
July 2015 

On a nondescript Thursday morning 

in February, our friends came to us with 

wide white eyes.  They had with them 

Kition, a boy from Enefa, our closest 

village, who had severed his thumb with 

a bush-knife.  We did what we could for 

the wound and took him to the hospital 

where the nurse practitioner sewed the 

hanging digit back on.   

It was the beginng of a relationship. 

Although the family lives just 500m from 

us, we had never met and, being 

entrenched animists, they had no 

interest in church.  In the following 

weeks we regularly took Kition and his 

parents to the hospital and, when we 

were cut off from the hospital, we 

cleaned and dressed the wound 

ourselves and removed the sutures.  

To us it was just the natural 
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consequence of being the ones in the 

community who had a vehicle.  But for 

Kition’s parents, for whom it would be 

unusual to help someone with whom 

you have no relationship, it was an act 

of great kindness.  In return, they 

honoured us with a lavish meal and, 

perhaps even more generously, they 

came to our Sunday worship service.   

 We committed to running a 

community worship service at the end 

of last year.  We were trying to figure 

out what to do for a Sunday service 

when there were no students or college 

staff to worship with.  Traveling to other 

local churches wasn’t working out for 

various reasons, so we started to 

wonder ‘what if’ and prayed.   

It started with just our little family 

meeting in a classroom every Sunday 

morning, and then another family, 

whose little girl we had taught in home-

school the previous year, joined us.  And 

then God just kept opening up ways for 

us to show love for people.  In fact we 

were blessed with an opportunity to 

help each of the five families in Enefa 

community. 

     We helped one family by taking 

photos of their micro-tourism project 

and developing a little website.  When it 

came to light that all the time they had 

been secretly working against the Bible 

College in a land dispute, they were (we 

think) amazed that we continued to help 

them.   

When another family had a new 

baby we were able to go and pray with 

them and take them gifts.   

Then Cyclone Pam gave the 

opportunity to shelter people during the 

storm and provide emergency food and 

housing in the following weeks.  

By Easter we were able to share the 

gospel with the whole community in 

Bible studies and celebrate Jesus’ death 

and resurrection in services.  The 

Sunday service, which we combined 

with a lunch, was a full house with all 

families there as well as Margaret’s 

friend Lesbet who used to help in our 

home. 

It was the first time that we have 

seen our deeply divided community 

come together in one place and share a 

meal.  We’re not aware of all the past 

conflicts, but they have been divided 

along religious and denominational 

lines.  The previous generation had been 

Presbyterian and given the land for the 

college, but the younger generation had 

divided among Tanna’s contemporary 

religious options.  

The oldest brother joined Christian 

Outreach Centre as a pastor and then 

joined AOG when he sided with them 

against the Presbyterian Church with 

the hope of gaining from a land dispute.  

Given that there are no nearby people in 

either COC or AOG, the family had little 

Christian fellowship. 
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Another family simply lapsed.  

Another returned to ‘kastom,’ which is 

the traditional animism that they had 

never really left behind.  Another family 

in the community was part of the 

animistic Unity movement which 

combines the John Frum cargo cult with 

the Church.  One family remained 

Presbyterian.  No one attended church 

regularly.  

For Tanna people, members of 

different religions and denominations 

are often seen as ‘other;’ they are rivals 

from a competing group.  Whether it 

was for these reasons or others, our 

experience of Enefa community has 

been that it is marked by mistrust, 

deceptive politics and conflict.   

Bringing everyone together was no 

small thing, and so we give thanks to 

God for it and for the opportunities that 

he gave us to minister to people.  One of 

the women said to Margaret that we 

have ‘made this place warm.’ 

We haven’t solved a community’s 

issues in one go, and it’s likely that there 

will be conflicts ahead.  But people do 

now have the opportunity to hear God’s 

word read and proclaimed each week 

and to join in Christian fellowship.   

Please pray for us as we work 

through Colossians.   
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Two days after Cyclone Pam, which 

sent many of the college buildings flying, 

Jimmy, a second year student, walked 

back to college over countless fallen 

trees, keen get back to his studies.  His 

own house was flattened as was his 

family garden, but he was ready to 

learn.   

He wasn’t the only one.  Within the 

next fortnight, all the second years 

except one female who lived a day’s 

walk away, returned to college asking 

when they could start again.  Their 

actions expressed their hearts.  Being 

the only staff member, I just had to 

work out how to do it.   

Numbers were already small, which 

helped, and there had been few 

enrolments for first year.   By holding 

back the first years until next year, I will 

be able to finish the second year 

students’ study this year.  Having just 

one year group means that we can use 

the spare classroom as a women’s 

dormitory.  We only then needed a 

men’s dorm, which we built with 

reclaimed materials and the help of a 

local church.   

All that, along with temporary 

repairs to our house and the classroom, 

as well allowing people time to repair 

their own homes, proved to be a six-
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week disruption, and the effects of the 

disaster will continue to reverberate for 

some time to come.   

Cyclone Pam, however, has not 

been the biggest challenge at college 

this year.  The toughest thing has been 

that I do not have a principal to work 

with, leaving me as the sole staff 

member. 

A new principal has been 

appointed, but his is still under a call to 

his parish until October.  An (in my 

opinion) unsatisfactory plan was put in 

place to support the college with a 

series of visiting pastors, however given 

that the principals house was blown 

down, we have now abandoned that 

idea.   

My workload has been reduced by 

reducing the college to final year 

students only and by not using visiting 

lectures, however it is still substantial so 

please be in prayer for me this year.   

I am thankful to God and our 

supporters that through fundraising and 

planned work teams, we should be able 

to have a house ready for Ps. Leni when 

he takes up his work ready for the start 

of next year. 

A natural corollary of low student 

numbers this year, is that we will 

likewise have a small group next year 

with only first years.  This will give me 

the opportunity to take a fair bit of the 

teaching load early in the year while Ps. 

Leni settles into his new role, and then 

take leave at the end of the year, in 

which time we hope to visit churches in 

New Zealand and well as both the east 

and west coasts of Australia. 

The students are working well at 

their studies and, I believe, growing 

spiritually through the pastoral side of 

college life.   

Five students is a small number.  

Their year group started with fourteen 

but has reduced to five after three were 

suspended and the others left for 

various reasons.  The five who remain 

are a wonderful group and it is a 

privilege to teach them. 

One is a former kleva (diviner / user 

of magic) who has given up his stones to 

follow Jesus and who is a leader of his 

large family.  One is a natural leader and 

talented musician who may make a 

good mission worker in the future.  One 

plans to do further study at a higher 

level.  One is a mother and might serve 

teaching children in her community.  

And one may become a community 

health worker or, depending on family 

negotiations, a pastor’s wife.  They are 

all strategic people and we can look 

forward to seeing how God will use 

them to serve his kingdom here on 

Tanna and beyond.   

Please pray for them as the 

complete their studies. 
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One of the exciting aspects of our 

ministry is when I (Tom) get to see 

former students serving in ministry and 

even join them at their place of work. 

Tom Louis graduated at the end of 

our first year here and has been serving 

at a mission field in North Tanna since 

then.  He has just been appointed an 

elder by Naka Session, his local church 

that has oversite of his work.    

I have visited Tom several times 

since he graduated and been able to 

support him with materials.  His work 

has been slow but faithful and he has 

seen people leave his mission church to 

integrate into an established local 

church. 

Of the six graduates from last year, 

all of them are currently serving in their 

local churches or in mission work, three 

of which are working within Naka. 

Ps. Joshua, moderator (pastor) of 

Naka which has oversite of five churches 

and five church plants (mission fields), 

said recently that the college is the key 

to ministry within his parish and wants 

to see all his elders and lay ministers 

trained here.   

Please pray for our graduates and 

for potential future students. 

Graduates in Ministry 
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‘This is my leg.  This is my arm.  This 

is my hand,’ the smiling girls chant as 

they point at their drawings while Sam 

and Lucy do their book work and Tim 

entertains Annie. 

One way that we have been able to 

serve our community this year is to 

include three children in our home-

schooling.  Their school is 7km away, 

which is too far for the youngest to 

walk. 

Schooling in English isn’t ideal, as 

they would learn better if they became 

literate in their own language first, but 

given that there are no educational 

materials in their language and the local 

school teaches English literacy anyway, 

what we are doing isn’t too bad – at 

least it beats hanging around the village 

all day.   

Please pray for Margaret as she 

teaches and also as she learns the Naka 

language which will help immensely in 

our ministry here.  

Serving through School 
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Islamic attire is now commonplace 

on the road that runs through Tanna’s 

Middle Bush.   Before Cyclone Pam 

there was one Muslim family on Tanna, 

now there are many.   

Following the disaster many groups 

have given out relief in the form of food 

and goods such as tarpaulins, blankets 

and water containers.  One group that 

operated in Middle Bush was Islamic. 

Like other groups they collected 

statistics of how many family groups 

were at each village, but, according to 

the people, there was an extra piece of 

paperwork: a form to sign committing 

them to join Islam. 

One convert that was questioned 

about his conversion quipped that Islam 

is part of Tanna’s kastom (traditional 

religion).  On one level that is ridiculous, 

but on another, it makes some sense of 

the decision of some to join this new 

religion so quickly.    

The form that they were asked to 

sign was ambiguous in that it never 

actually stated that people had to sign it 

in order to receive the rice, but to the 

Tanna mind which tends to view religion 

as a road to receive material goods and 

relationships as foundational to 
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receiving, signing came with the 

implication of a promise.   

Ps. Dino, the Presbyterian pastor in 

Middle Bush, said that the number of 

people attending Muslim prayers, most 

of whom came from Seventh Day 

Adventist, has declined since they 

stopped handing out rice.  But, some are 

continuing as Muslims and others won’t 

ever return to their previous churches. 

Material giving is not a new 

missionary strategy on Tanna.  

Mormons have a standing offer to pay 

the school fees of children whose 

parents sign to say that they will attend 

their church.  Nor is it confined to non-

Christian groups.  It is not uncommon 

for our mission fields (church plants) to 

join a different denomination because 

they perceive it to be a better deal.  One 

of our former mission fields is now split 

between Mormons who pay school fees, 

Apostolic, who provided water supply, 

Upper Room, who gave water tanks, and 

now Islam.  That’s a lot of slices in a 

small community pie. 

In our local community one family 

received an extra bag of rice because he 

was an AOG member while others did 

not.  This has caused frustration among 

Presbyterians who feel that they are one 

of the few groups not to receive rice 

from their church.  Some local 

Presbyterian Churches have sited this as 

a cause of low attendance since the 

cyclone. 

You could be excused for thinking 

that the response to all this is to counter 

it with a material giving program of our 

own, and some may ask why we are 

only spending a small amount of the 

money raised on providing rice.   

While material giving is great for 

statistics, it is a poor strategy for 

kingdom growth. 

Few, if any, of the people who have 

recently joined new groups would 

understand the beliefs of that group, 

nor would plan to give up what they 

previously believed and practiced.  They 

may gladly take on the forms of their 

new religions but their hearts will 

remain animistic.   

The logic of church growth through 

material giving might be to get people in 

so that they can get the message.  

However experience has shown that it 

doesn’t tend to work like that.  People 

who join a movement assume they have 

already ‘arrived’ – that they are a 

Muslim or a Mormon or a Christian 

simply because they are a member and 

because they do whatever it is that the 

group does.   

It is very hard then to get those 

people to hear, believe and have a 

heart-response to the message.  They 

assume that whatever it is that you’re 

saying is already true of them because 

they have already arrived – they are 

already a member and a recipient of 
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whatever privileges that membership 

entails: rice, water tanks, eternal life, 

etc.   

So what are we doing then?  Well, 

we keep believing that the gospel is a 

powerful message; we keep proclaiming 

it and training others who can 

communicate it in their own cultural 

context.   

We will spend cyclone fundraising 

by rebuilding things that meet those 

goals, and that means primarily in 

rebuilding the Bible College. 

I am also putting together a Bible 

study which I am workshopping with the 

students to respond to some of the 

issues that the cyclone has brought up.  

Studies are popular here and pastors are 

usually glad to run things that they have 

material for. 

Please be in prayer for the students 

and me as we work on the study and for 

local churches and mission workers as 

they minister to people in what, for 

some, has been a discouraging time.   
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 Give thanks that the college is 

open and pray for Tom who has 

a large workload this year.  

Especially that Tom finds time 

to keep growing and learning 

himself. 

 Please pray for Margaret as she 

teaches our kids as well as 

three of our friend’s children 

and as she seeks to connect 

better with the community 

through language. 

 Please pray that the students 

grow in knowledge, skills and 

godliness so that they are 

equipped to serve when they 

graduate. 

 Please pray that Ps Leni is ready 

to take up his work here next 

year and that he is an immense 

blessing to the college. 

 Give thanks that building teams 

are coming to the college to 

rebuild after Cyclone Pam and 

pray that they have a safe and 

encouraging time here. 

 A sea container full of materials 

has been sent ahead of the 

builders.  Please pray that it 

arrives safely on Tanna in the 

next couple of weeks. 

 Please pray that church 

attendance across Tanna will 

lift again after the cyclone and 

that people find answers in the 

Bible to the questions raised by 

the cyclone. 

 Please pray that the growth of 

Islam on Tanna is stopped. 

 Please pray for Sam who has a 

skin condition (we think 

eczema). 

 Please pray that we can have a 

good trip to Port Vila in August 

for church assembly, supplies 

and a break. 

 The students are currently on 

field experience.  Please pray 

that it encourages them to take 

up ministry when they 

graduate. 

 Give thanks for that it has 

rained and our tanks are full.  A 

drought is predicted for the 

second half of the year.  Please 

pray for us and everyone else 

on Tanna that God will provide 

for our needs. 

P R A Y E R  N O T E S  
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Contact Information 

Email:  wordworks5511@hotmail.com (Tom) 

 margaret-richards@hotmail.com (Margaret) 

Phone:  (+678) 5566771 (Tom) 

 (+678) 5566772 (Margaret) 

Address: PO Box 97 
 Lenekel, Tanna 

 Vanuatu 

Blogsite: www.talkingabouttanna.com 

 

New Giving Information 

Direct Deposit: 

Name:  Westminster Presbyterian Church 

BSB: 036302 

Number: 354466 

* You must include reference “Richards Family” 

Contact: John McRae (WPCWA Treasurer) 

4 Old Maida Vale Rd 

Maida vale 6057 

+61 (0)8 54947401 

jpmacrae@aol.com 

Lesley Chang (WPCWA Bookkeeper) 

lesley.chang@abridge.com.au  
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