
Frontier Services Sunday – 18th September 2011 – Wesley Uniting 
Theme: “God cares for his people” 
Reading: “Exodus 16: 2-15 
 
Introduction 
 
Today’s reading from Exodus centres again on the journeying of God’s 
people, the Israelites, and having escaped Egypt now are in the desert, 
frightened of starving. The people mutter against Moses for bringing them to 
this awful place in which they fear they will die. It is here that they have to 
learn to rely on God’s graciousness to survive both physically and spiritually. 
Certainly death through starvation and thirst was something the early 
European settlers had to battle as they made their way into the harsh bush 
areas of remote Australia, seeking to eke out a livelihood through pastoral 
farming, chasing the elusive wealth of gold mining or supporting those already 
in these areas. 
The three traditions that came together to form the Uniting Church, the 
Methodists, Presbyterians and Congregationalists all had a long history of 
caring for the people in the bush from the 1880’s onwards. 
Of course the Rev John Flynn, who founded the Australian Inland Mission, 
through his 1912 report to the Presbyterian Assembly in Melbourne is the best 
known. The centenary of this work will be celebrated next year and plans are 
well under way for this. Also the work of the Methodist Inland Mission, 
formed in 1926, did amazing and complementary work. 
Today we celebrate both the past traditions of our three denominations in 
working with the people of the bush but also we look at some aspects of the 
continuing ministry offered through our national agency, Frontier Services as 
they continue to care for people in remote Australia, in the name of Christ. 
Frontier Services has over 600 staff spread out across roughly 85% of the 
continent yet servicing only about 4% of the population. Frontier Services is 
involved in aged and disabled care, remote nursing and health clinics, 
assistance to isolated families including childcare and early childhood 
education, migrant assistance particularly in mining communities, student 
accommodation and of course pastoral care through patrol ministry. 
 
Middle 
 
Let’s reflect for a few moments on several questions.  



How do you picture the church in remote Australia? Is it like a smaller 
Wesley? Let me assure you that there was no smaller Wesley that I 
experienced in my roaming in the bush. Most small communities had either a 
small church building or met in a school or community building. In many 
places there were 5-12 people gathering for worship. Some of the larger towns 
have more but most struggle for numbers.  
A further question raised then: ‘Is there really a role for the church in remote 
Australia and how do we fund it?’ 
When I was appointed Associate National Director of Frontier Services these 
were questions I had to think through. Most of our theology is around the 
concept of a ‘gathered community’ rather than a ‘scattered community’ or 
‘scattered individuals’.   
What is a viable ministry to a region which may cover 300 to 600,000 square 
kilometres? Certainly if we used numbers of people seen, or numbers of 
people who are specifically Uniting Church members as a guide we would 
withdraw ministry entirely from the remote areas of Australia. Fortunately the 
Uniting Church does not simply look at numbers but looks at needs, 
communities and regions. 
I love the passage of Scripture from Matthew 18:20 where Jesus says: 
  “For where two or three come together in my name, there I am with them.” 
A theology to the ‘scattered’ not ‘gathered’ may seem foreign to us as we 
worship in our churches in the cities of Australia but we need to remember 
that sometimes on stations, the closest neighbour may well be 150 kilometres 
away. The closest doctor may well be 500 kilometres away and the closest 
school could well be hundreds of kilometres away. While communication has 
improved immensely with satellites and computers the need for personal, face 
to face conversation remains. 
Currently in Frontier Services there are 23 patrols, including two aerial 
patrols, covering portions of six states and the Northern Territory. Patrols have 
increased in numbers in recent years, not declined, due to relationships with 
Presbyteries in East Gippsland and North Western NSW. 
Going out ‘on patrol’ with colleagues certainly opened my eyes to the 
practical, pastoral and spiritual aspects of the ministry. 
Let me share one such account. The Rev John Case is the Burke and Wills 
patrol minister based out of Charleville. John’s patrol goes all the way west to 
Birdsville, north to Blackall and south half way towards Cunnamulla. We 
went out for four days and three nights. 
The first night we stayed with an older couple who were running the station by 
themselves. They had a number of jobs ‘lined up’ for the extra pairs of hands 



that we had. A new pump had to be hoisted into place on one of the large 
dams and this was a three person job. We were able to help do this as they 
simply didn’t have anyone else to do it with. While doing this we heard about 
the wider family, the impact of the drought, the reduction of stock, the bank 
overdraft growing and the challenge to their faith. We enjoyed a simple meal 
together that night. 
The second day was spent with a family who were doing it tough also. 
Their eldest was at boarding school in Brisbane and two younger ones were 
still at home, having school of the air schooling. A bit of welding and a hand 
with fencing was needed. John Case had been an aircraft mechanic in a former 
life and he was great with his hands. For those who know me it isn’t one of 
my strengths. So when the kids finished their School of the Air lessons I 
talked with them about what they would like to do. I soon learnt that they 
loved swimming in the big dam and fishing in it. Dad had put some 
‘yellowbelly’ in the dam so mid afternoon I was driven out to the dam by the 
10 year old so we could fish and swim. What a great afternoon!! Then in the 
evening mum, dad and John brought a picnic dinner out and we all shared a 
meal together.  
The third day we arrived at the remotest part of this ‘run’ to spend time with a 
young family. The wife talked with John about baptising their young one. We 
talked about the loneliness they were experiencing so far from family and 
friends. They had only recently arrived to manage this company property and 
had left behind all their support networks. They asked John if they could host 
a Christmas gathering for a ‘bush service’ in December and John gave them 
details of properties within a few hundred kilometres. I heard later that they 
had the Christmas service on their property and about a dozen people gathered 
for that. At that time they also had their little one baptised. 
John and I had been out for four days, travelled more than a thousand 
kilometres and spent time with nine people in total. Effective ministry – my 
word it was!!! 
This is part of the work of Frontier Services which we say thanks to God for 
today. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The people of God in the wilderness were fed manna and quails from heaven. 
God met their physical needs and later their spiritual needs. 
This is still a story that happens today, maybe not with the manna and quails, 
but through the care of the church for those on the margins of our land. We 



should be delighted to know that the Uniting Church is out there caring for the 
people in remote Australia and we should tell these stories of faith and love 
that gives hope to many who do not see people face to face on a regular basis. 
In a sense also this is a story for us. Whenever we find ourselves in the 
wilderness, feeling alone and bereft, this Exodus story gives us hope. Our 
God, is a God who cares for those who love and follow their God. God cares 
for us and meets our needs in many different and often practical ways. Let us 
see our God coming to us through others that care for us. 
Praise be to God! Amen.           


