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John G. Paton and his wife Mary, 

who would soon give birth to their first 

child, landed at Port Resolution in 1858.  

They were not the first missionaries to 

serve in the Port Resolution area of 

Tanna and they were certainly not the 

last. 

First came Lalolangi, Salamea and 

Mose, all Samoans who were placed 

there by John Williams in 1839.  Pomare 

and Vaiofanga, more Samoans, added to 

their team in 1840.  Salamea and 

Pomare died and the remaining three 

were joined by Dr George Turner and 

Henry Nisbet and their wives from 

Scotland in 1842.  They were all driven 

off the island the following year. 

Then came three Rarotongans and 

four more Samoans in 1845 who were 

again driven off after one was martyred 
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in 1846.  Two of them returned in 1847 

and a third was added in 1848.  All died 

of smallpox except one who had to 

escape after they were blamed for the 

disease and four female converts were 

murdered. 

The next missionary was Abraham, 

a man from Aneityum, the newly-

converted island south of Tanna, who 

arrived in 1845 and was later joined by 

others from the same island. 

John and Mary Paton arrived from 

Scotland in October 1858 and built their 

house on a site which to this day is thick 

with mosquitoes.  Mary gave birth to 

their son, Peter, on 12th February 1859, 

but died of malaria on 3rd March.  Peter 

died 17 days later. 

Paton buried his wife and son 

himself as well as Samuel Johnston who 

came to assist Paton and died of malaria 

in 1861 after a club wound to the head. 

Johnston was clubbed when he and 

Paton were attacked as a result of a 

measles epidemic, which was 

deliberately planted by traders and 

blamed on the Christians.  In the 

escalating violence, Christian converts 

were once again martyred as chiefs who 

were once sympathetic abandoned 

them.   

Kowia, a Tannese chief who was 

converted on Aneityum prayed a dying 

prayer with Paton as Paton himself lay 

close to unconsciousness with what was 

at least his fifteenth bout of malaria.  

Kowia prayed: 

‘O Lord Jesus, Missi Johnston is 

dead, his wife is ill, Missi Paton is ill, 

I am sick, and Thy servants the 

Aneityumese are all sick and dying.  

O Lord, You cannot forsake Tanna, 

and leave our people to die in 

darkness!’ 

Paton soon buried Kowia alongside his 

Aneityumese wife and children who had 

already died in the mission effort. 

Namuri, another Aneityumese 

missionary, was clubbed and died 

praying: 

‘O Lord Jesus, forgive them for they 

know not what they are doing.  Do 

not take away your worship from 

this dark island! O God, bring all the 

Tannese to love and follow Jesus!’ 

He was just one of many who died in 

1861 so that the people of Tanna and 

particularly the Port Resolution area 

might know Jesus. 

Paton escaped overland to the 

Matheson’s mission station in South 

Tanna along with Abraham.  Abraham 

had been the first Aneityumese 

missionary to arrive, and was the last to 

leave.  They were pursued right to the 

Matheson’s station where they were 

attacked and the church was burned.  

They all escaped on a trading ship, sick 

and very weak.  Both the Matheson’s 

died within six months and Paton 
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survived to one day return to evangelise 

the nearby island, Aniwa. 

By the time that Paton escaped in 

1861, more than 25 missionaries had 

served in the Port Resolution mission 

field.  Many of them and their converts 

had died of disease or had been 

martyred.   All the rest had been driven 

off the island.  None remained. 

In God’s grace and mercy the 

gospel was eventually established at 

Port Resolution when Thomas and Lucy 

Neilson landed in 1868 along with more 

Aneityumese, and the church was 

established across on Tanna through the 

work of many others including Frank 

Paton (son of John and his second wife, 

Margaret).   

However by the end of the 1930’s 

people began to turn away from the 

church in favour of new movements 

arising from the world-view held within 

their traditional animism.  The strongest 

of these would become the John Frum 

Cargo Cult, with its centre just around 

the headland from Port Resolution at 

Sulphur Bay.   

It wasn’t until 2001 that Port 

Resolution was re-opened as a Christian 

mission field.  

Last year Luke Scott, a descendant 

of John Paton’s brother, James, 

contacted me to help him fulfil his 

childhood dream of visiting the graves of 

Mary and Peter Paton at Port 

Resolution.   
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Visiting the graves is an emotional 

experience for a young male missionary.  

Without ever desiring death, I am sure 

that most of us would prefer to have our 

own lives taken than bear the burden of 

burying the wife whom we brought and 

the first child whom she bore.   Today, 

the shared grave is adorned by a plaque 

with Paton’s own words taken from his 

autobiography:    

‘Whensoever Tanna turns to the 

Lord, and is won for Christ, men in 

after-days will find the memory of 

that spot still green, - where with 

ceaseless prayers and tears I 

claimed that land for God in which I 

had “buried my dead” with faith 

and hope. 

I lamented the fact that after 175 

years of mission at Port Resolution, we 

had only a struggling work planted 

there.  Luke had different interpretation.  

He wanted to encourage me, pointing 

out that the tears have already fallen 

and the prayers had been offered for so 

long; it is time, he thought, for the 

harvest. 

Perhaps he was right. 

Last year I had the privilege of 

taking Peter Massing, a new graduate 

from Talua Ministry Training Centre, to 

Naprantata session to take up his 

appointment there.  Naprantata is the 

parish that extends from Port Resolution 

up into the range that divides the east 

and west sides of Tanna.  As Peter and I 

crossed that range, we talked about the 

call of mission and his desire to be a 

missional pastor. 

Last month I visited Naprantata and 

was thrilled to see the work growing in 

that area.  They had appointed a mission 

coordinator who had first mapped their 

area and then identified potential areas 

for outreach.  They had placed workers 

at previously vacant mission fields (one 

of whom is pictured) and established six 

new works. 

It is likely that not all of these 

works will succeed and to this day the 

work of Port Resolution is still struggling, 

but in God’s grace some of this diligent 

work may bear fruit. 

Please be in prayer for the people 

doing outreach in Naprantata and for 

the people of that area.  Pray with 

Kowia that God will not leave these 

people in darkness, with Namuri that in 

fact they will come to love and follow 

Jesus, and so with Paton, in faith and 

hope, that the island will be won for 

Christ. 

(Sources: Miller, J. Graham, Live: A 

History of Church Planting in the New 

Hebrides, vols. 1 & 2; Paton, John G., 

Missionary to the New Hebrides: An 

Autobiography.) 
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We don’t want to appear too 

dramatic in using the word ‘urgent’   

(no, that’s not our ministry going up in 

smoke in the background) but our 

support level is at about 80% and has 

been all this year. 

Please consider partnering with us 

financially if you are able to.  This can be 

done by direct deposit: 

Name: Westminster Presbyterian 

Church 

BSB: 016-112 

Account Number: 9030-86423 

*You must include the reference: 

“Richards Family”. 

 

Contact: 

John MacRae (WPC WA Treasurer) 

4 Old Maida Vale Rd 

Maida Vale 6057  

AUSTRALIA 

+61 (0)8 5494 7401 

 

We would like to thank everyone 

again who contributed to our appeal to 

raise money for a water tank and solar 

system.  Most of those things are now 

working and we will report fully on the 

improvements once they are complete. 

A (somewhat) Urgent Appeal 
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An elder in South-West Tanna told 

me that the God of the Bible has always 

been known on Tanna.  He has been 

known through a kastom (traditional) 

story that is the same as the biblical 

account of creation.   

There was a great ocean and a bird 

(the Spirit of God) few over it and 

defecated into it.  The bird’s dropping 

became Tanna, parts of Tanna broke off 

to form the other four of Vanuatu’s 

southern islands, and the rest of the 

world was created outwards from there. 

This reinterpretation of a kastom 

story in light of Genesis 1:1-2 is not an 

isolated occurrence.  The Tannese have 

ascribed one of their gods to each of the 

three persons of the Trinity.  Some 

believe that Jesus’s tomb is in North 

Tanna and that Moses gave the Ten 

Commandments in South Tanna.  Nor is 

Christianity the only influence on the 

modern reinterpretation of ancient 

kastom.  France and England, the one-

time colonial powers, and the USA, 

which thrust its influence on these 

islands during World War II, also feature 

strongly, as do the ships once used by 

those nations. 

 Tanna’s Cargo Cults and other new 

religious movements also draw from 

The Story in the Land of Stories 
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kastom stories, hybridising them with 

their own stories of new spirits, 

miracles, prophesies, parallel worlds and 

utopian futures.  Within these 

movements there are competing 

versions of stories which are asserted as 

various factions vie for power and 

doctrinal influence. 

Tanna is, as much as anything else, 

the land of stories.  It is onto this scene 

that we seek to make God’s voice heard.  

The Bible’s stories, its books, chapters 

and verses, must be firmly anchored in 

God’s unchanging revelation in a way 

that ensures they are not cut adrift 

amongst the waves of reinterpretation. 

One tool that we are using both in 

the college and the mission fields is The 

Bible Overview (Matthias Media), which 

has been translated into Bislama by SIL. 

TBO tells the overarching story of 

the Bible in a way that highlights God’s 

unfolding plan to save a people for 

himself through Jesus, his King.  It 

demonstrates the sinfulness of people, 

God’s righteousness as a judge, and our 

need for a saviour.  It shows that the 

Bible is a complete story beginning with 

creation and ending in a new creation, 

and that God is a faithful and 

unchanging God who fulfils his gracious 

promises.  There is nothing more to be 

said; nothing to be changed.  Nothing to 

be done except to respond to the king 

who is coming and who has come. 

With the help of Ps. Yarwell (SIPBC 

principal) and Ps. Joshua (former 

lecturer) I have just run a TBO workshop 

for the mission workers to teach them 

to present it to others and to 

incorporate it into their preaching and 

teaching.  With funding from Mission to 

the World, we were able to send the 

workers back to their fields with copies 

of the book to use in their work. 

The resource, written in Australia, 

which tells the Bible story through 

selected verses supported by 15 

pictures, appears to cross our particular 

cultural gap, probably because it simply 

hugs the Bible’s story with little 

illustration.  One local community 

member cried tears of joy after hearing 

the presentation.  The mission workers 

got excited and decided to work 

together to deliver workshops at each of 

their mission fields.  One worker 

contacted me for more copies so he 

could take them to a neighbouring area 

also. 

Please be in prayer that God will 

use this tool to open people’s eyes to 

the offer of salvation in Jesus Christ and 

that it might point people towards the 

Bible and help them to understand it as 

they read it. 
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 Here people live communally in 

family groups and do daily chores 

together, sharing the workload.  

Although we are not in a village, we are 

so grateful to have Lisbet who lives 

nearby and comes each day, staying 

until lunch time to look after Annie 

during school and wash our clothes. 

I (Margaret) have really enjoyed 

getting to know her and having small 

chats during the day.  She has become a 

friend and is the person I feel most 

comfortable to ask about things I don’t 

know.  She is probably about my age 

and has two small children who are 

looked after by the mamas and ‘abus’ 

(grandparents) in her village while she is 

with us. 

The pay she earns helps her and 

her family.  People here don’t use 

money as much as people from our 

culture, as most people are subsistence 

farmers and get nearly everything they 

need to live from their land - something 

I am constantly amazed by.  But they do 

use money to buy practical household 

things like pots, plates and cutlery, and 

bushknives, and by far their greatest 

need is to pay school fees, so it is great 

to be able to help Lisbet’s family out in 

this way.  

A Friend and Helper 
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Lisbet has just announced that she 

is expecting a baby and so will only stay 

with us until August.  I am very sad to 

lose her but pray that our friendship can 

somehow continue to grow and that we 

can encourage each other in trusting 

God. 

After just a short time with Lisbet it 

is already hard to think of her being 

replaced, but please pray that we can 

find someone else.  She is not only a 

great help practically and allows school 

to run smoothly, but she is my main link 

to Tanna’s culture and village life. 

At the moment Tom has far more 

contact with local people than I do and 

it’s easy to feel like I’m not doing much.  

But I have been realising that we work 

as a team and my role is more within 

our home at the moment and that 

creating a God honouring family 

environment is important ministry.  I 

can also pray for people here quite 

specifically and that is a special privilege 

too. 

I am encouraged in what I am doing 

and I am so thankful to Tom and others 

who have worked hard to make our 

home here more functional. I feel like I 

can manage all daily chores well now 

and this has been a great blessing. 

It was wonderful to have Aussie 

friends visit in May. The kids had a great 

time reconnecting with old friends and 

we grownups enjoyed fellowship. It was 

good to be able to share our lives more 

deeply and now we are looking forward 

to family coming in August. We’ve also 

enjoyed meeting and getting to know a 

Christian couple from NZ working here 

with World Vision in another part of the 

island. 

Please be in prayer with me for a 

new friend and helper in our home and 

that I can be encouraged by the 

opportunities that I have for fellowship. 
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While driving through North Tanna 

my principal pointed out some trees 

planted by Pastor Peter Rai during his 

ministry training there.  What struck me 

was the height of the trees.  Even given 

how quickly plants grow here, those 

trees have been there for some time. 

While Ps. Peter was planting those 

trees I was staring out the grade four 

classroom window and dreaming of 

catching trout.  Since then, Ps. Peter has 

ministered in many parishes, served as 

moderator of presbytery, assisted in the 

translation of the New Testament into 

the Naka language, translated it into his 

own language, established the College 

that I teach at and served as the 

inaugural principal, and chaired the 

missions committee since its inception.  

You would wonder then, why Southern 

Islands Presbytery would appoint me as 

director; an appointment, by-the-way, 

that was made in my absence. 

That was one of two questions that 

I asked the first time I met with the 

missions committee.  The second was 

what the role entailed.  Strangely, they 

weren’t sure what the director was 

meant to do but gave me the job so that 

I could communicate with foreign 

partner churches on their behalf, a role 

Tall Trees on Tanna 
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they recognised they had done poorly in 

the past. 

After some time, I came to realise 

that the role of the director is a new 

addition to the work of Tanna and came 

into being through the influence of 

foreign mission organisations.  Nobody 

quite knew what the director did, but 

whatever it was, it was my job to do it. 

The problem with having an 

undefined role is that you find yourself 

at the mercy of everyone else’s 

assumptions.  I was the second person 

to hold the job.  My predecessor was 

ousted after failing to do whatever it 

was that nobody really knew that he 

was meant to be doing.  He was caught 

between a chairman who was used to 

directing, local churches who felt he was 

on their turf and the mission workers 

whose expectations he could never 

meet.  He had great responsibility and 

little power with which to discharge that 

responsibility. 

Had I been at the meeting when I 

was appointed, I might have politely 

declined the honour.  As it was, I took 

up the role when I arrived and sought to 

serve as best I could. 

I like to think that I have achieved 

some things over the past year.  

Particularly, working with presbytery to 

clarify the interface between the 

mission committee and local sessions 

(churches), improve communication 

between the mission workers and 

presbytery, and generally helping to 

define how the program operates. 

However, at the beginning of the 

year, when the role of the secretary of 

the missions committee was vacant, I 

saw my opportunity to move.  I offered 

to resign my position as director and 

take up the role of secretary and 

suggested that I not be replaced as 

director.  This idea was accepted by the 

committee and came into being at the 

next presbytery meeting. 

What I actually do won’t change 

very much.  As secretary I still 

communicate with partner churches, I 

still visit the mission fields, train workers 

and report to the committee and 

presbytery.  My title of secretary is now 

more in line with other similar roles 

within the Presbyterian Church and 

carries with it fewer headaches.  All-in-

all the change opens up a little more 

time for what I really want to be doing 

which is to open the Bible with people, 

listen to their stories, encourage them 

and pray with them.  Please pray for me 

as I try to do that and serve as secretary. 
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School is going well at the moment 

and I (Margaret) am really enjoying it. 

We have about a two hour session in 

the morning and everyone is into the 

routine now.  

Lin, from the family who lives just 

down the hill, comes too. She joins in 

with Lucy’s kindy program while her 

Mum, Alice, who is a SIPBC student this 

year, goes to class in the next building 

across.  It is great to have Lin in the class 

as she is a friend for Lucy, an insight into 

life on Tanna, and an opportunity to 

help out her family who are our closest 

neighbours. 

While I am loving seeing each of 

the kids learning, of course school 

doesn’t always feel like it’s going well 

and it’s easy to let ‘how school and the 

kids are going’ determine my emotions 

and sense of worth.  

Please pray for me to always trust 

God and remember who I am in Jesus 

during the times that the kids are 

fighting or no one seems to be learning 

anything, and school feels like it’s just 

not worth it.  Actually, it’s in those times 

that I really do get a great chance to 

persevere, practice patience and work 

hard for God!  

An Addition at School 
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‘A – a – ants,’ the class chants, 

diligently repeating after the teacher.  

Along with the photocopy of the 

alphabet, the students each have a copy 

of John’s Gospel; a book they very much 

hope to read one day after completing 

their literacy course.   

‘It will only be through reading it 

for themselves that they will really 

change,’ the mission worker told me.   

After watching for a while, I had the 

feeling that it will be a long process.  But 

given that they have come as far as they 

have, there is great hope. 

These women were once part of 

the John Frum Cargo Cult, which has 

rejected schooling since its beginnings in 

the 1930s.  As a result they are illiterate, 

and would have remained so, if their 

village had not become caught up in the 

excitement of the ‘Unity’ movement at 

the turn of the new millennium.  

Fourteen years later they are chanting ‘a 

– a – ants’ at the dawning of perhaps 

the most exciting opportunity they’ve 

known. 

According to Joseph, the leading 

elder of this mission field, their 

ancestors believed that with a new 

millennium there must be a big change.  

Words of Eternal Life 
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In 2000 ‘Prophet’ Fred came, calling 

people from their separate beliefs of 

Christianity, Kastom (Tanna’s animism), 

and John Frum, to join together.  This 

appealed not only to the millenarian 

world-view of the Tannese, but to a 

desire of at least some, to join in a wider 

world community.   

Joseph had come to realise that 

few people in the rest of Vanuatu let 

alone the world knew of John Frum, but 

many, it appeared, knew Jesus.  It made 

sense to enter a new age in which, if 

Fred’s promises held true, John Frum 

could be joined with Kastom and be 

joined to Christianity. 

Joseph followed Fred to establish a 

settlement dedicated to this new 

movement.  When the Vanuatu-style 

shanty town was disbanded by the 

Vanuatu Mobile Force, the movement 

was scattered across Tanna, as people 

like Joseph took Fred’s teaching back to 

their own villages, many of which have 

become our ‘mission fields.’ 

While the women chanted their 

way through their literacy lesson, the 

men regaled me with stories of 

prophecies and visionary encounters 

with Jesus.  One man was sent back 

from the capital to clean the church – 

needless to say, he was made deacon.  

Someone else had Jesus nick a fifty out 

of his back pocket; a fifty that he had 

gained dishonestly.   Yet none of their 

anecdotes really indicated that they 

believed that Jesus was the Son of God.  

The answer to why they might believe 

that was of course in the copies of 

John’s Gospel that the women couldn’t 

yet read. 

Some of our mission fields are 

better off than this one in the sense that 

they have the New Testament in their 

‘heart language.’  You see, the copies of 

John’s Gospel are in Bislama, which is a 

second or third language for most 

Tannese.  Many members of the John 

Frum cult do not speak Bislama at all 

and so many people in Unity have only 

learnt Bislama within Fred’s new age.   

These women are both learning Bislama 

and learning to be literate as part of the 

same package.  They do not have the 

New Testament in their own language, 

the language of Middle Bush, and to 

date a translation has not been 

commenced. 

There is only one mission field that 

uses their own language as their Bible 

translation.  It is also the only Unity 

mission field where some people have 

renounced glass.  Glass is Unity’s own 

form of spiritual engagement in which 

loosely Christian ideas take a pagan 

form.  It is the hallmark of Unity; the 

movement’s primary identity.  While I 

cannot prove that some people 

renounced glass because they read the 

New Testament in their own language, 

the connection is striking. 
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I challenged the men to learn literacy as 

well as the women.  While Bislama 

literacy is not the ideal solution, learning 

to read a language in which there is a 

translation of a full Bible is a genuinely 

exciting opportunity.   

Before the year 2000 these women 

wouldn’t have had access to the Bible, 

today they have a gospel in their hands; 

enough for them to believe that Jesus is 

the Messiah, the Son of God.   

What can you do to help? 

Firstly, pray that the people of 

Unity will develop a hunger for the 

Bible, that they would believe it, and in 

the saviour whom it is all about.  

Secondly, come to Tanna to 

translate the Bible into the Middle Bush 

language.  You should do this through 

SIL (Wycliffe). 

Thirdly, give money to provide 

MegaVoice units for the Tanna mission.    

MegaVoice are small durable audio 

devices with a solar panel one side and a 

speaker on the other, which are loaded 

with recordings of the New Testament 

in languages into which it has been 

translated – including languages that the 

people of Middle Bush can understand.  

Using MegaVoice, people can listen to 

what they cannot read – over, and over 

again. 

Full text:  www.talkingabouttanna.com 

Give to MegaVoice: 

www.megavoiceinternational.org/tanna

-bush-mission/  

http://www.talkingabouttanna.com/
http://www.megavoiceinternational.org/tanna-bush-mission/
http://www.megavoiceinternational.org/tanna-bush-mission/
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 We are very thankful that many 

prayers have been answered in 

finding someone to help 

Margaret around the house 

and look after Annie during 

school.  Please pray for another 

helper now that Lesbet is 

pregnant. 

 The kids’ health has been much 

better than last year, owing 

probably to adjusting to the 

conditions, but also to practical 

improvements around the 

house.  We thank God for the 

people he raised up to supply 

these needs. 

 At the beginning of the term 

one of the lectures moved out 

of the college.  This meant that 

Tom and Ps. Yarwell each had 

to pick up an extra subject.  

Pray for them both as they 

teach. 

 Our principal, Ps Yarwell, has 

been regularly absent this year 

due to a range of personal 

issues.  This has meant that 

Tom has been left alone to care 

for the college and students.  

Please pray that Ps. Yarwell will 

perform his duties diligently for 

the remainder of the year and 

that presbytery can find a 

suitable replacement for next 

year. 

 Tom is really encouraged by 

some of the second year 

students who have really grown 

since they came at the 

beginning of last year.  Please 

pray for all the students that 

they grow in knowledge, 

wisdom and godliness. 

 Sam, Lucy and their school-

mate Lin have all settled into 

the school routine and are 

learning well at their different 

levels.  Please join with us in 

thanking God for this and pray 

for Margaret as she teaches. 

 We have been glad to see that 

God is raising up more mission 

workers for Tanna.  Please keep 

praying for more and more 

people to go out into the work. 

 The land that the college (and 

so our house) stands on is 

under dispute.  Please pray that 

justice will be done in this issue 

and the college can remain on 

the land given to the church. 

 Please pray that we will be 

good witness to our neighbours 

as we live our daily lives in 

North Tanna. 

P R A Y E R  N O T E S  
 


