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Wednesday, March 13, 2019

From the Moderator’s Desk

Dear Friends

This letter is a little later than normal, since I had hoped that it would be possible to dedicate it to the
situation in Zimbabwe by hearing from our people in Zimbabwe themselves. However, having spoken to
David Mhlambeni, the Moderator of the Presbytery, we will put that idea on hold until next month. In the
meantime, please continue to pray for our members and the citizens of Zimbabwe. I was privileged at the
recent Ministers’ Retreat at eMseni to speak to some of our ministers from Zimbabwe and was amazed at
the resilience and fortitude of the Zimbabwean people. While things promise to improve, they seem just to
go from bad to worse, yet the people of Zimbabwe remain optimistic and manage to get so much done
despite the challenges they face. They truly are an inspiration to us all. We continue to pray for the
healing and health of the nation as well as the safety of our congregations, ministers and members in that
country.

Since I last wrote to you, I have been privileged to spend time in a number of different contexts
encountering the way God is at work in our Church. I returned from the visit to the Presbytery of eGoli
into our annual congregational Weekend Away at Simonsberg, a reminder that, while I am privileged to
serve the Church in my capacity as Moderator, the life of my own local congregation at Durbanville
continues to grow and flourish. Our Weekend Away focused on the issue of Sabbath and what it means to
Sabbath and take time to rest. I must pay tribute here to Malcolm de Kock, our pastoral worker; Session,
Board, office staff and other leaders of this wonderful local congregation for their dedication and service to
Christ and the people of Durbanville. It is just amazing to me to see how Jesus’ promise to never leave us
is demonstrated in the life of the Durbanville Presbyterian Church.

The Priorities and Resources Committee met for two days at the Lumko Institute and I always find these
meetings stimulating and interesting, as we try to grapple with what the Lord has called us to as a Church
and how we utilize our resources to meet the challenges that are faced by our multi-ethnic, multi-lingual,
multi-cultural and multi-national Church. Amongst the many items on the agenda of the P&R Committee is
the issue of the centralization of stipends. I was part of a team that spent almost four years working on a
system for the UPCSA that, eventually, was rejected by the Executive Commission in 2011. It will be
interesting to see how this renewed discussion of, and investigation into, a centralized stipend system for
the Church will end up.

On Sunday 24th February2019, Graham Duncan represented me at an official signing ceremony of the
Memorandum of Understanding with the Department of Correctional Services (DCS), creating an official
relationship between that body and our Church. The DCS realizes that it needs the involvement of
churches in the work of rehabilitation and re-integration of offenders into society and it is a privilege that
has been granted to us to be involved in this vital enterprise. With programs like Kairos Prison ministry
that I referenced in my last letter, there are opportunities for our congregations to get involved with those
who are incarcerated. I preached this last Sunday on Matthew 25 and we should always remember that
Jesus said one of the marks of those who are welcome in the kingdom of god are those who visit those in
prison (see Matt 25: 31-40).
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The major event in the month gone past, however, was the Ministers’ Retreat at eMseni. About 160 of our
ministers and probationers from South African, Zimbabwe and Zambia gathered for five days of
fellowship, inspiration, challenge and mutual support. The themes for the Retreat were set as a result of
broad consultation with a number of different parties and came out at four distinct areas: (1) mending
relationships; (2) healing memories; (3) developing leaders and (4) building a missional church.

The retreat began on Monday 25th February 2019 and I shared a devotion on the “Why” of Church, based
on the commission of Jesus to his disciples recorded for us in Matthew 28:16-20. From there we launched
straight into sessions of leadership capacity building and development by the Ethical Foundation for
Leadership Excellence, an organization founded and run by Mautji Pataki. Tuesday was dedicated to the
Healing of Memories and was a really draining day. Sikhalo Cele of the UCCSA led the sessions during the
day, during which he invited people to share publicly on their experiences of pain in their journeys into
ministry so far. Then Maake Masango led a discussion group where, in his own unique way, he helped
people to share their stories of difficult and painful experiences in ministry. All-in-all, it was an exhausting
and harrowing day, to such an extent that there were some questions about how to bring closure for those
who had opened up and displayed their wounding for us all to witness.

I addressed this issue on Wednesday morning by highlighting the need for Presbyteries to function as they
should in order to be able to address the problems experienced by ministers and congregations. Following
this, it was an opportunity for us to continue to reflect on the experience of ministry by the women of our
Church, in a session moderated by Dr Fundiswa Kobo and addressed by Dr Nontambo Hadebe. It is
distressing to hear, again and again, of the terrible treatment many of our women ministers receive at the
hands of colleagues and congregations and it is something we need to address as a matter of urgency.
After lunch, we spoke about the amalgamation of associations and the 20th Anniversary celebrations to be
held in Port Elizabeth from the 22nd – 29th September. There is great excitement building for both the new
direction for the associations and the opportunity to celebrate our 20th birthday as a Church. Wednesday
evening was both a showcase of UPCSA talent and a visit from a choir from the URCSA – a wonderful
break from the intensity of the preceding days.

On Thursday morning Dr Puleng Lenka-Bula challenging us to address our bigotry and racism using the
tool of the Accra Confession. Thursday afternoon was spent listening to Christopher Harrison talking about
missional church and it was good to be reminded of this identified priority. In between these two
provocative presentations, Sipho Mtetwa led a Bible study on Jer 1 where he challenged us in the words of
God to Jeremiah, “What do you see, Jeremiah?” The main closing service of the retreat was on Thursday
afternoon and I preached there on the “How?” of church – that we are meant to accomplish the Great
Commission by selfless service rendered sacrificially to sinners from Jn 13.

It is becoming apparent that our major capacity challenge lies in many of our Presbyteries. Some
Presbyteries are not adequately equipped and supported to be able to meet the demands made on them
by the congregations on one side and by the Assembly and its structures on the other. So, Presbyteries
become one of our biggest obstacles that prevents us from moving forward. Some Presbytery Moderators
also are not fulfilling their roles as a pastor to pastors, leading to many ministers experiencing
breakdowns and burn out in ministry. In the course of my moderatorial term so far, I have visited or had
contact with eight of our Presbyteries and I have discovered similar difficulties in all of them: relationship
issues between ministers ; relationship issues between ministers and congregations; severe financial
difficulties, to the extent that ministers are not always being paid and the like. One of our greatest tasks is
the empowering and capacitation of the Presbyteries to enable them to be the places of healing and
wholeness they were always intended to be.

Your friend and fellow partner in the gospel

Peter


