
My life with the Lutherans 

 

This year's 500th anniversary of the Reformation has reminded me of my own indebtedness 

to the Lutherans.  In 1973, having retaken one of my 'A' levels in January, and with a place to 

read English and German at St.David's University College, Lampeter, starting in September, I 

had a bit of time before going to university.  It seemed sensible to go to a German speaking 

country, and I discovered that you could volunteer with Christian Aid to work in one of two 

Lutheran institutions in Austria.  Christian Aid had been started originally to help with the 

refugee crisis and reconstruction in Europe at the end of WW2, and the connection with the 

Lutheran church dated from that time. 

So on 19th April, two days after my 19th birthday, I set off with a rucksack and suitcase from 

Victoria station on the boat train to Ostend, and arrived some time the following afternoon 

in the small town of Feldkirchen in Kärnten in the south of Austria, near the border with 

what was then Yugoslavia.  I was met at the station by Frau Krug, the house mother of the 

old people's home where I was going to work.  This was situated in Waiern up on the hillside 

on the outskirts of Feldkirchen, and was part of a small Lutheran community consisting of 

the church and parsonage, two children's homes, the old people's home, a hospital and a 

domestic science school.  Lutherans are a tiny minority in Austria, an overwhelmingly 

Catholic country. 

At the old people’s home our breakfast was at 6am and concluded with a Bible verse and 

prayers before we served breakfast to the residents.  After that my main job was cleaning 

the dining room and setting the tables for lunch, before helping in the kitchen or anywhere 

else necessary.  I learnt all sorts of useful things: how to mix nettles with spinach to make it 

go further, harvest the new shoots of pine trees to make a kind of honey for winter coughs 

and colds, collect acacia and elderflower blooms to be dipped in batter and deep fried 

(eaten with a little icing sugar), core an apple with minimum waste, eat tripe, draw a chicken, 

use a mangle … take all the eggshells down to the woman who kept chickens so that she 

could grind them up and mix them in with the chicken feed.   

As the season progressed Frau Krug and I gathered every conceivable edible thing from the 

forests – wild strawberries, bilberries, edible fungi of every variety, raspberries, cranberries.  

We used to set out in the afternoon with rucksacks and buckets and come home absolutely 



laden.  My proudest moment was being entrusted with 7 kilos of chanterelles to take on the 

train to Villach to sell to a delicatessen there.  Everything else we consumed ourselves, or 

preserved.  The ceps and other chunky Boletus varieties of fungi were either dipped in egg 

and breadcrumbs and fried (similar to Wiener Schnitzel), or cut up and dried in the sun to be 

stored in huge sacks in the boiler room for winter soups.  At least once a week our main 

meal (for 30 elderly residents + 4 staff) consisted of these fried mushrooms served with a 

green salad. 

I had to wear a white kerchief when I was working.  One particularly good spot for finding 

ceps was a relatively young plantation of pines, and you had to crawl on hands and knees to 

get in under the low hanging branches.  Frau Krug said, “Fräulein Sally, do you know the 

story of Absalom?”  I assured her that I did.  “Well”, she said, “tie your kerchief on tightly so 

you don't get caught by your hair in a tree like that young man.” 

On an outside wall of each of the homes was a mural with a Bible text.  Ours at the old 

people's home showed a vine with the words 'Ich bin der Weinstock, ihr seid die Reben … 

denn ohne mich könnt ihr nichts tun.' (I am the vine, you are the branches … without me you 

can do nothing. John 15.5).  In the church, in Gothic script on the pulpit which took me a little 

while to decipher, it said 'Seid aber Täter des Wortes und nicht Hörer allein' (Be doers of the 

word, and not merely hearers. James 1.22) 

The story of Waiern was that Ernst Schwartz, a pastor there in the 19th century, found that 

poor people were leaving children they couldn't care for on his doorstep.  He decided to care 

for them himself.  He asked for help from Protestants in Switzerland, and they sent a cow so 

that the children could have milk.  The work went on from there.  The year I was there was 

the centenary, so the story was told dramatically during the celebrations, inclusive of 19th 

century costume and live cow.  I found it so inspiring that I think I can honestly say it was the 

beginning of some sense of vocation.  The seeds sown in Waiern took many years to develop 

into priesthood but, along with foraging skills and the ability to fold towels perfectly, remain 

those Lutherans' lasting gift to me.   

 

Sally Rogers 


