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Lament for the Dispossessed 
Numbers 21:4-9, Psalm 107, 1-3, 17-22, Ephesians 2:1-10; John 3:14-21 

 
Today I don’t know what say. 
As we continue our season of lament we come to a lament for the dispossessed 

for our failure to love and honour the first peoples of Tasmania and I don’t know what to 
say. 

This is unusual.  Normally I speak with some confidence from a passage and 
reflection but today, I don’t know what to say.  Indigenous issues, particularly in 
Tasmania are tragic, complex, convoluted and controversial, many people seem to have 
things to say, but they only seem to create heat but not light. 

But perhaps this takes us to the heart of lament, where we come before our 
gracious God recognising our confusion, brokenness and failure, and from there seek to 
move forward. 

I LAMENT THE PAST 

I lament for the past.   
For the impact that the arrival of Europeans had on the existing culture that was 

here.  This impact has been known for a long time.  John Dunmore Lang, a Presbyterian 
Minister spoke on this as early as 1838 about the failures of our nation. 

Alas! We are verily guilty concerning these our brethren; for not only have we 
despoiled them of their land, and given them in exchange European vice and 
European disease in every foul and fatal form, but the blood of hundreds, nay of 
thousands of their number, who have fallen from time to time in their native 
forests, when waging unequal warfare with their civilised aggressors, still stains 
the hands of many of the inhabitants of the land! 

He continues in the language of his day  
Much more then will God avenge the blood of the wretched Aborigines of this 
territory, who have fallen unnecessarily before the progress of European 
colonization, on the European inhabitants of this land! For no withering or 
blasting curse stands recorded against them in the book of God, to place them 
beyond the reach of his tender mercies. They are still bone of our bone and 
flesh of our flesh – formed originally after the image of God, like ourselves, and 
guilty only, as far as we are concerned, of Ethiopian skin and an untutored soul. 

Our history here in Tasmania is particularly tragic, violent even genocidal.  We may feel 
that we were not responsible, an issue which Lang dealt with way back in 1838, but how 
can we not lament this blight on our nation’s past. 

I LAMENT THE PRESENT 

I lament the present.   
There is always a danger in quoting statistics but indigenous Australians can 

expect to live 10–17 years less than other Australians, are twice as likely to die as 
babies, have three times the rate of diabetes and are six time more likely to die from it, 
with kidney disease seven times more common, tellingly they are twice as likely to die 
from suicide. In the past 10 years there has been a 88% increase in the number of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples ending up in prison, being 13 times more 
likely to be incarcerated than non-indigenous.  Indigenous women represent 2% of the 
population but 34% of the prison population and men are twice as likely to be in prison 
than in university.   These are what the Closing the Gap headlines are about.  And this 
is without looking at the terrible incidents of violence and abuse. 

Many are quick to judge here but perhaps we should lament first.  We cannot 
escape our responsibility here.  This is happening in our country right now.  The actions 
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of the past resonate in the present as the disposed and powerless suffer the economic, 
psychological and physical consequences. 

I lament the disfunction in many indigenous communities, including in our State, I 
lament that like I suspect many of us we don’t really know any indigenous people.  I 
lament that that there is so much I don’t understand and so I have nothing to say. 

WE MUST LAMENT AS THE CHURCH 

As the Church, I believe in particular we should lament.   
This is not just because of historic connections with colonial powers and that our 

Churches are built on aboriginal land, but because of what we believe about God. 
Our readings speak of a God who loves the world deeply, and a God who is rich 

in mercy.  If that is the God we believe in surely his heart of love grieves at the injustice 
and suffering of the original inhabitants of this land. 

Both our epistle and Gospel remind us that all of us need saving, we should not 
overly romanticise Aboriginal culture, but there should be no doubt of God’s love for 
them and we should grieve and lament with them. 

We can also celebrate the many ways the Church has been a blessing to the 
indigenous inhabitants, often the Missions did great good and many have of course 
turned to Christ. Aboriginal Christian leader, The Rev’d Lenore Parker said that she was 
very pleased us ‘white-fellows’ had come because we brought Jesus to complete the 
triune God. They had the God that created everything, they had the Spirit that inhabited 
everything, but now they also had Jesus who gave his life for the ‘wounded ones, the 
convicts, the hunted, the dispossessed’. 

For this we should be grateful but the same love that God showed in this should 
lead us to lament. 

MORE THAN LAMENT 

But we need to do more than lament, for the most famous verse in the Bible does 
not just say God really loved the world, but rather he loved the world so much he sent 
his son.  God’s love motivates him to action.  As we looked at last week, understanding 
God’s love should push us to doing good for others rather than protecting our own 
power and privilege. 

So what are we to do as we lament the dispossessed?  What are we to do? 
One of the things we should lament is our lack of connection with the indigenous 

community.  We should lament that we have no one here today who can speak for them 
due to this lack of connection, here is a visible sign of our failure. 

This means that something we should do then is take the initiative in making 
connections, building bridges and primarily that will mean listening to our aboriginal 
sisters and brothers.  A few weekends ago I attended an event celebrating the 
indigenous community in Cygnet.  In listening to their stories, I gained perspective and 
am better equipped to truly care and empower them as friends.  For instance, one man 
spoke about Governor Macquarie who in 1816 ordered that any as he put it “natives” 
were to be called to surrender and treated as “prisoners of war”.  Those who resisted 
were to be dealt with and Macquarie continues and I quote “Such natives as happen to 
be killed on such occasions, if grown up men, are to be hanged up on Trees in 
Conspicuous Situations, to Strike the Survivors with the greater terror.”  This is someone 
who ordered such harsh measures against aboriginal people yet our aboriginal brothers 
and sisters drive down Macquarie St every day.  How would that make us feel if the 
tables were tables turned?  How do we love our neighbour in such a situation, how do 
we show the self-sacrificial love of God in such a situation or do we just close our ear 
and hold onto the status quo? 

Today I don’t know what to say but that is OK because the first step is not to 
speak but first we need to listen. 


