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Abstract 

SEASONAL CELEBRATIONS IN THE 
MELBOURNE BIOREGION 

by Kiri Bear 

This research project critically examines attempts by three local Melbourne groups to adapt 

or create religious and cultural festivals that are attentive to the seasons in this part of 

Victoria, thereby reengaging with the natural environment. It identifies similarities and 

differences in the way these groups from different religious backgrounds conceive of the 

Australian seasons, attribute meaning to them and engage them in their religious/ cultural/ 

spiritual practice. Qualitative research methods, including participant observation and in 

depth semi-structured interviews, are used to investigate three seasonal celebrations that are 

attentive to local seasonal events.  

 

Although each celebration is influenced by different religious traditions and underpinned by 

different environmental or social justice ideals, this study has revealed a number of common 

concerns. These include: the challenge of communicating ecological philosophies through 

ritual; the difficulty of dealing with institutional hierarchies that are not always sympathetic to 

the organisers’ aims; and the necessity of establishing a position on engaging with the culture 

of Indigenous Australians. On the basis of this comparative study, I have concluded that the 

value of seasonal celebrations lies more in their capacity to reaffirm and sustain individuals’ 

pre-existing ecological worldviews than to effect ecological conversion. 
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GLOSSARY 

Anthropocentrism. Regarding humanity as the centre of existence or interpreting reality 
exclusively in terms of human values. 
 
Bioregion. An identifiable geographical area of interacting life systems that is relatively self-
sustaining in the ever-renewing processes of nature. (Berry, 1988: 166) 
 
Creation spirituality. A religious response to the ecological crisis stemming from a radical 
reinterpretation of the Christian faith in line with theoretical physics. 
  
Gaia. The Greek goddess of the earth. “The earth viewed as a vast self-regulating organism 
in which the whole range of living matter defines the conditions for its own survival, 
modifying the physical environment to suit its needs.” (Moore, 1997: 541) 
 
Panentheism. A theological position that views God as both immanent in the universe and 
also transcendent. 
 
Pantheism. A theological position that identifies God “with the forces of nature and with 
natural substances” (Moore, 1997: 970) and views God as coterminous with the material 
universe. 
 
Permaculture. A philosophy and agricultural practice that emphasizes use of natural 
sustainable resources and the enrichment of local ecosystems. 
 
Process theology. A theology that privileges becoming over being, “process theology 
teaches that reality is not static, but is instead an ongoing process - and that, consequently, 
God is an active participant in this process.” (Cline, 2007) 
 
Revised Common Lectionary. An ecumenical Christian book that outlines portions of 
scripture for every Sunday of the year on a three-year cycle.   
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PREFACE 

I am lying on the floor with my eyes closed as the facilitator leads us on a guided 
meditation. 
You are walking through a great forest, mighty trees creak and sway overhead… 
I can see it, there’s bracken up to my waist and I’m walking through the bush of my 
childhood, great gum trees are all around, the sun shining through their skinny 
leaves 
…pine needles crunch underfoot… 
pine needles? There’s no pine needles, I’m in the bush!  

 
In 2004 I attended a series of workshops on goddess archetypes. The one on Artemis 

involved the above excerpt and led to the articulation of a long-held frustration about the 

relationship between religion and environment.  

 
After ten years of fervent Pentecostalism my parents left the church shortly before I was 

born. They raised my brother and I with deep scepticism for Christianity and disinterest for 

religion in general. Nevertheless I was always fascinated by the concept of ‘faith’ and by the 

idea that there might be something more to the world than rational humanism. A struggle 

with depression in my early twenties broke my faith in reason and led me down the path of 

alternative healing and new-age spirituality. One night on Elwood beach I experienced a 

conversion moment; my growing sense of the spiritual was cemented by a sudden awareness 

of the world (and myself within it) as more than the sum of its parts. 

 
My faith in the universe depends on, is renewed and is sustained by this connection with 

land, with certain sites that have become sacred to me. Further forays into new-age, 

neopagan and goddess spirituality (such as that described above) gave much food for thought 

and emotional growth but failed to touch on the Earthy heart of my faith. Neopaganism as 

an ‘earth-based’ religion seemed to show particular promise but I found the rituals dominated 

by European plant and animal symbols when what I really wanted was something more 

uniquely Australian. I have visions of my unborn children, learning about their place in the 

world by acknowledging the changing cycles of nature, being encouraged to look out for 

what is happening in the non-human world around us. I wanted to deepen and give voice to 

my connection with this land, these plants and these animals.  

 
The idea of seasonal celebrations that are attentive to the local Melbournian landscape 

seemed to go to the heart of my longing. It is a topic that captures the imagination, evoking a 

spirit of community, of shared ritual, and a sense of continuity, and stability in trying times. 
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Seasonal celebrations have the potential to draw together a community of people, allowing 

them to share their connection to land and to each other. As I spoke to people about my 

research I discovered that there are a number of individuals and organisations around 

Melbourne who have been inspired to come up with a variety of celebrations in response to 

Melbourne’s seasons. I decided to make my Masters thesis an investigation into the efforts of 

these eco-spiritual pioneers. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this research is to critically examine locally attentive seasonal celebrations in 

Melbourne. It focuses on three celebrations; the Winter Solstice of EarthSong, a catholic group, 

Westgate Baptist Community’s Late Summer Reflection and CERES’ (Centre for Environmental 

Research and Educational Strategies) Return of the Sacred Kingfisher festival. For each of these, 

the research explores relationship to place, the communication of ecological ideas, engagement 

with Indigenous culture and barriers to locally attentive seasonal celebrations. It contributes to 

the burgeoning field of the ecological humanities, building on work that looks to harness 

religious discourse as a tool for developing a more sustainable human presence in the world and 

ecological philosophies that draw attention to human relationships with place.  

 

It is by now widely understood that the world is facing an ecological crisis the like of which has 

never been seen in human history. It is also well understood that this crisis, defined and 

identified by science, has roots in human culture. This realisation has given rise to ‘the ecological 

humanities,’ a range of responses from across the disciplines and society, all aimed at critically 

analysing the causes and possible solutions to the ecological crisis.  

Linked with disciplines, this enlarged agenda gives us environmental economics, 
environmental politics, environmental anthropology, environmental philosophy, 
and environmental history, to name a few. Each of these sub-disciplines is 
making significant contributions to the full arena of how we understand 
environments, how we understand society, history, democracy, and the future; 
how we may understand humanity more fully, and how we may intervene in 
environmental crisis in order to secure a more stable and habitable future. (Rose, 
2004a) 

This thesis is an interdisciplinary work, carried out within the Centre for Studies in Religion and 

Theology but spanning the fields of anthropology, sociology and philosophy. It contributes to 

the project of the ecological humanities by looking at ways “to engage with, learn from and 

communicate our embeddedness in the world's own expressivity and will to flourish.” (Rose, 

2004a) 

 

In her book Radical Ecology Caroline Merchant discusses ‘spiritual ecology’ as a subset of the 

modern ecological movement. In contrast to deep ecology and social ecology, spiritual ecologists 

“see the need to infuse religions with new ecological ideas and revive older ways of revering 
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nature” (1992: 11) as the solution to our present crisis. Each school of thought has a different 

perspective on the environmental crisis and about how best to respond to it. 

Deep ecologists…call for a total transformation in science and worldviews that 
will replace the mechanistic framework of domination with an ecological 
framework of interconnectedness and reciprocity. … Social ecologists…see a 
total transformation of political economy as the best approach. (1992: 11) 

 The influence of these perspectives can be seen within the various groups that comprise the 

environmental movement. Eco-socialism, social ecology and critical ecofeminism claim that the 

human relationship with the Earth is mediated by intra-human social structures based on 

domination. Thus their solutions to the present environmental crisis revolve around changing 

human political and socio-economic structures. Deep ecologists, spiritual ecologists and cultural 

eco-feminists foreground anthropocentrism and the human/nature relationship, calling for 

change in the psychological, spiritual and cultural spheres of human activity.  

 

Like Merchant, Erika Cudworth seeks to ‘map the terrain’ of responses to ecological crisis. She 

elaborates upon two major ‘ecologisms’ or green political and social theories - deep ecology and 

social ecology - but then further distinguishes strands within social ecology including eco-

socialism and liberation ecology. Most of the ground covered is similar to that addressed by 

Merchant except for the identification of ‘liberation ecology.’ This is an ecologism that has 

emerged within the sphere of political activism and academic work around ‘development’ “and 

its insights have been applied more broadly in the political language of ‘environmental justice.’” 

(2005: 34) As is the case with social ecology more broadly, liberation ecology is concerned with 

intra-human systems of domination but it focuses specifically on postcolonial forms of 

oppression. It has arisen from political activism over the uneven spread of environmental 

degradation, which amplifies its impact on economically marginalised groups. Liberation ecology 

is useful to the present project as it draws attention to the link between ecological destruction 

and colonisation. 

 

Cudworth takes a ‘systems theory’ approach to describe the interlocking and interpenetrated 

social systems of dominance that maintain humanity’s destructive treatment of the world’s 

ecosystems. Under this view all ecological analytics are both valid and necessary to understanding 

the complex matrix of human domination. My own view is that change is required on all fronts 

and no issue or approach should necessarily precede any other. For this research project, 
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however, I am focusing on the perspective of spiritual ecology with help from the theories of 

bioregionalism and decolonisation. 

 

Merchant’s definition of ‘spiritual ecology’ focuses upon religious practitioners that subscribe to 

an ecological worldview and needs clarification in light of more recent academic contributions to 

the field that discuss the religious expression of ecological principles. Max Oelschlager’s work, 

covered in more detail below, could be seen as harnessing metaphors that already exist within 

religious discourse rather than introducing ‘new’ ideas or even encouraging ‘reverence’ for nature 

per se (1994). In addition Laurel Kearns’ research covers religious groups that are active on 

environmental issues without necessarily being moved to reinterpret their belief structure (2002). 

When it comes to understanding the complex relationship between religion and ecology, recent 

scholarship demonstrates that the possibilities for engagement are as varied and complex as the 

global religious landscape itself. Ultimately Merchant’s definition provides a useful distinction in 

that not everyone who engages with ‘environmental issues’ through their religious practice is 

necessarily a ‘spiritual ecologist.’ 

 

Looking at three seasonal celebrations that are attentive to the local Melbournian experience of 

the seasons this thesis explores the following questions: 

• What is the relationship between locally attentive seasonal celebrations and ecological 

ideas? 

• What role might religion play in facilitating or hindering this work? 

• To what extent might Indigenous culture be used as a model for change? 

 

 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this literature review my intention is to explain how the present research fits into the broader 

context of writing on ecological crisis and to describe in detail certain strands of thought within 

the field that are particularly relevant to the participants in this study. I will begin by explaining a 

number of perspectives on the relationship between religion, ritual and ecological crisis. I then 

look at several ways in which religious environmentalists and spiritual ecologists have theorised 

the roots of this crisis and responded accordingly. This leads into a discussion of bioregionalism, 
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which is not generally viewed as a religious discourse but is a response to ecological crisis that 

has particular relevance to the present project. Having described the broad theoretical landscape 

I go on to talk about the specifics of the Australian context and how an investigation of seasonal 

celebrations is particularly pertinent in this country. The Australian context includes 

consideration of decolonisation, inter-faith dialogue on environmental issues and current 

Australian writing on religious responses to the ecological crisis. I argue that the issue of locally 

attentive seasonal celebrations gives rise to a rich discussion about non-indigenous Australians’ 

relationship to place that necessarily involves consideration of relationship with Australia’s 

original custodians. 

 

 

Religion and ecological crisis 

In his landmark 1966 address Lynn White Jr laid the “burden of guilt” for our current ecological 

crisis at the feet of Christianity (1996: 12). White claimed that science and technology in the 20th 

century had “grown out of Christian attitudes toward man’s relation to nature which are almost 

universally held” (White, 1996: 12). Although the specifics of White’s argument have been much 

contested over the years (Oelschlager 1994; Whitney 2005, Livingstone 1994) the understanding 

that the ecological crisis has its roots in cultural rather than technical phenomena is now 

commonplace. Many scholars have gone on to argue that, whether or not religion is responsible 

for the values that underpin our destruction of the biosphere, religion could potentially play an 

important role in finding our way to a more ecologically sustainable human presence on the 

Earth (Oelschlager 1994, Rappaport 1999, Kearns 1996, Edwards 2006). What follows is a 

discussion of the ideas of some key thinkers on this issue. 

 
In Caring for Creation, environmentalist and academic Max Oelschlager presents the argument that 

as ‘story telling culture-dwellers’ human beings are constructed through narratives, primarily 

religious ones, which define our place in the world (1994). The solution to ecological crisis 

therefore entails a reinterpretation of our founding cultural myths. In light of the failure of 

environmental experts to avert our ecological collision course Oelschlager contends that the only 

solution to the current ecological crisis is through religion.  

Religious discourse remains, across the spectrum of religious belief, a second 
language, a language of the heart that speaks to purposes and gives voice to issues 
outside the modern materialistic vocabulary of utilitarian individualism. (1994: 
48) 
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While it is not the intention of this thesis to argue that religion is the only path to ecological 

salvation, Oelschlager’s book nonetheless highlights the role that religion may play. He defines a 

continuum of Judeo-Christian belief from ‘conservative’ to ‘radical’ and systematically finds 

within the creation story of each faith the trope of ‘caring for creation.’ He then turns to 

alternatives to the Judeo-Christian faiths and describes how the metaphor of ‘caring for creation’ 

can be found in Wicca, Goddess Feminism, Native American Faiths and Deep Ecology (1994: 

171-181). By creating solidarity across the broad range of faiths Oelschlager hopes to embed 

ecological sustainability as an incontrovertible moral imperative. 

 
Anthropologist Roy Rappaport, spent most of his academic career studying ritual in all its many 

and varied forms. His final work, Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity, provides a 

comprehensive analysis of the place of religion and ritual in human society (1999). The book 

concludes, in agreement with Oelschlager, that religion is fundamentally constitutive of human 

constructions of the world and is therefore capable of resolving the environmental crisis.  

Religion…has been the ground on which human life has stood since humans 
first became human, that is, since they first spoke words and sentences. (1999: 
407) 

In Rappaport’s view, religion is the process through which humanity constructs and maintains its 

understanding of existence and ritual is the realisation of this process. Rather than viewing ritual 

as a static entity, Rappaport sees ritual as adaptive. Apart from reinscribing existing constructions 

of reality, or logoi, it regulates them in light of new discoveries. 

Logoi and liturgical orders stand at the intersection of natural law and 
conventional understanding, an intersection at which difficulties fundamental to 
the species are most clearly manifest. (1999: 370) 

In our current times the arbitrary division between nature and culture has given rise to an 

anthropocentrism that views humanity as wholly separate from nature. This has led to 

‘maladaptive’ forms of ritual that maintain the status quo without responding to anything outside 

it. 

Now the order itself becomes disorderly, disrupting ecosystems, oppressing men 
and women, leading societies into decline. (1999: 448) 

Rappaport’s depiction of the factors leading to decline is far more complex and thorough than 

can be explicated here. His solution however, in line with Oelschlager, is to embed ecologically 

sustainable concepts in our logoi through religion. 

Even the assertions of human domination of nature found in Genesis and 
elsewhere are not beyond the reach of reinterpretations that may transform 
exploitation into stewardship. (1999: 460) 
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Where Oelschlager focuses on ‘caring for creation’ as a metaphor that might lead to a more 

sustainable human presence in the world, Rappaport sees value in the idea of the ecosystem. 

The ecosystem concept is part of humanity’s means for maintaining ecosystems: 
to act as if the world is constituted of ecosystems, or the one encompassing 
ecosystem that some call Gaia is, in some degree, performative tending to bring 
into being and to preserve the form of organisation it assumes. (1999: 459) 

Thus whether or not there is a sound scientific basis for the existence of ecosystems this concept 

can serve as a more life sustaining metaphor of humanity’s relationship to the rest of existence. 

Rappaport’s intention goes beyond Oelschlager’s in that his aim is not merely to turn 

environmental issues into moral ones but to alter humanity’s entire understanding of itself such 

that action against ‘Gaia’ becomes completely taboo. In fairness, this may be Oelschlager’s hope 

also, but his intention is to engage with existing logoi and thus his argument is more modestly 

stated. 

 
Where Oelschlager is an environmental philosopher who has come to appreciate the importance 

of religion, Laurel Kearns’ research as a sociologist of religion has led her to an understanding of 

the impact of environmental issues on religious practice. In Greening ethnography and the study of 

religion (2002) Kearns argues the need for sociologists to consider the impact of the local 

environment when studying religious groups. This article maps her own journey of realisation 

from believing that environmental issues were wholly separate from the study of religion to a 

recognition that the environment has a significant impact on religion. Her main examples include 

communities where there is severe environmental pollution and degradation that has impacted 

negatively on the health and wellbeing of local worshippers and disrupted their deeper sense of 

security and harmony with the earth. Communities like these have led the acceptance of 

environmental issues as part of advocating for social justice across mainstream religious 

organisations.  

 

 

Major ideas in spiritual ecology 

In spite of the diversity of religious responses to ecological thought, it is useful to define some 

major ideas that spiritual ecologists generally respond to. The first is the issue of dualism. It is 

widely held that ecological crisis is founded on a perceived separation between mind and body, 

nature and human/culture (Berry 1988, Kearns 2002, Mathews 1999, Plumwood 1993, White 

1996). This perception in turn causes us to ignore or discount environmental degradation even 

where it interferes with our safety and wellbeing as individuals and communities. As Thomas 
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Berry argues, “while at an early period we were aware of our dependence on the integral 

functioning of these surrounding communities, this awareness faded as we learned, through our 

scientific and technological skills, to manipulate the community functioning to our own 

advantage.” (1988: 164) In response to this idea, spiritual ecologists seek to stress the 

interdependence of all life. Further to this point the use of the term ‘other-than-human’ replaces 

the word ‘nature’ in much of the literature to avoid playing into dualism and recognise that 

humanity is part of nature. 

 

In understanding and communicating the complex reality of human interrelatedness with all 

Earth’s systems, some spiritual ecologists have found the concept of ‘Gaia’ particularly powerful. 

James Lovelock, who resurrected the title for the Greek goddess to describe his new theory of 

the Earth, defines Gaia as:  

a complex entity involving the Earth’s biosphere, atmosphere, oceans, and soil; 
the totality constituting a feedback or cybernetic system which seeks an optimal 
physical and chemical environment for life on this planet. (2000: 10) 

This meme has been widely employed by spiritual ecologists, contributing to an 

anthropomorphised vision of the Earth as mother. 

 

Anthropocentrism 

A critique of modern society stemming from the nature/culture divide that regularly appears in 

spiritual ecology literature is anthropocentrism. This is the idea that the world exists primarily for 

the benefit of the human species. Thus everything is valued according to its usefulness to 

humans. An example of this critique is found in White’s address: “we shall continue to have a 

worsening ecologic crisis until we reject the Christian axiom that nature has no reason for 

existence save to serve man.” (1996:14) In answer to this, some spiritual ecologists aim to 

develop a spiritual relationship with nature in order to foster compassion for human and 

nonhuman life, holding the belief that a sense of connectedness will inspire people to nurture the 

environment. In the words of Carol Christ: 

What can stop us, I propose, is a deeply felt connection to all beings in the web 
of life. What can stop us is that we love this life, this Earth, the joy we know in 
ourselves and other beings enough to find the thought of the end of the Earth 
intolerable. (1990: 68) 

Our definition of the world as ‘mere matter’ removes taboos around the treatment of the Earth 

as a ‘sacred’ or ‘holy’ object. The attribution of religious value to the Earth, whether in terms of a 
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sense of the sacred or of imminent holiness, guards against the treatment of the environment as 

a mere resource, with solely utilitarian value.  

 

Embodiment 

Yet another outcome of the critical analysis of the nature/culture division has been work on 

embodiment within the fields of ecofeminism, environmental philosophy and 

ecophenomenology. Environmental philosopher, Val Plumwood, traces the roots of ecological 

crisis to the identification of ‘human’ with ‘reason’ which has allowed the contrasted sphere of 

nature and embodiment to be devalued. 

The ecological crisis can be thought of as involving a centric and self-enclosed 
form of reason that simultaneously relies on and disavows its material base, as 
‘externality’, and a similar failure of the rationalised world it has made to 
acknowledge and to adapt itself adequately to its larger ‘body’ the material and 
ecological support base it draws on in the long-denied counter sphere of ‘nature’. 
(Plumwood, 2002: 4) 

Ecofeminist, Charlene Spretnak, describes a dualism between man/mind/spirit on the one hand 

and woman/body/nature on the other (1991: 122), exploring Goddess spirituality as an 

emergent movement that runs counter to this.  

The common threads among the forms [of Goddess spirituality] that grew out of 
feminist renewal are the desire to honor the Earthbody and one’s personal body 
via an ongoing birthing process of cosmological unfolding. (1991: 154) 

Thus strategies that draw attention to human embodiment, rather than the supremacy of 

‘reason’, and find spirit within matter, rather than focussing on transcendental images of God, 

have the capacity to heal this dualism and its attendant hierarchy. As ecophenomenologist David 

Abram argues: 

Ultimately, to acknowledge the life of the body, and to affirm our solidarity with 
this physical form, is to acknowledge our existence as one of the earth’s animals, 
and so to remember and rejuvenate the organic basis of our thoughts and our 
intelligence. (1997: 47) 

Overcoming dualism is not a matter of upraising nature/body at the expense of culture/mind 

but finding the complex interrelations between them that ultimately show the division to be 

arbitrary and meaningless. 

 

 

Seasonal Celebrations 

It has been noted that contemporary Christian religious practices are the result of a fusion with 

pre-existing European pagan traditions (Chaney 1960, James 1962). Thus, in the northern 
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hemisphere, the Christian liturgical calendar has a clear relationship to the agrarian harvest cycle 

and related seasonal events.  

In the framework of the liturgy the ecclesiastical sequence of events was brought 
into relation with the folk calendrical observances that coincided in time and 
theme with the age-long quest of ever renewing life. (James, 1962: 14) 

Adherents of the Christian faith are therefore in a particularly difficult position when it comes to 

integrating their faith practices with local seasonal events as all the major Christian holy days 

relate to European seasonal moments. Their responses must be particularly creative to 

accommodate the two calendars at work in their lives and their religious practice. 

 

Spiritual ecologists view seasonal celebrations as an important part of community involvement in 

the cycles of nature. American ecospiritual pioneer, Thomas Berry says “ritual celebrations…are 

not simply human activities but expressions of the entire participating community.” (1988: 168) 

They are an important way of drawing the community into recognition of their place within the 

ecosphere and celebrating the whole. Australian neopagan academic, Glenys Livingstone claims 

that, “Participation in the Wheel process, particularly when practised as a whole year-long 

experience and over the period of years, re-identifies one’s small self with the larger Gaia-self.” 

(2005: 131) Thus seasonal celebrations provide opportunities to reaffirm human embeddedness 

within ecosystems on a regular basis. The ‘wheel of the year’ is a cycle that allows the ‘small self’ 

to feel part of a reassuring larger continuity, the ‘Gaia-self.’ Berry and Livingstone’s comments 

gesture toward a utopian vision of harmony between humans and nature.  

 

There are a number of problems with the notion of harmony as used in much spiritual ecology 

literature. According to English ecological literary critic Greg Garrard, drawing on the work of 

Daniel Botkin, the idea of ‘natural harmony’ is a cultural projection, more an expression of our 

own desire for security than an innate quality of the Earth and its ecosystems. Failure to 

acknowledge such projections leaves spiritual ecologists in danger of ignoring or even 

perpetuating environmental degradation by responding to their own idealised picture rather than 

the needs of their bioregion. “The poetics of responsibility recognises that every inflection of the 

Earth is our inflection, every standard our standard” (Garrard, 2004: 179). An important 

distinction needs to be made at this point between the belief that harmony is a property of nature 

and the utopian project of a reharmonisation of human culture with the natural environment.  

This latter project might be understood as attunement or cooperation with nature rather than 

mastery of it, seasonal celebrations could be a vehicle for this. 
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Religious responses to ecological crisis 

I now return to Kearns’ work in order to illustrate the diversity of ways in which spiritual 

ecologists deal with these critiques of human culture. In her article “Saving the Creation: 

Christian Environmentalism in the United States” (1996) Kearns describes practical religious 

responses to ecological crisis through the definition of three distinct models or ethics of 

environmental Christianity. Kearns’ categories prove useful in understanding the contemporary 

spiritual ecological landscape but are limited in terms of defining the worldview of the 

participants in this study. Rather than viewing these labels as categories that define absolutely the 

position of individuals, I see them as discursive strands within the field of religious responses to 

environmental crisis. At times participants in the field define themselves in relation to these 

strands (through alignment or opposition).  A description of some is therefore pertinent to an 

understanding of those participants’ worldview. The relevance of Kearns’ work is limited by its 

focus on American forms of Christianity, this will be discussed in greater detail later, in relation 

to particular groups involved in the present study. As Kearns’ discussion is confined to Christian 

based religions I have added sections on process theology and bioregionalism. These latter have 

proved useful in understanding certain ideas and perspectives put forward by participants in this 

research. The discussion of bioregionalism as a place-based ecological philosophy leads into a 

discussion of Australian ecophilosopher Freya Mathews preparing us for an examination of the 

Australian context of this research in the next section. 

 

Christian Stewardship 

Although it is useful to highlight this view for comparative purposes, none of the participants in 

my research could easily be labelled ‘Christian Stewards.’ This first of Kearns’ ethics derives an 

ecological mandate from certain passages in the bible that call on humanity to care for God’s 

creation, as a steward or gardener. The root of environmental crisis is human sinfulness and our 

salvation lies in a return to traditional Christianity with a pre-modern lifestyle. Christian stewards 

argue the sanctity of creation beyond utilitarian values by revering it as the work of God. Under 

this view, humanity’s unique position as ‘caretaker’ retains its authoritative position in the 

universe. This would seem to preserve the dualistic separation between human and nature. 

However it reorients the purpose of human endeavour toward creation as a whole rather than 

the individual pursuit of wealth. 
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Eco-justice 

Kearns’ second ethic is ‘Eco-justice.’ Its theological appeal is to mainline Christian social justice, 

taking its inspiration from liberation ecology and the interrelationship of environmental issues 

and social justice. Under this model environmental activity is guided by the inequitable impact of 

environmental degradation on disadvantaged sectors of the community such as people of colour 

or those from low socio-economic backgrounds. Christians operating under an eco-justice ethic 

aspire toward “realizing the kingdom of God on earth” (1996: 58) through sustainable use of 

natural resources for the benefit of all humanity. They utilise strategies such as grass roots 

organising and lobbying government for improved policy and regulation. This view is again 

anthropocentric as the impetus for environmental action is primarily a result of the impact of 

environmental degradation on human communities. 

 

Creation Spirituality 

Kearns’ final category is ‘Creation Spirituality’ a term coined by Matthew Fox (1983) that 

incorporates the work of Thomas Berry1 (1983) and Brian Swimme (1988). Inspired by the 

principles of cosmological physics, Creation Spirituality has a panentheistic view of God. It sees 

the culturally manufactured division between ‘human’ and ‘nature’ leading to an anthropocentric 

hierarchy as the root of the environmental crisis. Thus the aim is to bring humanity into right 

relation with all of creation through ecological conversion, inspiring us to view creation as a 

whole of which we are part.  

 

Process Theology 

Process theology is based on process philosophy, which was developed by Alfred North 

Whitehead (1929). Whitehead’s philosophy has since been adapted and developed by a variety of 

theologians, most notably for ecological purposes by John Cobb. It was Whitehead’s contention 

that all matter is constituted through relationship, as Cobb explains it “Relations are 

fundamentally constitutive of entities.” (1980: 442) The contingent nature of existence means 

that the universe is in a constant state of flux with a future that is impossible to predict. This has 

major implications for the conception of God.  

                                                 
1 Although Berry and Swimme do not identify themselves as being part of ‘creation spirituality’ per se I have included them here 

in recognition that followers of creation spirituality tend to cite their philosophies as being particularly formative of their views. 
This is confirmed by Kearns’ finding that “Many of the more ecologically-oriented adherents of creation spirituality … say that 
while Fox introduced them to thinking differently, it is the thought of Thomas Berry and his advocates, such as Sister Miriam 
MacGillis of Genesis Farm in New Jersey, that, for them, has stimulated real ecological theology.” (Kearns, 1996: 61) 
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God is therefore not omnipotent but has the consistent will of stimulating the 
growth of complexity in the universe by offering divine ‘lures’ to each actual 
occasion. (Gregersen, 2005: 1737) 

Cobb, a protestant theologian, has applied this understanding of God to Christianity and 

illustrated its relationship to environmental issues (1980).  Rather than a clear separation between 

culture and nature, process theologians view everything as inherently related. “We see a world of 

interrelated things such that alteration of any one affects all.” (1980: 443)  Value is accorded to 

experience not limited to that of humans. In response to anthropocentrism, Cobb puts forward 

‘theocentrism’ but notes, “there can be for [process theology] no contrast between seeking the 

good of God and seeking the good of creation.” (1980: 450) For God, as an interested, universal 

presence seeks participation in the broadest possible diversity of experience.  

 

Bioregionalism 

Bioregionalism is essentially a philosophy of place. Its diverse adherents seek to immerse 

themselves in a local community that includes and is responsive to the specific flora, fauna and 

geography of their region (or bioregion). It is “a proposal to ground human cultures within 

natural systems, to get to know one’s place intimately in order to fit human communities to the 

Earth, not distort the Earth to our demands.” (Andruss et al., 1990: 2) Adherents are interested 

in ‘living locally,’ eating food that is grown locally, learning about indigenous flora and fauna and 

being aware of local water sources. Bioregionalism has a lot to offer as a trope for envisioning a 

more sustainable relationship with nature. As Garrard states, “The figure of dwelling is crucial, as 

it inflects nature as the troubled ground of work, knowledge, economy and responsibility.” 

(Garrard, 2004: 134) It overcomes anthropocentrism by valuing what is given within a specific 

location rather than attempting to meet human demands at any cost. Becoming intimate with 

local ecosystems and seeking to integrate one’s life into them similarly overcomes the 

nature/culture dichotomy.  

 

Bioregionalism informs the work of Australian eco-philosopher Freya Mathews. Her article “On 

becoming native” describes a way of being deeply related to the local that runs counter to our 

modern utilitarian individualism and carries a distinctly bioregional sensibility. A native is one 

who accepts what is given and celebrates it; one whose very being develops in relationship with 

the specificities of her local place. Mathews contrasts this ‘native’ way of being to the ‘mind-

matter dualism’ of hegemonic Western culture.  
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For one cannot regard the identity of human beings as intertwined with the 
identity of places if one also regards human beings as set apart from the natural 
world on account of some mentalistic attribute which the rest of reality 
categorically lacks. (Mathews, 1999: 245) 

Mathews’ native escapes anthropocentrism for she is “kin to all other beings who arise out of 

and return to that patch of earth” (1999: 245) and involved in the celebration not only of all life, 

but all matter. Mathews argues that location of the native within a global frame “celebrates the 

uniqueness and authenticity, but not any supposed superiority, of her own particularity.” (1999: 

267) Although deeply rooted in the local the native is still connected to the world at large, 

welcoming newcomers into her community, employing communications technologies to learn 

about other localities and remaining open to ‘journeys’ in foreign climes. A further useful aspect 

of Mathews’ conception of the native is its urban location. Rather than privileging the  ‘pristine’ 

nature of national parks, Mathews calls us to love our world ‘whatever it contains.’  

If your world happens to be a gritty or garish part of the city, seek the ‘world 
soul’ there. Do not turn away from it, but feel for the mysteries beneath the 
appearances. (Mathews, 1999: 251) 

To become native then is to cherish the given, whatever it might be. A seasonal celebration 

arising from this way of being would appreciate the beauty of both indigenous and introduced 

plants and animals. It would celebrate an ongoing relationship with the local characterised by 

love and care and share that relationship with the community. 

 

 

Religious responses to ecological crisis in Australia 

Australia is widely regarded as one of the most secular nations in the world (Bouma, 2006: 3) 

however this is not to say that religion and spirituality are unimportant in Australia. Australian 

sociologist of religion, Gary Bouma, describes the character of Australian spirituality as ‘a shy 

hope in the heart.’ He also notes that, “Australian spirituality, both indigenous and more recently 

arrived, is grounded in place and land.” (2006: 2) The multicultural nature of Australian society 

has given rise to a diversity of religious communities, some of which are actively engaged in 

environmental work. The Catholic church, comprised of 26.7% of Australia’s population 

(Bouma, 2006: 53), has set up an agency ‘Catholic Earthcare Australia’ “to help promote 

understanding among people that Creation is sacred and endangered, and must be protected and 

sustained for present and future generations yet unborn.” (Catholic Earthcare Australia, 2002) 

The Anglican Church of Australia, 20.7% of the population (Bouma, 2006: 53), has an 

Environment Working Group and the Victorian Synod of the Uniting Church, 10.1% of the 
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population (Bouma, 2006: 53), has a ‘Green Church’ section on its website (Uniting Church in 

Australia, 2006). Outside mainstream religions there is increasing interest in ‘nature religions’ 

which “draw their strength from aspects of the natural environment and include animism, 

naturism, paganism, pantheism, witchcraft (or Wicca), shamanism, voodoo and a host of other 

new religious movements and spiritualities.” (Bouma, 2006: 61) Although only accounting for 

0.12% of the population at the 2001 census this figure represents 130% growth from the 

previous census in 1996 (Bouma, 2006: 61). The following paragraphs describe some ecumenical 

and interfaith responses to ecological crisis in Australia. 

 

Common Belief: Australia’s Faith Communities on Climate Change is a document collated and published 

by The Climate Institute that brings together statements from 16 major Australian faith 

communities on the moral dimension of global warming.  Their strategy is similar to 

Oelschlager’s, bringing together a broad range of institutionalised religious faiths around a 

common environmental goal. They hope that “Australia’s faith communities could aid the 

broader dialogue on climate change by speaking the language of morality and of faith itself.” 

(The Climate Institute, 2006: 4) Where Oelschlager places ‘caring for creation’ at the centre of a 

religious environmental ethic Common Belief focuses on the issue of climate change, allowing 

individual religions to find their own ethical response. These responses vary between the 

different faiths but largely fall within the range described above.  

 

Another Australian religious response to ecological crisis can be found in the ecumenical 

protestant season of Creation project, developed by Lutheran biblical scholar and ecotheologian 

Norman Habel. The Season of Creation project seeks to redefine the liturgical calendar to 

include an annual season of ‘Creation’ that sits alongside other important Christian seasons such 

as Advent, Epiphany, Lent and Easter. The Season of Creation runs for four weeks in September 

and covers a variety of Earth-focused themes on a three-year cycle (in alignment with the 

Revised Common Lectionary – see Glossary for definition). The project has produced a 

comprehensive website at www.seasonofcreation.com which offers a range of practical materials 

including readings, liturgies, sermons, bible studies and children’s addresses. The website states 

that the aim of the season of Creation is to develop a Christian response to ecological crisis. 

By concentrating our worship on God's creation and our relationship with 
creation, we can seek ways to heal rather than exploit creation. The season of 
Creation helps us care for our planet home rather than destroy it. (Habel, 2006) 
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 The ‘season’ in the title refers to the Christian liturgical season rather than the rhythms of nature 

that are the focus of this thesis. The materials available on the website are designed for global use 

with minor local adaptation.  

 

 

The Australian Context 

This thesis explores seasonal celebrations in relation to a number of ecological ideas but it also 

views those celebrations in relation to place. According to Kearns “there is a general need to 

“green” ethnography, that is, to make an awareness of the seen and unseen physical environment 

a factor in all of our research.” (Kearns, 2002: 216) Environmental degradation impacts the lives 

of every living being on the planet, human or otherwise. Thus sociology, the study of human 

relationships, cannot persist in the assumption that the Earth is a mere backdrop to our lives and 

must instead include it as an actor. Building on Kearns’ view this thesis views all humans and 

human activity as fundamentally related to place. Thus this section looks at Australia as a context 

for seasonal celebrations.  

 

In this postcolonial era most of the major Australian seasonal celebrations are still evidence of 

the legacy of colonisation. As such, they are a glaring example of our current lack of relationship 

with our local seasonal cycles. An obvious example is the celebration of Christmas at the height 

of summer, with shop windows full of fake snow and sweaty Santa Claus’ in fur-lined suits.  

Hegemonic Australian culture remains Euro-centric. Western religious traditions, based on the 

European calendar and saturated with European symbology, do not sit well with the Australian 

context.  

The British brought a calendar of four seasons of equal length to Australia… 
This calendar is appropriate to their small temperate islands with their fairly 
regular seasonal patterns, but it … relates only very roughly to the natural 
seasons of southern Australia. (Reid, 1995: 6) 

As Australian anthropologist, Deborah Rose, puts it “We have to stop trying to fathom Australia 

according to ideas developed elsewhere and start to learn to live with it.” (2005: 38) Although 

Indigenous knowledge of the seasons appears to have been lost for the Melbourne area, the Field 

Naturalists Club of Victoria, the Gould League and Melbourne Parks collaborated to recreate 

natural seasons for parts of metropolitan Melbourne (Reid, 1995: 7). They came up with a cycle 

of six seasons based on when natural events, such as flowering, seeding or changed animal 

behaviour, clustered at particular times of year. As well as appearing in the Gould League’s 
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Banksias and Bilbies nature diary (Reid, 1995) this calendar has been published online by Dr Beth 

Gott (1997). 

 

Non-annual seasons 

In Australia seasonal variability has been the norm for many thousands of years. From a 

European point of view it is “a continent characterised by extremes of variation and 

unpredictability.” (Rose, 2005: 38) The cultural practices of Indigenous Australians, however, 

have evolved alongside Australia’s changeable weather so that “conditions labelled by whitefellas 

as ‘very changeable’ [are] in fact ‘entirely natural’” (Rose, 2005: 37). Rose describes an Indigenous 

system of understanding and interpreting the seasons according to a range of interrelated events. 

Rather than being based on a projection of an annual cycle, seasonal changes are forecast 

through awareness of changes in flora and fauna and responded to as they occur. “The system is 

widespread, the content is local. All of it – system and content – is built from extremely long-

term observations that have accommodated variability and patchiness and identified precise 

concurrences.” (2005: 40) Such a system, Rose argues, is impossible to correlate with the 

European calendar without losing the dynamism that makes it so suited to Australian seasonal 

conditions. It holds the seeds of a world-view that challenges the European seasonal mind-set 

and represents a way forward for spiritual ecologists. Rose holds the Indigenous system up as an 

example to us all of how we can live “in this vulnerable continent.” We can seek to build a 

relationship with what is happening in the natural world around us by allowing observation to be 

the basis of ritual. 

 

Climate Change 

The issue of seasonal celebration becomes even more vexed in light of global warming. Climate 

change means that our weather is unstable, such that observed seasonal events may shift in 

relation to each other from year to year. The onset of spring as defined by a range of seasonal 

flora and fauna events is shifting by as many as 3 days per decade (Flannery, 2005: 89). Seasonal 

celebrations that rely on a solar calendar for their timing are impervious to such subtle changes 

bringing their usefulness in raising our awareness of seasonality into question. Over time the 

rituals may come to celebrate seasonal symbols that have no more relationship to the natural 

world than Christmas at midsummer. An increase in big weather events such as fire, flood and 

drought will exacerbate the differences between seasonal transitions from year to year, further 

impacting on our experience of seasonality. Thus an appreciation of the seasons based on 
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observation rather than the solar calendar, far from bringing a sense of peace and harmony, may 

bring disturbing evidence of a world out of kilter, descending into chaos. There is a sense in 

which all ecological systems embody a level of chaos and attempts to characterise them as ‘stable’ 

are merely projections of our own desire for harmony. According to Garrard, “a future Earth-

oriented system of values and tropes will have to acknowledge contingency and indeterminacy at 

a fundamental level.” (2004: 179) Observation may well be key in creating such Earth-oriented 

systems.  

 

Drought 

Like most of Australia, Melbourne has been labouring under one of the worst droughts for one 

hundred years (Department of Primary Industries, 15/08/07), giving grist to the public debates 

about climate change. The last decade has been the driest on record in Victoria, at the time of 

writing most parts of the city remain on stage 3a water restrictions (Melbourne Water, 

23/08/2007). Concern about water is in the back of everyone’s minds as they take short showers 

and learn to live without washing their car or watering their lawns. Conditions are so bad that 

Prime Minister John Howard “literally and without any irony” asked all Australians to “pray for 

rain.” (Australian Associated Press, 22/04/2007) The drought forces us to acknowledge the 

limitations of human power as we are faced with our fundamental inability to work our will on 

the weather. 

 

Decolonisation 

Rose’s Reports from a Wild Country provides a comprehensive analysis of the relationship between 

colonisation and ecological destruction, maintaining that, “social and ecological impacts of 

conquest can be analysed together as one process.” (2004: 4) She describes colonisation as an 

ongoing system of violence enacted against both Indigenous people and the land they inhabit. 

Given this view, it would seem that the issue of reconciliation with Indigenous Australians is 

implicated in the development of place-based relationships. In Australia ‘becoming native’ 

requires a process of decolonisation.  

As a white Australian, it is more than evident to me that I cannot become native 
to, and custodian for, my homeplace, however narrowly or widely I define that 
place, until my countrymen and women acknowledge the truth of our history 
here, since this is a major part of the ‘truth’ of our land, a truth we must fully 
encompass if we are to lay claim to the title of ‘native.’ (Mathews, 1999: 264) 

Developing a sense of self that is intimately related to place necessarily entails recognition of the 

Indigenous people who cared for that place and the history of violence that has silenced them. In 
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Rose’s view, decolonisation involves a ‘responsive attentiveness,’ a moral stance that remains 

open to dialogue.  

The ethical alternative to monologue is dialogue … It seeks relationships across 
otherness without seeking to erase difference. (Rose, 2004: 21) 

Dialogue therefore requires that we put aside our expectations and allow the process to unfold 

without our control. 

 

Proponents of bioregionalism see themselves as carrying on the work of native peoples: “This 

way of being is a new/old idea, for knowing one’s people and place is the ancient way of survival 

and its memory is stirred by our yearning for home.” (Andruss et al., 1990: x). However some 

critics suggest that the idealisation of native peoples in the name of environmental sustainability 

is a misguided form of cultural imperialism (Garrard, 2004: 134). Rose warns us that, “The 

search for common ground can very readily degenerate into an imperialism such that other 

people’s ideas are accorded value to the extent that they mesh with our own.” (Rose, 2005: 32)  

Engagement with Indigenous culture must remain an open dialogue; it cannot be driven by 

expectations of personal gain or solutions to ecological crisis, “as if those we had conquered 

should now save us.” (Rose, 2004: 2)  

 

Australian religious commentator, David Tacey, in his book Reenchantment, discusses the issue of 

a regional Australian spirituality at length. For Tacey a new spirituality is “both a moral and 

spiritual responsibility” for non-indigenous Australians, as he claims ”if nothing awakens in our 

soul, making claims and demands upon us, calling us to change the way we live, then we have 

been merely parasites and intruders.” (2000: 183) Tacey gives a good account of the issues 

attaching to ecological spirituality in postcolonial Western countries. There is a strong desire to 

become indigenous, to acknowledge a relationship with this wide brown land, but he is aware 

that any such spirituality must also take account of cultural history;  “We did not just arrive here 

out of the blue, but came bearing scars, wounds and spiritual inheritance of other cultures and 

national histories.” (Tacey, 2000: 77) Furthermore, Tacey argues, “Reimagining our own 

ancestral past…may be our only guarantee against the dangers of appropriating Aboriginal 

spirituality.” (Tacey, 2000:183)  Finding connections to place in our inherited cultural traditions 

and applying them to the new settings in which we find ourselves is Tacey’s favoured path for 

cultivating an Australian spirituality. 
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The path to connection with the local is not clear; it may not be feasible or even desirable to 

divest ourselves of our cultural traditions. However some aspects of those traditions clearly stand 

in the way of our ability to respond to the local. The temptation is to look to the traditions of 

Indigenous Australians for inspiration, as theirs is a culture that has adapted to the nuances of 

Australian ecosystems over millennia. However, as indicated by Rose and Tacey, this presents its 

own dilemmas. The following chapters explore these issues through an investigation of the 

practicalities of creating locally attentive seasonal rituals or integrating the local into existing 

religious structures, the philosophies that organisers bring to their work, and the perceived 

impact of these rituals on the community. 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This research employs two basic qualitative approaches in its design. These are 

‘autoethnography’ and ‘constructivist grounded theory’.  The data have been gathered using two 

methods - participant observation and in depth semi-structured interviews. I have chosen to 

document the seasonal celebrations and philosophies of three groups rather than focussing on 

just one. By Ely’s (Ely et al., 1991) standard of qualitative research, which leans heavily on 

ethnography, the present study is necessarily limited. Ideally, research on seasonal celebrations 

could follow specific groups of celebrators over the course of years to ascertain the place of the 

celebrations in their lives and the development of their rituals over time. However interesting 

and enlightening such a study might be, it is beyond the scope of this Masters thesis. 

 

 

Autoethnography 

In the initial stages of research I was attracted to autoethnography; a hybrid research form, 

usually written as a first-person narrative, that includes the researcher as the primary subject of 

the research. It is explicitly subjective, Carolyn Ellis one of the main proponents of the form 

views the scholar “as an involved, situated, and integral part of the research and writing process.” 

(Ellis & Bochner, 1996: 18) The writer aims for deep reflection that brings insight to the topic, 

from an emotional as well as intellectual perspective and explicitly describes their relationship to 

the topic of study. As I travelled on my research journey I found that autoethnography was too 

involved and challenging a process for the limitations of this Masters project. However, to 

acknowledge the impact of my own subjectivity, I have allowed the personal style of 
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autoethnographic writing to flavour my work and, in the preface, explicated my personal 

relationship to the topic of study. 

 

In the process of researching this thesis I came across a broad variety of locally attentive seasonal 

celebrations, by word of mouth, through internet searches and through contact with religious 

institutions. The three that were chosen for inclusion in this study were selected on the basis of 

their willingness to be involved and their location within Greater Melbourne. I attended one 

seasonal celebration with each organisation as a participant observer and interviewed one key 

individual who was identified (either by self or by others in the organisation) as having a 

particular interest in locally attentive seasonal celebrations. In the case of Geoff Wraights 

(Westgate Baptist Community) and Maya Ward (formerly of CERES), interviews were 

conducted before I attended the celebration while Anne Boyd (EarthSong) was interviewed 

afterwards.  In studying celebrations from a number of different religious backgrounds I 

intended to draw conclusions about the symbolic meaning attributed to seasonal celebrations, 

the extent to which the local environment can be integrated into existing religious practices and 

some of the barriers to doing so. As I collected data from rituals and their organisers I used a 

qualitative approach, informed by constructivist grounded theory to analyse the data and identify 

common themes. 

 

 

Constructivist grounded theory 

Grounded theory is a process for analysing qualitative data. Glaser and Strauss (1967) outline a 

step-by-step method for interpreting and reflecting on qualitative data in order to derive theories 

that are an accurate and scientifically verifiable depiction of reality. Constructivist grounded 

theory uses a similar process of analysis to that proposed by Glaser and Strauss but focuses on 

the meaning individuals attribute to the facts of their lives rather than attempting to define a 

reality that is independent of human interpretation. Charmaz advocates the use of “grounded 

theory methods as flexible, heuristic strategies rather than as formulaic procedures.” (1994: 510) 

It provides a rigorous process for analysing data that enables the researcher to formulate useful 

theories which remain true to the experiences of those involved. 

 

Constructivist grounded theory seeks to arrive at “a rendering, one interpretation among multiple 

interpretations, of a shared or individual reality.” (Charmaz, 1994: 523)  It takes into account the 
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‘postmodern’ turn, acknowledging that all interpretation of data is a construction of the world, 

arising in the interaction between researcher and researched, and dependent on its temporal, 

cultural, and structural context. The goal of research ceases to be the apprehension of a static 

reality that is independent of human perception. Instead the goal is an analysis of the way our 

beliefs, attitudes and understandings shape our lived experience. In terms of my own project this 

has meant that instead of merely asking what my participants did to create a seasonal celebration, 

I sought out the meaning they attributed to their celebration, the motivations, perceived impacts 

and relationship to personal philosophy. 

 

 

Data gathering methods 

1. Participant observation is a methodology first used by ethnographers in the field of 

anthropology to study non-western cultures. Recently it has become a cornerstone of qualitative 

research, employed by researchers across the disciplines to study all forms of human interaction. 

Usually participant observation involves the researcher entering the world of their research 

subject in order to study human interaction in its ‘every day’ environment. The precise role 

adopted by the researcher can range from full involvement in the activity under investigation to 

‘fly on the wall’ type observation where the researcher watches the activity without being directly 

involved (see for example Ely, 1991). Some considerations in preparing to do participant 

observation include the researcher’s familiarity with the field, their usual role within that context, 

gaining access to the field and getting permission to observe. There also needs to be an 

observation guide that frames the observations and focuses the observer on particular types of 

micro events rather than collecting data indiscriminately.  The following table outlines the guide 

used to collect data from participant observation in this research: 

Participants Number, age, gender balance, level of involvement. 

Ritual Structure, physical layout, references to other-than-human, religious 

underpinnings, types of activity. 

Representations 

of the local 

Words or symbols relating to local plants, animals, weather or geography, 

their place in the ritual. 

 

It is widely understood that it is impossible for a researcher in this position to be a completely 

objective and unbiased observer. Instead qualitative researchers aim for self-awareness, aided by 

an ongoing process of reflection on their observations and on the conclusions they draw from 
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them through a process called bracketing “Bracketing requires that we work to become aware of 

our own assumptions, feelings and preconceptions, and then, that we strive to put them aside” 

(Ely, 1991: 50). Another strategy is to include participants in the research as co-collaborators 

rather than automatically privileging the researcher’s experience of the event.  

 

2. In depth semi structured interviews. I have supplemented my own observations as an active 

participant in a ritual, service or festival with interviews with key organisers so as to allow a key 

figure from the ritual to give voice to their intentions for and impressions of the event and the 

philosophy behind it. These interviews were conducted at a location convenient to the organiser. 

Interviews were semi-structured, covering a series of general topics (see Appendix A: Interview 

Schedule) but allowing the participant freedom to explain their thoughts on seasonal celebrations 

and determine what was important to share.  
Quotes taken from the interviews appear in the text indented, in Arial 10pt font. 

With the informant’s name in brackets at the end. (Kiri) 

This research received approval from Monash University’s Standing Committee on Ethics in 

Research Involving Humans; the consent form and explanatory statement provided to 

participants are attached in Appendix B.  

 

3. Text for textual analysis. Additional information on the three organisations involved in this 

research was obtained from their websites, details of which appear in the bibliography (Westgate 

Baptist Community 2007, EarthSong 2007, CERES 2007). When I interviewed Anne Boyd I 

received a copy of the EarthSong flier, this appears in appendix C. Geoff Wraights from 

Westgate Baptist Community, provided a written copy of the Late Summer liturgy, which has 

been retyped and included in appendix D. A flier with information and poetry was handed out at 

CERES’ Return of the Sacred Kingfisher festival; this has been retyped as part of the chapter 

focussing on that festival.  

 

The following three chapters discuss the data collected from EarthSong, Westgate Baptist 

Community and CERES in detail. Each chapter is structured along the same lines covering; the 

background of the seasonal celebration, a write up of my observations of the event, the intention 

behind the celebration, the philosophy of the organiser, a discussion of the environmental 

themes, their position on engaging with Indigenous culture, barriers to their work on seasonal 

celebrations, the relationship of their work to an institutional authority and the perceived impact 

of the event. These chapters are followed by a comparative analysis chapter that contrasts the 
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three groups across the themes of: embodiment and the communication of ecological ideas; the 

impact of institutional hierarchies; engaging with Indigenous culture and attention to the local. I 

conclude by discussing the value of seasonal celebrations in reaffirming and sustaining ecological 

worldviews and the ongoing tension between attentiveness to natural processes and cooperation 

with human structures. 

 

For clarity of purpose I would like to repeat the list of questions that drive this research: 

• What is the relationship between locally attentive seasonal celebrations and ecological 

ideas? 

• What role might religion play in facilitating or hindering this work? 

• To what extent might Indigenous culture be used as a model for change? 
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EarthSong … ancient wisdom 
for new times 

 
An educational program, 

celebrating all of creation as a 
sacred and spiritual event and 
utilizing the channels of Earth 
Literacy and Earth Ethics with 

an intent to establish right 
relationships amongst all 
members of the planetary 

community. 
(EarthSong flier appendix C) 

C h a p t e r  1  

WINTER SOLSTICE 

 

In this chapter I will explore the Winter Solstice organised by the catholic earth literacy project, 

EarthSong. This is the first of three chapters focussed on an exploration of the data collected for 

this research. I will begin by outlining the context of the celebration, then move on to a 

description of the ritual based on my observations. The sections following this are based on an 

interview with key informant, Anne Boyd. They explore the intention behind the ritual, the 

philosophy of the organisers, environmental themes, their position on engaging with Indigenous 

culture, barriers to their work and their relationship with the institution of the Catholic church. 

Anne’s responses are used to define the position of EarthSong and the Winter Solstice in relation 

to other religious responses to ecological crisis. 

 

 

Background 

EarthSong is an earth literacy project set up by several orders of the Catholic Church in 

Australia. Within each of these orders a group of people had emerged who were interested in 

cosmology and the environment. These groups became involved in a conversation over a 

number of months about how they might work together to 

educate the Catholic community about the needs of the Earth 

and eventually EarthSong was born. Brigidine Sister, Anne Boyd, 

who was interviewed for this research, is coordinator of the 

project. 
We came up with the concept of a cosponsored project in 

what we were calling earth literacy, what we still call earth 

literacy, and an educational project because all of those 

religious orders come out of education. (Anne) 

It is sponsored by 7 orders across Victoria including; Brigidine 

Sisters, Christian Brothers, Faithful Companions of Jesus, Loreto Sisters, Presentation Sisters, 

Sisters of Mercy (Ballarat) and Sisters of Mercy (Melbourne). The work of the project connects 
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with a global network of Earth interested Catholic groups such as Genesis Farm and the Sisters 

of Earth in the USA (Taylor, 2002) and the Maryknoll Ecological Sanctuary in the Phillipines 

(Rasmussen, 2001). EarthSong is responsive to the Catholic faith, they draw participants from 

the Catholic community and often use church buildings to hold their events but they operate 

independently of church hierarchy and individual congregations. 

 

Pope John Paul II made several statements on the environmental crisis (eg 1989, 2001) that have 

given rise to official responses from Bishops (such as Catholic Earthcare Australia) and from 

religious orders (such as those mentioned above). Most notable is his exhortation to Catholics to 

“encourage and support the ‘ecological conversion’ which in recent decades has made humanity 

more sensitive to the catastrophe to which it has been heading.” (2001: par. 4) This statement 

gives a mandate to groups like EarthSong to work on educating the Catholic and wider 

community not only to adopt sustainable living practices but also to effect a cultural shift in the 

way we relate to the other-than-human world. 

 
The project is inspired in this task by the work of Catholic writer, Thomas Berry. Through its 

programs it aims to raise awareness of the ‘new cosmology,’ to develop new ways of honouring 

and celebrating the sacredness of all creation and to promote a new ethical structure that 

recognizes and protects the integrity of all life forms on planet Earth (see EarthSong flier, 

appendix C).  
Always out of the universe story, that’s always an integral part of whatever program 

we do in whatever way, we’re out to tell ourselves who we are and where we’ve 

come from and what that means about how we might live. (Anne) 

The work of the project involves running programs for schools, church groups and orders, 

producing a biannual journal and facilitating an annual symposium on a different theme each 

year. EarthSong programs are characterised by a creative and multifaceted approach to 

education. Their latest symposium for example centred on the theme of rivers and featured talks 

from people about their relationship to particular rivers, songs about rivers and a ritual with 

water drawn from rivers important to symposium participants.  

 

The winter solstice is an event EarthSong was invited to take over from the Kildara Centre 3 

years ago. The evening centres on a ritual, which engages with the themes of light and darkness. 

Each year the organisers have experimented with the format and activities of the evening in 

order to give participants a fresh approach to the themes. Last year EarthSong arranged for 
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independent scholar Glenys Livingstone to speak about seasonal celebrations and the winter 

solstice ritual drew heavily on one described in her book Pagaian Cosmology (2005). My 

observations here are focused on the winter solstice but flavoured by my experience of other 

EarthSong events. 

 

 

Winter Solstice Observations 

The Winter Solstice I attended was held in the evening of Wednesday the 21 June 2006 at the 

Kildara Centre in Malvern. It was, like most of EarthSong’s work, a separate event from the 

regular Catholic Mass. I got lost on the way and arrived late. I was greeted by Anne and led into a 

circle of 30 or so older people (average age about 55). In the centre of the circle was an altar, a 

small table swathed in black material that flowed into a circle on the floor. Within the circle at 

each of the compass points were a basket of feathers, a plate of soil, a small dish of sand that 

appeared to be on fire (I later discovered it had kerosene in it), and a stunning ceramic bowl of 

water. There was great attention to detail in the altar; all the elements were thoughtfully 

represented with beautiful objects. This has turned out to be a feature of all EarthSong’s ritual 

tools; they use striking, dramatic objects, which are all perfectly fitting in the context of the ritual 

but might otherwise seem like theatre props. Far from making one feel like an actor, the props 

lend the ritual an air of legitimacy, the boldness of the tools adds to the weightiness of the 

occasion.  

 

I joined in just after the calling of the four directions, as instructions were being given for a 

dance. We arranged ourselves in two circles one inside the other, then with hands clasped we 

moved from inner to outer and back again, weaving through each other.  

 

The theme of the evening is darkness as a creative space, the void that precedes transformation. 

In the ritual this is symbolised by sitting in darkness while someone talks about the creative 

potential of emptiness and how this fits into the cycle of the Earth; “Earth’s breath in this part of 

the world pauses. She rests. We wait…within the dark space of creativity for transformation.” 

The speaker then encourages us to contemplate the transformation we long for in ourselves, our 

family, our community, our planet and leaves us in silence for a few moments. 
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In darkness we are led outside to the beat of a lone drummer. In the centre of the courtyard a 

large wok sits atop a tall metal plinth. I notice the plants are largely introduced and the scene is 

decidedly urban, a small paved area squeezed amongst buildings. We circle the plinth three times, 

barely maintaining our circle in the tight space. Then a fire is lit and we are called to remember 

the great flaring forth, the beginning of the universe and all the subsequent birthings right down 

to our own. “We are at one with the Earth coming to birth.” We file back inside and Anne 

brings a candle lit from the sacred fire.  

 

Returning to our circle around the altar I notice some candles and a tray of sand have been 

placed in the middle. Anne places her candle on the altar and invites us to speak of what is being 

born to us in the coming year. We each step forward as the urge takes us with statements ranging 

from shy prayers for peace, love or help for the Earth, to praise for water and sun. There was 

gravity to the prayers and hesitancy; perhaps many participants were unused to voicing their 

thoughts during a religious celebration. As we speak our hopes we pick up a taper, light it from 

Anne’s candle and plant it in the tray of sand. I am reminded of other, neopagan solstices I have 

been to where people pour their hearts out at moments like this and find the group rather 

reserved in comparison. They are new to rituals of this kind, still feeling their way.  

 

The next part of the ritual was celebratory, a dance where we held hands and spiralled in and out 

around the altar to the music of “Appalachian Spring,” some even sang along. This was joyful 

and light hearted compared to earlier parts of the evening; we skipped with enthusiasm and 

grinned at each other as we danced around the room. We were on firm ground with the Pagaian 

‘Joy to the world’ (taken from Livingstone, 2005), the words were projected onto the wall and I 

was reminded of going to church with my grandmother as a child. This was followed by 

communion with mulled wine and fruitcake “We share food and wine, symbols of Earth’s 

bounty, born in the creative darkness and finding fruitfulness in the fullness of light.” Everyone 

was very excited about the mulled wine, a fitting midwinter drink. 

 

 

Intention 

It is clear from Anne’s statements that ritual is an important part of EarthSong’s work. She 

describes it as ‘integral’ to ‘every program that EarthSong offers.’ It is also clear that Anne has a very 
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particular understanding of what ritual is. In her interview she mentions the process philosophy 

of Alfred North Whitehead, where ritual becomes a way of being in the world. 
I’m very attracted to the ‘Whitehead’ sort of cycle – There’s an allurement, you pay 

attention to that allurement, you inquire further into it, you interpret it and then it 

shapes your behaviour. That spiral goes on and on and on, so if we’re attending to 

this understanding of who we are and where we came from then our whole life 

becomes a ritualistic process whereby we deepen and deepen and deepen our 

sense of relationship. (Anne) 

The purpose of EarthSong’s rituals then is not to define our relationship with the Earth but to 

draw our attention to a relationship that already exists and open us to the possibility of 

deepening it. The rituals are not an end in themselves but require the participant to take the 

experience and allow it to echo through the rest of their life.  
It’s a conversion of heart that sometimes a ritual may open a little door to and then 

if you keep engaging with that sort of ritualistic behaviour, or attentiveness then you 

might deepen that awareness and deepen and deepen, but that’s a lifetime’s work 

you know, it’s not about any one ritual, it’s a cosmology, it’s an understanding of 

who we are, and rituals have to come out of that but they also lead us more deeply 

into it. (Anne) 

The intention then is to affect people on a personal level, to demonstrate a way of relating to the 

other than human. It is a process of drawing the attention of participants and developing their 

interest in the other than human. The ritual is intended to inspire them to look at the world in a 

new light, with a sense of awe and wonder. 
Rituals are just doorways or windows or cracks or something through which Earth 

can speak or dance or sing or whatever she wants to do. (Anne) 

The ritual is a space for humility, for putting aside the fast pace of the human world and 

accepting what is given.  
It is a contemplative stance in a way it requires one, which I haven’t done with any 

success at all to live more slowly. That’s the invitation I think to just sit down and be 

taught and engage with the magpies carolling or whatever it is, the movement of 

the clouds, just be. (Anne) 

This way of being is something the EarthSong facilitators aim to model though they, too, are 

prone to getting caught up in the pace of life.  
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Philosophy 

Although EarthSong is guided by the principles of creation spirituality, I found that a reading of 

process theology was most useful in understanding Anne’s perspective on her work. The 

perspective of process theology is not counter to the creation view. Anne’s response to the 

drought currently plaguing Melbourne and much of Australia is a telling example of her views. 
There’s a lot of falsehood in praying for rain, you know, we’ve caused the disruption 

of all the cycles and now we say ‘now come on interventionist god send us some 

rain’ it can’t happen, it can’t happen, so it’s a lie, it’s a falsehood to be praying for 

rain, it’s not a falsehood to be seeing our inner selves that can change our ways of 

being, seeking deeper energy in ourselves that can change our way of being so 

that we cease to interfere with the planetary cycles and we allow nature to produce 

her clouds and produce her rain and have her trees and whatever else. (Anne) 

The solution to the environmental crisis does not arrive through divine intervention but emerges 

from within ourselves, we need to take responsibility for where we are and take steps to change. 

According to Anne, searching for our part in the crisis leads us to real, long-term solutions that 

come from deep within us. This resonates with the process theology view illustrated by John 

Cobb Jr. “We see a world of interrelated things such that alteration of any one affects all.” (1980: 

443) Thus change on a very personal level can be expected to impact on the whole of creation.  

 

 

Ecological themes 

Anne’s response to global warming illustrates another common feature between process 

theology and creation spirituality. 
I’m talking about climate change as Earth changing her clothes, so she started off 

as this red hot molten mass and then she gradually cooled and she was covered in 

oceans and then there were extinctions and it was dark and then we’ve got this 

beautiful multicoloured planet that we have now and that’s in danger of being 

destroyed but you know she’s been through crises before so if we hasten this era of 

destruction she’ll know what to do but you don’t want to put her to that trouble in a 

way. (Anne) 

Here she contextualises current events by telling a story about the evolution of the planet and its 

continuing future independent of the fate of humanity. The narrative echoes the work of Brian 

Swimme (1988) who joins Berry (1988) in calling for new stories told from the perspective of the 

cosmos rather than the human. In terms of process theology the narrative mode emphasises the 

ever-changing state of the world and the indeterminate nature of the future.  
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Anne’s opinions here also show something of her understanding of God and the place of 

humanity in relation to God. It suggests that our survival is contingent upon our relationship 

with the rest of creation. This is confirmed by her later comment: 
I find that we need a new language…we’re just moving out of that sense of the 

human as the dominant species and learning that we’re totally dependent on 

everything else and we couldn’t exist without everything else. (Anne) 

Thus we are not above the cycles of nature, our interdependence means that our existence as a 

species can only be guaranteed in cooperation with the other-than-human world. Anne’s ideas 

are indebted to the work of Thomas Berry. In The Dream of the Earth, Berry talks about our need 

to acknowledge our interdependence with all life and recognise that “our own well-being can be 

achieved only through the well-being of the entire natural world about us.” (1988: xv) According 

to Anne, the path to safeguarding the well-being of the other than human world lies in 

reawakening our sense of the sacredness of all life. 
We’re not going to harm what we love. If our aim is to become mutually enhancing 

members of the planetary community, then we have to learn to love in a very 

different way and compassion, have passion with. (Anne) 

This revelation forms the basis of EarthSong’s work, it refers to a particular kind of love, not one 

that is acquisitive but one based on care. Their strategy is to target the inner life of their audience 

and bring about a personal change in feeling toward the Earth, holding that regaining a sense of 

the sacred in creation will lead us toward right action. 

 

 

Engagement with Indigenous culture 

Anne did not subscribe to the view that engagement with Indigenous culture is necessary to the 

development of a strong relationship with the local. Instead she expressed concern that reliance 

on Indigenous wisdom actually has the potential to prevent non-indigenous Australians from 

deepening their connection with the land. 
We have to take that wisdom and allow it to be transformed into our own wisdom 

and not keep that dualism, as it were, of “Here are the ones who know the land and 

here are we who will never know the land.” (Anne) 

When asked directly about EarthSong’s use of Indigenous knowledge Anne expressed frustration 

at the scarcity of available resources. 
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We have often tried to look at indigenous patterns, like seasonal patterns but 

because they were nomadic peoples it’s hard to get hold of anything, it’s hard to 

draw on their wisdom in terms of that sort of seasonal celebration. (Anne) 

Later she commented on the value of Indigenous knowledge and the special relationship with 

the land enjoyed by the original custodians but her focus was very much on how non-indigenous 

Australians could develop a similar relationship. 
We know that the land valued those people so for us to be valued by the land is for 

us to learn some of those ways of being. (Anne) 

She went on to describe a process of reinhabitation whereby any Australian might integrate 

themselves with the land. 
If we go and sit on the land and if we could move forward into a different time space 

such as the earlier peoples had where sitting on the land means sitting on the land 

… if we eat the fruit of this land if we allow the imagery to be expressed in our song 

and in our art and in our ritual then we are the product of this land. (Anne) 

This requires a choice; an intention to surrender to what is given, putting aside the allurement of 

our busy lives. In this, it echoes Mathews’ understanding of becoming native (1999). 

 

 

Barriers 

Holding regular seasonal celebrations like the Winter solstice presents a number of challenges to 

the EarthSong organisers. Culturally speaking, in Australia, their efforts are hampered by the 

dissonance between imported traditions based on the European calendar and the Australian 

seasonal cycle. 
Of course culturally Christmas should be associated with it, it doesn’t have that 

celebratory, culturally celebratory moment for us, nor does the summer solstice you 

know we’re too busy spraying fake snow on our windows. So there’s a real 

mismatch culturally but we’ll keep working at it. (Anne) 

Then there is a sense of uncertainty about the directions they have taken with the solstice and 

how this fits with their philosophy. Anne encapsulates EarthSong’s intentions with the following 

statement: 
EarthSong’s attentiveness would be to make a space for Earth herself to do the 

singing and the talking and the shaping, to be shaped by her ways. (Anne) 

Later in talking generally about seasonal cycles she admits that…  
EarthSong is not good yet at honouring the seasonal cycles, because we could be 

having equinoxes but it’s a bit hard because whenever you look for ideas they do 

go back to Greco-Roman mythology so you can do that you know get Glenys’ book 
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and you’ve got a whole lot of rituals laid out for you, it’s still a challenge to really 

attend to that. (Anne) 

This comment is evidence of a dissonance between Anne’s interest in ‘attending’ and performing 

rituals based on ancient mythology as described in Glenys Livingstone’s book Pagain Cosmology 

(2005). There is a sense in which the EarthSong facilitators are still searching for an appropriate 

expression of their philosophy. Although they appreciate the depth and rigor of Glenys’ work 

there is tension between her approach and the ‘attentiveness’ that EarthSong facilitators are 

hoping to model. 
 I wonder about the mythologies. Although they were expressions of those classical 

civilisations, they were the stories they created from what they saw, what they 

experienced and they’re part of our story but you know maybe we’ve got new 

stories, you could tell the story of a tree, it doesn’t have to be human. (Anne) 

It is not Glenys’ methods that are in question but the capacity for those ancient mythologies to 

resonate with our current experiences and draw us into relationship with our own bioregion. 

 
Anne also expressed a more general concern about the extent to which human expectations 

about ritual impose upon the other-than-human. 
Even the movement of the air you sort of, you’re constraining the natural things by 

saying ‘Here we’re going to do this, we’re going to do that’ and you know maybe 

the best ritual outside is just to be there. (Anne) 

In our conversation she made a number of comments about connecting with the Earth in a 

more direct way “Maybe we’re just better sitting outside, experiencing the dark.” She spoke of a personal 

attentiveness to seasonal cycles developed through her relationship with a stand of gum trees in 

the park opposite her office.  
I walk over there and I notice I’m learning now something about the patterns of 

gumtrees dropping their bark and all of that sort of thing. So you know you see the 

bark on the ground in summer and you think “Oh it’s summer” and in winter the 

bark is hardening up again and you can learn that. (Anne) 

This kind of observation suggests an engagement with the local specifics of place through the 

changing seasons. Anne’s equivocations again reflect the fact that this is an area that is still new 

and experimental. EarthSong is a work in progress, a group of people interested in growing in 

their attentiveness and sharing that with the broader Catholic community. 
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Institutional relationship 

EarthSong is led by a group of Catholic religious who are dedicated to supporting the ‘ecological 

conversion’ as directed by Pope John Paul II (2001: par.4). EarthSong therefore has a strong 

relationship to the Catholic church. 
EarthSong is sponsored by seven Catholic religious orders so obviously it’s coming 

out of a Catholic base. (Anne) 

Despite this papal mandate and clear religious base, they have come under attack from more 

conservative Catholic quarters for their interest in exploring new forms of worship. Orthodox 

Catholic magazine AD2000 published an inflammatory article on EarthSong entitled 

“EarthSong: Green Christianity or a new paganism?” The article ended by warning Catholics to 

“be alert since any resemblance between EarthSong and Christianity appears to be purely 

coincidental.” (2006: 6) Anne’s perspective on this is philosophical. 
Our church is very slow to accept anything new, very slow it took us three hundred 

years to say that Galileo was right, so those who consider themselves or who are 

protectors of the faith always look with great suspicion on new expressions of 

things. (Anne) 

Far from wishing to undermine the Catholic faith, Anne described the role of EarthSong as very 

much in line with the tradition of Catholic orders. 
Religious orders in the church are not part of the hierarchical system they were, 

each order was founded at whatever time to do something that was not being done. 

So it is of the nature of a religious order of the Catholic church to be a charismatic 

group. A group that is inspired to address something that isn’t within the 

mainstream. (Anne) 

In terms of their philosophy, Anne sees EarthSong’s work as part of a strong thread of ‘natural 

mysticism’ within the Catholic tradition, citing the work of the Rhineland mystics and more recent 

theologians such as Thomas Merton and Teilhard de Chardin. EarthSong remains true to the 

traditional view of a creator God but is ‘drawing attention again to the revelation of the divine in … the 

other-than-human world.’ In Anne’s view this goes to the heart of our current ecological crisis. 
It’s because we’ve lost the sense of the sacred embedded in our world that we can 

destroy it because if we believed that, as our creed says, that God is everywhere 

and that this is the work of the divine then we wouldn’t be destroying it. (Anne) 

The work of EarthSong then exists in parallel to other expressions of the Catholic faith, 

enhancing our appreciation for the other-than-human that we may be inspired to live more 

sustainably. 
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Impact 

EarthSong’s work in general has been well received, growing by invitation from schools and 

congregations across Victoria. 
It grows by invitation, we put on programs but people have to come, there are a lot 

more invitations coming in for us to do programs. (Anne) 

Indicating that there are many within the Catholic community who appreciate what EarthSong 

has to offer. The Winter Solstice is a popular event, attracting over 30 people each year but Anne 

was unsure of its impact. 
It’s hard to know what the ritual does for people, we’ve never tried to evaluate it and 

god knows how you would. I have to admit I’ve always gone to the solstice thinking 

“I hope this is going to work, is everything right, have we got the fire going?” and I 

have never personally really entered into it. (Anne) 

It is impossible to say whether the ritual is effective in terms of ecological conversion but it 

seems unlikely that anyone not already interested in ecological spirituality would attend.  

 
In terms of creating a ritual that is locally attentive, EarthSong’s Winter Solstice falls short. The 

ritual is certainly successful in responding to the sun, the timing coincides with the shortest day 

of the year (and moves from year-to-year accordingly), but it does not demonstrate the kind of 

attentiveness that Anne embodies in her life. The highly structured nature of the ritual leaves 

little space for ‘Earth to speak.’ The ritual could have been carried out anywhere that was at a 

similar latitude, which one assumes was Livingstone’s intention in publishing it. Seasonal 

celebrations that represent genuine engagement with the local cannot be universal.  
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C h a p t e r  2  

LATE SUMMER REFLECTION 

 

Background 

Westgate Baptist Community is located in the inner-city western suburb of Yarraville on the edge 

of what was once a grassy plain stretching from the Maribyrnong River to the You Yangs and 

the Brisbane Ranges. Pastor Geoff Wraight has been with the community since April of 1999. In 

2000 he completed a Master of Theology with a thesis, Contours of an Australian Christology: A 

Christological Conversation with Issues of Belonging and Identity in Australian Consciousness, which was a 

theological discussion of indigenous reconciliation as an integral part of developing Christian 

worship in the Australian context. His interest in reconciliation coincided with a desire within his 

church to start a monthly communion service and inspired a small group within the congregation 

to work with Geoff to create a series of liturgies based on Alan Reid’s six-season calendar, 

published by Dr Beth Gott (1997).  

 
At Westgate the community’s work on reconciliation began in the church grounds: 

In 2003/2004 we decided to relandscape the front garden, one of our members is a 

local council worker who is into indigenous plants. We consulted with him and 

planted all indigenous plants, now when we’re talking about indigenous plants 

we’re not just talking native we’re talking local, indigenous grasses and plants. In 

the process of that we decided to have some sessions on understanding and 

learning about the local aboriginal people that were here. (Geoff) 

The research into the local indigenous people brought them to the work of Alan Reid and the 

six-season calendar, published by Dr Beth Gott. Geoff was clear about the limitations of the 

calendar, in that it is an approximation of how indigenous ancestors may have understood the 

seasons and that it is largely based on information from the Wurundjeri clans of the Yarra Valley 

rather than the coastal Bunerong people. However they could see the potential in seasonal 

celebrations. 
It certainly was fascinating to us and we thought this was a really practical way we 

could try to reconnect with the local indigenous people and the history of this place. 

(Geoff)  
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The integration of these seasonal observations with the monthly communion service ensured 

ongoing attention to reconciliation and a form of spiritual healing for the wounds left by 

colonisation. 

 
Although the primary intention of the liturgies is to integrate reconciliation with the central story 

of the Christian faith, it is also possible to read environmental messages in them. Educating 

participants about their bioregion, involving them in praise of creation and healing the dualism 

between Earth and spirit are among some of the messages that can be read in the Late Summer 

service I attended. According to Geoff his environmental awareness has developed in parallel 

with his work on reconciliation. In his understanding of theology the two are closely linked 

although he expressed doubt as to whether this had been communicated to his congregation. In 

2002 he pre-empted Norman Habel’s work by initiating a spring ‘Creation Sunday’ service and 

now runs a four week Season of Creation program in September every year.   
Now we have established a four week, the whole of September basically is our 

season of creation and we’re trying to develop that as just as important season in 

our church calendar as Easter and Lent and Advent and that’s been really 

wonderful because we spend that whole four Sundays having preaching and 

reflection on our responsibility as part of the whole creation, to be stewards and to 

care for and be part of the healing of the whole of creation. (Geoff) 

Following my interview with Geoff I was able to attend the late summer communion service on 

the third Sunday in March. The following observations have been combined with an analysis of 

the written liturgy (see Appendix D for full liturgy). As my prior knowledge and experience of 

Christianity is limited, I referred to An Australian Prayer Book (1978), produced by the Church of 

England in Australia to get a sense of what might be expected from a traditional communion 

service. 

 

 

Late Summer Observations 

When I arrived music was playing softly and a couple of people were sitting, quietly waiting for 

the service to start. Our chairs were arranged in a circle with a long table in the middle and a 

lectern at the northern end, a candle on a plinth marked each of the remaining three compass 

points. There were about 9 people present, predominantly older (over 55 at a guess) except for 

one family with a twelve year old boy. Each chair had a copy of the liturgy so we could read 

along and respond with the appropriate words where necessary. The Baptist denomination, like 

most Protestant religions, is heavily focused on the Word and their style of worship reflects this. 
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An initial glance at the written liturgy reveals a structured series of passages beginning with a 

preamble about indigenous life, then a prayer of thanksgiving, confession, bible reading, 

affirmation of faith, prayers of concern, another thanksgiving, the story of the lord’s table, a 

prayer of blessing, the sharing of bread and wine and finally a blessing to send us on our way. 

The whole service took approximately 45 minutes. 

 
The service began with Geoff reading a line from the bible in reference to the changing seasons: 

As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and 
winter, day and night shall not cease. (Gen 8:22) 

He then acknowledged the original custodians of the land, the Yalukit Willam clan of the 

Bunerong people, and gave a close description of what life may have been like for them before 

colonisation, including the kind of food they might have eaten, the activity of local flora and 

fauna and the cultural practice of controlled burning. He painted an evocative picture of pre-

colonial indigenous life and brought us back to the present with observations of urban life at this 

time of year “returning to the rhythms of school and work after the holiday season.” It gave one 

the sense of existing in two places at once, a series of histories overlapping the land. This was 

soon reinforced during the opening ‘Prayer of Thanksgiving’ which called us to look up at the 

stars “with the generations of Bunerong families who lived here for thousands of years.” The 

overlaying of present and past inspires us to look at the place we live with new eyes, imagining 

what it might have been like before colonisation and industrialisation. Accustomed as we are to 

eating European foods, it is difficult to imagine living on indigenous plants and animals. Geoff’s 

preamble was both educational and poignant, making us think twice about how we live and our 

relationship to our local area. 

 
The liturgy was written in response to issues of reconciliation but it was clear in my interview 

with Geoff and in the text itself that our relationship with the Earth is implicated in 

reconciliation. During the first part of confession we asked God that we be part of the 

movement for reconciliation, expressing our responsibility to other humans. The next part 

referred to our relationship with the Earth, suggesting that our responsibility to other humans 

precedes our responsibility to the other-than-human: 

We regret that we are part of a generation who have forgotten Earth and treated 
this garden planet as a beast to be tamed and a place to be ruled. (App. D) 

Together we lamented our failings and then asked Christ to “teach us to love Earth, feel her 

rhythms and seasons and return to Earth as our home.” The call to return to the Earth seems 

like a response to the dualism of Western culture, it is a call to put aside our obsession with 
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transcendence and domination, and rejoice in the beauty of creation. The confession also 

suggests that, in this liturgy, Christ operates as the earthly arm of God, the embodied or human 

aspect, leading to complex theological debates beyond the scope of the current project. 

 
The bible reading for the evening, taken from the Revised Common Lectionary, was 2 

Corinthians 5:16-21, a passage on reconciliation that Geoff discussed at length in his Masters 

thesis.  

 
The Affirmation of Faith includes a paragraph on the Earth that takes up the theme of home 

again and pushes it further; the Earth is not only our home but “a sanctuary, a sacred planet 

filled with God’s presence.” This is not just about fulfilling our responsibility it is about love: 

inspiring us to care for the Earth and all our kin. However it is not framed as an exhortation, it is 

an affirmation, a statement, indicating that it is a basic component of Christian faith.  

 
The Affirmation compounds my impression of Jesus as the earthly aspect of God, when we say 

together: 

We believe that God became flesh and blood, 

became a piece of Earth, 

a human being called Jesus Christ, 

who lived and breathed and spoke among us, 

suffered and died on a cross, 

for all human beings and for all creation. (App. D) 

The language here is inclusive, it is not only humanity that has earned the love and sacrifice of 

Jesus but all creation. Furthermore Jesus is “the Christ at the core of creation” he is central to all 

that is, perhaps implying that creation participates in the incarnation of Jesus Christ.  

 
Most participants got up to light a candle and say a prayer for something that concerned them. 

The prayers ranged from global (for David Hicks) to local (for an ill friend or relative). I stood 

and prayed for all the animals affected by global warming, including us and promptly feared I 

had been sacrilegious. Further reading tells me that this is not necessarily so: the liturgy itself 

reveals a hierarchy between humans and animals (we are born of Earth and spirit) but reinforces 

our kinship with all life.  

 
The Great Thanksgiving is a part of the traditional communion service but the text here is 

original. The first stanza in particular seems strongly influenced by Creation Spirituality and Brian 
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Swimme’s Cosmic Creation Story (1988). The word of God is described as a trigger that sets off a 

chain of events ending in the birth of humanity. 

Your word is the impulse for all things to be, 

for space, stars and stardust to appear, 

for Earth to emerge from the deep, 

for life to be born of Earth and 

for humans to be born of Earth and the Spirit. (App. D) 

This last line is significant as it is the only place in the liturgy where humanity is explicitly 

separated from the rest of creation. It singles us out as unique but the way this passage is phrased 

places us within the story of creation. 

 
The Story of the Lord’s Table was a simple rendition of the traditional story of Jesus Christ’s last 

meal with his disciples, followed by a brief blessing of the bread and wine and sharing the bread 

and wine around the circle. I was moved by the communion, eating the body of Christ reminded 

me of David Suzuki in The Sacred Balance (1997) where he talks about how we are made of earth 

and sun, we are the food we eat, in a symbiotic relationship with the Earth. As I ate the bread I 

thought about how it was a sacred part of me. In his interview Geoff mentioned a passage of the 

bible that refers to Jesus as “the Word become flesh.” Norman Habel links this with Genesis 

where humans are made of earth/dust/clay and determines that in Jesus, God becomes a piece 

of Earth. This is the theological basis for parts of the Affirmation of Faith. 

 
In the final blessing the written liturgy makes mention of the cooling rains of late summer but 

Geoff spoke about the obvious lack of rain due to the drought. At the end of the evening, 

people stopped to talk amongst themselves and a few people approached me to introduce 

themselves. It was clear that they all knew each other. The atmosphere was friendly and inviting 

but I was also aware of my outsider status.  

 
Over all the primacy of the written liturgy was apparent, the evening was constructed around it 

and the deepest meaning came out of it. Although the words themselves were often very sensual, 

particularly in the opening ‘Prayer of thanksgiving,’ the style of worship was focused on an 

internal reflection on the themes rather than a physical embodiment of them. 
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Intention 

The primary goal of the Late Summer reflection is the celebration of the Eucharist in accordance 

with Christian tradition. 
In the Baptist tradition communion is not normally done an a liturgical or a 

contemplative sort of way on the Sunday morning so we decided to have a formal, 

more liturgical quiet space, celebration of the Lord’s Supper on a Sunday evening 

once a month. (Geoff) 

This primary aim is joined by a secondary goal of integrating reconciliation with religious 

worship, driven by the desires of a small group within the church community who had a 

particular interest in reconciliation. 
We just thought it was a start and it was a way of linking our understanding of our 

faith and the celebration of the central story of our faith rooted more in the local 

seasons. (Geoff) 

Seasonal reflections became the medium through which regular attention could be paid to the 

issue of reconciliation and a personal connection between this and their faith might be generated.  
The whole project here has just been to try and reconnect locally [with the original 

custodians]. (Geoff) 

The realisation of this intention is best demonstrated by the opening sections of the Late 

Summer liturgy where contemporary experiences of late summer are paralleled with research on 

pre-colonial Indigenous life at that time of year. It is my contention that this local reconnection 

meets ecological aims as well.  

 

 

Philosophy 

Geoff is deeply committed to his faith and sees Christianity as being involved in the changes that 

are taking place in response to environmental crisis. 
I think theologically one of the things that has really begun to settle in our minds is 

the whole idea that we are so much a part of the Earth ourselves, the stuff of our 

bodies is the stuff of the Earth, everything is interdependent. (Geoff) 

The focus within the theological circles is shifting from pure transcendentalism to an embodied 

spirituality that embraces the creation as an expression of God. 
I think the more we connect with our environment the more we listen to the natural 

rhythms of the creation, the more we, I think, are drawn closer to God’s heart. 

(Geoff) 

There is no dissonance between his religious convictions and his political leanings, the Christian 

path is one that embraces social justice, that cares for the creation and reconciles the past. The 
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fact that he has a strong theological grasp of his faith means that he is in a good position to give 

leadership within his congregation and has expressed a wish to do so. 

 

 

Ecological themes 

Although these liturgies do not have the aim of ecological conversion, they serve to educate 

participants about what is happening for indigenous plants and animals in their local area. In his 

interview Geoff spoke about how the indigenous seasons make more sense as one pays attention 

to them.  
We notice every year in my experience it comes to July and people say ‘Isn’t the 

golden wattle flowering early’ but it flowers that time every year just that we’re 

thinking of the four seasonal calendar. Pre-spring starts mid July. (Geoff) 

Although people may feel like they do not have any knowledge or awareness of the indigenous 

seasons, they are actually quite familiar with markers such as the golden wattle coming into 

bloom in pre-spring, the hot, dry weather of high summer and the return of migrating birds in 

true spring. As one pays attention, these markers become more apparent and sit alongside the 

imported signs of seasonal change such as the turning leaves in autumn and the flowering bulbs 

in spring. However even these indigenous seasonal markers have their limits. 
[The indigenous seasons] did make more sense, until climate change has started to 

bite and we’ve realised even this system is going to need adjusting because of 

global warming. (Geoff) 

The liturgies draw attention to the emerging impacts of climate change by creating an 

expectation about seasonal indicators such as weather and plants. Geoff is aware of the need to 

adapt depending on changes in local climate over time; this was evident in the evening I attended 

where he mentioned the lack of rain. 

 
The line from Genesis that opened the evening seems contrary to what we know of 

environmental crisis. Although they may not cease altogether it would seem that “summer and 

winter, seedtime and harvest” (Gen 8:22) are destined to undergo some major shifts as a result of 

global warming. Fuelled by the drought, climate change has become a pressing issue in Australia. 
The climate is changing, in the space of 12 months almost it has become the public 

issue of all time. (Geoff) 

Despite an utter lack of leadership and indeed very little interest at all at the level of Federal 

Government, the issue of global warming is gaining momentum. Geoff was optimistic about 
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global warming; he demonstrated a willingness to adapt the seasonal liturgies and sees climate 

change as an opportunity for a new era of human cooperation. 
The amazing thing that this whole climate change question has the potential to do 

is bring people together. We certainly have a common threat that requires a 

common solution. (Geoff) 

This suggests that his understanding of the opening passage does not discount the possibility of 

environmental crisis but is a statement of faith that the Earth and her seasons will endure. 

 

 

Engagement with Indigenous culture 

Geoff expressed doubt about whether participants understood the relationship between 

reconciliation and our present environmental crisis, suggesting that it may be a connection that 

needs to be more clearly communicated.  
I think people are aware…in the back of their minds all the time, that there’s been 

enormous damage done and we’ve got to do something about it but I am not 

convinced that …they naturally think ‘Oh well that’s because we never listened to 

the indigenous people’ …I’m not sure that that’s really happening at a local or 

public level at the moment. (Geoff) 

I find Geoff’s doubts intriguing in light of some of the strong creation focused themes in the 

liturgy, particularly the Affirmation of Faith and The Great Thanksgiving.  Upon reflection I suppose 

if those themes are present in the majority of Westgate’s liturgy then there is no reason for 

participants in the monthly communion service to relate it specifically with reconciliation. As far 

as Geoff is concerned the two are intimately connected. 
In many ways the aboriginal people are the voice of this land, and if we would 

understand what it means to belong to this land…if you have been born in Australia 

or you have lived here a long time you begin to be owned by the land, it seeps into 

to you whether you acknowledge it or not. The landscape begins to be part of who 

you are and if we understand what that means and how we should deal with that 

reality I think we have got to be listening to our indigenous people. (Geoff) 

The idea that the land itself influences our culture and our sense of ourselves on a very personal 

level, is one I have heard expressed by a number of indigenous Australians, most notably on the 

heritage walks through the Melbourne botanic gardens and along the Yarra River. It is also part 

of the central argument in David Tacey’s Reenchantment (2000), which is analysed in Geoff’s 

thesis. His understanding of the original custodian’s relationship to land is far more complex 
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than what is expressed through the liturgy but he is pragmatic about the need to integrate 

indigenous ways of knowing with the modern mindset. 
It’s more about the rhythm and … our western atomistic approach to things tends to 

want to respond to systems and calendars and so on … we’ve got to kind of use 

that to communicate but move toward, hopefully a more rhythmic understanding of 

life. (Geoff) 

Another barrier to the integration of indigenous ways of relating to the land is urbanisation. 
The difficulty in people’s practical experience in connecting those two themes 

(reconciliation and the environment) is the fact that we live in such an urban 

environment, the landscape has been so totally obliterated by the development in 

this close to the city so apart from a few wonderful little parks around the place, 

there’s not a lot of the original landscape left. (Geoff) 

This taps into another issue pertinent to this part of Melbourne. The indigenous habitat of the 

western suburbs is grassland, not the idealised nature of tree-covered mountains that is such a 

draw card for the suburbs east of Melbourne. The importance and beauty of grassland is 

undervalued in our culture. 

 

 

Barriers 

When asked about barriers to the work of reconciliation or caring for creation, Geoff’s first 

response was ‘just people’s ignorance.’ Even at Westgate which ‘as a community is more progressive than a 

lot of other churches,’ he has encountered people who cannot see the need for reconciliation. He 

feels the efforts of reconciliation are stymied by the federal government’s aggressive position on 

indigenous issues. 
That ignorance is compounded by lack of support at the official level, there is no 

indigenous representative in parliament, the council for reconciliation was 

dismantled, ATSIC was dismantled. I put more blame on the government than 

most. (Geoff) 

This was closely followed by condemnation of the Prime Minister John Howard. 
John Howard just does not get it…I really think he’s history in the sense that more 

and more people seem to be realising that we are on a different page, we have 

moved to a different era, different world, different challenges and they are just not 

with us. (Geoff) 

Viewed in light of Geoff’s optimism about the opportunities on offer in response to global 

warming, there was a real frustration about the failure of our elected leaders to engage with the 

issues of our time, particularly their failure to take advantage of the public support for 
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reconciliation at the time of the ‘Brining them Home’ report. The government’s position was seen 

to have a flow on effect on the media so that there is little opportunity for people to find out 

more about reconciliation or for public debate on the issue. 
The media’s been in the pocket of the conservative government for the last twelve 

years [and] is the source of information for the majority of people in our cities and of 

course they form their opinions on that basis and it’s highly influential. (Geoff) 

Without an indigenous presence in our media or representation at the political level, the issue of 

reconciliation is out of sight and out of mind.  

 

 

Institutional response 

Although there is support at the institutional level for work on the issues of reconciliation and 

environmental crisis (specifically global warming) there is no understanding of a possible 

relationship between the two.  
In my own life journey, yes, those things are definitely connected but I struggle to 

see them connected in the Christian church in general…so I’m in a transitional 

stage there. (Geoff) 

Response has been limited to issuing a broad statement on global warming that leaves individual 

congregations to find resources and make decisions about how to proceed. The Baptist Union of 

Victoria’s website includes a statement on global warming released in October 2006. The 

statement urges Baptists to: 

- Engage in praise for creation, prayer for the earth and education on the environmental 

crisis. 

- Commit to reducing their energy use as part of care for creation. 

- Encourage their members to live simply and with a small environmental footprint. 

- Call on governments and their local politicians to take strong action on global warming. 

Geoff was very positive about the Baptist Union’s response to his work describing ‘tremendous 

support’ for the issue of reconciliation in particular but admitted that this was ‘not always availed of by 

churches at the local level.’ 

 
The Baptist Union of Australia (representing 330,000 Christians) is included in Common Belief. 

Their statement has a strong flavour of Christian Stewardship, asserting that God has entrusted 

humanity with the care of creation and explicitly denying that “the creation and its ecosystems 

are to be worshipped or venerated.” It also draws on the environmental justice perspective, 
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acknowledging that it is the world’s poorest and most vulnerable people who are most likely to 

suffer the consequences of environmental degradation. It would seem that within the Baptist 

faith churches have a great deal of autonomy, there are conventions and shared resources like the 

Revised Common Lectionary but no standard rule of liturgy. Strict rules about the structure and 

content of the service may well stymie efforts to gear services toward ecological messages and 

attentiveness to local seasonality. For all its autonomy there are rules within the Baptist tradition, 

theological rules about the nature of God and the place of humanity on Earth as demonstrated 

by the Baptist Union of Australia’s statement in Common Belief above. 

 

 

Impact 

The issue of reconciliation was originally raised within the regular Sunday morning service with 

mixed response. 
There was a small group of people here that were very open and very aware and 

very informed and very moved and motivated by the issue of reconciliation 

(particularly out of the ‘Bringing them Home’ report)… In some ways we discovered 

in that process that a lot of people just weren’t there and hadn’t gone through that 

whole process of awareness and knowledge and understanding and to suddenly hit 

them with a healing liturgy where we’re confessing our participation in the 

destruction or dispossession of aboriginal people … it didn’t click and a smaller 

number would be in the same boat as John Howard where they don’t see a point in 

saying ‘sorry’ for something that we didn’t do. (Geoff) 

The seasonal reflection then, was an opportunity for those who were interested and engaged 

with the issue to come together and reflect more deeply on it. While the wider congregation 

could be taken on a ‘much slower, more careful learning process.’  
[My work] really sounds more impressive than it actually is. I have warm 

encouragement from a small group here but also from quite a few people who have 

heard what we are doing outside of this context and that has been encouraging 

when I’ve felt like it is not worth doing this, there are not enough people interested. 

(Geoff) 

The results may be modest but Geoff’s work is impressive, at least in theory, it is practical and 

founded on a solid theological base. 
I have to confess it hasn’t been a runaway success with hundreds of people on a 

Sunday night, we’d probably get, you know, 15 (Geoff). 

Recently there has been talk of changing or finishing the monthly communion service due to 

poor attendance - numbers have dropped below 5. One wonders if this might be due to Kearns’ 
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observation of the Christian eco-justice movement; “too secular and political for those searching 

for spirituality and too religious for those seeking political and social change.” (1996: 64)  

Although only a small proportion of the broader community come to the communion, the fact 

of its existence continues to send a message that the issue exists, is important and is part of the 

church’s agenda.  

 
The impact of researching and writing the seasonal liturgies on Geoff is profound. Throughout 

our interview his passion and deep understanding of reconciliation was clear. He has been on a 

personal journey with the issue that has inspired him to reflect on the Euro-centrism of our 

culture, the false dualism between humanity and nature, and the way we relate to our 

environment as a result.  
I had been here 40 years, lived here all my life but never really taken notice of the 

environment around me enough to realise that maybe summer, autumn, winter, 

spring does not quite fit in the way that it should, or in the way that our ancestors 

would have understood the sharpness of those seasons in Europe. (Geoff) 

His research, paralleled by growing awareness of the environmental crisis have brought him to 

new levels of attentiveness to local seasonal conditions evidenced by his broad knowledge of the 

flora, fauna and weather patterns in his local area.  
I think this six season system is much more in harmony with what we are 

experiencing even that though sometimes…there are microclimates, there is 20% 

less rainfall here than on the other side of town. (Geoff) 

Without further investigation it is impossible to know whether regular participants in the 

monthly service have a similarly heightened appreciation for the local environment or indeed 

whether this has had flow on effects to the congregation as a whole.  
Now I’m speaking as someone who has journeyed a little bit on this path personally 

but yes, as a pastoral leader I want to give leadership in this area … with my 

congregation. (Geoff) 

The potential of the monthly reflections is realised in Geoff’s understanding of the relationship 

between ecological crisis and reconciliation. His desire to show leadership in the area gives 

promise for the future. 
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C h a p t e r  3  

THE RETURN OF THE SACRED KINGFISHER 

 
Background 

CERES (the Centre for Environmental Research and Educational Strategies) is an environmental 

education park created on an old tip site on the west bank of the Merri Creek, north of the 

Melbourne CBD. CERES is also the Roman goddess of agriculture. The dual meaning of the 

name captures the spirit of the organisation; it is a secular institution based on deep ecology 

principles.  

The CERES site itself started out as a quarry, a hole in the ground, a gateway to 
the underworld. Subsequently, it was a tip – the very image of waste, desolation, 
blight. Then, fifteen years ago, the goddess Demeter was invoked, and the 
process of renewal began. (Mathews, 1999:3) 

CERES is a vibrant and creative space that draws urban dwellers into community with the land 

and each other to fulfil the goals of environmental sustainability and social justice. Artists, 

gardeners, activists and scientists collaborate on a variety of projects from investigating 

renewable energy sources to raising indigenous plants to teaching school children about 

multiculturalism (CERES, 2007).  

 
The Return of the Sacred Kingfisher festival is inspired by an actual event that occurred at 

CERES in 1992. According to the CERES website the sacred kingfisher had not been seen along 

the Merri Creek for about 20 years. 

One day a bird flew into a classroom window at CERES. Teachers and students 
rushed out only to discover a stunned but safe Sacred Kingfisher. The sighting 
was greeted with much excitement. It proved to CERES and the wider 
community that their environmental efforts were indeed bearing fruit. A 
celebration was called for and the Return of the Sacred Kingfisher Festival was 
born. (CERES, 2005) 

Return of the Sacred Kingfisher (Kingfisher) is part of CERES’ annual calendar of events, which 

includes a harvest festival and a winter solstice celebration. Kingfisher is the longest running of 

these having been around for some 13 years. The festival takes place on the last Saturday in 

November every year, in accordance with the bird’s spring migration. The festival 
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commemorates the revegetation efforts that enabled the sacred kingfisher’s return to the Merri 

Creek area where it had become extinct.  

Its dramatic re-enactment of the retreat of the kingfisher in the face of ecological 
holocaust and its return in response to the efforts of local people to regenerate 
their ‘country’ through revegetation and restoration, symbolizes the beginning of 
a new ‘season’ of peaceful coexistence between the people and the land in this 
locality. (Mathews, 1999:4) 

This evidence of healing within an urban ecosystem is held up as a sign of hope in the face of 

our current environmental crisis. The festival is a celebration of the CERES community’s efforts 

to move society towards environmental sustainability. The timing of the festival and the themes 

of regeneration sit neatly with archetypes of spring fertility festivals and the rituals of Kingfisher 

generally reflect this. 

 
My collaborator for this part of my research was former festivals coordinator at CERES, Maya 

Ward. During her time as coordinator, Maya established the Harvest Festival and contributed to 

the ongoing development of Kingfisher. She has a great passion for ritual and for the work of 

reconnecting locally with the other-than-human. 
I’d long been fascinated with bioregionalism as a philosophy and also permaculture 

and I saw both of them as really framing my life for I think about seven years before 

applying for that job. (Maya) 

Her long interest in bioregionalism and permaculture give her a particular insight into the 

purpose of CERES’ festivals and the impact that they have on the broader community. Although 

no longer employed by CERES, she continues to be involved in both festivals in a voluntary 

capacity.  

 

 

Return of the Sacred Kingfisher Observations 

 Some spring days fill you with hope. As the days get longer and the air begins to warm, the sky 

seems to open up and fill your heart with optimism. Last year’s Return of the Sacred Kingfisher 

Festival was not held on one of those days. Instead the sky was overcast, the air unseasonably 

cool and rain threatened. I arrived at CERES in late afternoon and wandered the grounds, 

sampling the atmosphere. There were workshops on African drumming and puppet making, 

some people worked on a well dressing using native flora, there were performances on the stage 

next to the Village Green and there was a range of environmentally flavoured market stalls. 

Crowds of people wandered from place to place, a diverse mix of ages and ethnic backgrounds 
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The Kingfisher Nest of Intention 
This nest has been lovingly created to 

hold our dreams for the future. This nest 
will nurture and protect our delicate 
hopes, until hope’s wings are well 

feathered, and can carry those dreams 
aloft. 

 
Today, on the occasion of the 13th Return 

of the Sacred Kingfisher Festival, we 
invite you to write your positive intentions 
for a sustainable and peaceful world. Or if 
you prefer, write what qualities you hope 
to foster inside yourself or support within 
your community to make your dreams 

possible. 
 

During this evening’s ritual we will be 
ceremonially burning this beautiful nest. 
In the burning of the nest we will bring 

flame’s wings to our hopes that are 
cradled there, and we will release them 

into the world. 
 

We too are hope’s wings – as individuals 
and as a community we must carry our 
dreams of a peaceful and sustainable 

future. We must hold our dreams high, so 
they catch the winds of change that are 

streaming towards us, right now. 
 

Here at CERES, we invite you to be part 
of this community. 

 

(transcribed from a flier handed out at the 
Kingfisher festival) 

although there seemed to be a high number of young families. Most of the latter had their picnic 

rugs set up in front of the stage on the Village Green.   

 
Women dressed rather enigmatically in white togas and crowned in ivy wreaths mingled with the 

crowd, handing out neatly bundled scrolls. The one I approached shyly introduced herself as the 

Roman goddess Ceres and was apologetic about the mundane nature of the membership and 

donation information in her scrolls but I thought it was a cute touch. The CERES complex 

seems like a fitting temple to the goddess of agriculture and how do temples run if not by calling 

on the generosity of their patrons?  

 
In a large space between the Village Green and the 

market stalls was a giant pile of string and old bits of 

wood that looked like an enormous nest. Beside it a 

market umbrella sheltered a table where two women 

oversaw a child writing something on a strip of 

paper. I hovered uncertainly at the edge of their 

attention while the child finished and was guided by 

his mother and the overseer to place it on the nest. 

Then I asked what was happening. It turned out that 

this was the Kingfisher’s nest of intention, people 

could write their wish for the world or themselves 

on a strip of paper and then attach it to the nest with 

string or glue. At the end of the evening’s ritual the 

nest would be set alight and all the wishes carried 

out into the world to be realised. The overseer was 

actually an artist employed by CERES and, I soon 

realised, as well as encouraging people to make 

wishes she was responsible for maintaining the 

aesthetic value of the nest. I enthusiastically took up 

a strip and wrote a wish. Then with the help of the 

artist placed it carefully on the nest and, according to 

her suggestion, wrapped string around it to make it a 

bit more interesting. I wondered a little about the importance of the nest’s aesthetic value, 

considering its fiery end but it made me feel special that care was being taken over it. In 
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A Vision  
 
If we will have the wisdom to survive, 
To stand like slow-growing trees 
On a ruined place, renewing it, enriching it, 
If we will make our seasons welcome here, 
Asking not too much of earth and heaven, 
Then a long time after we are dead 
The lives our lives prepare will live 
Here, their houses strongly placed 
Upon the valley sides, fields and gardens 
Rich in the windows. The river will run 
Clear, as we will never know it, 
And over it, birdsong like a canopy. 
On the levels of the hills will be  
Green meadows, stock bells in noon shade. 
On the steeps where greed and ignorance cut down  
The old forest, an old forest will stand, 
Its rich leaf fall drifting on its roots. 
The veins of forgotten springs will have opened. 
Families will be singing in the fields. 
In their voices they will hear a music 
Risen out of the ground. They will take 
Nothing from the ground they will not return, 
Whatever the grief at parting. Memory, 
Native to this valley, will spread over it 
Like a grove, and memory will grow  
Into legend, legend into song, song 
Into sacrament. The abundance of this place, 
The songs of its people and its birds, 
Will be health and wisdom and indwelling 
 Light. This is no paradisal dream. 
Its hardship is in its possibility. 
 
 Wendell Berry 
 
(from a flier handed out at the Kingfisher festival) 

retrospect it strikes me that it parallels the sand mandalas of the Tibetan Monks that are 

painstakingly created and then poured out into the nearest body of water. It was the act of 

creation that was important, the fact that it was going to be burnt placed emphasis on this. It was 

a collective piece of art, a shared symbol of hope.  

 
I came across Maya and friends having a great time dressed as crows (or waa as he is known in 

the local indigenous language). They perched on a fence imitating his call. According to Maya, 

Waa is a trickster figure in the mythology of the Wurundjeri Willam, so this gang of crows had 

fun copying the nearby Morris Dancers and scaring the children. A crowd of little kingfishers 

passed by warily, Maya tried to explain 

that kingfisher is friends with waa but 

they remained unconvinced. I overheard 

a little girl pointing them out to her 

mother “Look it’s a scarecrow.” It is a 

new story, a new mythology for these 

children, one that needs to compete 

Saturday morning cartoons.  

 
At 7.15 the crowds flocked to the 

Village Green for the heart of the 

festival, the evening ritual. People in 

kingfisher blue made their way to the 

centre of the Green and taught us how 

to do the Kingfisher boogie. Everyone 

gathered around in a circle and, 

accompanied by enthusiastic African 

drumming, swooped and flew and 

shook their tail feathers.  I learned that 

the Kingfisher swoops down to catch 

insects and wiggles its tail to balance on 

branches. I wondered about Maya’s 

comments about embodying animals 

changing our perception of them. 

Would I look at the sacred kingfisher differently now that I had attempted to emulate her?  
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Our dance was interrupted by the arrival of a giant kingfisher puppet, attended by a number of 

little kingfishers and blue flags, carried by children. Men and women in khaki uniforms followed 

her in carrying giant eggs, each in its own nest.  The giant kingfisher flew round and round the 

circle and then led a procession down to the creek escorted by a band of musicians playing 

violin, harmonica, tambourine and drums. Here there was a sand sculpture laid out in a double 

spiral. The kingfisher dancers handed out candles and we planted them in the sand with our 

wishes for the future. In her interview Maya described her experience of handing out the wish 

candles and the impact it had: 
One year at Kingfisher I was handing out the wishing candles “Make a wish for the 

creek. Make a wish for the creek.” … and handing out the candles you know “Make 

a wish for the Earth.” Or something like that and then each child got a chance to 

light a candle and stick it in this sand sculpture and then you saw these kids just 

absolutely mesmerised by it. Just sitting there with the most beautiful faces. Some 

of them took their candle then and placed it in the creek itself and I just though to 

myself “I am seeing a group of children on a Saturday night meditating” (Maya) 

 

Meanwhile the egg bearers gently laid their precious cargo on the creek bank. I gather they were 

conservationists as some had ‘Friends of Merri Creek’ t-shirts. Sitting side by side, the eggs 

looked like they were together in one big nest. This simple act acknowledged the important 

revegetation work that has allowed the Merri Creek to become a habitable home for a broad 

variety of indigenous animals and plants. 

 
The giant Kingfisher led us back up the hill and through the Village Green to the nest. Now a 

large circle of white paper pyramids defined a space around it. The kingfisher and its attendants 

paraded around inside the circle leaving the audience to arrange itself obediently on the edge. 

The drummers and musicians found a place for themselves to one side and the conservationists 

disappeared around the back. The kingfisher party finished circling and made a grand exit. Maya 

addressed the audience in her waa outfit, she read out the invocation for the kingfisher nest of 

intention and a poem by Wendell Berry. The kingfisher dancers returned to show us their stuff, 

accompanied again with great energy by African drumming. They were followed by a 

multicultural group of people carrying green flags with writing in a variety of languages, two 

people from this group went to each of the paper pyramids in turn and lit candles inside them.  
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Finally the conservationists returned with big torches – branches with one end wrapped in 

material and dipped in kerosene. As they entered the circle one by one they paused to light their 

torch, then carefully walked around the nest until they had it surrounded. They paused to wave 

their torches high in the air, tension building as the drums came to a crescendo, then stepped 

forward and set the nest alight. A great cheer went up from the audience and a group of people 

began to sing.  “Let it go, let it out, let it all unravel, set it free, and it may be a path on which to travel.” As 

fire gradually engulfed the nest and the flames climbed high into the damp, dark air I felt myself 

warmed inside and out. The exhilaration of the massive fire and the warmth of the community 

gathered to fill it with dreams and witness their release was enough to fill me with hope. 

 
 
Intention 

Freya Mathews, in her article about CERES, describes the community as being involved in the 

work of ‘re-enchantment.’ 

… transforming people’s relation to their world, putting them in touch with 
larger sources of meaning, reconfigures the old self-centred patterns that 
emanate from our modern society, so that ‘caring for country’ is no longer 
merely a burdensome option but integral to our sense of self and, on a spiritual 
level, to our very sustenance. (1999:5) 

These are the goals to which the Return of the Sacred Kingfisher festival aspires. The organisers 

seek to model a different way of relating to ‘country’ and lead the community in a ritual that 

embodies that way of relating. 
Lighting a candle for the creek you’re giving people the opportunity to do something 

that could become a practice, you’re modelling good behaviour, you’re modelling 

what the world should be. (Maya) 

The hope is that this way of being will flow from the ritual out into the lives of the participants, 

drawing them into community with each other and with the other-than-human world.  
That thing [the candle ritual] we’ve instituted as one of the rituals in Kingfisher, so 

important, it’s that “Oh I have a role here” and especially giving kids that magical 

space in the city, along their creek. They can walk along the creek the next day and 

they can see the rubbish bags strewn through the creek and they can think about 

all of that. “Oh this is magical space and this is also a rubbish drain. What does that 

mean?” It’s not necessarily providing answers but it’s giving them a way in. (Maya) 

This part of the ritual is designed to reframe the children’s relationship to their local creek by 

placing it in the context of ritual and making it sacred. As well as being multifaceted in the 

themes it engages with, Kingfisher serves a variety of purposes. It balances a number of 
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competing priorities and interests, that of the community, of the Earth and of the funding bodies 

who make the festival possible. 
We’ve got to do a lot of different things in modern festivals … we’ve got to build 

community where there isn’t any, we’ve got to create practices to protect the world 

where we don’t have practices to protect the world, we’ve got to do the traditional 

thing of recognising and honouring and respecting for the world which is what 

traditional rituals do … and then we’ve also got the negotiating with all these 

cultures who don’t understand, respect or care about what we’re doing i.e. funding 

bodies and the rest of the world. (Maya) 

The goal of the festival is not only to introduce people to the work of environmental 

regeneration but also to celebrate and sustain the people already engaged in that work. 
I’d been to a Kingfisher festival before and I’d found it very moving … because I 

was working in revegetation at the time so I was out there on the creeks planting 

things and so forth and then there was a festival specifically about a little migratory 

bird that comes back, came back to the urban creeks because of the revegetation 

and I went “oh this is celebrating my work … my actual work … and it’s doing it 

every November when the kingfishers return from their northern migration.” (Maya) 

The sacred kingfisher is celebrated as a metonym for the regeneration of devastated urban 

ecologies. It also stands as a metaphor for the changing relationship between human and other-

than-human from one of domination to one of healing. Finally the Return of the Sacred 

Kingfisher celebrates the literal return of the kingfisher from its forced exile due to habitat 

depletion and from its annual northern migration. CERES has found in the Sacred Kingfisher a 

multivalent symbol of their work. 

 
Although it is often described as a ritual that celebrates the work of revegetation, Kingfisher also 

engages and intersects with a complex range of spring themes including light, fertility, hope and 

renewal.  
I suppose you can see that in the Return of the Kingfisher, the return of spring and 

the dawning of hope, new life. (Maya) 

As a migratory bird that returns to the Merri Creek in spring, the kingfisher is metonymic of 

broader changes occurring in the natural world such as the air becoming warmer and various 

plants coming into flower.  
People have been having … festivals for thousands of years, they’ve been having 

fertility, spring fertility festivals which is what Kingfisher is, it’s later than Easter is, 

you know it’s November rather than, Easter would be in September/October but 

absolutely that sort of deal, the return of spring celebration. (Maya) 



 

60 

The choice of this particular symbol and the timing of the festival tap into culturally inherited 

understandings of spring.  

As I wandered the grounds of CERES before the ritual began, I came across a poem about 

Spring by Melbourne poet, Michael Leunig, written on the side of a building.  

Dear God, 

We celebrate Spring’s returning and the rejuvenation of the natural world. Let us 
be moved by this vast and gentle insistence that goodness shall return, that 
warmth and life shall succeed, and help us to understand our place within this 
miracle. Let us see that as a bird now builds its nest, bravely, with bits and pieces, 
so we must build human faith. It is our simple duty; it is the highest art; it is our 
natural and vital role within the miracle of Spring: the creation of faith. 

Amen  (Transcribed from the original 25/11/2006, written on a board by the 
poet and displayed at CERES) 

This neatly captures the crossover between the theme of spring and that of revegetation. The 

return of the Sacred Kingfisher symbolises the return of hope and the renewal of faith in the 

long, slow work of revegetation. 

 

 

Philosophy 

Throughout our conversation, Maya expressed clear ideas about her personal understanding of 

ritual. She feels that ritual can play an important role in drawing us back into awareness of our 

relationship with our local community and change the values underpinning our interactions. 
I’m really interested in what has to happen in order to get us back engaged with the 

natural world and back engaged with meaningful work and meaningful economy 

being the economy of the bioregion, the ecosystem, not this contrived materialistic 

sort of thing. (Maya) 

She contends that the current hegemonic worldview is fundamentally flawed; our cultural 

practices draw us away from the realities of our interdependence with all life.  
We are so hidden from the forces of the world; we are so hidden from it. We’re so 

falsely in relation to the world, so falsely in relation. (Maya) 

She sees rituals that arise from our necessary engagement with the other-than-human world as an 

antidote to this ‘false relation.’ Her ideas were developed through reading about permaculture and 

bioregionalism and through observations she made while travelling in Europe. 
I really saw where Christmas came from where Easter came from and it’s land-

based shamanic practice transformed through layers of culture, layers of religions, 

Christianity and materialism and rationalism and all sorts of things but basically 

that’s what they are, they are celebrations of place. (Maya) 
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This experience showed her a new context for some of our major cultural practices. Her 

knowledge of bioregionalism allowed her to appreciate the importance of these cultural 

traditions as they grew out of interaction with the other-than-human and expressed an ongoing 

relationship with the local. 
When the Earth is completely covered by snow the only green is the fir, it’s the fir 

trees, the pine trees, that’s the green in the world and so of course it becomes a 

sacred object, there’s no question but that it becomes a sacred object, there’s no 

question about that. (Maya) 

Maya described certain traditions as being ‘necessary’ in that they served practical and physical 

purposes as well as cultural.  
What I’m very interested in is how rituals celebrate the human meaning in 

relationship to the natural world … an embodied experience of life, … a needed 

thing that comes out of your life. (Maya) 

This is the kind of ritual she sees as having the power to overcome our materialistic miasma.  
To make meaning and to sustain the community, and to sustain the reciprocity 

between the natural world and the human world, you know you could see that that 

had to happen. (Maya) 

At their best, rituals have the capacity to embody a different way of being, to develop a new 

sense of our relationship with the world. 
It’s very clear to me at times like that what humans are for. We’re here to say 

thanks we’re here to acknowledge the rest of the world, we’re here to be a voice 

which is why the whole, which is why text is really important, why song is really 

important, which is why dance is really important because it’s our way of reflecting 

the natural world which is the root of shamanistic practice which is about how did 

we come to be human, how did we get to be here, how did we get to know what we 

know and it’s through the world. (Maya) 

 

 

Engagement with Indigenous culture 

Return of the Sacred Kingfisher blends old European traditions with indigenous Australian 

plants and animals (such as the well dressing with indigenous flora) and moves toward embracing 

more recently arrived cultural groups (such as the women dressed up as the Roman goddess 

Ceres). The strong multicultural themes overcome the possibility of their bioregional perspective 

deteriorating into parochialism or becoming isolationist. 
We are in a globalised world, this is the story, it is learning to fuse traditions in a 

context, that’s what I’m really interested in thinking about … Harvest festival is 
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within the context of the natural environment of CERES and what’s available in the 

market gardens there. (Maya) 

The local becomes the grounds for cooperation, drawing together the diversity of the 

community around the common interest in place. The multicultural content of the festival is 

particularly appropriate given the make-up of the surrounding suburbs. The municipality of 

Moreland in which CERES is located is one of the most diverse communities in Australia with 

one third of residents coming from non-English speaking countries (2003). The involvement of 

Wurundjeri elder, Ian Hunter, one of the founders of Kingfisher has meant that the ritual also 

includes aspects of Indigenous culture and mythology. Though Maya suggests that the process 

has been far from straight forward. 
It is very complex and has been fraught. That’s fine because it is very complex. 

(Maya) 

Her comment suggests that she is aware of the openness required for ongoing collaboration with 

Indigenous culture and that this is a position that is both difficult to maintain and necessary.  
It’s interweaving of traditional Aboriginal stories and language and songs that is so 

important. It’s just absolutely crucial in all of this stuff and that to me is where the 

real deep meaning comes, the sacred stuff happens around that stuff I think. 

(Maya) 

For Maya, Indigenous culture has a privileged insight into the sacredness of this country, 

providing an exemplary model of relationship to land. Interweaving aspects of this culture 

therefore taps into an ancient history of relating to place.  

 
The ‘Kingfisher boogie’ is an example of the Kingfisher festival’s integration of Indigenous 

culture. On a mundane level the ‘Kingfisher boogie’ performs an educative function but the 

ritualised emulation of the kingfisher serves a deeper purpose. Maya describes a symbolic 

identification with the other-than-human. Acting out the behaviour of a crow or kingfisher as 

part of a ritual leads us to adopt their perspective and develop a sense of kinship or affinity with 

them that we carry out into our ‘ordinary’ life. 
You act behaviours that actually you hope will be taken into wider life. You play a 

crow and you pay attention to the natural world and you act out engagement with 

nature as theatre, as part of a ritual or something. But then every time you hear a 

crow…you’ve spent the time actually practising [crow call] and the whole thing and 

so when you hear a crow it’s more like “Oh, hello brother!” It’s actually bringing into 

the everyday world a more shamanic approach to things. (Maya) 

This ‘shamanic approach’ is one that acknowledges our deep interrelatedness with all life. It goes 

beyond scientific understandings of our physical interdependence to foster a sense of kinship 
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with the other-than-human. Maya posits that this understanding can lead to experiences of 

meaningful engagement with the other-than-human. 
It’s when the natural world comes to the party with the festival that’s when it 

becomes really interesting. When you talk about Kingfisher and it starts tapping on 

the window or when you’re talking about the crows and you go out and there they 

are staring you in the face. (Maya) 

This is not to say that the other-than-human exists to validate our rituals or our desire for 

engagement but when we choose to pay attention we are rewarded by our own new appreciation 

for what is given.  
If you’ve made the effort to engage with the world then you look out to the world 

and see what is always given and the gift that has always been given and you just 

happen to be able to experience it in a very personal way. (Maya) 

Maya goes on to suggest that this approaches Indigenous kinship relationships. 

 

Ecological Themes 

I’m interested in action being celebrated and held and culturally expressed, 

explored and supported because I’ve seen too many people traumatised and I see 

the work of the rituals helping with that stuff. (Maya) 

Ritual has the capacity to sustain present action, to bring hope and energy to people engaged in 

struggling to change our relationship with the other-than-human and repair the damage to the 

Earth’s ecosystems. It is a cure for the despair that comes from focussing exclusively on what is 

wrong with the world and what needs to change.  
You can’t just respond to the dangers of now because then you cut yourself off 

from eternal wisdom and what we’re, why the hell we’re fighting for what it is we 

know that we’re losing and that’s the real danger when we forget what we’re 

fighting for. (Maya) 

Here Maya began to talk about a different kind of time, about being true to certain eternal values 

while responding to the present crisis. Our linear view of time allows us to believe that our 

actions have no consequences for us, that we will never have to live with the impact of what we 

do.  
I think past is not the right way to look at it, I think timelessness is actually, cyclical 

thinking, cyclical being, it’s in eternal time and absolutely the contemporary. (Maya) 

Adopting the perspective of eternity gives us a different guide by which to measure 

consequences, one that takes into account not only the repercussions on us but also on future 

generations and the other-than-human world. For activists and others engaged in repairing the 

Earth or shifting our culture toward more sustainable practices, this perspective validates their 
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work, even when its impacts may not be seen in our lifetime. Wendell Berry’s ‘A Vision’ 

expresses this idea, affirming and invoking a way of being in and with the world that is very 

different from the standard, Western, late-capitalist ideal.  
The task now is to be true to the ancient life ways and the community of all beings 

and it’s to respond absolutely to the dangers of now and we’ve got to do both at 

every turn. (Maya) 

 
 
Barriers 

Although Kingfisher is loved, not everyone has the same view of the festivities or the same 

priorities. Maya mentions ‘the comfort society’ as a barrier to her work, citing the example of a parent 

who’s child is involved in the pantomime. 
 “How dare my child be exposed to the heat when they’re out there playing an eel?” 

you know “how dare you inflict that on them?” … That certainly wasn’t our intention 

but … discomfort is a crucial teacher and how you sit with discomfort is very 

important to model. (Maya) 

The festival coordinator is responsible for managing the concerns of all who are involved, 

regardless of whether those concerns conflict with the underlying principles of the festival or of 

CERES itself. It also takes a lot of effort to engineer a ritual that genuinely engages the 

community around the complex notions of revegetation and connection with the local area. 
Kingfisher’s work, Kingfisher’s engagement with issues and ideas and getting the 

audience to go around and getting the kids involved in complex storylines and lots 

and lots of things going on for Kingfisher months in advance. (Maya) 

Furthermore because the ritual is created out of a relatively recent local event, there is little 

cultural help in terms of stories embedded in our psyche. During the festival I observed one of 

the kids from the local dance group’s performance of Tidalik remove his native marsupial 

costume to reveal a batman outfit. Despite the work that had gone into involving this boy in the 

story of Tidalik he took the first opportunity to remove himself from the local and identify with 

the more popular and exciting imported superhero (although it could be argued that Batman is 

himself a shamanic figure). The tide of popular culture is rarely supportive of our attempts to 

connect locally. 
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Institutional relationship 

Philosophically there is no dissonance between CERES and the Return of the Sacred Kingfisher 

festival as the latter emerges from the former. While, as a secular organisation, CERES is not 

beholden to any kind of religious institution they are dependent on external funding to run the 

Kingfisher festival. Maya’s comments revealed that there is sometimes a dissonance between 

CERES’ approach and that of the funding bodies.  
There’s the fact that we need funding to do it and funding bodies want this thing 

called innovation, they’re really not into tradition, so it seems … The thing that’s 

damaging [is] the fact that they don’t recognise the value of tradition I think that’s a 

real cultural problem. (Maya) 

Lack of secure funding is a barrier to the continued growth and expansion of the festival. Last 

year the festival ran without funding with the help of a committed group of volunteers. 
Kingfisher has no funding this year so I don’t know what’s going to happen … what 

are we doing as a group of volunteers, because it’ll still happen you know in some 

way, god knows what that’s going to look like. I mean I’m a volunteer now I don’t 

work there anymore but we’ll make sure it happens in some way. (Maya) 

Although I gather the numbers were smaller than in previous years it was no less meaningful or 

powerful. The fact that the festival is so loved gives hope for its future. However, according to 

Maya, one of the major barriers faced by festival organisers is the labour and anxiety involved: 
The hard work, the very hard work and very taxing on the organisers, lots of 

burnout with festivals, because you so much want to make everyone happy, 

because you know they’re giving and you’re in charge of the fact that they’re giving 

so you want to make sure they have a good experience.  (Maya) 

This sentiment does not bode well for the future; at present the volunteer pool is strong, 

passionate and committed, but without resources momentum can be difficult to maintain. The 

more organisers must rely on goodwill and volunteer support the more taxing their position will 

become. 

 

 

Impact 

 According to Maya people are attracted to Kingfisher because ‘this festival represents their work, it’s 

an embodiment of their work, it’s a celebration of them.’ It is an attraction that Maya can relate to. She 

described her own initial response to the festival as a homecoming. The ritual fulfilled a need 

that was previously unrecognised.   
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The importance of that in terms of giving voice to people’s needs on quite an 

instinctual level because they haven’t seen it in a cultural form. They don’t know 

that they’re missing it and then they see and then they respond, bodily, emotionally 

“Oh, it’s wonderful!” and they didn’t know that they were ever missing it. Then 

suddenly they realise a gap has been filled. That’s how I felt when I first went to 

Return of the Sacred Kingfisher. “I’ve waited for this all my life and here it is! Here it 

is! It’s happening. I’m in it.” (Maya) 

Maya’s observation suggests that many others share her depth of feeling and sense of 

connection. ‘Harvest and Kingfisher are so loved, they’re so loved and important for people.’ When talking 

about the impacts of CERES’ festivals Maya always comes back to the people working at the 

coalface of environmental and social change.  
It’s to give sustenance and energy and inspiration to all those amazing activists, 

that’s where I see the immediate effects, that’s what wonderful about them. (Maya) 

The following anecdote about how members of the community have become involved and 

subsequently taken ownership of parts of the festival back up Maya’s assertions about their deep 

attachment to it. 
I wrote a pantomime a few years ago and I’ve done four or five of them now and it’s 

doing it’s own thing now, the same people, a group of friends got involved and they 

say “we’re doing this year’s pantomime” they’re just onto it and I haven’t even 

thought about it or done anything yet and they’ve taken ownership of it and that’s a 

real sign of success, when people take ownership of things. (Maya) 
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C h a p t e r  4  

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

 

Now that we have become acquainted with the three groups involved in this research, I would 

like to spend some time on a comparative analysis. Although each group shares the common aim 

of creating locally relevant seasonal celebrations, there are huge differences in the process the 

organisers have gone through to create the celebration and in the actual rituals themselves. These 

differences are a result of religious background, relationship to institutional hierarchy and 

philosophy. An exploration of these factors finds that they may also determine the success of 

locally attentive seasonal celebrations in terms of their ability to attract participants and in their 

responsiveness to local seasonal events. The following table summarises the groups involved in 

the research: 

 

Event Organisation Informant
Religious 
underpinnings

Ecological 
philosophy 

Winter Solstice EarthSong Anne Catholic Creation Spirituality/ 
Process Theology 

Return of the 
Sacred 
Kingfisher 

CERES Maya Secular/ deep 
ecology Bioregional 

Late Summer 
Reflection 

Westgate 
Baptist 
Community 

Geoff Protestant 
(Baptist) 

Creation Spirituality/ 
Ecojustice/ Christian 
Stewardship 

 

Embodiment and the communication of ecological ideas 

There is a sense in which overcoming the nature/culture divide begins with our own bodies. 

Cudworth suggests that a complex understanding of the body as a series of interrelated systems 

can overcome the division between nature and culture. Rather than viewing the body as a ‘lump 

of flesh,’ moulded by social and psychological forces, she theorises the body as “a network of 

complex interrelated social/bio systems of emergence and becoming.” (Cudworth, 2005: 130) 

Thus our bodies are both influenced by and impact upon our thoughts and social interactions.  
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Maya and Anne both made comments that indicated a belief in the importance of the body and 

both use physical, body-focused activities as part of their rituals.  
We need to build a culture and to do that we need shared experiences of place and 

shared meaning developing out of shared experience and it’s experiential, it’s body 

centred it’s like “I get this because I’ve done this dance, I’ve sung this song, I’ve 

done this walk, I’ve fed this fire, I’ve lit this candle” … it’s your actions, it’s not you 

as an observer but it’s you as a participant which is about re-empowering people in 

terms of their life and that’s what we need to get back to. (Maya) 

Maya spoke in detail about the specific act of adopting the role of a non-human animal and the 

way this might change our perception of and ensuing interactions with that animal.  

 

Anne spoke about the body as a locus of knowledge, informing a different way of relating to the 

world ‘from the heart.’ 
There’s a value in modelling because in the Catholic tradition prayers come out of 

books … The book and the notion of being literate has overpowered you know the 

emphasis on education and all these sort of things has blinded our senses to a 

large extent and so part of ritual is to awaken our senses and to integrate our mind 

with our heart. (Anne) 

Her comment speaks to a desire to bring the body back into worship, to generate an embodied 

sense of spirituality, one that responds to the other-than-human world of direct experience rather 

than that handed down by religious institutions.  

 

In contrast, at Westgate Baptist Community’s Late Summer Reflection, an embodied spirituality 

was much less in evidence. Participants were seated for the majority of the ritual and complex 

meanings were largely communicated through the written liturgy. Although there were points 

where participants could light candles and the communion itself is enacted, these were not used 

to communicate ecological ideals. This made for a much less dynamic ritual and may have been a 

contributing factor in the declining interest of participants. Evaluating the effect of the ritual on 

participants is beyond the scope of this thesis but Anne’s and Maya’s comments suggest that 

involving the body in ritual may increase the ritual’s impact as well as modelling a break down of 

the nature/culture divide. 

 

Institutional hierarchies 

While I identified CERES’ dependence on external funding to run the Return of the Sacred 

Kingfisher Festival as a type of institutional relationship, in terms of carrying out the festival and 
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the philosophy that underlies this work, the funding body has minimal impact. CERES is a 

secular organisation dedicated to the values of environmental sustainability, social equity, cultural 

richness and community participation (CERES 2007) and the Kingfisher festival is an 

embodiment of these values. EarthSong relies on the use of buildings owned by the Catholic 

Church in order to run their activities but, as they are funded by orders, they exist independently 

of church hierarchy. Their aim of supplementing Catholic traditions rather than emulating them 

has freed them to explore ways of connecting to place. They are constrained in this, however, by 

their need to attract participants, Anne spoke of the difficulty of creating celebrations that have 

little cultural weight. The fact that the Return of the Sacred Kingfisher festival has been so 

successful suggests that there may be other forces at work. Geoff was positive about the Baptist 

church’s support for his efforts at Westgate Baptist Community, however in their public 

statement on climate change in Common Belief the church is decidedly anthropocentric.  

 

One of the advantages of Westgate is that it is a small community, so there is greater potential 

for accountability and peer support. Both CERES and EarthSong attract a changing population 

of individuals from across Melbourne and are grounded very specifically in a deeply ecological 

perspective. At Westgate the membership is drawn from a smaller geographical area and 

reconciliation is just one of a range of issues addressed as part of the church’s work. This is both 

an advantage and a challenge. On one hand it means that people who are not particularly 

interested in ecological issues are exposed to new perspectives and ways of thinking. On the 

other hand it means that there may be limited support for deep explorations of ecological 

perspectives. 

 

The monthly reflections have waned in popularity – the last one had only three participants – so 

that Geoff is considering other ways of celebrating the seasons and incorporating the work of 

reconciliation into the church. As Westgate is a mainstream congregation the focus of the 

church’s efforts is divided amongst competing priorities, ecological conversion is not the main 

aim of church leaders, nor something that congregants are necessarily interested in. At times 

some parishioners have even been hostile towards Geoff’s interest in reconciliation. Those who 

access events run by EarthSong and CERES know that those organisations are set up to address 

ecological issues, thus they attend with an expectation of being exposed to ecological messages in 

some way. The congregation at Westgate however, come to church because of their commitment 

to the Baptist faith, although the people who attend the monthly reflection are a subset of the 
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broader congregation, one suspects that their primary interest is in the religious content rather 

than the ecological messages. This suggests seasonal celebrations are more appealing to those 

who are already interested in ecological spirituality.  

 

Engaging with Indigenous culture 

Geoff’s focus is primarily on reconciliation, his use of historical accounts of Indigenous peoples 

is a mark of respect and a reminder of our shared inhabitation of place. Maya felt that 

engagement with Indigenous culture was vital, and the source of the most sacred moments in 

ritual. Her view implies that for her, aspects of Indigenous culture are the most effective way of 

responding to place and generating a sense of the sacred, which is consistent with her affinity for 

bioregionalism.  

 

Anne expressed a desire to avoid setting up a dichotomy that kept non-indigenous Australians 

forever separated from the land by an over reliance on Indigenous culture. Her view follows that 

of David Tacey, who recommends that non-indigenous Australians be inspired by Indigenous 

relationship to land to plum the roots of their own indigeneity.  

It is as if the psyche, automatically realising that a bridge must be constructed 
between the colonising consciousness and the primal landscape, reaches back 
into cultural memory to find an answering image to Aboriginality. (Tacey, 2000: 
139) 

This would see us explore our own ancestral past and resurrect cultural traditions that might be 

applied to Australia. EarthSong’s work heads in this direction, the Brigidine order is dedicated to 

an Irish saint who is believed to have assimilated some of the characteristics of a pre-existing 

goddess, Brigid and the Winter Solstice is a Celtic festival. Only time will tell whether the 

imported traditions will prove flexible enough to genuinely respond to Australian conditions.  

 

Attention to the local 

This thesis began with the intention of investigating seasonal celebrations that are attentive to 

local seasonal conditions. Thus it seems pertinent to discuss the extent to which each of the 

groups achieves this.  

 

On the face of it the Return of the Sacred Kingfisher is the most successful as it is established 

through observation of local events. The story of the kingfisher’s return is specifically about the 

local ecosystem and the human role within that. Furthermore it celebrates the ongoing work of 
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CERES, a collection of people who embody life-enhancing relationships with the other-than-

human.  

 

Kingfisher would be followed by Westgate’s monthly reflections. Although they are based on 

earlier written research they have led to a relationship with the local by educating participants 

about what is happening at different times of year. The liturgy draws the research about the 

Indigenous custodians of the land into dialogue with the current experience of local community 

members, creating a link from past to present and from Indigenous to settler.  

 

EarthSong’s winter solstice does not engage with either personal or historical experiences of 

place, instead focussing on broad themes of dark and light in response to the shortest day of the 

year. Although this is somewhat attentive to local conditions it is not specific to the geography or 

flora or fauna of the area. Based on the European agricultural calendar, which lends particular 

importance to the solar cycle, it is a ritual that could be carried out on the shortest day of the year 

in any place that was suitably distant from the equator, but lacks relevance to Australia’s erratic, 

non-annual seasonal cycle. However, looked at in another way, the Winter Solstice is actually the 

most responsive of the three groups to the other-than-human. Both Return of the Sacred 

Kingfisher and the monthly reflections are timed according to the human calendar but the date 

of the Winter Solstice celebration changes every year to fall on the shortest day of the year. Thus 

the first two are responding to an idea of a seasonal event rather than an actual interaction with 

the other-than-human on an annual basis. My intention here is not to cast judgement on the 

rituals but this point about responsiveness is pertinent in light of climate change. Any ritual that 

does not respond to other-than-human events over time will fall out of step with the local 

experience of seasonal change.  
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CONCLUSION 

In this thesis I have presented in detail three case studies that demonstrate three very different 

ways of approaching the task of connecting to local place through seasonal celebrations. My 

analysis of these groups has shown that a tension exists between responding to place and the 

practicalities of organising communal rituals. None of the rituals in this study were attentive to 

the non-annual nature of Australian seasons. I have also demonstrated that developing 

relationship with place in Australia necessarily involves developing a position on engaging with 

Indigenous culture. It is clear that while Indigenous culture provides fruitful tools for developing 

rituals that are responsive to place (and to the other-than-human more generally) engaging with  

it is a process that must remain open and accountable to Indigenous Australians (cf Rose’s 

thoughts on dialogue discussed earlier). Further work could examine the possibility of relating to 

local place through imported ritual practices. 

 

The importance of seasonal celebrations does not necessarily lie in their power to change 

participants’ worldview, although they may perform an educative function or draw attention to 

locally relevant seasonal markers or to the need for change in response to ecological crisis. The 

greatest impact of seasonal celebrations would seem to be in the capacity to reaffirm, support 

and sustain the worldview of participants who are already attempting to embody ecologically 

sustainable ways of being.  
Kingfisher you know the fact that it literally celebrated the literal work that led to the 

creation of CERES and it celebrated the ongoing necessary engagement in order 

to embed those changes as life work. (Maya) 

Maya points out the need to maintain an ecological sensibility. It is not enough to bring people to 

the realisation that they need to act in response to ecological crisis, that realisation must be 

supported over time. On a daily basis we are inundated with news of ecological crisis via email, 

newspaper and television; in the face of this bombardment it is easy to lose faith in the possibility 

that humanity will ever find a more sustainable way of being in the world. Seasonal celebrations 

offer a forum for connecting with a like-minded community to reflect on our interrelatedness 

with place and celebrate our progress toward life-enhancing ways of being. 
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This research has significant implications for secular environmental organisations and spiritual 

ecologists alike. It provides information on seasonal celebrations in the context of ecological 

crisis and direction on responding to place in Australia. Contrary to the arguments presented by 

Oelschlager and Rappaport, this study suggests that religion alone cannot lead us out of our 

ecological crisis. It does however point to the need for more analysis of practices that might 

sustain ecological worldviews as well as generating them.  

 

Further avenues of investigation opened by this small study include a more detailed look at what 

locally attentive seasonal celebrations might mean for participants; surveying a broader range of 

rituals from different religious organisations; and speaking with Indigenous Australians to get 

their perspective on the ways in which non-indigenous Australians are engaging with their 

culture.  

 

In the course of their involvement each of the participants involved in this study showed great 

interest in what the others were doing and through me materials (such as copies of Westgate’s 

liturgies) were passed from one to another. Each of the groups involved in this study has 

something to offer and something to learn from the others, suggesting that interfaith dialogue 

could prove a fruitful avenue for future development of locally attentive seasonal celebrations. 

 

I began this thesis with a very personal explanation of my interest in this area of research. I 

would like now to finish by elaborating a little on the journey this work has taken me on. In the 

process of thinking about relationship to place my attention has been drawn to the seasonal 

events happening in my local area, to the community of birds, animals, trees and flowers that 

share my neighbourhood and the way they interact with each other throughout the year. This 

research has shown me that this attentiveness can be developed and shared with a community in 

a variety of ways. I have not found an answer to my longing for an Earth-based spiritual 

community but I have found myself to be one of many seekers. Perhaps when it comes to 

developing an ethical relationship with place, an attitude of open-ended searching is both 

beginning and end in itself. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

 

Interview Schedule for Seasonal Celebrations Project 
 
Questions Issues - could lead to discussion 

on… 
Environmental background 
How would you characterise your r’ship to the 
environment? 
What about your religious community? 
What about the institution as a whole? 

 
Metaphors for understanding 
r’ship to Earth 
 
Dif btwn indvl and institn 

Religious background 
What religious tradition did you grow up with? 
What religious tradition do you follow now? 
At what point did environmental consciousness 
come into your religious practice? 
How does your religious practice mediate your view 
of/ relationship to the natural environment 
(especially seasonal change)? 

 
Change as a result of env con 
 
Are they synonymous? Was there a 
turning point? 
Integration 
How do they sit together? 
Transcendence vs imminence 

Seasons 
How do you define the seasons? 
What indicators of seasonal change have you 
observed? 
How do you mark their passing? 
How and why are you endeavouring to include local 
seasonality in current rel. practice? 
With what results? 
Were there any obstacles, barriers or opposition? 
To what extent do you engage with indigenous 
understandings of season/country? 
What impacts have you observed on individuals in 
your community? 

Western calendar vs Indig
Decolonisation 
 
Rituals created specifically 
Or trad practice adapted 
 
Education, connection to nature, 
environmental responsibility, 
ecospirituality 
 
Barriers/supports 
 
Storytelling/anecdotes 

Environmental Crisis 
Do you see your practice being influenced by climate 
change? How? 
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APPENDIX B: CONSENT FORM AND EXPLANATORY STATEMENT 

Consent Form  
 

Seasonal celebrations in the Melbourne bioregion 
  

NOTE: This consent form will remain with the Monash University researcher for their records 
 

I agree to take part in the Monash University research project specified above.  I have had 
the project explained to me, and I have read the Explanatory Statement, which I keep for my 
records.  I understand that agreeing to take part means that I am willing to:  
 

1. I agree to be interviewed by the researcher     Yes    No 

2. I agree to allow the interview to be audio-taped     Yes   No 

3. I agree to make myself available for a further interview if  required   Yes    
No 

I understand that I will be given a transcript of relevant sections of the data concerning me 
for my approval before it is included in the write up of the research.  
 
I understand that I will be able to choose whether any of the data that the researcher 
extracts from the interview (for use in reports or published findings) will contain names or 
identifying characteristics. The following is a list of identifying characteristics that may 
come from the research.  Please indicate your consent to have this information published 
by ticking the box (if you do not consent leave the box empty and the information will be 
altered or removed for publication): 
 
I consent for this information to appear in publications 
arising from the research: Tick here to consent 

my first name  
my surname  
my occupation  
my religious/spiritual affiliation/identity  
the geographic area in which I work relative to Melbourne CBD  
 
I understand that my participation is voluntary, that I can choose not to participate in part 
or all of the project, and that I can withdraw at any stage of the project without being 
penalised or disadvantaged in any way. 
  
Participant’s name 
Signature 

Date 
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1st February 2006  

Explanatory Statement  

Seasonal celebrations in the Melbourne bioregion 

This information sheet is for you to keep. 

My name is Kiri Bear and I am conducting a research project with Dr Kate Rigby an Associate 
Professor in the Centre for Comparative Literature and Cultural Studies towards a Master of Arts 
majoring in Religion and Theology at Monash University.  This means that I will be writing a 
25,000 word thesis which is the equivalent of a short book. 

I have either obtained your email address from Dr Rigby or via a search on the internet. I am 
interviewing people in the Melbourne area who are involved in the creation or adaptation of 
religious or secular celebrations that fit in with the seasons as experienced in Melbourne. My 
research thus far has indicated that you have experience in this area and may want to contribute 
to my research.  
 
This research aims to identify cultural solutions to the present environmental crisis. It is based on 
the assumption that people who feel connected to their local environment are more likely to care 
for that environment and aim to live in harmony with it. It explores the intersection between 
religion and environmentalism and the role that religion can play in creating social change.  
 
The study will compare and contrast the efforts of people from a variety of religious 
backgrounds to connect with the local Melbourne seasonal cycle by creating public events or 
rituals.  I hope to get a picture of what is occurring around Melbourne, how people engage with 
the seasons, what challenges arise in the process, what drives people to take on this work, and 
what similarities (if any) there are between different people’s understanding of the Melbourne 
seasonal cycle.  
 
This research will enhance our knowledge of cultural responses to the environment and explore 
possibilities for reconnection with the earth. This information is of particular use to people who 
are working toward social change in response to the environmental crisis. 
 
The study involves one audio taped interview at a mutually convenient location and possibly a 
follow-up interview (also recorded).  The interview will be semi-structured, based around the 
following questions but with scope for participants to raise other issues they feel are relevant to 
the research. Questions may include: What seasonal celebrations have you been involved with? 
What religious or spiritual traditions have those celebrations drawn on? What challenges did you 
face in the creation or adaptation of those celebrations to fit with the Melburnian experience of 
the seasons? What have been some of the impacts of the celebration? How was it received by 
participants? 
 
I will allow two hours for each interview but recognise that each will be different depending on 
the needs of the participant. I will be conducting interviews between April and December 2006. 
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Being in this study is completely voluntary - you are under no obligation to consent to 
participation. If you do decide to participate you may withdraw at any stage or avoid answering 
questions which you feel are too personal or intrusive. 
 
The research should cause minimal inconvenience or discomfort to participants. However there 
is a chance that someone reading the research could identify you and become aware of your 
personal opinions or religious affiliations. 
 
Transcripts of your interview will be shown to you for approval before they are used in the 
research. You will have the option of having your information published without name or 
identifying characteristics, using a pseudonym to protect your identity or being completely 
identifiable. However, as there are relatively few people working in this field, the researcher 
cannot guarantee that your information will not be identified by someone you know. 

 

Storage of the data collected will adhere to the University regulations and be kept on University 
premises in a locked cupboard/filing cabinet for 5 years.  A report of the study may be submitted 
for publication, but individual participants will only be identifiable in such a report if they have 
agreed to this on the consent form and after review of their interview transcript.   
 
A copy of the completed thesis will be available from the Monash University Matheson Library. 
If you would like to be informed when the thesis is complete please email Kiri Bear on 
klbea1@student.monash.edu. In case of emergency please contact Dr Kate Rigby on (03) 9905 
2246 or kate.rigby@arts.monash.edu.au. 
 

If you would like to contact the researchers 
about any aspect of this study, please contact 
the Chief Investigator: 

If you have a complaint concerning the 
manner in which this research 2006/154LIR 
is being conducted, please contact: 

 
Dr Kate Rigby 
Centre for Comparative Literature and Cultural 
Studies 
Building 11S 
Monash University VIC 3800 
 
Tel:  (03) 9905 2246 Fax: (03) 9905 5251 
Email: Kate.rigby@arts.monash.edu.au 
 

Human Ethics Officer 
Standing Committee on Ethics in Research 
Involving Humans (SCERH) 
Building 3d   
Research Office 
Monash University VIC 3800 
 
Tel: +61 3 9905 2052 Fax: +61 3 9905 1420 
Email: scerh@adm.monash.edu.au 
 

Thank you. 

Signed, 

Kiri Bear 
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APPENDIX C: EARTHSONG FLIER 
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APPENDIX D: LATE SUMMER LITURGY 

Westgate Baptist Community 

Evening Communion 
 

Late Summer (February – March) 
 

Welcome to our celebration of Communion this evening. 
We meet around the table of the Lord and a welcome is extended to all to share in this 

meal. 
 

Please respond with the words in bold italics 
(Reflective Music) 
 
Welcoming Words 

As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, 
shall not cease. (Gen 8:22) 
 

We acknowledge this evening the original custodians of this land, the Yalukit Willam clan of the 
Bunerong people. 
 
At this time of late Summer after the dry hot December-January, the Autumn rains began to 
arrive and the days became cooler. People started burning those parts of the land where the 
scrub or tussock grass had become too dense during summer, but they were advised by their 
elders where and when to burn, taking the weather into account so that the fires did not spread 
too far. It was important to clear the undergrowth and provide fertilising ash so that the small 
tuberous food plants could grow well after the rains came in March. Burning also made it easier 
to catch animals. 
 
Plant which had suffered from lack of water during the summer were now able to renew growth. 
Djaak, wattle gum, was plentiful, and in the middle of this month the Warrak Banksia or 
Honeysuckle, Long-leaf Box and Silver-leaf Stringybark came into blossom, providing sweet 
nectar, and attracting birds. March has been called the Eel Season, because the female Short-
finned eels were moving down the streams to the sea; the male eels had been leaving in smaller 
numbers during the spring and summer. These were an important food, and among the 
vegetables there were the starchy roots of the water plants, which began to die down after their 
summer growth. Some late summer fruits such as mistletoe berries were also available. Birds 
started to flock before heading north for the winter, to be replaced by other birds which will 
soon start to arrive from Tasmania. 
 
In the city, it is a time of returning to the rhythms of school and work after the holiday season. It 
is also a time of festivals and outdoor events when the more stable, less hot weather of March is 
welcomed. Lent begins and we recall the memory of the literal Ash Wednesday in February 1983. 
After fire and destruction the rains of this season bring welcome relief to the land. Thus we 
come in this season of Late Summer to remember and give thanks. 
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A Prayer of thanksgiving 
Blessed be your name, O most blessed giver of seasons, 
This Late Summer evening is your gift; 
the gentle air caresses our faces, 
the scent of soil and wet ground after rain 
is fragrant in our nostrils, 
the body relaxes, 
and the mind absorbs the quiet of the dusk. 
The meal time is over, 
children have ceased their games and gone inside, 
and birds have ended their songs –  
except for the evening call 
of a lone wagtail from a jacaranda tree. 
 
Above and beyond our planet, 
(we look up with the generations of Bunerong families who lived here for thousands of years..) 
to see the velvet flanks of space 
begin to glisten with the light of stars 
supported by a thin crescent of light from a waning moon. 
 
This evening, Lord, 
our praise rises as simply and sweetly  
as the call of that lone wagtail. 

‘It is good to give thanks to the Lord, 
to sing songs of your love, Most loving One! 
To affirm your presence in the morning, 
and at evening to sing of your love, 
to pluck the strings of the guitar, 
to give melody to the flute, 
and make harmony on the harp, 
Your deeds, O Lord, fill me with gladness; 
your gifts move me to songs of joy. 
Hallelujah!’ 

 
Confession 
Let us come to a place of prayer and quiet confession. In the silence bring your own confessions 
to God. 
(silence) 

Creator God. In this place of peace, at this table of welcome 
 
We bring our confessions to you. 
 
We confess that we are part of a generation that has benefited from the dispossession of 
the indigenous custodians of this land. 
 
Forgive us our God, and let us be a part of the movement for reconciliation and 
justice for the original peoples of this land. 
 
We regret that we are part of a generation who have forgotten Earth and treated this 
garden planet as a beast to be tamed and a place to be ruled. 
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Here in the West of Melbourne there is much evidence of pollution and mistreatment of 
the land. 
 
Christ, the hope of all creation, we lament our failings. 
 
We confess that we often ignore the cries of the Earth and thus we miss an important 
part of your voice and your message to us. 
 
Christ, the source of all life, teach us to love Earth, feel her rhythms and seasons 
and return to Earth as our home. 
 
We hear your invitation to return home. 
Shalom! We are coming home! 

 
(Reflective Music: Summer sounds – Dan Gibson) 
 

Let us pray together: 
God, our Creator, we celebrate your vibrant presence among us and our kin in 
creation, especially in the seasons and the land. Help us to empathise with your 
creatures who are suffering as a result of misuse and lack of care. Lift our spirits 
to rejoice with the land in this season of warmth, harvest and rain, with the 
flowering plants and all the creatures of the countryside. In the name of Christ, 
who reconciles and renews all things in creation. Amen. 
 

We Hear the Word of God 
O Lord, Your mysteries, discerned in wisdom 
by men and women through the centuries, 
have been etched in sacred places 
and recorded in holy books. 
Send your Holy Spirit upon us, 
that your word may take root 
in the secret places of our hearts 
and bear much fruit to your glory. 

 
(Selected Bible readings from the Lectionary for today are read – we use the following response 
after each reading:) 
 

Hear the word of God 
We have heard and are silent. 

(a reflective silence is observed after each reading) 
 

For the word of God 
Thanks be to God. 

 
Affirmation of Faith 

Let us affirm our faith together. 
 
We believe that God creates all things, 
renews all things and celebrates all things.   
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We believe Earth is a sanctuary,  
a sacred planet filled with God’s presence, 
a home for us to share with our kin. 
 
We believe that God became flesh and blood, 
became a piece of Earth, 
a human being called Jesus Christ, 
who lived and breathed and spoke among us, 
suffered and died on a cross, 
for all human beings and for all creation. 
 
We believe that the risen Jesus 
is the Christ at the core of creation 
reconciling all things to God, 
renewing all creation and filling the cosmos. 
 
We believe the Holy Spirit renews life in creation, 
groans in empathy with a suffering creation,  
and waits with us for the rebirth of creation. 
 
We believe that with Christ we will rise 
and with Christ we will celebrate a new creation. 
 

Prayers of concern 
(This is an opportunity for anyone to bring prayers of concern spoken or unspoken and 
to light a candle for the person or situation in your heart.) 
 
(candles are lit while music is played: “The Dove”) 
 
Hear our prayers, tender God, 
and accept them and ourselves 
entrusted to your grace and love. 
Amen 

 
The Great Thanksgiving 

The Creator be with you and all of creation. 
And also with you. 
 
Open your hearts. 
We open them to our Creator. 
 
Let us give thanks to the Maker of heaven and earth. 
It is right to join creation in thanking God. 
 
It is right to give you thanks, loving Creator. 
Your word is the impulse for all things to be, 
for space, stars and stardust to appear, 
for Earth to emerge from the deep, 
for life to be born of Earth and 
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for humans to be born of Earth and the Spirit. 
 
You chose to be born a human being, 
renewing the barren and healing the wounded, 
groaning in anticipation of a new creation,  
stirring a new life born of water and the Spirit. 
 
Your presence is the living impulse in all things, 
the Christ deep among us, 
filling Earth – land, sea and air –  
filling every element and place, 
filling the grain and the grape 
we share with you this day. 
 
Therefore with angels and archangels, 
ancient voices in the forest, 
high voices from the sky, 
deep voices from the sea 
and the whole company of creation, 
we proclaim your presence among us 
 
God of all life, 
Earth and sea and sky 
are full of your presence 
and glorify your name. Amen. 

 
The Story of the Lord’s Table 

On the night that he was betrayed 
while they were eating, Jesus took 
a loaf of bread, and after blessing it 
he broke it, gave it to his disciples,  
and said: 
 
“Take, eat; this is my body, which is given  
for you. Do this to remember me.” 
 
Then he took the cup, and after giving thanks 
he gave it to them, saying: 
 
“Drink from it all of you, for this is my blood 
of the new covenant which is poured out for you 
and for many for the forgiveness of sins. 
Do this, as often as you drink it 
to remember me.” 
 
Christ has died. 
Christ is risen. 
Christ will come again. Amen. 
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The Prayer of Blessing 
Hear us now, O Christ 
And breathe your Spirit upon us 
And upon this bread and wine. 
 
May they offer sustenance 
Healing, renewing and making us whole. 

 
The Sharing of the Bread and Wine 

Let us receive these gifts. 
 
(We serve one another with the bread. Break off a piece then hand the remainder to the 
next person and say to them “The Body of Christ” You may then prayerfully eat your 
piece.) 
 
(The cups or common cup are handed around) 
Come receive the new wine 
A taste of joy to come 
And let us raise our glasses together 
 
The blood of Christ keep you in eternal life 
Until he comes 
(We drink together) 
 
Let us give thanks for this meal. 
 
We thank you, Christ, for the meal we have celebrated with you, and we pray that 
through your body and blood we may be healed and become agents of healing for 
others and for the Earth. Amen. 

 
The Blessing and Sending Out 

May the Spirit of God, who is above all and in all and through all, fill you with the 
knowledge of God’s presence in Earth. 
 
May you know a deep sense of peace and the possibility for change in this season of Late 
Summer. As the land is replenished with the rains may your hearts also be watered with 
the gentle life of the Spirit. 
 
Go in peace. 
Expect the coming of Christ, serve God’s world and love the Earth. 
 
We go in peace,  
To love and serve the world. 
Amen. 

 


