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Foreword

This is a book that’s long been waiting for someone to write it. No one is better placed to do the job than Bill Bennett. His life time of rural ministry experience informs every page, but never in a manner that sets him up as the expert. Instead, in his customary unassuming way, he draws constantly on the stories of others across the whole church and the whole country.

Bill’s survey is ecumenical, nationwide and surprisingly bicultural as well. He looks constantly for Maori perspectives on models of ministry and theological understandings of land, community and personal identity. In what is for me the most valuable section of the book, he gathers a series of themes about the nature of God common to both cultures. At a time when Anglicans are rediscovering the call of their church’s constitution Te Pouhere to find the common ground between the Tikanga, this contribution is especially timely.

The publication will stand as a definitive survey of rural ministry. Bill and others, I think of Hugh Paterson, Garth Cant, Robyn McPhail and Boyd Wilson to name only a few whose work has enriched my understanding, have pioneered this branch of theology as a distinct discipline.

But the value of the book goes well beyond a reference work. He raises some critical questions about Pakeha identity. There is a sharp edged section on the unfinished business that our missionary and settler church forebears brought with them, importing models of church and understandings of God that were already losing their currency back in Europe.

I was equally challenged by Bill’s analysis of the local shared ministry model of rural church and his reminder that, far from being a strategy for survival of the status quo, the original impetus of this model was indigenising the Gospel, digging it deeper into the soil of each local culture.

As a source of inspiration for the future of the small, local church in rural New Zealand, this book is essential reading. And although Bill would be horrified to think this work will have enduring value, it will be also be read as a tribute to a modest pioneer and faithful practitioner of rural ministry.

John Bluck, Bishop of Waiapu 2005


Preface

This study brings together diverse facets of rural ministry in Aotearoa New Zealand. It explores historical and cultural antecedents, the journeys and explorations of the Maori and Pakeha church, where they differ and where their paths are crossing, along with the significant influences that are bringing new directions in the landscape of rural faith and the ministry structures of the rural church.

It looks at a theology of land, first through the eyes of two significant overseas theologians, Walter Brueggemann and Geoffrey Lilburne. They provide a backdrop for discussing a theology of land in Aotearoa New Zealand. An attempt is made to find some areas of commonality. The rural church has been profoundly affected by economic and social change in the nation, as well as theological and liturgical revolution in the wider church. How these forces for change have affected rural congregations is also explored and analysed.

Profiles of selected parishes and rohe (Maori districts) are included. These help anchor the study in current congregational developments. I wish to thank all who contributed and took the time to compile these, often in conjunction with wider support groups.

The final chapter covers two aspects of rural ministry: first, a theology of mission and ministry that may be seen as a starting point for all who minister in rural areas; and second, a flagging of issues and developments that the rural church is facing or will encounter in the coming few years.

This study has an ecumenical scope, in particular the traditional churches and their ministries — Methodist, Roman Catholic, Presbyterian and Anglican. It is these churches that still maintain a rural presence and ministry. It is also written out of a Pakeha perspective, yet tries to honour the unique theology and flavour of the Maori church. Clearly there is still a long way to go in this cultural interaction of ideas and practices.

I acknowledge the great assistance of Garth Cant and Robyn McPhail, the advice of Brent Swann and Bill Tuhiwai, as well as the permission of Murray Ball and David Henshaw to use their comic drawings. Finally, my sincere thanks to the Ecumenical Institute for Distance Theological Studies for enabling this work to come to birth.

Bill Bennett


1
Tangata Whenua and Manuhiri — Land and our Cultural Agendas

Any traveller in Aotearoa New Zealand cannot avoid spending some part of their time on their journey going through the rural countryside. They will see paddocks of cattle, sheep and deer. Occasionally, on secondary roads, they will meet a mob of stock on the move guided by professional drovers or local farmers with their dogs. They will see the landscape colours change with the seasons and weather conditions. In some places the scars of soil slips on hill slopes will be evident. In dairy farming areas at least two things will remind them of where they are: the blip-blip sound of a nearby electric fence affecting the car radio, and the dirty trails left by herds crossing from one side of the road to the other. 

Such experiences may remind us of our rural roots. They reinforce the myth we want to believe — that we are all outdoor people at heart. We recall childhood holidays on a relation’s farm. We dream of life in the country. Occasionally, the traveller will spot a small country church, set on its own or in a small town or hamlet. The questions arise — who are the people who live in the country, what are their hopes and dreams, how did they get here, what keeps them here, how do they farm the land, and what is the nature of the church community? 

This book reflects on these questions in relation to the church’s mission and ministry to those living in or involved with the rural community. Aotearoa New Zealand has a history of human occupation since the 12–13th centuries. The different waves of occupation brought different customs and technologies. The last two centuries have seen the most change.

Three attitudes to land

It will be helpful to commence an exploration of these issues by reflecting on three attitudes to land which were expressed at a rural ministry seminar, held at Waerenga-a-hika, 12 kilometres from Gisborne in 1982, entitled Land, Church and Community. 1 Although the seminar was held some time ago the viewpoints expressed are typical of the diversity of attitudes that continue to be encountered.

1. Pat Watson, a Pakeha farmer originally from urban Wellington, farms a hill country block of approximately 3,000 acres (1,200 hectares) at Waimata. Half is leased from his wife’s family trust, the other half he purchased in 1976. As a sheep and beef farm he carries 4,000 breeding ewes and 450 Angus breeding cows. He observes:

…A great deal is heard these days about land rights but surprisingly little is heard about our duty to the land. I firmly believe we have an awesome responsibility to care for the land and at the end of our period of stewardship leave that piece of land in better shape than when we took it over. However, I would be less than honest if I would pretend to have that deep-seated spiritual feeling towards the land, but conversely in no way is it a materialistic thing. Certainly it has nothing to do with status symbols or accumulating wealth… I can’t really say I believe an individual has ownership of land in absolute terms… Having said that, I would hastily add that I don’t think that there is any substitute for the care and dedication that an individual ownership as we understand it, fosters, as opposed to any form of state or collective ownership… Arguably rural people can probably claim to have a special unique relationship with their land, for it not only represents their home but also their work-place, reflects their individual personality and ability. 2 

Pat’s values and hopes are typical of hundreds of pastoral farmers throughout New Zealand. 

2. In contrast Stan Pardoe, a Maori farmer and shearing contractor of the Rongowhakaata tribe at Manutuke, approaches the issue from a different perspective. He is farming Maori leasehold land of about 1,400 acres (560 hectares), with 1,900 ewes, 80 cows and 500 hoggets. For him the long history of occupation throughout the centuries enabled him to speak of the differing meaning and significance that land holds for him. He spoke about the first Church Missionary Society (CMS) missionary to establish a mission station in this area, William Williams, in 1839. The Maori chief of the time was Rukupo. Stan comments about Rukupo: 

…This man belonged to the old school of rangatira; he welcomed the missionaries because he realised there was a lot of good they were bringing… Records show that there were very big mission schools at Manutuke in early days. Three to four classes of 200 pupils per class; they also taught them to farm the land. [One of the earliest pupils was Te Kooti, a later guerrilla leader and Maori prophet]. After a short period of time the Rongowhakaata people, and the Tamanuhiri Manuhiri people at Muriwai, became quite good farmers and started to grow maize, wheat, flax, kumara and pork and they started to trade in these items, first of all in canoes and after a while they bought whale boats, and they started carrying their produce further afield. Traders came, those interested in farming came, the land speculators came, the grog shops, then the soldiers. 3

Stan then explained the relationship of the neighbouring tribes to one another. “A Maori is a Maori but is also a tribal person.” The Rongowhakaata tribe refused to sign the Treaty of Waitangi and refused to have the Union Jack flag flying. The Hau Hau uprising had deep repercussions for Rukupo and his people. Two of his sons were killed. Te Kooti’s loyalties to him led to the infamous massacre at Matawhero in 1868. To add to his woes the meeting house he carved at Manutuke, Te Hau ki Turanga, was dubiously purchased from the tribe, and now sits prominently in Te Papa Museum, Wellington. This recounting of tribal history is integral to Stan’s understanding of land. He continued:

We talk about land as our turangawaewae. A person who sells his land has nowhere to stand and having nowhere to stand you may as well be a Martian or someone like that, because you are a person of no consequence. My grandmother is an old lady now, over 80, and to people of her generation, land is where her parents were born, her grandparents and all those people right back to the time of the canoes. Where they were born, where they died and things like that. And to a lot of Pakeha people I know it seems that here’s this block of scrubby land, 101 owners in it, and they all do nothing with it because it is held in common ownership. Yes, communal ownership has been with us a long time. 4

Stan spoke of the new breed of urban Maori now searching for identity, re-connecting with their tribal land roots, and striving to re-learn the language of their forebears. However, legislation has in the past alienated many from the opportunity to be on the land. 

I think that the voice that speaks for Maoridom as a whole is based in its rural roots… the voice that speaks for us as Maori is our ancestral voice, rural voice, not where our people live today, in the urban situation. 5

3. Dean Witters (at the time of this seminar) was managing a very large horticultural enterprise, in conjunction with his brother and other investors, on various land areas on the Waipaoa River plains. He approached land from an industrial, business perspective, like, “running basically a big production unit there which could be like any other factory and we’re turning out horticultural products.”6 Such an enterprise requires large investment capital, careful planning and an ability to market produce which is far in excess of local requirements. He added:

The other point in our type of farming is that experience no longer counts. I believe in modern horticulture if a person has a good brain, is tidy, and capable of planning correctly, he will run overnight a very efficient horticultural unit. He will have no preconceived ideas. He is able to assimilate the right up-to-the-minute thinking the various departments this information is available from. A person with a good brain could run a 50 acre kiwi fruit block tomorrow, or a citrus production orchard, and he will run it as well if not better than people who have been in the industry for years.7

Also a lot is invested in training, supervising and rewarding a large labour force. He said that 371 personnel worked on the operation. He noted:

That’s quite a volume even in proportion to Gisborne’s population. Our key people, of whom we have quite a number, we build into the operation, not only with [a] very good salary, but with a financial interest in the operation. We are also keen to help set these people up in their own properties.8

 Land is viewed differently by the horticulturist. He explained:

I’m afraid again land is just one of the ingredients in this production factory. It’s a pretty important one, but a lot of other factors are pretty important too. Whether I hold it in high regard as against the others [i.e. other speakers] I’m not sure. Land is only a means of support. Possibly we don’t need land to produce stuff. Vegetables can now be produced without land at all — with water and growth chemicals. Land as a means of support is shown in Israel — desert transformed into productive land, and in California. You add what is lacking — water and fertility. I’m not sure land is all that important now. It’s handy to use as square metres of ground, it may not be the end of everything.9 

It was evident that these three diverse views caused considerable discussion: Pat, the hill country farmer espousing a responsible stewardship of the land under his care, in order to feed his stock which constitutes for him his crop; Stan, reflecting historically on the sense of identity and mauri (spirituality) that land has for people of the tribe, whether utilised or not in terms of modern agriculture; and Dean, taking an industrial approach in which land and people are part of the raw materials needed to produce saleable products. 

The Influence of Land and Culture in Aotearoa New Zealand’s history

Given this diversity it is important to look briefly at our past to understand the different strands of our agricultural traditions. These  traditions continue to impinge significantly on our country’s life and the work of the church’s ministry in the wider context of rural communities.

Tikanga Maori (i.e. according to Maori custom)

As Stan indicated, whenua (land) carries deep cultural associations. Its spiritual significance will be explored in depth in a later chapter. Suffice to say that each tribe considers that the land with which the people identify is the living, nurturing soul of who they are. Each part of it is invested with a long history. The rivers, hills, mountains, plains and vegetation are signposts to a deeper spiritual reality that is always present. The generations of those who have lived and died on this land are in a sense the ever-present company of forebears or tupuna who continue to witness to the life and hopes of the living. 

The Treaty of Waitangi, signed in 1840,10 acknowledges their sense of belonging and possession of these lands, and that they are the people’s only source of sustenance. They ascribed to certain spiritual beings or guardians (Atua) the oversight of aspects of the natural world, reference to which is still part of the life and custom of contemporary Maori. Prior to the arrival of European settlers in the early 1800s, every piece of land, its foreshore and the coastal waters, were considered as belonging to one tribe or another. The main root crop food source was the kumara, which was grown and harvested each year according to strict protocols. These ensured conformity to the requirements of the appropriate spiritual being or guardian. 

The coming of the Europeans was to prove a cataclysmic challenge to the tribes in terms of possession, ownership and nurture of the land. The resulting clash of cultures led to the Land Wars of the 1850s and 1860s. Despite Pakeha victory, and confiscation of land from some tribes, the issue has refused to go away, and continues to be a point of vigorous debate as resolution and land recovery or compensation is sought through the Waitangi Tribunal. It is this cultural understanding of land that continues to be a key focus of difference between Maori and Pakeha.11 

Tikanga Mihinare (i.e. according to missionary custom)

The missionaries came to Aotearoa in the early 1800s seeking to convert an indigenous people from what they believed was a pagan religion, and to show them the enlightenment of the gospel of Jesus Christ. The mainly British-originated fervour grew out of the Evangelical Revival of the 18th and early 19th centuries. Several denominational bodies sent representatives — Anglicans through the Church Missionary Society (CMS); Methodists through the Wesleyan Missionary Society (WMS); and Roman Catholics through the Society of Mary (SM), a French based organisation. (The latter was a missionary reaction to counter the anti-church spirit within post-Napoleonic France.) They all had noble intentions. However, indirectly, they also sought to introduce the benefits of civilisation, of which farming with new implements and crops was an integral part. The gospel was presented in a Europeanised package. 

Stan commented above on how William Williams brought new crop varieties to local Maori. Most missionaries were anxious for Maori to develop their own farming skills and learn from Pakeha methods. Generally they failed to discern the authenticity of Maori spirituality. They wanted Maori to evangelise their own people


Tikanga Pakeha (i.e. according to settler custom)
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Models of Rural Ministry that shaped the Maori church
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