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Troubled love - Aboriginal Day (Matthew 5:13-16) 
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Epiphany 3 

Wirradjuri man, Stan Grant speaks of his father thus: 

On his shoulder a stab wound from a knife attack; the tips of three fingers sawn off in 
work accidents […] he had a broken jaw and a broken nose – indeed he told me 
almost every bone in his body has broken at one time or other/ It is his tattoos that 
speak to his soul. He has love and hate written on his hands; Dad had lived his life 
between love and hate, he’s fought to stay alive in a world that could crush him. Hate 
had toughened him, but love had saved him.  1

On 26 January 1938 aboriginal leaders gathered on Gadigal land in Sydney to declare a national 
day of mourning. Rather than celebrating, they mourned 150 years of dispossession, 
discrimination and deep pain. This was courageous and prophetic. Following this, William Cooper 
called on the churches to pray and act in solidarity with aboriginal people on the weekend before 
January 26.  This has become Aboriginal day, a day for us to stand in truth and justice with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

At this time, Jesus invites indeed challenges us to be salt and light. What kind of salt is this that it 
can lose its saltiness? What kind of light is this that it can be hidden? What does this even mean in 
the context of a day when we honour Aboriginal Peoples in this land of Australia? 
Plenty of well-meaning people try to be salty, try to shed light, yet the invitation is to listen, to 
receive, to walk along side, just to sit down and yarn together not to assume we know the answer. 
Yet in Canberra I have heard stories of the past, of poisoned flour, of salt laced with poison, of linen 
contaminated with small pox. I have heard stories of displacement and pain and I have heard 
stories of delight and wonder and friendship and culture. I have eaten kangaroo tail soup on 
Arrendte country. I have listened to women from the aboriginal women’s choir singing by the fire 
at Campfire in the Heart. I have been to the National Aborigunal Triennel at the National Gallery 
three times, and been inspired by the art, especially the history mural. I have participated in  
welcome to country and wafting cleansing. The challenge for me is not to be passive, but to 
actively listen and engage, to be open to the saltiness and life and light of others who are strong 
and growing, and those who are marginalised and challenged. 
It is both contemplation and action.  
Thomas Merton, I think, put it as well as anyone. He wrote: 
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‘Anyone who attempts to act and do things for others or for the world without deepening their 
own self-understanding, freedom, integrity and capacity to love, will not have anything to give 
others. No matter how sincere, they will tend to communicate only the contagion of their own 
obsessions, ambitions and anxieties’.  2

Christine Valters Paintner, from Abbey of the Arts muses,  ‘The contemplative life, is never just for 
ourselves. It is always on behalf of cultivating deeper compassion and a recognition of our intimate 
connection with all beings.’  3

She quotes Austin Channing Brown in her book entitled, I’m Still Here: Black Dignity in a World 
Made for Whiteness. Brown  writes: “I need a love that is troubled by injustice.” Paintner responds: 
‘This quote for me really touches into the heart of the contemplative tradition, “I need a love that 
is troubled by injustice.” We deepen our practice to deepen into Love. What would our Christian 
contemplative practice look like if it took this call to troubled love seriously? In what ways is your 
love troubled by injustice, I wonder?’   4

How we enact this in our lives will vary widely. We are not all called to protest on the streets. But 
we are all called to act on behalf of suffering, to transform the world toward justice. We don’t 
achieve this by ourselves but only through collective loving action when we all say yes to that call. 
This is part of why having kindred souls is so vital. It helps us remember we are not doing this 
alone.  5

We are called beyond words to action and solidarity and to love, walking side-by-side with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities seeking healing and reconciliation. We are called 
to courage, to step up for justice and healing for our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
particularly the children. This means confronting the hard realities that children are still being 
taken, there is death in custody, systematic racism and a long history of denial. We see the ongoing 
injustices that impact our aboriginal community. Our first nations communities continue to plead 
for children to be loved and not locked up, yet we’ve seen in the last 12 months states lowering 
the age of criminal responsibility from 14 down to 10 years old. Children as young as 10 can be 
held criminally responsible. This means that a school student in grade 3 or four can be arrested 
strip-searched and put in detention. We’ve seen the reintroduction of inhumane treatment of 
children in detention. Children continue to be subjected to cruel, inhumane and degrading 
treatment, including solitary confinement, spit hoods, strip searches, and in some cases being 
detained in adult facilities. First Nations children are 27 times more likely to be in detention than 
their non-indigenous peers, but what if we could offer a different story of youth justice, a story 
that acknowledges accountability and supports victims, yet also speaks of healing, dignity and 
restoration, a story that refuses to give up on any child.  6
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At the end of her book Austin Channing  Brown discusses what she describes as “the shadow of 
hope. Knowing that we may never see the realisation of our dreams, and yet still showing up.” This 
is the heart of faith, to continue trusting that love is at the foundation of everything and acting as if 
this is so.  

Brown goes on to write, “I work toward a world unseen, currently unimaginable. . . It is working in 
the dark, not knowing if anything I do will ever make a difference. It is speaking anyway, writing 
anyway, loving anyway.”   7

Sometimes, I am seduced into thinking that my actions don’t really matter in the face of enormous 
challenges. Then I remember that even though I do not know what impact my actions will have, I 
must act regardless. I am compelled to meditate, to lead retreats, to visit, to offer spiritual 
direction and supervision, to speak, to enable and to love. I make an offering to the world and have 
to trust that it will be enough. Today we are invited to courageously step into the story and to call 
on Australian governments to step up and step into reforming the youth justice system. We need a 
system that is evidence based, trauma informed and accountable, a safe and healing system where 
children are loved, not locked up and where our leaders act with courage and compassion to make 
it so.  We need to be courageous. 8

‘Active contemplation is a way of life that stands in resistance to the dominant paradigm and status 
quo’, says Paintner. ‘It offers us alternative ways of being in the world informed by slowness, 
spaciousness, compassion and radical hospitality’.     9

It is coming from a deep place of stillness to discern and listen and to act, to open to the light and 
to absorb the saltiness and to share it. What kind of light is this? It is the light of truth and love, the 
light of conscience and justice, of warmth and peace which is the light of connecting, of 
community. 
‘Light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.’  We hear in John’s gospel. 10

On this day of mourning, salt and light look like courage and boldness and standing with and 
speaking up and listening, most of all listening to the elders and the wise ones. Salt and light look 
like love, look like spirit, look like extra flavour and depth, look like revealing and challenging, 
rather than hiding, look like telling the truth. 

Warradjuri man, Stan Grant in Murriyang writes 

In the weeks after the referendum I maintained silence – everyone had a view …Noise, 
noise, noise… not once do I hear the words suffering, compassion and fear.  

Silence is not surrender – silence can call us to action – to hear and stand with the truth … 
to stand with the afflicted … I know ours would be a better world if we heard them.  11
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