Expressly 
admonishes us to be ...“having compassion for one another; love as brothers, be tender 
hearted, be courteous”. It’s amazing how our culture and traditions, whether we are European, 
African, Asian or Aboriginal, so easily leads us to disregard the plain teaching of the Word of 
God and in doing so cause others to stumble. Many “missionary trained” Aboriginal pastors are 
much better equipped to, more effective among and therefore prefer to minister to “white 
people” than their own because of this kind of culturally insensitive training. Of course some 
aboriginal people will be called by God to reach out cross-culturally—”missionaries” as such to 
White Australia. That people from every culture and nation around the world are empowered to 
make disciples of their own families and people is the Great Commission. 
 

Cultural and Relational-Immersion  
 
This leads me to another ministry key that has been call “Incarnational Ministry”. Jesus 
demonstrates this by His incarnation—leaving heaven and becoming a man. Jesus specifically 
became an Israelite Man: part of a family, learning the skills of his father, a carpenter, and part 
of his community. 
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The recognition of “tribal” or “language group” identity leads me to try to partner with members from 
that tribe whenever possible.  It is much more about identification; i.e. “if he can do it, then I can, too” 
and “if it works for him then I can suppose it will work for me”.  I believe in making disciples as part of 
a multicultural team- the Body of Christ.  When I say “surround myself”, I mean I put myself where 
possible in a position as a team member where Aboriginal people are the “majority”.  Many are so 
used to being disempowered that it is hard to convince most that a “white Australian” might really 
believe that they have something important to contribute – that their input will really make a difference 
to outcomes and how these are reached.  

  
 
 

The practice of surrounding one’s self as much as 
possible with Christian  co-workers who are 
Aboriginal also gives the disciple maker, influence on 
three levels: 
 

1. “Relational” influence of believers who are part 
of a ministry team. 

2. Aboriginal relationships are “kinships”. 
Traditionally they had no “friends” who were 
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not relatives. Our modern world gives opportunities to develop friendships from 
acquaintances who were formerly strangers. Travelling in strictly family bands, a nomadic 
lifestyle of hunting and gathering gave no opportunity for friendships to develop. To be a 
person of credibility the disciple maker is greatly helped if they relate to Aboriginal Christian 
co-workers genuinely as brothers and sisters (which is Biblical as well).  This relationship 
marks the disciple maker as “ safe” where much cross cultural interaction has proved to be 
threatening  or genuinely dangerous.  

3. Other Aboriginal people are more likely to receive the message of the Gospel I bring if I 
have proven that I can walk in love with other Aboriginal people. I’m a safer bet so to 
speak. 

 
The new Testament begins not with instructions, teaching or even a story but a list of Jesus 
ancestors. Genealogy was and is a big deal to Jews, because they all trace their ancestry back to 
Jacob, which means they are all related.  Genealogy or “who my ancestors and relatives are” is of 
continuing great significance in Aboriginal culture giving them their sense of identity and place. As 
two Aboriginal people meet each other one of the first subjects 
discussed are not your job but where is your country and who 
are your “mob”, in an effort to find some blood connection—
though it may be ever so thin, or at least relatives who share 
country or friendship. Sadly, it is too often a sense of obligation 
or loyalty to a relative that leads a person back into sin; - be it 
alcohol, violence (payback), pagan ceremony or even adultery. 
It is a powerful force but one  that is better harnessed or 
“redeemed” than ignored.  
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COMMUNICATION 
 
Discipleship is more about formation than information .  Communication is so much more than 
verbal.  Effective communication with an Aboriginal person who speaks no other language than 
English can still be fraught with misunderstandings. In most communication between Aboriginal 
and Non-aboriginal people (e.g. legal, government, commercial, personal and ministry) I have 
observed a great deal of miscommunication.  Even with “Aboriginal Industry” professionals, it has 
been my experience, that miscommunication has been more than simply common, it has been the 
norm. This is not to criticise those who are making an effort to make a difference.  It is simply to 
realistically identify the situation that we are working with.  
 
 The science of hermeneutics, used by Bible scholars to help understand the meaning of Bible 
Passages, is the study of interpreting the meaning of written languages.  One of its principles is 
called “cultural distance”-this is the degree of difference between the cultures of the “speaker” and 
the current “hearer”. There is recognition that the greater the cultural distance/difference , the 
more difficult it can be for the hearer to grasp the original intention of the speaker.  This is true 
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even between speakers of the same language. Many of the conflicts between races can be 
attributed to misunderstanding arising from this “cultural distance”. Noted Missiologist (student of 
mission strategy &  progress), Kev Hovey, stated that there is probably no two more different 
cultures in the world today than Australian Aborigi nal people and the Western Europeans 
with which they now share the continent.   
          

Even having worked and lived with Aboriginal people closely, 
over the past twenty years, and having been committed to 
improving my communication skills, and cultural understanding, 
humility forces me to face the fact that I  will sometimes fail both 
to understand and to make myself understood. The only way I 
can be really sure that I have communicated effectively is to see 
what people do  or how they apply  what is taught.  “ Commit 
your way to the Lord and He will establish your thoughts”  Prov 
16:3. 
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Maybe this will seem simplistic but I think I must illustrate what I mean further. Where as a typical 
European oriented church message about prayer might be built around 3 key points eg. 
persistence, without ceasing, and God’s will, these points would be defined in English and maybe 
the Greek and Hebrew and some practical illustrations. 
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If I preached like that in many “white” churches, people would think I am mocking them or be 
offended…….but many of those offended people really don’t believe or understand that God is 
ready and willing and able to give us what His word says he wants to give us, if we will simply ask, 
obey and receive. 
 
On the other hand I reckon some white people who have thought for years that there was some 
complicated science to prayer , would be set free to pray and change the world if preaching was 
that practical and visual. 
 
 

Warning about “Pressure”  
My observation is that the information/doctrine based discipleship of the Western World lends itself 
to people deceiving themselves (and the would-be disciple makers) that they are getting the job 
done simply because people can recite the right answers.  Aboriginal people may even appear to 
give you what sounds like the “wrong” answers to your doctrinal question, but be living “the truth” 
and that is what matters most. One factor at work  in this case is likely to be as much  nervousness 
(fear of judgement mostly acquired through our one size fits all education system  ). It can be a  
language issue. Educators recognise a distinction between Aboriginal English and  Standard 
English and bridging the gap in the time frame we usually give them is another “pressure”. I thank 
God for Indigenous co-workers who have  shared thei r hearts with me to give me these 
insights into their feelings and many have only com e after years of close association. 
 
Obviously the Bible contains knowledge about God, man, and the universe that God wants to share 
with us.  To communicate  truth, most of the effective indigenous communicators I have worked with 
rely on the spoken word- “Story Telling”  and current testimony of  a truth’s application (Rev 12:11) 
more than reading, and very seldom use writing.  Traditional Aboriginal education was mostly oral, 
by observation, imitation and repetition.   
 

��



 

  

I am aware that this subject must seem full of contradictions but despite the fact that I have 
recommended “obedience” focussed discipleship, I must say that people from displaced 
indigenous minorities can be very sensitive to perceived pressure. Remember these people 
are surrounded by a people who have proven hostile, outnumber them 40 to 1 and seem to be 
intruding in their lives more and more still. This “pressure feeling” is manifest as shame, or a fear 
of humiliation by failure and anger-rejection.  You may have observed “Legalistic” ministers 
among this people can get a good following quickly and sustain it as long as they keep up the 
pressure (legalistic demands), the relationship and presence (are watching).  This is the age old 
Law vs Grace phenomena.  But as soon as anyone lets up pressure, relationship or presence 
(goes away) the behaviour reverts because there has been no heart change.  People comply out 
of respect for a “missionary” or missionary driven church “peer pressure”, rather than love for 
Jesus.  Despite this method appearing to work for “the mob”, it also breeds resentment among 
your more independent thinkers, who have the greatest potential for visionary leadership, and 
they just disappear.  This legalistic pressure is almost impossible to maintain over the long haul, 
as even the most committed missionaries wear out , or eventually die – and people aren’t queuing 
to take their place– heart change is the only long term answer.   
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The Importance of Church Planting in Communicating Truth  
 
 I have learned from my own walk with the Lord that being a Christian is just that; it's about 
walking with the Lord -- the kind of walk that is sustainable.  The believer must know that he has 
access to the power and wisdom of God; that in Christ by the Spirit and Word he can overcome 
and get through any temptation, opposition, or test of their faith.  This walk must be the disciples' 
proven experience; not just a doctrine.  It must become a lifestyle. 
 
 Thank God that some Christians helped me find my own walk with Jesus. That was a bit simpler 
because I was from the same culture, language and had the Bible in a language I had the skills 
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already to read for myself.  Our challenge is to help Aboriginal people find this walk of faith. 
We start with a very different culture and worldview and different language and rarely have 
the Scriptures in their heart language or in any language they can read.  We must do all that we 
can to help people find faith in the importance of God's Word to reveal Christ to us; And it’s 
power to transform us.  Obviously the issue is not just of communicating the truth principles. We 
must be equally committed to  ensuring the believer  has direct personal access to the truth 
of scriptures for themselves.   
 
Sadly, we missionaries make a pretty unreliable source of God's word.  We burnout; We get 
homesick and go home; We get older and retire; We die.  We must make an absolute priority this 
issue of  direct meaningful access to God’s Word.   
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As preachers and missionaries we can look at a formative church and focus on what they don’t 
know or don’t understand or what they’re not doing. I believe that a genuine ’faith” position must be 
more positive.  Such a formative church must be committed to sharin g what they do  know, 
and can  read, and have experienced of God's word with each other .  In this way local pastors/
elders are developed but not essential at the start. In such a gathering even the illiterate believer 
hears the word of God simply read out aloud by those who can and with the testimonies of their 
brethren, the Holy Spirit is able to quicken it to their hearts.  This sort of regular fellowship releases 
whatever literacy does exist in the group to the benefit of the whole body.  This approach is similar 
to the establishment of  what you could call a “local” mutual support group. This is what a  "church" 
should be, for new believers wherever such a church does not already exist. 
 
In one community, Beswick, I had at first only had older illiterate people commit themselves to 
Jesus. Because they had no preacher and they had been  taught the power and importance of 
God’s word, these older Aboriginal people got their grandchildren to get up and read the scripture 
portions that had been translated into their language. The preachers were primary school children 
who likely had not even understood the gospel themselves yet, but never a word of heresy was 
preached. 
 
As I shared this story with other older Aboriginal people who have not had the opportunity to learn 
to read they have adopted this method too 
and begun to gather around the reading of 
God’s word in small groups in remote 
communities. This is the nucleus of a 
“church” and has the added benefit of 
engaging children/ youth and giving 
recognition to these young people and 
their educational achievements in literacy. 
 
When scripture reading and discussion, simple prayer, thanksgiving, singing to God and about God 
and testimonies are put together, you have an exciting Christian gathering that is changing their 
world. 
 

NON RESIDENTIAL APPROACH POSSIBILITIES  
 

Often I have been subtly criticised for not now living on a “community” or one of those remote 
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outstations that I talk about. “What people really need is a pastor “ , I hear so many chant. 
People very deliberately want to tell me about “real missionaries” who went to a remote village 
in “Whoopwhoop” somewhere and gave their lives for 50 years preaching to a community of 200 
people though they only had a faithful congregation of 13 saints. I honour their commitment as any 
Christian must. However it has been my privilege to see some wonderful things Ithat God has done 
over the past 23 years, in leading many hundreds  to Christ,, but more importantly establishing 
many groups of believers in remote areas growing together in Jesus,. I can’t help think that if those 
missionaries had seen  this modelled (New Testament Apostolic ministry?)  that they could have 
multiplied their already significant impact. I just want the job to be done (Matt 28:18-20) and we can 
all go home to be with Jesus, “face to face”(Matt 24:14).  
 
I wish I had seen it clearly first in the Bible and applied the principle in faith and could say the 
results were the fruit of my diligent Biblical research and faith…...but it was more I saw what the 
Holy Spirit was doing before my natural eyes and then saw it in the WORD clearly years later. 
 
My Training Ground  
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I have since found that missiologists call this a non-residential missionary (NRM) approach (for 
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more information on NRM approach see “Perspectives” Mission Course or World Harvest 
Institute) This has facilitated ministry over large sparsely populated regions and has seemed 
for me to have a greater impact. 
 
  SOME POWERFUL FACTORS AT WORK FOR THE NON RESIDENTI AL MISSIONARY:  
 

a.) Sharing a truth, then leaving people with the freedom to try to apply that truth without fear of 
failure before the eyes of the teacher reduces the felt pressure. Combine this with the 
knowledge that the “teacher” will return( a little pressure) and is committed to their success is 
a formula that I have seen work well.  I have seen much more rapid growth in leadership 
development using this method than when I was a resident missionary pastor. 

  
I must balance this by saying that I recommend a reasonable period of residence/ immersion                 
in one community for a “season” as preparation for a long term non-residential work across a 
number of “related” communities. This is the preparation missionary stage, not the most 

discipling productive stage. In fact it can feel 
frustrating-but that is the pain of stretching and 
growth. 
 
b.) I can emphasise being a disciple of Jesus more 
than of me or a denomination 
 
c.) I can work along relational lines- i.e. I can walk 
into a family like a long lost brother if their own 
brother who lives 1000km away knows and loves 
me. Having built a close relationship with one 
person is in fact a connection with a whole family 
network on a level that western society does not 
experience. If I don’t use this “gift” I am wasting a 
God given opportunity for impacting ministry. 
 

d.) I must stick to the absolute  biblical and practical fundamentals. I don’t  have time to  
philosophise about the significance of the ten toenails of “ The beast of Ezekiel” but maybe they 
will. Their “revelation” (sometimes Pentecostal-speak for “guess”) is likely to be as good as mine. 
                                             
                                          What do I  see as fundamentals?  

Loving God (Worship) 
Loving People (sharing the Gospel, Be a blessing, and making disciples.) 
Forgiveness- from God and for others 
God’s Word – Jesus – Truth 
 Holy Spirit – (Personal relationship, Power, Presence) 
The Father- God’s family- a new united eternal family 
Eternity- Security – Judgement 
The King and His Kingdom (Not easy in a Kingless culture, think Creator and His Creation?)  
– Hope for this world and the next.  
Destiny, Calling and Purpose. 

 
The truth of God being our Father and us His family leads to the principles of:- The power of 
Gathering, Unity and Encouraging one-another which, when grasped, transforms scattered believers 
into a visible, vital force, The Church. 
 
 I find that people grounded in these truths can be led by the Holy Spirit into the whole Word and All 
Truth. In the end using these short windows of time it really comes down to Faith. Faith that God’s 
Word works (Isaiah 55:11), that God will not stop what he has started (Philippians 1:6) and the 
hope or expectation that things will get better (Hebrews 11:1); Finally and just as importantly, all of 
these truths to work as intended must be driven and guided by love (Gal 5:6). 
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THAT’S A GREAT THEORY BUT DOES IT WORK?  
 
A couple from Arnhemland I had worked with for only about a year and who had not long been 
saved, were encouraged to apply for a credential by the leaders of the  Assemblies of God 
movement.   I had very rarely strayed from the above topics in my teaching and preaching and 
they had heard very few other preachers and certainly not regularly and yet they gave sound 
answers to all 14 doctrinal questions that are part of the application. 
 
By the Grace of God, and to some degree as a 
result of these principles being applied, there 
are little groups of Aboriginal people and at 
times whole outstation communities following 
Jesus and gathering to express their love to  
him, being encouraged and encouraging each 
other in God’s Word right across Arnhemland 
and Cape York, that we are working with.  
Some of these we started, others we “caught” as 
other missionaries or pastors left, and still others 
were groups that had been stagnant in religion 
and are now moving more into relationships with 
God and people. Sometimes these strengthen their denominations spiritually be they AOG, 
Lutheran, Anglican, Church of Christ, Baptist, AIM or Uniting to name a few.  Local indigenous 
leadership features strongly. Most of these groups view me as a friend, a teacher and a 
supporter but realise that the responsibility to lead, and be the ministering body of Christ daily to 
their community rests with them.  I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
For a number of years I travelled Australia regularly looking to find a successful model of 
Aboriginal ministry.  I wanted to find people to mentor me.  Many of the models I went to see had 
failed to produce sweet, lasting fruit.  What I did find however after some years was that the most 
dynamic indigenous spiritual leadership, usually, had the least formal western training. Most had, 
by some unforseen circumstance, found themselves saved and left with huge responsibility for 
their own Christian walk and for others as missionaries had died or left suddenly in a short time.  
 
One cannot reasonably attribute success to a lack of anything. So what were the ingredients 
these men had turned to fruitfulness? They all had been grounded (trained) very simply in a very 
few biblical truths. Those truths always—no matter what denomination included a) the absolute 
truth and reliability of the Bible as God’s Word and His principle means of communication with 
man. B) The importance of a personal love relationship and fellowship with God by His Holy 
Spirit—to lead, minister, empower and guide into all truth. C) an overcoming love for God’s 
people and for the lost.  You might say what about prayer, what about baptism, what about…, 
what about,… but 23 years tells me that every issue seems to get straightened out between 
fellowship with God, the word, and His people and the centrality of God’s message of hope and 
salvation for the lost. 
 
But why those with “the least” training?  It seems to me that there are two factors. One is the mis-
communication factor that I have emphasised.  The more we try to say the more confusing we 
make it. “�� ������� ��	
 ��� 
�������� �
����� �� �������
 ����
 ��������
���� �
���� ��� ������� ��������������� �� �
���
��   The second is the learning of religious western church methodologies that do not transfer 
across the cultural divide.  If they are never learnt—like a lot of sins—they don’t have to be 
unlearnt. I would have to add that the European church is so polluted with compromising 
unbiblical standards that too much exposure to “our” church actually has polluted rather than built 
up indigenous Christians around the world ( c.f. “The Heavenly Man” Monarch Books 2002.)  
 
Finally I have to admit to frequent disappointment, frustration and even battling to overcome 
depression at times as things can be slower than I want especially, when promising disciples fall 
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away. It’s like having lost a brother, praying for a resurrection. I have to keep a long term 
view, even an eternal perspective.  It has been a long term view of discipling people that 
works.  At times Aboriginal people respond to the Gospel with such passion and out of such a 
position of despair that you expect great things, and sometimes you see them, too. However 
many experience high highs and low lows and you have to be committed to riding the roller 
coaster with them.  Unfortunately, many of the people I work with have been another minister’s 
discarded project when it comes to discipleship. This makes it all the harder to convince them that 
you won’t give up on them and neither will God; that they have value and potential.  On one Nth 
Qld community where we have restarted a local church there are seven denominations who have 
come and gone (some groups more than once).   

 
HOW COULD WE DO IT BETTER?  

 
Jesus said “By your traditions you nullify the Word of 
God”.  Aboriginal culture is traditionally tribal as I 
have mentioned. This is neither good nor evil or may 
be in part, both. Tribal loyalties harnessed for Christ 
are a powerful positive force.  I have already testified 
how understanding and  “submitting yourself “ to the 
cultural relationship system has blessed me with 
unimaginable opportunities for true “soul winning”. By 
contrast, Tribalism (which I define as ultimate loyalty 
to the tribe above all else) appears in most 
missionary efforts to have been diverted to 
denominationalism  
(ultimate loyalty to the “institution”) which is divisive and undermines Christian discipleship –if 
discipleship is defined as being a follower of Jesus rather than a set of rules or man made 
institution.  In my experience for all people our “tribal” loyalty must be ultimately transferred to the 
Family of God – Christ’s church, Jesus himself being the head and the Eldest Brother of the tribe 
of Judah.  Such loyalty to any lesser institution constitutes spiritual treason and brings on itself the 
sentence of spiritual death. I probably need to clarify that my last statement is not to condemn 
membership of any denomination.  “Denominations” are in fact the legal framework that the 
Australian government requires to recognise the work of a minister of religion – particularly in a 
local church pastoral capacity and to officiate weddings.  Functionally, at it’s best, a denomination 
can help a believer identify like minded brethren who can work closely in relationship for the cause 
of Christ and His gospel.  A truly Apostolic agenda is focused on such fundamental and 
foundational truths and objectives, that there are few Christians I can’t work with – and 
denominational affiliations have little relevance to people isolated by geography, language and 
culture. I’m referring to the all too common denomination that operates in a manner so as to 
further their Kingdom rather than existing to support and multiply the impact of local churches and 
believers in their communities. 
 
As it was for the Pharisees and as materialism is for “westerners” similarly aspects of Aboriginal 
culture can be a real stumbling block for them.  If we are going to be disciple makers with a hope 
of leading others to freedom we must first model being disciples of Jesus and be willing to let our 
values be shaped by His teachings more than that of our own culture, no matter how “Christian” 
we think it is, which includes our own “religious” experience or brand.  
 
To do this we must first recognise the power of our own “Culture” over our worldview. Working 
with Aboriginal people has very much helped me see my own culture and the power it wields over 
“the Western Church” and my own “feelings” about many things. I have come to realise my 
“reactions” to situations are not always God’s desired response but are conditioned by Australian 
social and “church” norms – and I need a lifestyle of repentance – changing my thinking. Some of 
my suggested approaches to ministry seem too different to what people know and have always 
done or seen. Fear restrains them even considering that what they have known is not enough and 
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from trying new things even though they may be clearly biblical and proven in the field. Fear 
itself needs to be recognised and repented of as sin.  
 
We need to mobilise the church.  The Australian Church particularly needs to take responsibility for 
reaching its Indigenous people, yet be willing to work with and even support those sent by the Lord 
from other countries to this work. 
I mentioned that my perspective on disciple making is that of being part of a team- the Body of 
Christ- that is Jesus’ Body on Earth.  The Western World is very individualistic, “everything is about 
you” but Jesus gave the Great Commission to make disciples to the eleven disciples after three 
years of building a team.  God saw fit to give us two eyes, two kidneys, two lungs, ten toes and ten 
fingers.  In many contexts I have felt the strain of being like a lone finger on the hand of Christ.  But 
that’s only because other fingers seem paralysed by religious tradition fear, unbelief, and 
disobedience (ooh that was harsh!). We could do discipleship better; 1), if we who are doing it, 
worked together better including cross culturally as equals; and 2), if we had more people  
committed to doing their part, (even each finger has a different specialised role). By team I’m not 
talking just about joining IMLA (which is a noble pursuit if you are called to this field) but seeing 
every believer as part of the team that is “the Kingdom of God” and committing yourself to that team. 
The ramifications of that thought can be threatening to traditional church leaders and even loyal 
church members, but I believe it was Jesus desire that we would be “ONE”. (John 17– whole 
chapter and prayer of desperation). 
 
. 

STEWARDSHIP “I knew He’d mention money!”  
 

We need disciple makers for whom their commitment t o “soul 
winning” is greater than their commitment to materi alism.   
I have no love for poverty. In fact, few things frustrate me more than 
running out of money because there are so many Godly things I want 
to do with it. I value God’s blessing, provision and favour. I would 
even call myself a “Faith” preacher (Well I’m not going to be an 
“unbelief” preacher). However we need to ask ourselves, “what is of 
more value to us?” a current model car?, modern furnishings?, 
expensive entertainment /OR that the lost would hear the gospel?; 
that struggling indigenous pastors can feed, clothe, house, transport 
and educate their families?, that others can receive ministry to grow 
in Christ and fulfil their potential in God’s Kingdom?  We quite simply can only spend or give each 
dollar God trusts us with once – not twice. The Western church used to preach “cleanliness is next 
to Godliness”, we ditched that lie for a worse one “ostentatious wealth and self indulgent comfort are 
the inevitable, rapid  consequence of godliness in this world ”.  This way of thinking has become our 
“culture” and is a stumbling block that keeps us from being and making true disciples. 
 
We need to realize that it was the obedience to God’s Word and generosity of the Israelites in the 
Promised Land, not miracles of manna, that fed the Levites. Priests could not eat from an empty 
altar their meat was a result of God’s people’s sacrafices.  Cross cultural ministers or “missionaries” 
still need to be supported by God’s people and His Church.  
 
On another level on overseas fields like India or China people are part of their own local economy.  
Recently people have become more aware of the damage that indiscriminate western charity can 
do, sometimes hurting more people than it helps and so are reluctant to give money to Aboriginal 
causes. However Aboriginal ministers are not a part of some foreign distinct economy but are part of 
Australia- our own economy yet as Aboriginal people they are part of the lowest socio-economic 
group in this country with limited access to education or employment opportunities unless they 
abandon the people and communities they are uniquely equipped to serve.  Those who are willing to 
remain among their people as Salt and Light are our ministers worthy of double honour (1 Tim 5:17).  
The church of Australia needs to partner with them in the work that is all our responsibility , but 
cannot be done without them. 
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IT’S A WAR – ONE WE WILL WIN- But what about THIS b attle?  
 

Though we are all in a war, the front line  is never comfortable or “safe” from a civilian 
perspective. Another lie “cultural Christianity” has convinced us of is that if there is a real “cost” to 
“count” in fulfilling the Great Commission then  it couldn’t be God’s will. So the war is never taken 
seriously and we continue to play Church. This is why the Church has generally made little 
discipleship impact among Aboriginal people- too few have been willing to pay the price.   
 
A self-absorbed church has made this price for those willing to go, higher than it needs to be. On 
the other hand, no “doctrine of sacrifice” alone will bring people to the place they need to be to 
lay their lives down for another. Sure it will take compassion (Mat 14:14 in context) but even 
compassion wears thin (Gal 6:9). To go the distance it will take vision! Hebrews 12 tells us that 
even Jesus despised the cross and endured the shame only by looking ahead with the eye of 
faith to the “joy set before Him”. The joy of His creation restored, souls saved and set free 
through His obedience to the Father. We need that same faith inspiring vision to stir us and carry 
us past the disappointments. 
 
When our heart of love for God and anticipation of eternity  becomes more than a Sunday jingle 
and a crutch through a “bad hair day” then it will be manifest in a genuine passion for “the 
Kingdom”, for the lost and the forgotten .  
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