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8
Spirit partnerships 
in industrial times

The preceding chapters have explored the ontological frictions that 
colonialism and industrialisation brought to the Maututu world. These were 
reflected in distinct ways of viewing soil/land, clans and lineages, hamlet 
and village membership, resource investment, enterprise management and 
consultation practices. Such ontological frictions were also experienced in 
Maututu spiritual relations as they accommodated to the changes brought 
about by missionisation and industrialisation.

De la Cadena (2010, pp. 334–35), in discussing indigenous cosmopolitics in 
the Andes, cites a letter written to Pope Benedict XVI in 2007 by Humberto 
Cholango, an indigenous leader in Ecuador, in which he says ‘our religions 
NEVER DIED, we learned how to merge our beliefs and symbols with the 
ones of the invaders and oppressors’. De la Cadena (2010, pp. 334–35) 
suggests that this:

letter changes the problem by lifting religious practices from 
an exclusive concern with the sacred or spiritual, and placing 
them within historical, earthly, and political concerns of 
cohabitation between Catholic and non-Catholic, indigenous and 
nonindigenous institutions.

Western ontologies have increasingly positioned the spiritual as distinct 
from the material, enabling a discussion of religious beliefs and practices 
as though they occupy a delimited space of social being. The consolidation 
of Christianity in Papua New Guinea (PNG) only furthered such a view 
by designating a particular building as the church and Sunday as the ‘holy’ 
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day, complete with congregations sitting in neat rows in their best dress, 
following holy books written in an outsiders’ language, singing a distinct set 
of songs, listening to sermons, then retiring to a Sunday meal, and refraining 
from work in the gardens for the day. These were all at odds with ‘tribal’ 
ways of dealing with the spirit world. This chapter explores what kind of 
ontological transformation these practices initiated, and to what extent 
industrialisation furthered such transformations.

Early church and la masori

As described in a previous chapter, Maututu tell of their ancestors bringing 
powerful books back from their visit to the Gazelle and then inviting 
missionaries from the outside to introduce Methodist ways to the hamlet 
populations. The resultant ‘church’, both as a physical structure and 
congregation, played a key role in the colonial administration’s program 
of aggregating scattered hamlets into villages. The Christian message of 
peace spoke out against earlier patterns of la gata (spear) and helped to 
ensure that hamlet populations settled peacefully together under luluai and 
tultul. The Methodist pastors ran the early village schools. I attended the 
village Methodist Church with all my neighbours in 1968–75.1 The bush 
materials church had rough hewn logs and lengths of bamboo for seats 
and a slightly raised platform and pulpit at the front for the preacher. 
Its palm thatch half-walls allowed cool breezes and, occasionally, rain to 
blow through. Each Sunday, adults and children in their very best clothes 
gathered in the building, children at the front, adult women behind them 
on the left and men on the right. We sang hymns in the Kuanua language of 
the Duke of York Islands and listened to a sermon from mostly local pastors 
in Maututu language. Garden work, hunting and fishing on the Sunday 
were discouraged and Maututu instead spent the day relaxing in the hamlet. 
Barely two decades since the disruptions of the Pacific War, Maututu had 
settled in centralised villages decreed by the colonial administration, and 
enthusiastically adopted the patterns of behaviour espoused by the mission 
church and the colonial administration (Figure 8.1).

1	 In 1968, the Methodist Church in PNG merged with the Papua Eklesia (formerly London 
Missionary Society) and the Kwato Mission to form the United Church, but this had very little impact 
at the time on the way villagers conducted their church life.
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Figure 8.1: Tauvere, Koma and children dressed for church, 1969
Source: Author.

The myth-teller Boia, in discussions with me, made a distinction between 
the la masori (darkness), in which he located the traditional stories he told, 
and la matagaga (bright and clear) of more recent knowledge gained through 
schooling and Christianity. For him, this distinction was not between bad 
and good, backward and civilised, but between the world of the ancestors 
and the contemporary world. The ancestors themselves, as ancestral spirits, 
were located in the dark forest, and recognising their presence through the 
accurate telling of their stories was seen by Boia as essential to contemporary 
wellbeing. Paige West (2016, p. 126) suggests that narratives (she is writing 
of the Gimi people of PNG) craft:

both ontology, or a set of propositions about what is in the world, 
and epistemology, as the story is then used … to understand what 
is happening in the present. A tale some might have discounted 
as ‘myth’ is actually a clear set of propositions that help people 
understand and be in the worlds they create and in the worlds that 
they are cast into with outside interventions of all kinds.

The analysis that follows in this chapter suggests that la masori and 
la matagaga are distinct ‘worldings’ that are interlocked, sliding in and out 
of each other. As LiPuma (2001, pp. 5–6) suggests of the Maring of the 
Bismarck Mountains, PNG, ‘[their] conception of Jesus, his miracles, 
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and his place in the social cosmology has been inseparable from Maring 
conceptions of ancestors, magic and clansmen’. Maututu worldings are 
articulations between ‘wild’ and ‘home’, of both the ‘dark’ and the ‘light’ 
spaces, and inseparable from the influence of colonialism, Methodism, 
nationalism, commerce and industrialisation.

In their discussion with me in 1968, Maututu also referred to la masori as the 
‘time of the spear’, marked by inter- and intra-hamlet fighting. They were 
glad to have found ‘the light’ (la matagaga) when they joined the Methodist 
Church. The mission pastors taught the adult population to read and write 
in Kuanua.2 The pastors preached about the Christian God and his son 
Jesus. In their language, Maututu referred to God as La Suara or La Taua 
or by the Fijian term La Kalou (this last term the one used in the Kuanua 
Bible).3 La Suara recognised the Christian God’s power and authority, as 
held by the Maututu big man (suara). In contrast, La Taua indicated the 
Christian God’s affiliation with all the taua (spirits) of the forest—la masori 
(the dark wild place) that remained a vivid part of local worlding. One night 
in 1973 I was asked by the hamlet leader to ride my motor bike with lights 
blazing out beyond the hamlet boundary into the overgrown gardens in 
order to chase away some dangerous agents (spirits, sorcerers, outsiders) 
that he sensed were threatening the hamlet. As Strathern (1980) remarked 
of the Hagen spirit world, danger lay in this uncontrolled, unpredictable 
and unregulated space, but it was in this ‘dark’ space that Maututu looked 
for creative partnerships.

Shame and confession in the early church
In contrast to Maututu understandings of unpredictable encounters with 
forest spirits, the Methodist teachings were explicit about the requirements 
of human behaviour in engaging with the Christian spirits. Sunday 
practices were only a part of this. In addition there was teaching about ‘sin’ 
as personal behaviour that displeased La Kalou. The missionary teaching 
was that the individual sinned when he/she disobeyed God’s command. 
The Maututu used the term la iruru as their translation of this Christian 

2	 These pastors received two years of training at theological schools in Rabaul. It was not until the 
1980s that local pastors were invited to undertake a further three years of training to graduate as talatala 
(ministers) themselves.
3	 As described in an earlier chapter, suara was the holder of a wristband of immense spirit power. 
The last man to hold the suara in the Maututu area died in 1946.
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teaching, meaning ‘go astray’ or ‘get lost’ as a man might experience in the 
forest when he became vulnerable to wild spirits. This local view focused 
on the ‘dividual’ cut off from home, while the church view focused on the 
‘individual’ being cut off from God, inciting divine anger and potentially 
misfortune, illness or death that, in la masori, were attributed to sorcery 
or wild spirits.

As such, la iruru was particularly perceived as behaviour that affected 
community and kin relations. When, in June 1969, Kukuva died in 
Baikakea, his death did not attract the usual outpouring of community 
grief. Kukuva was widely known to steal things, such as money, betel nut, 
tobacco and food, and his death was accepted as deserved because he did 
not respect others in the hamlet. ‘God killed him for stealing’, one person 
told me. In la masori, stealing betel nut from another could result in illness 
due to the protective spell the owner had placed on their palm or their 
basket where they kept their betel nut, and only admission of guilt and 
a plea for mercy from the owner could remove the spell on the thief. But 
Kukuva was never one to admit his guilt. Men and women foretold his 
death, even Kukuva was said to have foretold his own death, and, on the day 
of his death, neighbours and kin did not show him the normal respect due 
to the deceased, continuing to go to the gardens and to the sea, failing to 
offer the requisite gift of cloth as a final mortuary present, and declining 
to wail. People joked about his death, with no evident fear of the wandering 
spirit. His death was God’s just punishment.

Another resident, Vuloloa, allegedly used sorcery to kill a married woman 
who rejected his sexual advances. Pastors and missionaries spent much 
energy condemning sexual promiscuity as a ‘sin’, so Vuloloa was publicly 
condemned for both his initial demand on the woman and his subsequent 
sorcery. After the woman’s death, her son-in-law, who was described as 
a ‘very good man’, read aloud from the Bible and called out the name of 
the sorcerised woman, and, as a consequence, I was told, Vuloloa became 
sick and died.4 He had called down God’s judgement on the ungodly. 
The Christian God was said by Methodist pastors to punish wrongdoing, 
even down the generations, the greatest ‘sin’ being adultery by either man or 
woman. But, just as in the case of sorcery spells in la masori, in la matagaga 
sickness as the consequence of sin could be healed if the person confessed 
their sin to God. In these situations the pastors became the main channels 

4	 I did not record which verses were read.
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of God’s powers. In 1969, I was told that many went to church because of 
their fear of what the pastor might do to those who did not attend. He was 
an agent of the powers of the Christian spirit.

But in regard to adultery, church teachings were at odds with local moral 
understandings. Sexual promiscuity was commonly vaunted by Maututu 
men and women in the 1960–70s as an expression of their vitality. Such 
sexual liaisons commonly occurred on the margins of the gardens, at the 
meeting point of domestic and wild zones. Many of the myths told of 
such meetings between the hero of wild origins and a woman of the village 
open to new experiences from the wild. In the 1980s, Ann Chowning 
(1989, p. 27) observed that the missionary teachings of both Catholic and 
Methodist churches at Hoskins had not been successful:

in their attempts to influence extramarital sexual behaviour. Some 
men insisted to us that God would not have created sex and then 
forbidden people to enjoy it. The missionaries could and did, 
however, forbid public activities that led to sexual license [such as 
the vakakuala].5

Likewise, Maututu had to deal with the tension that there were behaviours 
disapproved in formal church teachings that were quite acceptable in village 
affairs. Community meetings regularly raised the cases of married men or 
women who were in extra marital affairs, seeing these as injurious to the 
betrayed marriage partners. But there was no attention paid to youth who 
were enjoying pre-marital sex, although elders would pressure the couple 
to set up home together in the event of pregnancy. Maututu myths clearly 
extolled the beneficial outcome of ‘wild’ liaisons, as the new partnership 
brought benefits to the community.

In the village meetings that focused on immoral behaviour, defined by either 
church teachings or community norms, the accused’s misbehaviour was 
already public knowledge so that the finding of guilt was not the principal 
goal of the discussion. The public discussion focused on the fine to be paid 
to the injured person, an exchange between the ‘guilty’ and offended parties 
that brought peace to the community. However, in church teachings, it 
became important for the sinner to publicly confess guilt and thus restore 
relations with God. A striking event of the church calendar was the service 
held on New Year’s Eve when members of the congregation confessed ‘sins’ 
of the previous year. During the service, almost all adult congregants, men 

5	 Described in Chapter 1.
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and women, and some older children one by one walked to the front of 
the church and publicly confessed their sins of the year. These might be 
relatively harmless to others, such as angry or hostile thoughts, but many 
would confess to outbursts of anger, particularly towards their spouse, 
stealing another’s betel nuts, spreading gossip against their neighbour, even 
seducing another’s husband or wife, or practising sorcery. In many of these 
cases, village justice had already been pronounced by the elders. As far as 
I could ascertain at the time, the confessions did not surprise anyone nor 
stir any further discussion of the behaviour. Rather, they seemed to relieve 
the confessor of shame and to clean the village of sin and immorality—
that is, of ‘wild’ behaviour—before they welcomed the New Year. But such 
behaviour was also prone to arrogance. I attended another confession service 
held on a Sunday afternoon in May 1969 when, after 10 men and women 
‘confessed’, a young man remarked to me that ‘most of it was talk. They 
never change their behaviour but bask in their holy words.’

His remarks reflected Maututu recognition of two key personality types 
demonstrated most strikingly in myth in the personalities of Wallaby and 
Orphan Dog. Arrogant boasting was seen as behaviour that eventually drew 
community rejection. Shame, in both its indigenous understandings of 
social isolation (as of the Orphan Dog sitting in the ashes) and its Christian 
teachings of separation from God, was seen as a condition engendering 
physical, social and spiritual death. The understandings of both la masori and 
la matagaga were that it could be healed through community rehabilitation 
in partnership with ancestral spirits or the Christian God. The New Year’s 
Eve service provided an opportunity for both the arrogant and the shamed 
to seek community reinstatement.

Robbins’s (2004) account of Christianity among the Urapmin of the 
Mountain Ok region in the PNG Highlands—a group who only adopted 
Christianity in the 1970s—identified confession as a distinctly exogenous 
element that fostered Western notions of individuality as distinct from the 
local focus on ‘dividuality’. Robbins claimed that the paramount innovation 
brought from the outside with Christianity was the emphasis on the 
‘individual’ as sinner, a state of shame from which he or she found escape 
impossible. In the initial period of Christianisation among the Urapmin, 
public confession of sin triggered suicidal behaviour out of shame for what 
had been said in the confession. Eventually, to avoid such public shaming, 
the church instituted a highly ritualistic institution of confession whereby 
each person met privately with the pastor or deacon each month to confess 
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their sins, such confessions never divulged by the pastor to the rest of the 
community. Robbins (2004, p. 3) concluded that the Christianity practised 
by the Urapmin was an innovation rather than transformation:

That is to say, change in Urapmin was not a matter, as so much 
contemporary anthropology expects, of a traditional culture 
assimilating a new one and constructing in the process a hybrid 
entity that is either still largely traditional or else different from both 
of its starting points. It was, instead, a case in which people seemed 
to grasp a new culture whole.

In his account of the Urapmin conversion, Robbins (2005, p. 47) drew 
attention to the power of humiliation in instigating a rejection of traditionally 
oriented structures by those courting the dream of ‘develop-man’, adding that: 
‘once people have reified their culture it is but a short step for them to begin 
making conscious efforts to discard it and replace it with something new’.6

However, Rumsey (2004) indicated that among the Urapmin, as more 
generally in Melanesia, there were traditional practices of confessing acts 
of wilfulness when they were seen as immoral behaviour. Rumsey (2008, 
p. 464) later suggested that the majority of Urapmin confessions were ‘to do 
with feelings of anger against other Urapmin’, and, to this extent, their 
Christian confessions were transformations of pre-Christian community 
norms rather than a whole new culture, as Robbins contended. Rumsey 
(2008, p. 467) concluded that there was ‘a great potential for practices 
of confession to serve as points of articulation between endogenous and 
exogenous socio-cultural orders and forms of personhood’. His argument 
was not just that the new Christian practices bore marked continuity 
with traditional practices (even as Urapmin may emphasise their novelty), 
but that it was misleading to represent the old and the new as distinctive 
standalone ‘cultures’. ‘Urapmin may be seen as having already been hybrid 
long before Christianity came on the scene’ (Rumsey, 2004, p. 591). As an 
alternative to this, Mere Roberts (2013, p. 112), in her work among Māori, 
proposes the possibility of multiple ontologies, in which the whakapapa ‘way 
of seeing and understanding the world is open to change and interpretation 
according to the narrator’s experience, knowledge and/or circumstances’.

6	  The term ‘develop-man’ describes a traditional construction of progress:
To ‘modernize’ the people must first learn to hate what they already have, what they have 
always considered their well-being. Beyond that they have to despise what they are, to hold 
their own existence in contempt—and want, then, to be someone else.

(Sahlins, 2005, p. 38)



203

8. Spirit partnerships in industrial times

As Christians, the Maututu did not hide away their ‘wild’ behaviours, 
as the Urapmin may have done, but brought them into the public discourse 
through village meetings and then confessed them at the annual church 
service. The sin was dealt with only by restoring the relational ‘dividual’ 
through the public exposure of la iruru. In this way, the endogenous focus 
on the risk that extreme acts of anger or shame brought to the community 
was extended to the person’s relationship with God. Anger towards another, 
causing harm through stealing or swearing, disrespecting others through 
immoral sexual activity—these were all added to the list of ‘wild’ behaviour 
that separated the person from the community and from God. Through 
confession at village meetings, the unpredictable danger lurking outside the 
community and threatening both human and spiritual relationships was 
dealt with. In la masori if a sorcerer was identified through a séance following 
an unexpected death he was asked to confess (but rarely did). In la matagaga 
he could confess at the annual service, and often did, promising that his 
wayward behaviour was at an end. But Maututu rarely accepted such 
promises of sorcerer reform, noting that his solitary and surly behaviour 
indicated an inclination to sorcery. Although sorcery was addressed through 
Christian confession, its wildness remained a danger to the community.

The threat posed by the wild, central to the ontology of la masori, became 
central also in the Methodist ontology of la matagaga. Epistemologically 
similar behaviours were noted in both as la iruru (lost, sinful) with their 
potential to disrupt relationships within the community and with the spirits, 
including La Taua. The pastor, like the big man and the healer, became 
a spirit medium in restoring community through the public exposure 
of damaged relationships.

Initial impact of industrialisation on 
relations with the spirit world
Industrialisation put new pressure on the expression of ‘dividual’ within 
relationships. The pressure for individualisation in economic enterprises 
threatened communal priorities that included church and spirit relations. 
I have little information on church life through the 1980s, but some 
accounts suggest that the authority of the church was shaken. One woman 
recalled returning from George Brown High School in the school holidays 
in the early 1980s to find the local church moribund. The congregations, 
she recalled, would dust off the Bible and hymn books for the Sunday 
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service and sing ‘stale’ hymns, and for the rest of the week ‘forget about 
God’. Another account suggested that the arrival of the oil palm introduced 
a population who were not attending church and seemingly showing no 
interest in the Christian God. These outsiders threatened to draw villagers 
away from home community, including church practices. As they drifted 
away from the ‘law of the church’, according to a kansil at that time, locals 
were losing the ability to discriminate between good and evil and, as a 
consequence, lived increasingly sinful lives, stealing, swearing, lying, getting 
drunk, talking loosely and indulging in casual sex. Paul Koasiro, who was an 
ordained minister (talatala) through the 1980s, recalled that local communal 
and spiritual awareness declined and people drifted away from Christian 
principles. According to him, Maututu villagers became ‘long mouth’ 
Christians—churchgoers but not ‘alive’ as believers. A key characteristic of 
this period, as several reported to me, was a moral backsliding, when people 
ignored the spirits of both la matagaga and la masori. As a consequence, the 
New Year’s Eve confession lapsed and the standing of pastors and church 
elders diminished. Jebens (2000, p. 185) recorded that, in the Bileki Nakanai 
village of Koimumu in the 1990s, people deplored the loss of traditional 
culture. They asserted that the resulting transgression of customary laws 
was responsible not only for physical deterioration of the environment 
and loss of fertility in the gardens. ‘Big Men are no longer respected and 
parents no longer obeyed, which reputedly has led not only to an increase 
of individualism, jealousy, and egotism but also to a general loss of shame’ 
(Jebens, 2000, p. 185). The aggressive intrusion of the outside threatened 
to undermine village and church ways of being.

The Christian revival
The Christian revival of 1995 took place as the oil palm industry in the area 
was expanding rapidly. Many Maututu by this stage had established oil palm 
blocks and were enjoying regular, though not high, incomes. The company 
was contemplating the replanting of the original palms within the nuclear 
estate, and many settlers had paid off their initial debts and were able to 
spend more, a situation very visible to Maututu in the town where settlers 
and villagers shopped. However, these livelihood improvements were not 
yet enjoyed by village oil palm (VOP) smallholders who had planted later 
than the settlers.



205

8. Spirit partnerships in industrial times

Paul Koasiro became a pioneer of the revival among Maututu. He was 
convinced that moral and communal renewal lay in the revival of their 
engagement with the Christian God. A member of Bubuu village, he had 
become a pastor in 1970 and from 1973 to 1976 attended theological 
colleges at Keravat and Raronga on the Gazelle Peninsula. In 1976, he was 
invited to Australia, where, in both Sydney and Melbourne, he encountered 
mid-week fellowship groups who were ‘experiencing the Holy Spirit’. On his 
return he was posted as pastor to Mendi villages in the Southern Highlands 
when they were experiencing the ‘revival’. Later, after ordination in 1982, he 
served in Uase village where he recalled that churchgoers were not expectant 
of a ‘revival’ of the Holy Spirit. In 1994, he raised K35,000 from villagers 
to complete the church building in Bubuu as a way to inspire renewal, 
even gaining the help of the Sacred Heart Catholic priest at Ulamona who 
provided carpenters and transport.

Koasiro wanted to bring the industrial transformations in the area into 
dialogue with spiritual realities, as the transformations associated with cash 
cropping or tertiary education or formal sector employment were, in his 
view, not sufficient in themselves if not accompanied by a resurgence in 
Maututu identity and spirituality. In 1995, Koasiro was talatala (ordained 
minister) among the Baining people in Totovel village in the north-west 
hinterland of the Gazelle Peninsular.7 He brought what he had experienced 
of the revival in Australia and the Mendi Highlands to this remote parish.8 
He then invited the youth of Bubuu and Baikakea to visit his church 
community. Living conditions there were so poor that he needed to ask 
the local council for the delivery of a tank of water for the visitors’ needs. 
He recounted that these Maututu youth were only nominal Christians. 
At the time, he was praying that God would lapu la valua (pull the people)​
—that is, offer them a relationship. He challenged his visitors: ‘Have you 
seen Jesus?’ The revival that he envisaged clearly focused on a partnership 
with the spirit Jesus and the Holy Spirit, an intimacy that contrasted with 
the ‘stale’ church worship of the time.9

7	 Eves (1998) links the ‘revival’ among the Lelet United Church in New Ireland with an evangelistic 
‘crusade’ in Rabaul, East New Britain, in 1972 conducted by the Billy Graham crusade, but suggests that 
the Pentecostal impetus was much more recent.
8	 One account traces the revival to the village of Lumi in Sandaun Province in 1982. Baining people 
were mountain people of the Gazelle Peninsular, often portrayed as unsophisticated compared to their 
immediate neighbours, the Tolai.
9	 Maututu used two terms for the Holy Spirit, using the term kalulu (ancestral spirit): Kalulula 
Maroka (clean/smooth spirit) and Kalulula Maroto (partner spirit).
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As the Maututu visitors and their hosts worshipped together in Totovel, the 
Maututu youth were ‘slain in the Spirit’, falling to the floor, prophesying 
and shaking violently. Some experienced healing, and ‘poison men’ among 
them ‘submitted to God’s will’—they confessed la iruru. The visitors spent 
several days in study and prayer, with a growing confidence in their ‘rebirth’ 
as ‘new beings’. But it also gave rise to some anxiety among them about how 
they would be welcomed back in their home villages. Koasiro prophesied 
that they would be met at the wharf in Bialla by their village pastor and 
a group of the village congregation. He was right. They arrived home at the 
Bialla wharf to a waiting group of pastors and leading women and men of 
the Apupul circuit, and soon after were able to start Bible study groups in 
home villages.10 This, like the initial coming of Methodism, was described 
as a power-filled transformation of village life. The ‘wildness’ of the Holy 
Spirit became incorporated as a partner (maroto), bringing a transformation 
of the community, a reawakening of la matagaga.

The revival began in Bubuu and Baikakea, and then was preached by the 
youth and their pastors to other villages of Apupulu, Gomu and Uase. 
Only Matililiu villagers stood firm in their older forms of church service, 
rejecting the guitar music and ‘coming of the Holy Spirit’. The revival became 
marked by fiery sermons, long periods of congregational prayer, enthusiastic 
singing led by string bands with new songs in Maututu language and Tok 
Pisin, and acclaimed healings and prophesies. It was this that I encountered 
on my return to Maututu in 2008 and in subsequent years.

Extract from field journal

On December 14 2008 the parishioners of the Apupul United Church 
circuit gathered in Apupulu for a significant service bringing together 
the congregations of four village churches. The service exhibited a strong 
sense of the authority of church leaders under the circuit talatala and his 
wife. Leaders and pastors from the several village church congregations 
were called forward to testify about God’s plan for their life, and the 
talatala then called forward one of the village pastors who had been 
stood down in the past year because of immorality—his sin (la iruru) 
being illicit sexual relations with a parishioner. After he had publicly 
apologized to the circuit for his sin, the Reverend and other pastors stood 
around him and prayed for him.

10	 The United Church combined village church congregations and pastors within a circuit under an 
ordained minister, the talatala (reverend). The Apupulu circuit consisted of Gomu, Apupulu, Baikakea 
and Bubuu villages.
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After a few hymns, the Reverend preached from John 15: I am the vine 
and you are the branches. Branches that do not provide fruit, of love, 
joy, peace, kindness, faithfulness, will be cut away and burned by the 
vine-grower God, while those who live in Christ will produce much 
fruit. Pointing assertively and with a loud shout to himself and the 
congregation he declared that they all were guilty of not producing fruit. 
Again and again he repeated this same point. As he continued to preach, 
the congregation, led by his wife, broke into hymns until the volume of 
their singing drowned out his sermon. But the Reverend continued to 
berate the congregation with raised voice and pointing finger, seemingly 
unconcerned that they could no longer distinguish his words.

During this performance, a woman from Bubuu walked to the front 
of the gathering just near the preacher and with arms held high began 
to shake powerfully. She stood for some time shaking like this and 
then began to move about the congregation, embracing some men and 
women and pushing some to the front with a TSK-TSK sound. One 
young man from her own village whom she pushed forward also shook 
strongly and began shouting the name of ‘Jesus’.11 Others came forward 
less demonstratively, some to turn to the congregation and quietly and 
inaudibly (the congregation were singing loudly) confess their sins before 
turning to face the preacher in a long line while he continued to preach. 
He finally concluded the sermon and stood in turn before each penitent, 
holding their hand and praying over them before they each returned to 
their seat. As one of the pastors closed the service with prayer, many of the 
congregation spoke aloud their personal prayers, in a cacophony of voices.

Revival-style services incited strong emotions. In one Sunday service 
I attended in 2013, the singing of revival hymns was accompanied by 
clapping and spontaneous dancing, with hands raised in praise to God. 
The sermon delivered by a lay preacher focused on the faithfulness of 
Daniel whose habit of praying three times a day to the Jewish God rather 
than worshipping the Babylonian king resulted in him being thrown into 
the lions’ den where he was protected by angels. As the preacher continued 
to expound on this story, women came spontaneously to the front to 
add messages of instruction and prophesy, and men shouted out their 
confirmation of the message. Men, including former and current pastors, 
were in tears, and there were seemingly waves of emotion that greeted 

11	 Valentine (1965, p. 187) records that a Nakanai medium communicating with the god Sumua 
would tremble as he relayed the words of the god. These direct communications with the god ceased 
after the Pago volcano became dormant around 1918. Valentine suspects that Sumua became known 
among Lakalai either as a result of these eruptions or due to Christian teachings about God. I heard of 
no similar god or medium among the Maututu.
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these spontaneous verbal expressions. Tears are not a common occurrence 
in Maututu life, but sermons and the confessions that often accompanied 
them regularly led to tears, spontaneous song and prayer.12 The hymns 
engaged the whole congregation, children and adults, relieving sleepiness 
and confirming community. The revival worship focused on joy rather than 
remorse, acknowledging the power of the Holy Spirit. They became key 
events in rebuilding community.

In addition to the Sunday village service, residents of each hamlet met at 
other times of the week in a hamlet home or the open space of the hamlet 
to sing and hear teaching from the Bible. Prayer meetings were a key 
innovation of the revival held three times a week at sunset in the church 
building. Though all villagers were encouraged to attend, it was generally 
the leaders of the revival who participated. The meetings began with one 
or two songs before the song leader, a lay member of the church, started 
the prayer. As his or her prayer continued, the rest of the group began their 
prayers, each praying aloud. For all of them, their prayers were between 
them and God, audible to others around them but not intended for their 
hearing. Eventually, after 30 or so minutes, their voices quietened and the 
leader brought the session to a conclusion. According to one sermon, at 
such a gathering, prayer releases the power of the Holy Spirit among the 
community of ‘prayer warriors’.13 They declared that as they put their trust 
in prayer to the Christian God ‘people’s eyes have been opened’.

With this renewed confidence in spirit partnership, revivalists felt empowered 
to take their message to outside peoples. Those from Baikakea and Bubuu 
began holding street meetings in Bialla town and in settler communities. 
Baikakea formed a ‘singing ministry’ whose recordings of songs in Pidgin 
and Maututu languages became popular throughout PNG. They also built 
a mission team among the youth who travelled to other Maututu villages 
to sing and preach and heal. Villagers were adamant about the dramatic 
impact of the revival, seen at its strongest in Baikakea and Bubuu. As a close 
friend from the 1970s who became a pastor said to me:

When you were here before the church was not alive, people did not 
understand Christianity, it was not strong. Now it is strong, people 
have stopped drinking, smoking and chewing betel due to church 
teachings. Forest spirits no longer trouble people as they did in the 

12	 On the death of a neighbour, stylised wailing is part of public response, and men may be reduced 
to tears when drunk.
13	 They used the English term, which occurred in literature they had read from the US.
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1970s. Today we hold ‘prayer warrior’ meetings where we pray for 
physical healing, marriages and travel. From Baikakea we go to other 
villages, because we are strong and they do not yet follow the new 
teachings of the church. Baikakea Christians have revelations, they 
prophesy and speak in tongues.

Among the Maututu, the adopted term ‘prayer warrior’ endorsed their 
understanding of a bold pioneer engaging with spiritual powers to enliven 
and empower the home community. In December 2008, the Baikakea 
community sent off a young family as pastors to a church in Mendi, 
Southern Highlands, with a spontaneous collection of A$359, crockery 
and clothes. The same week they sent a mission team to Vilelo settlers for 
a one-week crusade and were preparing to send another team to Matililiu to 
support the church there.

One of the recorded songs of the Baikakea band demonstrated the new 
focus of the revival. Jesus is referred to by the Maututu term La (A)uru 
(The Mighty). They sang:

Iesu taku eme, la Uru tegaku Jesus you are mine, my Mighty One
Eau ge igo mave eau ge tilimuli eme What can I do but follow you
Eau pou te la kilisi I remain in prison
Eme ge eme ge gomai Come to me, come
Gomai taku me abiagu la mahulila Come and give me the life

The song’s message in their own language expressed an intimacy with Jesus, 
where He is ‘mine’ and ‘I follow’ Him. As the ‘Mighty One’, Jesus will 
deliver from bondage, using the Tok Pisin word kilisi for the police cell, 
referring to an outside and unpredictable justice system. Jesus will restore to 
kin and village. This is ‘life’, at other times referred to as pigo halaba (fresh 
birth) or sibitala halaba (fresh appearance).14 Being in the Maututu language 
and yet available through cassette recordings to the rest of PNG, the song 
also expresses Maututu pride in their own spirit-linked revival. Baikakea 
preacher Mesaki expressed this intimacy with God in a 2014 sermon based 
on Revelation Chapter 7. The ‘touch of God’ prepares us as we communicate 
with Him through reading the Bible and prayer. ‘Listen for his direction, feel 
his touch. Be led everyday by his Holy Spirit, be filled with His knowledge 
and wisdom, His love, power and strength.’ Mesaki concluded: ‘Do not be 
anxious but rather ensure communication with God does not break down.’ 

14	 One preacher in 2008 pointed to 2 Corinthians 5:17: ‘If anyone is in Christ he is a new creation’.
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At a community worship one evening under the village mango tree, the 
preacher Tegia spoke on prayer. The spirit of God, he said, guided prayer 
such that the prayer can channel the will and understanding of God. Thus, 
we should live in prayer, praying from morning to night, as that would be 
living in relationship with God. He portrayed prayer as an exchange with 
God through God’s spirit. Worshippers responded with spontaneous prayer 
acknowledging their intimacy with God, crying out to Jesu Karisto, Papa 
God, e Uma (Father), and La Uru (the Mighty One). This intimacy with the 
Christian spirits had been absent from the 1968–75 church gatherings I had 
experienced. They reminded me of the partnerships with spirits that were 
central to many Maututu myths and formed the power of the suara, valipoi 
and healers of la masori.

Shame and confession in the revival church

The revival focused on ‘sin’ less as a moral failure than as a breakdown 
of a spiritual relationship. Men’s drunken and violent behaviour was due 
to their neglect of the ‘Holy Spirit’. Although most dedicated revivalists 
continued to regard the world around them, and particularly the jungle 
surrounds, as inhabited by a range of spirits, some of them dangerous and 
evil, they dismissed the ultimate power of buata and savei, or of ginger spells 
and sacred stones. The threat of the spirit world, for revivalists, persisted in 
the figure of Satan. One church elder told the story of a school in Rabaul 
where Satan so ruled that boys were beating up girls for even talking to 
anyone outside their grade. The chaplain spent several days praying about 
this before he addressed the school assembly. As he did, the whole assembly 
was ‘slain in the Spirit’ and fell to the floor. The chaplain then spent several 
assemblies guiding the school in correct spiritual practices. One outcome 
was that the girls were able to pursue their studies freely without restriction.

‘Sin’ thus demonstrated that Satan had taken control, destroying the 
dividual’s relationship with the Holy Spirit. In the revival, confessions that 
had once been an annual event became a weekly feature of the Sunday 
service. As the sermon proceeded, a handful of congregants walked to the 
front to confess their sins and receive absolution from the preacher. It made 
no difference whether the preacher was the talatala, the village pastor or any 
one of the lay preachers, men or women. Because the confessions of those 
who walked to the front were rarely audible over the noise of sermon and 
spontaneous singing, they were a display of personal contrition directed to 
God. But, to the community, the dividual signalled their desire to restore 
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social relations damaged by la iruru. Thus, the shame that in Maututu myths 
drove the Orphan to withdraw from community relations was transformed 
in the weekly confessions of the revival into a public confession intent on 
rebuilding relationships with God and with the home community.

New burial practices and the ever-presence 
of spirit worlds

The revival took away the fear of ancestral spirits, transforming burial 
practices. In 1969, Maututu informed me that when a person died their 
spirit wandered around the hamlet before departing to the sacred site 
(la olu) of the clan, then on to the bright blue raunwara (lake) of Sova near 
the Barema River, in whose waters each clan or lineage has a separate hamlet 
where they keep their pigs and gardens. In the 1960s, the dead were buried 
in graveyards at a distance from the settlement, partly out of concern that 
the ghost of the newly dead might, in its wandering, disturb the living.15 
In contrast, under the revival Maututu farmed over the graveyards of la masori 
and no longer performed the séances to contact the spirit of the newly dead. 
The revival church encouraged the burial of the dead next to their family’s 
home or in a gravesite inside the hamlet compound. While in la masori the 
grave remained unmarked and the graveyard eventually reverted to forest, in 
la matagaga villagers sacralised the gravesite. This took the form of a major 
new ritual some months after the death when distribution of pigs and other 
foods celebrated the encasing of the new grave in cement and the writing on 
the cement of the deceased’s name and dates of birth and death. In this way 
the ancestors were no longer distanced from the village as dangerous others, 
but instead were commemorated by exchange between kin and hamlets.

However, this transformation did not overlook the spirit powers that death 
unlocked. Even revivalist leaders feared that in the weeks immediately 
following a death ‘strangers’ could dig up the grave and rob the vital 
substances of the corpse to use in sorcery. In one burial that I witnessed, 
the grave of the talatala’s wife, who had been a leader with him in the 
revival, was barricaded with sheets of corrugated iron to prevent the thieves’ 
entry until the grave could be covered with cement. Facing this threat from 

15	 The distanced location of the graveyard in these years may have been on the urging of mission and 
colonial authorities concerned about health conditions in the villages. The evidence from myths is that 
in earlier times the dead may have been buried under the house.
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outside sorcerers, the revivalists declared that the power of God’s spirit 
enabled them to host the spirit of their recent dead close to their homes and 
enjoy their company.

The threat of sorcery was enhanced by the presence of thousands of outsiders 
in the region. The risks were particularly great when they passed through 
areas of forest where sorcerers from the settler population could be lurking. 
Tika and Kau, for example, visited the Samarai area of Milne Bay Province 
to obtain spirit-water said to provide protection from sorcery. However, 
they were attacked by sorcerers in the years after they returned. Tika was 
diagnosed with both bowel cancer and tuberculosis, explained locally as the 
curse of sorcery. Some blamed his sickness on sorcerers in Apupulu where 
he had been pastor and where another pastor had contracted cancer of the 
mouth and died. Kau died from what was diagnosed medically as diabetes, 
but he attributed his sickness to stepping on lime powder left in his way by 
a sorcerer.

Outsiders, whether human or spirit, remained a constant threat. A young 
girl with a speech disability disappeared from Apupulu village for five days 
in 2014. People suspected that she had been taken by Kol/Arowe people 
from the mountains, who had been working on VOP blocks. When 
villagers found her five days later wandering in the oil palm blocks, they 
diagnosed instead that she had been abducted by savei spirits living in 
a saiogi tree by the stream. They burnt away the vines and ferns growing up 
the trunk of the saiogi to drive the savei away and assigned revivalist ‘prayer 
warriors’ to guard the girl. When Hargy Oil Palm Ltd built its second palm 
oil mill at Navo by Sova lake, Maututu warned that it was dangerously 
located adjacent to the spiritual domain. On its completion, a giant spirit 
snake (la taua) took up residence in the rafters of the mill. Its appearance 
signalled to locals a disturbance of the spirit realm through the neglect of 
relationships with the spirits. Their anxieties were eventually acknowledged 
by the company managers who sponsored the Maututu rituals to coax the 
taua snake to leave.

While continuing to acknowledge the spirit world of la masori, the revival 
generated new ways to counter the sorcerers and spirits of the wild domain. 
In 2013, a healer told me how he had prayed to God for refreshment of his 
healing powers. One night in his dreams an old man and a child appeared to 
him at the Tiauru River (where the riverbed has smooth gravel stones) and 
gave him two tiny stones to use in healing. His spiritually inspired practice 
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used the stones to travel through the victim’s body seeking out the taua 
that was causing the sickness and to capture it in a bottle. The victim then 
dispelled the bottle in their faeces and, as a result, recovered their health. 
The healer described the stones as live beings with eyes and nose marked 
on their surface, and tiny charging wires, like an electric current. Another 
healer referred to these stones as ‘children’, with the power to steer the 
healer’s travel in dreams, even to distant places like the Sepik River or Port 
Moresby, in order to discover the cause of illness. This was a practice that 
emerged in revivalist times, and its origin was attributed to the Christian 
God. It vividly demonstrates the ongoing entanglement of la masori and 
la matagaga.

Industrialisation and the revival
Industrialisation in West New Britain both enabled and drove the revival. 
For Koasiro, industrial development allowed the revival to flourish through, 
for example, the financial capacity to purchase overseas books and tapes, 
and for Christian leaders like himself to travel throughout PNG and 
even overseas. The United Church circuit under the revival thrived in 
membership and its finances increased substantially. The annual revenue 
for the Apupul circuit of the United Church increased from K4,000 to 
K60,000 over only a few years. Koasiro suggested that oil palm revenues 
had enabled the financing of ‘modern’ church buildings in cement, sawn 
planks and iron roofs. However, he added that the revival was built not just 
on financial capability but also spiritual experience. An increase in village 
finances, he said, would only lead to conflicts among individuals, but the 
revival brought progress based on community values. He was implying here 
that industrialisation had earlier disrupted communities by encouraging 
individualism. It was out of this sense of ‘being lost’ (la iruru), that the youth 
who visited the Baining church recognised the importance of pioneering a 
new relationship with the spiritual world and with each other. The new 
connection with the ‘Holy Spirit’ provided strong community leadership 
on their return.

The revival also introduced leaders of the village churches to a global 
phenomenon. Several of those who studied theology in Rabaul or other 
urban centres brought home the writings and audio tapes of Benny Hinn, 
a North American Pentecostal televangelist, and the Kenneth Copeland 
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Ministries.16 These materials were being disseminated into many corners of 
the Pacific, including Australia, Indonesia and PNG. In PNG this literature 
was read by those who were literate in English and formed a text for their 
contemplative study and prayer. The term ‘prayer warrior’, for example, was 
found in the teachings of Benny Hinn, who emphasised faith healing as a 
battle against the powers of evil and Satan. Benny Hinn preached to huge 
gatherings in Port Moresby in April 1999, and he inspired many local PNG 
preachers to take his call for repentance across the country.17 In Maututu 
homes, I read copies of Victory, the monthly magazine of Texas Eagle 
Mountains International Church of the Kenneth Copeland Ministries. 
The images in these magazines, promoted as the rewards for a believer, 
were of a material ‘prosperity’ unimaginable in a PNG village.18 But for 
the Maututu, it was not material prosperity that fired their enthusiasm. 
I was never aware of ‘prosperity’ as the goal of the revival preaching. Instead, 
they preached the strengthening of a relationship with La Uru through the 
‘Holy Spirit’. The revival was firmly focused on community revival through 
spiritual partnership.

Industrialisation brought increasing contact with outsiders and, with that, 
the emergence of alternate Christian teachings. In Maututu villages, the 
United Church (born out of the 1968 merger of the Methodist Mission and 
London Missionary Society) had long provided the sole Christian focus.19 
In Uase village, the Christian Revival Crusade (CRC) was established in 
1987 by Misiel, a local who completed theological college in Port Moresby 
and then spent years in the Philippines on ‘revival ministry’.20 He did not 
limit his role to spiritual revival but included developments in agriculture 
and sanitation. After establishing the CRC in Uase, he encouraged fellow 
congregants to donate money to support CRC missions in India. In 2017, 
for example, they held a fundraising dinner for mission work in India, with 

16	 Kenneth Copeland Ministries (KCM) is based in Texas and is often associated with the preaching 
of the ‘prosperity gospel’. Kenneth Copeland himself amassed huge wealth through his ministries, which 
also featured his wife, son and two daughters in key leadership roles. Benny Hinn is identified with a 
prosperity gospel message and faith healing.
17	 The then prime minister, Bill Skate, declared publicly that Jesus Christ was the prime minister of 
PNG, as he sought Jesus’ intervention in national affairs (Bariasi, 2020).
18	 Several villagers had joined Kenneth Copeland ‘Partners in Blessing’ and were using its daily 
devotions and another study book from the KCM. This literature was also promoted by the Christian 
Life Movement, based in Apupulu.
19	 In the 1970s, only Uase village included an alternative to the United Church, a smaller Catholic 
Church associated with outsiders working as health clinic nurses, council employees and primary school 
teachers. The Catholic Church predominated in neighbouring Silanga highland and Meramera peoples.
20	 The Uase leader referred to in earlier chapters.
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adults charged K20 and youth K10. Unlike the United Church, which 
used Maututu, Tok Pisin and Kuanua languages in their services, the CRC 
conducted their services in English, emphasising their familiarity with global 
movements. Similarly, the Christian Life Church (CLC) in Apupulu used 
English language. These alternate churches were not built around the village 
community but brought together a more diverse congregation of both 
Maututu and settler outsiders marked by their greater access to education, 
literature and travel, all correlates of industrial-era contact with outsiders.

Such alternate churches could pose a threat to home community. In Baikakea, 
for example, a Seventh Day Adventist (SDA) Church was established in the 
1990s by a single family, one of whose sons had married an outsider SDA 
member and become a pastor in her church. As the only SDA Church in 
the Bialla area, they were joined by a few SDA adherents from the settler 
communities and Bialla town. Their services were conducted on Saturdays 
in Tok Pisin. They alarmed revival neighbours by viewing kastom as the 
counter to everything a real Christian should be (Jebens, 2010, p. 93). 
They advocated strongly against tribal healers who still practised in the 
village; outlawed the eating of pork and red fish, smoking and chewing 
betel nuit, all central to the home community; and advocated the close 
reading of the Bible by the individual over the emotional communalism 
of revival meetings. The father of the SDA family in Baikakea admitted 
to leaving the United Church when it ‘became less Methodist’ under the 
charismatic revival. Christian prayer would only work, SDAs taught, if a 
believer rejected tribal practices: as a warning, they instanced a key United 
Church leader who died in the village with a swollen stomach because he 
had relied on tribal healers.

Revivalists regretted that the SDA Church was engendering division rather 
than extending Christian love. They understood the revival to include 
recognition of tribal kastom, including the spiritual forces of the ‘wild’ that 
marked la masori. By recognising La Uru and Kalulula Maroto as more 
powerful spirits than those of la masori, revivalists recognised a spiritual 
domain that included buata, taua and ancestral beings. Many attested to 
the power of sorcery and forest spirits even as they affirmed the superior 
powers of the Christian spirits. Several key Maututu described la masori 
and la matagaga as realms existing side by side. In the ‘light’ of the revival, 
healing skills were attributed to both the power of the Holy Spirit and the 
potency of ginger spells. Maututu, they said, lived with one foot in kastom 
and the other in Christianity.
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The tension that existed between revival and alternate Christian groups was, 
for the most part, accommodated within a transforming home environment. 
Maututu members of the CLC, CRC and SDA took part in events run 
by the United Church within their home village. In Baikakea, the SDA 
family members were respected participants in village affairs. The three 
children of this family had all gained tertiary education and professional 
employment that kept them away from the village, but they continued 
to have a strong influence on community affairs. Despite SDA doctrines, 
they continued to invest in exchange relations between lineages through 
sponsoring mage feasts, including pigs, and encouraging e rae dance and 
song. One of the family, Lydia, a professional social worker, introduced 
programs into Baikakea to improve the skills and welfare of local women. 
Home relationships remained critical to them, whether SDA or revival 
members, even as they were transformed by industrial-era developments.

Conclusion
In 2017, some church leaders suggested to me that the revival had lost 
momentum. One church elder in Apupulu remarked that people had 
lost touch with the revival. According to him, their earlier rejection of 
swearing, jealousy, theft, fighting and gossip was waning. People were 
turning to no gut tok (bad talk) and had lost their faith and their moral 
values. Increasingly, youth, he said, only had eyes for their mobile phones, 
were constantly on the move rather than helping their kin, and were 
influenced by stranger settlers and urban unemployed. Rather than working 
their own gardens, they relied on store food or stealing from others’ gardens. 
The increased supply of cash through oil palm was seen as enticing youth to 
alcohol and other store goods and away from spiritual pursuits. They were 
rejecting the community relationships that formed ‘dividuals’. They needed 
a new revival, he suggested. With such remarks, he was admitting to the 
continuing disruptions of home society by industrialisation.

His assessment may have been overly gloomy. In 2017, I attended ‘fellowship’ 
meetings held on Wednesdays in different hamlets that were well attended 
by families and youth—about 100 dividuals in total—who participated with 
fervour in singing and prayer. Revival activities remained strong at the end of 
2018. There was a healing ritual in November 2018 at the home of a villager 
with serious back and stomach complaints. Sixty or so people sat outside his 
house, where the night before I had witnessed his family conducting prayer. 
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The next night the pastor’s wife preached about the power of God over 
sickness brought by Satan, including even bringing the dead back to life. 
This was followed by a session of spontaneous prayer that lasted over half an 
hour, dominated by women of the community, praising God, prophesying, 
speaking in tongues, screaming at Satan and drawing down the power of 
God in the name of Jesus. As everyone prayed at once, the name of ‘Jesus’ 
was constantly uttered.

The revival church was centred on the ‘power of the Holy Spirit’. Through 
the building of a partnership with the Christian spirit, other wildness, such 
as forest spirits, sorcerers and strangers, could be mitigated, and the full 
enlightenment of la matagaga brought into community life. According to 
Foster (2005, p. 207), the questioning of kastom through ‘modernization 
entails for the peoples not only a political, economic, and/or cultural crisis, 
but also an ontological one’. This is not resolved, he suggested, through ‘the 
outright abandonment or replacement of Tradition’, but, rather, through 
local cultures becoming ‘a constitutive part of modern life’ (Foster, 2005, 
p. 208). Gewertz and Errington (2016, p. 376) refer to this as ‘ontological 
bricolage’, in which villagers (in their case study, the Chambri of the Sepik 
area) have a ‘grab bag of possibilities’, both ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ and 
find satisfaction in making it work. James et al. (2012, p. 44) wrote of 
‘walking knowingly in more than one world’ in a ‘lived reconciliation 
between ontologically different ways of doing things’. They suggest that the 
‘extraordinary power’ of Pentecostalism in PNG lies in its syncretic synthesis 
of ‘tribal, traditional and modern forms of practice and subjectivity  … 
Contemporary Pentecostalism is a profoundly modern recursion … 
associated with the dominance of the capitalist production’ (James et al., 
2012, pp. 44–45). Capitalism, such as is found in the industrial development 
of oil palm, does not necessarily erase indigenous ways of knowing, seeing, 
narrating and being.

The Maututu revival strengthened indigenous ways even as it reached out 
for information and knowledge within the global charismatic church. The 
revival thus constituted a powerful partnership with the outside world 
that reinvigorated their communities. Community continued to be the 
driving focus of church activities, yet in transformed ways. For example, 
in 2017, the churches of Baikakea and Gomu collaborated in an exchange 
of food baskets. Each of 129 households in Gomu prepared a basket of 
food, including fish, chicken and taro, and exchanged it for a K50 donation 
from their Baikakea partner, the cash going towards the Gomu church fund. 
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At a later date, Baikakea responded in the same way for their Gomu partners, 
thus raising substantial funds (K6,450) for the church. Bubuu village at 
the same time was planning a similar exchange with Matililiu. The scale of 
these exchanges reflected the strength of community participation under 
the revival, particularly in the hands of the women, and their openness to 
new forms of cooperation both within and outside the village. The healing 
event mentioned above was another vivid demonstration of women’s role 
and authority that had increased in the revival. On that night, it was they 
who passionately dominated the prayers, bringing the power of the ‘wild’ 
into ‘home’ restoration.

The revival also illustrated a theme central to Maututu mythology and 
ontology. As industrialisation surged in Bialla, Maututu hamlets became 
oppressed by the dominant activities of the company and settlers. The 
church became moribund, increasingly under the gloom of hostile spirits. 
The revival was marked by a burst of pioneering energy as youthful 
Maututu sought to engage positively with spirit power. The outcome of this 
partnership of village and Holy Spirit emboldened communities to take their 
message of healing, prayer and charismatic worship to distant settlements, 
even into the industrial centre of Bialla town. Their recordings of songs 
sung in both Maututu and Tok Pisin were played in churches across PNG, 
bringing recognition to the village and Maututu in general. Traditional 
priorities (la masori) were not ignored. Congregations emphasised their 
responsibility for the physical and spiritual welfare of each other and 
reasserted the centrality of the ‘traditional’ United Church. At the same 
time, they sought to modernise the church, not just through the revival but 
through church structures that would allow greater freedom for the revival. 
In 2019, Maututu called for greater autonomy for the Nakanai/West New 
Britain churches by proposing that the assistant bishop, who was at the time 
a Maututu and located in Hoskins, be made bishop of a new synod of West 
New Britain. The outside world represented in the various traditions of the 
United Church in West New Britain was increasingly being seen as part of 
a home church (Figures 8.2 and 8.3).
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Figure 8.2: Men dance e rae at ordination of ministers, 2024
Source: Patrick Temi.

Figure 8.3: Women dance e rae at ordination of ministers, 2024
Source: Patrick Temi.
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