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Part A - Ecumenical movements within Christianity: 

Chosen case study: National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Ecumenical Commission 

(NATSIEC). 

 

The National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Ecumenical Commission (NATSIEC), a subset of the 

National Council of Churches in Australia (NCCA), seeks to promote worldwide Christian unity while 

also broadening global understanding of Aboriginal Spirituality. Available information indicates that the 

commission was established in 20031 and is comprised solely of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples.2 NATSIEC is one of the core indigenous ecumenical bodies within Australia; having a 

fundamental influence in indigenous awareness, and interdenominational cooperation. Through their 

work, NATSIEC promotes a unique communion of indigenous spirituality with Christian faith. As a 

general framework, NATSIEC uses their Aboriginal spirituality, along with Christian doctrine, to share 

their knowledge of the Creator. They seek to restore the pride and dignity of indigenous communities, 

speak on behalf of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders to the church and other ecumenical movements, 

and promote both interdenominational and interfaith harmony and understanding. Graeme Mundine, the 

executive secretary of NATSIEC, compels the Western church to “open your hearts and minds to what 

Indigenous peoples offer and then we can walk together to live the life that Christ has called each and 

every one of us”, believing that it is the key to achieving interfaith solidarity.3  

 

As an ecumenical commission, NATSIEC aims to assist NCCA in connecting and communicating with 

churches across the world. This being said, the main objectives and programs introduced by the 

commission appear to centre on social justice, more than Christian unification. NATSIEC’s initiative 

‘Make Indigenous Poverty History’ for example, has little to do with Christianity or the church, rather it 

                                                
1 This is the earliest reference in any NATSIEC documentation ‘Statement by NATSIEC commissioners - 

2003’ http://www.ncca.org.au/about-us-1. 
2 A letter addressed to the people of Australia written by the elders of NATSIEC, 2011. 

http://www.ncca.org.au/natsiec/106-elders-statement/file. 
3 Graeme Mundine’s statement on Mission and Power.  http://www.ncca.org.au/natsiec/163-mission-and-

power-edinburgh/file. 
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focuses on oppression within Indigenous communities.4 The project seeks to identify and improve the 

lifestyle of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders who have historically been in penury. Though it is 

important to identify historical and current injustice suffered by Indigenous peoples, the initiative is only 

ecumenical in that it calls upon the church for financial and social support. Evidently, NATSIEC has had 

to negotiate the difficult task of maintaining their Aboriginal religious heritage, while simultaneously 

espousing Christian beliefs. Though the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Ecumincal 

Commission is regarded as the ‘peak ecumenical indigenous body in Australia’,5 there is limited evidence 

to support them as an ecumenical movement. Their promotion of Christian faith seems to be subsumed by 

more generic Christian values of justice, freedom, and human worth. Their mandate purportedly requires 

that they facilitate the sharing and discussing of faith within Indigenous communities.  It also requires that 

they represent the ideals and opinions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as they interact 

with other churches, and that they support and promote NCCA’s objectives and projects,6 and these seem 

to more accurately represent their activities and communication. In summary, it is clear that the National 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Ecumenical Commission predominantly focuses on social justice 

within indigenous communities and unifies Christian churches only inasmuch as they share that focus.  

 

 

 

 

 

Part B - Interfaith dialogue: 

Chosen case study: Australian Council of Christians and Jews.  

 

The Australian Jewish community is comprised of approximately 100,000 people7, whereas, Christianity 

represents the largest religious group of Australia (61.1%)8 with approximately 18 million adherents.  In 

                                                
4 ‘The Make Indigenous Poverty History’ project.  http://www.ncca.org.au/advocacy/indigenous-poverty-

2.  
5 NATSIEC Mandate http://www.ncca.org.au/about-us-1/mandate.  
6 Ibid. 
7  http://ccj.org.au/about/. 
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spite of the disproportionate populations of these faiths, there are many groups operating in the field of 

Jewish-Christian relations. This is perhaps not surprising, given their shared foundational heritage, texts, 

and beliefs.  Branches of the Council of Christians and Jews (CCJ) have been established in Victoria, 

New South Wales, Western Australia, South Australia, and the Australian Capital Territory. The 

Australian Council of Christians and Jews (ACCJ), inaugurated in 19919, acts as an overarching body to 

facilitate the national work of the CCJ. The core incentive of the ACCJ is to create harmonious and 

constructive dialogue between Christians and Jews, thus developing greater mutual understanding and 

appreciation of different religious traditions. Moreover, the organisation anticipates that this process will 

both enhance sensitivity to distinct religious values and deepen the faith of every participant. Though the 

Australian Council of Christians and Jews predominantly aims to strengthen Christian-Jewish relations, 

they also seek to speak out on common issues and uphold shared values such as; the sanctity of human 

life, social justice, the importance of faith and care for those in need.     

 

 

Australia is an increasingly pluralistic society, becoming more diverse in culture and faith. With the 

influx of refugees in the past 15 years, the demand for inter-religious dialogue has become more 

significant. The CCJ believed that developing some form of relationship between Christians and Jews 

would be a fruitful place to begin. “There needs to be the heightening of awareness among Christians of 

their Jewish roots and a greater sensitising to prejudice, racism and antisemitism,” states the ACCJ.10 

Christianity was built on the foundation of the Jewish heritage, its texts and its promises. Hence why the 

ACCJ recommends that Christians and Jews use their shared foundational sources to have productive 

interfaith dialogue. Ethical teachings in Christianity and Judaism promote social justice and positive 

contribution to the community. Therefore, as a part of their work, the ACCJ has developed outreach in 

                                                                                                                                                       
8Article on increasing secularism in Australia: http://www.smh.com.au/national/is-australia-losing-its-

religion-20150827-gj94ts.html. 
9 http://ccj.org.au/about/. 
10 Ibid. 
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regions that lack any Christian-Jewish relations or dialogue. Through association with the International 

Council of Christians and Jews (ICCJ) these programs have been introduced all over the nation and even 

extend internationally; Eastern Europe, Africa and the Far East. Examples of their outreach include the 

HELP Women’s Shelter, the Kyushu Earthquake Reform Program, the 2016 Charity Ball, the Tokyo 

English Life Line (TELL) and the Mike Makino Fund for the Homeless.11 Based on the information 

provided, the ACCJ actively seeks to unify Christians and Jews through inter-religious communication 

and cooperation as they outwork shared ethical principles. The teaching of biblical studies in theological 

colleges, as well as the support and input of Christian and Jewish leaders committed to dialogue has 

helped to influence and reshape attitudes towards inter-faith discussion. Not only this, but the work of the 

ACCJ extends beyond Christian-Jewish relations, as they recently welcomed Muslims into the CCJ.12 

They promote respect and appreciation for religious diversity, thereby increasing the prospect for 

religions to peacefully coexist.   
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