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Religion and social cohesion
on the goldfields

Loud and competing voices warning of religious danger have challenged
peaceful relations and social connections in many societies and
communities. They have also introduced dramatic inequalities between
how different religious groups are understood and treated in social policy.
Although classic secularisation theory predicted a fatal decline of religion
in modern societies, in the twenty-first century, religious difference has
come to dominate both international geopolitics and local cultural politics.
Militant Islamist actions in New York, Bali and London were the catalyst
for a two-decade international war on terror. It also sparked a new political
narrative about the threat of Islam that presented all members of a major
world religion as potential terrorists and enemies of liberal democratic
societies. Simultaneously, conservative Christians, who were alarmed by
advancing civil rights for women and lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
people, have campaigned strongly for their own religious freedom and
for the maintenance or extension of their religious privileges in the law.
Interestingly, social researchers note that the character of Australian
religious and spiritual practice has been neither secularised nor radicalised.
The Australia’s Generation Z Study has shown high levels of faith, belief and

spiritual practice among today’s youth.! This reveals a disjunction between
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what is in the headlines and what is in the hearts of ordinary young people.
We suggest that attending to what people do, and have done, rather than
what the loudest voices say, might light a more hopeful path.

Concerns about social harmony have been an enduring theme of historical
and social research. Responding to social conflict, numerous scholars have
sought to understand and theorise ways for neighbours to live well together.
From the mid-1990s, increasing inequality and cultural differences have
made it difficult for many communities in Australia (and globally) to
maintain harmonious relations. Indeed, the latest Scanlan report shows
declining social cohesion in Australia.”? These challenges led policy-makers
to begin paying particular interest to theories and programs that promoted
and improved social cohesion.’ At its core, social cohesion describes the
quality of engagement between people brought together in common
purpose that requires a high degree of generalised trust. In this context, trust
means that strangers can be accepted as part of a ‘moral community’ and
share an underlying commonality of values.* A key element and measure of
social cohesion is, thus, a ‘community’s acceptance of people from diverse
racial, ethnic, or cultural groups’” Some leading Australian sociologists
of religion have noted that agents of social cohesion, such as policies that
promote multiculturalism, have often been used in policy contexts as a tool
to maintain the status quo.® Increased religious and cultural diversity, they
observe, may be experienced as disruptive to existing traditions, cultural
practices and social structures. They argue that this disruption can be
productive, but for this to be the case, an ethic of respectful engagement in
the spirit of deep religious and cultural equality is required.” In this book,
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and How to Characterize It, Innovation: The European Journal of Social Science Research 32, no. 2 (2019):
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(Scanlon Foundation, 2021), scanloninstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Mapping_Social_Cohesion
_2021_Report_0.pdf; Andrew Markus and Ludmila Kirpitchenko, ‘Conceptualising Social Cohesion’,
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we use social cohesion as a useful historical category of analysis, concurring
with the prevailing caution regarding its use in policy contexts (see especially
Chapter Nine).

Key determinants of social cohesion include education and societal
equality, as they promote understanding and contact between social groups.
But because levels of education and inequality do not change much over
time, as political scientist Eric Uslaner has demonstrated, a community’s
history is a key predictor of social cohesion in the present.® Uslaner describes
these factors as being ‘sticky’. Common values, ideals and practices can also
produce and maintain social cohesion. Such common qualities are often
understood in religious terms, which has been explored in the Victorian
goldfields in the context of communal searches for lost children and weekly
communal days of rest: the ‘goldfields Sabbath’.” Attention to histories of
social cohesion is, thus, important for understanding and influencing social
cohesion in the present.

This book investigates a history of social cohesion with reparative intent.
Histories of religious difference and social conflict often merely document
how things have gone wrong, or they tell how one religious community
survived ‘against the odds’. We have approached this history of a community
navigating difference with the aim of learning how neighbours lived with
difference peacefully. Our hope is that the histories in this volume will assist
the maintenance and repair of social cohesion and support the development
of deep equality across religious differences in the future. Specifically, the
book explores how the Central Victorian Goldfields community around
Bendigo worked to maintain social cohesion in the context of changing
religious and cultural diversity from the gold rush to today. We primarily
concentrate on Djaara Country, where Bendigo is situated. Djaara Country
includes the water catchment areas of the Loddon and Avoca rivers and is
bordered by the Campaspe River to the east and the Avon River to the west.
We also include border areas belonging to the Barapa Barapa people around
Pyramid Hill to the north and Wadawurrung Country, where Ballarat is
situated, to the south. We recognise significant historical connections

8  Uslaner, The Historical Roots of Well-Being and Social Cobesion.

9  Tim Calabria and Tash Joyce, ‘Bush-Lost Children’s Place in New “Moral Communities”: The
Emergence of a Cultural Rite in Colonial Victoria (and Across Australia), 1850s—1890s,” Rural History
33, no. 2 (2022): 179-94, doi.org/10.1017/50956793322000012; Timothy Willem Jones and Clare
Wright, “The Goldfields’ Sabbath: A Postsecular Analysis of Social Cohesion and Social Control on the
Ballarat Goldfields, 1854, Journal of Religious History 43, no.4 (2019): 447-59, doi.org/10.1111/1467-
9809.12626.
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between neighbouring First Nations and the social flow between Bendigo
and Ballarat mining communities. This chapter traces the story of changing
religious populations in these regions. It explains how a focus on the built
heritage and materiality of religious culture provides a tangible link and
ongoing resource for understanding how communities can use history to
nourish and maintain social cohesion.

Faith(s) on the goldfields

The Djaara lived and cared for Djandak, or Country, for many thousands
of years before Europeans and other migrants moved into the area we now
know as Central Victoria in the early nineteenth century. The Djaara describe
Djandak as ‘a living entity which holds the stories of creation and histories that
cannot be erased’.'” Aboriginal law, culture and spirituality was, and remains,
intimately related to the lands and waters, its rhythms and seasons and the
care for and maintenance of the land. The Djaara believe that their great
ancestral beings ‘formed the land, created all species, and laid the foundations
for their culture’." Bunjil, the eaglehawk, is the creator, and Mindi, the giant
serpent, enforces and implements Bunjil’s laws and ceremonies ‘that ensure
the continuation of life’.'” Despite the profound disruption of Aboriginal
lifeways and alteration of landscapes caused by colonisation, knowledge of
Djaara traditional culture and spirituality has survived.

Europeans moved into Djaara Country seeking land, first for pastoralism
and then pursuing gold and precious minerals. The tragic consequences
of European-introduced diseases, violent dispossession and destructive land
use for Aboriginal people and Country are well known and documented.
Aboriginal culture and spirituality, however, were maintained and preserved
through this period through both determined and fortuitous means.
Whether they continued to live on Djandak or moved to other First Nations’
lands, Djaara sought to hold onto Culture and their connection to Country
and maintain their kinship obligations and relations. They also shared
cultural knowledge with selected Europeans, such as William Thomas and

10 ‘Giyakiki | Our Story,” Dja Dja Wurrung Clans Aboriginal Corporation, accessed June 10, 2022,
para. 2, djadjawurrung.com.au/giyakiki-our-story/.

11 Bain Attwood, The Good Country: The Djadja Wurrung, the Settlers and the Protectors (Monash
University Publishing, 2017), chap. 1.

12 Dbelkunya Dja: Dja Dja Wurrung Country Plan 2014-2034 (Dja Dja Wurrung Clans Aboriginal
Corporation, 2017). www.centralgoldfields.vic.gov.au/About-Us/Governance-and-Strategy/Council-
Plans/Dhelkunya-Dja-Dja-Dja-Wurrung-Country-Plan-2014-2034.
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Edward Stone Parker. Appointed by colonial administrators as ‘protectors’,
these men recorded traditional Aboriginal ceremonies and some of the
ways that Aboriginal peoples understood their encounter with European
people, animals and diseases, including in theological or spiritual terms.
The Djaara, for example, told of a large serpent that had unleashed the
devastating diseases that may have reduced Aboriginal populations in the
district by three quarters.'”” Some Aboriginal people identified the invading
squatters as resuscitated relatives — amydeet or ngamadjidj — which enabled
them to incorporate newcomers into their kinship structures.'

Aboriginal people also engaged with and responded to the Europeans and
their religion in numerous ways, while remaining ‘determined to hold onto
Culture’.”” They incorporated European monetary practices and objects
into traditional rituals and arts. They engaged with introduced religion
in thoughtful and self-protective ‘syncretic’ ways, guarding knowledge of
traditional spirituality from most white settlers.'® Many Aboriginal people
transformed, added, adapted and adopted Christian spirituality.'” Some
Djaara became Christian and farmed the land in the European fashion.'
Robert Kenny’s nuanced account of Nathaniel Pepper’s engagement with
Christianity may give insight into the experiences and understandings of
Djaara, such as Kolain, Yerrebulluk and Beernmarmin (Tommy Farmer),
who adopted Christian beliefs and ways of life."”

The Christianities that arrived in Central Victoria with the European
pastoralists and gold seekers were varied. At the start of the gold rush, 48 per
cent of the population belonged to the Church of England, 23 per cent
to the Roman Catholic Church, 16 per cent were Presbyterian, and the
remainder were mostly other nonconformist Protestant Christians.” These
different versions of nineteenth-century Christianity were vastly different

13 Edward S. Parker, ‘Aborigines of Australia,’ in 7he Good Country: The Djadja Wurrung, the Settlers
and the Protectors (Monash University Publishing, 2017), 18.

14 TJan D. Clark and David A. Cahir, ‘Understanding ‘Ngamadjidj’: Aboriginal Perceptions of
Europeans in Nineteenth Century Western Victoria, Journal of Australian Colonial History 13 (2011):
105-24; Attwood, The Good Country, chap. 1.

15  ‘Giyakiki | Our Story, para. 7, djadjawurrung.com.au/giyakiki-our-story/.

16  Fred Cahir, Rani Kerin, and Kylie Rippon, “The Aboriginal Adjustment Movement in Colonial
Victoria,” Journal of Religious History 43, no. 4 (2019): 478-494, doi.org/10.1111/1467-9809.12630.
17  Cahir et al., “The Aboriginal Adjustment Movement'.

18 Attwood, The Good Country, chap. 5.

19 Robert Kenny, The Lamb Enters the Dreaming: Nathanael Pepper and the Ruptured World (Scribe,
2007); Attwood, The Good Country, chap. 6.

20  Geoftrey Serle, Golden Age: A History of the Colony of Victoria,1851-1861 (Melbourne University
Press, 1977), 336.
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from Djaara spirituality, law and ceremony, which focuses on external and
material practices, including how humans should relate to each other in the
present and care for the land and waters. Nineteenth century Christianity
had an internal and otherworldly focus on the salvation of human souls
from eternal punishment in the afterlife. For Catholics, salvation is found
through participation in the sacraments, the rituals of the church such as
baptism, confession and Holy Communion. For Protestants (Church of
England, Presbyterian, Methodist, etc.), especially since the eighteenth
century evangelical revivals, salvation comes primarily through an experience
of personal faith in Jesus Christ and fidelity to the authority of scripture.
Christian differences also overlaid ethnic and class differences, with Irish
Catholicism and British Protestantism forming a long-lasting, sometimes
bitter and extremely fragile social divide.*!

Numbers of Jewish people arrived and settled with the British in Australia.
They were among both the convicts and free settlers who arrived from 1788
and those who came seeking gold in the 1850s. Judaism is ethnoreligious,
without a particular missionary focus. It is concerned with the relationship
between the Hebrew God and the Jewish people, as described in their history
and regulated in traditions of law and scholarship. While Jewish community
life was established in the colonies, religious observance prior to World War
Two ‘had become increasingly attenuated’, as Rodney Gouttman writes.
Gouttman argues that colonial Jewry ‘prided themselves on their loyalty to
Empire, King and Country’.* In Chapter Four, we outline the origins and
shape of the Jewish community that formed in the goldfields in the 1850s.
They negotiated complex multiple identities as British, European and
Jewish, seeking to maintain their community, law and rituals and providing
sites for explicit interfaith dialogue and exchange.

The gold rush also attracted significant populations of Chinese people.
In the two decades after the settlers discovered gold, 60,000 Chinese people
left China for Australia, with as many as 42,000 travelling to Victoria. Up
to 20 per cent of the population of male settlers on the Victorian goldfields
were Chinese.”? The Chinese people who arrived on the goldfields had

21  Patrick O’Farrell, ‘Double Jeopardy: Catholic and Irish,” Humanities Research 12, no. 1 (2005):
7-12, doi.org/10.22459/HR.XI1.01.2005.

22 Rodney Gouttman, ‘Was it Ever So? Anti-Semitism in Australia, 1860-19502 Humanities Research
12, no. 1 (2005): 56, doi.org/10.22459/HR XI1.01.2005.

23 Fei Sheng, ‘Environmental Experiences of Chinese People in the Mid-Nineteenth Century Australian
Gold Rushes,” Global Environment 4 (2011): 98-117, doi.org/10.3197/ge.2011.040705; Serle, Golden
Age, 320.
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diverse religious practices: Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism and ancestor
veneration. Chinese religious beliefs and practices tended to be plural and
syncretic, as opposed to the singular and purist tendencies of Christianity.**
As such, the assemblage of rituals and beliefs held by traditional Chinese
people fits uneasily in European categories of religion, and also perhaps in
Aboriginal understandings of law and spirituality. Chinese ‘religion’ is often
equally described as philosophy, with a monist metaphysics that points to
the oneness of all things. It is directed towards achieving a state of harmony
and the transcendence of suffering. On the goldfields, Chinese people built
temples or ‘joss houses’, which became familiar features of the landscape.
Christian missionaries attempted to convert Chinese people with mixed
success. While some Chinese Christian congregations were established,
their vastly different metaphysics and approach to religion often confused
Christian missionaries. Some Chinese people may have been happy to
incorporate new Christian beliefs and practices into their existing religiosity.
Benjamin Penny observes, however, that Chinese religion was beyond

the understanding of many Christian settlers, who framed it in terms of
biblical idolatry.”

While Muslims have a longer history of encounter and exchange with
First Nations peoples in Australia than European Christians, their part in
the history of the goldfields societies has not featured prominently until
recently. Islam is a religion of orthopraxy, following religious law and ritual.
Muslims from Central and South Asia, today’s Pakistan, Afghanistan and
India, played a key role in the goldfields as merchants and hawkers. While
lictle physical heritage of their nineteenth or twentieth century presence in
the community remains, Chapter Nine discusses the record of their religious
practice and relative cohesion in late nineteenth- and early twentieth century
goldfields society. Local historians have noted that many of the South
Asian Muslims in Bendigo served with British forces in imperial conflicts
in Afghanistan. As imperial subjects, Muslim men had the franchise and
identified actively with the imperial project. This history of belonging
is being deployed actively by contemporary Muslim communities in the
design of mosques, as they seek to secure belonging in a community that has
struggled to find acceptance.

24 YuTao and Theo Stapleton, ‘Religious Affiliations of the Chinese Community in Australia: Findings
from 2016 Census Data,” Religions 9, no. 93 (2018): 93, doi.org/10.3390/rel9040093.

25 Benjamin Penny, “Taking away Joss: Chinese Religion and the Wesleyan Mission in Castlemaine,
1868, Humanities Research 12, no. 1 (2005): 116, doi.org/10.22459/HR.XI1.01.2005.
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A vast diversity of faith, religious practice and ethnic and cultural traditions
were brought together in goldfields communities over time. Managing this
religious difference and maintaining social cohesion was never easy. The
majority population of settlers from Britain carried with them a fraught
history of religious privilege and prejudice. Religious differences between
Protestants and Catholics had been the source of much conflict between
and within the societies of Western Europe since the sixteenth century
Reformation. The Australian state sought novel solutions to this conflict,
becoming what Patrick O’Farrell described as ‘the first secular, state-
controlled society in modern times’.?* While the Church of England and
its members had special privileges in Britain as the established church, the
colony of Victoria had no established state church or religion. This meant
that, theoretically at least, all faiths should be free and equal. Similarly, the
Australian Constitution established a formally secular political system when
the settler colonies federated in 1901. Section 116 of the Constitution
states that:

The Commonwealth shall not make any law for establishing any
religion, or for imposing any religious observance, or for prohibiting
the free exercise of any religion, and no religious test shall be
required as a qualification for any office or public trust under
the Commonwealth.”

Australian politics was designed to be secular, in that no one religion
was established or politically privileged over the others; the Australian
government was secular in that it was non-sectarian.”® Nonetheless, for the
Protestant majority, ‘Irish Catholics were a standing menace to the majority
assumption that British Protestant values and outlook would prevail
harmoniously in a racially homogenous Australian society’.” As we note
across this book, especially Chapter Seven, the ferocity of sectarianism as
expressed in the loudest public voices contrasts strongly with how sectarian
difference was expressed and experienced among neighbours.

It was not until the latter twentieth century that these Christian sectarian
divides began to fade, and other cultural differences began to seem more
important. Since the 1960s, Australia has also had globally low and

26 O’Farrell, ‘Double Jeopardy, 8.

27 Australian Constitution s 116.

28  Stephen A. Chavura, John Gascoigne, and lan Tregenza, Reason, Religion, and the Australian Polity:
A Secular State? (Routledge, 2019), 255.

29 O’Farrell, ‘Double Jeopardy,” 10.
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declining religious adherence and practice, making it relatively secularised
in terms of traditional sociological measures of religious belief and practice.
The empirical data on trends in Australian religiosity are unambiguous.
Census and other survey data demonstrate that the largest and fastest-
growing category of religious identity is ‘no-religion’. In 1901, 96.1 per
cent of Australians identified as Christian in the census. By 1966, this
had declined slightly to 88 per cent. In the most recent data from 2021,
however, only 43.9 per cent of Australians nominally identified with one
form of Christianity, the largest single faith community being Roman
Catholics at 20.0 per cent.* Active participation in religion is even lower.
A 2017 report on faith and belief in Australia showed that only 20 per
cent of Australians across all faiths are actively practicing their religion or
worshipping as part of a group at least monthly.®! This is significantly lower
than the 38.9 per cent of Australians who identified with no religion in the
2021 census. Nominal religious identification has unambiguously declined,
and purposeful identification with ‘no-religion’ is significantly greater than
active participation in traditional forms of religion.* This is even more
pronounced in Bendigo, where 47.0 per cent of people identified with no
religion in 2021.%°

This secularisation — the decline in traditional religious identification and
practice in Australia — is historically recent and unconnected to (and even
at odds with) Australia’s political secularity. Indeed, the dominant political
meaning of ‘secular’ in Australia until the 1960s did not connote an absence
of religion; it assumed widespread religiosity. Sectarian conflict, especially
between Protestants and Roman Catholics, was an ongoing problem in
European societies and empires. Non-sectarian, secular government was
developed in the Australian colonies in response to that problem. But this
attempt to keep inter-Christian religious conflict out of politics as much as

30 2021 Census Shows Changes in Australia’s Religious Diversity, Australian Bureau of Statistics,
released June 28, 2022, www.abs.gov.au/media-centre/media-releases/2021-census-shows-changes-
australias-religious-diversity.

31  Faith and Belief in Australia: A National Study on Religion, Spirituality and Worldview Trends
(McCirindle Research, 2017), mccrindle.com.au/app/uploads/2018/04/Faith-and-Belief-in-Australia-
Report_McCrindle_2017.pdf.

32 As Rory Shiner astutely explains, social research and measures have so far been inadequate to
determine whether this nominal decline corresponds to a significant shift in rates of substantive religious
belief and practice, or whether large numbers of people who were always only nominal in their belief
are newly comfortable identifying more accurately with ‘no religion’. Rory Shiner, “What Happens
After the Last Christian? Australia, Secularisation and God’, Ezernizy (blog), September 9, 2019, www.
eternitynews.com.au/opinion/what-happens-after-the-last-christian-australia-secularisation-and-god/.
33 Discussed in more detail in Chapter 8 of this volume.
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possible has not proved especially successful in dealing with other forms of
religious difference. In the context of increased religious pluralism associated
with multiculturalism and migration, and new religious differences
associated with increased secularisation, new strategies for navigating
religious difference peaceably are required.

Australian religious history has been dominated by these two elements:
secularisation and sectarian conflict. The dual lenses of ecclesiastical and
secular history have provided a view of Australian spiritual life that is coloured
by bitter sectarian rivalry, restless secularisms and uncomfortable religious
pluralism. A history of the functioning of different religious groups in the
social, public and private life of the Central Victorian Goldfields presents a
different story. This story provides a model for the re-visioning of religion and
social cohesion in Australia more broadly. The turbulent conditions of the
Victorian gold rush presented opportunities for the reinvention of ancient
religious traditions and practices, for cooperation in spiritual endeavours
and for the negotiation and management of religious difference in emerging
civic spaces. The story of faith on the goldfields can be retold as a story
of efforts to build social cohesion and negotiate religious difference. It is
a story that holds hope for present (and future) religious troubles.

Faith, heritage and material culture

For a book about spiritual diversity, this book has a (perhaps unusual)
focus on physical things: buildings, monuments and the spaces in which
religious oaths, prayers, rituals and ceremonies were made. We look at
places of worship, such as the Sacred Heart Cathedral, the Great Stupa of
Universal Compassion and Bendigo’s first mosque. We explore spaces that
were temporarily made sacred through ceremony, from Rosalind Park to
the Bendigo courtrooms. This focus on the materiality of religious history
is useful in several ways. It provides a lens through which to view different
faith traditions on similar terms. It enables readers to imagine how religious
difference was organised and managed. And, it speaks to how religious
heritage and meaning is maintained and understood by present-day
communities.

A material approach to religion treats different religious traditions more
equally in historical and conceptual terms. As Lucinda Matthews-Jones
and Timothy Willem Jones have observed elsewhere, understandings of
religion in European-derived modern societies came to be associated with
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the written word through a series of historical processes.?* The Reformation
doctrine of sola scriptura, or scripture alone, meant that spoken and heard
expressions of faith such as hymns, sermons and prayers came to dominance
in the Protestant tradition.” This hierarchy of value influenced nineteenth
and early twentieth century theorists of religious study, from Marx to
Durkheim, who replicated this Protestant binary between the spiritual and
physical.* Physical and visual practices became associated with superstition
and primitive and pre-modern religion. ‘Modern’ religion was characterised
as a matter of the mind and soul. Catholic religious practices and the
material practices of other faiths were dismissed as idolatry. But, of course,
Protestants too practiced their faith with physical objects in physical spaces.
Attending to the common materiality of devotion in time and space goes
some way to combatting the inherited hierarchies of religious difference
that shape contemporary understandings of faith and belief.

An attention to the physical arrangement of different faith traditions in the
goldfields is also useful in comprehending how a culture worked to maintain
social cohesion. Mutual understanding is a key step in the management and
peaceful coexistence of diverse religious, ethnic and cultural groups. Yet,
modern societies have been characterised by social distance and have become
societies of strangers.”” As Gary Bouma and Philip Hughes observed, in
modern Australia, many people have little contact with their neighbours.
There are limited contexts in which they are exposed to people of other
religions.”® Except when it is specifically sought out, cultural difference
is usually only encountered in shared facilities, such as schools, shopping
centres and public transport. This lack of familiarity with difference in
contemporary society has been used to explain why major issues have arisen
over particular buildings that signify religious difference. The conditions
of the gold rush saw people of many faiths and cultures seeking mineral
wealth side by side. A town emerged rapidly, in-between and around
valued ore deposits, disrupting the typical separation and social distance

34 Lucinda Matthews-Jones and Timothy Willem Jones, ‘Introduction: Materiality and Religious
History, in Material Religion in Modern Britain: The Spirit of Things, ed. Timothy Willem Jones and
Lucinda Matthews-Jones (Palgrave MacMillan, 2015).

35 Robert A. Orsi, ‘Belief, Material Religion 7, no. 1 (2011): 13, doi.org/10.2752/175183411X1
2968355481773.

36  Grace M. Jantzen, ‘On Changing the Imaginary’ in 7The Blackwell Companion to Postmodern Theology,
ed. Graham Ward (Blackwell, 2007), 280-92.

37  James Vernon, Distant Strangers: How Britain Became Modern (University of California Press, 2014).
38 Gary D. Bouma and Philip J. Hughes, ‘Using Census Data in the Management of Religious
Diversity: An Australian Case Study, Religion 44, no. 3 (2014): 442, doi.org/10.1080/0048721X.
2014.903639.
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between different social groups. This history of faith on the goldfields is
a story of unusual religious proximity. Though not without tension and
conflict, that physical proximity enabled an uncommon level of knowledge
about religious and cultural difference. This knowledge was lost when the
quest for gold declined, and policies that promoted a monocultural society
triumphed. Fifty years of proximal diversity was succeeded by a hundred
years of relative sameness. The push for cultural homogeneity produced by
the White Australia Policy®® deprived white settlers in the historic goldfields
community of the resources, tools and knowledge to manage the rise in
religious and cultural diversity that arrived in the twenty-first century.

The way that a society maintains and interprets its physical heritage reveals
much about its relationship with history. In the places, spaces and objects
that are set aside, registered and valued as ‘heritage’, a community institutes
practices of both remembering and forgetting. While a written history
tends to tell a singular story, places inevitably hold multiple histories and
significances. And as E. Frances King reminds us, places and objects are not
just things to look at.** Interacting with them is an embodied experience
involving touch, smell, hearing and even sometimes tasting the thing and
its past. When using material heritage to engage with the religious past, this
experience invites the participant to reflect on how religion(s) functioned in
an embodied way in particular times and places, rather than why particular
faiths emerged or declined. It also makes more obvious those people
and faiths whose stories have been built up and those who are no longer
given space.

Approaching a history of religious difference through objects, place and
space, thus, provides a path for the navigation of multiple stories and a
means of holding together difficult and contradictory histories and
experiences. Rosalind Park, for example, is listed on the Victorian Heritage
Register for its historic, archacological, aesthetic, botanical and architectural
significance.”’ The tangible heritage cited in its statement of significance
tells the story of the government’s management of the goldfields. The
plantings, art and architecture triumph white settler achievements funded
by the gold excavated from this and nearby sites. But reflecting on the
transformation of the creek into a stone-lined channel associated with gold

39 Known formally as the fmmigration Restriction Act 1901 (Cth).

40  E. Frances King, Material Religion and Popular Culture (Routledge, 2010).

41 ‘Rosalind Park,’ Victorian Heritage Database, H1866, vhd.heritage.vic.gov.au/local/result_detail/
17742page=1&type=user.
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1. RELIGION AND SOCIAL COHESION

mining and the importation of European trees recalls the transformation
of sacred Djaara Country into recreational space for European settlers.
The Yi Yuan Chinese Gardens reflect the historic significance of East
Asian gold seekers and community members and their philosophies. Less
tangibly registered (or remembered), the gardens at Rosalind Park were also
the site of Muslim public prayers and feasts at the start of the twentieth
century. A century later, they hosted protests against the building of the
community’s first mosque and picnics in solidarity with the contemporary
Muslim community. The physical space can hold all these stories and reflect
the multiplicity of faiths and beliefs that have been honoured on this site.

25



This text is taken from Believing on Upside Down Country: The Changing
Faith-scape of Bendigo, by Jennifer Jones, Timothy W Jones, Nadia Rhook
and Charles Fahey with Elizabeth Offer and Natasha Joyce, published 2026
by ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/BUDC.2026.01


http://doi.org/10.22459/BUDC.2026.01

