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GROWING THE CHURCH:  SOUTH AFRICA 2008
SOMA  teams 1n  The Church of the Province of Southern  Africa 2008.

On Thursday  18th. September, 21 S.O.M.A. Teams from Australia, Canada, Kenya, Nigeria, Singapore, Uganda, USA, Latin America, Indian Ocean, South Africa, England and two from Ireland arrived in Johannesburg to attend the launch of Growing The Church in the Province of Southern Africa, at the invitation of Archbishop Thabo.   The teams were joined by two from New Wine and commissioned by  Bishop Martin  Breytenbach of the Diocese of St. Mark the Evangelist, to go out into 18 of the dioceses of the province to help launch Growing the Church  there.  

The Irish teams were lead by the Rev.  Ian Ballentine, director of SOMA Ireland, and the Rev. Peter Murray of Ballyholme and Primacy, Bangor Methodist Churches.   The  Growing the Church conference was a wonderful experience, although very intense and challenging.   We were privileged  to  have some wonderful speakers address us:  Dr. Michael Cassidy, The Rev. Dr. Aldo Fontao,  a former moderator of the Presbyterian Church in Brazil,  the extremely witty and challenging Bishop of Sabah,  Albert Vun, christened by the Irish, “Bishop Fun,”  and Bishop Martin .    In two days we had 11 addresses; 5worship sessions; and 3 group sessions—the rest of the time was free –to sleep! 

Beside s Bishop Martin’s “Fruit Salad Song”  written by himself while a curate, one of the highlights had to be seeing 20 bishops dancing  during the launch of Growing the Church!

For all of us, the highlight of the conference had to be the closing Eucharist, where Bishop Martin commissioned and anointed us to go out into the Province and Grow the Church.  During the Eucharist, the Peace was shared in 13 languages—a truly moving experience!   Some were unable to pray the Lord’s Prayer, as lost in awe and wonder, they heard it being prayed by all 13 language groups in their mother tongues—a foretaste of Heaven.    

After the Eucharist the teams departed to the dioceses in which they were to serve.  The Irish teams flew to Cape Town, where Ian Ballentine’s team of his wife June and Robert  and Heather Simpson were joined by Ed and Suzy Speares from America to serve in the Diocese of Saldanha Bay; while Peter’s team were in Table Bay, both formerly part of the Archdiocese of  Cape Town.   Saldanha Bay is a huge diocese covering an area almost as big as Ireland with six million inhabitants, and is administered by Bishop Raphael Hess.


It was a humbling experience to visit the clergy and people to learn of their problems and see their faith in action.  In Cape Town they have a yearly influx of 48,000 immigrants joining the already huge informal settlements.   It was an eye-opening experience to go into the huge township of  Khayelitsha, where there is a huge formal township built by the authorities and an even larger informal township, where hundreds of thousands live in poverty.  Here the Church is competing with Islam for the souls of the people.    In All Saints ,Parish,  Durbanville,  is a much smaller  township, Fisantekraal, where we were taken for a walking tour by  Fr. Bavuma.   Seeing and stepping over wires bringing electricity from overhead power lines to a shack and then sub-divided to other shacks filled us with dread.   To see small two-roomed houses, meant to accommodate a family and the hundreds of tin and wooden shacks where thousands are living, made us realise that in Ireland there is no real poverty!  All Saints parish has built a new church, St. Monica’s , here and runs a weekly soup– kitchen in the township.   Yet those who come to the church are full of joy and praise, exhibiting a lively faith in the midst of adversity—we have so much to learn from them.  
It was a privilege to share worship with them and to join them for a meal made in our honour—lettuce sandwiches, a cake and biscuits—we  who have so much were humbled at their generosity!

Fr. Bavuma  aims to have the church re-dedicated next year the African Way, where they will feed every person in the township.  

At the monthly meeting of the Archdeaconry clergy, we met the Provincial AIDs officer, Fr. Stephen, who told us of one High School in Cape Town where 80 children between 11 and 13 were pregnant, 20 of them  being HIV positive!    Yet here is a Church undaunted by its problems, determined to move forward to grow the Church and extend the Kingdom Of Christ..   

We were fortunate to spend two days with the Archdeacon of Belleville, the Ven. John Goliath, rector of St. Nicholas’s Church, which has a membership of some 2,000 families.  On the Sunday before our visit, at Confirmation, he had a congregation of 1,400 .    To make room many of the parishioners attended the early 7.00a.m. Service.  .Like many of his colleagues, Archdeacon John, has realised that the task is too big for him and his curate, so he has invested in people. He has selected, trained, motivated and liberated over 100 lay evangelists to work in his parish, and in the year since he started training, 1,149 homes have been visited.  

As a result he is extending his church to cope with the growth in attendance! He has small groups meeting weekly following a course called “Companions in Christ” where people find love, fellowship, ministry, encouragement,  worship and do bible-study.   As one  participant told me,  “God has become real to me.”  He also has a team(s) visiting the sick and elderly, who are always eagerly waiting for the visitors.     

In the churches that we visited, we found that “Growing the Church” is already happening: there is outreach to the elderly, outreach to the youth, indeed Peter Murray’s team were able to share in a diocesan youth event in Table Bay, outreach to the young, mission into the townships, lay evangelists, house groups; etc.  We found a laity on fire for the Lord and a clergy prepared to train, encourage and release them!

We had the privilege of meeting with the Belleville Archdeaconry Lay Ministers (IBALM) in the church of St. Joseph, the Worker, Lavistown, where we shared the vision of growing the church.  Here in a very poor area of the Cape Flats, we found a beautiful church, well cared for—with floors and pews gleaming (no! The bishop wasn’t coming the next day!)  Here again building work was going on to expand the facilities, which could no longer cope with the volume of use and demand.   The Rector, Fr. Joseph was planning for growth, encouraging and releasing the laity into service.   On a beautiful Saturday afternoon, on one of the few dry days we had, it was encouraging to find a group of laity, who were deeply involved in promoting the Gospel, wanting to know more about Growing the Church.  
GROWING THE CHURCH

Growing the church is all about creating a vibrant, God-centred Church, which is growing inwardly, outwardly and in compassion.  It is totally Trinitarian and begins with each of us growing in balance and maturity.  We need the riches of the Anglo Catholic tradition, with its emphases on God the Father, the Creator and on Social justice and the centrality of the Sacraments; but this in itself is unbalanced and will never lead to maturity.  We also need to embrace the Evangelical tradition with its emphases on Jesus, Salvation, the primacy of God’s word and evangelism.  However, without the Charismatic openness to the Holy Spirit, we will be dry and ineffective.  Therefore we also need to embrace  the need for Sanctification, Spiritual gifts and empowering worship.  We need to grow in balance both as individuals and churches.  

In growing churches, there are 8 principles, identified by Christian Swartz in his book “Colour Your World with Natural Church Development,” which are common to all: Empowering Leadership; Gift-based Ministry; Passionate Spirituality; Effective Structures; Inspiring Worship; Holistic Small Groups; Need-orientated Evangelism and Loving Relationships.   As we shared this with the clergy and people of the Church in South Africa, we were very aware that we had more to learn from them than they from us.   Perhaps we in Ireland should be looking to the Province of Southern Africa to learn how to Grow our Church, how to move from maintenance to mission.  Perhaps we all need to take to hearts the wise words of Bishop Martin, “It’s  not the Church of God that has a mission in the world: but the God of Mission who has a church in the world!”   Along with Dr. Aldo Fontao, Bishop Martin reminded us that  Growing the Church is God’s work, our job is to prepare the soil,  sow and water the seed—it’s GOD who gives the growth.

Exhausted, enthused, challenged and humbled we returned to Ireland, thanking God for the privilege of walking alongside the Church of Southern Africa as they launched “Growing the Church”.  

We left behind a Church strong in faith, focused on growth, determined under the power and guidance of the Holy Spirit to advance the Kingdom of God.
Robert Simpson.
