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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of writing interpretative biographies for Bishop Max Mariu, 

Archbishop Petero Mataca, and Archbishop Anthony Apuron was to describe how they 

self-identify both as a bishop and as an indigenous person. The narratives trace how their 

early formation and pastoral years facilitated the dual identity. Using the progressive-

regressive method Denzin (1989), the bishops were able to articulate 

 The biographies then relate the challenges that 

the prelates encountered as they have lived out their episcopal mottos within the Fijian, 

Maori, and Chamorro contexts. 

The bishops self-identified as indigenous men who have the responsibility of 

being authentic witnesses of the Christian faith. They consider themselves progenies of 

the first peoples.  They are fluent in the local languages and desire to preserve the 

unique cultural distinctiveness of their native people. They are not in a double bind, 

believing they can be authentic advocates for the indigenous people through the 

promotion of values that recognize the dignity and sacredness of the human person. 

With the proclamation of Ecclesia in Oceania in 2001, the bishops have had to 

reflect on how they can add their voices to the indigenous people in Oceania as they try 

to retain their unique identity. The bishops have adopted the image of a conch blower. 

The conch blower is both a witness and a raconteur. As storytellers and witnesses, the 

episcopal leaders assist in the self-identification process of indigenous people by keeping 

the multiple narratives going, one complimenting the other. As conch blowers, the 

prelates have developed apostolic faith and humble courage. The former is a faith rooted 
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in the stories of the first apostles, yet experienced and echoed anew in the local island 

context. Humble courage is a paradoxical mixture of extreme humility and intense 

fervent valor experienced in times of change. These leadership traits continue to be 

refined in the episcopacy as the bishops face the challenge to recreate a self-identity 

informed by a faith story that includes the real experiences of island history and 

indigenous culture. 
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CHAPTER I  

INTRODUCTION 

The blowing of the horned helmet conches in St. Peter s Basilica in Rome on 

Sunday November 22, 1998 was an idiosyncratic signal to the eight million Catholics 

from the sea of islands  in Pacific Ocean called Oceania. The echoes of conch shells 

symbolically proclaimed the official opening of the Special Assembly for Oceania of the 

Synod of Bishops. This convocation of bishops, Curia officials, priests, lay people, 

consecrated religious, and fraternal delegates from other churches had assembled in 

Rome to analyze and discuss the present situation of the Church in Oceania. It was hoped 

that this would allow them to plan more effectively for the future. In a way, the echoes of 

the conch focused the attention of the universal Church, on the hopes and challenges, the 

needs and opportunities, the sorrows and joys of the vast human tapestry, which is 

Oceania (John Paul, 2001, p. 1). To help guide the delegates in the process of self-

reflection, the planners of the Synod had carefully selected the theme for the assembly, 

"

" The representatives of the Church in Oceania deliberated on the theme 

in light of their own historical development and the many cultural, social, political, and 

economic aspects of Church s present experience. 

At the Synod, the bishops for Oceania audaciously showed that the episcopacy 

could truly become "witnesses of faith" with intent to enrich and deepen the identity of 

all indigenous peoples. The bishops launched effective expression to this new episcopal 

challenge at the opening and closing liturgies and at the fifteen congregations. In the 
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opening liturgy of the Synod, the 82 prelates from the Australia, New Zealand, Papua 

New Guinea, and smaller Pacific Islands sanctioned the inclusion of island vernaculars, 

island dances, traditional rituals, and multiple revered symbols. These, it was judged by 

Oceanic bishops, expressed an original sense of the sacred deployed in so many 

indigenous island cultures.  

A video tape of this celebration (Centro Telvisio Vaticano, 1998) showed three 

young islanders blowing conches. They were representing the bishops from Oceania. 

They were humbled yet honored that they had been invited by the Bishop of Rome to 

commence this period of critical reflection of their faith and worship in their unique 

Pacific island cultural way. As they waited for the signal, the conch blowers gently 

stroked the jagged crusts of the cassis cornuta conches. They instinctively began 

excelling air from their diaphragms in preparation for their important mission. As Pope 

John Paul s entourage appeared on the entrance hall of St Peter s Basilica, the three 

conch blowers reverently put the deep cream conchs to their lips and squirted air into the 

little hole at the shell s apex. Evocative and haunting sounds echoed throughout the high 

renaissance and baroque church. A hushed silence fell among the composite assembly 

who instinctively read conch blowers  proclamation as an announcement that something 

profound was about to happen. As the echoic sounds deflected on the gilt, the marble, the 

stained glass, and priceless paintings, the papal procession made its way towards the 

main altar. The conch blowers paused for breath, pursed their lips and squirted air into 

the shells a second time. Three reverberations boomed out, eventually echoing back to 

them. They were amazed that their synchronized breath had the power to call people to 
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worship. The conch blowers then slowly put the shells to their ears to hear the music of 

the ocean waves whooshing onto the white sand. For them, the ambient resonances from 

the islands reechoed the call of the Spirit to local leadership in the Church. The three 

island trumpeters were animated for their own bishops would take up this invitation to 

reecho their faith stories. This summons from the Pope would give the bishops from 

Oceania an opportunity to show to the world that there was a unique way of being 

witness to the Spirit of Jesus in the islands.   

The conch blowers  thoughts were quickly interrupted as the island chiefs 

signaled that they were ready for the Gospel procession. Once more the three islanders 

laid the conchs against their lips, took deep breaths, and blew into the embossed spiral 

shells. The intoxicating combined melody of the conch shells was a signal to begin the 

Gospel procession. Four regal island chiefs, barefoot and dressed only in native skirts, 

began the deliberate and reverential procession to the altar. The presence of the orator-

chiefs, with their fly brushes and the orator's staffs, symbolized the dignity, honor, and 

importance given to the Word of God in the islands. As the echo of nuances of the conchs 

faded and the procession reached the sanctuary, the island music of guitars and drums 

intoned the alleluia,  the Latin echo of the Hebrew acclamation, Praise God. The three 

seminarians joined their voices with the island choir giving praise and glory to God. 

At the offertory procession the three conch blowers watched as a young woman 

from Samoa, dressed in a traditional royal costume, and smiling infectiously, gracefully 

danced down St. Peter s aisle, in effect arousing the worshippers  attention and calling 

them actively to participate in the sacred celebration. A male dancer, with a tattooed and 
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oiled body dressed in a knee-length piece of material worn as a wrap-around skirt, 

accompanied her to the sanctuary. His masculine, elegant, but strong gestures balanced 

the femininity of the woman dancer. Other island representatives slowly followed the 

couple with their gifts. In addition to the wine and the bread, three symbolic gifts typical 

of Oceania were offered: a canoe, symbolizing the Church; the kava tanoa symbolizing 

the cup of unity and blessing, fraternity and friendship, and the leis or garlands of 

flowers, sign of welcome, friendship, joy, and celebration. 

After the liturgical celebration, the three conch blowers wrapped their shell 

trumpets in bark cloth, hoping that one day they might again use their conches to call 

people to be witnesses of faith. The sounding of the conch was now passed onto their 

bishops since they were considered the master conch blowers.  At the episcopal 

ordination, the prelates had been singled out from among the people to re-echo the 

witness of the Spirit in the islands. The triple echoes of the conch shells had significant 

meaning to the island bishops. Firstly, it reminded them of the sacred sounds coming 

from their deep past before the coming of the Christian missionaries. Secondly, the conch 

sounds beckoned these church leaders to courageously dialogue on how the faith of their 

people would survive in changing times. Finally, the conches were summoning the 

bishops to unite with their native peoples so they could regain pride in their cultural 

heritage and history.  

For the next three weeks, members of the Synod for Oceania met in congregations 

or meetings. They had an opportunity to deliver interventions on the eleven topics based 

on the theme of the Synod. The delegates discussed topics specifically related to islands 
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like cultural variety, inculturation, ethnic minorities and indigenous peoples, migration 

and tourism, urbanization, and industrialization. 

frank and honest expression of views, the Synod 

concluded with a liturgy. 

 

Background to the Problem 

The echoes of the island conch reverberated again in Rome on 22 November, 

2001. But this time the resonances were heard in Sala Clementina, a baroque meeting 

room in the Vatican. In this room Pope John Paul II presented the 123 page post-synodal 

apostolic exhortation called Ecclesia in Oceania. This recent exhortation forms part of 

the series of documents, Ecclesia in Africa (1995), Ecclesia in Asia (1999), and Ecclesia 

in America (1999) that arose from the series of special continental synod-meetings of 

bishops held in preparation for the Jubilee Year. Like the Synods in Africa and Asia, a 

key resonance in this papal document was the topic of inculturation. In Ecclesia in 

Oceania, the Pope outlined how the Gospel should be presented to the peoples of 

Oceania recognizing the cultural context. The document also addressed fundamental 

questions pertaining to the indigenous people in Oceania such as: Who are they? What 

are the distinct cultural features? What are some unique problems they face with 

modernization and Christianity? This was a very significant inclusion for it was the first 

time that any papal document had explicitly communicated the Church s stance on 
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indigenous people and their plight for recognition.  

Besides apologizing for the injustices and abuses inflicted on the indigenous 

people by some members of the Church, the Bishop of Rome offered them hope. In 

Ecclesia in Oceania, he avowed that it was the Church s responsibility to help indigenous 

cultures preserve their identity and maintain their traditions, for they are a unique part of 

humanity. He assured the indigenous people that the Holy See would continue its 

advocacy of the 1994 Draft United Nations (UN) Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples. The draft declaration consists of 19 preambular paragraphs and 45 articles, and 

covers rights and freedoms including the preservation and development of ethnic and 

cultural characteristics and distinct identities.  

This UN document represents one of the most important developments in the 

promotion and protection of the basic rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous 

peoples. The document actualized the vision of Native American Haudenosaunee Chief 

Deskaheh. In 1923, he traveled to Geneva to speak to the League of Nations and defend 

the right of his people to live under their own laws, on the own land and under their own 

faith. He was not allowed to speak and returned home in 1924.   

The Pope s bearing witness to the unique rights of indigenous peoples marked a 

momentous event for the Roman Catholic Church and the indigenous peoples in the 

world. With Ecclesia in Oceania, the Church joined international organizations like the 

United Nations, the International Labor Organization (ILO), the World Bank, and other 

forums in recognizing that the estimated 370 million indigenous peoples in 70 countries 

have the right to preserve their distinctive identities. 
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The bishops of Oceania began the process of advocacy during the Synod for 

Oceania. With the assistance of indigenous leaders and the experience of local native 

bishops, the Synod fathers generated descriptors for the indigenous people living in 

Oceania. This began a process that will entail critical reflection on how the prelates can, 

in reality, recognize and affirm the rights of the indigenous people in their respective 

dioceses. Initially, this may necessitate that the local ordinaries or their representatives, 

collaborating with national governments, existing indigenous organizations and other 

local church leaders. On the local diocesan level, it may require bishops inviting the 

cultural groups to participate concretely in discussions emanating from the UN Draft 

Declaration on the Rights on Indigenous Peoples. Such critical reflection and discussion 

are likely to ignite conflict.  

Like many national governments, the Vatican may be cautious in its advocacy and 

endorsement of the above document. Besides dealing with the legal matters of what 

constitutes distinctive indigenous rights, the Church may be suspicious of freedoms and 

rights that might endorse syncretism in the Church. Schreiter (1999) describes syncretism 

as the mixing of elements of two religious systems to a point where at least one, if not 

both, of the systems lose basic structure and identity  (p. 144). An example of one such 

Article that might cause controversy is described below: 

Indigenous peoples have the right to manifest, practice, develop and teach 

their spiritual and religious traditions, customs, and ceremonies; the right 

to maintain, protect, and have access in privacy to their religious and 

cultural sites; the right to the use and control of ceremonial objects; and 
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the right to the repatriation of human remains. (Article 13, p.3) 

Nevertheless, an honest and informed dialogue on Article 13, as well the other 

forty four Articles, may initiate further ruminations on issues such as those currently 

debated in Third World countries: authentic Catholic identity in a pluralistic world, 

traditional religions and their relationship to missiology and evangelization, Christology 

and the inculturation of faith, and contextual theologies within the local churches. 

Multiple interpretations of the Draft Declaration, even amongst bishops and indigenous 

groups, are bound to occur in this dialogue. Pope John Paul offers a possible approach to 

those sensitive areas where there may be conflict. The Pope (2001) states,  

Church in Oceania needs to study more thoroughly traditional religions of 

the indigenous populations, in order to enter more effectively into a 

dialogue which Christian proclamation requires. In order to pursue a 

fruitful dialogue with these religions, the Church needs experts in 

philosophy, anthropology, comparative religion, the social sciences, and 

above all, theology. (p. 22) 

Similarly, the celebration of the International Decade of the World's Indigenous 

Peoples (1995-2004) might be an additional dilemma for the island bishops. The UN 

General Assembly, by its resolution 48/163 of 21 December, 1993, proclaimed the year 

1995-2004 as the International Decade of the World's Indigenous People. The goal of the 

Decade is to strengthen international cooperation for the solution of problems faced by 

indigenous people in such areas as human rights, the environment, development, 

education, and health. Consequently, the prelates in the islands will have to discern if the 
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implementation of recommendations of Ecclesia in Oceania also includes:  

The promotion and protection of the rights of indigenous people and their 

empowerment to make choices which enable them to retain their cultural 

identity while participating in political, economic and social life, with full 

respect for their cultural values, languages, traditions and forms of social 

organization. (Objective No 4 of UN Decade of Indigenous Peoples 

A/RES/50/157 Annex) 

Although the release of the Ecclesia in Oceania was a significant historical 

moment for the church in Oceania, John Paul s exhortation presents a special challenge to 

bishops who trace their lineage to the original inhabitants of the islands. As witnesses, 

these bishops will be expected to take up the conch, so to speak, and produce 

reverberations that will keep alive the struggle for self-identification amongst the original 

inhabitants in their dioceses. The problem will be a personal one for these local native 

bishops. They will have to reflect on how they would be models of witnesses of the faith.  

Bishop as Witness 

A bishop is the prime witness to the Risen Christ among his people. At every 

episcopal ordination the ordaining bishop reminds the people that the bishop-elect has 

been entrusted with the task of witnessing to the truth of the Gospel.  In 1965, the 

Vatican II degree on the pastoral office of bishops Christus Dominus reaffirmed this 

doctrine by reminding bishops that they should dedicate themselves to their apostolic 

office of witnesses of Christ to all.  In doing this they were fulfilling the instructions of 

the Lord to be His witnesses, not only in Jerusalem but throughout Judea and Samaria, 
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and indeed to the earth s remotest ends (Acts 1:8). 

Pope John Paul II self-identifies as witness. He advanced this image in his address 

to the United Nations General Assembly in 1995, by stating that he came as a witness: a 

witness to human dignity, a witness of hope, a witness to the conviction that the destiny 

of all nations lies in the hands of a merciful Providence.   In several instances he 

repeatedly recalls how his predecessor, Pope Paul VI, has noted that in our time people 

pay more attention to witnesses than to teachers; that they listen to teachers if they are at 

the same time witnesses (John Paul, 1995, paragraph 17). 

During the X Ordinary General Assembly of Synod of Bishops in 2001, the 

bishops deliberately mandated that they reflect on the witnessing aspect of the episcopal 

leadership ministry. They self-identified with the first apostles who became unique 

witnesses of the mystery of the Word Incarnate, crucified and risen upon the departure of 

the apostles from this life, the bishops became heirs of their mission until the Lord 

comes"(Lineamenta 1998 p.16). In the working document (instrumentum laboris) of the 

Synod, bishops were called to be witnesses of hope, witnesses of truth, and witnesses of 

God s charity. This mission to be witnesses has gained credence in the last thirty years 

since it underlies the exercise of the triple episcopal muna or duties of prophet-priest-

king. 

Carlo Molari (1972), an Italian theologian, reflects on the how a bishop might be 

considered a witness of faith in his diocese. Molari asserts, 
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If the Gospel is effectively proclaimed by a community living in freedom, 

the bishop is a witness of the faith in so far as he himself is an echo of that 

living experience to those believers who in a particular place receive the 

gift of the Spirit. A witness can only exist if he is in relation to a 

community living out its faith and give effective expression in the 

conditions of its own culture. If faith comes to life in a community the 

bishop can only be a witness to it if he reflects it faithfully. (p. 21)  

The bishops from Oceania embraced this regenerated episcopal image of bishop 

as witness by boldly echoing the experiences of the Spirit in their indigenous peoples. 

They did this through the inculturated liturgies and through their frank discussions on the 

plight of the indigenous peoples in Oceania. In allowing the blowing of conch shells, the 

use of variety of procession  

, accompanied by ritual gestures from the Samoan 

tradition, the Oceanic bishops were being witnesses of a faith experience of island 

peoples. Like all witnesses, they took a risk but at the same time they empowered the 

island priests and laity to give expression to their experiences of the Spirit through island 

sounds and music, island pageant and dance, and island symbols and gifts. The president-

delegate of the Synod, Archbishop Williams of Wellington, New Zealand eloquently 

affirmed that this opening Eucharistic liturgy echoed the distinct faith experiences of the 

different cultures from Oceania. He explains that, 

Eucharistic Liturgy proved beyond all doubt that our specific identity as 

peoples of Oceania was recognized and respected. We heard the joyful 
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bells of St. Peter's ring out, but we heard also the booming sound of our 

conch shells. We celebrated the liturgy of the Roman Rite, but we were 

proud to have incorporated within it the songs and dances of Melanesia, 

Micronesia and Polynesia. We prayed in the Latin of the Early Church and 

in the French and English of our first missionaries, but we rejoiced in the 

use of the tongues of our own indigenous peoples: Samoan and Tongan, 

Marean and Maori. To have our Oceanian identity so affirmed at the very 

beginning of our three Synod weeks brought home to us. . .  The Holy See 

honors and embraces all cultures. (Synod for Oceania. Fifteenth General 

Congregation. Friday, 11 December, 1998) 

By emphasizing this role of witnesses of faith, indigenous bishops do not have to 

become martyrs. Nonetheless, in this century several bishops have been assassinated for 

their courageous witness of faith. The most notable example is Archbishop Romero of 

San Salvador. In 1980 while celebrating Mass, he was shot and died instantly. As witness 

he challenged the corrupt government of his country that violently eliminated people who 

questioned their policies. He spoke passionately about the unjust treatment of the poor 

and landless. Sadly, he also had problems with the Church hierarchy. His crime was that 

he interpreted the Gospel values from within his social, cultural, and political context. He 

was consistently in a double bind. He was asked to preach by gospel but not to criticize 

the government. 

Like people who experience double bind in organizations, the indigenous bishops 

as a group will have discern the real meaning of the Pope s statements on the indigenous 
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peoples, their rights and the Roman Catholic Church. In places like Fiji, Guam, and New 

Zealand, where there have been indigenous nationalist movements for more equal dignity 

and rights, the bishops may find it complicated to discriminate accurately what sort of 

message is to be communicated to these nationalist groups. The indigenous bishops may 

get locked in ambiguity and send out mixed messages about the rights of indigenous 

people that contradict fundamental Christian values, like the sacredness of human 

dignity. These challenges are real. But the bishop has values and structures within his 

cultural context that may help him be unambiguous in his effort to be a genuine witness 

of faith in his culture.  

The indigenous bishop has his cultural community. In their synodal discussions 

the bishops went beyond the external cultural elements and took into account the context, 

history, and relationships that explain faith experiences of their people. In order to do 

this, the Episcopal leaders have listened to the faith stories of their people, especially 

narratives that spoke of the close relationship between the church and culture. More so, 

the bishops got involved with one another s biography. In other words, they self-

identified with their people since the value most prized in the island is the relationships in 

the community. The person is not an individual in the Western sense of the term; rather 

the person is a locus of shared biographies. The personal histories of people s 

relationships with other people and things like land and the transcendent. The 

relationships define the person and not vice versa (Lieber, 1990, p. 73). 

Local Bishops in Oceania 

There are 15 local bishops in dioceses in Oceania who might identify themselves 
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as indigenous. They are normally referred to as local bishops. The term local  used in 

this context refer those that have a historical continuity with the original inhabitants of 

the land. In the parlance of the colonial administration in the island, the term used was 

native. They make up about 20% of the episcopacy in the region. The reason for this 

minuscule percentage is that in Australia, all thirty-seven bishops trace their lineage to 

the English or other European races who arrived at a later date. There is no Aboriginal 

bishop. In New Zealand, there is only one Maori bishop. Papua New Guinea has six 

indigenous bishops. The smaller islands in Oceania have their own local bishops with the 

exception of the Marshall Islands, the Cook Islands, Tahiti, and New Caledonia. A 

breakdown of indigenous bishops according to the broad ethnographic categories is as 

follows: the smaller islands of Micronesia have four, Polynesia has four, and Melanesia 

has one. Of the 15 indigenous bishops in Oceania, three are diocesan bishops while the 

rest belong to religious groups such as the Marists (SM), the Missionaries of the Sacred 

Heart (MSC) and the Capuchins (OFM).  

Though the number of native local bishops is small, the rise in indigenous 

consciousness has been evident in the inculturation of faith in the islands. The use of the 

original music, dance, rituals, celebration, and languages in the opening liturgy of the 

Synod is a positive public sign of the efforts by the bishops to emphasize the importance 

of inculturation. Stafford (2001) explains,  

In this respect, the importance of inculturation for an authentic Christian 

life in Oceania was emphasized. Authentic inculturation of the Christian 

faith is grounded in the mystery of the Incarnation; it is born out of respect 
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for both the Gospel and the culture in which it is proclaimed and 

welcomed. While remaining wholly faithful to the spirit of communio, 

local Churches seek to express the faith and life of the Church in 

legitimate forms appropriate to indigenous cultures. Oceania offers many 

examples of unique cultural expressions in the areas of theology, liturgy 

and the use of religious symbols. The Synod Fathers saw further 

inculturation of the Christian faith as the way leading to the fullness of 

ecclesial communion. (p. 1) 

These liturgical reforms, allowing the local language, dance, and native symbols 

as expressed in the opening liturgy of the Synod, reflect the bishops  recognition of the 

cultural distinctiveness of their faithful. However, in light of Ecclesia in Oceania, the 

bishops  challenge now is to direct their attention to the criteria of self-identification. 

They are invited to join the international community s effort to implement Article 8 of 

the draft UN Declaration on Rights of Indigenous People: Indigenous peoples have the 

collective and individual right to maintain and develop their distinct identities and 

characteristics, including the right to identify themselves as indigenous and to be 

recognized as such (p. 4). 

To be able to retain the traditional episcopal juridical authority of a particular 

church, while identifying with a native people, the bishop may simply begin with a 

process of self-reflection in the context of his local community. He may commence by 

identifying pivotal moments when he was able to hold his culture and the Roman 

Catholic culture in creative tension. In this way, the bishop might embark on finding his 
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historical connections with the original peoples of the Islands. He might start with the 

notion that like Lonergan s  conception of the Church, his indigenous community has 

achieved a common meaning of what it means to be native from common experiences, 

common understanding, common judgments and common commitments  (Lonergan, 

1988, p. 226). Thus, the bishop s identity as a local bishop is not going to be found in 

his behaviors, nor, important though this is, in his reactions to others, but rather his 

identity will be found in his capacity to keep his community s narrative of the experience 

of the Spirit going  (Giddens, 1991, p. 53). This story will continue to echo the long 

history and tradition of the Roman Church, but it will add the resonances of how his 

ancestors retained their connections to the sacred, the land, and community. Ultimately, 

this broader story is part of his own story and what he understands by the concept of 

indigenous. 

The Meaning of Indigenous  

There is no simple or precise definition of indigenous applying equally to all 

countries. Most studies frequently refer to descriptions given by two UN legal experts, 

Jose Martinez Cobo (1984) and Erica-Irene Daes (1996). They both focus on (a) 

aboriginality (being first on the land), (b) cultural distinctiveness, and (c) self-

identification as three criteria of who is indigenous. I will use these three criteria as 

guides in this discussion. However, I argue that greater emphasis should be placed on 

self-identification as the fundamental criterion since it includes the indigenous peoples in 

the search for a definition. 

In Oceania, indigenous groups would likely agree with the three criteria proposed 
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by Cobo (1989) and Daes (1996). Representatives for the Aboriginals in Australia and the 

Maoris in New Zealand generally accept aboriginality, cultural distinctiveness, and self-

identification as traits distinguishing them from other dominant European cultures. Yet, 

they stress that throughout history, their rights have been violated making them arguably 

among the most disadvantaged and vulnerable groups of people in the world today. These 

two groups judge that the British colonialists had unjustly treated them. Therefore, they 

wanted the Church to help them in overcoming the discrimination they experienced. Thus 

representatives from these groups made this one of central issues at the Synod for 

Oceania. They were concerned not with a bald definition, but with the basic human rights 

of their indigenous people: 

The present social structure of large parts of Oceania is the result of 

previous colonization, especially in Australia and New Zealand, but also 

in New Caledonia and Fiji. In these countries, the original indigenous 

population has to cope with the effects of large-scale immigration from 

colonial times. In some places the indigenous population has become an 

ethnic minority, leading them sometimes to feel disenfranchised because 

of a lack of respect for their identity and development. (Instrumentum 

Laboris, 1998, p. 20) 

Consequently, in the 1998 preparatory document (lineamenta) of the Synod, 

indigenous issues were addressed under the themes of social justice and human rights. 

The Synod Fathers believed that the concern for rights of Maoris and Aboriginals should 

be expanded to discuss social justice issues relating to all native groups in the islands. As 
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a result, the Pope dedicated a good portion of Ecclesia in Oceania to the description of 

the unique characteristics of indigenous people while also apologizing for past injustices. 

Although the Pope s exhortation did not provide a formal definition of indigenous 

peoples, all his references to the word indigenous may fit into three categories: (a) they 

possess cultural uniqueness; (b) they have direct links to the original inhabitants of the 

islands, and (c) they preserve and practice inimitable spiritual traditions. The Pope 

stressed the third category. He acknowledged the preservation and recognition of the 

indigenous identity, but he does not explicitly bestow self-identity as a sine qua non of 

indigenous.  

Statement of Purpose 

The goal of this study was to write interpretive biographies of three Oceanic 

bishops by narrating how they experienced being witnesses of faith in their respective 

indigenous cultures while leading the Christian community in their dioceses. This study 

showed how the three men were formed before becoming bishops and how they have 

lived out their ordination promises and episcopal motto as they attempted to be priest, 

teacher, and shepherd in their dioceses. It focused specifically on how they fostered their 

self-identify, within the indigenous milieu and in relation to traditional ecclesiology and 

the ethos of the Roman Catholic Church in all of its ramifications.  

The study commenced by looking at epiphanies in their life experiences and how 

these turning point moments shaped and formed their relationship with the people in their 

diocese. I gained an understanding of the full range of the characteristics of indigenous 

and bishop, arising out of the epiphanies as they created their biographies.  
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This research showed how the Catholic Church, through its episcopal leaders, 

might truly assume leadership by being witnesses of faith to the indigenous people. Of 

interest was whether the bishops can stand up to the challenge of being a witness of faith 

and identify themselves as indigenous so that they can authentically implement the words 

of Pope John Paul II in Ecclesia in Oceania: The Church will support the cause of all 

indigenous people who seek a just and equitable recognition of their identity and rights  

(p. 24). 

An interpretive biographical approach by Norman Denzin (1989a) was used in 

this study. In interpretive biography, the researcher studies personal life-documents, 

stories, accounts, and narratives, which describe turning-point moments in individual 

lives. Denzin defines epiphanies, or turning point experiences as interactional moments 

and experiences that leave marks on people's lives. They alter the fundamental meaning 

structures in a person's life  (p. 70).  

The interpretive biography method was chosen for this study because the 

methodology respected and recognized the subjective experiences of the bishops. They 

were the primary persons giving meaning to the concept of indigenous. This method 

allowed bishops to subjectively reflect and create their biographies. They were able to 

narrate their stories in a way that reflected their relationship to both their cultural and 

religious communities. 

Identification of the bishops with the indigenous people has implications for a 

change in the sphere of religious anthropology. The negative colonial nuances of the 

word indigenous may begin to disappear once they have a contextualized understanding 
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of the concept. The indigenous people will reclaim their dignities as human persons with 

unique rights. The self-identification process may spark reflection on what constitutes a 

human person. A bishop in Oceania, by referring to himself as indigenous and witness, 

may be able to engage in bringing about a just Christian solution to the ethnic conflicts in 

some of the islands like Fiji, New Caledonia, and Papua New Guinea.   

Like the Black bishops of the US, the indigenous bishops of Oceania as a group 

can be invited to recognize the richness of the indigenous experience and share them with 

the entire people of God. Since they belong to the first generation of bishops in post 

Vatican II, they too are able to tell their stories of what they have seen and heard in their 

cultures.   As first-hand witnesses to the Spirit, they may provide insights, which may 

help the Church in the islands address other issues that were discussed in the Synod like: 

Christian formation and lay leadership, plurality of religions, and social justice. Most 

importantly, the indigenous bishop may become a true witness of inculturation of faith to 

his community. Accordingly, he accepts the role of master conch blower, who 

communicates the true and authentic experience of the salvation in his own community. 

Overview of the Dissertation 

This study, entering into the life experiences of three bishops, described turning 

point moments that left marks on their lives, helped shape, and form their understanding 

of indigenous episcopal leadership. Chapter II describes the difficulties of formulating a 

universal definition of the concept indigenous. It also shows how the criterion of self-

identification can be used to assist the Oceanic bishops become witnesses of faith for 

indigenous people. Chapter III discusses the reasons for choosing interpretive biography 
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as the selected research method.  Chapters IV through VI describe the three bishops  

experiences of the epiphanies and how these experiences formed their self-understanding 

of being a witness and indigenous espiscopal leader. The interpretive biographies are 

written with information and data that was passed on by the bishops themselves. Chapter 

VII discusses the findings from the study. It looks at similarities that connect the three 

bishops. It describes how the three bishops have fostered their self-identity through story. 

It also proposes two traits that might assist bishops in being witnesses of faith in their 

communities. The two characteristics are apostolic faith and humble courage. These 

emerged as the bishop s biographies were placed in the multilayered context in Oceania 
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CHAPTER II 

 

In this chapter, I describe conceptual elements of indigenous and bishop. The 

concept of indigenous is studied within the context of Oceania, the Roman Catholic 

Church and the international bodies, notably the United Nations and the International 

Labor Organization. Several common factors have been identified by these international 

organizations as to who are indigenous. The Roman Catholic Church has entered the 

conversation about the plight of indigenous through the Synod for Oceania in 1998. As a 

result of this meeting in Rome, the role of bishops has expanded since the prelates have 

received a mandate from the Pope to become involved in trying to help their indigenous 

people in their struggle for self-identity. In other words, the bishops in Oceania have been 

asked to consider their self-understanding of what it takes to be an indigenous bishop 

within the Roman Catholic Church in Oceania.  

Indigenous People 

The United Nations and the International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs 

(IWGIA) estimates that there are roughly 5000 ethnic groups spread from the Arctic to 

the South Pacific islands that self-identify as being indigenous (United Nations, 2001, p. 

1). These data are based on working definition used by the UN in the last decade: 

Indigenous peoples are the inheritors and practitioners of unique cultures 

and ways of relating to other people and to the environment. Indigenous 

peoples have retained social, cultural, economic, and political 

characteristics that are distinct from those of the dominant societies in 
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which they live. Despite their cultural differences, the various groups of 

indigenous people around the world share common problems related to the 

protection of their rights as distinct peoples. (The United Nations Guide 

for Indigenous Peoples, 2001, p. 1) 

Using this very broad description, the UN estimates these groupings to number 

about 370 million persons in more than 70 countries worldwide. They have been 

clustered into five geopolitical regions: Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, Latin America and 

the Caribbean, and Western Europe and "other," viz. North America, Australia, New 

Zealand. Among the many indigenous peoples, the ones who immediately come to mind 

are: the Indians of the Americas, for example, the Maya of Guatemala or the Aymaras of 

Bolivia, and the Native American tribes in United States and Canada; the Inuit and 

Aleutians of the circumpolar region and the S mi in northern Europe; the Aborigine of 

Australia and the Maoris of New Zealand; Fulani in the Sahara; Maasai of Tanzania and 

Kenya; and San of Botswana. 

According the IWGIA (2001), the largest number of indigenous people live in 

Asia. The IWGIA  estimates that there are 158 million indigenous groups spread from the 

continent of India to the island of West Papua (p. 22). In Asia, people frequently use the 

term indigenous to refer to the various tribal or hill peoples dwelling in India, 

Bangladesh, Pakistan, China, and the Ainu in Japan. In India, the name Adivasi, is a 

collective term that is used to describe 200 different indigenous groups in the forest and 

mountainous area of Central India. However, most Asians deny that there are any 

indigenous peoples within their territories. An adviser of the Chinese delegation to the 
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UN Commission on Human Rights (1997) was adamant that there were neither 

indigenous people nor indigenous issues in China. From the Chinese perspective, the 

indigenous issues are a product of special historical circumstances; by and large, they are 

the result of the colonists  policy carried out in modern history by European countries in 

other regions of the world, especially on the continents of America and Oceania (p. 1). As 

in the case of other Asian countries, the Chinese people of all ethnic groups have lived on 

their own land for generations. India and Bangladesh also argue that they do not have 

indigenous people because they maintain that, after decolonization, every native was 

indigenous, because it is impossible, as a matter of fact, to establish which ethnic groups 

were antecedents. Thus for most Asians the concept of indigenous is ambiguous and has 

caused controversy amongst the many groups that try to gain recognition on an 

international arena like the UN. Daes (2001) describes most Africans as indigenous 

because their ancestors came from Africa. However, she maintains in Africa the 

indigenous people are those communities who were neglected and oppressed because of 

their way of life, their religion, their means of subsistence, and their attachment to their 

lands (p. 2). This standard has also been used to describe the indigenous people of 

Oceania. 

Indigenous people in Oceania  

In this paper, the concept of indigenous was studied in the regional context of 

Oceania. Burger (1990) demarcates Oceania as one of the nine regions that has distinct 

indigenous populations (p. 19). The IWGIA refers to this region as Australia and the 

Pacific. The Aboriginals and Torres Islanders of Australia and the Maoris of New 
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Zealand have been identified internationally as two major groups of indigenous people. 

This stems from the fact that the two groups have been very vocal in the struggle for 

recognition and respect for their identities ever since a Maori delegation went to the 

League of Nations in 1924.  

Different English words have been used to describe the original inhabitants of 

Oceania. The original inhabitants of Australia are referred to as aboriginal. This term 

literally means "from the beginning." It designates these people as being the "first 

people" of an area or a given place. In New Zealand, the original people called 

themselves Maoris, a term used to refer to the ordinary people and descendents of the 

Polynesian immigrants. In the other small islands, the terms used to describe the original 

settlers depended on the colonial power. In the English colonies, like Fiji, the term native 

was used. It refers mostly to the origins of an individual. In the French colonies, like 

Tahiti, the term autochthonous is used and refers to people living in the same land since 

immemorial time. The term indigenous was used to convey the Latin understanding of 

indigene, which distinguishes persons who were born in a particular place and those who 

arrived from elsewhere. Recently, people in the Oceania, who claim to descent to the 

original peoples, have adopted this identification. Besides been used in international 

forums, it carries a strong connotation of authenticity, belonging, and time-honored 

prescriptive rights.  

Several island countries, notably Fiji, Vanuatu, New Caledonia, Tahiti, and Guam 

have recently gained international attention. The reason is that there have been 

movements by the indigenous peoples in these islands for self-determination. One way 
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they have done this is to get rid the English names and revert to the local vernacular 

designations. For example, in Fiji the indigenous people now refer to themselves as 

taukei, first people to occupy the land; in New Caledonia the original inhabitants self-

identify as kanaky, or generic native, it is an indigenization the French canaques; in 

Tahiti the natives use the phrase to ao moahi.  For purposes of this study, the other 

smaller islands in Oceania are not included, since they have predominantly indigenous 

populations and have not had problems preserving their cultural distinctiveness.  

Indigenous and the Catholic Church 

At the Synod for Oceania in 1998, bishops and representatives from New Zealand 

and Australia have been the primary voices raising the issue of the relationship between 

the Church and the indigenous people. However, the real voice that caught the attention 

of the Synod was that of Manuku Henare, a lay representative of the Maori people. In his 

intervention he states,  

The progress of the UN Declaration of Indigenous Peoples is faltering and 

indigenous communities are concerned about its adoption and seek the 

Holy See's continued advocacy on our behalf. In the spirit of 

reconciliation with indigenous peoples worldwide, I would ask the Holy 

See to reconsider any references in Church thinking and official 

statements of the past, especially those which doubt the humanity and 

person-hood of indigenous peoples and which continue to be influential in 

the formation of or the maintenance of state and international law. 

(Congregation 8, 1998 para.1)  
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This powerful statement impacted the delegates because the Pope directly 

addressed these issues in the exhortation Ecclesia in Oceania. Numerous references are 

made in the document to the indigenous people. This was the first time that an official 

Vatican document attempted to speak to the criticisms raised by Manuka and other 

indigenous leaders. In Ecclesia in Oceania, the Pope acknowledges that, the Synod 

strongly encourages the Holy See to continue its advocacy of the 1994 draft United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples  (p. 27, paragraph 28). The 

Draft Declaration is the result of almost ten years work in the WGIP by representatives of 

indigenous peoples, governments, and non-governmental organizations, as well as 

individuals from all parts of the world. It begins with the desire by the International UN 

Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) to intentionally address the abuses and 

injustices faced by the indigenous peoples, especially those who faced discrimination or 

marginalization due to their differences from another dominant group who arrived in the 

islands at a later date. 

The past cannot be undone, but honest recognition of past injustices can 

lead to measures and attitudes which will help to rectify the damaging 

effects for both the indigenous community and the wider society. The 

Church expresses deep regret and asks forgiveness where children have 

been and still are party to these wrongs. Aware of the shameful injustices 
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done to indigenous people in Oceania, the Synod Fathers apologized 

unreservedly for the part played in these by members of the Church. (John 

Paul, 2001, p.25) 

The Pope s admission is important because not only did the Church publicly 

apologize for the past injustices to the indigenous people, but the Pope signaled that the 

Roman Catholic Church recognized indigenous people as being a unique part of 

humanity in a unique region of the world  with a number of distinctive characteristics:  

1.

 

2.

 

3. They have a profound sense of community and solidarity in family and 

tribe, village, and neighborhood (p. 6). 

4. The indigenous peoples have a sense of solidarity with those who went 

before them, and exceptional authority accorded to parents and traditional 

leaders (p. 6). 

5. Land is important for the indigenous people (p. 4). 

6. They possess an ancient and profound sense of the sacred (p. 6). 

7. Practices and rituals are very much part of their daily lives and thoroughly 

permeated their cultures (p. 6). 
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8. For indigenous people, the natural world is not just a resource to be 

exploited but also a reality to be respected and even reverenced as a gift 

and trust from God. It is the task of the human beings to care for, preserve 

and cultivate the treasures of creation (p. 26). 

9. They retain their appreciation of silence and contemplation and a sense of 

mystery in life (p. 31). 

10. They have traditional religions which have seeds of authentic God-

awareness (p. 25). 

One might be able to extrapolate a definition from these ten characteristics but it 

would not capture the richness that is present amongst indigenous peoples in Oceania. 

The notable feature of this list is the priority on spirituality distinctiveness of the 

indigenous peoples. Five of the traits (numbers 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10) refer to some aspect of 

the spiritual component of the indigenous peoples. These religious values are similar to 

the proposed rights in Part III of the Draft Declaration. Article 13 highlights that 

indigenous people have the right to manifest, practice, develop and teach their spiritual 

and religious tradition. . . .  [and] ensure that indigenous sacred places be preserved, 

respected and protected."  The international community, including the Catholic Church 

recognizes the spiritual distinctiveness of the indigenous people, but this has not always 

been the case.  

The Catholic Church does not have a favorable historical record of recognizing 

the distinct identities and characteristics of indigenous people. On the contrary, the 

Church in its association with the early Spanish explorers has been accused of resisting 



 

 

30 

any attempt for indigenous people to identify themselves as indigenous and to be 

recognized as such. Indigenous groups in North America cite the Papal Bull Inter 

Caetera of May 4 1493 as essentially sanctioning the early Portuguese and Spanish 

genocide campaigns Americas. Critics of the papal decrees claim that Inter Caetera 

established Catholic dominion and called for the subjugation of non-Christian peoples 

and their lands (Newcomb, 1992, p.2). The following quote from Inter Caetera is used by 

advocates for symbolic burning of the Bull:  

Among other works well pleasing to the Divine Majesty and cherished of 

our heart, this assuredly ranks highest, that in our times especially the 

Catholic faith and the Christian religion be exalted and be everywhere 

increased and spread, that the health of souls be cared for and that 

barbarous nations be overthrown and brought to the faith itself. [emphasis 

added] (p.1) 

On the other hand, some legal scholars argue that this Bull represents the first 

European acknowledgement of the national character of indigenous peoples in the new 

world  (Morris, 2002, p. 4). He further argues that as early as the 15th century there were 

serious debates and discussion amongst European theorists in France and Spain on the 

treatment and rights of indigenous people. This resulted in the Bull Sublimus Deus in 

1537. In this Bull, Pope Paul III instructed his Catholic subjects to view indigenous 

peoples as true humans who possess the nature and faculties that enable them to receive 

the Catholic faith. He states,   
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The Indians are truly men and that they are not only capable of 

understanding the Catholic Faith but, according to our information, they 

desire exceedingly to receive it. . . That the said Indians and all other 

people who have been or may later be discovered by Christians, are by no 

means to be deprived of their property, even though they are outside the 

faith of Jesus Christ; and that they may and should freely and legitimately 

enjoy their liberty and possession of their property. Nor should they in any 

way be enslaved; should the contrary happen, it shall be null. (Morris 

2002, p. 7) 

History shows that this did not completely stop the harsh treatment of the indigenous 

people. Nevertheless, the Dominican missionary Bartolme de Las Casas attempted to 

faithfully follow the instructions found in  the above Bull. He advanced the principal of 

human dignity in the Caribbean and Latin America. Morris gives a brief background of 

Las Casas work: 

[He] argued fervently that native peoples could not be subjected legally by 

the Spanish. He agreed with Victoria that the indigenous nations of the 

Western hemisphere were in rightful sovereigns of their territories, that 

Europeans has no cause to wage Just Wars, and that conquest of the region 

was “unlawful, tyrannical, and unjust.” (p. 7) 

A brief history of the use of the word indigenous in pontifical documents might help 

illuminate the Church s alleged ambivalence in the conversation about the identity of 

indigenous people. 
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In a Bull promulgated by Pope Eugene IV in 1435, the native inhabitants of the 

Canary Isles are described as led solely by the natural law.  The rest of the Bull strongly 

reprimands those Christians who are engaged in slavery.  In Inter Catera, Pope 

Alexander, using the observations from Columbus s voyages, describes the indigenous 

people in the Americas as: 

dwell very many tribes. Peacefully living, and as it 

is asserted, going naked and not eating meat; and so far as your 

messengers are able to conjecture these nations living in the said island 

and lands believe there is one God and one Creator in the heaven.

Most of the later papal documents that use the word indigene refer to the clergy. 

Pius IX Maridionali America 1865 (Seminary for Native clergy)  alludes to the need for 

seminaries in the Americas while Leo XIII s Ad Extrema (Seminaries for Native Clergy, 

1892) appeals for assistance in training priests in the Orient, namely India, China, and 

Japan. Pope Benedict (1919), in Maximum Illud, was the first Pope to define indigene.  

He describes an indigenous priest as having a particular place of birth, character, 

mentality, and emotional make-up.  This characterization has been cited in later 

documents, especially in encyclical by Pius XI, Rerum Eccelsiae (1926).  In this latter 

document, Pope Pius restated this definition by describing a native  priest as one who 

had a distinct birth, temper, and sentiment  (p. 7). Later in this same document, the Pope 

makes an important clarification that addresses the issue of belief that indigene peoples 

were inferior: 
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Anyone who looks upon these natives as members of an inferior race or as 

men of low mentality makes a grievous mistake.  Experience over a long 

period of time has proven that the inhabitants of those remote regions of 

the East and of the South frequently are not inferior to us at all, and are 

capable of holding their own with us, even in mental ability. If one 

discovers an extreme lack of the ability to understand among those who 

live in the very heart of certain barbarous countries, this is largely due to 

the conditions under which they exist, for since their daily needs are so 

limited, they are not often called upon to make use of their intellects. (p. 

17). 

In 1951, Pope Pius XII in an encyclical, Evangelii Preacones, refers to the existence of 

native bishops, especially in Africa and Asia.  For him a native bishop was one who was 

born in the missions, and who had a unique character and thought pattern.    

Other ecclesiastical documents use the word indigene within the context of 

missionary activity of the Church. Pope John XXIII (1959), in Princeps Pastorum, made 

an important apologetic statement about the use of native  in earlier papal documents.  

The Pope clarifies that "Neither slight nor discrimination was intended by the word 

"native," or was ever expressed or implied by the language of the Roman Pontiffs and 

ecclesiastical documents" (p. 4).   

In the Vatican II document, Ad Gentes (1965), Pope Paul VI does not use the 

Latin indigene but employs the French translation of indigenous: autochthonous. It comes 

from the German autochthon meaning to spring from the land itself.  In English 
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language, autochthonous refers to any of the earliest known inhabitants of a place. The 

reason for the change is not known, but one may speculate that it might have had to do 

with the raising of the consciousness of the unique identity of the people. In this same 

document, the word local  is also used to refer to the indigene. This change concurs with 

the movement in the world to move away from the negative connotations of the word 

native. 

Theologian, Robert Schreiter (1985) agrees that it is better to use the word local  

when referring to theology or bishops because the word indigenous has too many 

derogatory connotations and is rooted in a particular colonial historical experience in a 

particular geographical area of the world, especially East Africa and India (p. 4). Yet the 

question remains, how can the bishops help the indigenous people preserve their identity 

and remain Roman Catholics? Or in other words how can the subjects define themselves 

and be recognized as such?  A possible solution to this dilemma would be to move away 

from trying to construct a definition. The ILO and UN (WGIP) have admitted that a 

definition might be helpful as guidelines for policy makers, but there is no single 

definition that can capture the diversity of the indigenous people worldwide. No one has 

succeeded in devising a definition of indigenous that is precise and internally valid as a 

philosophical matter, yet satisfies demands to limit its regional application and legal 

implication (Daes, 1996, p. 23). 

Working Definitions 

In this section I summarize the working definitions of: a) Daes in her work with 

the Working Groups on Indigenous Groups, b) Cobo and his definition presented in a 
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report on the problem of discrimination against indigenous populations, c) the ILO as 

they tried to protect the indigenous people in independent countries, d) the World Bank 

and e) the Asian Development Bank and its attempts to help the indigenous people in 

region of Asia (see appendix A). 

Daes’ standards 

Erica-Irene A. Daes (1996), the Chairperson-Rapporteur of the UN Working 

Group on Indigenous Populations (WGIP), drew attention to the dilemma of trying to 

devise unambiguous standards that could be used as a global definition of indigenous 

(E/CN.4/Sub.2/AC.4/1996/2). She was of the opinion that the concept of indigenous is 

not capable of a precise, inclusive definition, which can be applied in the same manner to 

all regions of the world (p. 5). She came to this conclusion after a historical review of the 

use of the term and listening to points of view expressed by indigenous advocates, 

governments, and other members of WGIP. She argued that historically the term was 

used to distinguish between those who were born in a particular place and those who 

arrived from elsewhere. During the colonial period, the term indigenous was used to 

identify and distinguish the inhabitants of colonial territories who were distinct 

geographically from the administering power. An implicit element in this definition was 

race, based on the color of one s skin.  

The League of Nations added a second level to the above qualification, 

characterizing indigenous populations as peoples not yet able to stand by themselves 

under the strenuous conditions of the modern world. Then indigenous referred to two 

factors: colonial domination and institutional capacity (Daes 1996, p.6). In 1938, the Pan 
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American Union gave another interpretation to this term. The union employed the word 

to identify marginalized or vulnerable ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and racial groups within 

the State borders. Since the Second World War, the ILO, the UN, and the World Bank 

(WB) have endeavored to provide a definition of indigenous. These attempts are 

documented in ILO Convention No.107 (1957) and No 169 (1989), the UNESCO Study 

of the Problem of Discrimination against Indigenous Populations (1986), and WB 

Operational Directives 4. 20.  

From the working definitions articulated in these three documents, Daes (1995) 

elicits five criteria she believes might be applied when considering the concept of 

indigenous people: 1) historical continuity, 2) distinctive cultural characteristics, 3) 

traditional lands, 4) non dominance, and 5) self-identification and group consciousness 

(pp. 4-6). In the following year (1996), now guided by modern international 

organizations and legal experts (including indigenous legal experts and members of the 

academic family), Daes condensed the criteria for identification of indigenous into four 

factors. She cautions that this was not an inclusive definition but a description of factors 

that may be present, to a greater or lesser degree, in different regions and in different 

national and local context: 

1. Priority of time, with respect to the occupation and use of a specific 

territory; 

2. The voluntary perpetuation of cultural distinctiveness, which may include 

aspects of language, social organization, religion and spiritual values, 

modes of production, laws, and institutions; 
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3. Self-identification, as well as recognition by other groups, or by State 

authorities as a distinct collectivity; and 

4. An experience of subjugation, marginalization, dispossession, exclusion or 

discrimination whether or not these conditions persist (p. 22). 

The Cobo Report 

In 1971, the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) created the Working Group 

on Indigenous Populations (WGIP).  The group was entrusted with two tasks:  

1.

 

2. Give special attention to the evolution of standards concerning the rights of such 

populations   

Indigenous communities, peoples, and nations are those which having a 

historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that 

developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other 

sectors of societies now prevailing in those territories, or parts of them. 

They form at present non-dominant sectors of society and are determined 

to preserve, develop, and transmit to future generations their ancestral 

territories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued 
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existence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social 

institutions, and legal systems. This historical continuity may consist of 

the continuation for an extended period reaching into the present, of one or 

more of the following factors: 1)

 

An important point to note is that Cobo, in a later part of the same document, 

explains that an indigenous person is "one who belongs to these indigenous populations 

through self-identification as indigenous (group consciousness) and is recognized and 

accepted by these populations as one of its members (acceptance by the group).  

Cobo (1986) intentionally uses the reflective phrase consider themselves  to 

emphasize the point that this working definition has evolved from the perspective of 

indigenous people. Consequently, the discussion on the concept of indigenous peoples 

has been crafted with the centrality of self-identification by those who claim cultural, 

social, geographical, political, and religious commonality. This was confirmed in Article 

8 of the draft Declaration of Rights of Indigenous People: Indigenous people have the 

collective and individual right to maintain and develop their distinct identities and 

characteristics including the right to identify themselves as indigenous and to be 
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recognized as such  (UN Doc: E/CN.4/Sub.2/1994/2/Add.1). 

ILO Convention 107 and 169 

From 1957 until 1982, the International Labor Organization (ILO) was the only 

international body concerned with indigenous rights. In 1957, the ILO approved 

Convention (No. 107), which focused on the protection and integration of indigenous and 

other tribal and semi-tribal populations of independent countries and tried to define what 

they understood as tribal. For the ILO in 1957,  tribal or semi-tribal populations in 

independent countries whose social and economic conditions are at a less advanced stage 

than the stage reached by other sections of the national community, and whose status is 

regulated wholly or partially by their own customs or traditions and by special laws or 

regulations. (Article 1(a)). Also described as indigenous are those populations regarded 

as such:  

On account of their descent from the populations which inhabited the 

country, or a geographical region to which the country belongs, at the time 

of conquest or colonization and which, irrespective of their legal status, 

live more in conformity with the social, economic, and cultural institutions 

of that time than with the institutions of the nation of which they belong. 

(Article (1) (b)) 

However in 1986, the governing body of the ILO concluded that the integrationist 

approach of the Convention was obsolete and that its application was detrimental in the 

modern world. In June 1989, the ILO adopted Convention 169, which deleted the 

condescending attitude which referred to indigenous people as less advanced  and added 
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the subjective element of self-identification. In Article one 1.b, the ILO identified 

indigenous people as:  

Peoples in independent countries who are regarded as indigenous on 

account of their descent from the populations which inhabited the country, 

or a geographical region to which the country belongs, at the time of 

conquest or colonization or the establishment of present State boundaries 

and who, irrespective of their legal status, retain some or all of their own 

social, economic, cultural, and political institutions. Self-identification as 

indigenous or tribal shall be regarded as the fundamental criterion for 

determining the groups to which the provisions of this Convention apply.  

The inclusion of self-identification stemmed from an injudicious assumption that 

guided the 1957 Convention. The assumption was made that integration into the 

dominant cultures was the only possible future for indigenous people. The original 

inhabitants were different and less advanced and needed to be brought into the 

development plans of the state. The decisions regarding their future and development 

were concerns of the states rather than of the people most affected. Fortunately, with the 

growing awareness of their human rights by indigenous people during the 1960s and 

1970s and their increasing participation at the international level, these assumptions 

began to be challenged. The meetings of a Committee of Experts convened in 1986 by 

the governing body of the ILO concluded that the intergrationists  approach of the 

Convention was obsolete and that its application was detrimental in the modern world. 

Article 1(2) of Convention 169 made a fundamental change in the attitude 
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towards the indigenous people by acknowledging that these people should be closely 

involved in the planning and implementation of development projects that directly affect 

them. This allowed for all people concerned to dialogue with each other. The subjects of 

all the policies were to become active participants in defining who they were as human 

beings. 

According to Tomei and Swepston (1996), the philosophy behind this inclusion of 

self-identification had to do with respect and responsibility: 

The newer Convention takes the approach of respect for the cultures, ways 

of life, traditions and customary laws of the indigenous and tribal peoples 

who are covered by it. It presumes that they will continue to exist as parts 

of their national societies with their own identity, their own structures, and 

their own traditions. The Convention presumes that these structures and 

ways of life have a value that needs to be protected. It also presumes that 

these peoples are in most cases able to speak for themselves and to take 

part in the decision-making process as it affects them. It also presumes 

that they have the right to take part in this decision-making process, and 

that their contribution will be a valuable one in the country in which they 

live. (p. 10) 

The World Bank Operation Directive 4 

aims to promote indigenous peoples' development and ensure 

that the development process fosters the full respect for the dignity, human rights and 

uniqueness of indigenous peoples. 
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1. close attachment to ancestral territories and natural resources in them, 

2. presence of customary social and political institutions,  

3. economic systems primarily oriented to subsistence production, 

4.  

5. self-identification and identification by others as members of a distinct 

cultural group. (World Bank, Operation Directive(OD) 4, 2001 p.1) 

Asian Development Bank 

The Asian Development Bank has a reference to self identity as one of the 

characteristics of indigenous people. The first part is similar to the World Bank but they 

add: the indigenous people display the desire to preserve that cultural identity.  The 

Asian Indigenous people articulated this in their Declaration of Rights for Asian 

Indigenous/Tribal People, adopted in Chiang Mai, Thailand, in May 1993: 

We Asian indigenous peoples know who we are. We are descended of the 

original inhabitants of territories which have been conquered; we consider 

ourselves distinct from the rest of the prevailing society. We have our own 

languages, religions, customs, and worldview and we are determined to 

transmit these to future generations. (p. 1)  
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One area of contention in the deliberations Working Group on Indigenous 

Populations (WGIP) has been the issue of whether a formal definition for indigenous 

should be an integral part of the above document. Countries like China, India, and 

Bangladesh argue that a definition is necessary because without a definition of 

indigenous peoples and a scope of application for the declaration, it will be difficult to 

prove the special necessity to draft the declaration and to ensure that the special rights 

specified in the declaration be accurately applied to genuine indigenous people  (China 

Embassy, 1997). 

Indigenous Group 

The indigenous groups have expressed a similar view in their submissions to 

Commission on Human Rights Working Group on the Draft Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples (CHRWG). These groups feel that an abstract definition of the 

concept of indigenous is neither necessary nor desirable. Daes (1996) outlined the 

sentiment of the indigenous groups in the Working Paper on Standard Setting Activities. 

(UN E/CN.4/Sub.2/AC.4/1996/2 para 35-40) She explained that some indigenous leaders 

fear that a number of indigenous persons may not be covered by the scope of an absolute 

definition. The indigenous people believe that the principle of self-identification and 

acceptance as such by the group should be the primary guides in identifying its members. 

The report cites other representatives who maintain that Mr. Jose R. Martinez Cobo s 

(1984) criteria is adequate for it recognizes both objective characteristics, like 

aboriginality and cultural distinctiveness but emphasizes the subjective principle of self-

identification (para 35). Daes points out that most indigenous emphasize the subjective 
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elements as dependent on a choice or value judgment like self- identification more than 

the objective elements which are not dependent on a choice e.g. descent. Citing speeches 

by indigenous leaders, she argues  that for indigenous groups, the self-identification 

method of defining indigenous appears to be the most accurate for it begins with the 

people themselves and it allows for individual choice (para 35 & 36). One of the main 

conclusions of Daes  (1996) historical study was that indigenous groups stressed the 

need for flexibility for respecting the desire and the right of each indigenous people to 

define itself  (para. 68).  

Self Identification

Although the international community does not have a coherent understanding of 

the term indigenous, most acknowledge that self-identification is the primary norm that 

must be used for determining who are the beneficiaries of resources that have been set 

aside for indigenous people. Daes (1996) states, 

Indigenous groups insist on their right to define themselves both in terms 

of an individual’s “self-identification as an indigenous person and with 

respect to the community‘s right to define its members.” This subjective 

approach -- that indigenous people are those who feel themselves to be 

indigenous and accepted as such by members of the group--has been 

widely accepted, although it is not clear whether it would be sufficient of 

other objective criteria, such as ancestry, were absent. (p. 13) 

In the Draft Declaration, there is reference to self-identification. Article 8 simply refers to 

the right of indigenous peoples "to identify as indigenous and to be recognized as such". 
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Without losing their identity or abandoning their traditional values, they 

(indigenous people) want to share in the development resulting from more 

direct and complex interaction with other peoples and cultures. It is the 

Church’s task to help preserve their identity and maintain their traditions . 

. .  support the cause of all indigenous people who seek a just and 

equitable recognition of their identity. (pp. 5-6) 

Anthropologist, Tenckhoff (1999) argues that a first international principle in 

recognizing an indigenous person is that of self-identification: someone who defines 

himself or herself as a native of a particular country, and who is accepted as such by the 

community, irrespective of the way that community is defined, is an indigenous person  

(p. 1). 

Despite the wide acceptance of self-identification as a norm, a single, specific 

definition or identification for indigenous has been difficult. This is due to the fact that 

each individual community reflects diversity in its cultures, histories, and current 

circumstances. Opponents of prioritizing self-identification claim that indigenous peoples 

are indigenous people whether they identify themselves as such or are identified and/or 

recognized by others and the international community would be confronted by a 

proliferation of pretenders  to indigenous status.  



 

 

46 

All working definitions have singled out self-identification as one of most 

important factors in trying to define indigenous. It is always subjective, beginning with 

the indigenous people. The reason for this was echoed in the Cobo report. He states, 

The fundamental assertion concerning any definition must be that 

indigenous populations must be recognized according to their own 

perceptions and the conception of themselves in relation to other groups. 

There must be no attempt to define them according to the perception of 

others through the values of foreign societies or of the dominant sectors in 

such societies. . .   (and) artificial or manipulatory definitions must, in an 

event, be rejected. (Cobo E/CN.4 /Sub 2/1983/21/Add. 8, pp. 49-51) 

The absence of the indigenous people s perception in developing a definition 

points to the fundamental cause of the abuses and injustices caused to the indigenous 

people. At the heart of the violation has been the denial of our control over our identity 

and the symbols through which we make and remake our cultures and ourselves  

(Dobson, 1994, p. 6). 

Several scholars have attempted to present explanations of self-identification. 

Daes (1995) explains that self-identification happens when the indigenous people acquire 

the rightful authority to define and determine who they are as indigenous  (p. 7). Nesti 

(1999) contends that self-identification contains two elements: the recognition of a group 

and the recognition of a person. The first implies that a group asserting itself as 

indigenous people is so accepted by the international community and the other 

indigenous groups. The second implies the definition of oneself as an indigenous person 
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and his/her recognition as such by the group (p. 3). Tomei and Sweptson (1996), in their 

work on the ILO Convention 169, define self-identification as "the right to decide 

whether you consider yourself a member of an indigenous or tribal people or community  

(p. 4).  

Dodson (1994), a spokesperson for the Aboriginal and Torres Islanders, presents a 

detailed account on what self-identification may mean to his people. He uses the 

metaphor throwing away the mirror" as an image for the process of self-identification. 

(p. 11). For Dodson, the aboriginals in Australia must de (find)  their aboriginality 

without the western mirror. For him, self-identification is a process where one has to rid 

oneself of the stereotype and biases that have shaped one s self-understanding. He states, 

None of us have escaped the effect of false representation and invisibility. 

We feel it every day when we come into contact with the dominant 

society. We even feel it when we look into the mirror. Our experiences of 

our selves, and our Aboriginality has been transformed by the 

representations. (p. 11) 

Dodson (1994) insists that when anyone talks about the identity of the indigenous 

people they are always talking about self-identity. He argues that self-identity is part of 

the broader right to self-determination. It is the right of a people to determine its political 

status and to pursue its own economic, social, and cultural development. He uses self-

definition, self-identification, self-determination, and self representations 

interchangeably. He argues, however,  that in order for indigenous people to enter a 

process of self-identification they should (a) be free from the control and manipulation of 
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an alien people, (b) have the right to inherit the collective identity of one people, and (c) 

transform that identity creatively according to self-defined aspirations (p. 6). 

Self-identification is about an experience connection with the past, the retelling of 

the past, which is embodied and evident in the voices and ways of seeing. The past 

cannot be dead because it is built into the beings and bodies of the living. "We do not 

need to re-find the past, because our subjectivities, our being in the world are inseparable 

from the past" (Dodson, 1994, p.13). 

Simply stated, self-identification is primarily about dancing, singing, painting, 

and telling ourselves stories from the past into the future. (Dodson 1994 p. 14) Two 

modern philosophers echo this understanding of self-identification: Charles Taylor 

(1992) and Anthony Giddens (1991). Charles Taylor (1992) in his work, Sources of the 

Self writes, In order to have a sense of who we are, we have to have a notion of how we 

have become, and of where we are going  (p. 47). Taylor further argues that self identity 

involves the imagination, for persons will need to be creative. Ultimately, self-

identification is negotiated through dialogue, partly overt, and partly internalized, with 

others. It cannot be done in isolation; it depends on the dialogical relation with other. The 

full definition of someone s identity thus usually involves not only his stand on moral and 

spiritual matters but also some reference to a defining community (p. 36). 

Giddens (1991) contends that self-identity is about awareness that has been 

routinely created and sustained in the reflexive activities of the individual. He argues,  
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Self-identify is not a distinctive trait, or even a collection of traits, 

possessed by an individual. It is the self as reflexively understood by the 

person in term of his or her biography. Identity here still presumes 

continuity across the time and space; but self-identity is such continuity as 

interpreted reflexively by the agent. (p. 53) 

Giddens (1991) refers to Laing s (1965) analysis of people whose sense of self is 

fractured or disabled. This framework may help us construct a framework of how we 

might help the indigenous people begin the process of self-identification. The following 

characteristics for ontologically insecure individuals also apply to indigenous people. If 

we replace they  with indigenous people, the descriptions are very revealing because 

they clearly parallel the experiences of brokenness faced by many indigenous groups 

around the world. 

1. The indigenous people lack of a consistent feeling of biographical 

continuity. They are anxious about obliteration, of being engulfed, 

crushed or overwhelmed by externally impinging events. 

2. In an external environment full of changes, the indigenous people are 

obsessively preoccupied with apprehension of possible risks to their 

existence, and paralyzed in terms of practical action. There is "inner 

deadness" and they seek to 'blend with the environment so as to escape 

being the target of the dangers that haunt them. 

3. The indigenous people fail to develop or sustain trust in his own self-

integrity. They lack "the warmth of a loving self-regard. They feel that 
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living spontaneity of the self has become something dead and lifeless. 

(Giddens 1991, p. 53) 

Conversely, in order to get indigenous people out of this quagmire so they can 

begin a process of self-identification, the indigenous people need to cultivate a feeling of 

biographical continuity, which they are able to grasp reflexively, and, to a great or lesser 

degree, communicate to other people. They need to create a context where the indigenous 

people can filter out, in the practical conduct of day-to-day life, many of the dangers, 

which in principle threaten the integrity of the self. Lastly, they have to sustain a sense of 

trust in their own self-integrity. The indigenous people will have to be given the 

opportunity and resources to return to a life that is lived spontaneously without the threat 

of being conditioned to live another meta-narrative that has been predetermined by more 

powerful ideologies. In the case of the indigenous people it was primarily colonialism 

that deprived the natives of the self-knowledge and self-integrity. 

Giddens (1991) further offers a way by which the Roman Catholic Church might 

preserve, maintain, and support a just recognition of the identity of indigenous people. He 

states, 

The existential question of self-identity is bound up with the fragile nature 

of the biography which the individual 'supplies' about herself. A person’s 

identity is not to be found in behavior, nor-important though this is-in the 

reactions of others, but in the capacity to keep a particular narrative going 

[emphasis added]. The individual's biography, if she is to maintain regular 

interaction with others in the day-to day world, cannot be wholly fictive. It 
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must continually integrate events which occur in the external world, and 

sort them into the ongoing story about the self. (p. 52) 

The concept of indigenous will continue to be debated on the international level. 

However, self identification is the beginning of the broader right to self-determination.  If 

the peoples themselves are to be involved in a process, their voices must be heard in their 

own mother tongue. In other words they will have to regain the pride and capacity to tell 

their stories, which has been ruptured by foreign influences. Self-identification must 

begin with people in communities who desire to tell their stories in their own language, 

using their own symbols and images about their ancestors, their land, and their 

connections with the sacred. Appropriately, at the Permanent Forum on Indigenous 

Issues, meeting at United Nations Headquarters from 13 to 24 May 2001, there was an 

exhibition with the theme Voices.  It was to celebrate indigenous cultures in the form of 

artworks, photographs, textiles, artifacts, and live performances. This forum was the first 

time that so many indigenous voices (1,000) would come together to discuss indigenous 

issues relating to development, culture, the environment, education, health and human 

rights. When voices of the indigenous people are heard, their stories are woven together 

and there is a retrieval of myths and legends. Yet at the same time, there is a deliberate 

effort to connect to the present situations, but this time, one has choices. This happens 

when we can proudly tell our story of who we are, and how we came to be where we are. 

One s self-identify is nurtured and people can gain self-knowledge and engage in self-

reflexivity.  
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Tradition and Bishop 

The Catholic bishop does not normally engage in a self-reflexive process as 

espoused by Giddens (1991). In other words, he is not free to answer the question, How 

shall I live as a bishop?  His episcopal identity is largely determined by a Canon Law 

which is based on a hierarchical structure and medieval tradition. When tradition 

dominates, individual actions do not have to be analyzed and thought about so much, 

because choices are already prescribed by the traditions and customs (Giddens 1991, p. 

5). The episcopacy is a hierarchical system that has evolved out of the Roman Empire. 

When Emperor Constantine legitimized the church in 313, the Christian communities 

went from house church to basilica, from simple community ministry to the emergence of 

monarchical bishops (Bernier p. 21). The centralization of the Church with Rome and 

bishops as its center occurred in the eleventh and twelfth century. At the summit of the 

hierarchy in terms of orders was the bishop, the divine or angelic principle within the 

Church (p.131). Little has changed since St. Thomas Aquinas uttered these words. This 

image of bishop is still prevalent today.  Canon Law 375 1 and 2 states,

By divine institution, Bishops succeed the Apostles through the Holy 

Spirit who is given to them. They are constituted Pastors in the Church, to 

be the teachers of doctrine, the priests of sacred worship and the ministers 

of governance. By their episcopal consecration, Bishops receive, together 

with the office of sanctifying, the offices also of teaching and of ruling, 

which however, by their nature, can be exercised only in hierarchical 

communion with the head of the College and its members.  
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There are various types of bishops in the Roman Catholic hierarchy: diocesan, 

auxiliary, titular, and emeritus.  A diocesan bishop is the ecclesial leader of a diocese. He 

is the chief pastor of the area. He is normally known as an ordinary denoting that he has 

certain powers of governance. In large dioceses the bishop is usually assisted by an 

auxiliary bishop who enjoys the full rights of any consecrated bishop, but exercises 

control of their diocese as subordinates of the ordinary. Canon Law outlines the roles of 

an auxiliary bishop: He assists the diocesan Bishop in the entire governance of the 

diocese, (403 2) and takes his place when he is absent or impeded (nos. 403, 405). He 

also works in harmony with the ordinary (no. 407.3)  Auxiliary bishops are assigned 

"titular" Sees, which are historical dioceses that are no longer in existence. There is no 

geographical diocese. The titular bishopric is thus simply a title of honor. There is a 

special type of auxiliary bishop called coadjutor. Most often the only difference is that 

they have a "right to succession" which means that when the current bishop leaves office 

by death or resignation, the coadjutor automatically becomes the new bishop. A bishop 

emeritus is a bishop that is no longer acting as the leader of the diocese due to advanced 

age or ill health. An Archbishop is simply the title given to a bishop of an archdiocese.   

Most archbishops begin their episcopacy as auxiliary bishops. The normal 

promotion in the hierarchy is from a priest to an auxiliary bishop then onto a bishop and 

finally an archbishop. If a bishop requests an auxiliary bishop, he must convince the 

pronuncio that there is a pastoral need. The possible reasons for requesting an auxiliary 

bishop may be the size of the diocese, or a particular ethnic or racial group requires 

special attention. For example, Bishop Mariu was appointed as auxiliary in the Diocese 
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of Hamilton because there was a special need to minister to the Maori Catholics in New 

Zealand. The selection process of a bishop is shrouded in secrecy with the participants 

bound by a vow of silence about the names under consideration  (Reese, 1984, p. 6). 

Therefore, many priests are surprised and even shocked when they receive a letter from 

Rome informing them of their appointment to the episcopacy.  

All diocesan bishops, whether they are coadjutor, auxiliary, or titular, belong to an 

episcopal conference. The latter is an assembly of bishops: a council in which the 

bishops of a given nation or territory jointly exercise their pastoral office to promote the 

greater good which the Church offers mankind, especially through the forms and methods 

of the apostolate fittingly adapted to the circumstances of the age  (No 38.1, Christus 

Dominus, 1965, p. 15). For example, in Oceania there are four episcopal conferences: the 

Australian Bishops Conference (ABC), the New Zealand Bishop Conference (NZBC), 

the Episcopal Conference of the Pacific (CEPAC), and the Catholic Bishops Conference 

of Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands (CBC). These four Conferences come 

together as the Federation of Catholic Bishops  Conferences of Oceania (F.C.B.C.O). 

The bishops have the opportunity to further cooperate with one another through 

Synods of bishops. The synod of bishops is a permanent institution established by Pope 

Paul VI, 15 September 1965, in response to the desire of the Fathers of the Second 

Vatican Council to keep alive the positive spirit engendered by the conciliar experience: 

Literally speaking the word "synod", derived from two Greek words syn 

meaning "together" and hodos meaning "road" or "way” means a "coming 

together." A synod is a religious meeting or assembly at which bishops, 
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gathered around and with the Holy Father, have the opportunity to interact 

with each other and to share information and experiences, in the common 

pursuit of pastoral solutions which have a universal validity and 

application. The Synod, generally speaking, can be defined as an assembly 

of bishops representing the Catholic episcopate, having the task of helping 

the Pope in the governing of the universal Church by rendering their 

counsel. (Holy See Press, General Introduction on the Synod, 2001) 

Synods are not new in the Church. From the very first centuries of the Church 

bishops, as rulers of individual churches, were deeply moved by the communion of 

fraternal charity and zeal for the universal mission entrusted to the Apostles. And so they 

pooled their abilities and their wills for the common good and for the welfare of the 

individual churches  (Christus Dominus, p.15). The last six synod assemblies have 

instituted a new type of bishops who identify with a particular continent or region, 

attempting to boldly address issues that are pertinent to the faith experience of the people 

in these particular areas. There have been continental synods on Europe (1991), Africa 

(1994), Lebanon (1995), America (1997), Asia (1998), and Oceania (1998). In the case of 

the African Synod the bishops addressed the problems that were prevalent on the 

continent like justice and peace, dialogue with Moslems, the rights of women, formation 

of priests and catechists, and the inculturation of Christianity in African liturgy, theology, 

and family life. The theme chosen for the African synod reflected the bishops desire to 

highlight the witnessing aspect of the church. The theme was, The Church in Africa and 

Her Evangelizing Mission towards the Year 2000 You Shall Be My Witness  (Acts 
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1:8).  The bishops in Asia also took up similar issues like inculturation, inter-religious 

dialogue and preferential option for the poor.  The Synod for Oceania likewise addressed 

issues of inculturation, evangelization, and spiritual life of the islanders. One of the new 

topics that subtly made its way into the Synod for Oceania was the interpretation of the 

concept indigenous. This was in the context of highlighting and recognizing indigenous 

rights and identity. 

From the brief discussion on episcopal conferences and synods one can elucidate 

that when bishops meet as a group, they have the opportunity to engage in self-

reflexivity. They are engaged in expanding their self-identity. Bishops are working 

collaboratively address what it is to be an American  bishop, an Asian  bishop, or an 

Oceanic  bishop. In doing this they have tried to reflect the real issues that affect not only 

the faith lives of the people, but also the social, political, and economic well-being of the 

human person in that particular geographical context. Even within each episcopal 

conference there are major differences. Therefore the individual bishop further asks 

questions about who am I in this particular context.  Within the Oceanic bishops, there 

are those that consider themselves indigenous. By self-identifying as indigenous, they 

have the opportunity to reflect on how they have created their biographical narratives.  

Indigenous Bishops 

To identify oneself as indigenous and to be recognized as such is a recent 

phenomenon in the Church. Historically, Roman Catholic bishops have identified 

themselves with a local diocese, a religious congregation, or an episcopal conference. 

Pope John Paul first used the use of the term indigenous bishops  in his exhortation, 
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Ecclesia in Africa. He alluded to the fundamental importance of the high percentage of 

indigenous bishops who now make up the hierarchy on that continent as a sign of growth 

in the church (Ecclesia in Africa, John Paul, 1995). Apart from this reference to 

indigenous bishop, there are few instances where the designation indigenous bishop  is 

used in the official church documents. On the other hand, the Anglican Church has used 

this term for a long time, especially in Canada, New Zealand, and Australia. Unlike 

Catholic bishops, an Anglican indigenous bishop is non-geographic bishopric. For 

example, the Bishop of Aotearoa has jurisdiction over all the Maori of New Zealand, 

regardless of where they reside.  

If a bishop self-identifies as a bishop, he keeps his people s story going by first 

telling his story. He creates biography that gives meaning to his people. He provides 

leadership by identifying with hopes and pains of the people. I propose the following 

working definition for an indigenous bishop. It takes into consideration the regional 

(Oceania) and international dimensions of the concept of indigenous. An indigenous 

bishop in Oceania as a man who 

1. identifies himself as bishop and indigenous and is recognized as such by 

the other members of that group of people, the Church, and other ethnic 

groups in the islands.  

2. claims to have historical continuity with a group people who occupied the 

islands first,  before the European explorers arrived in the 16th century. 

3.
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If the indigenous Roman Catholic bishop embraces the above characterization, he 

can then facilitate the self-identification of his fellow indigenous brothers and sisters. He 

may have to adopt a new image. The images that bishop adopt are very different 

depending on their context, and historical ecclesiology. 

A renewed episcopal image 

The episcopal image has undergone several mutations. This is due to the historical 

context and the theological reflection of the episcopacy at that time. A brief historical 

survey of these changes will show that the image of witness has once again become the 

primary image. However, all the images are based on the faith claim that the bishops are 

successors to the first apostles who received their commission from Jesus to go and 

make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit. (Matthew 28:19). They were to be unique witnesses.  

Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on 

the third day, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be 

proclaimed in his name to all nations beginning in Jerusalem You are 

witnesses of all these thing. (Luke 24: 46b-48) 

The immediate successors of the apostles adopted the image of missionary and 

evangelist. (2 Timothy 4-5). In the gospel of Luke, the group of men that had some 

authority of the local church was known as presbyters or elders. These were older men  

who were authority figures in their community. Sullivan (2001) describes the presbyters 

as responsible persons who cared for the poor and the needy, they shared a sharing 
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decision-making role with the apostles (p. 60). In the first century, the image used to 

describe the successors of the apostles was prophets. The Didache or the Teaching of the 

Twelve Apostles describes a prophet one who teaches, speaks in the Spirit and exhibits 

the Lords ways. The Greek word episcopes, which eventually describes a bishop in the 

modern sense, is used in a deliberate manner by Clement of Rome in his famous letter the 

church in Corinth about the year 96. Sullivan argues that Clement used the plural form 

epishopoi which meant that there was a group of presbyters who carried out the ministry 

of oversight (p.124). 

As the church adopted a monarchical episcopate, the image changed dramatically. 

In 250 Cyprian was the first to adopt the image of sacerdos. The bishop was the high 

priest especially when presiding at the Eucharist. He is vice Christi, in Jesus place, he 

symbolizes Christ (Schillebeeckx 1984, p. 48). The third century document, Didascalia, 

also adopted these regal images: 

The Levite and high priest is the bishop He is the servant of the word, but 

to you a teacher, and your father after God. This is your chief and your 

leader and he is a mighty king to you. He guides in the place of the 

Almighty. But let him be honored by you as God is because the bishop sits 

for you in the place of God Almighty. (Voobus 1979, p.100) 

In the first Vatican Council, the image of shepherd was given prominence. In 

Vatican II document, Lumen Gentium the bishop retained this image of shepherd but 

included the triple munera of teacher, pontiff and pastor: 

Bishops, therefore, with their helpers, the priests and deacons, have taken 



 

 

60 

up the service of the community, presiding in place of God over the flock, 

whose shepherds they are, as teachers for doctrine, priests for sacred 

worship, and ministers for governing. (p. 40) 

If one speaks of the crisis of priestly identity, one thinks instinctively of 

ordinary pastors. But perhaps it would be better to consider the situation of 

the bishops. How often does one meet bishops who feel rather at a loss? 

Many of them think of themselves as bureaucrats, dedicated to solemn 

ceremonial and officialdom. Others suffer from a serious isolation in their 

present calling, separated from the people and perhaps even more from the 
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clergy. . . .  Misunderstood by their own brethren, living in isolation from, 

and at times under suspicion by, the central authorities, many bishops 

admit to extraordinary difficulties in fulfilling their mission, and often are 

unable to grasp its real meaning. What can we do? they ask; and what 

ought we to do? (p. 13)  

The Catholic Church has, in various ways, attempted to answer these two 

questions presented by Molari (1972). The church has responded by revising the 1917 

Canon Law. In the 1983 Code of Canon Law, principally Canon 373 paragraph one, the 

Church clarifies the divine institution of the episcopate and defines the triple aspects of 

the bishop's pastoral role as teacher of doctrine, priest of sacred worship, and minister of 

church government. 

There was an attempt in 1982 by the United States Catholic Conference to reflect 

on these questions. In a book titled, The Ministry of Bishops Papers from the Collegeville 

Assembly, the bishops took the ideas from Lumen Gentium and tried to reflect on how 

they experienced being teacher, priest, and shepherd in the context of the US. Several 

bishops presented papers and oral summaries on how they identified themselves within 

the framework of triple roles mentioned above. Archbishop Hickey of Washington 

identified himself as teacher" (pp. 15-20); Archbishop Sanchez of Santa Fe singled out 

the image of evangelizer" (pp.22-26); Archbishop Borders of Baltimore advocated the 

image of community builder  (pp. 37-42); while Archbishop Weakland of Milwaukee 

proposed the image of sanctifier" (pp. 43-48).  Interestingly three of the four 

archbishops chose to explore other images of evangelizer, community builder, and 
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sanctifier instead of the three images of shepherd, priest, and king.  

In this same conference, Cardinal Hume of England (1982) reflected on the 

"Spiritual Foundations of a Bishop's Ministry." He suggested that in order to address the 

seemingly contradictory images of the bishop, the bishops needed time. He states that if 

he were running the church, he would have a new law in the new code saying that the 

most important property a bishop must have is time. He continued to argue that "the chief 

trouble with most of us is that we haven t got time. We haven't time to think, we haven't 

got time to pray, and we haven't got enough time for other people" (p.51).  

The black bishops in the US have also tried to answer Molari's (1972) questions: 

What can we bishops do and what ought we to do? In a book by Hemesath (1987) titled, 

Our Black Shepherds, the author points out that the bishops need to tell their stories. In 

other words, they have to reflect on their black Catholic roots.  This book follows a 

simple biographical style and gives insights into how ten black bishops have preserved 

their African heritage but remained faithful to the Church. These ten church leaders 

narrate their experiences with pride in their historical relationship to the descendents of a 

people of intelligence, ingenuity, artistry, and skill. In What We Have Seen and Heard. A 

Pastoral Letter from the Black Bishops (1984), the black bishops stated their Christian 

community had reached adulthood. As black bishops of the US, they emphasized that 

they were "chosen" from among the black people to serve the People of God. They 

identified themselves as significant signs among many other signs to the black 

community in the American Church. 

The Synod of Bishops has finally arrived at the similar conclusions Molari (1972) 
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proposed thirty years ago. Throughout the X General Assembly of Synod of Bishops this 

new image of witness was given credence.  The bishop was called to be a credible 

witness in the community. The credibility of preaching, the efficacy of the pastoral 

ministry, and the communion every Bishop was called to serve among the faithful, 

depended on the communal witness of Bishops. In his zeal for missionary activity, the 

Bishop was to show himself to be a servant and witness of hope. In the Lineamenta for 

the X General Assembly, in a section sub-titled, Bishops: Witnesses and Servants of 

Hope, the bishops write: 

The Church experiences in Her Body the same strife and tension which 

afflict today's men and women. Through her members, she wishes to 

participate in the defense of the dignity of the human person and the full 

and total promotion of each individual. (Lineamenta, 1998, p.14) 

The image of bishop as witness may be new and disconcerting since it moves 

away from the traditional roles of priest, teacher, and shepherd, but it has been sanctioned 

by the Pope. In 1995, Pope John Paul II identified himself to the UN and the world as a 

witness of hope.  I argue that his words to the General Assembly give the indigenous 

bishops in Oceania more urgency to adopt the image of witness for he is basically 

speaking about the dignity of the human person, a core tenet of the struggle of indigenous 

people throughout history. The indigenous peoples need to hear the Pope s message from 

their local ordinary: 

I come before you as a witness: a witness to human dignity, a witness to 

hope, and a witness to the conviction that the destiny of all nations lies in 
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the hands of a merciful Providence. We must not be afraid of the future. 

We must not be afraid of man. It is not accident that we are here. Each and 

every human person has been created in the image and likeness of the One 

who is the origin of all that is. We have within us the capacities for 

wisdom and virtue. With these gifts, and with the help of God's grace, we 

can build in the next century and the next millennium a civilization worthy 

of the human person, a true culture of freedom. We can and we must do 

so! (Pope John Paul II, 1995 p.9) 

In the biography of Pope John Paul II titled, Witness of Hope, author George Weigel 

(1999) describes his work as an attempt to understand the Polish Karol Wojtyla from the 

inside. The Pope has chosen the image of witness of hope.  

In his essay, Molari (1972) asserts that the new image of bishops as witness will 

be complex and at times precarious. However, the image of bishops as witness in the 

Church is not new. In the Church, the episcopal ministry is linked to the witness of the 

first apostles. The uninterrupted witness of tradition acknowledges bishops to be those 

who "pass on the apostolic seed and succeed the apostles as Pastors of the Church. Just 

after the Lord's Passover, the Twelve became unique witnesses of the mystery of the 

Word Incarnate, Crucified, and Risen (Lineamenta, 1998, p. 16). However, in a recent 

book on development of the episcopacy, Francis Sullivan (2001) demonstrates that is it 

difficult to establish apostolic succession through the use of historical evidence. He 

argues apostolic succession is based on more faith (pp. 224-230). Therefore, one must 

look to the bishops as witnesses of the faith that was passed down through the generation 
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through the ministry of leadership that did involve bishops but not confined solely to 

them. 

The image of witness proposed by Molari (1972) might be the best image for the 

indigenous bishops of Oceania because of the emphasis on the role of the community.  

The importance of community for the indigenous people has already been stressed by 

John Paul (2001), Dodson (1994), Giddens (1991), and Taylor (1992). They all 

emphasize that in order for self-identification to take place there is a need for dialogic 

relationship. Molari asserts that a witness can only exist if he is in relation to a 

community living out its faith and giving it effective expression in the conditions of its 

own culture. If faith comes to life in a community, the bishop can only be a witness to it 

if he reflects on it faithfully. Accordingly, the bishop becomes the true and authentic 

spokesman of the experience of salvation in his own community; hence he states those 

formulas of the faith which the word of God inspires in the actual conditions in which he 

lives. The apostolic character of the bishop s witness is stated and given verbal 

expression in reference to their own community, whose experiences he communicates to 

other communities. 

Another reason why the witness image is applicable to Oceania is that each 

bishop is a witness for his own community. Thus, he has to proclaim the verbal formulas 

in which God s word has been embodied in the living conditions of his own island and 

his own culture. This bishop can only become witness if the faith of the community is 

challenged and purified by its conversation with other communities in the universal 

Church. 
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For the indigenous bishop, once he has identified with the indigenous people, then 

he has the task of faithfully reflecting the experiences of faith in his own community. For 

Molari (1972), the bishop s chief duty in his contacts with other Christian communities is 

that he shall be faithful, that he shall pass on the verbal forms in his own community in 

all their completeness (p. 22). He allows self-identification to take place by cultivating a 

feeling of biographical continuity that the people are able to grasp reflexively. He listens 

to the stories of his people and detects all the modulations of the Spirit present in this 

own community. Molari further claims that the bishop as witness also admits that he is 

not in possession of the secret of truth. He makes himself attentive to the diverse 

formulations which God s word takes on in his community. He accepts that his mana or 

spirit power is present, however, it not his personal gift but the gift of the Spirit for the 

people of the community.  

For Molari, the bishop as witness of the apostles is fundamentally a man who 

waits and listens. Thus, as witness the bishop must be aware of all the manifestations of 

the Spirit within his own community; he has the obligation not to quench the Spirit who 

distributes his gifts as he pleases. The bishop as witness must be the sensitive part of his 

own community; the center where the various mana come together are perceived and 

discerned, to the benefit of the universal Church. It is the bishop who gives meaning to 

the life of the community, and so supplies a correct interpretation. He is able to sustain 

indigenous community s sense of self as alive  with the Spirit. Thus, people accept 

integrity as worthwhile. The bishop becomes witness to the power of salvation as 

revealed in history and actually manifested in other conditions of life. The bishop can 
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create a context where the indigenous people can filter out, in the practical conduct of 

day-to-day life, many of the dangers which in principle threaten the integrity of the self. 

Inculturation 

Ultimately, a witness is authentic if he echoes of the experiences of the Spirit in 

that particular culture. In other words, he is directly involved in inculturation. Father 

Arrupe, (1978) the General of the Jesuits wrote that inculturation is: 

The incarnation of Christian life and of the Christian message in a 

particular local cultural context, in such a way that the experience not only 

finds expression through the elements proper to the culture in question 

(this alone would be no more than a superficial adaptation), but becomes a 

principle that animates, directs, and unifies a culture, transforming and 

remaking it so as to bring about “a new creation.” (p. 1) 

The Pope states that in "recent times the Church has strongly encouraged the 

inculturation of the Christian faith. In Ecclesia in Oceania, he reassured the bishops by 

stating: 

The Church invites all people to express the living word of Jesus in ways 

that speak to their heart and minds. The Gospel is not opposed to any 

culture, as if engaging a culture the Gospel would seek to strip it of its 

native riches and force it to adopt forms that are alien to it. It is vital that 

the Church inserts herself fully into culture and from within brings about 

the process of purification and transformation. (Pope John Paul, 2001. p. 

15) 
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The indigenous bishop embodies the experience of Spirit in a culture. The island 

cultures offer him many examples of unique cultural expressions in the areas of theology, 

liturgy and the use of religious symbols.  In the early stages of the planning for the 

Synod, the bishops in their suggestions and observations (lineamenta) for the Synod for 

Oceania they boldly stated, 

The Church's expression of Her life in faith in symbols and rites is linked 

to the culture of the person who receives that Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Traditional stories and symbols, music and dance, rites and celebrations, 

all of which are expressions of human memory and imagination, are 

deeply part of the cultures in Oceania. (Lineamenta 1997, p.15).  

This relationship is important to the people, because the Church acknowledges the 

importance of cultures in Oceania to make this link between their traditional cultures and 

the new culture of Christianity. It also brings to consciousness the challenges that 

indigenous peoples have had to face in trying to make sense of the Gospel using their 

indigenous thought patterns  and morals. The frank discussion by the bishops of 

Oceania on inculturation might also allow the bishops to recognize that the seeds of 

authentic God-awareness in traditional religions may offer possibilities for a creative 

interpretation of Christian ideas (Instrumentum Laboris, 1998, p. 15). Furthermore, the 

original sense of the sacred, present in so many indigenous cultures, might be a stepping-

stone for Catholic liturgy. The Church now accepts that inculturation of faith must be 

through dialogue between the indigenous people and the Church. So in order to celebrate 

the positive aspects of both cultures. The bishops of Oceania were also convinced that the 
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Church, in her efforts to present Jesus Christ effectively to the peoples of Oceania, must 

respect each culture and never ask the people to renounce it.  

Episcopal contradiction 

In the Instrumentum Laboris (1998) for the X Ordinary General Assembly for 

Synod of Bishops, the bishops themselves acknowledged that the image of the Bishops 

has undergone a change in recent years. They pointed to the fact that the Bishop is 

weighted down with a variety of ministerial tasks has become "a sign of contradiction in 

the defense of truth (p. 5). This honest self-identification is a result of new occurrences 

and challenges. Schillebeekx (1972) says that since Vatican II, the Church has passed 

through a time of unity in uniformity and is now entering a period of unity in pluriformity 

(p. 7). The bishop is faced with a pluralism of duties; the ad intra and ad extra duties, the 

duties of a spiritual leader, the duties of public civic leadership. If he does not have a 

proper balance, the faithful may see him as a symbol of ambiguity. Another possible 

reason for this predicament is that the bishops unrealistically strive to make themselves 

all things to all people "(Lineamenta p. 7).  

Reese s (1992) study of archbishops on the American Catholic Church 

corroborates this dilemma faced by the bishops. He claims that since Vatican II, the 

bishops have had to face a more complex and constantly changing environment. They are 

face with many uncertainties. He describes how the archbishops try to cope with the 

plural roles as civic leader, ecumenical leader, teacher, pastor, administrator, national 

leader, and international leaders. The expectations are enormous that he has to divide his 

time trying to fit their personalities and leadership styles so that they fulfill the multiple 
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roles: 

He should provide national and international leadership in the church 

without leaving the archdiocese more than two days in a year. He must be 

a holy priest who understands the real world of budgets and finances.  He 

must be loyal to the Holy Father, but he should not be pushed around by 

the Vatican. . .   He should be ecumenical but stress Catholic identity. 

(p. 76) 

Scripko's (1992) doctoral dissertation showed how Bishop Hunthausen of the 

Archdiocese of Seattle was able to overcome the episcopal contradiction. He showed the 

papal investigators and his opponents that he was not a sign of ambiguity. In fact, Scripko 

argues that Hunthausen was living out the call of Vatican II of being shepherd to all the 

people of God. In addition, he used a discernment process to prevail over the difficult 

moral issues: a) peace and justice issues, b) ministry to gays and lesbians, c) the Vatican 

crisis, and d) the woman's role in the church. Scripko concludes that even under pressure 

Hunthausen offered consistency in his moral leadership as he addressed and responded to 

the moral issues of his day. In an indirect way, Bunz's (1994) study of ten Bishops from 

Canada and the US shows how these prelates have addressed the episcopal contradiction. 

He argues that to do this effectively the bishops have adopted a transformational type of 

leadership that is empowering the laity. In order to do this the leaders have a vision, they 

have an enlightened self-interest, they have integrity, build positive relationships with 

others and continually strive toward mastery  (p. 195).  

The episcopacy s admission of being signs of contradiction suggests that the 
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bishops may be in a double bind situation. Hennestad (1990) using Gregory Bateson s 

theory of double-bind states, that double bind connotes a situation where conflicting 

messages occur, but where is vitally important to discern what message is being 

communicated, and where the individual is unable to comment upon the ambiguity (p. 

265). Hennestad contends that the conflicting signals and inability to comment on the 

ambiguity are parallel to situations in many organizations. Therefore, a double bind 

organization is one in which members are constantly confronted with situations in which 

conflicting messages occur, resulting in the inability of members to communicate about 

communication  (p. 269). The members are left within the feeling of something going on 

other than what is said to be going on or the feeling that there are other agendas in action. 

The situation can result in organizational schizophrenia. Two examples might show that 

as a group and as individuals, bishops might be unknowing victims of double bind.  

The lives of individual bishops are fraught with contradictions. Reese (1989) 

points out that these paradoxes result from manifold messages from both the Vatican and 

the people that these prelates need to be ideal episcopal leaders. He states,  

The ideal archbishop is a pastorally sensitive administrative genius who 

can prophetically preach the gospel in a nonthreatening way and provide 

extensive social services and education programs at low cost with few 

bureaucrats. He must govern in a way that is widely consultative, decisive, 

innovative, collegial, and orthodox, while keeping everyone happy. He 

must be prophetic in his concern for the poor and raise money for the rich. 

He must convince his priests that they are the most important people in the 
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archdiocese without alienating religious and laity by being excessively 

clerical. (p. 76)  

The bishops may be in a double bind because they are in a double-bind 

organization. The episcopacy as an institution still sends out a strong message that the 

bishop a member of hierarchy. Yet according to Lumen Gentium bishops are expected to 

be shepherds and servants. Therefore, the old meaning  of a bishop as monarch still 

exists. Any attempt to give a new meaning so as make sense of new situations has caused 

confusion, and in some cases, intervention by Rome. A notable example of a bishop who 

has experienced this double-bind situation is Archbishop Hunthausen. He was accused of 

sending mixed messages about doctrinal matters. The latter was a Vatican II bishop, a 

pastor who stressed principals of shared responsibility, Gospel values, and active 

participation in church life  (Scripko, 1992. p. 111). In a letter from the Vatican, they 

complimented Hunthausen but accused of causing routine misunderstanding.  In the rest 

of the letter, the Vatican attempts to address the mixed messages communicated by the 

bishop by offering clarity on particular doctrines. They state in the letter that Hunthausen 

should make sure there is a clear presentation of the sacramentality and 

indissolubility of Christian marriage; a correct appreciation of the 

priesthood and the role of the laity should be inculcated in the seminary; 

routine intercommunion on the occasion of wedding and funeral should be 

recognized as clearly abusive; the exclusion of women from the priesthood 

should be explained unambiguously; the compassionate ministry to 

homosexual persons must be developed that has as its clear goal the 
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promotion of a chaste life-style. (Reese, 1989, pp. 339-340) 

Episcopal conferences can also be seen as examples of double-bind organizations. 

Sullivan (2002) implicitly stated this in an article titled The Teaching Authority of 

Episcopal Conferences. One of the understated arguments put forth by the author is that 

in the document Apsotos suos, the Pope was sending a mixed message. Sullivan argues 

that in the latter document the Pope answered yes  to the question of whether the 

episcopal conferences can make doctrinal statements that oblige the faithful of their 

region to adhere to their teaching with obsequim religosum, a sense of religious respect. 

To the contrary, Cardinal Ratzinger, Prefect of the Congregation of the Faith, has 

consistently answered no  to that same question in his writing on ecclesiology. 

Ratzinger stated in 1983 and 1988 that the episcopal conference does not have a 

mandutum decendi or mandate to teach. This belongs only to individual bishops and to 

the entire college with the pope. Sullivan contends that the difficult conditions stipulated 

by the Pope are in fact consistent with the message communicated by Ratzinger. Sullivan 

(2001) states, 

I have analyzed several passages of the motu proprio which rather clearly 

confirm my judgment that the two conditions laid down by the pope really 

mean that an episcopal conference in not an intermediate subject of 

teaching authority. To have a binding effect, its doctrinal statements must 

receive their authority either from the individual bishops, each of whom 

has approved it, or from the Holy See, In my opinion, it is Ratzinger’s 

view that has prevailed. (p. 491)  
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Because of these two conflicting messages, this issue has been part of intense 

discussions amongst theologians, canonists, and bishops since 1983. The discussions and 

papers appear in a collection edited by Tom Reese: Episcopal Conferences: Historical, 

Canonical & Theological Studies. This was one attempt to address the mixture of 

practical and theological issues involved in this confusion caused by two leaders of the 

hierarchy. The ambiguity has also stifled the power of episcopal conferences to 

unambiguously communicate the truth as discerned by the bishops of a particular region.  

The Oceanic bishop who self-identifies as indigenous may find himself in a 

double bind. Although the message of Ecclesia in Oceania seems clear about the 
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Bishop Samuel Ruiz, the ordinary in 

 violence-torn 

Chiapas State in Mexico. He became world famous for working with the indigenous 

people in Chiapas trying to improve the basic human rights so that they might preserve 

their identity as human beings. He did this by being a mediator between the Zapatista 

Indian rebels and the government. However, he was accused of preaching Marxist 

doctrine rather than true Catholic doctrine. His opponents claimed that he confused the 

flock with his ideas of liberation theology. For Ruiz, recognizing the identity of the 

indigenous also meant that he challenge the government to provide Indians with access to 

land, schools, and medical care. 

A double-bind situation occurs in times of dramatic change. Ecclesia in Oceania 

is part of the reforms that began with Vatican II, particularly those documents that 

discussed a new understanding of Church.  Lumen Gentium attempted to present a self-

definition by proclaiming that the Church was a mystery of Christ and is a people of God. 

It was a major change since the understanding of church was considered hierarchical and 

triumphalistic. In addition, the Vatican Fathers acknowledged that the bishops received 

their ministry and authority from Christ (not from the pope as leaders of the local church 

for which they were ordained (Bernier, 1992, p. 218).  

Summary 

This chapter describes an indigenous bishop  in the context of Oceania.  In order 

to come to any workable description it was necessary to answer two fundamental 
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questions: Who is indigenous? and What is a bishop?  In trying to find answers to these 

supposedly simple questions, it was realize one has to define the concept within a 

particular context.      

The designation indigenous bishop  has recently come into the parlance of 

officials of the Roman Catholic Church. It is a result in the increase in the number of 

local bishops that have been ordained in the missionary countries, namely Africa, Latin 

America, Asia, and Oceania. Vatican II and the end of colonialism have also helped in 

this process of identifying bishops as indigenous since people are becoming aware of the 

distinctive traits of indigenous peoples. The long struggle by the scores of ethnic groups 

who self-identity as indigenous has also prompted the Church to take notice of what is 

happening at the United Nations, especially the UN Declaration of Indigenous Rights, the 

Decade of the World s Indigenous People (1995-2002), and the establishment of the 

Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, held 13-24 May 2002 at UN Headquarters in 

New York.  

The plight of the indigenous peoples in Oceania was highlighted by members of 

the New Zealand and Australian delegation at the 1998 Synod for Oceania in Rome. This 

resulted in the Roman Catholic Church joining the UN, the ILO, and other world bodies 

in acknowledging that indigenous people in Oceania had a unique identity that should be 

recognized and protected. But in order to come to this conclusion, the Pope implicitly 

formulated a description of what the Church understood as indigenous.  He 

acknowledged that these peoples form a unique part of humanity in a unique region of the 

world by drawing attention to ten distinctive traits, ranging from being original 
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inhabitants to having their own traditional religions. The Church chose to highlight the 

spiritual aspects of the indigenous culture adding to other common characteristics that 

have emerged over the years, like distinct language and culture.  Historically the Church 

has used the word indigenous sparingly and has been cautious to avoid highlighting the 

negative connotation of the concept since many indigenous scholars associate the 

colonialism of the Spanish with Catholicism. 

Nevertheless, the Church does highlight three factors specific to indigenous that 

are found in other descriptions by the UN and the ILO. These are: (a) priority of time, 

with respect to the occupation ands use of specific territory; (b) the voluntary 

perpetuation of cultural distinctiveness, and (c) self-identification. These three factors 

have come to be accepted by most people. These factors have evolved over a number of 

years since the ILO first began to define the concept in 1957. The UN has also attempted 

to highlight the fundamental elements in the concept of indigenous. Cobo s 1987 

monumental study resulted in a description that has been used over the years. The three 

factors mentioned above have evolved through a historical and legal analysis of the 

concept by Erica Irene Daes (1996). In a UN working paper on the concept of 

indigenous people, she cited these factors but warned that these factors do not, and 

cannot, constitute an inclusive or comprehensive definition. Rather, they represent factors 

which may be present, to a greater or lesser degree, in different regions and in different 

national and local contexts  (p. 22).  Other international bodies like the UNESCO, 

UNDP, the World Bank, and the Asian Bank have used Cobo s and Daes  working 

definitions to articulate for themselves what they understand by the concept indigenous.  
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In all the discussions, one factor has recurred, and that is, the element of self-

identification. Most indigenous groups have voiced their concurrence with the need for 

the people to have the right to self-identify with a particular indigenous group. Like 

indigenous, self-identification can become ambiguous. Using a philosophical approach 

by Giddens (1991) I describe self-identification as the ability to keep one s biography 

going by a process of reflexivity by the agent. It means that one has to know the story of 

the people and participate actively in keeping that narrative going. This is important 

because for too long, the stories of indigenous people have been silenced. A dominant 

Western Christian story has become the truth and everything else has been subsumed into 

this meta-narrative. The telling of life stories is the beginning of this process of self-

identification which is part of self-determination. 

Indigenous peoples around the world have sought recognition of their identities, 

their ways of life, and their right to traditional lands and resources; yet throughout 

history, their rights have been violated. Indigenous people are arguably among the most 

disadvantaged and vulnerable groups of people in the world today.  

For the indigenous people in Oceania, the chance to tell their stories again was 

given credence when the bishops, through the Pope acknowledged that the Church had 

the responsibility to help indigenous cultures preserve their identity and maintain their 

traditions. With the promulgation of Ecclesia in Oceania, the responsibility of carrying 

out this recommendation falls on the shoulders of the bishops, but in particular on those 

who self-identify as indigenous. To carry out this out can be difficult, for being a bishop 

is embedded in an ecclesial structure that highlights the hierarchy. However, with the 
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episcopal conferences and Synods the bishops may now have a chance to collectively 

address the indigenous problems and those associated with it like inculturation.  

In order to echo the stories of the indigenous people faith, the bishops may have 

to put more emphasis on the witnessing aspect of being bishop. This will not mean he 

changes the traditional roles of priest, shepherd, and teacher, but that he places emphasis 

on being a witness of the faith. This witnessing aspect of the episcopal identity is not new 

and the Pope and Synod of Bishops have recently called the bishops to be witnesses of 

the faith. This may allow the bishop to begin the process of telling the people to tell their 

stories from their own experiences and from within a context that includes both their 

Christian and indigenous connections to the sacred.  For the indigenous people, self-

identification is keeping the narratives of their communities alive so that they can 

construct individual biographies. Accordingly, the biographies are now recreated from 

the perspective of the people themselves as they struggle with inculturation. The bishop 

who wishes to be indigenous must also recreate his biography. He can do this by 

accentuating the image of witness.  As a witness he becomes an echo of a living 

experience of those people who in a particular place desire that the Church recognizes 

and affirms their aboriginality, their cultural distinctiveness, and their right to self-

identification. The Pope in Ecclesia in Oceania restates this call for the bishops to be 

witness: 

Like the Apostles, the Bishops are sent to their Dioceses as the prime 

witnesses to the Risen Christ. During the Special Assembly for Oceania, 

the Bishops recognized that they are themselves the first called to a 
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renewed Christian life and witness. As the Acts of the Apostles makes 

clear, the outstanding characteristic of the apostolic mission inspired by 

the Holy Spirit is the courage to proclaim "the word of God with 

boldness" (4:31). This courage was given to them in response to the prayer 

of the whole community: "Grant to your servants to speak your word with 

all boldness" (4:29). The same Spirit today too enables the Bishops to 

speak out clearly and courageously when they face a society that needs to 

hear the word of Christian truth. The Catholics of Oceania continue to 

pray fervently that, like the Apostles, their Pastors will be audacious 

witnesses to Christ.  

Oceanic bishops not only need to be witnesses of Christ, but witnesses of 

apostolic faith. Molari (1972) put forth this idea mainly because he felt that there seems 

to be a crisis in the episcopal identity. Many bishops find themselves in a contradictory 

situation, where they try to balance the expectations of Rome and the needs of their local 

people. They find themselves in a double bind where they send out messages that are not 

congruent with their behavior or their spiritual beliefs. Being a witness of apostolic faith 

may help in getting the bishops to be rooted in their local contexts and allow experiences 

of the Spirit of the local people to determine the ecclesial policies and religious programs. 

A bishop who chooses to self-identify as being indigenous has to articulate for himself 

what specific factors in the global discussion on indigenous  is important to regain the 

human dignity of his people. Once this is clear to him, then he will have to tell his life 

story and how as bishop he has tried to be a witness of apostolic faith.       
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH METHODOLOY 

The purpose of the study was to write interpretive biographies of three Roman 

Catholic bishops in Oceania. I made sense of their lives by studying their lived 

experiences. In particular, I studied the prelates  experiences of being Christian witnesses 

within the context of their indigenous cultures. The study focused on turning point 

moments in their life experiences, particularly their appointment and ordination to the 

episcopacy and how these experiences shaped and formed their image of being a bishop 

in their dioceses. The bishops, as primary interpreters, assisted me in the creation of their 

biographies, for only they could give authentic meanings to these phenomena.  

The methodology for this study was based on the interpretive model of biography 

as developed by Denzin (1989a). Denzin describes the interpretive method as the studied 

use and collection of personal life-documents, stories, accounts, and narratives, which 

describe turning-point moments in individual lives (p. 13). In using this qualitative 

approach, I narrated the stories of the three bishops. But in doing so, I not only created 

the persons I wrote about, but the bishops created themselves as they engaged in the 

storytelling practice. This method is different from classical biography, where the story is 

only created from the perspective of the objective narrator telling the story about 

objective events and experiences. A comparative table shows the major differences. (see 

Appendix B) 
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Stories 
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Stories are fictional, narrative accounts of how something happened. 

Stories are fictions. A fiction is something made up or fashioned out of 

real and imagined events. History, in this sense is fiction. A story has a 

beginning, a middle, and an end. They are narratives with a plot and a 

story line that exist independent of the life of the storyteller or narrator. 

Every narrative contains a reason or set of justifications for its telling. . . .  

A story is told in and through discourse, or talk, just as there can be 

discourse about the text of a story. (p. 41) 
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Philosophical Foundations 
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Epiphanies  
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Research Participants 

The participants for this research included three bishops from Oceania: Bishop 

Mariu from the Diocese of Hamilton in New Zealand, Archbishop Mataca from the 

Archdiocese of Suva in Fiji, and Archbishop Apuron from the Archdiocese of Agana in 

Guam. In selecting the bishops I used three criteria: (a) he self-identifies with indigenous 

peoples of the island, (b) he is a progeny of original inhabitants, and (c) he is an advocate 

for cultural uniqueness of the indigenous people.    

To narrow my selection and get a good cross-section of the episcopal indigenous 

population in Oceania, I used other determinants like cultural and priestly affiliation, age 

and episcopal longevity, priestly formation and episcopal qualification, colonial history, 

and indigenous awareness. The three profiles below are the results of selection process 
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and additional traits that would be important for this study. 

Maori Bishop 
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Fijian Bishop 
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Chamorro Bishop 
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Data Collection 

Data collection for this study was determined by choice of interpretative 

biography as a method. The method suggests that the interviewer have considerable 

knowledge of the social, historical, and cultural contexts of the research participants. I 

had to also gain permission from the bishops to involve them in the study. And lastly I 

had to allow them to tell their story in a way that would be authentic.  

I began initial communication through e-mail, phone and fax with Archbishop 

Mataca, Bishop Mariu, and Archbishop Apuron. This was difficult to get them to commit 

to be part of the research so it was decided that I would fly down to New Zealand, Fiji, 

and Guam to make personal contact.  I would formally request that they be part of this 

study. I personally visited with them in December, 2001 and explained the purpose of my 

visit and requested them to be participants in the study. The responses were cautious. 

They requested that I send them more information once I had done more research. 

However, this conversation was the beginning of the collection of data. It was an 
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occasion for them to resurrect pastoral plans which perhaps had lain fallow and needed a 

prod. It allowed them to dream about their visions for their dioceses. They alluded to the 

difficulties that they were encountering with the indigenous movements and with the 

policies of inculturation with Rome. Although they did not make a definite commitment, 

I felt the conversation was an optimistic sign that they would be willing to be participants 

in the research.  The fact that I was to be ordained a priest in June of 2002 helped in 

developing a relationship with the three bishops. I was already considered an insider  

since I was from the islands and belonged to the clerical status. Yet, it also helped that I 

would be a Jesuit priest because this allowed me some distance from the experiences of 

these three leaders who belonged to different priestly affiliations. While in the islands, I 

was able to spend time in the local libraries collecting and collating biographical 

documents of the three bishops. I was also able collect newspaper/magazine articles that 

mentioned the bishop in English and the local languages and make copies of the bishops  

interventions to the State or other international organizations like the UN and 

Commonwealth about indigenous matters. These materials allowed me to refine my 

questions, develop a protocol for the interview, deepen my background knowledge about 

the different contexts, and make transitions when there was a hiatus in the actual 

interview. I contacted the bishops through e-mail and phone asking them to confirm if 

they were still willing to participate in the study. They all responded in the affirmative. 

So I made my plans to fly down to the islands in June 2002.   

Qualitative interviewing was the main method of data collection. Patton (1980) 

states that interviewing begins with the basic assumption that the perspective of other is 
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meaningful, knowable and able to fully and clearly be expressed. (p. 196) He contends 

that the fundamental principle of qualitative interviewing is to provide a framework 

within which the respondents can express their own understanding in their own words. 

(p. 205). In order to do this, I faxed a letter explaining the goals of the research, the 

reason why they were selected, the key questions and time line (see Appendix C). This 

was followed by phone calls and e-mail ensuring that they had received the letter.  

Patton (1980) recommends three approaches for collecting qualitative data in 

open-ended interviews: (a) the informal conversational interview; (b) the general 

interview approach; and (c) the standardized open-ended interview. At first, I decided to 

use the standardized open-ended interview.  This approach was selected because time 

was limited and I wished to have the same information from each of the three bishops. 

The political nature of this study also required that the set of questions were carefully 

worded and arranged with the intention of taking each bishop through the same sequence 

and asking them the same questions with essentially the same words. To enable this to 

work out I had arranged the interview into three parts with specific questions (see 

Appendix D). This approach only worked with Archbishop Apuron. He had read the 

instructions on the letter and had made a conscious effort to prepare for the interview. 

Archbishop Apuron chose to conduct the interview at his desk and go through the 

questions in a systematic way making sure that we covered all the important questions. 

At times, I requested that he expand or explain shifting the interview in another direction 

but for the most part we covered the questions in the time agreed upon. He requested that 

he also tape the interview. Archbishop Apuron had done much of the background work, 
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so he had his responses already typed out. This allowed me to delve deeper into some of 

the issues that were important to him. He also had the documents and tapes readily 

available to me during the interview.   

With Bishop Mariu and Archbishop Mataca, I used Patton s (1980) suggestion 

and eventually combined the three approaches to best suit the situation. This framework 

provided these two bishops a more relaxed disposition and freed them to express their 

thoughts and ideas. Throughout the conversation both Mariu and Mataca used the 

vernacular language to stress a point or to underscore a humorous aspect of the topic at 

hand. I was attentive to these words and laughter because they expressed more than what 

was actually said. The interview with Bishop Mariu was conducted in his living room 

over cups of tea. The atmosphere was very relaxed as we sat on the sofa and, basically, 

had a conversation. He immediately confessed that he did not exactly know what 

epiphany and interpretative biography were about  and suggested that I just ask the 

questions as simply as possible. Although he had seen the questions ahead of time, he felt 

that it would be better if he tell his story with me guiding him to make sure that I had 

covered the important topics. The interview with Archbishop Mataca was conducted in 

his office. We were moved to a lounge section of the office to conduct the interview. He 

considered this interview as a talanoa so he very quickly began telling his life-story with 

ease and emotion. At times, he interpreted a comment or question that was different from 

what I had in mind so we discussed matters important to him.   

These two interviews confirmed Mishler s (1986) contention that a qualitative 

interview is a form of discourse  (p. vii). It is a joint product of what interviewees and 
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interviewers talk about together and how they talk to each other. An interview is a 

purposeful conversation or speech event, usually between two people, that is directed by 

one in order to get in-depth information (Ely, 1991, p.57). An example of the reciprocal 

nature of interview is best described by Archbishop Mataca and his repetition of the word 

talanoa during the interviews. The term talanoa means to have a dialogue where two 

people are considered equal and there is no real agenda and time constraint. It is telling 

stories about common interests.  I wanted to be able to learn to see the world from the 

eyes of the bishops. In striving to come close to the understanding bishops  meanings, I 

learned from them as informants and sought to discover how they organized their 

behavior (Ely, p. 58).  Mishler expands the notion of talanoa by contending that the 

original purpose of interviewing as a research method is to understand what respondents 

mean by what they say in response to our queries, and, thereby, arrive at a description of 

respondents  worlds of meanings that is adequate to the tasks of systematic analysis and 

theoretical interpretation. Furthermore, the meanings of questions and answers are 

contextually grounded. 

Each interview began with the bishops  episcopal ordinations with specific 

questions about how it affected his life as an indigenous man. It seemed that all three felt 

it was an epiphany, recounting the events of the day with great joy and pride. This 

relaxed disposition allowed me to move into other topics that were more sensitive, like 

inculturation and relationship with the clergy. Right through the interview it was evident 

that they had information to share, if given the opportunity and time. There was very little 

pause between my questions and their responses. They were quick to articulate what they 
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thought. They also showed emotions when certain topics were discussed. Therefore, I 

sometimes moved away from a strict inquiry format because once the bishops were alone 

with me they almost demanded flexibility. They pointed out that this method of sticking 

to a rigid format constrained and limited naturalness and relevance of questions and 

answers.   

In order to retain some sort of organization I gave the three bishops a context for 

responding to a question. For example, the first question was in the context of their 

ordinations to the episcopacy. The remaining questions were contextualized around the 

opening liturgy in the Synod of Bishops in Rome in 1998.  Patton (1980) affirms that 

questions asked in a particular context enable respondents to answer questions that would 

otherwise be difficult to answer. By providing a specific context in which the bishops 

were the main players placed them in the role of the expert: they knew something of 

value to someone else. This put me in the position of a novice. I was the newly ordained 

priest that had come to learn wisdom from the esteemed bishops.  The experts  were 

being asked to share their expertise with the novice. There was no doubt during the three 

interviews that the bishops felt that they were in charge. They considered themselves 

leaders who had a responsibility to carry out. Yet, they were aware that the people of God 

in their particular local contexts were the prime concern.  

The use of presupposition questions were used in this study. These were questions 

that presupposed the respondent had something important to say.  In the case of the first 

epiphany, I made the presupposition that the ordination to bishop and Synod for Oceania 

were important turning-point moments for the three bishops. Patton (1980) argues that 
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the presupposition format bypasses the initial step by asking for a description rather than 

asking for an affirmation of the existence of the phenomenon in question. Another 

presumption that I made was that all three bishop self-identified as indigenous. This 

allowed them to describe what being indigenous meant without trying to affirm a 

definition of indigenous that did not fit their particular context. This allowed naturalness 

that made the bishops more comfortable in what might be otherwise embarrassing 

questions. Furthermore, it provided a stimulus that asked the bishop to assess the answer 

to the question directly without making a decision about whether or not something 

actually occurred. 

Each interview was a one-to-one taped interview that lasted for about two hours.   

Although, it could have been extended, I chose to keep the time agreement. The 

interviews moved into a story telling mode as the bishops naturally progressed and 

regressed. They were at ease and spoke candidly about their lives as bishops.  

Data Analysis  

I followed the analysis strategies for biographies described by Creswell (1998). 

He combines ideas from Denzin and other scholars who have written about interpretive 

biography. I began by analyzing the transcripts of each bishop to ascertain the true 

meaning of these stories relying on individual verbatim quotations to provide 

explanations and searching for multiple meanings. Since the three bishops used many 

vernacular terms, I had to do further research of these terms and phrases so that I 

understood what the bishops were trying to communicate. I attempted to cluster their 

stories around Maori, Fijian, and Chamorro concepts and philosophies but this became 
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very tedious. It was difficult to follow the story since the translations had to be explained 

throughout the narrative. I then tried to look for larger structures to explain the meaning, 

such as social interactions in groups, cultural issues, ideologies, and historical context. 

Certain themes began to emerge, like formative years, living out his motto, inculturation, 

local church, relationship with clergy and governments. I then related the bishops  stories 

to the theories of self-identification and witness to illicit the patterns of leadership that the 

bishops used in order to keep faithful to his Christian and cultural values. Finally, I 

presented each bishop's story focusing on context, ordination, coat of arms, pre-

ordination formation, post-ordination challenges, and enlightenment.  

In writing up the biographies, I found a need to verify the data since I felt that 

certain statements by the bishop might be controversial. Feeding findings back to 

informants is venerated, but not always an executed practice in qualitative research. 

Nevertheless, at this juncture I wanted to verify my report by asking two questions: (a) 

How do I know that the biography that I have written about the bishop is believable, 

accurate, and right ? (b)How is this story credible? I chose two of eight verification 

procedures to assist me in answering these questions. The two methods are thick 

description and member check 

The quote from Denzin (1989b) best explains what researchers do when they 

write thick descriptions:  

It [thick description] captures and records the voices of lived experiences, 

or the prose of the world. Thick descriptions contextualize experience. It 

goes beyond the mere fact and surface appearances. It presents details, 
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context, emotion, and the webs of social relationships that join persons to 

one another. Thick descriptions evoke emotionality and self-feelings. It 

inserts history into experience. It establishes the significance of an 

experience, or the sequence of events, for the person or persons in 

question. In thick description, the voices, feelings, actions, and meanings 

of interacting individuals are heard. (p. 31) 

I tried to do this in the writing of the biographies by recalling the feelings and 

emotions that were communicated during the interview. I went back to listen to the tapes 

to take note of the times when there was emotion but also when there were pauses. In the 

islands long silences by leaders are sometimes interpreted as anger. I also had to give a 

brief history of the island with special reference to the indigenous and Catholicism, so I 

could contextualize the experiences of the bishops.  

In member check, I solicited the views of the bishops on credibility of the 

findings and interpretations (see Appendix E). Many scholars consider this approach the 

most critical technique for establishing credibility in qualitative research (Atkinson, 

1998; Creswell, 1998; Ely et al, 1991 ;) This approach involves taking data, analyses, 

interpretations, and conclusions back to the participants so they can judge the accuracy 

and credibility of the account. In order to so I sent drafts to the bishops so that they could 

provide alternative language, critical observations, or interpretations. Some authors refer 

to this procedure as corroboration when the report is a life story. Similarly the edited life 

story is given back to the storyteller to read over to corroborate the report. The bishops 

would have the opportunity to confirm or support what was said originally during the 
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interview. 

The reasons for asking the bishops to get actively involved in the member 

check  are also well documented in the literature on research methods. Atkinson (1998) 

explains, 

When you ask for people’s stories, and they tell you what matters most to 

them or they tell you the meaning of what has happened to them, it is a 

“sacred moment”[emphasis added] that is shared. In some ways, the 

experience is akin to what transpires in the confessional relationship. 

Naming or defining something, giving voice to it in story form, often 

makes that thing clear for the first time and therefore recognizable and 

understandable to the teller. Defining our story, giving it spoken meaning, 

can be knowing it for the first time. (p. 65) 

Thus in order to make sure that I told the bishop s  stories in a new, clearer, or 

more complete way so that they  may see their own life a bit differently than before and 

in ways that they can be pleased with, I  returned to New Zealand and Fiji to conduct a 

second interview. During these interviews, the bishops felt that I correctly represented 

what they had communicated to me in the last interview. Both Bishop Mariu and 

Archbishop Mataca did not feel a need to make substantial changes to the biographies. 

They did however, wish to add parts to the story that they felt would fill in the gaps. 

Mariu reiterated his real concern about the interpretation of evangelization and 

inculturation in the Maori context. Mataca was very passionate about his ongoing 

challenge to create a local church  in Fiji. There were facts about their family or 
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experiences within the indigenous community that they wished to be included. We 

checked the facts like dates, author s names, and family names. Since the bishops insisted 

that the vernacular terms were central to their stories, we spent a long time making sure 

that I had the bishop s interpretation of the word or concept. Because of illness, I could 

not make the trip to Guam. However, I was able to have a telephone interview with 

Apuron. He wished to emphasize this interpretation of Franciscan obedience and how this 

affected his leadership style. He was able to make corrections to the narrative and send 

me the copy through e-mail.  

In the second round of interviews, I felt that the bishops had taken ownership of 

their biographies. It gave them a chance to talk in peace and in greater depth. In 

articulating and clarifying their interpretation of inculturation, local church, and 

obedience they were in fact make sense of these important concepts as they attempted to 

be bishops and indigenous. Therefore, these sets of interviews were meaning-making 

exercises for the bishops. As they communicated their ideas, I observed clarity of their 

thoughts. They believed in what they were saying. These issues were challenges but it did 

not create a sense of despair.  

Limitations 

The first limitation was trying to schedule three meetings in a period of two to 

three weeks in three different countries. I had to make contact with the bishops 

themselves. This was always difficult since their personal assistants had to make schedule 

decisions for them. I found that a telephone call to them personally eventually sorted out 

the scheduling. Making flight schedules to be in New Zealand, Fiji, and Guam when the 
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bishops were available was also a problem.  

The second limitation was that I was bringing my own views of ecclesiology, 

clerical experiences, and cultural feelings about bishops into the narrative. I was also 

right in the center of Boston sex abuse scandals. The supposedly complacent role of 

bishops in this affair also impinged on my neutrality. The media reports on the American 

episcopacy lack of integrity and prudence forced me to be attentive to my own emotional 

response. Therefore, I had to clarify my standpoint that I was not going to allow personal 

negative stories by others to play any part in the study. I was very clear with the bishops, 

beginning with the initial letter of introduction, that my biases about the episcopacy from 

my readings and subjectivity being part of the religious group would be an integral part 

of this research. I also informed them that their stories were in part, also my story. I was 

concerned, however, that the bishops might ask me more questions than the other way 

around. Fortunately, this did not happen for once they started a momentum, it was easy to 

ask questions of clarification or verification. The issue of confidentiality and integrity 

was discussed in a preliminary meeting, so that the bishops would have the opportunity to 

be active participants of the writing of their stories.  The integrity of the bishops as leader 

was the reason for verifying my data with the bishops. I wanted to make sure that the 

biographies were honest representations of the bishops.  I wanted to allow the voices of 

the bishops to emerge in a coherent manner. But more importantly I wanted their 

interpretations and mean-making so that I would honor their integrities and their role of 

bishop.  

The third limitation was the limited knowledge of the New Zealand and Guam 
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contexts. As the researcher, I had to have a clear understanding of historical and 

contextual materials so that I could see the relationship between the bishop and the larger 

societal and cultural context. I had a good understanding of the Fiji situation but I needed 

to do more research on the New Zealand and Guam contexts. Therefore, I had to be 

specially attentive to what was being communicated and in what context. I also had to 

withhold judgments so that I could discern meanings in the stories, within the 

multilayered contexts found in Fiji, New Zealand, and Guam.  

Ethical Considerations 

The main ethical consideration is how I honor the bishops  stories. All of them 

were willing share their stories with me and with the public. Denzin (1989a) states, 

our primary obligation is always to the people we study, not to our project 

or to a larger discipline. The lives and stories that we hear and study are 

given to us under a promise, that we protect those who have shared with 

us. (p. 83)  

Since the biographies are personal reflections of the bishops, I have made sure 

that they see the final biographies before they are given in the public domain. The 

bishops have made changes and clarification that reflect who they are as indigenous 

bishops. It was also important understand the sensitivity of material that they would 

divulge so the confidentiality form was very carefully worded so that they would be no 

mistakes committed (see Appendix F) The item about identity was discussed since the 

population was very limited and it would be very easy to identify the participants.  

An ethical dilemma may arise if bishops  statements on Catholic doctrine are 
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misinterpreted or used out of context. In the narratives, the bishops speak about certain 

doctrines of the Catholic faith. Critics might use these to valid their claims about the 

bishop. On the other hand, nationalist groups may use their thoughts about the plight of 

indigenous as justification for the use of extreme method to attain their goal. 

Nevertheless, in sharing their stories they spoke about the Catholic call to respect the 

human dignity of the person, for it is here that a person finds one s true identity as 

indigenous and Catholic.  



 

 

106 

CHAPTER IV 

 

Story Context 
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Episcopal Ordination 
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I was told that the Holy Father has considered the names and thinks I 

would be a good candidate to be bishop. I asked, “How soon does he need 
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a reply”? The bishop said, “immediately.” So I wasn’t sure what was 

happening. It came as a shock, a surprise however way you want to put it. 

So I flew back from Wellington to Hawke's Bay that evening. I had to 

keep my mouth shut and try to act as normal as possible. I would be 

honest with you, I never thought that I would be considered, for three 

reasons:  one, I was religious, secondly, I was only seven or eight years 

ordained, and, thirdly, they would have known about the heart condition. 

For these three reasons, I felt I was safe from being appointed bishop. 

He continued his inaugural speech by attesting that it was a day of exaltation, a 

day of joy, a day of thanksgiving. He called on the peoples of the four winds  to give 

thanks. He reflected that many had dreamed, many had worked and many had petitioned 

and some even went to Rome requesting a Maori bishop.  The bishop finished in a laugh 

that has become a distinguishing trait of Bishop Mariu. He ended his mihi recalling the 

words of St Paul to the Ephesians: The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, 

some prophets some evangelists, some pastors, and some teachers.  Bishop Mariu s 

greatest gifts were his Maori culture and Catholic faith. The other gifts were his relative 

youth and naturally relaxed disposition. In addition he had a big boyish smile and 

distinctive Maori laugh, loud and from the heart. These gifts Bishop Mariu brought to his 

episcopacy were a result of his formation in the marae, in Catholic education system, in 

Marist seminary and in the Maori missions. 

Formative Years 



 

 

114 

I was lucky; I was brought up in the marae situation. So as children we 

were always around our marae. A marae is a place where I have all our 

cultural events: our funerals, our weddings, our birthdays, our parties, 

sometimes our sports, and our fights. It is where our ancestral meeting 

houses that I tell the story of our tribe with its carvings, its decorations, its 

history, its characters, and its people. And the meeting house is described 

in terms of the body of a person. So the meeting house has a personality of 

its own, it’s got a name that means something. A lot of meeting house is 

named after ancestors. They may be named after the canoes. I was brought 

up with that. I was always part of that. So hearing all that and living a lot 

of that formed me in the Maori way of life.   
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There has been a gap with our language, in the sense that for a long time 

the New Zealand education system didn’t recognize our language as being 

important. So for my parent’s generation they were constantly taught that 

it was bad to speak Maori. They were even Maoris who were convinced 

that it was silly to teach their children Maori because they needed to 

understand English on in the world. Therefore they spoke English and they 

would not speak Maori to their children.   

As a kid I would closely observe how the karanga, or ceremonial 

welcome, would take place. I would follow the whole interaction between 
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the two groups of women, the home women, and guest women.  The home 

women would begin the welcoming and identify the guests with the 

karanga. The guests, in turn, would respond with a karanga. This was to 

set the tone for the gathering and everything else that went on in the 

marae.  So the men would know which particular tribe was coming on to 

the marae but also their intention.  So there was something like a meeting 

of memories as well, the meeting of entities.  In days gone by, the 

interaction could last anything between 20 and 40 minutes. And then 

visitors would go and take their seats and then the men would give their 

mihi, the formal speeches of welcome. Once that was over only then 

would there be the hongi, or rubbing of noses. Sadly this formal process of 

welcoming to the marae is being lost, for in some cases only one male can 

do it properly.  The art of speech making which was an integral part of the 

marae system is disappearing as a result of Word War II, urbanization, 

and Western education.    
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In some parts of New Zealand, it was interpreted that English was the 

vernacular, no other language. Furthermore, how this change to the 

vernacular was introduced did a lot of damage to many communities. 

There was no consideration for the Maori language and no explanation as 

to why the changes had been made. In some communities priests were told 
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they were not allowed to say Maori Mass or Mass in Maori.  Some people 

argued that the new Mass was still being translated, but how they did it 

and how they introduced the new Mass superceded Maori. 

According to Mariu the most devastating effect of the introduction of the English 

language into the Mass was the lost of Maori lay leadership in the church. It did damage 

to the whole system of the persons who led the prayers; the Maori catechist. Prior to 

Vatican II, local Maori leaders and catechists actively participated in the prayers because 

the early missionaries had translated them into the Maori language. Mariu bemoans the 

loss of the natural abilities of spiritual leadership of these catechists by stating that, the 

organization and importance of local Maori prayer leaders disappeared and so prayers in 

the mother tongue were not handed on to the next generation.  He argues, 

So the role of catechist gradually became nothing. So on our marae where we 

used to have people lead the prayers, now we had to wait for Father  to arrive. 

That natural ability to lead was superceded by the priest. The development and 

ongoing education of the people was stalled. We lost that natural ability to handle 

that Maori aspect of our faith. What it really means to pray and lead in a Maori 

way. 

In my old school, the chapel was fully carved of wood with different 

traditional Maori designs. For me this is an expression of inculturation.  
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But how would Rome see that.  I know how some people here react to it. 

Some think the carvings are evil images in the Catholic chapel. I reply, 

why what’s wrong with those images?  What’s wrong? That’s us!  You 

might have photographs of your great grand parents; we have carved 

images of our great grand parents. Some non-Maoris quote Scripture 

where refers to the law against worshipping craven images. We are not 

saying that they're Gods. They represent our ancestors. 

When Mariu was a seminarian at Mount St. Mary s Seminary in Greenmeadows, 

he continued to ponder on questions of self-identity, inculturation in relation to his 

priestly vocation. The study of philosophy, psychology, and theology impelled Mariu to 

make comparisons between his Maori culture and Catholicism. This prompted self-

reflection questions: Why am I in the seminary? Why do I want to be a priest?  Why do 

I want to be a religious in the Society of Mary? What is all this Christian Catholic 

theology got to do with me being a Maori?  He does not know if this questioning of 

priestly and Maori identity is a common experience with the other Catholic Maori priests. 

Some did not have to go through this experience. But it is his hope that every Maori 



 

 

120 

priest, as some stage, should confront the question of priesthood and Maoridom, not so 

much to validate their priesthood but to ask themselves questions about being Maori. 

How their priesthood develops because they are Maori, and how their Maori identity can 

be enriched by their priesthood.

Pastoral Years 

Mariu was ordained to the priesthood on 30 April, 1977. For the next ten years Pa 

(Father) Marui worked as a priest in the Society of Mary (s.m.) commonly referred to as 

Marists.  Pa Mariu worked with the Maori mission. He lived in a community of four 

priests in Taradale, Hawkes Bay. He recalls these small Maori community settlements 

were very compact and had a closeness in the members of the community.  Yet he 

laments that over the years there has been a gradual reduction of priests who work with 

the Maori apostolate. He argues this is a result of the Irish model of church.  He 

explains that this latter model of church emphasizes the parish priest as the most 

important figure. He adds that the call of every Irish priest was to be a parish priest.   

Mariu admits that making this statement has caused people to label him racist. But he 

argues that the parish priest became more important than the bishop. He continues and 

contends that it became common for the Irish priests to think of the parish as their 

kingdom, so instead of the prayers became my kingdom come not your kingdom come.  

With the gradual change to this model, the Maori were compelled into a parish structure 

where being Catholic and Maori were considered separate entities. One left his or her 

Maori culture at the door of the parish church. Mariu contends that the Maori apostolate 

was slowly incorporated into that type of parish and as a people we lost the natural 
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ability to handle the Maori aspect of our faith and what that really means.  In recent 

years, the special concern for the Maori apostolate has waned because of the gradual 

reduction of the number of priests. Priests who worked with the Maori apostolate are 

being taken out and placed in parishes or schools.  

Like many other Maori words there are levels of meanings wrapped up 

within the words themselves. The word haka is made up of two parts: ha 

meaning breath and ka meaning to ignite or to energize. Ha-ka can mean, 

"to ignite the breath". The haka is simply a way to ignite the breath, 

energize the body and inspire the spirit. We can see that the root meaning 

of the word haka is associated with the breath in a similar way the word 

spirit derives from the Latin word spiritus meaning breath or air. This 



 

 

122 

leads to such words as inspiration or expiration.  

And for people to try and tell me that I’ve got to be one or both, sorry do 

not ask me to do that because I can’t… because the moment I decide that 

being Maori is more important than I am Catholic, I am actually denying 

who I am.  People ask me, “How do you justify being priest and Christian 

and still take part in this Maori ritual?” Quite easy. There is nothing I do in 

the Maori ritual that contradicts what Christ taught. After all if Christ 

came as a Jew and having been a Jew he didn’t always agree with what the 

Jews did or said. And so, why do you worry about me being a priest and 

being Maori? 

Appointment and Coat of Arms 
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You know if I were not a Maori, I would not be a bishop. I would not have 

been considered for a bishop if I were not a Maori. And some said: “Why 

wouldn’t you have been considered a bishop?” I haven’t got a Roman 

degree; I didn’t do any of my training in Rome; I wasn’t a first-rate 

theological scholar; I haven’t done any post graduate studies; and I am a 

religious. Furthermore, I have a history of heart problems. And I said, “I 

can guarantee you, if I was not a Maori, I would not have been a bishop.” 

Maori people must have a Maori bishop if we are to achieve Maori 

Catholic solidarity. There must be changes within the present Catholic 

structure so that the Maori and Pakeha [New Zealander of Caucasian 

descent] can come together rather than oppose each other in terms of 

Maori theology, Maori liturgy, and the incorporation of Maori symbols 

and rituals. But all these [changes] hinges on our ability to achieve 
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solidarity. 

So Our Lady for us as a people is vitally important. She is still very 

important in our history, especially in the Maori side of the Catholic 

Church. So maybe, it was her strategy. In a way, he [Pope John Paul II] 

was preparing us for the very real possibility of a Maori bishop. 
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Because it was to be a Maori occasion, there was no way we could not 

involve him [Hepi]. We had to involve him. In fact if it were not for him, a 

lot of things would not have been pulled together for my ordination. 
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Because of our connection with the other tribes, he could put out the word 

to the iwis, or tribes, to pull things together for the actual ceremony. 

One of the first things Mariu had to do after the appointment was to choose his 

episcopal coat-of- arms. He wanted something that expressed his cultural history and 

relationship to the Christian tradition. This was possible since he was to be an auxiliary 

bishop. As an auxiliary bishop Mariu could choose his own personal symbols for his coat 

of arms. They did not have to have any identification with the Diocese of Hamilton as 

such. Bishop Mariu chose to omit the traditional shield and presented his seal more as an 

illustration depicting his roots in Maoridom and his Christian faith. The coat of arms is 

very unusual, because it includes the symbols of the canopy of koru fronds, four shoots of 

the fern interfaced with the symbol of a cross. In the background loom symbols of 

mountains and running water. In the foreground there are four budding koru fronds 

signifying the peoples from the four winds. The koru is scroll shape and is linked to the 

New Zealand fern plant, technically called the bracken fern, Pteridium aquilinum. The 

shoot of the fern has a curled-over tip, which unfurls and becomes a fern leaf. Although, 

the Maoris have given various interpretations, most agree that the koru represents the 

unfolding of new life beginning, growth, renewal, harmony, and peace. The curved or 

spiral shape has become an essential part of all Maori designs, even in their carving and 

tattoo work. In the early days the root became the staple diet of the Maori, who called the 

fern rauaruhe. It has become a New Zealand symbol, which people normally refer to as 

the silver fern.  In the background of the coat of arms, there are symbolic outlines of 

mountains and ripples of water. Bishop Mariu explains why these symbols are important 
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to him and his people: 

It is about creation. We are a people who live according to nature. Like 

most Polynesian people, we are close to nature because we are totally 

dependent on nature. So for me to talk about truth, as if it is a living being, 

is not unusual. This is how Maoridom identifies itself. So I refer to my 

mountains, my lakes. Different tribes identify themselves by referring to 

their lakes, their mountains, and their birds. If you go to another tribe, the 

hosts will welcome you by chanting about their mountains, their rivers, 

and their lakes because that it is their identity; it is who they are as a 

people. So the sacredness of man is through creation [mountains and 

rivers] and sharing in that one divine spark. For Maoris, when we gave 

names, it was with good reason. It was important to know the name of my 

mountain, so that whenever I am speaking publicly as a Maori people will 

be able to link me to my iwi. People identify me with the name of 

mountains.

The symbol of the cross, in the midst of the canopy of kuro ferns symbolizes 

Christianity and in particular the death of Christ. Mariu s motto is: Ko te whakapono me 

te matauranga  which translates into English as faith and knowledge.  Mariu adopted it 

from his old convent school at Little Waihi. He explains,  

It sums up the two biggest needs in the church amongst the Maoris today. The 

deepening of faith that is built upon a true knowledge of what their faith teaches. 

One of the worst things is ignorance. And when you are ignorant of faith and what 
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the church teaches, you do not really have faith. The two need to go together, faith 

and knowledge.  

Living out His Motto  

In the rest of this chapter, I narrate how Bishop Mariu has attempted to set his 

own standards of how a Maori bishop should function in New Zealand. The standards 

have been influenced greatly the Catholic principle of both-and  instead of either-or.  

He has endeavored to communicate in speech and action that being Maori and Catholic 

are complementary rather than incongruent. 

 Maori Catholic Bishop of Aotearoa   

Bishop Mariu is the Auxiliary Bishop of Diocese of Hamilton who is a Maori. It 

only has juridical authority only in this diocese. The Diocese of Hamilton covers a 

defined geographical area of 949, 700 sq km with a Catholic population of about 65,355 

persons. This episcopal jurisdiction was subtly communicated to the Maori people on 

ordination day, with the selection of a Tokoroa marae as the venue for the episcopal 
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ordination.  This marae was selected ahead of Mariu s home marae in his own tribal 

region. The reasons for decision were that it was the big marae that could hold a big 

crowd but it was also built by the Tokoroa Catholic Maori community. But more 

importantly, the marae was situated in the Diocese of Hamilton. Mariu concurs with 

Bishop Garnes that it was important that episcopal ordination occurred in a neutral marae 

for he is not just a bishop of one particular tribe; he was bishop of a diocese. The choice 

of a neutral location of the ordination also symbolized the fact that as the first Maori 

Bishop he had one outreach to all Maori tribes. Up until this time, there were major 

differences among the Maori as to approaches to their Catholic faith. There was no 

common Maori prayer book. The Auckland diocese had the black book  while the 

Wellington diocese has the red book.  This was a result of the different types of 

evangelization conducted by the Marists and the Mill Hill fathers. This was also due to 

the different dialects in the Northern parts and the rest of the country:  

Part of my appointment was the hope that it would help to bring our Maori 

Catholic traditions closer together. In many ways it has, but at the same 

time there will always be a debate of what unity really means. Does unity 

mean that we have to do everything the same? The Church does not teach 

that, even in an ethnic group, cultural differences are there. The northern 

people have a different was of doing a tangi or funeral, than how we do 

down here. From the point of view of inculturation, the Church needs to 

understand and accept those differences. 

 Despite the fact that he is only juridically the Bishop of Hamilton, the Maoris still 
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refer to him as their personal bishop,  the Maori Catholic Bishop of Aotearoa. The 

designation Bishop of Aotearoa is not new in New Zealand. Within the Anglican 

community there is the Bishop of Aotearoa who has jurisdiction for pastoral care of the 

Maori Anglicans. The latter have different provinces that are independent of Canterbury 

so they can set up their own ecclesial system. Mariu says, there are those among the 

Catholic Maori, who would love to see the equivalent to the Catholic side as well.  But 

Mariu has explained to the people that the Anglicans have a slightly different 

ecclesiology to Roman Catholics. The Roman Catholic position on apostolic succession 

requires that bishops still come under Roman Pontiff.  Bishop Mariu outlines other 

practical problems if he tries to create Maori Catholic Diocese. He states,  

How do you set up a Maori diocese that covers the other five dioceses in 

New Zealand? According to Canon Law, each Diocese is independent of 

the other dioceses. Therefore what they do in Diocese of Wellington may 

be done differently in Diocese of Hamilton. They [the bishops] have 

responsibility within their own diocese. When you have a limited number 

of [Maori] clergy, how can I set up the [Maori] diocese? In answer to this 

last question, they say that every Maori priest will be under your 

jurisdiction. I explain that they may choose not to be, in fact, some of 

them probably won’t want me at their bishop. Then we have to set up an 

administration and a funding system. How do we finance it all? We have 

set up ecclesial bodies to administer all the funds. Under the present 

system, I have to work with the New Zealand Bishops’ Conference since 
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this is our guiding body. Everything to do with the Maori apostolate has to 

go through this episcopal body.  

I am the auxiliary bishop for the Diocese of Hamilton, officially that is my 

position. There is an understanding with the bishops of the other [five] 

dioceses; they are happy for me to be part of their diocese, to help with the 

Maori apostolate in their dioceses but that is on an unofficial level. Simply 

because Canon Law as such does not allow personal bishops except in 

special circumstances like the other rites that are total union with Rome, 

like the Chaldean rites. 
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Unity is the cultural cloak over the whole humanity. I actually believe that 

diversity can lead to unity. If the Church is honest with itself and honest to 

itself, it must admit that it has always had room for diversity. And the 

documents like Ecclesia in Oceania and Evangelii Nuntiandi talk about 

that diversity that is part of the human culture. We would be a deprived 

church if we did not have that diversity, but we still have a common goal, 

which is [the] salvation through Jesus Christ. 

Pa and Pihope 
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Mariu had to quickly elucidate for his people that his authority did not necessarily 

extend into a traditional Maori setting. On the marae he feels that although he is a leader 

in the church, he still is a youth compared to the kaumatua or the elders. For this reason 

when he is with the elders in special traditional meetings, he will not speak because it is 

disrespectful to speak while his father and uncles are still alive. He describes how he tries 

to keep these two roles separate: I find it awkward in other places I go if they 

automatically expect me to stand up and utter words of wisdom. If I can get out of it, I do. 

I shouldn t be expected to speak simply because I m a bishop, unless it s a matter of my 

special duties as a bishop.  As soon as he puts his foot on a marae, he maintains that he is 

not a bishop. I m a Maori; my bishop s rank is secondary to me as a Maori.  This 

applies outside the marae. If he goes to some Church event and is asked, Can you give a 

welcome, he responds, No if that is why you asked me, it s for the wrong reason. What 

you should do is ask the local kaumatua (elders) to give the welcome.  
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Awhi is similar to the experience of a kid who runs up to you and you 

throw your arms around and give a hug. This is an instance of awhi- so 

you awhi them, you help them; you make sure that they are not lonely; 

they are not to be by themselves. It is not just a physical action, it is whole 

psyche, social, physical embracing of someone to help you. These Maori 

Catholics viewed this embrace as part of the tradition. It was their way too 

of protecting me, so I never ended up in an awkward situation. If I did, 

they dealt with it, not me. . .   It made all the difference, it make it easier 

because you could do things in a way that I just can’t do now. 
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Maori and Katorika  

For me personally, I could never be anything else but a Catholic. My 

understanding of my culture and heritage has always had that Catholic 

bent. So to be one and not the other would be contradictory. That’s the real 

task of evangelization, able to help a particular ethnic group in a way to 

help them retain their ethnicity, but at the same time be Catholic so that 

one never contradicts the other in the sense that one must never cancel out 

the other. You are never in a quandary by asking the questions: if I do this 

am a still a Catholic or if I do that am I still a Maori?   
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In Maori mythology they speak about Maui, a Maori ancestor who sneered 

the sun and so enabled the earth to warm up and gave heat to the people. 

Maui decided to discover the essence of life and death, so he searched for 

Hine nui te po, the earth mother. In classical Maori oratory, they believe 

that in order to locate this ancestor, one must return to portholes of death 

and life. So Maui decided he wanted to discover the essence of life and 

death, so he decided to crawl back into the womb through the vagina of 

Hine nui o tepo while she was sleeping for he knew where human life 

came from. A fantail bird got the giggles with this curious event and Hine 

woke up crushing Maui into two. So he did not find the answer to life and 

death, he died in the process.  
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Mariu contends that there have been more changes in the last thirty years in 

Maoridom than the rest of history. Therefore, he objects to the notion that we can give a 

definition of Catholic Maori. He maintains that it could be dangerous to try to define 

what a Christian Maori is or ought to be; otherwise we will tend to lock what our 

Christian vision ought to be in a time frame. We can not afford that. Otherwise we run 

the risk of saying we can not change. For culture to be alive it has to be dynamic, for 

anything to be dynamic, it has to change. 
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Christ came to renew the whole of creation. Christ just did not only come 

to save man from sin. God renews the whole of creation, so the coming of 

Christ, is not only the rebirth of the divine spark in the human being. It is 

the reestablishment of kingdom of God and from a loving God comes 

everything: nature, universe, and all those things. That is why Christ came; 

he said so in scripture, again and again. 

Every human person is created in the image and likeness of God.  In 

Maoridom, we refer to “te tangata te atua,” the life giving principle of 

God and the life giving principle of man. Man shares in the divinity and 

the divinity shares the humanity and that is where the sacredness of the 
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human person comes from. Without that flame of divinity in the human 

person, then we are just human. We cannot strive forward just as human 

persons. Eternal life is about sharing the divinity. So, therefore, if we are 

going to share the divinity, we need that spark, the sacredness of the 

human person.  

[Dance, music, and leis] are what we as Pacific islanders are all about.  It’s 

part of us. If we divorce all that from liturgy, if we define and look at 

liturgy as a living act of thanksgiving and worship to God, then all these 

cultural symbols are part of the normal Pacific psychic and way of doing 

things.  Back in the islands, these symbols are just part of culture. You 

can't escape it; otherwise we will be denying who we are as a Pacific 

indigenous people.   
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About inculturation Mariu quoted the papal document Redemptoris Missio, which 

stated that inculturation, was a long process.  But he questioned this guarded mentality, 

and wondered if it needed to be as long and as tortuous as it is.  For Mariu the whole 

process inculturation must work two ways, otherwise it is a monocultural exercise. For 

that to happen, the Church must allow the local churches to compose prayers and liturgies 

in their own language, idioms and with the flavor of the cultural heritage which is proper 

to the peoples concerned. Simply translating English texts that have been translated again 

from Latin does nothing to help develop indigenous culture or endear the Church to local 

cultures. Issues such as ecclesiology, sacramental practice, ritual, religious life, and 

priesthood need to be taken into the whole question of inculturation.  

Yet he ponders on the question; how far can we go with inculturation. This is one 

of the big questions in the back of his mind. He has reframed this question in several 

ways:   

How far can you actually go with the Mass and really give it a true 
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classical Maori style of Eucharist? How far can you actually bring all the 

Maori value of sharing of special dishes like preserved birds into the 

Eucharist? How far can you actually go with inculturation before you run 

the risk of losing the real identity of what the Mass is about and the 

identity of what your culture is about?”   

His answer to these questions is guided by the work of theologian, Shapunga. The 

latter maintains that the Roman liturgy was noted for its simplicity and purity. To keep 

these qualities, it might be necessary to identify concepts that are new to the Maori 

thought patterns. Mariu points out that when Catholics say that we really consume the 

real body and blood of Christ, the experience of cannibalism comes to mind. This will 

then lead to language. It will be important to accurately translate certain parts of the 

Eucharistic celebration. One must separate out the most vital words, like take and eat, 

this is my body  and apply a precise interpretation that communicates the tradition.  But 

Mariu is cautious because this is not easily done. He explains,  

Today we don’t have the purity in modern languages that we had 100 

years ago. How close do we need to get to the equivalent of the Latin? I 

know what Rome is saying and that is important but then not every 

language can be as precise as they can be in Latin. Simply because the 

whole thought process is different. We say [in English] “that’s a chair.” In 

Maori I’d say, “A chair that is.” 



 

 

143 

He narrates he was involved in a liturgy that achieved all the qualities mentioned 

above: 

A few years ago, we had what we call a Waka'aroha - which was a type of 

catechesis and we were having six of these gatherings a year. At the 

elevation of the sacred species; the women would, Karanga, or greeting. 

Karanga is a verbalized half-pie sung greeting.  So for instance if you go 

onto a marae, the first people to greet you are a specific group of women 

whose main role at that stage is to call you on to the marae.  It's a calling, 

so they call your visitors on.  So at the Mass at the elevation the sacred 

species, the women would call Christ into the midst of the gathering.  I 

suppose the pure Roman liturgy that would be almost an anathema, but 

then for us as Maori that would our normal respectful reaction.  Someone 

so special as close as Christ is coming. How do we make him present in 

the actual consecration but how do we acknowledge his presence. 

Some of these same concerns about inculturation were voiced by many of the 

fellow island bishops from Oceania. They decided that they needed to voice their pastoral 

concerns with candor. Others highlighted the difficulties in the family, the marriage 

situation and how the process of annulment was often painful, turning people way from 

the Church. He feels that the frustrating part of the Synod is that few of the bishops were 

very forthright in what they said but this did not come through in the Post Synodal 
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Exhortation, Ecclesia in Oceania. Mariu adds that a possible explanation for this 

truncated report may be due to the whole process of Synod of Bishops, where initiatives 

and interventions are filtered down to such an extent that the final reports do not 

necessarily reflect many of the real concerns that were discussed at the Synod 

Congregations. 

While Ecclesia in Oceania talks about inculturation, it sets a few 

guidelines but it really reiterates what we already knew. It doesn't really 

take the whole question of inculturation to another level. The exhortation 

is still fairly well in the air about how far we can go or how we can 

actually speed up the process of inculturation.  And so for me, while the 

section on inculturation is positive, I would still like to have seen not so 

much a bit more direction, but maybe a bit more openness to how the 

whole process of the inculturation can actually happen in the twenty first 

century.   
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He is also confronted with his roles as Maori bishop as witness and administrator. 

He thinks it is true that as bishops they have become bogged down by administration. 

Consequently, they have lost the witnessing aspects of their episcopal ministry. In fact 

administration colors how they react to others; therefore, their administrative expertise or 

lack of expertise tends to determine their public image.  Self-reflecting he says, I really 

love to get back amongst my own people. Why am I looking after a diocese, having to go 

up to Hamilton twice a week to sign the documents?  I think if I am not careful, I will 

lose my own people. As bishops, we have to bring back our role of servant since one 

cannot be a witness if one is not a servant.  Ma
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Mariu is confronted with numerous questions: What is my role? How can the 

Church spiritually sustain my people as Catholic and as Maori? What should I be doing 

now? Why the huge drop of Maoris who participate in the Church? Where am I going to 

get the people to do the work of God?  With these questions come fears as he continues 

to try to be bishop to the Maori people. He explains, 

Deep within me I have a feeling that I need to get back to some basics, but how I 

am going to do that, I am not sure. One of my big fears is that while the Church is 

there to bring the people to Christ, is the Church capable of feeding this child 

spiritually? Another of my fears is that the Church may not be able to spiritually 

sustain my Maori people.
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Story Context 
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Episcopal Ordination 
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In your person, Peter Mataca, the missionaries labour and the faith 

response of the people in Fiji has been rewarded. You have been graced by 

God in calling you to be his bishop, but at the same time you are a gift of 

the people of Fiji to God and to his Church . . . . Bishop Mataca may you 

be a living witness of Jesus Christ, so that the people of Fiji, irrespective 

of race or creed, see in you a father, a brother, “another Christ.”   
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E dua na siga talei, siga lagilagi, ka siga bibi vei keda na siga daidai. E 

sevutaki kina e dua na noda gone me cabeta nai tutu cerecere ni veiliutaki 

en noda lotu ena noda vanua. It is day of happiness; a day giving praise, 

today is a very significant day. For the first time, a child of these islands 

has risen to the highest rank of leadership in the Church in our islands. 

Formative Years 
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Mataca was motivated and enticed to the priesthood by the desire to be available 

and be of service to all people, regardless of race or religion. This wish had its genesis 

early in the life of Mataca when he was still a young man attending the school now 

known as St. John s College, Cawaci on the island of Ovalau. Here Marist priests, who 

he felt were models of servant leadership, taught him the academic subject but also instill 

within him the value of self-reflection. Their missionary zeal facilitated the seventeen-

year-old student s vocation to the priesthood. He recalls the event that helped him begin 

the discernment process about a priestly vocation:  

It had been raining for about two weeks and our teachers then consisted of 

two priests, Father Clerken and Father Tom Foley. I think I was in Form 

Five. On this particular day, Fr. Clerken was supposed to come and teach 

us. But at the time, something was wrong with his leg, so he was limping 

with the aid of a walking stick across the rara, the playground, from the 

priest’s house to the classroom. He was hobbling through the water and I 

was sitting there, watching him. 

This event prompted Mataca to reflect on the possibility of becoming a priest. 

With that picture captured in his mind, Mataca began to think and question: how come 

this Irishman, who had come all the way from Ireland, could do this for a Fijian?  He had 

left his home and his family and here he was limping across the watery field, wet shoes 

and so on, to come to teach. There must be something that motivated this old man. This 

event truly started the young Mataca to think about a vocation to the priesthood. 
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Monsignor Francis Wasner was the chaplain of the world famous Von 

Trapp family singers. He volunteered to come to Fiji as a priest and work 

here with the bishop. Since Wasner was a diocesan priest, he specifically 

asked Bishop Foley for an assistant priest who was indigenous. At that 

time, I was the only indigenous diocesan priest available to Bishop Foley. 

There were other Fiji citizens and priests but they were Marists. He 

contacted me and asked, “Can you please you come back? I want you to 

be monsignor’s assistant.”  
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Pastoral Years 
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Appointment and Coat of Arms   

The appointment to the episcopacy was an epiphanal moment for Monsignor 

Mataca. Despite the positive evaluation by Archbishop Pearce and Monsignor Mataca s 

various leadership roles within the local church, he still considers his appointment to the 

episcopacy a major epiphany. At first he was shocked that he would be considered 

qualified for the ministry of bishop. It was a significant turning point for it would require 

that he make dramatic personal changes of how he would become teacher, preacher, and 

leader in the islands of Fiji. When asked how he felt being the first indigenous bishop, he 

responded, that he felt privileged and humbled when he got the announcement. The real 

shock came when he got an apostolic letter from Rome. He recalls that he said to myself, 

You, you re it [bishop] now! The Holy Father is going to announce that you are 

becoming the auxiliary. That was a shocker that letter, Why so, why, why me?  All he 

wanted was just to be a priest and to be in touch and in service to the people everywhere. 

He felt that becoming a bishop might take him away from my original goal of being 

ordinary priest serving his people. On further reflection, he reasoned that his episcopal 

appointment was not really about him. It was about the Church recognizing his people as 

Church in Fiji.   It was one way of the Church recognizing Fiji so she could take its role 

in the universal church. 
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Living out His Motto 
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Tabua and Cross 

The one value enshrined in the Fijian tradition that I try to carry over into 

the Catholic Church is the dignity of the human person. In our way of 

thinking and especially in our cultural ceremonies, we place great honor in 

publicly recognizing the dignity of human persons. For instance, as soon 

as a guest arrives, we offer the sevusevu, a ritual that involves traditional 

items, food, and drink using nuanced discourse. When we do this, we 

show respect not only for the person, but also for his chief, and his vanua, 

and his kinspersons.   
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Local Church  
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[It] is the locus of the universal mission [of Christ] in a particular locality. 

[A local church] when a group people take ownership of what they have at 

present: its wealth, its weaknesses, and its strengths. Then the [local] 

church tries to purify itself in every way: its people, each member, as a 

community, the way we worship, the way we do things, our culture, our 

mentality, own people. We take responsibility for its existence.      

Archbishop Mataca distinguishes three functions of the local church in Fiji. It 

needs to be self-supporting, self-ministering, and self-propagating. When the church is 

self-supporting it has moved to a position where it is financially independent of the 

diocese and overseas assistance. A church becomes self-ministering when local men 

become priests taking over the pastoral ministry from the foreign missionaries. Finally, 

the local church becomes self-propagating when all the people are directly involved in 

evangelization. He sums up these goals by saying, The local church would do this work 

within and outside the church in Fiji, using her own members, her own initiatives and her 

own methods and means.  

Self-Supporting Church 

Mataca believes that a local church can only become self-supporting if there is a 

dramatic transformation in the people s thinking about overseas gifts, education and 

ecotourism. In particular, the indigenous population has to redefine what they mean by 

loloma, or gifts. They will have to develop a work ethic based on bono, or sweat and hard 

work. He is adamant that people will continue the cargo-cult mentality that they do not 



 

 

165 

have to work. It is dangerous, you will never progress, you will never go anywhere if you 

do not do hard work.     
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Au sa rawa ti au, va kania noqo qone, noqo vuvale, au bono taka, au 

bono, dukaduka na liqagu, au seqa ni madua, au. Oh I have achieved all 

these things through sweat. I have achieved self-reliance. I am able to feed 

my child and my family through sweat and hard work. Nobody gave it to 

me, I am proud of this success, not ashamed that I sweat, I dirtied my 

hands. I am not ashamed. I am proud and I am free.  
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Mataca articulated his thoughts on the importance of Catholic education in the 

1997 Synod of Oceania. His intervention at this assembly addressed the priority of 

education in evangelization. He outlined the role of Catholic education in the islands and 

how it affects all tenets of life in the islands. But he also is concerned that Catholic 

schools are not able to accommodate all the Catholic children and they may be losing out 

to other religious groups because of money. His biggest concern is that Catholic schools 

are losing their aim due to the distracting pressure of big businesses. As well, he sees the 

positive outcomes of Catholic education in Oceania: Catholic education is a source of 

joy. The Catholic schools are a tribute to missionaries. . . .  But now most, if not all our 

schools, are administered and staffed by committed lay people who see Catholic 

education as their apostolate.  
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The villages will build six or ten bures, thatched houses, with facilities 

that can be used by tourists and other groups connected to the parish, like 

the youth group. People will stay there for a nominal fee. But these units 

will belong to the parish, which will provide only the bedding facilities 

and breakfast.  Every other service the tourist needs will be supplied by 
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the villagers. The parish will employ a manager who will allocate the 

homes where guests will go for lunch and dinner And if they want to go 

fishing, the tourist will have to go to the village and hire a punt (small 

boat) from one the villagers. The services will be shared, everyone 

working together. The tourist will be encouraged to even do her shopping 

in the local village store. If they want to go for a picnic, a family will be 

assigned to take them to the beach. The youths could be directly involved 

by taking them for a walk or hikes. They would provide them food 

somewhere on the bush trail; they could even cook there, on the spot.  
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 Self-Ministering Church 
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Ibe are used from birth, even before the child is born. The women would 

weave a mat in preparation for birth. When the child is born, he or she is 

born on davodavo ni gone, the bed for the newly born child. When we 

celebrate a birthday, the person is given his or her nona dabedabe, mats 

that one sits on to accentuate the special occasion. Then mats are used in 

the vakamau, marriages. Here the female relatives perform the custom of 

tevutevu, the orderly arrangement and display of the fine mats to be used 

by the newly married couple. When we have the veiqaravi, or welcoming 

ceremonies, there is the vakamacamaca, presentation of sets of fine mats 

to ensure they have dry garments. With these mats, the hosts show that the 
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visitors with be accorded special care. When people gather together for 

special function and feasts, everyone sits on a big ibe. In the sacramental 

ceremonies like an ordination, the new priest will have his nona dabedabe, 

place of honor will be prepared with several layers of mats.  And finally 

when you die, the coffin or corpse is wrapped in ibe to give a person 

protection from the elements. 
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Self-Propagating Church 
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The issue here in Fiji, like in most of these confrontations that are 

multiplying around the world, is the inability to accept modern society, the 

changes that this brings to our lives, and the creativity to move forward, 

not underlining what made our past, but creating what will be our future 

with others and enriching the whole with the contribution from our 

inherited and developed wisdom.  
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The events of May 19, the holding of hostages and the overstaying of the 

coup makers and supporters in Parliament caused confusion, disrespect for 

human dignity, property, law, and have destroyed many marriages and 

many innocent people have suffered much. The perpetrators of these acts 

are indigenous Fijians and the receivers of much of these acts were 

indigenous Fijians. The indigenous Fijians are divided and are fighting 

among themselves. They are pawns in the hands of people who are greedy 

for power, rank, and wealth. The Indo-Fijian and other Fiji Islanders have 

lost much and are insecure in their land of birth; especially those who do 

nor want to leave and cannot leave Fiji. 
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We are talking about our rights as landowners. But those advocating for 

these land rights do not say anything about the rights of those who have no 

land. That is what I am afraid of. If we are to talk about our rights, our 

ownership of land, then we must also talk about the responsibility of how 

to use these rights, and the rights of those other groups. They must all go 

together. 
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When the taukei uses the word rights in our language, they do not mean 

the UN Bill of Rights. It is used in a very limited way and so we are only 

speaking about exclusive rights: rights of the individual, the rights of 

women, rights of the child, kedra na taukei, and the rights of indigenous 

people. Those who are talking about our [indigenous] rights must also tell 

us about rights of other people.  It is like a woman who wants an abortion, 

she talks about her rights to have an abortion, but she will not talk to you 

about the right of the unborn child. Exactly the same is happening here in 

Fiji. We can talk about our rights as Fijians, but I propose that the Indians 

next door also have basic human rights. When we know his rights as a 

citizen and we know ours, only then will the Fijians and Indians talk face 

to face. 

We will journey with them until they feel secure in their identity, in their 
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rights as indigenous and in their stewardship of time, talents, and 

treasures, including land given by God to be under their care. We pray that 

in spite of their frustrations and anger, they would be mindful of the Giver 

of Life who has gifted us as people with Fiji and all its resources. Fiji has 

come a long way, with help, as a small island nation in the Pacific and in 

the world. Let goodwill prevail, for we are a caring people. By putting 

God, and not money, at the center of our lives, we will avert infighting and 

divisions among ourselves. And let us not forget our neighbors.  
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To talk about the kingdom is easy. We can all agree that God is the 

Creator. It is incredible. With this foundational belief, one can talk to the 

Methodist, the Seventh Day and even the Hindus and Muslims. We are 

coming from different points of view, but if we shift to the kingdom, and 

come from the kingdom, our approach to these two will be the same. 
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Our Heavenly Father, send your Holy Spirit onto our political leaders: the 

President, the PM his Cabinet, members of Parliament, and the Senate. 
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Send the same Holy Spirit to our turaga ni vanua, traditional leaders, so 

that they may lead your people, all the people of Fiji. I emphasized all the 

people of Fiji, give them compassion and love, let them treat the people 

they rule and see them as a family, because all of us are sons and 

daughters of one God. And that we, here in Fiji will see each other as 

brothers and sisters with love, justice and one nation. We ask this through 

Christ our Lord. Amen. 
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 VI 

 

This is a biographical narrative of Archbishop Anthony Sablan Apuron Order of 

Friars Minor Capuchin (OFM Cap) of Guam. Beginning with the historical and cultural 

contexts, the narrative then proceeds to his ordination as auxiliary bishop of Agana. The 

story then moves backwards to his formative years to focus on how certain people and 

events influenced his decision to accept the appointment of bishop. It then moves from 

his episcopal ordination to the present time, describing the major challenges he has 

encountered during the last twenty years.   

Story Context 
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The most commonly held theory is that the Spanish gave the name to the 

people of the Mariana Islands. Chamorro, an old Spanish word for 

“shaven head,” was used to describe the high caste (chamorri) who shaved 

their heads. However the word “Chamorro” may have come from 

Chamurre, an indigenous word, not an adaptation of the Spanish word 

“Chamorro.” In reports by Gonzalo de Vigo (1564), Chamurres was used 

in reference to the people of the Mariana Islands. The fact the men shaved 

their heads was not reported until 1688. Don Luis de Torres in the early 

1800s said that Chamorro came into usage as the result of a 

misunderstanding. When the Chamorro’s canoes came close to the 
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Spanish ships, the chiefs cried, Tcha-mo ulin, which meant, don’t use the 

rudder any more.” The Spanish took these words pronounced “chamulin 

or tchamorin as the name of country or people. (p. 1) 

Guam was ceded to the US following the Spanish American War in 1898 and 

formally purchased from Spain in 1899. had been 

entrusted with the mission in the Marianas were driven out of Guam with this 

transference of ownership. The single remaining priest, the native-born Father Jose 

Palomo, turned to the Spanish Capuchins for help, and in 1901 the first Capuchins were 

sent to work on Guam.  
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The Episcopal Ordination  
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After wiping his head of some of the oil, the newly ordained bishop patiently 

waited as three members of his family brought up the ring, miter, and pastoral staff. For 

Apuron this was one of the poignant moments of the whole ordination. The attention of 

the congregation was fixed on the father of the newly ordained bishop, Manuel Taijito 

Apuron. With the aid of his two sons, he walked unsteadily onto the sanctuary to hand 

over the crozier which would be presented to the new bishop. Apuron recalls this life 

changing experience:  

The handing of the crozier was a poignant moment for me. The crozier was made 

of ifil (native) wood. The people were so proud that a native son was made a 

bishop. To honor this, I actually asked someone to carve a crozier from the 

strongest native wood in Guam. I thought that this was a very poignant moment 

because it really ushers in a new vision in my life to see that, now I m really 

called to lead. I mean not that I ve not led as a priest but in a new way, in a 

greater way because now I m responsible, or at least along with the Ordinary, I m 
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asked to be responsible for the entire church of the Marianas at that time. 
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Formative Years 

The lower left hand portion contains two silver mountains, the suni or taro 

plant, and a river on a field of blue. One mountain stands for my paternal 

ancestors from Ilocos Sur in the Philippines and the other for my maternal 

ancestors from the high islands of the Marianas. The suni symbolizes the 

unity between these ancestors in the fertility of soil and traditional 

hospitality through the sharing of food. The taro plant is on a running 

silver line. This symbolizes the fruitfulness and fertility of the union of my 

father and mother, which allowed me to come into existence.   
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I used to sing in the shower and I just got caught up in that kind of a mood 

and attitude. I love singing and I love to hear music, but I’m very 

selective. I like to hear good music, clean music… I don’t know much 

about music, I don’t write music, but I have a good ear for music so I try 

to put in phrases and words that sort of stick to the text of those, not a 

literal translation but it captures the essence of each verse. I try to decipher 

how the notes go up and down. The only formal class I had in music was 

really in fifth grade and eighth grade. 

In those days the teachers insisted that we speak English. We would get 
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fined, 5 cents, 10 cents, or 25 cents. . . .  On campus we were very 

conscious of the rule, sometimes we would slip, get caught and we get 

fined. We looked at it as a law. As soon as we leave campus after school 

we’d be mocking the teachers off ground because they can’t do anything! 

So we would play that kind of a game. We wanted to make sure that they 

understood that they could not really deny us the use of our native mother 

tongue, even if they put laws on it. Sure, we’ll live by the laws, when it’s 

convenient but when it’s convenient for us too, we will stand up for our 

own rights.  
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When she heard that I was joining the novitiate, and I was going off island 

on my first trip, it was quite a shock for her. [She was] shocked that I 

would be lifted from one end of the world to the other, 9,000 miles away.  

Then she told me these words and I quote her, saying, “Son if you write to 

me in English, I will just throw it in the garbage can. But if you write to 
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me in Chamorro I will respond to you.” And so I struggled. It took me one 

week, as an 18-year-old boy, to compose a letter in Chamorro. I didn’t 

know what to say. [Until then] I had never written in Chamorro. And the 

amazing thing is that every time I struggled with one page and sent it 

home, I would get back six pages in Chamorro and handwritten! I would 

exclaim, “Dear Lord, it takes me a whole week to decipher what she’s 

trying to say!”  But I loved it and that’s always been communicated. I 

think that helped me or forced me to appreciate the native tongue. And 

from that [experience] I think I have developed an appreciation of the 

culture and the language that I still carry and want to continue to preserve. 

Seven years after leaving the shores of his island, Apuron had completed most of 

his priestly formation. He had made his vows, he had completed philosophy, and he was 

in his third year of theology preparing for his deaconate ordination. Regrettably his 

mother was diagnosed with cancer, so he returned to Guam and was able to be at her 

bedside when she died on December 6, 1971. He was ordained deacon on December 12 

enabling him to preach and be the main minister at her funeral. Among the many words 

of wisdom spoken by his mother, Apuron treasures those about service. He reminisced 

about his Mom s last words before she died: Her last words were serve your brothers 

and sisters.  And it really was vivid to me because then later on when I was trying to 

figure an episcopal motto, I decided on Serves Tuus, Your Servant.  What she meant was 

for me to be servant, not only to my immediate family, but also to all believers, for this is 

the role of a priest.
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Pastoral Years 

When I first came back from studies at Notre Dame, the bishop asked me 

to write articles on the liturgy every week in Chamorro.  Now, I laugh 

when I look at them because I wrote like a Spaniard, following the 

Spanish spelling. Our older people would recognize the pronunciation or 

the spelling or the orthography, but the modern orthographers, would 

laugh at it. So I even went to school for six weeks to learn how to spell the 

words. For example, maolek, instead of mauleg. Maolek means good.  So 

it has been a learning experience for me. Some people say that I’m an 

authority on the Chamorro language, I’m really not, but I still try my best 

to be a student of the language and try to preserve and promote it. 
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Appointment and Coat of Arms 

The unexpected news of Father Apuron s appointment came when he had just 

finished celebrating daily Mass at the Cathedral. Bishop Flores approached him to say 

that he needed to see him and that his superior, Jim Gavin had been invited to the 

meeting. The two men arrived at the bishop s residence at about 7.30 a.m. in the morning. 

The bishop read a letter that he had received from the Holy Father, appointing Apuron 

auxiliary bishop and titular bishop of Muzuca. Apuron s first reaction was a question, 

where is Muzuca? The bishop jokingly replied, you go down to Nauru and make a turn 

left, but it is somewhere in Africa.  Recapturing the seriousness of this event, Bishop 

Flores indicated that he needed an immediate response. So he suggested that Apuron go 

into the chapel to pray over it and to make speedy discernment. Below he talks about this 
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epiphany:  

So I went into the chapel and conversed with the superior and I asked, 

“What should I do? I never expected it, I didn’t want it.” I continued, “this 

is the reason I became a Capuchin because I knew as a diocesan priest I 

might be a candidate for bishop later on. I became a Capuchin thinking I 

could escape all that and here I find myself in this situation, so what 

should I do?” And he said, “Well, it’s your decision.” So I went out and 

the bishop asked me what I thought. I said, “Well, what would happen if I 

say no”? He responded, “Well, I’ll write the Pope and say that you said 

no, but he might write back and ask you again a second time.” I asked, 

“What happens if I say no a third time?”  He replied, “I think he might 

write back and ask you a third time.” Coming out of a Franciscan 

Capuchin background, I was very conscious throughout my studies that 

Francis was always at the service of the church… And so I thought, 

“here’s a church calling me to serve in a greater capacity and I said to 

myself, you know, who am I. I’m really unworthy [of being a]bishop and I 

don’t know if I can handle this, and I never expected this but if this is what 

the church wants, then I say yes.” I had already said yes when I was 

ordained a deacon, that was the very first, formal commitment that I made 

to become a servant of the church. So when I said, “Yes,” he said, “Okay, 

I’ll send the letter telling the Holy Father.” I never in my wildest dreams. . 

. . I complained to the Lord in prayer asking, “Why did you do this to 
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me’? I thought I was running away from it! Not from you, but I guess you 

wanted me to be it [bishop].” 
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Living out His Motto 

Apuron ranks the preservation of the Chamorro language and culture as the 

primary cultural value that helped him in his episcopacy. He states proudly, I am an avid 

preserver of the Chamorro language.  This has not been an easy task because after the 

Spanish American Was in 1898 Chamorro receded into the background.  He claims that 

20% of the words in Chamorro are of Spanish origin, since it was only written down 
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when the Spanish missionaries arrived on the islands. There is so much inter-mixing of 

the two languages that Apuron spent much of his life working to purify our Chamorro 

language and let it stand on its own.   This continual strong influence of the Spanish 

language and culture poses a challenge to the bishop. The question for the bishop has 

been how does he preserve and revive the Chamorro identity which he has appropriated?  

Chamorro language and culture  
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Throughout the later Spanish era when at times the Spanish language was 

stressed and emphasized at times to the detriment of the Chamorro 

language, the people maintained their determination not to allow their 

native tongue to die. . . .  Try as they may, the Chamorro language had the 

resiliency that does not know how to quit. 

With the arrival of Ferdinand Magellan in 1521, we were thrust into 

subsequent and ongoing colonization by foreign powers. Since then, we 

have experienced many events which have limited our ability to exercise 

the talents and resources that God has given to us as a people. Our 

language has been compromised. For many years following American re-

occupation after World War II, Chamorro was not an official language. 
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Because of that sense of hospitality, which always, always extends to 

providing food, abundance of food, all kinds of foods, we have been 

inflicted in modern days with diabetes, heart problems, and strokes. We 

have become a sedentary group, or sedentary society. And we do not eat 

as healthy as we ought to or we should. In the old days we always sweat it 

out by working on the farm, working in the garden, and tilling the soil. 

Now, we just run to the grocery, go from one air-conditioned place to 

another air-conditioned place. Therefore we do not really work out, if you 

will, all the food that we ingest and so therefore we’re kind of struck with 

diabetes. I’ve had diabetes since I became a bishop, which I’ve never had 

before. So if anything has to be purified [in the culture ] it’s to try to see 

how we can eat in a healthy way, and we are struggling and trying very, 

very hard, but it is very difficult.  
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Americanization 
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Any attempt to bring members together is getting more and more difficult 

because “the younger generations are beginning to forget and sometimes 

they don’t even care. They are becoming so Americanized that is when 

they leave here they don’t want to be bothered.” Sadly some Chamorro 

cannot speak the mother tongue and prefer to communicate only on 

English. It is the American thing to be able to speak English since 

Chamorro is only a “kitchen language.” 

Apuron also blames Americanization for the decrease in the number of people 

coming to church. He feels that they don t pray, they don t do anything, they just fight 

to survive and try to make ends meet.  There are other Guamanians who argue that they 

are searching for a deeper sense of meaning which they think can be found in other 

religions, whether they be Christian or non-Christian. This concerns Apuron because 

there is a proliferation of new religious sects and groups in Guam, which provoke 

Catholics to be open to any religion because it s part of the American culture.  He 

describes a typical scenario: They don t want a crucifix in their home, and they don t 

want to force their kids to pray or to think of God or even to go to church. They become 

hedonist, whatever it is, practical, and atheist. And they haven t been back.   
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But I became involved because they were looking at me as a leader. It was 

a non-profit organization, neither political nor religious. On the sidelines, I 

was helping them. And so it came to a point where it had to come to a 

head because the forces of evil are saying, you know, you hypocrite, you 

have bingo and raffles in churches and poker machines are here already, 

what are you trying to say, are you trying to get rid of it? You don’t want 

casino gambling? We were arguing the fact that it’s been destroying the 

lives of people. And so paycheck after paycheck usually goes into 

throwing into these money-sucking machines. We went canvassing from 

door to door and from village to village. The clash was going to come 

when the committee asked to have a Mass to sensitize the political leaders. 

After one Mass on a Thursday I was asked to stay back. I didn’t know 

what it was, but they had all planned it, three of them got up and blasted 

me for politicizing the church because now I’m asking the priests to come 

together for prayer before Mass. And it’s really a Mass for the Holy Spirit 

to align our senators, the leaders, to enact a legislation to get rid of poker 
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machines. I went home crying I was so heartbroken. I called a very close 

friend in New York, and asked, “What I should do?” I’m coming to a 

point of getting on a plane, getting out of here, and just disappearing. He 

said, “That’s not the way to solve the problem. You were asked to get up 

on the cross, to be nailed to the cross, don’t come down from the cross. 

Endure it.” So I did. I stayed.  

If you decide to close these bases, as you have so many others, that will be 

a painful decision. But if you decide to close these bases and, at the same 

time, not also decide to return the assets and the land associate with them 

to the people of Guam, in order that we can do whatever is possible to 

provide for our people, that will be more that just a painful decision. It will 
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be an immoral decision. 

However, Apuron does not lay complete blame of the U.S. Navy. He points to 

some of his own people who have sold their land and now are homeless in their 

homeland.  He states, that s why I say it s very unfortunate, like the example I gave of 

Tinian where they sell their birthright because of financial gain and money. But many 
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people are finding out that financial gain and money whittles away and then they have 

nothing. Then they really become powerless, not only powerless but even homeless. 

Relationship with clergy 

I think they [the Capuchins on Guam] know me as Brother Tony and 

Father Tony and they saw me as being elevated above them, [when I 

became a bishop]. Even though they professed the fact that we will 

support you [as bishop] because you are one of us, you are a native, 

especially the expatriate, in reality they don’t. The ones that give me the 

hardest time are non-natives. Some of them have left and moved on, sad to 

say. But even of the native ones, I really detect that they pay courtesy, but 

in their hearts there’s always, I don’t know what it is, whether it’s 

judgment against me, or whatever, or probably the way I administrate. 

Because I’m very, very pastoral. I don’t really like to sit behind a desk and 

just administer the diocese, or the archdiocese. I like to go out and touch 

people’s hands, visit them when they’re sick, comfort them when they’re 

dying, do weddings The Lord will judge me later on, but I feel it’s a 

pastoral reason and people are so honored when they do that, and I’m not 
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doing that just to give me a tall hat or whatever. I really do it out of 

genuine concern. And when I do it I know that they understand.  
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I get revived when I hear the experiences of individuals who what they 

call echo the Word, who bounce off the Word of God and see and tell us 

or share how that Word has touched them. . . .it is an effort I think on the 

part of these individuals to form what is called small Christian community 

And they enjoy, they love it, and they come out of their own experiences 

of brokenness, of short-sidedness perhaps, or prejudices, and it helps them 

to reevaluate their Christian life in terms of what we call walking in the 

way of the Lord.  
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They’ll be the judges as to whether I am an effective shepherd, both 

administratively as well as pastorally. I take to heart, for example, the 

readings from Ezekiel these past few days. The prophet is so critical of the 

shepherds and the Lord is telling them in no certain terms, either you 

shape up or I’m going to fix you, or permanently. I’m going to find new 

shepherds who are truly going to guide my sheep and not just feed on 

them and suck on them and leave them stranded. It’s a good meditation for 

me. It reminds me that’s what I need to always try to be archbishop. The 

Lord will be my judge, He will be my judge.  
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The (Neocatechumenal seminarians) fall back to a community. They are 

formed in community; their vocation is nurtured by the community. Then 

they are really strengthened by the Word and celebration of Eucharist.  I 

think these are the future priests who can truly be of service for the Lord 

and can really serve the church. 

Acculturation 
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The loss of the primary culture of the Chamorro to that of a new Spanish –

Chamorro culture is an interesting phenomenon which may have resulted 

from the Spanish method of instituting a readily establish educational 

system, and making the Chamorro adapt to the new environment by 

complete immersion in the Spanish culture. In addition, their choosing of 

leaders of the community and members of the elite as special targets of 

acculturation through mandatory education eventually created a new class 

of leaders who were no longer Chamorros, but individual representative of 

the newly emerging Spanish-Chamorro culture. (p. 118) 

It’s still very hard because by nature, too, I find our people are very shy. 

They like to keep to themselves. The [Chamorro] concept of coming to 

church is that you come there and pray, you find a chair or a seat or a 

bench where it’s comfortable and you pray. It’s your religion. It’s hard 

breaking them from that old tradition of the old Latin Mass where there’s 

all the mystery and so therefore you have to behave, you have to be quiet, 
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you have to be silent, there’s no conversing with a stranger or other 

people. I think the church asks us today to try to be hospitable so that 

people will feel welcome because there are visitors who come and say, 

“Well, there’s nothing happening here and we don’t feel that we’re a part 

of this congregation.”  

It was a moment of joy because I think I mentioned that this was the very 

first time that I think this happened in the Church.  I could really tell that it 

was kind of like a shock because we were in the front, the cardinals and 

archbishops, they came with their regalia with their purple robes, really 

taking a second look because it was just shocking. You could tell by their 

facial expressions that they were shocked, as if to say, you know, this is 

scandalous, you know, with the loud banging, the conch shells, the bare 

feet, and you know, the bare breasted men, and the women of course wore 

the native coconut shells. 
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Paradox of servant and shepherd   

My vision of a servant is not in the sense of slavish, but really of being 

available to be of service. I really don’t think it’s paradoxical. I’ve been in 

it now for twelve years and I don’t think it is. I look at Christ; he’s the 
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ultimate example of a servant, doing things for others or even for His 

Father, for His will. And a shepherd is willing to go out and seek the lost, 

to seek the stray. Sometimes I think the concept of shepherd is, is thinking 

I am better than the sheep; I should distance myself from the sheep. I’m 

there but I’m not there, I don’t identify with them. I think it would depend 

really on the attitude of the people. And you know, I think part of my 

blessing.  
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In honesty, it my leadership got into the way of advancing the church in 

however it needs to go, I think I am humble enough to admit that if I have 

to go, I have to go. I do not want to cling onto power to my last breath.  

I go to the bishop’s conference in the United States where my observation 

is that they [bishops] tend to be standoffish. They seem to think of 

themselves as some elite group. And I think the beginning of a breaking 

down of a wall of a sense of elite-ness has been brought about by this 
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sexual abuse meeting this last June. The leaders of the church has to 

become more accountable, we’re not just hiding behind a cloud, an aura of 

mystique that we are untouchable, you can’t do anything to touch us.  
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CHAPTER VII  

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The bishops  narratives are grounded in the working of the diverse cultural and 

religious groups within Oceania. Nonetheless, the biographies and lived experiences, the 

epiphanies of the lives of the three bishops are connected to similar social relations that 

surround and shape their episcopacy in their respective dioceses. The narratives deal with 
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comparable problems, familial cohesions, deep inner selves, and one faith in Risen 

Christ. Furthermore, these life documents speak to the sacredness of human dignity 

present in both Christianity and the indigenous cultures and how the ritualizing of this 

fundamental value has been central to the stories of the island peoples. The biographies 

identified several similarities across the three indigenous bishops: 

1. The three participants were influenced by their families. Particular 

members played a major role in their early Christian and cultural 

formation. Therefore, like most indigenous people they have a profound 

sense of community and solidarity in family and tribe, village, and 

neighborhood.  (Ecclesia in Oceania p. 6) 

2. The three bishops were appointed at a transitional time in the history of 

the church and the islands. With Vatican II there were attempts to move 

away from the missionary mode to that of a local church with its own 

indigenous episcopal leadership. There were also moves in the world to 

end colonialism. In the three countries there is a greater awareness that the 

indigenous people were a minority in their own land and, in many ways, a 

dispossessed cultural group. Like most indigenous people, the bishops 

recognize that, to varying degrees, their people have had experiences of 

discrimination, subjection, dispossession, and exclusion.  

3. Archbishop Mataca, Bishop Mariu, and Archbishop Apuron were acutely 

aware that their indigenousness was a criterion in their appointment as 
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bishops. It was part of the Church s willingness to look for the minority 

candidate wherever they can be found.  

4. The three participants came from ordinary life backgrounds but elevated to 

assume traditional or social status within their cultural situations. Like the 

traditional chiefs they have been treated with dignity and deference by 

their people and also the local political and cultural leaders. The three 

bishops accept the reality that exceptional authority is accorded to parents 

and traditional leaders. 

5. The three prelates all self-identified as indigenous. They claim a common 

ancestry with the original occupants of the land. This was explicitly 

represented in the inclusion of the local language, symbols, and rituals 

during and after the episcopal ordination. The perpetuation of the cultural 

distinctiveness was evident in the choice of family and cultural symbols in 

their episcopal coat of arms. 

6. The three bishops intuitively choose to tell their stories with candor. They 

were giving voice to a group of persons who are rarely given the 

opportunity to tell true stories about their lives in a courageous, prudent, 

and passionate way.   

Emerging themes 

Several themes emerged as the three bishops created their interpretive 

biographies. In trying to make sense of their lives, the prelates reflected on the theme of 

self-identity through story telling. It seemed clear to me that they have 
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Giddens (1991) 

argues that self-identity is a contour of high modernity or post traditional society. It is 

not something that is just given, as a result of the continuities if the individual s action-

system, but something that has to be routinely created and sustained in the reflexive 

activities of the individual (p. 52). The three bishops were given the opportunity to make 

more choices and work out their episcopal roles for themselves.

What to do? How to act? Who to be? These are focal questions for everyone 

living in circumstances of late modernity - and ones which, on some level or another, all 

of us answer, either discursively or through day-to-day social behavior  (p. 71). 

Self-identification 
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Story Telling 



 

 

233 



 

 

234 



 

 

235 



 

 

236 



 

 

237 

Apostolic faith  
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Witness 

When one experiences the Holy Spirit, freedom and self-renewal are positive 

outcomes. The person feels that liberating power of the Spirit and seeks personal and 

communal transformation. The bishop must have this experience before he can take up 

being witness. Only then can he give Holy Spirit effective expression in the conditions of 

its own culture. But in order to be able to do this Molari claims that faith goes beyond 

intellectual affirmation of the dogmas and formulas, it is an actual reality which 

transforms those who believe in the operative power of Christ alive in God  (p. 17). It 

reaches out from the depth of human freedom to seek salvation and liberty. It is a 

declaration of freedom and salvation to the end that every man, every day, can begin a 

new life, can find new ways of living with his brethren (p. 17).   

Rahner (1975) corroborates with Molari s (1972) contention that the values of 

freedom and self that must be inherent in a Christians witness. He explains that witness is 

a term which involves an intrinsic reference to someone else. Manifestly, however, it is 
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also witness signifying not the imparting of some thing, but rather that in which someone 

communicates himself, and moreover, by the most intense use of his own freedom in so 

disposing of himself that thereby a corresponding decision is evoked in some other 

person too (p. 153). 

The bishops in this study show signs of many of the characteristics of witness of 

faith identified by Molari (1972) and Rahner (1975). The bishop showed that he does 

have freedom and has power over his own self. He has attempted to use his power and 

authority to make contact with other people. He has tried to make himself intelligible so 

that people will come to closer relationship with Christ. The bishops echo the stories of 

the experiences of the Holy Spirit in three unique ways that are particular to indigenous 

bishops. They give expression to this liberating experience of the Spirit with apostolic 

faith, humble courage and prudent wisdom. In the last analysis the decision must be his 

own, made with prudence and wisdom, but more importantly with courage and passion 

informed by an apostolic faith. 
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Humble Courage
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Leaders in the postmodern world are called to engage the challenge with 

humility, knowing that their own genuine social standing is limited, and 

that the possibilities for genuine social progress are threatened on all sides 

by irrationality, greed, and deception. Humility does not imply lowered 

aspiration. On the contrary, leaders are challenged to see the agenda as a 

moral agenda, calling forth the best that is us to revere the tragedies of 

their century. At the same, however, leaders have to help their people 

come to terms with their darker side of the human heart, to name the 

destruction that it causes, and to cleanse its poison with the life –giving 

goodness which the human heart has in abundance. (p 108) 

Yet when conflict must be resolved, when justice must be defined and carried out, when 

promises need to be kept, when the Church needs to hear who counts-these are the times 

when bishops act with courage and live up to their covenant with the people they lead. 

(De Pree, 1993, p. 222).
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But at the same time, the bishop s stories reflected courage. The word courage 

arises from an old French cuer, meaning heart. To be courageous means at the bottom to 

be heartfelt (Whyte, 2001, p.14). 
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Starratt, 1993, p. 45). 

 compassion will be needed as much as hope, 
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humility as much as courage, dogged persistence as much as creativity

 

Recommendations for Further Study 

(1) One way for the Oceanic bishops to become an advocate of indigenous 

people s unique traditions and characteristics is by self-identifying as an 

indigenous person. There is a need to explore other ways the indigenous 

bishops in Oceania might preserve the unique traits of indigenous people, 

as outlined by the Pope in Ecclesia in Oceania  

(2) There needs to be a study to describe more fully the nature of episcopal 

contradictions to double bind that might arise out of personality, family, 

culture, priestly formation, pastoral experience and church structure.  
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(3) One could take the descriptions of indigenous bishop that have emerged in 

this study and apply them to the indigenous priests in Oceania to find out 

if the bishops embrace similar descriptions 
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The three indigenous bishops, as master conch blowers, give witness to the faith 
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of their people. Mataca, Mariu, and Apuron are foremost men of apostolic faith, 

unwavering in belief in God active in the world, especially in their local contexts. The 

indigenous bishop are men who have foresight, well versed in reading the signs of the 

times , discerning the positive elements of life in contemporary island society. They 

attempt to herald with potency the Gospel in modes of expression suited to the 

understanding of local people. As master conch blowers, the bishops wait and listen. 

They are hearers. They have heard the modulations that have come from the oral 

traditions of their people and of the Catholic Church. The bishops hear these faith stories 

in his mother tongue. The island bishops have been trained to discriminate the myriad 

sounds that have come from their multi-cultural islands nations. The three prelates have 

learned when and with what intensity should they reecho the faith stories of their people. 

In times of change, conch blowers have emitted loud and unwanted resonances. This 

noise has caused people to misinterpret the real message, thus causing conflict and pain. 

As island conch blowers, the bishops symbolize authority laced with humility. They 

make public appearances and statements only when there is a genuine need to blast  the 

Gospel message of love and hope. In a composed and determined way the episcopal 

leaders signal to the people that there is a need to calm the rough seas of doubt and fear. 

Occasionally people have chosen to ignore the episcopal resonances but the bishops 

courageously continue to emit evocative signals tying to be faithful to the promises he 

made on his episcopal ordination day. And yet, the graces of the episcopal office will 

only be effective if the islands people identify the reverberations coming from their 

bishop as analogous to the echoes in their individual and communal stories. 
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APPENDIX A CROSS COMPARISON OF DESCRIPTIONS OF INDIGENOUS 

 



 

 

259 



 

 

260 



 

 

261 

APPENDIX B COMPARISON OF APPROACHES TO WRITING BIOGRAPHY 
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APPENDIX D INTERVIEW APPROACH 
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APPENDIX F CONFIDENTIALITY FORM 

 I agree to participate in this research study, an interpretive biography of 
indigenous bishops in Oceania on issues of self-identification, inculturation and episcopal 
leadership. The study arises out of indigenous issues that were highlighted in the recent 
Synod for Oceania and Ecclesia in Oceania. The theory base informing this study is 
subjective interpretation theory. This study is conducted by Arthur Leger, Doctoral 
Program in Leadership Studies, Gonzaga University. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


