DISCUSSION PAPER

CULTIVATING CHRISTIAN CIVIL SOCIETY:
FUNDAMENTALIST CHRISTIANITY, POLITICS AND
GOVERNANCE IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA

INTRODUCTION

Governments and international
development agencies worldwide have
begun increasingly to restructure their
programs towards issues of governance.!
The Australian aid budget, for example,
increased support for governance programs
from $160 million in 1996-97 to an estimated
$885 million in 2005-06 (AusAID 2006a: 3).
In the past, governance strategies have
concentrated either on reform of the state
bureaucracy or on the empowerment of
civil society organisations. More recently,
the Australian aid program has been
attempting to combine these two strategies
in order to enable government and civil
society to respond to each other (AusAID
2006b: 1). This new approach entails,
firstly, increasing support for civil society
organisations in delivering services and,
secondly, reforming government to enable it
to fulfil its obligations. By strengthening the
institutions of civil society and the state, and
the relations between them, the strategy
aims to contribute to social and political
stability and to efficient resource allocation
(AusAID 2006b: 2). As part of the effort to

strengthen civil society, programs to support
non-governmental organisations (NGOS)
and faith-based organisations (FBOs) have
been initiated. Accordingly, strengthening
civil society has become a key facet of
the Australian Government’s approach to
governance in Papua New Guinea (AusAID
2006c¢: 2).2

A key question that the governance
strategy for Papua New Guinea grapples
with is why the widespread failure of the
state to realise the basic needs of its citizens
has not generated a much greater demand
for reform and change. Given the situation
in some parts of Papua New Guinea, where
there is virtually no state presence, it is
surprising that more strident demands are
not made. This has also been observed by
Morris and Stewart in their analysis for the
White Paper on Australia’'s aid program:
“Given the well documented failures
of governance in Papua New Guinea, it
is notable that there is not stronger and
more effective demand from community
and civil society organisations for greater
accountability and performance, particularly
from urban citizens” (2005: 20). Recognising
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the importance of this observation, the White
Paper asserts that “Insufficient domestic
demand for better performance or reform ...
[is] ... one of the most important obstacles to
institutional development in poor countries”
(AusAID 2006a: 43). The White Paper and
other documents aim to develop initiatives
to address this lack of demand, such as
the Building Demand for Better Governance
program and the Democratic Governance
program. However, very little analysis exists
of what factors cause or contribute to this
lack of demand, and insufficient thought
has been given to whether this is, in fact, a
feasible strategy at all.

| begin this discussion with a general
introduction to Christianity in Papua New
Guinea, particularly as it relates to broad
issues of governance, electoral discourse
and demands for reform. Then, as further
background, | present my observations of
the conduct of the most recent Papua New
Guinea elections, taken largely from my
situation in the Southern Highlands electorate
of Kagua-Erave. The course of the election
and the types of election messages people
were presented with, together with their
responses, offer considerable insightinto their
opinions of government and their approach
to the question of governance. While this
Discussion Paper canvasses a range of
Christian approaches to electoral politics
and the 2007 national election, my focus is
especially on the fundamentalist Christian
groups. These groups are increasing in
influence throughout Papua New Guinea and
contribute to a profound disenchantment with
electoral politics and politics more generally,
which militates against efforts to strengthen

community demands for better governance.

CHRISTIANITY IN PAPUA NEW
GUINEA

Anyone seeking to utilise local expertise
and authority in efforts to engage communities
in issues of governance in Papua New
Guinea is likely to look to the churches,
for the authority of Christianity is well-
established in this country and its influence
is extensive. According to Operation World
- an organisation with a primary focus on

the power of prayer - it is estimated that
97.28% of the population of Papua New
Guinea identifies itself as Christian (2008).2
Despite Christianity’s huge importance and
the country’s Christian principles being
specifically recognised in its Constitution,
Papua New Guinea remains a secular state
(Latukefu 1988; Hauck, Mandie-Filer and
Bolger 2005: 6). In recent times, however,
some efforts have been made to unite church
and state by declaring Christianity the official
state religion (see Gibbs 2004: 4).

Regardless of its high proportion of
Christians, Papua New Guinea is one of
the most evangelized places in the world.
Currently, thousands of missionaries are
spreading the gospel, often to people
who have long identified themselves as
Christian.* The religious orientation of
these missionaries is largely evangelical,
charismatic or Pentecostal. Fundamentalist is
an appropriate term for most of these, since
they adhere to the defining characteristics of
fundamentalism, including reading the Bible
literally, or what Lawrence has referred to
as “scriptural absolutism,” and an extremely
dualist view of the world as a dire struggle
between good and evil.®

Although the long-established churches
have a long history and compose by far the
largest Christian group in PNG, in the last
decade or so the most spectacular growth in
converts has been in the newer “born again”
churches, while the mainstream churches
have suffered inroads into their traditionally
large congregations. Though it is unclear
how they derived their figures, Operation
World estimates that of the total Christian
population of PNG, evangelicals comprise
21.1% (1,014, 000), charismatics 12.4%
(598,000) and Pentecostals 9.2% (442,000)
(Operation World 2008).°

Because of the considerable diversity in
what constitutes Christianity in PNG, Philip
Gibbs says that it is misleading to refer
to the Church in Papua New Guinea as if
it were a homogeneous entity, suggesting
instead that it can be divided into four
separate blocks (2004: 3). The first block
comprises the mainstream churches, which
have their roots in the long-established
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former missionary churches - Lutheran,
Catholic, United and Anglican. The second
group comprises those that identify as the
Evangelical Alliance, including the Apostolic,
Baptist and Nazarene Churches and the
Salvation Army. A third block, not yet formally
organised, comprises the more recently
established Pentecostal churches, such as
the Assemblies of God and Christian Revival
Centres, and the fourth consists exclusively
of the Seventh Day Adventists, who, as
Gibbs remarks, have considerable political
influence in Papua New Guinea (2004: 3-4).
However, though Gibb’s delineation is a useful
heuristic device, it has some limitations - for
example, though there are many theological
differences between his Evangelical Alliance
block and his Pentecostalist block, there are
also significant commonalities, especially in
the emphasis given to personal salvation and
evangelism, and in millennial beliefs, such as
a belief in the end of the world and the return
of Christ.

The relationship between Christianity
and politics in Papua New Guinea does
not lend itself easily to summary or broad
generalisation. Not only are there the widely
divergentinstitutionalised churches, each with
their own local character, but there are also
some elaborate syncretic forms of religion
constructed from elements of Christianity and
local religions. These are highly influential
and some take great interest in the political
arena (see Lattas 2006). The relationship
of electoral politics and Christianity is also
widely diverse. At one end of the spectrum,
a union between the two exists - political
parties which explicitly define themselves as
Christian, such as the Christian Democratic
Party - while at the other end of the spectrum
are churches which eschew electoral politics
altogether.

Many of the mainstream churches have
a rather ambivalent position, not wanting
clerics to be involved directly in electoral
politics, but having a commitment to social
justice and good governance that sees them
speaking out on political issues. Catholic
clerics are forbidden to assume public office,
and any priest who does so is suspended
from the exercise of priestly and pastoral
duties.” Even so, some take the electoral

path, the most famous being the late Father
Robert Lak, who unseated the former Prime
Minister, Pius Wingti, in the 1997 election.

Despite this stance, the Catholic Church
has itself entered political debate by being
outspoken on the issue of corruption. A
number of Bishops have been particularly
vocal, including the Archbishop of Port
Moresby, Brian Barnes, who has regularly
used his weekly radio program and other
forums to voice his criticism of the government
and his anti-corruption message (Gibbs
2004: 4; Standish 1999-2000). In the lead
up to the 2002 election, he went so far as to
say that the future of Papua New Guinea as
a free democratic country was under threat,
that the conduct of many Papua New Guinea
leaders was shameful and that a change of
government was needed (Gibbs 2004: 4).

In the lead up to elections, the mainstream
churches have been particularly active in
mounting educational campaigns to inform
voters about good governance and the
electoral system. This includes the 2002
election and the supplementary elections in
the Southern Highlands in 2003. Although
the United Church was involved in some of
the initiatives, the Catholic Church was the
only one to design and carry out a specific
community training programme throughout
the country in the lead up to the 2002 election
(Hauck, Mandie-Filer and Bolger 2005: 15
citing Stein Holmes 2003). There is some
suggestion that this programme was one
factor contributing to the very high turnover
of members of parliament in the election (i.e.
80% compared with 65% during the previous
election in 1997) (Hauck, Mandie-Filer and
Bolger 2005: 15, citing Stein Holmes 2003).
In 2007, members of Catholic organisations
such as Caritas Papua New Guinea and the
Catholic Women’s Federation were actively
involved in the civil society educational
campaign to inform voters in the Southern
Highlands electorates about the Limited
Preferential Voting system (LPV).% Besides
such initiatives, there exist “no broad,
endogenous, church-based strategies in
place aimed specifically at enhancing or
improving governance or policy performance
in PNG” (Hauck, Mandie-Filer and Bolger
2005: 17).
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Most of the new evangelical, charismatic
and Pentecostal churches are fundamentalist
and shun active involvement in politics,
avoiding engagement with the state both in
civil society and electoral affairs (see Hauck,
Mandie-Filer and Bolger 2005: 22; Gibbs
2005: 17).° This general aloofness towards
politics has been described as “political
acquiescence” (Schoffeleers 1991: 89)° and
indeed some of these churches do endorse
the belief that people should accept the
authority of the government of the day (Gibbs
2004: 4, 2005: 18; Hauck, Mandie-Filer and
Bolger 2005; 22).1

This does not mean that they do not
have what Ireland refers to as, “critical
citizenship” - a critique of the social and
political economies of the country in which
they live (1995: 136). Indeed these churches
often articulate trenchant criticism of the
corruption and the inability of the Papua New
Guinea state to deliver services. Much of
this criticism is cloaked in a particular kind of
conspiratorial and apocalyptic language, as
evident in the discussions with local pastors |
describe later. However, these critiques rarely
generate political activism; rather, they are
reactive, expressing a feeling of moral outrage
towards those responsible for corruption
and poor governance. Such problems are
seen as evidence that people are not living
Christian lives, and the remedy is for people
to become good Christians - the emphasis
being on individual moral reform rather than
broader social reform - and to pray for God’s
intervention for a good election result (Gifford
1991: 18). Some commentators argue that
such Christians are not passive spectators in
political affairs since they use prayer in the
hope of influencing outcomes. Sometimes
this is framed in terms of “spiritual warfare,”
conceived as an active challenge to Satan’s
power through aggressive prayer (Jorgensen
2005: 446). However, while it is true that this
activity reveals the existence of interest in
outcomes, it is hardly effective action.

In the following section | describe specific
aspects of the 2007 election that illustrate the
problematic relationship between Christianity
and politics in Papua New Guinea.

THE 2007 PAPUA NEW GUINEA
GENERAL ELECTION

The 2007 election bore some similarities
to previous elections and also significant
differences. Discussing the relationship
between politics, religion and churches in the
2002 Papua New Guinea general election,
Philip Gibbs suggests there was a blurring
between the sacred and the secular, with
political discourse and symbolism being laced
with Biblical and other Christian imagery. This
involved candidates assiduously seeking
to present themselves as “God-fearing”
people who could be trusted. The Saviour
was also a common figure and Gibbs cites
several examples of candidates comparing
themselves to Moses leading the exodus
from Egypt to the promised land.

Inthe 2002 election, some candidates also
made extravagant promises to Christians to
secure their vote. Peter Yama, the candidate
for Usino Bundi Open, declared that he would
“ensure that 10% of the annual national budget
is given to God”, a tithing policy to distribute
10% of PNG’s total earnings to churches
through the Home Affairs Department (cited
Gibbs 2004: 7 and see also 2005: 3).12
In 2007, the People’s Freedom Pati made
similar promises, advocating support for the
churches and NGOs by a voluntary tithing
of 10% of the tax revenue. However, none
of this party’s eight candidates succeeded
in winning a seat. Other political parties and
candidates were more restrained in their
promises on this issue, simply saying they
would support the work of the churches.

Christian rhetoric was a persistent theme
in the People’s Freedom Pati statement
which appeared in the Post-Courier. They
considered it very important that the quality of
leadership should take priority over problems
of development - leaders must be “truly
repentant and resolved towards the God
Almighty, oneself, family and community”
(Post-Courier, June 2007). Leaders must also
be physically fit, possibly a reference to the
widespread idea that bodily health, especially
outward appearance, is an indication of moral
health (see Eves 1998: 28-29 and 1996).
In the same newspaper, other Christians
upheld Jesus as the model of leadership,



Cultivating Christian Civil Society

defined in terms of “shepherd-ship, servant-
ship and sacrifice” (Post-Courier, June
2007). The Pangu Party’s policy platform
included creating a Ministry of Religion:
“Pangu acknowledges the role of the church
in promoting Christian values, and in social,
economic, and spiritual development, and
proposes to create a Ministry of Religion
to improve government-church cooperation”
(Post-Courier, June 2007).

A significant difference between the
election of 2007 and earlier ones was the
absence of a nationwide campaign like
Operation Brukim Skru, which featured in
the lead up to the 1997 election (see Kocher
Schmid 1999: 20; Gibbs 2005; Jorgensen
2005). Literally meaning to bend the knee,
but conveying connotations of kneeling down
to pray or seeking forgiveness, Brukim Skru
was initiated by the Governor-General of
the time, Sir Wiwa Korowi, in November
1996. Brukim Skru aimed “to bring Papua
New Guinea before God for his divine
intervention for the evils of our time” (Asia
Pacific Network 1997).* A large number of
churches were involved in this campaign,
though Gibbs suggests that the initiative was
held mostly by the conservative evangelical
and Pentecostal churches (2005: 14). One
plan, which evidently had the support of
the Electoral Commissioner but which didn’t
quite get off the ground, was to provide
“prayer cover” to keep corruption and evil
spirits away during polling.**

Operation Brukim Skru also involved
local events, such as crusades, including
a “Mega Prayer Crusade” at the University
of Papua New Guinea, organised by the
Tertiary Student’'s Christian Fellowship,
which involved students praying for good
government. As the President of the Tertiary
Student’s Christian Fellowship, Bill Koim,
commented at the time:

We have been praying for a
good government and honest
leadership, and we have not
been surprised to see a lot of
the established leaders fall. We
are not saying that they were
bad leaders, but we are thankful
because these are God’'s own
doings (The National, 9 July
1997, cited Kocher Schmid
1999: 20).

He added that the underlying theme of
the crusade was that politicians needed the
strength of God to perform well in the new
government - human strength and wisdom
being only secondary (The National, 9 July
1997, cited Kocher Schmid 1999: 21). Since
the country had lost its way, only divine
intervention could help it to follow the right
path.

Although the 2007 election had no such
nation-wide campaign, prayer was still
promoted as a useful strategy. This occurred
at the local level, something | return to
later, but it was also widely advocated in
the national discourse prior to polling, with
correspondents to the newspapers urging
people to pray for the right leaders to be
elected. One correspondent from Madang
suggested that voters must take some
responsibility for the quality of the leaders
elected and divine intervention was needed
in this. As he wrote:

As a Christian country we must
unite and pray so that right
leaders will be elected through
the ballot box. | am appealing
to all Christian churches and
families to come down to their
knees and pray constantly in
the couple of weeks remaining
before the election. Let the
man above choose the right
leaders for us. All Papua New
Guineans with a heart for Papua
New Guinea must unite and
pray! (Post-Courier Viewpoints,
Weekend Edition, 8-10 June
2007).

Some of these letters, including this
one, were reproduced on the online Papua
New Guinea politics forum and elicited
considerable scorn from other letter-writers,
who saw praying for political change as
pointless. One responded to the appeal to
pray for the election of the right leaders by
referring to “the totally failed brukim skru
campaign,” pointing out that God did not
solve the problems since nothing changed,
and tartly concluding that: “The tears
dried, our sore knees healed, meanwhile
Billy Skate and his mob continued cleaning
out the public accounts especially at NCD
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(National Capital District). So much for
divine intervention” (Post-Courier Viewpoint,
cited Papua New Guinea News Board 2007).
Another response repeated this message,
suggesting that the end result of “brukim
skru” was “some crook got into power”
(Anon. Papua New Guinea News Board
2007).*® Obviously some sceptics exist in the
Christian nation.®

WHERE ARE WE HEADED?

The relationship between Christianity and
politics was placed squarely on the public
agenda during the 2007 election when it
became apparent that the gazetted polling
day in the Southern Highlands and Morobe
Provinces fell on a Saturday, much to the ire of
Seventh Day Adventists (SDA), who worship
on this day. The 50,000 SDA members in
these provinces made furious attempts to
have the day of the polling changed. Appeals
were made by SDA church leaders, such as
the General secretary, Pastor Joel Makao,
who believed that God would be dishonoured
by polling on the Sabbath: “Leaders are
chosen by God to lead his people” and the
Electoral Commission “must respect God
and allow his people to cast their votes during
one of the weekdays” (The National, 28 June,
2007). Others who joined the fight included
the former Southern Highlands Governor
Hami Yawari, whose lawyers wrote to the
Electoral Commission asking for the polling
day to be changed and threatening court
action if it was not changed. He added that
since the majority of Southern Highlanders
were Christians, the polling should not be
held on Sunday either (The National, 27
June, 2007).

One correspondent to the Post Courier
saw the Electoral Commission trampling
on the constitutional and natural rights of
SDA members, citing Sections 45 and 50 of
the Papua New Guinea Constitution, which
provide for “freedom of conscience, thought
and religion” and the “Right to vote and stand
for public office.”” He urged every SDA “in
this beautiful country ... to pray for the mercy
of God to change the polling schedule”
(Post Courier, 28 June, 2007). His prayers
weren’t answered. Others, including the

editorial writer of the National, invoked the
constitutional separation of church and state
to argue the case against changing polling
(The National, 20 June, 2007). Despite a
considerable number of appeals by Seventh
Day Adventists to the Electoral Commission,
the Commissioner Andrew Trawen refused
to change the polling date, saying that SDA
members still had plenty of time after church
to vote (The National, 29 June, 2007). The
Southern Highlands election manager, David
Wakias, was somewhat more blunt, telling
SDA members that the date would not be
changed or polling extended and that they
would have to “choose whether to vote or
go to church” (The National, 29 June, 2007).
The Electoral Commission’s legal adviser
said the Commission had no choice, since
when polling would commence was set out in
section 79(1) of the Organic Law, and that day
was Saturday. One-day polling was instituted
as a security measure and to prevent people
voting on more than one day (though this
did not stop people polling at more than one
polling place on the same day).

Whether or not the estimated 35,000 SDA
membersinthe Southern Highlands exercised
their right to vote is unclear. Certainly, those in
Kagua-Erave electorate (where | was based
during the election) did not vote on Saturday,
since no voting at all took place on that day,
largely because the Electoral Commission
had seriously misjudged the time needed
to distribute the ballot boxes and papers.
Despite the Returning Officer’s determination
to have Saturday polling, when it became
apparent that the ballot boxes could not be
delivered in time, the Electoral Commissioner
gave approval for polling to commence on
Sunday.® Polling concluded on Wednesday
and voting lapsed in a number of wards
because the polling teams were unable to get
there in time.

After the polling, a correspondent from
lalibu in the Southern Highlands wrote to the
Post-Courier suggesting that the Electoral
Commissioner’s refusal to change the polling
date was a test of people’s faith by Satan.
“Mr Trawen,” he asked, “why have you put
the people of God to the test? Have you
thought that | will bow down to Satan by
voting on a Saturday? No way. I've not voted.
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You may consider this as another joke but
remember the devil is at its best towards the
end times” (Post-Courier, 6-8 July, 2007).
Though the allusion to the end times may
have been lost on those belonging to more
mainstream churches, it would not have
been lost on members of the SDA or the
many Pentecostal churches.

WE NEED GOD-FEARING
LEADERS

A common campaign theme in 2002,
noted by Gibbs, was the image of the God-
fearing leader, and again in 2007 the need
for God-fearing candidates and elected
members was echoed constantly in popular
discourse (see Figure 1). It was aired on the
faith page of the National newspaper when it
reported on a radio talk-back show involving
several church pastors who warned voters to
choose God-fearing leaders and to be wary
of those candidates who hardly ever attend
church but who now, during the election
campaign, carry Bibles and speak in Biblical
terms. Such people, they warned, were not
true leaders but were merely “switching to
become ‘holy now’ in order to lure voters”
(The National, 5 July 2007). By contrast, the
most appropriate leaders were those who
maintained their integrity, honesty, loyalty
and righteousness (The National, 5 July,
2007).1°

Being deemed God-fearing was not
sufficient in itself to ensure election. A self-
proclaimed God-fearing Christian from
Central Province remarked that while he
would vote for a God-fearing leader, he
would also consider a person who would
be committed to providing water and health
services to the village (Post-Courier, Election
Special, June 2007). However, since many
God-fearing candidates also articulated this
kind of development agenda, the two issues
are not mutually exclusive. Indeed, many
voters thought the Christian candidates were
more likely to deliver services, believing
them to be less likely to be corrupted by the
trappings of power and parliament.

The term God-fearing has connotations
of being fearful of God - a retributive God

who punishes those who do not behave
in a Christian manner, but this was not
usually stated. Rather, the meaning was
often unspecified, though it was not simply
synonymous with Christian. One person
interviewed by the Post-Courier saw them
as two quite different things (Post-Courier,
Election Special, June 2007). A young
student from the NCD, who was actually
too young to vote, thought that a “leader
should be responsible, transparent and one
who promotes people’s interests.” Such a
leader should be God-fearing, meaning that
he would be dependent on God's wisdom
and guidance, which would prevent him from
being corrupt (Post-Courier, Election Special,
June 2007). Another student, eligible to vote,
commented that she would not be voting for
wantoks and would cast her vote for a “God-
fearing,” “hardworking” and “reliable” leader
(Post-Courier, Election Special, June 2007).
Another saw God-fearing as describing a
person who abides by the principles of
the Bible and “therefore has the heart to
serve the people” (Post-Courier, Election
Special, June 2007). Others saw God-fearing
in terms of “honesty,” “transparency” and
“trustworthiness.” Others did not take up the
God-fearing terminology, seeing the need
simply for a Christian, particularly one with
high Christian values and principles, since
such a person would “most likely conduct
himself according the Biblical principles”
(Post-Courier, Election Special, June 2007).

THE VIEW FROM THE SOUTHERN
HIGHLANDS PROVINCE (SHP)

Christianity featured less prominently in
the Southern Highlands than in the wider
Papua New Guinea | have been describing
so far. With some exceptions, most SHP
candidates avoided direct reference to
their religious affiliation or beliefs.2° While
some mentioned the need for God-fearing
leaders and some used Christian imagery,
religion was less prominent than in the past.
Posters, in particular, focused almost entirely
on secular and factual matters. Election
posters were very sketchy on the whole,
often presenting only basic details, such as a
photograph with the name of the candidate,
and asking for people’s votes. For example,
the election poster of Dickson Pena Tasi, a
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candidate for the regional seat, displayed no
policies and no slogans, featuring only his
name, his picture and a request for voters to
write his name or number in box 1, 2 or 3.

Othercandidates appealedtothe “common
man” in order to distance themselves from
the increasing importance of money for
political success, which meant, as someone
remarked, that “you have to be a millionaire”
to stand for parliament. In attempting to
communicate this idea, the producers of the
posters and slogans did not always realise the
full implications of the expressions they used,
at times revealing a pervasive primitivism
that portrayed the electors as backward. At
the same time, these candidates wanted to
convey the idea that they were in touch with
the rural communities who were crying out
for services, as well as to imply they were
outside the realm of money politics and could
therefore be trusted. Thomas Handolwa,
a candidate for the Mendi Open seat, for
example, presented himself as a “Simple
man for simple people.” Daniel Lap, another
candidate for the Mendi Open seat had a
similar slogan: “Simple man for grassroots
people.” The candidate Joe Waph, standing
for the Komo-Margarima Open seat, stated
that he was “A simple and poor man for the
simple and poor people.” A candidate for the
Imbonggu Open seat used a similar slogan
in Tok Pisin: “votim mangi long ples long
karim hevi long ples” (vote for a villager to
carry the burden of the village). “Hevi” has
connotations of carrying a heavy load or
burden and also of responsibility.

Several candidates framed their election
slogans in the rhetoric of development.
Philipus Maso Hapon, standing for Mendi
Open, simply stated: “Vote for Development.”
While the only woman standing in the
Southern Highlands, Margret Kawa (Papua
New Guinea First Party, Imbonngu Open),
in a slogan with a distinctly anti-colonial
and nationalist tinge, wanted: “To Achieve
Economic and Social Independence.” Others
framed their slogans in terms of leadership.
The poster of John Tanda, a candidate for
the Mendi Open, proclaimed that he was “For
honest and correct leadership,” while Wale
Molsie, standing for Imbonggu Open, was
for “simple and honest leadership.” Perhaps
in a thesaurus-engendered list, Rex Akop

Welin, standing for the Mendi Open seat,
emphasised several facets of leadership,
asking people to vote for: “morally stable
leadership,” “quality leadership,” “visionary
leadership,” “Mendi Open leadership and not
tribalism” and “socioeconomic development
leadership.” Only one of the twenty or so
posters displayed outside the largest Mendi
store invoked the image of a “God-fearing
leader.” This poster, promoting Paru Hagnai,
who stood for the Tari-Pori Open seat and
was endorsed by the Papua New Guinea
Labour Party, announced that he stood for
“God-fearing leadership,” “Justice for the
people,” “transparency/accountability for the
people” and “economic prosperity for the
people.”

| saw no images of Jesus on election
posters and billboards in the Southern
Highlands, as was reported elsewhere for
the 1997 election (Gibbs 2005: 7), although a
few featured more subtle Christian allusions.
One striking example of this was provided
by Anderson Agiru, the successful candidate
for the Southern Highlands Regional seat or
governorship, who used several slogans with
a Christian resonance. Declaring that it was
time to “kirapim” (resurrect) the province, he
announced that it was the “Dawn of a New
Future,” an image which evokes the evangelic
rhetoric of being born again. On another
poster, he presented himself as a humble
Christian, saying “My best is not enough,
Lord Almighty!”. Since Agiru was aiming to
be governor for the second time, his publicity
carried many intimations of resurrection and
veiled allusions to the second coming. One of
his billboards, placed prominently in Mendi,
showed him in shirt and tie and with raised
fist, looking very much like a Bible-thumping
preacher (see Figure 1).

This recourse to Christian imagery
surpassed even those church leaders who
stood as candidates, whose slogans were
comparatively straightforward and not nearly
as cleverly crafted as Agiru's. One pastor
invoked a saying from Proverbs, declaring
on his poster that: “Righteousness exalts a
nation” (omitting the second clause which
says “but sin is a reproach to any people)
(Proverbs 14: 34). Pastor Francis Apurel,
standing for the SHP Provincial seat with
Agiru, simply announced that he was for
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Figure 1: Anderson Agiru Billboard, Mendi

“Progress and development — God’s way.”
In the extensive policy platform on his poster,
Thomas Handolwa, though not a pastor or
preacher, stated that he wanted to reinforce
church activities, and also promote community
development, agriculture and tourism. Makire
Tom (Independent— Regional Seat) produced
the only poster to mention AIDS, even though
this is a major calamity confronting PNG. He
construed this as a question of Christian
morality, advocating the promotion of good
ways to avoid AIDS (“HIV/AIDS — Promotim
ol Gutpela Pasin bilong Abrusim Sik AIDS"),
with its obvious reference to abstinence and
faithfulness.

It was noticeable that those candidates
who did articulate some Christian discourse
rarely identified themselves with any particular
denomination, except for the candidates who
were pastors or priests, who usually gave
their clerical title. This suggests that with the
increasing fragmentation of the mainstream
churches and the proliferation of smaller
churches, it is expedient to direct appeals
to the generic Christian. The introduction of
limited preferential voting (LPV), which has
brought the need to garner preferences more
widely, has added to this impetus.

GOD MUST BE FIRST DURING
THIS ELECTION (GOD | MAS
STAP NABAWAN LONG DISPELA
ELEKSEN)

Prior to polling, large peace rallies were
organised in selected parts of Papua New
Guinea.?! The Southern Highlands was
especially singled out because during the
2002 elections widespread violence and the
disruption of polling caused the election to be
declared a failure in six electorates. To call
for a peaceful election, marches and rallies
were held in Mendi, Nipa, Tari and lalibu in
the Southern Highlands.

Organised by a coalition of church
groups, including both mainstream and
non-mainstream churches, and with the
endorsement and active involvement of
leaders of the security forces, the rally in Mendi
saw several thousands march and rally. Many
of the participants were pupils from church-
run schools, clothed in their various coloured
uniforms and holding placards appealing to
voters to consider their future and to avoid
the violence and corruption that had marred
previous elections.?? Others carried placards
with a distinctly Christian message: “Let God
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