
AGENDA 7.1 

Report: Finke River Mission 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
MAJOR ACHIEVEMENTS AND KEY RESULTS AGAINST PLAN 

• Providing effective support and communication channels for Pastoral Support Workers, staff 
and other LCA departments operating in Central Australia 

• Training and preparing Aboriginal Lutherans for church leadership and ordination. 
• Identifying opportunities for additional funding/partnerships to support the ministry 
• Identifying deficiencies in current physical resources acting as a deterrent to attracting 

personnel. 
• Nurturing and enhancing the unique ministry of Yirara College especially during COVID19 

disruption 
• FRM’s Hermannsburg Store has had to operate under very high workload through the COVID 

pandemic for a variety of reasons.  

SUCCESSES 

• Five Bush Courses, aided by Australian Lutheran College, held annually for men and women. 
• A number of indigenous candidates for ordination are currently being trained and mentored 

in preparation for nomination with one recent ordination. 
• Extension of Partnership with the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Bavaria recently signed. 
• Working with Alice Springs Lutheran Church to fund significant improvements to Church 

facilities. 
• Yirara College is on a sound financial footing and its reputation continues to build positive 

press. 
• Prince Edward visited the college as part of the Duke of Edinburgh Awards  
• Yirara employs more than 10 indigenous staff and indigenous members on the Board 
• Indigenous Steering Committee meeting regularly 
• Recent pandemic resulted in some innovative methods of remote learning for communities 

without internet through Yirara2u TV program 

LESSONS LEARNT AND CHALLENGES 

• FRM Support Workers are doing what they can, with a variety of obstacles in their path.  
• An FRM Board Member has moved to Alice Springs as a Pastor temporarily  
• FRM have funded an advertising and promotions campaign and written to the Bishops.  
• With the approaching tsunami of retiring pastors, we are facing growing challenges in 

mentoring an effective ministry in Central Australia as we struggle to fill vacancies. In 
combination with other Lutheran agencies in Central Australia we have increased our 
promotion of Lutheran service opportunities via Lutheran networks (The Lutheran, etc.) 

MAJOR IDENTIFIED RISKS 

• With the Alice Springs congregation having had no senior pastor for a long time (Pastor 
Robin Zadow moved to the Centre for 12 months from October 2020 to assist), the 
Anmatjerre Support Worker position being vacant for almost 3 years and the Alice Springs 
Aboriginal Support Pastor role (which is funded by FRM) and the Aboriginal Women’s 
Worker having both recently retired, there is huge pressure on those who are serving in 
what are already challenging ministry areas.  

• There is no Zone Pastor Leader in Central Australia 



• The only fully trained and ordained pastors we have in the centre are one from overseas and 
one recently back from around 5 years sabbatical, plus the temporary services of Pastor 
Zadow. 

• This creates a massive vacuum for the LCA in Central Australia, further increasing the 
pressure on the loyal servants that remain. This situation is of great concern to the Finke 
River Mission Board 

• The long-term lack of sufficient pastors and support workers in Central Australia with full 
ALC training (or overseas equivalent) and experience in ministry puts our work in the 
Centre at risk of straying from Lutheran teaching and succumbing to a variety of external 
influences. Opportunities are plentiful, the needs are great, but human resources are 
severely limited. 
 

MEMBERS 
Finke River Mission Board 
Christopher Guntner, John Heffernan, Andrew Koehler, Christopher Pfeiffer, Timothy Stollznow 
(Chair), Suanne Tikoft, Robin Zadow 

 

BACKGROUND 
• FRM’s core activity involves supporting over 20 Aboriginal pastors and over 40 other 

church leaders who, together with FRM personnel, share the Gospel with more than 6000 
Aboriginal Lutheran people in 5 language groups located in remote towns and communities 
throughout central Australia. 

• FRM also provides: 
- Christian secondary education through Yirara College to nearly 250 Aboriginal 

boarding and day students from remote NT, WA and Qld  
- a general store service to Hermannsburg at the request of the local community  
- manages the Hermannsburg Historical Precinct, again at the request of the local 

community. 

FRM has worked extensively to engage thousands of Indigenous Lutherans in Central Australia 
to have a voice in the church through proposed changes to the constitution of the Church that 
would recognise the unique indigenous worshipping communities of the Centre. These 
“congregations” and their leadership structure function along cultural lines that don’t match the 
Church’s previous constitutional requirements, yet they function and have recognised leaders. 
The Indigenous Communities, FRM Board and the Support Workers have agreed a to model that 
gives Indigenous Lutherans of the Centre a voice as members of the LCA. The Church is 
encouraged to continue to demonstrate a strong commitment to the important work performed 
by FRM. 
 
 
ACHIEVEMENTS/RESULTS AGAINST PLAN 
MAJOR ACTIVITIES AND OUTPUTS 

• Providing effective support and communication channels for Pastoral Support Workers, staff 
and other LCA departments operating in Central Australia 

• Training, supplying worship resources, engaging and encouraging Aboriginal Leaders in 
each area. 

• Training and mentoring candidates for the role of Pastor. 
• Identifying opportunities for additional funding/partnerships to support the ministry 



• Identifying deficiencies in current physical resources acting as a deterrent to attracting 
personnel. 

• Supporting and contributing to the unique ministry of Yirara College 
• Fostering a Lutheran presence through joint meetings and functions of all Lutheran 

ministries in the Centre. 
• Keeping a close connection with the Alice Springs congregation and its ministry among its 

indigenous members. To this end the FRM Board fund the Aboriginal Support Pastor role 
and works closely with the Aboriginal Women’s Worker role. 

• At the request of the Hermannsburg Community the FRM Board also oversees the 
administration and management of the community store and the Historical Precinct. 

• Providing facilities in Alice Springs and Hermannsburg for the work of Lutheran Care 
programs 

PROGRESS AGAINST PLAN/OBJECTIVES 

• The pandemic has shown the Holy Spirit at work in the remote communities bringing a 
renewal of interest and desire to learn more. Indigenous Pastors, Worship Leaders and 
Support Workers have demonstrated flexible and innovative strategies in meeting the 
demands of pandemic ministry. Uncertainty in the minds of people over the COVID virus 
and its effects have provided opportunity for a sensitive ministry of love and hope. 

• Staff shortages have hampered ministry in the Anmatjerra region and in Town Camp 
ministry in Alice Springs. Support Workers have, on occasions, filled the gap but this is not 
sustainable given the distances involved, the nature or relationship development within 
these communities, and existing commitments to their own regions. These limit what can 
reasonably be expected of them.  

• The pandemic at its peak, has seen some communities grow with town-based families 
returning to the safe-haven of their out-bush communities. Hermannsburg has witnessed 
such an influx. This has put added pressure on the Hermannsburg Pastors and FRM Store 
personnel as they strive to meet extra challenges this influx has generated. 
 

 
SUCCESSES 
• FRM, Lutheran Community Care-SA (LCC) and Yirara field workers meeting regularly. 
• Success in fostering a broader Lutheran presence in the Centre involving the two schools, 

congregation, LCC and FRM with meetings at which broad agreement has been reached on 
future joint initiatives. 

• FRM field workers and Yirara Community Liaison Officers intentionally strengthening 
communications and activities into communities within their areas. 

• Well attended Bush Courses held for men and women in various communities continue to be 
a highlight. 

• Each language region of Central Australia has agreed to and signed off on an arrangement 
that would enable them to function meaningfully as voting members of General Synod. 
(There is no provision in the current LCA constitution for the culturally unique nature of 
Indigenous Lutheran Church leadership and organisation along cultural lines.) 

• Potential indigenous candidates for ordination continue to be trained and mentored. 
• A Papunya man was ordained this past year. This person’s late father was also an ordained 

pastor adding a special touch to the occasion. He has also been a past student of Yirara 
College. 

• Communication with the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Bavaria continues with interest 
shown in FRM’s work, specifically the work in the Alyawarr church has been encouraging. 
They continue in their support and interest in Pastor M. Jacobsen. The Alyawarr church has a 
revived interest in worship because of this support. 



• There has been ongoing work with Alice Springs Lutheran Church to seek funding support 
for necessary improvements to shared facilities at the Church. 

• There are a number of people at various stages in training for either ordination or seeking a 
more in-depth Christian education through Nungalinya College in Darwin. The FRM Board is 
engaging with Nungalinya College to foster support of those wishing to learn more. 

• The ongoing encouragement and support of womens’ ministry both in Alice Springs and in 
the communities continues to be a highlight.  

• Yirara College continues to provide a sensitive and strong academic and Christian education 
for its students. Extra-curricular instruction in the faith including the sacraments is an area 
of growing interest on the campus. 

• Yirara is on a sound financial footing though the impact of the pandemic on student 
enrolments has been felt to an extent. Its reputation continues to receive positive news 
coverage in both the print, social media and TV. 

• The COVID pandemic resulted in some innovative methods of remote learning for 
communities without internet through Yirara2u TV program 

• Yirara makes great efforts to employ indigenous staff with 10 serving in various capacities at 
the school. Indigenous members also serve on the Board. 

• Yirara’s Indigenous Steering Committee meets regularly to advise and guide the Principal 
and the school community on a parental perspective. FRM board is encouraged to see 
commitment to see Yirara provide a safe and culturally sensitive community for their 
children. 

• Whole school worship flourishes several times each week with students and staff engaged in 
various ways.  

• The FRM Store at Hermannsburg has been extremely busy throughout the COVID period, 
with high demand from the local community. 
 

 
LESSONS LEARNT AND CHALLENGES 
• Our loyal Support Workers, who travel and live in the remote communities, are finding ways 

to be more flexible and creative in their service to their respective communities. The COVID 
pandemic has in some cases generated fears and significant family movements within the 
Centre. More recently, heavy rains, flooded outback roads and communities have added to 
their difficulties. 

• One of the FRM Board Members (ordained) has moved to Alice Springs to serve in the 
congregation. An Alice Springs based Board member has recently retired to live in Adelaide. 
This person has served alongside indigenous people in the Centre for many years.  

• The huge distances, isolation and the nature of cross-cultural ministry all take their toll on 
the Support Workers. The extra demands faced because of staff shortages and the pandemic 
increase the need to be vigilant in controlling the risk of burnout and the loss of good-will 
between the Lutheran stake holders. 

• To try to alleviate these shortages the FRM Board has funded an advertising and promotions 
campaign and has written to the Bishops. 

• Numerous other opportunities are being explored to encourage those moved by the Holy 
Spirit to serve in Central Australia. 
 

RISKS 
Major risks 
 
• Meeting staff needs is one of the biggest difficulties facing the work of FRM.  
• The Alice Springs congregation is currently served by Pastor Robin Zadow (an FRM board 

member) for a limited time. 



• The Alyawarr Support Worker position has been filled by Pastor Michael Jacobsen with the 
blessing of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Bavaria,  

• The Anmatjerre Support Worker, Alice Springs Aboriginal Support Pastor (funded by FRM), 
and the Aboriginal Women’s Worker roles are still vacant. This creates a disproportionate 
pressure on those who are currently serving in what are already challenging ministry areas. 
Balancing clear needs against the potential for staff burnout due to extra demands becomes 
a concerning focus for all involved. The Centre has only two fully trained and ordained 
pastors. One is from overseas. This situation is of great concern to the FRM Board 

• There has been no Zone Pastor in the Centre for a number of years.  
• The long-term lack of Pastors and Support Workers in Central Australia with full ALC 

training (or overseas equivalent) and experience in ministry puts our work in the Centre at 
risk of straying from true Lutheran teaching and decreases the theological support and 
leadership available to both our Indigenous Pastors and Support Workers as they face and 
seek to deal with threats including increasing non-Christian influences. Various sects and 
Pentecostal groups at this time are trying to encroach into places where Lutheran 
worshipping communities have had a long tradition. People in some places feel unable to 
stand up to the false teachings that some of these outside groups bring. People look to FRM 
Support Workers for guidance (including teaching and prayers) to face these threats. 

• The immediate risk is for the Anmatjerre communities to lose contact and eventually trust 
in the Lutheran Church.  

• A lack of regular visiting to communities opens them up for preying sects that come and go 
throughout the Centre.  

• Support Workers potentially become dispirited if the Church doesn’t appear to support their 
ministry. 

• Goodwill between Lutheran agencies in the Centre could wain if Support Workers are 
encouraged or feel obliged to cover the many additional demands caused by vacancies. 

Likelihood of identified risks occurring and potential impact 
High 
 
Action taken to mitigate risk 
• Advertising campaign 
• Working with bishops 
• Constant communications, in a variety of formats, to promote ministry and service 

opportunities 
• Prayer 

 

ALIGNMENT TO ‘OUR DIRECTION 2018–2024’ 
FRM continues to aim to support the achievement of the following LCA Strategic Priorities and 
Objectives in Central Australia: 
• Grow as God's People: Aboriginal pastors and staff providing regular worship, Holy 

Communion, prayer, singing/ choirs, baptisms and confirmations. 
• Go as God's people: Provision of bush-courses, mini-courses, printed resources, leadership 

training, religious instruction in schools, hospital and jail visiting, supporting the Alice 
Springs Congregation 

• Grow and Go: Christ in the Centre publication, Synod promotion, PR program for Yirara, 
administration, second-hand clothes, volunteers, working with other LCA departments 
 



COORDINATION AND COLLABORATION 
Alice Springs Lutheran 
Church 

Funding and close working relationship in the ministry to 
Aboriginal people 

Lutheran Community 
Care 

Provision of office space and regular interaction of staff 

Yirara College and 
Living Waters School 

Facilitating meetings and sharing the vision of a greater 
coordinated Lutheran presence in the Centre. 

Australian Lutheran 
College 

Theological training provided to Aboriginal pastors and 
church leaders at 5 Bush Courses each year.  
New funding agreement where FRM contributes to ALC costs 
for supporting Central Australia 

Lutheran Education 
SA/NT/WA 

Regular communication and visits with Director and other 
senior members. 

LCA Bishop The Bishop attends meetings and special occasion events 
regularly 

LCA SA/NT Bishop Regular communication and visits 
 

FINANCE/BUDGET 
• FRM has an operating expense budget of $1,056,042 for the financial year ended 30 June 

2021. This covers the wages and operating costs of 6 support workers (including 1 
Indigenous pastor) whose purpose is to support over 20 Indigenous pastors (Ingkaarta) and 
over 40 other church leaders in their ministry to some 6,000 indigenous people in Central 
Australia. In addition there are 2 administrative staff based in Alice Springs, supported by 
the equivalent of 1.2 FTE staff in Adelaide, whose role is to enable this work to happen.  

• We run a very tight ship (with minimal paid staff) which includes essential ministry, 
administration and financial needs- we use and rely significantly on volunteers. Most of our 
costs are ministry related - wages, provision of vehicles and accommodation. (Yirara is 
largely government funded, but funding available is often barely sufficient to cover 
operational needs, much less capital improvement needs.) 

• In the current climate FRM’s “other” income has been under significant threat - including the 
Hermannsburg Historical Precinct operation, which has not been trading for over twelve 
months due to COVID. General trading conditions and low interest rates also impact on 
overall income generating capacity.  
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