
February 2016 

Students were called, their hands 

shaken, their heads showered with 

talcum powder, their necks adorned 

with flowers and their shoulders with 

brightly coloured fabric.  When they 

took their seats, they had in their hands 

a Certificate in Mission and Lay Ministry. 

Graduation was an emotional day 

for us all.  For Margaret and me, and you 

our supporters, it represented the 

culmination of much work and prayer.  

For the students it was a public 

acknowledgement of who they have 

become because of their time at the 

Ministry Training Centre (EMTC) – 

almost a rite of passage in which they 

pass from being uneducated and 

unrecognised to being legitimate 

ministry workers. 

The Ni-Vanuatu people are what 

A Time to Celebrate 
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anthropologists call ‘event-oriented;’ 

they place great emphasis on the 

witness of large gatherings around 

feasts, celebrations and rituals.  A 

certificate and academic record is less 

important than the public honouring of 

graduating students.   

Crops were brought in, a cow was 

slaughtered and families and church 

members crossed the island to 

participate by showering the graduates 

with symbols of honour and, in rare 

displays of public affection, mothers 

embraced children.  Amid the 

celebrations, it was also time for the 

students to embrace their future as 

their graduation gave them unspoken 

permission to be someone more 

mature, more capable and more 

trustworthy than they had previously 

been.  They now have permission to 

shine (somewhat) in Christian ministry. 

The cohort deserved their 

accolades.  A settled and consistent 

college life encouraged them to work 

hard and they grew in knowledge, 

ministry skills and Christian maturity.  

They had started as 14 and ended with 

just five graduating, ready to take up 

ministry on Tanna. 

Jimmy has begun as a ‘mission 

worker’ (church planter) at a place that 

has had nobody to minister to them 

since we have been here.  His words 

when he dropped by the other day: ‘I 

am teaching them everything you taught 

me,’ were music to a minister’s ears, 

and I hope, an encouragement to 
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supporters too.  I pray that our great 

God will make up for what my teaching 

lacked through his word and Spirit. 

James has been appointed Youth 

Leader of Naka Session (a parish area 

covering five local churches and five 

mission fields) and Irene will work in 

another part of the island with women 

and children at the Sulphur Bay mission 

field (church plant) and is considering 

training as a nurse in the future. 

Robert will be tested in ministry as 

a high school chaplain and assistant 

Religious Education teacher, before 

possibly doing more training to become 

a pastor. 

Alice has just had her third child 

and her education will help her teach 

her children and others in the 

community, contribute to her cell-

group, and possible minister more 

widely within the Presbyterian Women’s 

and Mothers Union in the future.   

 I am glad that the graduates are 

taking up the ministry that they have 

been trained for, yet at the same time 

I’m apprehensive and would much 

prefer it if they all did a mentored year 

alongside their pastors before being 

assigned to a specific ministry role – 

perhaps I will be able to establish such a 

thing in the future.   

Please join us in giving thanks for 

the people that God has given to his 

church here, and pray that he will use 

them powerfully. 
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In September 2013 Paul 

Voschezang from Grace Presbyterian 

Church (NZ) visited our college to assess 

the possibility of sending short-term 

mission teams to Tanna on an on-going 

basis.  None of us at the time knew how 

God would use Paul, Paul’s church and 

others.  

When the wind picked up here last 

March and knocked over a good part of 

the college, Paul had already led a team 

to the college and built up a store of 

tools and camping gear.  Everything was 

already in place for him to respond.     

He arrived in April along with a 

crate of machinery and supplies, and 

along with others from his 

denomination and Mission to the World 

(USA), was able to assess needs and plan 

for recovery. 

At that time Glenn Connor from 

Presbyterian Church of Australia had 

already visited, and the Australian 

Presbyterian World Mission had 

committed to fund rebuilding the 

classroom.   The Leon and Mildred 

Morris Foundation had indicated that 

they would fund half the principal’s 

house.  Mission to the World then 

committed to rebuilding the women’s 

dormitory, Paul and Grace NZ were 

Through God’s People   
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fundraising to send teams and materials, 

and Westminster Presbyterian Church 

was collecting money in Australia to 

rebuild our house, and serve other 

college and community needs. 

The money was in the bank and 

Paul was committed to coming with a 

team in September.  The problem was 

Paul’s team could cover one building, 

but we really needed both a house for 

the principal and a dormitory for 

women.  That’s when we put out a call 

for more help from Australia, and 

people from both the Maida Vale and 

Buderim congregations of WPC 

responded.   

 The materials for the project had 

to come from New Zealand in order get 

value for our money.  Paul and his 

helpers had about two weeks to pack a 

sea container in Auckland to send to 

Tanna – a process that produced much 

sweat and many prayers.   

I still marvel at God’s work and the 

way that we were helped.  At one time 

after the cyclone, we wondered if we 

would have to go back to Australia to 

raise money to rebuild so we could 

reopen the college, however although 

we didn’t know it, God’s people were 

already at work raising money, which 

meant that we could continue our work 

here.  

Our God not only provided people 

to give, but he gifted his people to work 

as well.  We are thankful for God’s gift 

of Paul to us; his unique combination of 

practical skills, his ability to listen and 

plan, and the way he lead such a 

cohesive team was testimony to the 

grace of a great God.  From amongst the 

Australian churches too, God provided 

carpenters, roofers, painters and 

labourers to get the job done, and again 

gracious leaders to make the whole 

thing happen.   

By mid-October we had a new 

principal’s house, women’s dormitory, 

and the classroom and our house were 

repaired.  It was good work too!  The 

principal now has a house that shows 

that God’s people understand that a 

gospel worker is worth his wages, and 

the women are housed in a way that will 

allow them to focus on their study.  This 

year a New Zealand team will add 

accommodation for married people and 

we hope that in 2017 an Australian team 

will add a dormitory for men.   

We would like to thank everyone 

who has been involved in this rebuilding 

project and praise God for his work 

through his people. 
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After the cyclone, a church elder 

told me about some of the false beliefs 

that people held about why the 

destruction came and then added that 

at least we know that God sent the 

cyclone to punish the people for not 

working hard enough for the church.   

Other church leaders declared that 

God was showing which churches were 

true by which ones were left standing.  

People generally understood it as a 

man-induced event or one that related 

to the goodness or badness of the 

people effected. 

Everyone had an interpretation and 

those interpretations arose from the 

animistic (traditional religion) 

framework through which they view the 

world.   

Because we were here to hear 

what the people were saying, and 

because the students were out in their 

communities and churches in the weeks 

after the cyclone, the college was well 

positioned to respond by writing a series 

of studies to help people understand the 

event biblically and encourage them to 

trust God through their hardships.  The 

response became a class project in 

which I could teach the students and use 

their insight. 

Through God’s Word 
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With some of the funds raised after 

the cyclone we have been able to print 

2000 copies which have been 

distributed throughout the country.  The 

book is written in Bislama and contains 

seven studies on topics such as God’s 

love, his sovereignty, a biblical response 

to disasters, materialism and the 

church’s role.  Studies are popular here 

and the resource is likely to be well 

used.  

In some ways it has been some of 

the best ministry we have done and we 

praise God for this opportunity to 

address some of the deeply held beliefs 

that come from people’s animistic way 

of thinking. 

If I get a chance, I might later 

rework this study into a more generic 

disaster study (natural disasters are 

common in Vanuatu), which might be 

printed and distributed through 

Scripture Union Vanuatu.  Pray for this 

outcome. 
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Here is a picture of newborn 

Jeremiah with my (Margaret’s) good 

friend Lesbet. Jeremiah is one of four 

new babies born in the last year 

amongst our friends.   

So many things about babies are 

the same wherever you go: they cry, 

need feeds, nappies, cuddles, they are 

all born the same way. They grow so 

lovely and chubby and smiley and love 

to play with pieces of washed coral and 

roll unripe lemons.  

All mums are interested in babies 

and they always lead to conversations. I 

think that these four ‘swakaku’ and their 

brothers and sisters have helped to 

make many of the relationships I have 

here.  

One of the ways babies are treated 

differently here, I’ve noticed, is that it’s 

often not the Mum who is holding the 

baby. Babies are passed around a lot 

and even taken on long walks far away. 

Much more than in my home culture, 

babies are looked after by other 

members of the family and community. 

In our earlier years here this was a big 

challenge for me in a place where I 

didn’t know people well. It usually felt 

offensive to say no. But on the other 

hand in a new country with so many 

Connecting through Babies 
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unknowns I felt I needed to be sure of 

my children’s safety. 

I am glad that my own precious 

babies are growing up now and I no 

longer feel that early dilemma. But I am 

also very grateful for these new babies 

in the community who have helped me 

get to know their Mum’s and families.  

I pray that our relationships with 

people that we live with here will grow 

deeper and that these babies and their 

families will grow to love God, our 

Heavenly Father. 
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Our new principal and his wife 

arrived at the end of last year in time for 

graduation and have settled into the 

new house. 

Ps Leni was appointed to the 

position of principal in October 2014 but 

it turned out that he still had a call to his 

parish on the island of Aniwa for 

another year.  We had hoped and 

prayed that that call could be dissolved 

but that did not eventuate, meaning 

that I have been working at the college 

alone since. 

We were very pleased when Ps. 

Leni and Rachel arrived in November.  It 

was great to have his help to navigate 

some cultural issues surrounding 

graduation and for him to see the 

college in operation before he takes up 

his work properly this year. 

This term I will teach three subjects 

while Ps. Leni teaches one to give him a 

chance to settle into his new role.  It was 

great to be able to handover some 

lecture notes for the first time, to give 

him a head start in his teaching. 

We are looking forward to working 

with Ps. Leni and Rachel and have been 

very impressed with them so far.  Please 

join us in praying for them as they settle 

into their new work. 

Ps. Leni and Rachel Arrive 
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 Please give thanks to God for 

each of the students and how 

much they grew in their time at 

college and pray for them as 

they take up ministry. 

 Please pray for Margaret and 

our kids as they start a new 

year of school. 

 Please pray for Tom that he 

teaches faithfully and 

effectively this term. 

 Please Pray for Ps. Leni as he 

learns how to fulfil his 

administrative duties as well as 

teaching Pentateuch. 

 Please pray for Rachel that she 

can be effective in supporting 

female students and helping 

them to grow spiritually. 

 Please pray for Tom that he can 

support mission work and 

former students in ministry this 

year.   

 Give thanks for the people who 

gave their time and money to 

help with rebuilding the college 

this year, and pray that God 

continues to provide for this 

work. 

 Please pray that we all grow in 

holiness and that we remain 

encouraged in our work. 

 Please pray for people here and 

elsewhere who are 

experiencing a dryer than 

normal year. 

 Please pray for the new intake 

of students especially that their 

time at college will enable 

them to serve Jesus here in the 

Southern Islands of Vanuatu 

and beyond, and pray that God 

will help them to settle into 

study and college life. 

 Please pray for pastors to catch 

the vision for mentoring 

graduating students and that 

together we can establish a 

formal ministry apprenticeship 

program. 

 Pray for the four babies born 

amongst our friends, especially 

that they come to know Jesus 

as their Lord and saviour. 

 Pray that the disaster study can 

continue to find and audience 

and be used widely in ministry 

in Vanuatu. 

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 

 

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 5494 7401 

jpmacrae@aol.com 

Lesley Chang (WPCWA Bookkeeper) 

lesley.chang@abridge.com.au  
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