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NAIDOC Week – 50 Years of Deadly
12 July 2026
A sermon preached by the Revd Canon Helen Dwyer at St Paul’s Cathedral, Melbourne, on the occasion of the end of NAIDOC Week, 12 July 2026:

Sisters and brothers, good morning.

This week we have marked NAIDOC, and our theme is “50 Years of Deadly.” In Aboriginal English, deadly means excellent, strong, life-giving. It’s the kind of word you use when something is so good it brings a smile to your face and a lift to your spirit.

Before we go further, it is worth pausing to say what NAIDOC is. NAIDOC stands for the National Aboriginal and Islander Day Observance Committee. Today, when we speak of NAIDOC Week, we are speaking of a national week of celebration, held from the first Sunday until the second Sunday of July each year, in which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, and all Australians, are invited to recognise and celebrate First Nations history, culture, spirituality, resilience, and achievement.

But NAIDOC is not simply a festival that appeared from nowhere. Its roots reach back into the long struggle for justice, recognition, and dignity. It carries the memory of the 1938 Day of Mourning, of Aboriginal leaders and communities calling the nation to face the truth of dispossession and inequality. Over time, that public witness grew from a day of protest and remembrance into a week of celebration, truth-telling, culture, community, learning, and hope. That is why NAIDOC matters: because it holds together lament and joy, truth and celebration, memory and future.

So why do we celebrate it in church? We celebrate because every person bears the image of God. We celebrate because First Nations cultures are not relics of the past but living gifts in the present. We celebrate because survival, language, kinship, care for Country, song, art, ceremony, leadership, and faith are signs of God’s life among us. And we celebrate because the gospel calls us not only to remember what has been wounded, but to join God’s work of healing, justice, reconciliation, and renewed relationship.

Today’s Scriptures place us right inside that kind of goodness, goodness that is ancient and new, goodness that refuses to be traded away, goodness that takes root in the soil, goodness that sets us free and teaches us how to walk by lamplight.

I want to hold the four readings like four campfires we gather around, each warming us in a different way:

Genesis 25 asks: What are we hungry for, and what might we be tempted to trade away?

Psalm 119 says: God’s word is a lamp for our feet: walk by its light.

Romans 8 proclaims: In Christ there is no condemnation; Spirit, not shame, is our future.

Matthew 13 invites us to become good soil so the seed of God’s word bears a deadly harvest.

Let’s listen for the Spirit around each fire.

In Genesis 25 we hear that Esau is hungry. He stumbles in from the bush and smells the stew. Jacob offers a deal that seems ridiculous; sell me your birthright for a bowl of lentils. Yet in a moment of exhaustion, Esau says, “What use is a birthright to me right now?” And he trades away a future for a feeling. He exchanges the long, steady goodness of inheritance for the short, hot comfort of the present.

NAIDOC’s theme invites us to look back over five decades of deadly courage: Elders who refused to trade away language, stories, law, and landcare for a quick comfort. They guarded the birthright of Culture when it would have been easier to surrender it. They chose the long work of keeping fires alight, ceremony, kinship, truth-telling, so that we could stand here today and say with joy, “Deadly!”

Genesis asks a personal and communal question: What are we tempted to trade away?

As disciples of Jesus in this city, will we trade away the gospel’s call to justice for the easy comfort of silence?

Will we trade the slow work of reconciliation for hurried statements with no cost?

Will we trade away relationships, with God, with Country, with our neighbours, for the quick stew of busyness and convenience?

Jacob’s offer is always on the table: “Take the hot thing now; forsake the holy thing later.” But NAIDOC’s witness and Scripture’s wisdom say: hold your birthright. Don’t surrender the inheritance of love, truth, and covenant for a bowl of “right now.”

In Psalm 119, we read “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.” Lamps don’t turn night into day. They give enough light for the next step. In our culture we often want floodlights and fast-forwards; we want to see the whole track at once. But God gives us Scripture like a handheld lamp: light for the next faithful step.

This is gentle, wise guidance for our diocesean churches seeking to walk a reconciled path on Wurundjeri, Boonwurrung and Wathaurong Country:

Step by step, listen to Elders and local community.

Step by step, learn the story of this place and name what has been wounded.

Step by step, live changes that fit the gospel: hospitality, partnership, repair.

The lamp of God’s word keeps our steps from drifting. It’s not a light of spectacle; it’s a light of faithfulness. And when the way feels slow, remember: slow is not the enemy of deadly. Slow is often the tempo of holiness.

In our Gospel reading today from Matthew, Jesus describes a sower scattering seed. Some seed hits the path, some the rocky ground, some among thorns, and some on good soil that produces thirty, sixty, a hundredfold. The same seed, the word of the kingdom, meets different conditions of soil.

Let’s name the soils in us and among us:

The hard path: the places in us worn down by foot-traffic: ruts of cynicism, patterns of defensiveness. Good seed can’t enter because the surface is compacted.

The rocky ground: enthusiasm without depth: we love a theme week but not the week after. When heat comes, seedlings wither.

The thorny patch: good beginnings choked by worry, wealth, and hurry; by the demands of status, image, and control.

The good soil: hearts and communities prepared through listening, repentance, and patience: where the seed can stretch deep and wide.

NAIDOC reminds us we are not the first sower. For generations, Elders have scattered seed, truth, protest, song, language, wisdom, on soil that was sometimes hard, sometimes thorny, sometimes ready. And still they sowed. We honour them by becoming good soil:

Soil that listens more than it lectures.

Soil that hosts truth without flinching.

Soil that chooses long-term cultivation over short-term optics.

Soil that allows the word to put down roots and change us.

If we ask what a deadly harvest looks like in our Cathedral, it looks like gospel fruit: healed relationships, shared leadership, communities where First Nations and non-Indigenous brothers and sisters walk, serve, lament, and rejoice together; congregations that teach children both the story of Jesus and the living story of this place and how they connect and intersect.

In our Romans passage, Paul carries us to the beating heart of Easter faith: “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus… the law of the Spirit of life has set you free from the law of sin and death.”

For many of us, especially First Nations people, shame is a familiar weight. Shame can be put on us, or it can grow within us. Paul says condemnation is not our future. Christ breaks the cycle: the Spirit relocates us from the rule of death to the neighbourhood of life. This is not denial of sin or pain; it is God’s decisive action to make a different ending possible.

Hear this today:

If you carry historical grief: the Spirit bears witness you are beloved.

If you carry complicity: things done or left undone; the Spirit leads you into truth that restores, not truth that destroys.

If you carry exhaustion: the Spirit intercedes and breathes new breath.

Romans 8 is a deadly word for NAIDOC: freedom is not simply escape; it is a Spirit-filled belonging. Paul contrasts flesh and Spirit not to shame our bodies but to name the difference between a world curved in on itself and a life opened to God. The Spirit makes us people who move from reaction to resurrection, from fear to courageous love.

Let’s gather the four campfires into one flame:

Genesis warns us: don’t sell your birthright: don’t trade covenant for convenience.

Psalm 119 guides us: walk by the lamp; step by step by step.

Matthew 13 calls us: become good soil: not just good intentions.

Romans 8 frees us: no condemnation, life in the Spirit: your story is not stuck.

That, to me, is a picture of “50 Years of Deadly.”

It’s a story of refusing the trade, following the lamp, tending the soil, and walking in the Spirit. It is a First Nations story; it is a gospel story; it is the invitation before St Paul’s Cathedral today.

How might we practise this, here, on Wurundjeri Country? Let me suggest three commitments for our Cathedral community: simple, doable, faithful.

(1) Listen long enough to be changed

Move beyond event-based listening to relational listening. Join or form small circles that meet regularly with First Nations Christians and leaders; where questions can be asked, laments heard, and hope shared. Listening is the plough that breaks up the hard path.

(2) Put your hands in the soil

Choose one concrete practice that cultivates good soil: learn local placenames and use them; incorporate Welcome and Acknowledgement as a habit shaped by prayer; partner with local First Nations ministries; review Cathedral rhythms, liturgy, music, art, children’s teaching, so that the seed has space to root in this place.

(3) Walk by lamplight, not headlines

The Spirit’s work is steady. Resist the urge to rush to gestures that feel impressive but lack depth. Instead, keep step with Scripture and Spirit: confess, repair, rejoice. Build habits that will still be here next NAIDOC and the NAIDOC after that.

Among my Ngarrindjeri people we often speak of waterways; how rivers and lakes connect Country, how they carry life when cared for, and sadness when neglected and polluted. Paul says the Spirit is life because of righteousness. I imagine the Spirit like living water flowing through hard ground, finding paths we cannot see, softening soil, filling dry billabongs, and making a way where we saw none.

Perhaps that is our prayer for this Cathedral: Spirit, flow through us. Make us good soil. Keep us from cheap trades. Give us grace to walk by lamplight. And let our common life in Christ become truly, joyfully, unmistakably deadly; excellent and life-giving for all who come searching for bread, for home, for hope.

Let us pray.

God of Abraham and Sarah, of Rebekah and Isaac,

God of Wurundjeri Country and Ngarrindjeri Country,

we thank you for NAIDOC and for 50 years of deadly courage.

Guard in us the birthright of your gospel—

do not let us trade it for comfort.

By your Word, be a lamp to our feet.

By your Spirit, free us from shame and fear.

Make us good soil—listening, humble, fruitful—

so the seed of your kingdom bears a harvest

of justice, reconciliation, and joy

here in St Paul’s Cathedral and across this city and Diocese.

Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

May the Word light your next step.

May the Spirit breathe life into your bones.

May the Seed take root in your heart.

And may the peace of Christ make our common life truly deadly—

for the glory of God and the healing of this land.

Amen.
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