


S.A. 90.6%; Queensland 89.5%; W.A. 89.2%; A.C.T. 87.1%.
Thus less than 10% may be said to be non-Christian, probably
lapsed Catholics for the most part as only 19 associated themselves
with Judaism, only 22 with Islam.” Participant observation and
interviews with migrant chaplains show that Maltese, whatever their
social class, tend to participate actively in parish organizations.® In
the mid-seventies, the advent of multiculturalism also led to an
awakening of religious practices in the popular culture - most notably
the festa of the patron saint of the town or village of origin. As we
shall see, several of these festa started to be ceremoniously and not
so ceremoniously commemorated on the various feast days,
especially in Melbourne, Sydney and to a lesser extent Adelaide,
where the largest concentration of Maltese are to be found.

What I propose to do in this chapter is, first, to trace briefly how
and why Catholicism has come to play such an important part in
Maltese life; secondly, to delve into some aspects of religion's role in
the migrant experience; and thirdly, to make specific reference to
some noteworthy religion-linked popular practices in various
Australian States, past and present, especially Victoria and New
South Wales. This should make clear to what extent and in what
ways Maltese Catholicism became and continues to be an integral,
indeed a dominant feature of Maltese identity.

Church and religion in Maltese history

Already in prehistoric times Malta was regarded as 'the sacred isle of
the Mediterranean': the large number of neolithic temples built there
are 'the earliest known free-standing roofed stone buildings any-
where in the world'.? With the advent of Christianity through the
shipwreck of St. Paul, to which reference is made in the Acts of the
Apostles, the Islanders gradually became and remained Catholic.
Although pressure would have been exerted in favour of Islamisation
during the Arab occupation from the 9th to the 11th centuries, and
religious practices would have been influenced by that, Christians
were dhimmi, people of a book (ahl-al-kitab) to the Muslims. So
although treated as second-class citizens they were not necessarily
persecuted.10

From Norman times onwards, Latin Christianity became an over-
riding feature of life in Malta, and this attachment to European
Christendom was strengthened by the Holy Roman Emperor's
cession of the Maltese Islands to the Order of St. John of Jerusalem
and Rhodes, since known as the Knights of Malta, following the
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involved in festa organization are said not to be particularly religious.
A good number of Maltese who emigrated in the early sixties would
have been influenced by the fairly rampant anticlericalism among
hard-core MLP supporters at that time: the clash over secularization
policy between the Malta Labour Party led by Dominic Mintoff and
the Catholic church led by Archbishop Gonzi was at its height.82 To
vote for Mintoff's party was made a mortal sin. As a result, many
MLP supporters suffered from a crisis of conscience and of loyalties
- some stopped going to church.

By and large, religion continues to be a central value to the
Maltese Catholic settler in Australia, and the single most noteworthy
element in the Maltese lifestyle would be its family-centric base,
which in turn is closely associated with its religio-centric
weltanschauung.

If we accept B.A. Santamaria's three broad categories of
Catholics in Australia - the Marxists, the humanists, and the
Christian democrats - we would unhesitatingly conclude that the bulk
of the Maltese would fit into the third category. Drawing upon
Christian democratic theorists like Ozanam, Windthorst, Ketteler and
the papal encyclicals, Santamaria somewhat idealistically defined this
model thus:

It places emphasis on the person - equipped with a spiritual
soul - as the foundation of a doctrine of human rights. Its
emphasis gravitates overwhelmingly around the family, as the
ultimate dispensary of social services. It insists that the fam-
ily, not the government, is the shield of the individual... It
insists on individual property, as against concentrated corpo-
rate ownership. It favours the land, the village, the family
farm, the cooperatives... it is thoroughly decentralist, founded
on the doctrine of subsidiary function, the foe of capitalists
monopoly and of communist totalitarianism. Since every
community must possess cohesion, it believes in patriotism...
that religion serves not only its primary supernatural purpose,
but as the cement of society, furnishing the only satisfactory
basis for that sense of mutual obligation without which com-
munities disintegrate.83

While in general the Maltese Catholic type in Australia - as a
moral person - would tend towards all these things, there would be a
lack of comprehension, of ability to articulate or philosophize in like
terms, due to the generally low level of religious education.
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See e.g. "Caritas' Study on the Family”, "Marriage in Society'

The Sunday Times of Malta, 27 October 1985; "Family Crisis'

ibid., 24 November 1985.

The Malta Cross (henceforth M), Sydney, 28 August 198¢

p- 3, quoted the figures.

Interview with Fr. Tarcisio Macallef, M.S.S.P., referred t

above.

One Malta-bomn ecclesiastic, Fr. Robert Cassar, based in Sydne

from 1948, could preach and hear confessions in six languages

including Spanish, Portugese and Russian, besides Maltese

Mark Caruana interview with Fr. Michael Camilleri, Greystanes

N.S.W., June 1983.

Alexander Bonnici wrote a two-volume biography of him

(Valletta, 1982-5).

See Henry Frendo, "Maltese Migration from the Maltese Island

and Northern Africa after 1945", in James Jupp (ed.), A

Encyclopoedia of the Australian People, Australian Natione

University, Canberra, 1988,

Cassar, P. (1978) Fr. Ambrose Cassar, A Pioneer Pries!

Halifax, Queensland. '

The Hon. Alan Cadman, speaking in a "Grievance Debate’

House of Representatives, Canberra, 10 Nov. 1983, Hansarc

col. 2645.

Zubrzycki, J. (1964) Settlers of the L.a Trobe Valley:
iological Study of Immigrants in the brown coal industry i

Australia, Canberra, pp. 148-149.

Henry Frendo, "Tigieg Hodor folk Bajd Blu" (interviews wit

the presidents of the George Cross and the Green Gully socces

clubs, and with the mother of jockey Darren Gauci, a George

Cross supporter), in the Maltese Herald (henceforth MH),

Sydney, 9 July 1985, p. 17.

List provided by Fr. Tarcisio Micallef.

Interviews with Fr. Micallef and Fr. Noel Binaco, referred to

above.

Band marches and even a grand fireworks display however were

put on for /l-Vitorja. See the programme: "Solemn Feast of Our

Lady of Victories, Patroness of the Maltese Community", 1986,

p. 5.

Mr. F.X. Falzon, J.P,, in a letter to this writer post-marked

Adelaide, 20 October 1986.
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