Script for Tohinga Rongo (Renewal of Peace Covenant) Ceremony 21 January 2005, Kopinga Marae, Rekohu.
Background to Peace Covenant

The abandonment of warfare and killing is an ancient covenant that has been handed down from the earliest Moriori ancestors to have settled on Rekohu. Our karapuna tell us that that the covenant was reaffirmed and passed from one generation to the next. I read from a Moriori transcript written in 1894:

“It was passed down to Mu and Wheke, and from them and their descendants down to Rongomaiwhenua, and from him to his descendants Nunuku, Tapata and Torea. You may continue to fight; but the meaning of his words was, do not kill.” 

By forbidding the taking of human life and placing their weapons of war upon the Tuahu (the sacred altar), Moriori entered into a tohinga or covenant with their gods. From that time forward, power over life and death was removed from the hands of man and placed into the hands of their gods. Fighting became ritualised and upon the first blood being drawn fighting was to cease. Nunuku Whenua – from whom our Rangata Matua Wilford Davis is a direct descendant – reaffirmed the covenant of peace some 600 hundred years ago. Moriori as a people have not broken that covenant to this day. 

The last time the covenant was reaffirmed was at a large gathering of Moriori at Te Awapatiki in early 1836 to decide what response they would make to the invasion of their Island home in 1835. While the young men urged resistance, the elders, Tapata and Torea insisted that the people hold fast to the teachings of Nunuku. As they said, the covenant was a spiritual pact entered into with their gods. To break that covenant would represent a betrayal of their gods and a loss of mana for them as a people. Instead, they offered peace, friendship and sharing of the Islands resources as was their custom.

Relevance of the Covenant for Moriori today

Despite the great suffering and loss that Moriori endured as a consequence of this decision, their legacy of peace and hope lived on. For this generation of Moriori it has become the rallying point for our people. A beacon of light and inspiration that has guided us in reclaiming our rightful heritage and identity as a people. Our identity as the first peoples of these islands.

In renewing this ancient covenant of peace we are conscious that peace is as precious and much needed today in the modern world as it was for our ancestors a millennium ago. The challenge left to us by our karapuna is whether we can learn to live together peacefully and share what we have, respecting each other and the environment that we live in. The alternatives facing the human race today do not bear too much contemplation. This ceremony today while honouring the vision of our ancestors, is also a small but important contribution to the efforts being made by peoples and organisations the world over to make our planet a more peaceful and sustainable place on which to live.

Tradition informs us that the knowledge of the peace covenant was passed from father to son during a tohinga or baptismal ceremony when the child was old enough to understand the significance of the occasion. The old weapons which had been placed on the Tuahu were removed and handed to the child and an explanation given to the child that the weapons were once used for fighting and could kill another human being. It was explained that the power over life and death had been taken from the hand of man and placed into the hands of their gods. Men were still permitted to fight with wooden staffs known as tupuari but on first blood being drawn honour was satisfied and the fight was to cease. Killing was strictly forbidden. By replacing the weapon back on the Tuahu, the child was symbolically renewing the covenant for the next generation and completing the tohinga ceremony. 

Today Moriori renew our commitment to live together on this Island in peace and to respect and share the resources of the land and the sea. We make this commitment knowing that there are many challenges still to be faced and many lessons still to be learned. But if we can inspire the next generation (as represented by our timiriki gathered around this Tuahu today), to learn about and uphold the values and wisdom left to us by our ancestors, then we will have succeeded in honouring that legacy.

As part of our new kawa for Kopinga Marae, future visitors will be invited to participate in making a dedication of peace by bringing a symbol from their own culture or country to place on the Tuahu. In this way we acknowledge that peace is a universal aim of all humanity.

I will now invite each of the children to touch the patu hopo before it is replaced back on the Tuahu signifying the renewal of the covenant ceremony is complete.
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