29 October 2012
a lot of work in a few words
The storm has passed this week as the pastors’ conference ended last week. My phone rang at all hours of the day and night including 3:40 and 5:15 am. The latest attendees arrived 3 hours before the two-day conference ended. The numbers fluctuated throughout the conference, so it is hard to say "how many" there were. We opened with about 10 at lunchtime on Monday, but Monday's last session had about 28. 

Planning a conference for rural African pastors has a few tricky aspects. The uncertainty of whether the topic will be appealing; the general administrative practice of not registering; and the general lack of character to actually fulfill your word if you said you would come, along with some other factors add up. But I was pleased by a few developments from the conference last week. 

Fresh fruit
Ernest Tundu is a 41-year old pastor from Kwekwe, Zimbabwe. According to his testimony, he was greatly encouraged by the conference, and is seriously considering LBI in 2013. He said he was already involved with a personal evangelism ministry at his father’s church in Zimbabwe but his emphasis on personal evangelism has been hampered because he does not have enough training and knowledge to give to those whom he is able to reach. Time will tell, but he seemed to be a fervent, honest man. Per his request, the Lord may open a door for trips to that region for a 3-4 day course on Biblical evangelism, hermeneutics, or contemporary Christianity. 

Thabiso and Pete are two 19-year old young men. Though they have not yet graduated high school, they came to the conference because of their increasing dissatisfaction with the prosperity churches they had been attending. I asked Pete at the conference if he was, 1. Not yet saved, but almost ready to commit to Christ; 2. Saved, but immature; or 3. Born again and established in the faith. He said he was not sure where he was exactly, but with all his heart he wanted to get out of the prosperity religion. “I have made up my mind to be Reformed,” he said. By which I think he meant emphasizing the Five Solas and expositional preaching rather than miracles and money. Thabiso is in a very similar situation and has been at our church for the past two weeks. 

Another man was even more remarkable. Faustino Musviba lives about 3 kilometers from our house in the village of Mpheni (Venda for “Give to me”). He and I met through our church’s book table a few weeks ago, and I invited him to the conference. Last Monday, as he arrived in town to attend the conference, he couldn’t find the street where the church was even though he asked more than half a dozen people. In desperation, he recounted to me, he and his friend Alex paused to pray: “God, if you want us to go to this conference, then show us where the street is like you showed Abraham’s servant who should marry Isaac.” The very next person they asked knew the street and even took them directly to the church. 

The day after the conference, Faustino showed up at my house with some consternation on his face. He proceeded to tell me that he hadn’t slept much the night before because he was so bothered over the preaching that he had just heard. Some churches had been paying him to come and preach for them, but he had been preaching a prosperity message. Even that day, he was wanted by a pastor in Chavani who would help him financially. “But if I take the money, then I know I must say what the boss wants me say. … Please help me with more knowledge. I am like Apollos who only knows the baptism of John.” (I’m not making up any of these lines of dialogue.) 

I had a second meeting with him today for about two hours. In his opening statement he said, ““I don’t want to be preach the Gospel that is cursed.” But he wasn’t sure how to differentiate between true and false gospels. We began unpacking the Five Solas, and we will meet again twice per week for the next few months for theological instruction. Please pray for this man. 
Rotten fruit

There was one other noteworthy conference delegate. I garnered Rickson Muofhe’s number from a crusade poster where he was offering miracles. Surprisingly, he came to the conference with a well-dressed friend. They made it in time for the food, but fell asleep in the first message—heads back, appendages sprawled, and snoring. When I gently woke them up, they abruptly stood and left. Rickson returned alone in time for dinner. The next day he came back for breakfast, but slipped seamlessly in and out of the sessions. The vast majority of the time he was not at the church. Except for the meals. 
At dinner time, I learned that he had not yet paid the R50 for the conference fee, so I approached him about it. Certainly, he could pay since he was driving a new Toyota bakkie. He told me that his friend in town promised to give him money for the conference, but the friend was a liar—“You know black people; they always lie,” Rickson told me. He then proceeded to beg money for petrol from me since he could not even return home without it. After procuring a promise to pay it and the conference registration back within a week, I gave him some cash. This was Tuesday evening. 

Two days later, I received a call from the man who had housed Rickson overnight for the conference. He thanked me profusely for sending this man to him. Why? “He was the worst pastor I have ever seen. I have so much more respect now for true pastors who are serving God even though they are poor.” Apparently, Rickson asked this man whom he had never met to pay his monthly installments on his vehicle. The man should cough up the bucks because Rickson knew that “God will be speaking to your heart about this matter.” And before Rickson left the man’s house on Tuesday morning to return to the conference, what was his final request? Money for petrol, which he was generously given—a few hours before he’d hit me up for the same “urgent need.”
It should not surprise you to read that this “man of God” has stopped answering his phone when I call. Not all that glitters is gold.
For the success of the Gospel in the hearts of men like these, we again request that you boldly pray. 

Laboring among wheat and tares,
