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This study about the Huli Church covers the time period between 1935 – 1983 only.  It is part of a dissertation 
by Ron Meshanko entitled “The Gospel Amongst the Huli”, submitted to the Faculty of Washington 
Theological Union in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Degree of Master of Arts, Washington, DC. 
1985. The article was published in Catalyst, a Social Pastoral Magazine for Melanesia, 16:3-4 (1986), pp. 222-
236 and pp. 344-351.  

The Return of Tahonane 

The Huli people first encountered white men in 1935 when Jack Hides and Peter O'Malley traversed one 
hundred and twenty miles of their territory. They looked queerly at the two explorers and whispered 
excitingly among themselves about these men who, according to one myth, (1) (which will be studied later) 
resembled the ancient Tahonane, the white son of the first Huli man, Tagonimabe. This son was nursed by a 
great god, grew quickly, and left the Huli area never to die. Tagonimabe's other son, Tamindini, was born 
black and nursed at his mother's breast. He became the father of all the Huli people through his son Tiliali, 
whose name means "a man of short stature." Perhaps the Huli people thought that Tahonane's tall, white 
descendants had now returned to their homeland. They therefore presented the two explorers with sweet 
potatoes from their gardens and escorted them throughout their individual clan territories. However, the 
people would not let the white men touch them nor did they accept their gifts of bead and cloth, so fearful 
were they of Tahonane's lost children. 

As the two explorers penetrated further into Huli territory they were greeted with varying degrees of 
hospitality or rejection. In the end, two Huli men were killed when the explorers fired upon a group of 
warriors who had encircled them. This powerful display of force instilled even greater fear among the people 
and quelled any form of resistance against the movement of the white men amongst the people, While the 
people spread stories about the power of the white-men and wondered if the descendants of Tahonane had 
indeed returned; the two explorers announced to the world the "discovery" of a "Papuan Wonderland" 
inhabited by a "volatile, excitable people, divided into numerous small groups that frequently engaged in 
warfare." (2)  

Hides and O'Malley were followed by three other patrols into the Papuan Wonderland before S.S. Smith 
established a government station at Lumu-Lumu (Tari) in 1951. C. Champion and F. Anderson left Lake 
Kutubu and explored the Tari basin in 1937. J.L Taylor and John Black surveyed the territory in 1938-39. It was 
during this trip that people experienced the "big, shiny bird" of the white men when a plane made an air 
supply drop at Hoiebia, the site of the future Methodist Mission. These explorations paved the way for 
Smith's final patrol from Lake Kutubu into the Tari basin where he built an airstrip and government houses 
with the help of Huli men. A large war consisting of over twenty clans and one thousand warriors broke out 
during this initial period of development. The government representative, A. Carey, ended the warfare with a 
volley of gunfire shots and the arrest of the responsible leaders.  Thus began a new era of "peace" wherein 
the Huli people experienced a slow diminishment of warfare, the meeting of two worlds, and perhaps, the 
reunion of the descendants of two long lost brothers, Tahonane and Tamindini, the white-man and the black 
Huli. 



THE GOSPEL AMONGST THE HULI 

2 | P a g e    b y  R o n  M e s h a n k o .  C o p y r i g h t  1 9 8 5 ,  2 0 2 2 .

Arrival of the Missionaries 

The establishment of colonial rule opened the Huli territory to the onslaught of missionaries and the spread 
of their message. The Huli people first heard the Gospel preached by missioners of the Methodist Overseas 
Mission and Unevangelized Fields Mission who arrived at Tari in 1952. The Methodist Overseas Mission, later 
known as the United Church, established a mission station at Hoiebia, the site of the first airplane supply 
drop in 1938. The Unevangelized Fields Mission, now known as the Asian Pacific Christian Mission (APMC), 
settled just outside the government station at Lumu-Lumu. These pioneer missionaries were restricted to a 
two-mile radius surrounding the government station.  

The first Catholic missionary, Fr, Alex Michelloid, MSC, arrived in 1955 to establish the Catholic Mission at 
Kupari, about one mile east of Lumu-Lumu. He was later joined by the first Capuchin missionary, Fr. Otmar 
Gallagher on November 23, 1955. Two other Capuchin friars came that same year. (3)  The Seventh Day 
Adventist Mission was opened at Tari in 1956, followed by the foundation of the Christian Missions In Many 
Lands Church at Koroba in 1958.  

The Race for Souls 

These five denominations were in a race to win the souls of the Huli people. Each group hoped to establish 
their church before the onslaught of the other creeds. The race was partly caused by government regulations 
that only permitted one denomination in each area of Huli territory. This “first come, first serve” principle 
heightened the race not only to win souls but to establish spheres of influence. One Catholic missionary 
openly stated that they were “boxing off” the other missions in an ugly race to establish their church (4).  
They were partly successful in developing their spheres of influence in that they rapidly developed eleven 
out-stations in the three-mile restricted area around Tari in a mere two years, as compared to only APCM 
missions, two SDA missions, and one United Church mission.  This sad period of tense inter-confession raising 
and, at times, conflict, continued until the era of ecumenism which began after the degrees of Vatican 
Council II were promulgated. Even the competitive approach to win souls and establish churches is contrary 
to the Gospel mandate of love and unity, it did result in the rapid spread of the Christian religion amongst the 
Huli. One author contends that almost the entire known Huli population had accepted the Christian faith by 
1963. (5)  

The Early Missions and the Government 

While the churches were racing for souls and founding new missions, the government was searching for oil 
and settling new areas. A group of Huli men brought a traditional gourd container full of oil to the 
government station in 1953. The mineral oil was analyzed at Port Moresby, the capital of the colonial 
government, and the results were returned with an order to explore the North-West and Southern sectors of 
Huli territory for signs of possible oil deposits. The oil patrol left Tari on April 20, 1954, to return three 
months later to announce the accidental death of nine Huli men as well as the discovery o the “New Shangri-
la”, the Lavani Valley. 
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The following year the government dispatched a sixth day patrol to the Lavani Valley and North-Western Huli 
territory.  These men founded the Koroba and Nagia out-stations which were centers of government 
influence and further exploration.  

The opening of these patrol stations established one hundred square miles of government control, thus 
enabling the churches to continue their race for souls in the recently opened areas. 

Meanwhile, the Catholic Church had developed the reputation of being the “government mission”, a title 
that strengthened its sphere of influence among the people. The missionaries had opened the first sawmill in 
1957 which served not only the church but the government stations as well. Perhaps the greatest reason for 
the bestowal of the title “government mission” was the work of Berard Tomasetti, OFM Cap. He had 
supervised the construction of the Tagari River bridge, the “gate to the Northwest”, which enabled the 
government and the churches to slowly penetrate the territory between Tari and Lake Kopiago.   

His hard work was the beginning of a lose collaboration between the Catholic church and the government 
which continues to this day. 

Mission Expansion 

The Tagari River bridge opened the door to the other half of the Huli population living beyond the Tagari 
River. It permitted the missionaries to evangelize these people who speak a variant of the Huli language 
common east of the River in the Tari basin. The Catholic friars moved into these areas to develop main 
stations at Komo, Burani and Koroba. These churches served as the bases of operations for the establishment 
of thirty-eight out-stations throughout the area West of Tari and beyond the Tagari River. As these three 
churches developed, the Tari church established twenty-seven more out-stations in the surrounding area and 
the South basin of the Benaria River. Thus, the Catholic Church rapidly expanded from one main station and 
eleven out-stations in the immediate Tari area, to four mains stations and seventy-six outstations throughout 
the Huli territory during the years 1957-1974.  In seventeen years, the church’s sphere of influence 
phenomenally spread from a one square mile-radius around Tari to 2,500 square miles throughout the 
territory. Over 10,780 men and women had become Catholics and countless others were associated with the 
church in less than two decades. (6) 

While Berard’s bridge opened the way for this rapid expansion of the church, the diligent and effective 
pastoral approach made it possible. Their pastoral approach consisted of two key elements: integral human 
development and evangelization.  

Integral Human Development 

The Catholic Church, like most Christian churches amongst the Huli, began its missionary activity with a 
strong emphasis on the integral human development of the people.  The early missionaries became 
educators, medical aides, and community developers at Tari. 

Fr. Michelloid, the founder of the Catholic Church amongst the Huli, established a primary school at Kupari 
which functions to this day.  The school educated Huli boys in reading, writing, and like subjects so that they 
could understand and disseminate the Catholic religion, as well as become productive citizens of the future 
independent nation. St. Francis school also functioned as a resource base for future catechists who were and 
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still are indispensable in teaching the Gospel to the people. Fr. Michelloid’s initial school paved the way for 
the foundation of other primary schools at Komo, Burani and Koroba. The opening of St. Joseph Catholic High 
School near Duali in 1971 was the crowning glory of the first missioner’s education efforts. 

The friars also provided medical services at Kupari and in all the surrounding out-stations. The people 
frequently came to them for medicines and treatments until the government established medical aid-posts 
throughout the area and a major hospital at Tari. The Catholic Church founded a hospital at Burani which still 
serves the Huli people.  

Economic development focused on the establishment of sawmills at Tari, Koroba and Burani. They originated 
out of the basic need for lumber to build up the main-stations and construct church buildings. As the years 
passed, and after a period of education in business management, these sawmills were sold to the people to 
provide economic development for the community.  

The churches at Burani and Koroba developed other forms of economic advancement over the years, namely 
fish, cattle and pig raising projects as well as trade store and trucking businesses.  

Evangelization 

The integral human development of the people through educational, health, and economic development 
projects, while being a major emphasis of the missionaries, was not their primary goal. They had come to 
preach the Gospel and establish the Catholic Church. They approached formidable task in four stages: 
establishment of presence; pre-evangelization, church building construction, and development of Christian 
communities. The first concern of the missionaries was the establishment of a firm presence among the 
people. They hoped to earn acceptance of the people through their concern for the people’s physical and 
material needs as well as by a gentle and understanding acceptance of their customs. From the early days of 
the mission, the Capuchin friars hosted traditional dances and pig feasts on church grounds, much to the 
chagrin of the Protestant missioners who frowned on such “pagan practices”.  They courageous efforts to 
speak the people’s language and inquired about their rituals and myths which are so central to their lifestyle.  
In these ways and others, the friars established strong bonds with the people who naturally saw the 
relationship beneficial economically. Obviously, the friars had more to offer than the Christian faith. They 
used their schools, medicines, and material goods to help the people and so win them over to their influence. 
In the words of one missionary: “We attract the people through events (games, dances) so we can make 
friends and teach them about the Savior.” (7)  

Once the friars had established a presence and found acceptance among the people, they watched for any 
signs of interest in their peculiar beliefs and rituals. The people were keenly interested in all that the 
Whiteman did and were opened to listening to the missionaries’ stories about their god and their rituals. This 
secondary stage of pre-evangelization consisted in telling simple scriptural stories and introducing the rosary 
and other pious devotions. Whenever a community approached them with a request for a church, the friars 
suggested that they acquire the necessary land and begin building a traditional style church structure. The 
friars began evangelizing the people through Church services and public instructions once the church 
structure was completed.  

These four steps did not always occur in this order and were often conflated into two or three steps. Indeed, 
the first churches at Tari, Komo, Burani and Koroba were built by the friars themselves through paid laborers. 



THE GOSPEL AMONGST THE HULI 

5 | P a g e    b y  R o n  M e s h a n k o .  C o p y r i g h t  1 9 8 5 ,  2 0 2 2 .

After the building were constructed, the people slowly began to come to the odd Catholic services. Huli men 
and women attended the first Christmas Mass at Kupari in 1955. Three years later, five hundred people 
participated at Sunday Masses.  

The friars attributed this rapid increase in church attendance to “the ego of these people which is wrapped 
up in religion and to our services with their rituals that attracts them very much.” (8) 

Getting the people into church buildings was only the beginning of their labors. Now the friars had the 
arduous task of evangelizing a people in a foreign tongue. The entire liturgy was celebrated in Latin at this 
time, although the Gospel and homily were given in the indigenous language. The use of Latin was easily 
acceptable by the people, for they use special, secretive languages when speaking to their gods and spirits. 
The friars prepared the people for baptism during the liturgy, especially through the homilies centered on the 
Passion of Christ, the sacraments and Mary, while the convert instructions were abased on the American 
Baltimore Catechism.  

The first Huli men, six boys from Fr. Michelloid’s primary school, received the Catholic form of Baptism and 
Holy Communion on August 15, 1958, after two long years of preparation.  Thus, the pastoral approach of the 
friars, integral human development and evangelization, bore fruit in six boys and a crowded church three 
years after the missionaries first came to Tari. The people had warmly accepted them and their message. The 
Huli Church was born.  

Overcoming the Communication Barrier 

The Catholic missionaries easily found acceptance among the people for they were viewed as resources for 
economic advancement and accompanying prestige. The most difficult task for the friars was understanding 
the people and their culture and making themselves land their message understood to the people. They 
quickly learned from harrowing experiences that a great communication barrier existed between themselves 
and the people as they attempted to preach the Good News. One Sunday after Mass in the early days of the 
mission, the congregation gathered outside the church conversing as they smoked their pipes and ate sweet 
potatoes. There was a feeling of agitation in the air as the men discussed in heightened voices the message 
the preacher had just delivered to them. He had suggested that the people should pray to Mary, the mother 
of Jesus, asking her to help them as they work their gardens, raise their children and “sit-down” at peace with 
the Lord.  However, he was apparently oblivious to the fact that, in the Huli mentality, the spirits of deceased 
women are basically malevolent, especially when a woman’s son was killed by the sins of the people. The 
people could not understand how Mary, the mother of a man who was killed by the sins of the people would 
ever help them. Surely, they thought, she would be angry and out to revengefully “pay-back” her son’s 
murderers. This little story indicates the wall that existed between the early missioners and the people, not 
only a language barrier, but a massive barricade between strikingly different world views. Through this 
experience and others, the fledgling missionaries realized the need not only to learn the Huli language, but to 
study in-depth the Huli culture and religious system.  

Fr. Michelloid was the first Catholic missionary to breach the language barrier. He composed a Huli catechism 
and translated European hymns into Huli during his short stay at Kupari. His most significant contribution to 
language study was the adoption of certain words, such as Godi, angelo and hali for concepts unfamiliar to 
the people: God, angel and heaven.  (9)  
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The United Church missionaries had employed the name of the Huli supreme God Datagaliwabe as the name 
of the Christian God, only to discover that prayers and rituals could not be offered to him, and consequently, 
the people were not disposed to Christian worship.  

The Capuchin friars continued the pioneer efforts of Fr. Michelloid. His catechism was revised by Br. Berard 
Tomasetti, in 1958 and has been continually adapted to the present day. Br. Paul Farkas, OFM CAP, the first 
teach at St. Francis primary school, compiled a list of 1,100 Huli words which was later expanded into a Huli 
dictionary and grammar through the combined efforts of all the friars joined together in the Huli Language 
Conference. This conference, which was incorporated in 1969, translated the books of Jonah, Genesis, Mark, 
Luke, John, Acts of the Apostles and the Letter of James, and worked with other denominations to publish the 
Huli New Testament in 1983. The conference also translated the rituals for the seven sacraments, Holy Week 
services, and a prayer book, p published in 1977, containing the scriptural rosary, Stations of the Cross 
hymns, the Order of the Mass, Communion and Penance services and a revised from of the Liturgy of the 
Hours.  

Alongside their language work, the friars studied the Huli culture and religious system. They would attend 
Huli rituals and record observations in essays and letters mailed to their friends and families. Br. Berard, who 
attended Tege Pulu rites at Tari in 1957 with Br. Mark Bollinger, wrote: “we wanted to learn as much as 
possible from this ceremony, because it would give us insights into the minds and beliefs of our people.” (10) 
The friars made astute observations concerning the Huli burial rites, pelagua dances, tege rites, dawanda 
rites, and the Haroli bachelor cult. They also transcribed many myths about the origins of man, the deities 
and creation, as well as stories about Ni and Hana, the primordial flood and Baya Baya, a Huli savior figure. 
However, the friars made no attempt to write a detailed ethnography of Huli culture, but left this work to 
Robert Glasse, the first anthropologist among the Huli who did his fieldwork in the Tari area in 1955-56 and 
1959.   

Liturgical and Catechetical Adaptation 

The sensitive study of language and culture enabled the friars to undertake the difficult liturgical adaptation 
and cross-cultural catechesis. The first attempts at liturgical adaptation began in 1957 when the friars used 
traditional artwork taken from the people.  “We have introduced some artwork taken from the people. The 
candlesticks are made of bamboo and etched in the manner of the native smoking pipes. The legs of the 
altar, and the posts of the altar rail are carved after the fashion of native drums. The vases for flowers are 
also made of bamboo. The natives have long used bamboo as water containers.” (11)  Over the years other 
forms of traditional artistic expression were incorporated as Church decorum, notably the manda hare wig. 
Altars were constructed in the shape of this red bachelor’s wig at Tigibi and Parate and drawings of the wig 
adorn the Burani church sanctuary. Pictures of the manda hare crowing the cross were used as an emblem of 
Huli Christianity on the cover of the Huli New Testament. Jesus had become associated with the red wig of 
the Haroli cult. (12) This association is epitomized in the Palm Sunday services wherein the cross is topped 
with the red wig to symbolize the “Head-man” nature of Christ. 

The friars also commissioned paintings that portrayed the Crucifixion and Nativity in traditional forms for the 
Kupari church.  
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These striking works depict all the characters as Huli men and women dressed in traditional attire. They are 
an eloquent testimony to the friar’s conviction of presenting Jesus and the Good News in forms that are 
understandable and evocative for the people.  

This conviction also bore fruit in the adaptation of Catholic ritual to Huli culture.  

The early missioners, confined by Church Law which forbade any forms of adaptation, planted the seed for 
ritual adaptation by using the indigenous language in Christian worship during the proclamation of the 
Gospel. The friars further developed the liturgy after the decrees of Vatican Council II, which gave permission 
for liturgical experimentation and adaptation, were promulgated.  They implemented guidelines formulated 
at Mendi Mission Chapters for all the Southern Highlands Catholic Churches which permitted the friars to 
“adapt native customs to Catholic religious significance: and to use “native melodies when they are not 
objectionable. (13) The friars wrote hymns based on traditional dawanda or courting parting melodies, 
changed liturgical colors (white to red or yellow) and emphasized liturgical symbols common to both 
traditions (oil, water, light). They also incorporated the mali and gumia dances into festive liturgies and 
discontinued culturally offensive or meaningless gestures (kneeling, genuflecting and kissing).  

All these adaptations are especially manifest in the Huli Holy Week services. These services are the most 
solemn and central celebrations of the year in the church’s calendar.  

“Yes, for a Huli to follow them the Western solemnity would bore him. The West is not Huli land in Papua New 
Guinea. Even if the ceremonies were translated into their Huli language, and they were, the Huli would get 
very little out of them. It takes more than language to make the Holy Week Services flesh and blood for 
another culture. It takes adaptation; the missionary must try to put these beautiful services into the 
framework of Huli culture…. That means change. Yet the change or adaptation must not root out the real 
meaning of the services but enhance them with Huli idiom and attitudes and ceremonies.” (14)  

These sentiments, which were shared by most of the Catholic missionaries, led to the radical adaptation of 
the Palm Sunday, Holy Thursday, Good Friday, Holy Saturday and Easter Sunday services. The  missioners, in 
close collaboration with the people, transformed the Western forms of these rites into a vibrant and brilliant 
Huli liturgy complete with traditional dances, war cries, moments of silence, mourning attire and cries, and 
even a festive sweet potato meal. A brief description of the Palm Sunday ritual, capturing the Huli flavor of 
the entire Holy Week liturgy, follows: 

To honor the Triumphant Christ, we decided on a clan charge towards the cross planted in the middle of the 
airstrip that we have here in Burani. From one end of the strip came the first clan, led by an elder donned with 
his ceremonial wig. He and the rest of his tribe carried crosses and palms. After their arrival at the cross, 
another tribe swept in from the other end of the field. Finally, over the rise from the third direction same the 
final clan. As each clan came running, they sang a traditional charge song.  

The cross was different. A member of the parish fashioned it from a tree. It was about six inches in diameter 
and at the top, he carved the head of a Huli man, complete with wig, nose decoration, and all. The whole 
cross was rubbed with traditional red clay. Again, this symbolized the Head-man aspect of Christ.  
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After everyone gathered around the cross, there was a dialogue homily. The priest asked questions: Why are 
we here? What is the idea of all the palms, decorations and festivities? The people answered and a short talk 
by Father ended the ceremony. The palms where then blessed and the process to the church began.  

The people had lined the route to the Church with large palm leaves along either side of the road. This served 
as a constant reminder of the day and kept the procession in fairly good order. The procession was led by two 
men who danced a very old dance, gumia, which honored the spirits before. 

Now it was to honor Christ our King. They were all painted up and beat drums. The people again came out 
with their “charge song” every now and then.   

The Mass went as usual except before the offertory, the men danced in the middle of the church to bring 
honor to the Lord. The people watched with rapt attention. A church committeeman was sort of master of 
ceremonies and explained why we were doing this.  

The route from the table on which the gifts had been put to the altar was lined with special leaves used for 
sing-sing dances. Drums beat throughout the Mass. (15) 

Liturgical adaptation with the Huli Church, so evident in the Palm Sunday and Easter Triduum rites, was not 
confined to ritual forms. The missionaries also adapted the liturgical calendar and lectionary to meet the 
catechetical needs of the Huli Church over the years. The published an annual liturgical calendar for the Huli 
Church based on a catechetical lectionary that emphasizes salvation history centered on the redemptive 
work of Christ. Noticeably absent from the lectionary and calendar are the feasts of the saints. These feasts 
were dropped in order to emphasize the role of Christ, the Trinitarian nature of God, and the sacramental 
life. The catechetical themes of the one-year Huli lectionary are as follows: 

LITURGICAL TIME WEEKS CATECHETICAL THEME 

ADVENT 
6 As Jesus Came Before, Now He 

Will Return 

CHRISTMAS 5 Jesus: Birth and Infancy 

ORDINARY TIME 6 Jesus Truly Man 

LENT 6 Jesus Truly God 

HOLY WEEK 1 The Paschal Mystery 

EASTER 4 Jesus Truly God II 
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ASCENSION PENTECOST 4 The Holy Spirit 

TRINITY SUNDAY 1 The Holy Trinity 

ORDINARY TIME 4 The People of God 

ORDINARY TIME 3 Baptism/Confirmation 

 4 Marriage 

 4 The Holy Eucharist 

 3 Reconciliation 

 (5) The Lod God 

 

This catechetical lectionary has been very effective in evangelizing the Huli people about the major themes of 
Christian revelation and Catholic doctrine. The four-week emphasis on the “People of God” theme, which 
focuses on the fundamental notion that the People of God are the Church, has heightened the people’s 
awareness that they indeed are Church the Church. The Huli Church’s rapid liturgical adaptation, which 
enabled the people to see Jesus as one like themselves, has further enabled them to believe that “We are 
Church”.  

We Are the Church 

Catechetical emphasis on the nature of the Church was not the only factor in the development of a sense of 
Church amongst the Huli. The social structure of the culture, as well as the limited spheres of influence 
enforced by the government were also conducive to the gradual evolution of Christian communities. Most 
clans accepted a certain denomination of the Christian religion. The leaders of the individual Huli clans, 
whose influence the missionaries respected, requested that the Church be established in their territory. 
Consequently, most members of the clan became members of the Church, or at least subject to its influence. 
The government restrictions on church expansion helped the various churches develop strong communal 
bonds among the members of the clan. To be a member of a certain clan meant living under the influence of 
a particular church. However, the cognatic structure whereby individuals are eligible for membership in a 
number of clans, has created religious tension in that a Huli can be, and often is, a member of different clans 
pledging allegiance to different Christian denominations.  



 THE GOSPEL AMONGST THE HULI 

 

10 | P a g e      b y  R o n  M e s h a n k o .  C o p y r i g h t  1 9 8 5 ,  2 0 2 2 .  
 

The cognatic structure did, however, enhance the proliferation of the Gospel since Huli Christians could easily 
spread the Good News in the various clans throughout the territory to which they belonged.  

The pastoral approach of the friars also strengthened the communal nature of the church. The friars insisted 
that the land and materials for church buildings, as well as pay for material services provided to the 
communities.  The people had to work together as a community and gather their resources to build church 
buildings, schools and health clinics. The members of each church were responsible for economic projects to 
help support the church financially. In these ways, the friars helped the people claim responsibility for the 
Church and make it their own.  

The fourth significant factor in the establishment of Catholic communities was the pastoral dependency of 
the early missionaries on the people to minister to each other. The friars cultivated indigenous leaders from 
the foundation of the mission, for they realized that they would be indispensable in teaching the Gospel and 
Church teachings to the people.  The first indigenous ministry developed by the friars was that of the 
catechist.  The catechist is the missionaries’ “mouth-piece for evangelization” for he not only translates the 
message of the priest, when necessary, but reads the scriptures, gives instructions and leads prayer and 
communion services in the absence of the priest. Each Catholic out-station and main station is staffed by a 
catechist who is supported by the people. Over the years, the four main churches at Komo, Koroba, Burani 
and Kupari established Catechist Training Centers to aid the catechists in their essential ministry.  

Seven years after the foundation of the mission, the Church at Kupari initiated the ministry of church 
committeemen. These men were elected by the people and installed in this office to “keep order in the 
church, take up the collection, lead the rosary, visit the sick, give instructions to the elderly and infirm, and 
baptize when there is danger of death” (16) This ministry quickly spread throughout the entire Huli area as 
well as throughout the Southern Highlands Province. 

Over the years a diversity of ministries unfolded, particularly at the Kupari Church. Eucharistic ministers, 
literacy teachers, marriage instructors, prayer leaders, and Catholic school committeemen slowly evolved in 
an ever-increasing indigenization of ministries. Alongside the evolution of lay ministries occurred the 
development of religious and priestly vocations. The Huli Church claims two Capuchin brothers, John Hayago 
of Kupari and Mattias Olape of Burani, the later being a deacon ordained in 1984.  

The development of indigenous ministry, the clan structure of Huli society, the pastoral approach of the 
missioners, and the radical adaptation of the Huli liturgy have all enhanced the development of Catholic 
communities and strengthened the people’s awareness that “We are Church”, an awareness that is being 
highlighted by the recent emphasis on the fostering of Basic Christian Communities throughout the Southern 
Highlands. The first Christian communities are now being renewed through heightened catechesis and 
leadership training as the Huli Church moves from infancy to maturity.  

From Mission to Church 

The ecclesiastical status of the Huli Church changed over its thirty year history as the awaremenss of Church 
grew not only amongst the Huli, but throughout the Southern Highlands Province. Her sister churches among 
the Mendi, Kew, Imbongu and Wiru, peoples of the Southern Highlands were also founded by the 
companions of Fr. Michelloid and the Kupari friars.  
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From the beginning, these churches were founded together as the Capuchin Mission of Mary, Mother of the 
Divine Shepherd, under the auspices of the Saint August Province of the Capuchin Order, in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, USA. Fr. Otmar Gallagher, OFM Cap. Was the first religious superior of the mission, Fr. 
Michelloid its first Vicar General, and the Most Reverend Andre Sorrin of Yule Island its first bishop. Pope 
John XXIII raised the mission to a Prefecture Apostolic on November 13, 1958, and appointed Fr. Firmin 
Schmidt, OFM Cap. of Washington, DC Prefect Apostolic. Seven years late the Prefecture as elevated to the 
rank of Vicariate Apostolic with Msgr. Schmidt remaining as Vicar Apostolic. He was ordained the first bishop 
of the developing mission on December 15, 1965. 

Finally, eleven years after the founding of the first mission at Kupari, the mission was officially declared a 
particular Church, the Diocese of Mendi, on November 15, 1966.  

Bishop Firmin Schmidt is still serving (since deceased) the 44,000 Catholics of the Huli Church and the sister 
churches throughout the Southern Highlands Province. The Diocese consists of over 300 out-stations (sub-
parishes) and thirteen main stations (parishes) scattered over a 7,500 square mile area.  

Independence 

While the Catholic Mission was rapidly developing into a diocese, the local government slowly evolved from 
traditional forms of organization into an independent Commonwealth nation. The Huli people had 
unknowingly belonged to British New Guinea (1884), Papua (1901), and the Territory of Papua and New 
Guinea (1949) without ever seeing their government leaders or symbols of their power. They had lived as in 
times past, throughout these fifty years of outside control. The Huli first saw the flag to which they were 
obliged allegiance in 1951 when S.S. Smith raised the Australian flag over Lumu-Lumu (Tari). That historic 
event ushered in an era of rapid socio-political change which finally led to Independence from Australia on 
September 16, 1975, and the establishment of the autonomous nation of Papua New Guinea. Two years 
later, the government of the Southern Highlands was established with Tari as the District seat for the entire 
Huli population. Tari became the center for all political, educational, social and economic activities. It houses 
the police force, local and district courts, and the major hospital and central post-office for the Huli territory. 
Tari is also the Huli business center with a major oil well project, trade stores, and gas stations clustered 
around the airport which receives DC-7 planes of the national airline.  

The change from Australian control to Independence was accompanied by the indigenization of all 
government structures; the police force, courts, schools and health institutions were mandatorily staffed by 
Papua New Guineans. The nation was now back into the hands of the people and an aura of pride in 
traditional customs prevailed. Educated Papua New Guineans slowly began to question domination of 
Western culture in every facet of their lives. The presence of missionaries as well as Western ecclesiastical 
customs were not exempt from the critical eye of the educated elite. Thus, the missionaries amongst the Huli 
became more and more aware of the need to indigenize Church structures and transform Western religious 
forms into appropriate forms aligned with Huli culture.  

The Western Tidal Wave 

This short historical sketch of the return of the descendants of Tahonane, the while line of the first Huli had 
depicted the rapid change that has been occurring in Huli society over the last thirty years due to the 
presence and work of the “white man.”   
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Explorers, government personnel, anthropologists, and missionaries have worked to alter every aspect of 
Huli culture; social, political, religious, educational, sexual, physical and mental. No area of Huli life has been 
left unaffected by these agents of cultural change. Their arrival on the Huli scene was like a tidal wave which 
inundated the entire society. Nothing was left untouched. The Huli no longer celebrate public fertility rites, 
nor do they have traditional marriage instructions or the Bachelor Cult school which handed down the 
“truths” present in their ancient myths. The myth of the white man and his institutions have taken the place 
of traditional Huli practices, beliefs, rituals, myths and institutions. Christian ritual has replaced the gamu 
rites. Public schools have replaced the initiation rites and Bachelor Cult. Christian marriage instructions have 
replaced traditional Huli instructions. The white man has helped the Huli tremendously in their technological 
and educational development. The missionaries have given an added dimension to Huli religious beliefs.  

However, many of the traditional ways of thinking and acting are still operative and conflict with these new 
ways, causing social upheaval realized in religious syncretism, violence, sexual licentiousness, crime and 
general unrest.  

This upheaval, which is evident in the increasing crime rate, the growing number of prostitutes and the 
greater frequency of dawanda courting parties, was intensified when the highway between Tari and Mendi 
was completed in 1980. The Huli were no longer isolated in their Papua Wonderland but were now able to 
move throughout the nation on this road to the outside world. Many Huli men traveled to the coast seeking 
employment and returned, not only with their newly acquired wealth, but with different mind-sets formed by 
their experiences with other Papua New Guinean peoples. They came back to their people with new ideas 
and ways of living hitherto unknown. These young people, who were now agents of cultural change 
themselves, increased the tension between traditional and modern living even more.  

The tension between these two worlds is not only manifested in social upheaval, but also in religious 
syncretism wherein two religious belief systems are blended to form a new religious movement.  Cargo cults, 
the most famous example of religious syncretism in Papua New Guinea, are religious movements formed by 
the coalescing of traditional messianic motifs with the Christian religion in an attempt to find the road to the 
white man’s cargo (wealth) through the discovery and manipulation of the true hidden meaning and power 
of the Gospel, which the people believe the white man had selfishly kept secret.  

The Huli have known religious movements with spiritistic tendencies similar to cargo cults since 1974 when 
the hidden power of the Holy Spirit was finally revealed. Two Huli men from Homa who traveled to Lake 
Kutubu along traditional trade routes returned with stories of the “outpouring of the Holy Spirit” at the Asia 
Pacific Christian Mission (APCM). Upon their arrival home, one of the men began to shake violently claiming 
that the Holy Spirit was possessing him as it had possessed the Foi people of Lake Kutubu. However, the 
onlookers thought he was demonically possessed and began to beat the “evil spirit” out of him until he finally 
died. A government court held the APCM mission accountable for the death since it linked the killing to the 
fundamentalist teaching of the Church.  

The new of the “outpouring of the Holy Spirit” and the Homa incident travelled throughout the Huli territory 
creating an atmosphere of excitement and anticipation among the people. The United Church, responding to 
the emotional condition of the people, held an evangelistic meeting (revival) at Hoiebia in 1974. Many of the 
one thousand people who attended the revival began to shake, cry and fall to the floor “slain in the Spirit”.  
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The United Church missionaries interpreted the experience as the movement of the Holy Spirit and 
encouraged similar manifestations throughout the Huli territory.  Soon the people were experiencing trances 
and visions. “Visions included the sighting of a ladder stretching down from out of heaven and people waited 
in expectation for God to receive them up the ladder into his heavenly abode.” (17) They also began to see 
bright lights in the skies that indicated the imminent arrival of Christ. Many Hui people waited for the “time 
of darkness”, traditionally known as bingi that would precede the coming of Christ and cargo. In response to 
these trances, visions and expectations, the people lavished wealth upon the United Church, only to become 
angry when Jesus did not appear with all his glory and wealth in the form of cargo. 

Similar phenomenon still occurs throughout the Huli territory. Indeed, many Huli people believed that Christ 
was coming during the solar eclipse of 1983 when partial darkness covered the area for just a few moments.  

That same year, a Catholic man from Parate was severely beaten by the congregation of the neighboring 
United Church for they believed he was possessed by an evil spirit and desired to beat the devil out of him. 
Similar events have occurred throughout the area during the last twelve years. (18) 

These events have affected all Christian denominations, including the Catholic Church. Worshippers often 
manifest spiritistic tendencies during church services: crying, shaking violently, and the swaying of hands. 
Most Catholics ignore these spiritistic displays when they occur in their churches and simply continue in their 
worship as if they had not occurred, the deeper effects of these events have yet to be felt within the Catholic 
community.  

All these examples of religious syncretism are “delayed reactions to cultural deprivation, sometimes due to 
cultural iconoclasm in the primary evangelization, the loss of cultural institutions without adequate functional 
substitutes, and the failure to recognize that the old “pagan” customs often served legitimate functional 
purposes.” (19)  

Perhaps missionaries need to be more aware of basic Huli life-themes and their sacred significance and 
function. The study of Huli ethos and worldview through the analysis of their myths and rituals would help 
the missionaries to be more sensitive to Huli ultimate concerns and at least make them more aware that 
there are gaps in the social and religious life of the people caused by their presence and influence that must 
be filled.  
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