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Christmas in the DESERT
Who would have thought that when the early 
missionaries first brought the gospel to the 
Aboriginal people of Central Australia that 
Christmas would become the most popular of 
all the great Christian festivals.

The natural seasons and white-skinned people in 
the northern European version of Christmas story 
are so different, the Middle-Eastern animals involved 
in the biblical story are foreign and the theology 
of Christmas is rather unlike traditional Aboriginal 
religion (where the ancestor spirits in the sky are 
quite remote from the everyday life of the people). 

But then again, perhaps this is exactly why 
Christmas was so popular, because it was new and 
different. God becomes a human being through 
Jesus of Nazareth to get involved with his suffering 
and wayward creation and create something new. 
New life through baptism into Christ’s death and 
resurrection, new faith through the Holy Spirit 
and new hope that our Father in heaven wants 
his kingdom to come and his will to be done on 
earth as in heaven. Christmas means good news 
for all of creation: “Joy to the world!”

Children from Titjikala celebrating Christmas 
in the bush. Photos by Jane Easton.By Pastor Rob Borgas
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It was an exciting and special day when 
13 young people from the Hermannsburg 
community gathered for their confirmation. 

The congregation sang ‘Yinganh’ iltjang’ errkwai, 
unta yinganha’ (Take Thou My Hand and Lead 
Me) as they proceeded into Bethlehem Lutheran 
Church, where they listened to God’s word. 

After 12 months of catechism and bible studies 
with Pastor Rodney Malbunka and Ingkaarta 
Neville Doecke, they were prepared to make their 
confirmation vows to a church full of family and 

friends before joining them as they received Holy 
Communion for the first time while the choir sang 
‘Kngwerritjala nai, kut’ ilpangkai’ (‘Never Forget 
Jesus’).  As is customary, pastors and confirmees were 
greeted at the door by the large congregation as they 
left the church.  Each of the confirmees purchased 
either an Arrarnta or NIV English Bible for their use 
following this special day in their life. We pray for 
God’s strength and blessings in their future lives.

Pastor Rodney Malbunka & Ingkaarta Neville Doecke

Hi Ruth. Can you tell me something 
about who you are, and your family?

Wurta (Hello). My name is Ruth Audrey Cook. I am a 
proud Aboriginal woman from the Western Arranda 
tribe of Central Australia. After living at Intjartnama 
(an outstation 20km from Hermannsburg) most of 
my life, I now live in Alice Springs with my partner 
Peter. We have been together for more than 13 years. 
We have three beautiful children - Laylah, Chloe 
and Peter Jnr. We are a very close little family.

Do you still go back to Intjartnama?

We go there every week.  I have two children in school 
at Alice Springs, so that makes it hard to be there every 
day. I want my children to know it is their homeland too.

Can you describe the country out 
there? What’s it like?

The country out there is beautiful. At the moment 
it’s really green, because we’ve had lots of rain. 
We’ve got mountains, valleys, desert sand and 
plenty of bush tucker. We have witchetty grubs, bush 
plums, bush tomatoes, bush onions, bush passion 
fruit, bush potatoes, bush figs, bush banana, sugar 
bags from the gums and wild honey ants.  

Can you tell me anything about your 
life as a Christian, Ruth? 

Well I was baptised at Hermannsburg soon after I was 
born in 1982.  I’ve grown up seeing all my family go 
to church, especially my mum, Elva Cook. She was a 
really strong Christian woman. She always used to 
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Ruth Cook
Ruth Cook is an artist from Central Australia whose 
work is inspired by her Lutheran faith and Western 
Arranda culture. The following is part of a recent 
interview she did with Suanne Tikoft in Alice Springs.



take us to church at Hermannsburg. My mum always 
used to have a Bible with her and loved singing 
hymns from the hymnbook.  That’s how I became a 
Christian, because of my mum. She taught me there’s 
two ways you can go: one way God’s way, and one 
way bad way. And I decided to take God’s way, by 
going to church, and now I’m teaching my kids.

How do you teach them about God?

Well, I take them to church and explain to them that 
when we go to church the pastor tells us stories about 
God. At home I read God’s word to the girls at night.

What are your favourite Bible stories?

I enjoy the creation story of Adam and Eve. I 
also like the story about the birth of Jesus.

How did you first learn to paint?

When I was young I used 
to watch my family all 
sitting around outside on 
the veranda doing paintings. 
Then one day I sat down with 
them and that’s how I started 
painting.  I learned from mum 
when I was six. She taught me 
about the symbols and what 
sort of bush tucker to paint 
and how to draw digging sticks 
and the colours representing 
the trees, rocks and country. I’ll 
treasure what I’ve learnt forever 
and teach my girls as well.

Who taught you how to 
be a professional artist?

Well, I went to secondary school at 
Yirara College and I had a really good art teacher, Maurice 
Aladjem. He taught Yirara students not only how to make 
art but also how to sell it and buy our own art supplies. 

What was it like going to school at Yirara?

It was a big change because we were away from family. 
But we could go back on weekends and holidays. It 
was a really good and strict Christian school. I liked 
that because I was brought up strict by mum and dad. 
At Yirara you learnt to do things for yourself - cooking, 
making beds, brushing your teeth, going to school every 
day, meeting new people from different places. Yirara 
changed me in a lot of ways – it made me a better person. 

What did you do after you finished 
your schooling at Yirara?

I was an art teacher at another school where I 

taught young girls how to paint dot paintings. 
I also helped the Arranda students learn to 
read and write their own language.

How did you first start doing Christian paintings?

My mum said to me, ‘You should do a painting of Yirara 
College with a cross in the middle.’ From there I just 
continued doing paintings with crosses in them, showing 
the church in the middle, people coming to church from 
different communities and what happens in the church.

Is it easy for you to paint traditional 
symbols to tell Christian stories?

When Aboriginal people do painting it comes 
naturally because it’s the traditional way of doing 

painting. I just added in the cross 
and it all fits in perfectly together.

What do other Aboriginal people tell 
you about your paintings and the 
way they express Christian faith? 

I get a lot of Aboriginal people 
commenting on my paintings. They 
find it really interesting how I did 
it. Some people will know straight 
away what the story is, or they 
might ask someone what it means.  

In our church in Alice Springs 
there are a lot of traditional-
style paintings around the 
walls. Do you think this helps 
people understand Bible stories 
and their Christian faith? 

Yes, we should use them because 
some people might understand 

the bible through a painting. It would be good to use 
them to make booklets so that people can understand 
their faith. We could also use them in the service. For 
example,  if there’s a painting up in the church and 
it matches with the reading, we could bring it down 
and put it in the front so the artist can explain it. It’d 
be good to put those paintings in a book for kids or 
use them when kids go up and listen to the pastor.

It’s been great talking to you, Ruth. To 
finish, what do you hope your art will 
achieve, now and in the future?

Well, I want to continue painting because it’s what 
I’ve learnt from my elders, especially my mum. 
It’s a hobby that I’ll do and teach my children and 
their children and anyone who wants to learn.



On Saturday October 1st 
LCA Professional Standards 
officers Marilyn Wall and 
David Biar were picked up 
from Ayers Rock airport and 
taken 250km West (mainly on 
dirt roads) to Kaltukatjara 
to deliver the first ever 
LCA Standards of Ethical 
Behaviour (SEB) presentation 
to Aboriginal pastors 
and church workers from 
Western Desert Aboriginal 
Lutheran communities.

The reasons for this course 
were not only to teach 
Aboriginal church leaders about 
LCA professional standards 
(how to respect, protect and 
care for each other in the 
church) but also to help develop 
future programs for Aboriginal 
congregations in other areas of 
the LCA. Both men and women 

from the Kaltukatjara (Docker 
River) congregation were taken 
through a number of sessions 
over three days and three 
nights to ensure the whole 
congregation was made aware 
of LCA professional standards.

The entire course was 
interpreted by Pastor Paul 
Traeger so Western Desert 
speakers could clearly 
understand the content. Of 
particular concern to church 
leaders at the course was 
the influence that modern 
media is having over their 
young people through recently 
available technology:

‘This course is good. We 
worry about the bad things 
out there. It is good to be 
pointed to the Word of God to 
hear what that says’. Pastor 

Hezekial Tjingoona, Mutijulu

‘We worry about modern 
technology and how it 
influences our young 
people…. We have hope and 
encouragement when we can 
talk about it … when we can 
read God’s word.’   Trevor 
Adamson, Docker River

In future, Marilyn and David 
hope to make available a 
translation of the LCA SEB 
policy document in Arandic and 
Western Desert languages 
for use in the FRM areas 
and also an audio version 
for those who cannot 
read. They would also like 
to see the LCA produce 
of a range of SEB banners 
– created by the different 
Aboriginal communities 
explaining the key points 
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of the course content through 
art. These banners could be 
displayed in their churches 
and become a valuable way of 
teaching their congregations 
to follow God’s way of looking 
after each other in the church.

It is also hoped that a similar 
presentation could be made 
at the Aboriginal women’s 
bush camp in 2017.

By Pastor Robert Borgas

LCA Professional STANDards GO BUSH!



Over the last 12 months Unity College has been 
working with families from Central Australia 
developing educational partnerships.

Students, mainly from the Areyonga community, have 
attended Unity College and received instruction in 
literacy, numeracy and Christian Studies in a dedicated 
class. CASLAU students have also participated in other 
subjects such as Physical Education, Technologies, ICT, 
Agriculture and specialist activities such as surfing, 
fishing and cooking. 

Here are some of their reflections in letters home to 
families…

Joseph said: “In activities week I went to the beach in 
Goolwa to do some surfing, did fishing in Murray Bridge 
and went to the South Australian Museum in Adelaide “ 

Tishalia remarked: “ I won three ribbons on Sports
Day. I did long jump, High Jump, 100m run, Javelin, 
discuss and shot put” 

Quinnetia liked “doing woodwork and ICT. They are my 
favourite” 

Susan said: “I feel happy here at Unity College. I like 
learning Maths and English. On Sports Day I was in 
Union, the green team. We won!” 

At the same time students, staff and parents from 
Unity have taken part in service projects both with the 
Areyonga students at Murray Bridge and also back home 
in their community in Central Australia.

Students learning at 
unity college, murray bridge



16 Yirara students publically confessed their 
faith in the triune God before a large crowd 
of family, staff and students at the college on 
Sunday November 6th.

The class was the largest for many years, so the service 
was held in the basketball stadium. Aboriginal families still 
regard confirmation as a very significant rite of passage 
for their children, leading to greater involvement and 
responsibility in their local church. This is why they came 
from all over Central Australia, as far away as Fregon, to be 
part of the service. 

That old favourite procession hymn ‘Take thou my hand and 
lead me’ was sung by the Ntaria and Mission Block choirs 
as the confirmation students entered the stadium dresses 
in white gowns, representing the holiness of Christ.  

FRM Ingkartas (pastors) helped lead the rite of confirmation 
by blessing and distributing Holy Communion to the 
students. After the service the students lined-up to shake 
hands with the rest of the congregation as they left the 
stadium. What followed was a huge morning tea and BBQ 

lunch, providing a great opportunity for Yirara College staff, 
students and families to mingle. 

Finally, some comments from the students themselves 
when asked why they liked confirmation: “I liked learning 
the 10 Commandments. I liked praying. The meaning 
of Communion is special to me. Forgiveness of sins is 
important. Having the body and blood of Jesus. I liked 
the blessing from the Ingkarta. I liked learning what the 
commandments said about obeying parents.” 

Pastor Brenton Fiedler (Yirara Chaplain)

YIRARA CONFIRMATION 2016



Tax deductible donations of $2 or above  
can be made as follows:

Online: www.lca.org.au/finke-river-mission

Mail Cheque      Credit Card details        Visa       Mastercard 
Card Number______________________________________________ Expiry _____ / _____ CCV ______
Name _________________________________  Name on card ___________________________________
Address ________________________________________________________________________________
Email Address ___________________________________________________________________________
Phone____________________________________  Mobile _______________________________________
Signed _________________________________________________________  Amount $_______________

Send your donations to: FRM, PO Box 2129 Alice Springs, NT, 0871. For regular donations please phone 
FRM on 08-8952-4666 (Alice Springs) or send an e-mail to frmoffice@bigpond.com 

Christ in the Centre Team:

Casey Heinzel 
casey.heinzel@gmail.com

Rob Borgas 
rob.borgas@bigpond.com

We need 
your help

You really can make a difference

They are asking for more Christian teaching and training, resources in their own language, equipment 
to run singalongs, and personal support than we have the capacity to give. We need your help!

Our Indigenous leaders in central Australia desire the skills, resources, 
support and opportunities to serve their growing congregations.

All information is kept strictly confidential in accordance with the LCA Privacy Policy and is used only to inform you of the work of Finke River Mission.
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Encouragement for 
women who studied 
at Nungalinya 
College in 2016.

Strength for men 
to continue their 
pastoral training.

Thanks to God 
for the 94 people 
confirmed at Docker 
River, Yirara, Ntaria, 
Engawala and 
Laramba in 2016.

For Pastors Jimmy 
Haines, Don Presley, 
Lindsay Corby, 
Jim Brown, Philip 
Wilyuka and Charlie 
Chirrup who are 
sick or on dialysis.

Thanks to God for 
those who share 
the gospel through 
art and song.

FOR YOUR 
PRAYERS

Photo: Back: Marion 
Swift (middle) with 
her daughter Genise 
Williams (left) and 
son, Nicholas Williams 
(right). Girls in front 
(from left): Lacey Abbott 
(baby), Shanille Braybon 
and Nigella Small.

HERMANNSBURG: 
PASSING ON THE BATON
50 years ago, when Pastor 
Conrad Raberaba laid the 
foundation stone of the new 
church at Hermannsburg, 
a time capsule prepared 
by congregation members 
Olga Radke and Karl Benz 
was placed behind it. 
On 25 September 2016, the 
occasion of Bethlehem Lutheran 
Church’s 50th anniversary, Olga 
and Karl witnessed 26-year-old 
Nicholas Williams carefully 
removing the stone and retrieving 
the time capsule. The son of 
church council member Marion 
Swift, Nicholas was born 25 
years after that foundation 
stone was laid, and 94 years 
after the second church was 

built at Hermannsburg in 1896. 
His holding of the time capsule, 
together with Olga and Karl, 
represented the passing of 
the baton of faith from one 
generation to the next.
‘It was good to come together 
as a community to celebrate the 
anniversary’, Marion said, ‘and 
for all the people, especially 
younger ones, to see how 
people worked together in the 
past to build the church.’
In his sermon, LCA Assistant 
Bishop Dr Andrew Pfeiffer 
explored the theme of passing 
on the baton. Preaching on 
1 Corinthians 15:3-5 to a 
congregation of more than 500 
people, he said, ‘We are one 
generation. We receive the baton 

of faith from the last generation 
and we ask God to help us to 
pass it on to the next generation. 
If the baton gets dropped, we 
pick it up again and start running 
again … Passing on the Christian 
faith is a bit like a relay.’
‘People in the past had great 
vision and courage from God 
to plan and build these church 
buildings and to train and 
support Aboriginal pastors and 
evangelists to teach and preach 
and bring the gospel to you’, he 
said. ‘And now you look ahead. 
Today is not the end...It is a day 
to look at the baton of faith, 
and ask God to give you the 
strength to pass it on to a new 
generation….Now you play 
your part in the relay of faith.’




