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When the time is right and you feel you are ready to start 
engaging with people, then we recommend you consider 
starting locally or at least being aware of your local context. 
However, sometimes it’s hard to know where and how to 
start. We’ve got some suggestions of ways your church 
can connect with Indigenous people in your locality. 

But before you make contact we recommend that you equip 
yourself with some basic knowledge about the local people, 
their culture and their history in the region so that you can enter 
into conversations informed and aware of the context. A good 
place to start is searching your local council website or visiting 
our Map. Just be aware when using the map that the borders 
are not agreed upon by everyone, and there could be tensions 
between neighbouring groups regarding land boundaries. 

“What do we do now?” is a question we often hear when 
people complete the Sharing our Story series. We want 
to encourage people not to leap to ‘doing’ when they 
have only just started learning. Why not encourage 
your group to do some more listening and learning:

•  Watch some of the stories on our website. We recommend
Iris’s Story, Doug’s Story, Ruth’s Story or Milli’s Story

•  Take the time to read about how to engage effectively

•  Check out how others are engaging in these short videos.

All of this listening and learning is part of a journey that  
we believe is vital to addressing the wound in the spirit of 
this nation. 

http://australianstogether.org.au/stories
http://australianstogether.org.au/stories/detail/losing-home
http://australianstogether.org.au/stories/detail/Australia-Fair
http://australianstogether.org.au/stories/detail/separation-ruths-story
http://australianstogether.org.au/stories/detail/intervention-taking-control
http://australianstogether.org.au/join-in
http://australianstogether.org.au/map
http://australianstogether.org.au/join-in/what-does-the-journey-look-like/
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Visit local Indigenous organisations
Find out if there is a local Indigenous organisation in your 
community (search online or ask the local council). They will 
likely have information about the local people and history, 
contacts to Elders who can perform Welcome to Country and 
suggestions of ways you could partner together in the future.

Invite a local Indigenous representative to  
speak at a service or event 
You may want to organise and pay for a local Indigenous 
community member, Elder, worker or representative to 
come and deliver a talk or workshop about the Indigenous 
community in which you live. This could be targeted at your 
whole staff, leadership team, congregation or small groups. 

How to Connect with the Local 
Indigenous Community 

Attend local events 
Events provide opportunities to meet local people and learn 
about local culture and history.  Also, if you want Indigenous 
people to participate in your events, then you should take an 
interest in local Indigenous events and participate in them 
whenever possible. These events are sometimes advertised 
on your local Council website. For events in and around 
Melbourne, you might want to check websites like:

• Australia’s Aboriginal Events and Festivals

• Aboriginal Melbourne – What to See and Do

• Aboriginal Victoria

• Indigenous Melbourne 

These events provide opportunities to find out more about local 
people, culture and history and continue your learning journey.

 

http://australianstogether.org.au/stories/detail/welcome-to-country
http://www.australia.com/en/events/aboriginal-events.html
http://www.thatsmelbourne.com.au/Placestogo/indigenous/Pages/indigenous.aspx
http://www.visitvictoria.com/ Things-to-do/ Aboriginal-Victoria/Aboriginal-events
http://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/AboutMelbourne/indigenousculture/Pages/IndigenousMelbourne.aspx
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TAKE IT SLOW
It’s really important to be aware of the significant time it 
can take to build up trust and respect within an Indigenous 
community. What is important to you may not be as 
important to the people you are working with. The 
community should dictate the pace of any engagement.2

BE AWARE OF CULTURAL PERCEPTIONS OF TIME
Many people in the Indigenous community don’t operate at the 
same pace and to the same timetable as the non-Indigenous 
community. Western culture tends to be compulsively time 
conscious and task focussed, while Indigenous people often 
place more emphasis on relationship and events. This being 
said, individuals operate differently, and you might find that 
some Indigenous people value punctuality. Just be mindful 
of this when planning an event. For example, you may want 
to prepare your congregation for a relaxed style of event 
and consider having a fixed start time but keeping the 
finish time open-ended and the running sheet flexible. 

BE PREPARED TO PAY
In western culture, specialised knowledge is not something 
that is given away for free. If an Indigenous person chooses 
to work with you in any capacity, i.e. giving a performance, 
delivering a speech, a talk or Welcome to Country etc., it 
is appropriate that they be paid for their time, expertise 
and knowledge, just as it is for any other professional.3

ACKNOWLEDGE DIVERSITY
Indigenous people are not all one cultural group. In fact, prior to 
the arrival of Europeans, there were more than 500 Indigenous 
nations, with unique cultures, languages and beliefs.4 There 
is still a lot of variation between, and even within, Indigenous 
communities today. Every community will have some similarities, 
but there might also be different traditions and customs, 
different ways of communicating, different understandings, 
different sensitive issues and different Elders.5 It’s important to 
be aware that one Indigenous person may not necessarily be 
the sole voice for the whole community in which they live.

Helpful Tips

WHO IS AN ELDER?
An Elder is a member of an Indigenous community who holds 
a position of respect, trust and authority. An Elder is usually the 
holder of traditional knowledge and customs, and is the only 
one who has the authority and permission to talk about this 
cultural knowledge and pass it on. Although they are often  
an older member in the community, age is not a prerequisite. 

You should be aware of addressing Elders appropriately; some 
Elders are referred to as Uncle or Aunty, but you should only 
use these titles when given permission to do so. Simply asking  
is the best way to find out if you can do so or not.1

WHO IS A TRADITIONAL OWNER?
Traditional Owners are descendants of the people who 
originally occupied a region before the arrival of Europeans. 
Traditional Owners have a blood connection to that land – 
they are part of the traditional kinship system which related 
people to that country. They are also the holders of the 
local knowledge and stories relating to that specific land. 

It’s important to be aware that many Indigenous people have 
been displaced from their traditional lands by colonisation. In 
some cases, these people have lived on the traditional lands of 
other groups for many decades. These people are sometimes 
referred to as ‘historic people’. Some of these people have been 
adopted into traditional families and are prominent leaders 
within communities. They probably feel a connection to the land 
they live on, however they don’t carry the traditional stories and 
knowledge of that land and they are not Traditional Owners. 

BE AWARE OF CULTURAL LOAD
It’s important to be aware of the many responsibilities carried  
by Indigenous Elders, within the Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
communities. When engaging with the local Indigenous people 
in your community, be respectful of the many demands on 
their time and try to avoid adding unnecessary pressure. 

1.  Indigenous Program of Community Cultural Development New South Wales (CCDNSW), 2003, pg.11 
Respect, Acknowledge, Listen: Practical protocols for working with the Indigenous Communities of Western Sydney, Community Cultural Development New South Wales

2.  Indigenous Program of Community Cultural Development New South Wales (CCDNSW), 2003, pg.8 
Respect, Acknowledge, Listen: Practical protocols for working with the Indigenous Communities of Western Sydney, Community Cultural Development New South Wales

3.  Indigenous Program of Community Cultural Development New South Wales (CCDNSW), 2003, pg.13 
Respect, Acknowledge, Listen: Practical protocols for working with the Indigenous Communities of Western Sydney, Community Cultural Development New South Walestt

4.  Behrendt, L. 2012, Indigenous Australia for Dummies, Wiley Publishing Australia PTY LTD, Milton, Australia, pg.94

5.  Indigenous Program of Community Cultural Development New South Wales (CCDNSW), 2003, pg.6 
Respect, Acknowledge, Listen: Practical protocols for working with the Indigenous Communities of Western Sydney, Community Cultural Development New South Wales

http://www.wipo.int/export/sites/www/tk/en/databases/creative_heritage/docs/ccdnsw_indig_westsydney.pdf
http://www.wipo.int/export/sites/www/tk/en/databases/creative_heritage/docs/ccdnsw_indig_westsydney.pdf
http://www.wipo.int/export/sites/www/tk/en/databases/creative_heritage/docs/ccdnsw_indig_westsydney.pdf
http://www.wipo.int/export/sites/www/tk/en/databases/creative_heritage/docs/ccdnsw_indig_westsydney.pdf
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Important Dates in 2015

26th January Australia Day (Also can be referred to as Day of Mourning/Survival Day/Invasion Day)

21st March Harmony Day

26th May National Sorry Day

26th May – 3rd June National Reconciliation Week

3rd June Mabo Day

1st July Coming of the Light Festival

1st full week of July NAIDOC Week

4 August National Aboriginal and Islander Children’s Day

9 August International Day of the World’s Indigenous People




