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History of Indigenous and the Catholic Church

Australia: There are two distinct Indigenous communities that work with the Australian
Catholic Conference. The Abiogenies and the Torre Strate Communities. Although the
establishment of the Roman Catholic Church was primarily to help Irish and other Catholic
immigrants to Australia, there was some attempt to reach out to the Aboriginal communities, such
as Archbishop Polding’s mission on Stradbroke Island. He wrote in his Pastoral Letter in 1869
“White men have too often been apostles of Satan.” (in their dealings with the Aboriginal
Communities).

As early as 1847 with the Abbey of New Norcia north of Perth, the Catholic Church began to
reach out to Tribal communities, including accepting Indigenous seminarians and religious sisters.
Catholic religious orders founded several missions in the Kimberley region, beginning with Beagle
Bay in 1890. Missionary work continued in Northern Australia with Rev. Angelo Confalonieri, a
shipwreck survivor and evangelist missionary in 1846. Another Missionary in the 20" Century was
Rev. Gsell known as the “Bishop with 150 wives” for his “purchase” of young, promised brides.

Pope John Paul ll, in his famous message to the Aboriginal Peoples of Australia in Alice
Springs 1986, stated that the Catholic Church will be lacking in its full expression if it does not
embrace the spirituality of our Aboriginal people.

The Australian Bishops, in their 2019 Pastoral Letter, call for all Catholics to walk alongside
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and to embrace “Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
spirituality within the wider Catholic spirituality” as a means of deepening their own faith and
furthering reconciliation.

Along with the report on the History of the Roman Catholic Church and the Indigenous of Australia,
this also contains information from the Australian Catholic Historical Society.

Canada: There are three distinct populations of Indigenous in Canada, First Nations People,
the Métis, and the Inuit. Each with their own history and culture.

Starting from the 1600’s missionary activity was carried out by many religious communities,
but especially by the Jesuits. Starting in 1820, Canadian Bishop Norbert Provencher joined to
France and with Bishop Mazenod founded the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate. Together
with woman’s religious orders they would become the most important means of evangelization to
the Indigenous communities. Along with parishes and missions, the religious orders also set up
Native boarding schools. Across Canada, sixty percent of these Native boarding schools were
Catholic. Pope Francis in July of 2022 came to Canada to offer an apology by the Church for past

abuses and a path forward for reconciliation.



https://www.newnorcia.wa.edu.au/heritage/history
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1986/november/documents/hf_jp-ii_spe_19861129_aborigeni-alice-springs-australia.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/speeches/1986/november/documents/hf_jp-ii_spe_19861129_aborigeni-alice-springs-australia.html
https://www.dow.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/natsicc-pastoral-letter-2019-web.pdf

United States: The most important aspect of the history of the Catholic Church and Native
communities the rich diversity, both in terms of the Narrative itself, but also from the tapestry
of cultures that have intertwined with the Catholic Church throughout the centuries. There are
four major religious orders that have played an important historical role in the early
evangelization of Native communities.

The role of the Jesuits, especially with Father Jacques Marquette and later Father Pierre-
Jean De Smet developed missions throughout the Northeast and the Plains. The Franciscans
from Mexico did the same in what is now Florida, Arizona, New Mexico and California. Through
the centuries this evangelization effort has been aided and guided by many holy men and
women, especially St. Kateri Tekakwitha.

St. Kateri Tekakwitha has been the inspiration and guiding light to Catholic Native
communities in the United States. Her faith, perseverance and embrace of the Catholic faith is
a model of how we embrace the faith together with Native cultures. Two hundred years later,
Nicholas Black Elk, Servant of God, life and work shows us also how to embrace both proudly
being Catholic and proudly being Native.

New Zealand: The history of the Catholic Church in New Zealand starts with Vicar Apostolic of
Western Oceania Bishop Jean Baptiste Pompallier, 1838. Together with Poynton Family and
the Society of Mary (Marist) they set up a mission at Kororareka, present day Russell. From
there they set up missions and sent missionaries to the North to work with the Maori. In 1840
Treaty of Waitangi was signed. This treaty even today has been controversial especially in how
it was translated.

Following 1850, evangelization with the Maori only survived by Maori catechists. That
changed when in the 1870’s James McDonald took charge of Maori mission. For the rest of
that century into the 20 Century, priests developed a special relationship with the Maori
communities, learning their language and culture.

Maori Catholic schools were developed in the 1900 century. Further in 1944 the first
Maori Catholic priest was ordained, Rev. Wiremu Te Awhitu and the first Maori Catholic
bishop, Bishop Max Mariu was ordained in 1988.



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/M%C4%81ori_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Treaty_of_Waitangi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catechist
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=McDonald_brothers_(priests)&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wiremu_Te_Awhitu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Max_Mariu
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1) How does Indigenous history affect future aspects of Catholic ministry?

2) What are the similarities of history in regard to Native communities in these four
countries?

3) What are the differences?

4) What sins or evil was born in history that had a profound impact in Indigenous
communities?

5) What virtue can be found in the individuals involved in the history of the Catholic Church
and Indigenous communities?

6) What are the issues and concerns that are still present today?
7) How does a historical perspective help me in my ministry?

8) How does history help being Native and Catholic? How does it make it more difficult?
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