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Prior to the 20th century, writing letters was an essential tool of communi-
cation. Just imagine the countless letters that were written and sent during 
the two world wars to reassure family, friends, or loved ones back home 
that all was well with their son or daughter serving in the armed forces. For 
more than two or three millenia prior to that, letters were the way to com-
municate, especially when it came to distance.

With today’s communications, it seems that things have changed. It appears 
that the art of letter-writing is being lost – it’s just not fashionable to com-
municate that way anymore. Rather old-school, don’t you think? They even 
call it snail mail.

When my wife and I moved from Perth to New Zealand, my wife was 
the main letter-writer to my parents back home. They used to enjoy the in-
teresting details of how life was in NZ and the accompanying photographs 
of our growing family. It seems that my mother did exactly the same thing 
when my parents left the Netherlands for Australia in the 1950s.

You might think, this all sounds rather frivolous. Why take up editorial 
space with this letter-writing thing. Let me tell you. There is a serious and 
constructive side to letter-writing. Just think of the numerous letters that 
make up the New Testament of your Bible. What about the letter of the 
first Jerusalem Synod (Acts 15) to the Gentiles who had been disturbed by 
the party of the circumcision? This proved to be a monumental decision 
for the peace of the early church. What about the letters written by Martin 
Luther, John Calvin, John Newton and William Wilberforce, to mention a 
few? These were letters which, in some cases, changed the hearts of men, 
and the course of history. They comforted the afflicted and encouraged the 
saints to faithfulness during the unsettling period of the early church and 
the Protestant Reformation. 

Many of the letters written by those named above can still be read today, 
and have proved to be a great source of blessing to many.

Our contributors set out for us of the value of writing letters, and the 
blessings that others may receive by them. Hopefully, you will be motivat-
ed to write a letter.

Mr Andrew de Vries considers the lost art of letter-writing.
Mrs Joanna Voschezang contemplates its enduring value.
Mrs Sally Davey investigates the letter-writing ministry of Francis Schaeffer.
Canon J. John laments the death of conversation.
Mrs Jenny Waldron writes of amazing tranformations.
Letters from New Zealand provides insight into the early years of minis-

try in the RCNZ.
Letters to the Editor - two on the question of Christian fantasy.
Focus on home gleans news from around the churches.
Mr Hans Vaatstra reviews Celebrating the Small Church, by Martin Rob-

inson and Dan Yarnell.
Missions in focus for kids observes kids going to school in PNG.

Cover image: Mrs Sally Davey.

Faith in Focus  Volume 44/3  April 20172



The ministry of correspondence (1)

Andrew de Vries

Let’s play a guessing game. They are 
something quite rare in our day. They 
can travel immense distances across 
oceans and continents. They are eagerly 
devoured by those who receive them. 
If you haven’t guessed what I’m talking 
about given the context of this issue, 
then let me put you out of your misery 
– it is the humble letter. When was 
the last time you received one? When 
was the last time you wrote one? Does 
it really matter anyway? I’m going to 
attempt to set before you the benefits 
of letter writing for Christian discipleship 
and friendship, and to consider in par-
ticular how the New Testament epistles 
can inform our practice. 

In the interests of full disclosure to 
my readers, I have to let you know that 
I seriously considered declining writing 
this article. I wasn’t scared of offending 
my long suffering Faith in Focus editor by 
refusing. I wasn’t worried that writing the 
article would interrupt the cricket watch-
ing season (I am writing in January). I 
was worried that I just wasn’t the right 
person to encourage others to take up 
a ministry of correspondence. That’s 
because, apart from the letters I write 
as an elder’s clerk, I don’t really write 
much correspondence. So I took up the 
challenge to see if I could actually make 
a case strong enough for myself to start 
writing. You will have to read on to see 
if I have been successful. 

The art form of letters
Clearly, letter writing hasn’t always been 
a rare phenomenon. You watch a war 
movie from the ‘olden days’ and you 
are bound to come across a bundle of 
letters from a man on the front line to his 
beloved. Perhaps you yourself have dis-
covered, as you cleaned up your grand-

parents’ house, stacks of old letters that 
contain a whole lot of interesting details 
about them you never would have imag-
ined. In the first century the letter was 
a common mode of communication. 
The New Testament, in fact, contains 
21 letters written to either individuals 
or groups of Christians in a particular 
locality. It is the genre which, for many 
preachers, is their favourite to preach 
through. It is the genre many of our most 
beloved texts come from. It is a genre 
with which Christians are very familiar.

In technical terms we call these letters 
epistles. This wasn’t a genre of writing 
made up by the authors of the NT, but 
a genre that existed and was modified 
to suit the purposes of the NT authors. 
Compared to other epistles of the time, 
the NT epistles were more informal and 
personal, as well as being more plain in 
writing style. They followed the usual 
pattern of an introduction (with the writ-
er’s name, the addressees and a short 
greeting), followed by a thanksgiving or 
prayer for the recipients, followed by the 
body of the letter (which would often 
contain a sections of requests or exhor-
tations), followed by a closing greeting. 
The NT authors adopted this pattern, 
although they made adaptations to suit 
their own particular purposes1.

Isn’t it better to say things in 
person?
In our age of social media, I’m constant-
ly astounded to find out how people 
convey some of the most personal infor-
mation. It’s really not a good idea to tell 
your family you have gotten engaged, or 
to tell that girl that you think she’s nice, 
or to tell your employer you quit, via a 
text message. The thing about personal 
information is that it is best to deliver 
it in person (if possible).

So why is there all this personal stuff 

The lost art of 
correspondence

“There are occasions 
that arise in our lives 
where the best response 
might be to sit and 
write a letter. And yes, 
it’s OK if you only write 
occasionally.” 
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in the NT epistles? Because these letters 
were designed to be a substitute for the 
personal presence of the author. Clearly 
Paul couldn’t just pop on a plane and go 
from Ephesus to visit Corinth. He cer-
tainly couldn’t make a Skype call to the 
entire congregation to address the issues 
he heard had arisen in their midst. His 
only option other than visiting, was to 
write. And this he did.

There will be times when we are 
unable to communicate with someone in 
person. Maybe distance makes it impos-
sible. Perhaps our own personal difficul-
ties in expressing ourselves might make 
this impractical. Perhaps the other party’s 
difficulty in letting us speak may make 
personal communication impossible. That 
is where a letter can be invaluable. It 
is the way I can be there with another 
person via pen and paper (or laser jet 
and paper if that is your preference). 
Clearly this means we need to be au-
thentic when we write. Our letters need 
to be an expression of our own thoughts 
and dreams and fears. Perhaps it is a 
safeguard as well to view our letters as 
an extension of our personal presence. 
For if you wouldn’t say something face 

to face, then you shouldn’t be putting 
it down in paper either.

Paul was an occasional letter writer 
By this I don’t mean that Paul only 
wrote letters occasionally. What I mean 
is that the NT letters were written in 
light of particular occasions. Perhaps an 
occasion had arisen where false teach-
ing was threatening a congregation. 
Perhaps an occasion had arisen where 
a congregation was struggling with spe-
cific ethical questions. Perhaps an occa-
sion had arisen when a church planter 
was struggling to establish a church. The 
NT letters are tailored to specific situ-
ations and needs. Although other parts 
of the NT are written to specific groups 
of people, it is clear that their content 
is more general in nature.

This suggests to us that writing a letter 
is not like the content we post on Face-
book. On Facebook we place random 
information addressed to no-one in par-
ticular about the most trivial issues – ‘look 
at the nice breakfast I had this morning’; 
‘I just took my dog for a walk’. Letters 
aren’t that type of genre. In them we 
are seeking to address a specific issue, to 

“Letters don’t simply 
inform the mind, they 
warm the heart. What 
a potential for blessing 
others lies at the 
end of our pens and 
keyboards.”
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exhort someone to some specific course 
of action, or to express what we have 
felt about a particular decision. An im-
plication of this is that letters are partic-
ularly useful when a situation has arisen 
that we need to address in some way. 
When you are facing a particular chal-
lenge with your parents that you can’t 
quite work through. When you hear that 
a friend has cancer and you can’t visit. 
When a sibling is facing a difficult deci-
sion and you want to give some advice. 
When a brother in the Lord is discour-
aged and needs to be pointed to the 
hope of the gospel. And dare I say it, 
when there is some area of the church 
life that you’ve sought to address verbally 
with the elders, and you’ve had no re-
sponse. There are occasions that arise in 
our lives where the best response might 
be to sit and write a letter. And yes, it’s 
OK if you only write occasionally. 

A medium suited to complex 
thought
As you’ve read through the NT epistles, 
I’m sure you’ve had to go back and 
re-read certain passages because at first 
glance you have not been able to take 
it all in. The epistles are not what we’d 
call a light read. The book of Romans 
for example, is a very logical and tight-
ly-reasoned presentation of the gospel 
and the implications of the gospel for 
Christian living. Paul has clearly given 
the flow of argumentation in his letter a 
great deal of thought. Clearly, the book 
of Romans is not the kind of thing you 
would send out in a series of tweets. 
You wouldn’t want to read through this 
book as a series of text messages to 
your phone. 

This suggests to us that letters, in 
particular, are a very good medium for 
writing about issues that require some 
deeper thinking or some careful reason-
ing. So a letter might be just what you 
need when you are trying to persuade 
a friend of the veracity of the Christian 
faith. It might be just what you need 
when you are warning a sister of the 
dangers of pursuing a relationship with 
a non-Christian. It might be just what is 
required if you are trying to persuade the 
Session of the value of a certain prac-
tice that is missing in church life. Clearly, 
this form of writing is not a brain dump 
where every random thought you have 
about a topic ends up in a five page ram-
bling email. Letter writing is not venting. 
It requires careful thought. That is actu-
ally a great help to the person writing as 
it forces us to crystalize our thinking on 

an issue and to lay out our arguments 
without any irrelevant side tracks.

The value of reflection
I’m pretty sure there are not too many 
of us who have gone back and looked 
at a mobile text thread we received two 
years ago. We delete them not long 
after they arrive and seldom give them 
much further thought. The information 
that is in them is temporary and fleeting 
and useful only for the moment. That’s 
not the case with letters. Think of cor-
respondence you might have received 
from your beloved – there’s nothing like 
sitting down and reading it all again in 
one sitting. 

That’s how it was with the NT letters. 
They contained eternal truths that were 
meant to be heard again and again2. 
They contained truths that were designed 
to be meditated upon and digested. They 
were meant to be permanent fixtures in 
the life of God’s people that they could 
reflect upon and apply to life in what-
ever age they lived. That is, of course, 
the reason we read them today. I am 
not for one moment suggesting that our 
letters have the same function. However, 
our letters also lend themselves to re-
flection. How encouraging would it be 
to read over some old letters from your 
friends that were used by God to get 
you through some trial? How comforting 
might it be for a mother to read through 

the correspondence from a son as she lies 
on her death bed? Letters don’t simply 
inform the mind, they warm the heart. 
What a potential for blessing others lies 
at the end of our pens and keyboards.

Now, all that is left to do is find my 
amanuensis3 …

Notes
1  For example, introductions would regularly 

preview key themes that would arise in the 
body of the letters. Corinthians begins with 
‘To the church of God that is in Corinth, to 
those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be 
saints…’ One of the key themes that arises in 
the letter is sanctification and the corporate 
and personal holiness of Christians – chapter 
5, 6:12-20, 7:14, 16:20.

2  Epistles were designed to be read to the con-
gregation rather than read by the congregation

3  Many people in the ancient world would use a 
scribe known as an amanuensis to write their 
letters which they dictated aloud. Paul used an 
amanuensis for Romans (see Rom 16:22) and 
most likely for all of his letters.

Mr Andrew de Vries is a minister in 
the Reformed Church of Bishopdale.

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge.”  
Prov 1:7
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The ministry of correspondence (2)

Joanna Voschezang

“Dear friend, 
How are you? I’ve had an interest-

ing week …”
Many of you may have written or 

received communication like this over 
email or ‘snail mail’ at some point in your 
lives. We all love to receive letters and 
emails that let us know how those we 
love are  and that enquire how we are 
also. But what is it that makes opening 
a letter or a card or email so special? 
Why is a letter or a card better than a 
text or a tweet? 

To begin with, a letter is deeply per-
sonal. The author of the letter addresses 
the recipient, secure in the knowledge 
that only the recipient will open the 
letter and read it. We are therefore 
able to express very personal thoughts 
in a letter which we may not feel com-
fortable sharing in a group situation, or 
even in a face to face conversation. If 
you need to share personal struggles and 
are far away from your friends and have 
no one to unburden yourself to locally, 
then a letter or email is a great way to 
share your struggles and seek encour-
agement and advice. This is particularly 
true for those on the mission field who 
often have no one close by. Let’s write 
to our missionaries and encourage them 
in their work and help them feel loved, 
even on the other side of the world. This 
is also true for widows and widowers 
and those living in isolated areas of the 
country where they may not speak to 
anyone for days at a time; and for those 
who have recently moved and have no 
friends locally. Letters are a great way 
to initiate and continue personal rela-
tionships.

Letters (and emails) are also helpful 
because ideas are expressed in a unique 
manner. A letter is an open-ended con-

versation where only one person can 
speak at a time. You can put forth an 
argument or viewpoint, have a moan, 
bewail all that is going on in the world, 
the country or your life, freely give advice 
and encouragement, explain how your 
day/week/month was, share struggles you 
are going through, and you can do all 
this without a single interruption. No one 
will stop you halfway through a crucial 
sentence in your story, or give you advice 
before you have finished explaining the 
problem, because when you write a 
letter you hold the attention of the re-
cipient. This enables the writer to fully 
expand the range of ideas that they want 
to express, or completely spell out their 
argument, or finish the story of their ter-
rible/fantastic/interesting week. We can 
take the time to think through precisely 
what we want to say, and to carefully 
choose exactly the right words to say it. 
Letters to the Editor are a case in point 
for the efficacy of a letter as a means of 
setting forth an argument. Having time 
to think over the words that we would 
like to express in our letters is particu-
larly helpful when writing to those who 
are grieving, in pain, or going through 
personal trials. In these situations it can 
be very difficult to say the right thing in 
person, but in a letter we can consider 
each word and phrase, make sure that 
we are not going to give offence, write 
words of encouragement that do not 
sound judgemental, and bring words of 
comfort that have been carefully thought 
out. When I have had cause to write 
letters or cards to friends who have 
lost loved ones, or who are undergo-
ing difficult trials, it has often taken me 
hours. When writing a letter we have 
time to choose exactly the right words, 
whereas in a face to face conversation 
we are often lost for words. Nina Sanko-
vitch writes “A letter written in grief has 

The enduring value 
of a letter

“It is difficult to make a 
text message beautiful. If 
you want to congratulate 
someone on an important 
occasion such as the 
birth of a child, or their 
marriage, graduation, 
anniversary, or birthday, 
consider writing a card.”
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the power to assuage grief, both for the 
writer and for the recipient. There can 
be no greater kindness, no greater of-
fering of compassion, than the lessening 
of sorrow and the bringing of comfort 
through a letter.”1

Another reason a letter is different 
to a text, tweet and other social media 
communications is that letters are en-
during. I have a box of letters, notes, 
Thank You and Get Well cards, Birthday 
wishes, congratulatory emails, and other 
communications from the last twenty or 
so years. While I do not often go through 
this box there are times that it is encour-
aging to go back and read messages that 
were written to me in times of sickness 
or trouble. These are also a help to me 
in writing messages to others who are 
now going through something similar. It 
may be helpful to read the cards you 
received when you got married if you 
are going through a time when you no 
longer have joy in your marriage. You 
may find it encouraging to read the con-
gratulatory messages on the births of your 
children when your are struggling with 
parenting, or to read the cards that they 
painstakingly scrawled to you when they 
were six to help you remember that they 
love you. The enduring nature of letters 
is an aid to our forgetful minds and can 
be a comfort when we are lonely, de-
pressed or disheartened. 

Letters can also be beautiful. It is 
difficult to make a text message beauti-

ful. If you want to congratulate someone 
on an important occasion such as the 
birth of a child, or their marriage, gradu-
ation, anniversary, or birthday, consider 
writing a card. A card is simply a beau-
tifully made letter. To receive a card at 
these times fills us with joy, helps us 
feel close to the person who sent it, 
and reminds us of things for which to 
be grateful to God. If the card has been 
handmade and handwritten it holds even 
greater significance as a sign of the love, 
time and effort that have gone into the 
making of it.

To many of us, however, the thought 
of writing a letter, email or card is simply 
too daunting. You may feel that your 
skill with words is insufficient to write 
a message of comfort to those in grief, 
or that you do not have anything of 
consequence to say to a missionary on 
the other side of the world. Be assured 
that it is not so difficult as you may 
think to write a letter, and remember 
that the act of sending and receiving it 
will bring great joy to both parties, even 
if your words are not as impeccable as 
you think they need to be.

Here are a few thoughts to consider 
on the process of writing a letter.
To a person in mourning, even a few 
short words of love show that you are 
thinking of them. Firstly an acknowledge-
ment of their grief and of their right to 
grieve, secondly an assurance that you 

“A card is simply a 
beautifully made letter. To 
receive a card at these 
times fills us with joy, 
helps us feel close to the 
person who sent it, and 
reminds us of things for 
which to be grateful to 
God.”
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The ministry of correspondence (3)

The letter-writing ministry 
of Francis Schaeffer
Sally Davey

Reading the letters of a wise Christian, 
long after that person has died, can be 
very instructive. And even enjoyable. Re-
cently, I read over some correspondence 
of Francis Schaeffer to people who had 
written to him asking questions about 
faith and life. These were letters written 
in the 1960s and 70s, so they are 40 
or 50 years old. Though their context 
is well before our time, they are not as 
far removed from us as the letters of 
18th or 19th century Christians – though 
they, too, can be very edifying. Schaef-

fer’s letters are a good illustration of how 
helpful letters can be.

The Life
Because Francis and Edith Schaeffer 
will be unfamiliar names to some of 
you, I thought it might be helpful to 
introduce them. They were Americans; 
and both grew up in the city of Phila-
delphia. Francis had a partly-German 
family background, while Edith was the 
child of missionary parents and spent her 
first few years in China. They met while 
Francis was pursuing his undergraduate 
studies, and married shortly after he 

had graduated. After studying at West-
minster Theological Seminary and then 
moving to the Bible Presbyterian Church 
in the heat of intense controversy over 
the issue of Christian liberty, the Schaef-
fers served in three Bible Presbyterian 
congregations. Shortly after World War 
Two, in response to a call for help from 
Protestant churches in Western Europe, 
their denomination sent the Schaeffers to 
see what they could do. The particular 
challenges the Schaeffers were interest-
ed in were the hardships resulting from 
the war and the threats posed by Karl 
Barth’s neo-orthodox theology.

are praying for them (this means you ac-
tually do have to pray for them), thirdly a 
reminder that God loves them and knows 
their pain, and then possibly a short an-
ecdote of something you loved about the 
person being mourned. Finish with love 
and prayer. Refrain from quoting Romans 
8:28 or similar passages to those in grief; 
they need to be reminded of God’s love 
and presence with them in their severe 
trial; the truth of Romans 8:28 will be 
a comfort at a later stage.2

To a person going through trials you 
can write a similar letter. Acknowledge 
that the situation is difficult and that you 
are praying for them, that God loves 
them, and perhaps offer specific ways 
that you can help or serve them while 
the trial is continuing. 

Remember when writing to mission-
aries that they are cut off from every-
thing they know culturally and socially. 
They are in the middle of surroundings 
which are challenging and often isolated 
and therefore to receive regular emails 
is a great blessing. It doesn’t matter if 
the emails aren’t particularly long, or if 
they simply say what you are up to in 
your regular daily life. When you send 

an email to a missionary you are sending 
them a slice of home, a way to keep 
connected with their country and their 
friends. When you ask how their work 
is going and express concern for their 
spiritual, physical and emotional well-
being, you are showing that their work 
is important to you and that you care 
for them. An email is a great way to 
be of encouragement to missionaries 
on the field. 

To friends who have moved away, 
letters and emails are an excellent way 
to maintain your friendship if you are 
unable to phone or visit regularly. In 
your letter you can enquire after their 
family, their health, inform them about 
what is happening in your family, the 
struggles you have had in the interven-
ing time with children, work, parents 
or health, and explain your worries and 
concerns to a listening friend. Make sure 
in the same way that you reply to things 
written to you so your friend can hear 
your love and care for them expressed 
in your letter. 

On joyous occasions letters and 
cards are always well-received. When 
writing on the occasion of a birthday, 

birth of a child, wedding, graduation 
or other special occasion, the first thing 
you should do is offer your congratula-
tions. After that, however, many people 
run out of ideas! Go on to explain/tell 
what makes you proud or happy about 
the person you are writing to, what you 
are grateful for to that person in your 
life, what you hope and pray for them 
in the future, and some encouragement 
for the year ahead. 

Writing letters does not have to be as 
daunting or difficult as it may seem ini-
tially. Begin with short letters and cards. 
As you gain confidence in writing you 
will be a great blessing to those you love. 
“Letters are the physical tokens of kind-
ness we show each other. . .letters are 
abiding and durable. Letters are markers 
of our love.”3

Notes
1  Nina Sankovitch Signed, Sealed, Delivered. Cel-

ebrating the Joys of Letter Writing. Centre Point 
Large Print 2014

2  If you are seeking Scripture to provide comfort 
to those in grief the Psalms are an excellent 
place to look.

3  Nina Sankovitch

Faith in Focus  Volume 44/3  April 20178



The Schaeffers settled in Lausanne, 
Switzerland, with their three daughters, 
and were soon travelling far and wide, 
visiting churches and sharing the Sunday 
School material they had written for 
teaching children. Their hope was that 
the next generation could be strength-
ened in the truth. After some years they 
realised they were out of synch with their 
home denomination (Francis, in particu-
lar, was troubled by the seeming harsh-
ness of many in the Bible Presbyterian 
Church regarding the standards of godly 
living). They then cut ties with their home 
church and launched a ministry that had 
been quietly growing out of their personal 
hospitality to young people with ques-
tions about the faith. It became known 
as L’Abri (French for “The Shelter”) and 
was centred in their home in the Swiss 
Alps. Over subsequent decades hun-
dreds of young people, many caught up 
in the sixties upheavals involving sexual 
freedoms and drug-taking, came to the 
Schaeffers for advice and encouragement. 
Many came to believe in the Lord Jesus, 
and many more again received honest, 
wise biblical counsel1. 

Francis Schaeffer belonged to an 
earlier generation of Christian leaders. 
Despite his growing international reputa-
tion as a writer and speaker, he remained 
a humble servant at heart. His ministry 
was based in his family home. The family 
had no regular income, and they never 
solicited donations. In the pattern of the 
China Inland Mission (with whom Edith’s 
parents had served), they simply con-
veyed their needs to the Lord in prayer 
and waited for him to answer as people 
were moved to help the work. They did 
not expect special treatment; and when 
on speaking engagements, always made 
themselves available for discussion with 
the people attending. There is an endear-
ing story of Francis arriving at a confer-
ence in England in 1966, unrecognised by 
one of the young organisers who greeted 
him. He accepted some cornflakes and 
milk and bread and jam (dinner was 
over) and a space on the floor to sleep 
alongside the other attendees2. In con-
trast, celebrity Christian speakers in our 
day ask for hotel rooms, times of quiet, 
limited exposure to attendees, etc. The 
Schaeffers were committed to the Lord’s 
work of changing lives; and knew that 
this meant giving of themselves without 
fuss or drama.

The Letters
This same personal dedication inspired 
the many letters Francis Schaeffer wrote 
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Francis Schaeffer

to people with questions3. Most of them 
he had met – some had stayed at L’Abri, 
others he’d met at conferences. In his 
letters, he continued to pour himself 
out to help them. You can see this right 
away in his opening remarks. Just like the 
apostle Paul, Schaeffer often began by 
making personal connections. To a wife 
whose husband was dying of cancer in 
1971 he wrote: 
“Mary, your letter of August 19 moved 
me and all of us at L’Abri very deeply. 
I must say that Edith and I were really 
deeply, deeply moved. I have been 
praying for you, Tom, and for both of 
you, ever since I heard of your illness 
… I do wish I were there to be with 
you both and to talk and pray with you 
both.” 4 

To Ann, a former guest at L’Abri, 
who had been in a state of depression, 
he wrote:
“I was disturbed by your letter. I do cry 
with you – and I know the depression, 
of the moving waves, in the ocean of 
each individual. Unlike the ocean, where 
the waves are all on the top, the great-
est motion of the waves in man since 
the Fall is not upon the surface but in 
the depths. This is true for all of us, and 
especially for all who are sensitive.”5 

He was firmer with others. To Ken, 
who was in a marital mess, he re-
marked: “Of course your letters bother 
me, as you already knew they would. 
You said you wrote the first one while 
you were drunk, but I am glad you got 
the address right here in Huemoz, as it 
did reach me.”6

Very frequently, this personal empathy 
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and concern was accompanied by invita-
tions to visit L’Abri for further, in-depth 
conversation. He usually ended his letters 
by assuring the recipients of his contin-
ued prayer for them and for their needs 
and questions. He urged them not to 
hesitate to write again if they thought he 
could help them some more. Schaeffer 
was not a man who seemed protective 
of his time or his privacy. 

The most lastingly helpful parts of his 
letters were doubtless the meat in the 
middle. Here is where he turned from 
his kindly opening comments to bibli-
cal and theological answers to specific 
questions. To Sharon, who has become 
a Christian, but is continually plagued 
by awareness of her own sin, he wrote: 
“It would seem to me that your central 
problem, as you have expressed it in 
your letter, is that you forget the Bible 
makes clear that none of us will be 
perfect until Christ comes back again.” 

He went on to remind her of two 
truths: God demands perfection; but he 
also tells us that every Christian has areas 
for further sanctification and growth. 
Romans 7, as he noted, describes Paul’s 
struggles after he became a believer in 
Christ. But in Romans 8 Paul points out 
the difference between our justification 

(a once-for-all thing which we can never 
lose) and our sanctification, which is an 
ongoing process.7

Sometimes he gave a combination of 
biblical and practical counsel. To Leanne, 
who wanted to marry a young man of 
Muslim background (though now a be-
liever in Christ), against the opposition 
of her parents, he said this:
“I am sure that the Bible in no way 
forbids us to marry a person of another 
race. [This was written in the middle of 
heightened tensions over race relations 
issues in the U.S. and elsewhere.] There 
is only one rule stated in Scripture, and 
that is that the person we marry is a 
born-again Christian.”8 However, he 
also advised Leanne (gently) that “one 
must have the wisdom to understand 
that as we differ from one another in 
marriage we will have tensions. This 
is not only true with a matter of race, 
but is true in differences in education, 
or social status, or differences of com-
munity, or any other large differences. 
None of these differences mean that 
we should not marry the other person. 
But it does mean that each of them is 
going to add a strain to the marriage 
relationship.” He added that while he 
understood her parents’ concern, “the 

Canon J. John

If a few decades ago you had turned on 
the television and found yourself watch-
ing some drama in which the entire 
human race walked around utterly 
engrossed in the little slabs of metal 
and glass they held in their hands, you 
would have assumed it was some sort 
of science-fiction nightmare in which 
aliens had taken over the world. You 
would have called it fantasy; we have 
come to recognise it as normality.

Psychologists and social scientists are 
beginning to realise that since the first 
iPhone in 2007 unleashed an unstop-
pable flood of smartphones, human 
culture has begun to change. For many 
of us, our smartphone is now a funda-

mental part of our existence. We check 
it immediately on waking and before 
closing our eyes at night. We use it 
to email, communicate by text, take 
photographs, read maps and engage 
in Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, What-
sApp and whatever the latest cult app 
is. From our smartphone comes our 
music, advice for living, directions for 
driving, appointments and, increasing-
ly, much of our life. Smartphones have 
woven themselves inextricably into who 
we are and how we live. We cannot 
imagine life without one.

While the usefulness of smartphones 
is beyond question, you don’t have 
to look hard to start to suspect that 
there might be a price to pay. Reading 
books has clearly suffered: anyone with 
any time on their hands now simply 
engages with a smartphone. Equally, 
many people now struggle to handle 
silence: they are never alone with their 
thoughts, nor, it seems, do they want 
to be. Few people now seem able to 
sit quietly staring into space or gazing 
at nature without succumbing to an ir-

resistible urge to check the phone or 
take a selfie.

One particular aspect of concern is 
the impact of smartphones on conver-
sation. We’ve all seen the classic and 
sad manifestation of this: the young 
couple sitting in a restaurant deeply 
engrossed, not with each other but 
with their phones. But the problem 
occurs more widely. How many of us 
have tried to have a serious discussion 
with someone and failed because they 
seemed more interested in checking 
their phone? This erosion of conver-
sation is important because it is surely 
one of the things that makes us human.

I want to suggest that while smart-
phones give us communication – and 
do so very well – they do not allow 
us to take part in conversation in any 
real sense. Think for a moment about 
what a traditional, old-fashioned, flesh-
and-blood conversation involves. It’s not 
just words: there are silences, hesitant 
exploratory phrases, eye contact, facial 
expressions, laughter, hand gestures 
and possibly even physical touches of 

Smartphones 
and the death of 
conversation

Francis Schaeffer and the breeches he wore – 
not the only thing he was noted for.
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weight must fall on you to determine 
whether your going with Michael is so 
indeed the Lord’s will that you must 
follow it rather than your parents’ and 
sister’s desire.” Perhaps his biggest ques-
tion was over Michael’s level of spirit-
ual maturity – “If I did know where he 
was spiritually at the moment, perhaps 
I could give you a slightly more certain 
word.” But he committed himself to 
praying for Leanne, and reiterated that 
he had two major concerns: that their 
love was strong enough to bear the ten-
sions he spoke about; and whether she 
was sure enough that this was God’s 
will that when these pressures came she 
would stand with certainty, rather than 
waver. He commended her for a “good 
letter and an honest one.”

Our Letters
In summary, what are some of the strik-
ing features of Schaeffer’s letter-writing? 
How might they help us in our own 
letter-writing?

One of the most obvious things about 
Schaeffer’s letters is their kindness. He 
genuinely seemed to care about peo-
ple’s circumstances, and the reasons 
they wrote to him. He chose words and 
phrases designed to express love and in-

terest in their lives. He referred to things 
he knew about them. It is quite clear, 
though he doesn’t say so showily, that he 
is sacrificial with his time and energy on 
their behalf. He had obviously thought 
carefully about what his recipients had 
written to him.

Secondly, he offers them his wisdom, 
both biblical and practical. Schaeffer was 
clearly a man who knew what he was 
talking about. He had done the study; 
he was an experienced pastor. Yet many 
of us also have wide personal experi-
ence to offer our friends. Years of per-
sonal study of the Scriptures will mean 
that we’ve got some biblical wisdom to 
share as well.

Francis Schaeffer’s letters made it clear 
that he was there to help people; and 
that his availability was ongoing. Invi-
tations to visit L’Abri, promises to con-
tinue praying, offers to answer more 
questions were all ways that Schaeffer 
conveyed his desire to keep discipling 
these young – and older – people who 
had written to him. His was a simple 
ministry, faithful to the command Jesus 
left with his disciples:
“Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations … teaching them to observe all 
that I have commanded you.” (Matthew 

28:19-20).
There’s no reason why we can’t go 

and do likewise in our own quiet way, 
writing letters and emails to chide the 
lazy, encourage the fainthearted, help the 
weak, instruct the ignorant; being patient 
and gentle with all of them.9

Notes
1  For a very readable account of the L’Abri work, 

see Edith Schaeffer’s book, L’Abri. 
2  http://www.challies.com/christian-living/the-hum-

ble-celebrity
3  All quotations from Schaeffer’s letters are from 

the published collection edited by Lane T. 
Dennis, The Letters of Francis Schaeffer: Spiritual 
Reality in the Personal Christian Life (Kingsway 
Publications, Eastbourne, U.K, 1986).

4  Letter to Tom and Mary, 26th August 1971), 
p.121.

5  Letter to Ann, December 17, 1967, p.100.
6  Letter to Ken, 16 November 1969, p.110.
7  Letter to Sharon, 26th December, 1970, pp.114-5
8  Letter to Leanne, 19 July, 1974, p.224.
9  See 1 Thessalonians 5:14 – paraphrased and 

with added examples.

Mrs Sally Davey is a member of the 
Reformed Church of Dovedale, sub-
editor and regular contributor to Faith 
in Focus.

reassurance or encouragement. The 
fact that there is no technological in-
termediate means that such conversa-
tions are spontaneous. They can spread 
free and wide, bouncing one moment 
into a joke, sliding the next into some 
subtle expression of regret or even be-
coming one of those silences that says 
more than words. In an authentic con-
versation, unconstrained by technology, 
there can be a richness that gives rise 
to both empathy and intimacy. Indeed, 
real conversations can be dangerous: 
you can easily find yourself saying more 
than you meant to say. Is the fact that 
you stay in control one of the strong-
est attractions of smartphone commu-
nication? Smartphone communication 
promises us so much more yet, in 
reality, delivers so much less. We end 
up with a pale shadow of a real con-
versation; the equivalent of junk food 
for the mind.

There is, I think, a clear perspective 
on all this. I believe we were made by 
God to communicate in the deepest 
and richest possible way. Famously, 

John’s Gospel in the Bible begins ‘In 
the beginning was the word’. Yet the 
Greek word there, logos, can have a 
far richer meaning than simply word. 
Indeed, historically some renderings of 
that phrase have been ‘In the beginning 
was the conversation’. There is some 
truth in that. The Christian belief that 
God is a Trinity – Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit – is that, from eternity, there was 
conversation within God. Before the 
universe was created, at the heart of 
the eternal God, there was conversa-
tion. To be made in God’s image is to 
be made for conversation.

We can go further. In the second 
chapter of Genesis we read that God 
decided that it was ‘not good’ for man 
to be alone and so created woman for 
him. We have been endlessly preoccu-
pied with what that means in terms of 
sexuality but we should not ignore the 
implication that we were meant not for 
isolation but for conversation.

There are many rules and guide-
lines I could come up with for not 
letting smartphones dominate our life. 

Ultimately, however, they boil down 
to the key idea that we must always 
put direct conversation above digital 
communication. Short of an outright 
emergency, conversation with flesh and 
blood human beings around us should 
always take priority over any form of 
smartphone communication with those 
at the distance.

The truly scary thing about the global 
smartphone epidemic is not merely that 
we are losing the richness of conver-
sation but we may be losing the very 
ability to achieve it. In the beginning 
was indeed the word but unless we 
take care to guard our use of technol-
ogy in general, and smartphones in par-
ticular, I fear that in the end we may 
no longer have the word but a wreck 
in our relationships.

J. John (Revd Canon) lives in 
Chorleywood, Hertfordshire in 
England.
My Christian News
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Feminine focus
Jenny Waldron

Transformations

I have been watching monarch cater-
pillars munch their way through a huge 
amount of swan plant foliage. Even-
tually they reach the appropriate size 
of rotundness and search for a place 
to rest. They spin an attachment point 
and hang upside down. Shortly after-
wards, the caterpillar’s skin splits and a 
delightful chrysalis appears, green with 
gold spots. A few weeks later the chrys-
alis becomes translucent and a magnifi-
cent butterfly emerges. From the egg 
to the caterpillar to the chrysalis to the 
butterfly, there are transformations and 
changes going on, often invisible to the 
human eye, until a butterfly emerges. As 
I observed these radical changes in the 

monarch, I was reminded of the trans-
formation that God makes in our lives 
over the course of our Christian lives. It 
is even more miraculous than what goes 
on inside a chrysalis. 

Last year our Bible study group 
studied the book of Romans. It’s a theo-
logically rich book and one we had not 
studied together before. We ploughed 
our way through the first 11 chapters of 
Romans. They were deep, challenging, 
yet encouraging. At times these chap-
ters were difficult to understand, but we 
managed, with the help of our pastor 
and several learned authors, to achieve 
a level of comprehension.

We all looked forward to getting to 
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Romans 12 because it was so easy to 
grasp and just so practical. However, as 
we looked at Romans 12, starting with 
the first few verses, we were struck by 
the complexity and depth of what was 
being asked of us, as Christians, in the 
light of what God has already done for 
us. Building on the first 11 chapters, 
Romans 12 actually fleshes out  what is 
required of us to live out the salvation 
that has been so dearly paid for.

“I appeal to you therefore, brothers, 
by the mercies of God, to present your 
bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and ac-
ceptable to God, which is your spiritual 
worship. Do not be conformed to this 
world, but be transformed by the renewal 
of your mind, that by testing you may 
discern what is the will of God, what 
is good and acceptable and perfect.” 
(Romans 12:1-2)

The Westminster Shorter Catechism 
Q.3 asks this question, which sums up 
Romans so well:

Q3. What do the Scriptures 
principally teach?

A. The Scriptures principally 
teach what man is to believe 
concerning God, and what duty 
God requires of man.

What is the duty that God requires of 
us? What changes do we need to make 
in our thinking, attitudes and actions as 
we live for God? What can a dead man 
do to make himself alive? Nothing. His 
body is lying in a coffin, dead, and his 
spirit has departed and gone and there 
is absolutely nothing he can do to make 
himself alive again. That is how we were. 
We were dead in our sins and wrongdo-
ings against a holy God. There is nothing 
we could do to make ourselves alive to 
God and yet, Jesus Christ, chose to do 
the very thing that would enable us to 
live eternally in peace with our heav-
enly Father, by becoming dead in our 
place, and by taking the punishment 
that was rightfully ours and bearing it 
himself. Jesus was willing to do this for 
the ones that His Father had already 
chosen from before the foundations of 
the world, because He loved us.

With this in mind, do we own our 
lives? Do we obey all that God has com-
manded perfectly? Do we offer every 
part of our lives to the Lord? No, we 
don’t. Yet, our loving response to such 
a sacrifice and such a love ought to be 
one of total surrender and obedience.1 

From the perspective of the life eternal 
that we are promised, through Christ, our 

time here is brief and insignificant; yet 
it is important how we live these few 
short years that we are granted on this 
earth, and whom we live it for.

Going back to Romans 12 and think-
ing about living for God because we love 
Him, how do we live out verses 1-2? 

A living sacrifice
What does that mean, to be a “living 
sacrifice”? We, individually, are to give 
over our lives to God and “sacrifice” or 
put onto the altar, everything and every 
part of our lives. Every area of our lives 
is to be surrendered to God; our plans, 
hopes, dreams, marriages, careers, minis-
tries, gifts, children, time, money, sports, 
grandchildren … everything, even the 
parts we think cannot, or don’t need 
to change. People have said, when they 
are being blunt/angry/insensitive/inhos-
pitable/proud/arrogant/slanderous, “Oh, 
that’s just the way I am.” God, on the 
other hand, doesn’t want us to stay “just 
the way we are” but wants to mould 
and shape us more and more into His 
image and change our very characters 
to be more like Him. Many years ago I 
attended a church who would regularly 
sing the hymn, “I Surrender All”.

All to Him I freely give
I will ever love and trust Him
In His presence daily live
All to Jesus I surrender
Humbly at His feet I bow
Worldly pleasures all forsaken
Take me, Jesus, take me now,
I surrender all
I surrender all
All to Thee my blessed Saviour.

These words, though powerful, are 
difficult, if not impossible, to sing hon-
estly. We may desire to surrender all, 
but so often fail – or we may want to 
surrender only parts of our life, but not 
all. However, it is only through the help 
of the Holy Spirit that we can achieve 
being a living sacrifice and surrendering 
all. We cannot do it in our own strength. 
We will fail miserably every time. God 
sent His Holy Spirit to help us be more 
like Him, if we will ask Him and co-op-
erate with Him to do His good work in 
our lives. Even the things we perceive 
to be good or that we are particularly 
competent in should still be sacrificed 
(put on God’s altar) as an offering to 
God, so that He can use them for His 
good purposes and plans.

We are all given gifts and talents by 

“Monarch caterpillars 
undergo an internal 
work of transformation 
that turns them into 
butterflies. Let us, also 
be changed internally, in 
our hearts and minds, 
into the likeness of Christ 
with the help of the Holy 
Spirit.”
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God, but sometimes we plough on ahead 
with doing something (that maybe good 
and worthwhile in its own right) without 
praying about it, and seeking the Lord 
whether this is the right time or the right 
way to be using those gifts. Sometimes, 
we need to wait for the Lord to bring 
the right opportunity and we need to 
be ready when the Lord opens the door 
for us. For example, you may be a tal-
ented cook. You have honed your skills 
and abilities and you’ve prayed about 
starting some sort of food-related busi-
ness but you are not sure what. And so 
far, nothing seems to have happened. 

The Lord will use those skills and 
talents in ways that you never imag-
ined; but be patient and trust in Him. 
It often seems to be that the Lord takes 
a long time before answering these sorts 
of prayers, but in hindsight, we usually 

can see why there needed to be a time 
period of waiting, and of growing and 
maturing in the Lord. 

Other skills, too, that we never 
thought we would need are learned. 
Offer up our whole lives as a living sac-
rifice to our loving Father in Heaven.

Spiritual worship
We honour and worship God when we 
are living in the way He has called us to 
do which is our loving response to Him. 
Our lives give glory to Him, and others 
around us should see Christ through us 
as we live our lives, talk openly about 
Him and so be drawn to Him.

Transformed by the renewal of the 
mind
Becoming Christ-like does not happen 
in a vacuum. We don’t just sit back, 

going about our lives, waiting for change 
to happen. Our patterns of thinking are 
formed through experience, upbringing, 
cultural and societal influences, teach-
ing and education, events and suffering. 
These influence and guide our thoughts 
and actions. The Apostle Paul is saying 
in verse 1 that we need to transform our 
thinking. We are to know the Word of 
God and capture our thoughts to be in 
line with it, through reading and study-
ing Scripture and hearing God’s Word 
preached. For example, sometimes we 
blurt out words that are harmful, irrev-
erent, or just plain stupid. We need to 
capture our thoughts before we open 
our mouths. Be slow to speak,2 because 
that allows us to run what we are going 
to say through God’s grid of speaking 
wisely, for encouragement and edifica-
tion3 not foolishly, slanderously or rudely. 
We need to capture hurtful, bitter, angry 
thoughts and ask the Holy Spirit for help 
to transform them into kindness, peace, 
gentleness and forgiveness.4 Ask for a 
humble, teachable spirit, heart and mind  
that can be transformed daily. 

Discerning God’s Will
Often when we think about God’s will 
for us, we are considering things like 
who are we to marry, about moving 
house, changing jobs or other life-mile-
stones. Yes, praying about these things 
and seeking wise counsel is important. 
We should also discern God’s will for 
how we are to live, what is good, ac-
ceptable and perfect. His will is for us to 
be compassionate, kind, humble, meek, 
patient. We are to bear one another’s 
burdens, forgiving and loving each other, 
living at peace with one another, being 
thankful!5 When we are praying for God’s 
will, are we praying for more of these 
things in our lives? 

Are we willing to submit to God’s 
loving lessons, so that these things may 
become more evident in our lives? Some-
times we may be tempted to avoid going 
out of our comfort zones, to avoid diffi-
cult situations, but God often uses trials 
and suffering to bring about His plan and 
good purposes for our lives. He calls us 
to be godly in every area of our lives, 
not just on Sundays, not just when things 
are going smoothly and not just when 
everything is plain sailing. It is when 
things get rough that we truly have the 
opportunity to grow in godliness. 

As we go about our normal daily lives, 
are we constantly and consistently pre-
senting our bodies as living sacrifices to 
God? Are we acknowledging His king-
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May 1976

It was John Calvin who said that the 
Book of Psalms is the anatomy of all 
parts of the soul where no one can feel 
a movement of the Spirit which is not 
reflected in this mirror; where all the 
sorrows, troubles, fears, doubts, hopes, 
pains, perplexities and stormy outbreaks, 
by which the souls of men are tossed 
about, are depicted here to the very 
life. It was Martin Luther who added 
David and some other saints who ex-
pressed their godly thoughts in verse, 
rhyme and song and so gave music the 
highest place of honour after theology.

With the above in mind, I read in 
the Wainuiomata Church bulletin that 
a local “statistician” kept a record of 
all the Psalms and Hymns sung in their 
worship services during 1975. This Stat-
istician then gave us the “Top Ten” of 
the Psalter Hymnal for that local church. 
Their pastors favourite hymn for that 
year was Hymn 195, followed by 135, 
170, 43, 94, 45, 84, 235, 315 and 
430. I am quite confident that right 
now many readers will be looking for 
their Yearbook and the Psalter Hymnal 
to locate the man and his choice selec-
tion of Hymns. Such statistical informa-
tion is an astonishing feat and I wonder 
what other types of “statistics” we are 
harbouring in our folds.

March of this year saw our New 
Zealand inter-synodical Ministers’ Con-
ference being held. For as long as I can 
remember, the ministers have always 
come back from these conferences ex-
hausted and excited, enthused and re-
charged, agreeing that it was a great 
experience to be together like this and 
longing to have this a bit more often. 
But up until now, it has been an inter-
synodical oncer only. One can’t help 
wondering what emotions must be left 
for the inter-minister conference periods 

when they have to live in their respective 
congregations. It is a pity that there are 
no “Acts” left of these Ministers’ Confer-
ences. The churches could benefit from 
these Theological Brain Trusts.

One of our pastors is very much 
concerned with the nonattendance of 
many members of his congregation in 
the evening worship service after they 
have been at the Lord’s Table in the 
morning. “After receiving the bless-
ing of the Lord at His Table,” he 
writes, “must we not want to give 
Him our thanks and hear His call to 
that life of thankfulness which begins 
with the Thanksgiving Service?” He urges 
his congregation to do some thorough 
heart searching in this persistent failure 
to heed His call to worship Him.

The Wainuiomata congregation has 
had an exciting time building the manse 
for their pastor Bruce Gillard. Their latest 
news bulletins are now full of small news 
items on the progress of this project. 
They even checked out the origin of 
the word “manse” and came up with 
“ecclesiastical residence” esp. Scot-
tish Presbyterian minister’s house. 
However, they still want to know 
what the word “manse” means. 
Maybe “lightship”?

As I sit behind my type-
writer and think of how I 
could fittingly close this 
letter for the next 
issue, I cant help 

contemplating the fact how little we as 
individuals and churches are really “Or-
ganized for Action” in our endeavours 
to build the Kingdom of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, and how unsuccessful we often 
are in redeeming our time for Him.
Abridged

Letters from New Zealand
D. G. Vanderpyl

ship of every aspect of our existence? 
My prayer is that we would all know 

the work of Christ on a deeper level 
and that our loving response would be 
to offer ourselves as living sacrifices to 
our Heavenly Father. Monarch caterpil-

lars undergo an internal work of transfor-
mation that turns them into butterflies. 
Let us, also be changed internally, in our 
hearts and minds, into the likeness of 
Christ with the help of the Holy Spirit.

1  Ephesians 5:1-2
2  James 1:19-21
3  Ephesians 4:29
4  Ephesians 5:31-32
5  Colossians 3:12-15
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Letters to the editor

Re: Christian 
Fantasy
Dear Editor,
I am writing regarding the article in 
Faith in Focus entitled “An Interview 
with author Yvette Willemse on writing 
Christian fantasy” (Volume 43/5, June 
2016). The Fledgling Account books are 
referred to as “Christian fantasy”. This 
means that it is based on the truths of 
Scripture and will bring glory to God 
the Father and Jesus Christ our Lord. 
We are called by the Lord to approach 
all teaching with discernment. We are 
to be like the Bereans “for they received 
the word with great eagerness, examin-
ing the Scriptures daily to see whether 
these things were so ...”. Let us now 
with a Berean spirit consider the article 
and what we are told about the books:

(1) “… looking for heresy or for the 
occult … , you will certainly find it.” 
We are to flee from any hint of sin and 
the Bible clearly and very strongly com-
mands Christians to abstain from delving 
into the occult.

Some of the Bible verses showing 
God’s displeasure with the occult (nec-
romancy and mediums): (Leviticus 19:31, 
20:6, Deut. 18:9-12, Joshua 23:7, 
Samuel 28:3, 28:7, 2 Kings 21:6, 23:24 
and James 1:27). Involvement in these 
practices as well as learning about them 
is spiritually dangerous and condemned 
in the Bible. 

(2) “… including a Divine Deity” If 
there is any reference to a Divine Deity, 
it should and can only be God of the 
Bible. God says in Exodus 20:3 “You 
shall not have any other gods before 
me. Isaiah 45:6 “I am the LORD, and 
there is no other”. 

(3) “there is a deity ... not … wholly 
accurate ...” The name of the deity in 
the books is “Zion”. God is zealous for 
His holy Name and does not allow man 
to make excuses for not portraying Him 
correctly (Ezekiel 36:21, Isaiah 42:8)

(4) “… Christian because of the 
themes, rather than for allegorical 
content.” To say it does not have alle-
gorical content means it has no spiritual 

meaning that transcends the literal story 
yet supposedly has a Christian theme. 
By labelling as ‘Christian’ the readers 
expect there to be Christian values and 
Christian principles upheld. 

(5) “If you have difficulty reading 
fantasy and believe it may be a stum-
bling block to others, you will find 
these books no exception”. The Lord 
clearly and sternly warns against putting 
a stumbling block before His little ones. 
His wrath is against them. (Matthew 
18:7; Luke 17:1-2; 1 Corinthians 8:11-
12; 10:32).

(6) “fantasy is harmless…”. Fantasy 
is not necessarily harmless, especially 
if mixed with the occult and mythical 
deities. Impressionable minds (young 
and old) are influenced by what they 
read and see. 

(7) “To combat a sanitised view 
of life”. There is no need to combat 
a sanitised view of life. Every day we 
are bombarded with the brokenness 
and sinfulness of this fallen world. The 
news is filled with car accidents, plane 
crashes, murders, disease, famine … etc, 
and clearly shows bad things happen to 
God’s people as well as the wicked. See 
Asaph’s struggle with this in Psalm 73.

(8) “… a non-Christian publisher …
would make Christianity somewhat ac-
cessible to secular readers.” God does 
not need man’s fantasy to make Christi-
anity accessible. Faith does not rest on 
man’s wisdom, but on God’s power (1 
Cor 2:1-5). 

(9) “God has guided and given 
words.” God does not lead in a path 
contrary to His word (James 1:13 and 
2 Peter2:1-3). 

(10) “these books as YA or Young 
Adult novels, supposedly suitable for 
teenagers, who can understand these 
concepts and do know what it’s like to 
hurt and to face horrors of the world.” 
These books expose them to more “dark” 
material, and contaminate their impres-
sionable minds with the occult and a 
false god?

Even the pictures on the front cover 
look evil and satanic. Christians must 
flee any hint (appearance) of sin (Ephe-
sians 5:3).

In conclusion, the Bible strongly con-
demns occult practices and warns against 

any involvement with pagan gods that 
are not gods (not even to mention their 
name). We are to flee from these things. 
Hence we should not be reading lit-
erature that entertains us with occult 
practices.

The influence of books (and movies) 
is very subtle, and over time, can erode 
our walk with God. That is why, that 
which is good and up-building to us 
spiritually should be read (or watched). 
Our minds are naturally biased against 
God (Colossians 1:21) and this tendency 
should not be fed.

We are to keep ourselves unspotted 
by the world, in fact, flee from any hint 
of evil. Secondly we are to concentrate 
our attention on that which is up-build-
ing for our faith. We are called to set 
our minds on things above (Colossians 
3:1-2), and to meditate on those things 
that have virtues (Philippians 4:8-9), not 
this type of fantasy. 

Paul Bakker 
Member of the Reformed Church of 
Dovedale

Yvette responds:
Dear Editor,
Thanks to Mr Paul Bakker for his re-
sponse to my interview in Faith in Focus. 
I wish to assure him and others that my 
books are not intended to reflect practic-
es of the occult, and to my knowledge, 
nothing in them does. I have neither re-
searched the occult, nor participated in 
it. I have not had contact with it in any 
way. My books reflect my beliefs in the 
one God who made heaven and earth, 
may His name be praised! 

Mr Bakker’s letter expresses two major 
sentiments. Firstly, he believes the books 
to be involved with the occult and to in-
troduce readers to false gods. Secondly, 
he believes they are an unhelpful stum-
bling block that has nothing to do with 
the Christian faith. 

On the first account, he quotes me 
saying “if you are looking for heresy 
or the occult… you will certainly find 
it”. This original sentence was poorly 
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worded. Let me stress that I was saying 
that those who have a problem with 
the genre of fantasy, who believe that 
it is heretical and occultic, will – if 
viewing these books through that grid 
– have the same issues with them that 
they have with most any other fantasy 
novel. This does not mean that I have 
deliberately included false gods or the 
occult. Rather, I have sought to repre-
sent God’s character accurately but not 
exhaustively. Hence my unwillingness 
to call this an “allegory”, as I do not 
believe I have done justice to the enor-
mity and graciousness and justice of our 
God. After all, He is the Alpha and the 
Omega, infinite where we are finite. It 
is impossible to portray a true “allegory” 
of Him. My warning about looking for 
heresy or the occult was simply to point 
out to those that have difficulty with this 
genre that they personally will not “get 
much out of” these novels. I cannot be 
held responsible for people’s prejudices 
or dislikes of this category of literature. 
Everyone has genres that they prefer to 
read and that speak to them more. Some 
of us cannot stomach particular genres. I 
find certain varieties of historical fiction 
and dystopia abysmal. This does not 

mean the genre is at fault; my tastes 
are different. I prefer another type of 
read. Hence I would advise those who 
do not relish the fantasy genre not to 
read these books, as they will not enjoy 
them. I hope this has added clarity to 
the above quote.

With regards to Mr Bakker’s second 
concern, when Paul the Apostle origi-
nally talks about stumbling blocks, he 
does not prohibit the drinking of wine, 
but rather says not to quaff it before 
those who would find it a stumbling 
block! Wine itself is not immoral. Like-
wise, fantasy – when written to glorify 
God – is not immoral. I have tried to 
avoid putting a stumbling block before 
others by saying early in the interview 
that those who believe fantasy is hereti-
cal or occultic will not find the books 
helpful to their purposes. I also do not 
recommend my books to everyone, nor 
do I force those who disagree with the 
genre to read them. I am careful of this. 
However, just because they are unhelp-
ful to some people does not mean they 
are unhelpful to all. Those who enjoy 
the fantasy genre will find these books 
address some of their big questions about 
living out their faith in a broken world. I 

don’t have time or space to write about 
the merits of fantasy for readers of the 
genre, so I recommend reading Tolkien’s 
essay On Fairytales, Jerram Barrs’ book 
Echoes of Eden, or even In Defence of 
Fantasy by Ann Swinfen, all of which il-
luminate the genre more for those who 
are curious. I also believe John 6 is a 
good illustration of how a larger than life 
metaphor (“I am the bread of life”) can 
portray a heavenly truth (which is what 
Christian fantasy attempts to do). This 
chapter also shows how those who take 
such a metaphor too literally will struggle 
to interpret the true meaning behind it.

Lastly, I do ask that my books are 
read before I am accused of promot-
ing material of the occult. If anyone has 
further concerns about them, I can be 
contacted in person through my website 
writersanctuary.net to clear up any mis-
understandings. 

I thank Mr Bakker for his letter. While 
perhaps we do not agree on this genre, 
I am certain we agree on our faith, and 
I send him greetings in Christ.

Y. K. Willemse

Books in focus

Celebrating the Small Church
By Martin Robinson and Dan 
Yarnell

This volume of 224 pages is based on 
statistics and experiences in England yet 
has relevance for all churches, especial-
ly those which are small. The authors, 
the Rev. Dr. Martin Robinson, Director 
of Missions and Theology at the Bible 
Society and the Rev. Dan Yarnell, MA 
in New Testament; have pastored small 
churches in England since 1983. Their 
book was written to assist smaller church 
to be more effective in their mission. 

Small Church Characteristics
In the opening chapters Robinson iden-
tifies several characteristics of smaller 
churches and makes the following ob-
servations: The small church is ‘normal’. 
In England 36% of churches have less 
than 50 adult members. The location of 

small churches often represents the front 
line of mission, in other words small 
churches are often located in areas where 
the Christian witness is weakest. Small 
churches are more likely to be caring 
churches. They also are often bearers 
of valuable traditions. 

However, there is an assumption 
in today’s culture that bigger is better. 
Also, church-goers today often have high 
expectations concerning the standard 
of worship, fellowship and number or 
quality of programs churches provide. 
Consumerism effects small churches 
in such a way that they feel they are 
unable to compete in terms of provid-
ing the programs and atmosphere larger 
churches are able to provide. These 
factors may cause discouragement and a 
sense of hopelessness as if to say “there 
is nothing we can do”. Robinson warns 
against such negativity saying that one 
of the dangers smaller churches face is 

the danger of discouragement with the 
consequence that nothing new is ven-
tured and the church remains static. His 
antidote to such ecclesiastical malaise is 
that the church must be ‘on the way.’ 

On the Way
Martin Robinson elaborates on this 
theme by describing his experiences in 
an Indian Tamil congregation in Paris 
following the journey of faith that the 
members of this congregation had taken 
in order to be where they were. Back 
‘home’ in India some had been farmers, 
fishermen, teachers and civil servants. 
They had little in common socially. All 
had come along a different route but 
ended up together in a little congrega-
tion in Paris sharing a common Book and 
a common conviction. They ended up 
on a journey of faith together. Using ex-
amples from Scripture, Robinson makes 
the point that although many if not most 
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Christians prefer to be “settlers” rather 
than “pioneers”, the church on earth 
may never become settled but needs to 
continue being a church “on the way”. 
This is in keeping with the Biblical idea 
of the believer as a sojourner or a stran-
ger in a foreign country who lives in 
tents and is looking forward to a better 
place, the ‘Promised Land’. (cf. Hebrews 
11:9). Sometimes small churches remain 
small or get smaller because of their 
failure to move. Little is attempted and 
less is gained if members just want to 
keep on being ‘settled’. New folk might 
come in with good new ideas but will 
soon become discouraged by the settled 
‘establishment’ who want things to con-
tinue as always. 

Pastors
Dan Yarnell turns the reader’s atten-
tion to the pastor’s task making many 
helpful observations about the struggles 
pastors have in small churches. Subjects 
dealt with include time management, 
expectations of growth not being met, 
self-expectation and short term versus 
longer term pastorates. It was thought 
that the most productive years of the 
pastor’s ministry comes after 4-6 years 
in any particular congregation. He raises 
a pertinent question. What does one 
do when the pastor of a small church 
believes, prays, works, expects miracles 
but the church doesn’t grow? The same 
people turn up week after week. Yarnell 
reminds us of an abiding truth. Though 
small church pastors are likely to feel 
despondent about lack of numbers, God 
loves the small church and loves small 
church pastors. Moses felt inadequate for 
the task God had given him. Jeremiah 

lamented the lack of response from his 
fellow Jews, yet they were loved and 
used mightily by the Lord. The author 
also encourages pastors not to overlook 
what God has already done in their 
church and community in the past and 
to allow the Lord to lead them into their 
futures. He also reminds us that there 
are no successful churches. There are 
instead communities of sinners gathered 
before God week after week in cities, 
towns and villages all over the world. 
The Holy Spirit gathers them and does 
his work in them. In these communities 
of sinners, one is called the pastor and 
given a designated responsibility in the 
community. The pastor’s responsibility 
is to keep the community attentive to 
God. Thus pastors are also urged to get 
alongside people as “listeners, learners 
and lovers”. For the pastor of the small 
church, this is the heart of the matter, 
being a lover. In the community, in the 
church, in his home, the love of God 
must be demonstrated in the life of a 
minister. The one who loves God and 
his people is the one who knows what 
ministry is all about. 

Giving
The book includes a helpful section on 
financing the small church. Different ap-
proaches to giving are mentioned. There 
those who give nothing and assume that 
the minister is paid by the government 
or some other mysterious central fund. 
Some have what Yarnell calls the “private 
club mentality” where subscriptions are 
duly paid to meet the most conservative 
budget. A far more effective approach 
according to Yarnell is for congrega-
tions to rally around particular needs. 
Often when a clear need is identified 
giving is much more generous and the 
community spirit is strengthened among 
members. Sacrificial giving is also en-
couraged, because life in the church is 
a struggle. It is a struggle of fellowship, 
fidelity and more, but God gives us the 
power to remain steadfast in the struggle 
and God uses our struggles as a means 
for growth. Furthermore the authors 
propose that motivating the church for 
mission and having special appeals re-
lating to missions provide great incen-
tive for giving. This section also has a 
chapter titled, “The awesome power of 
the tithe.” According to one source, sta-
tistically “about one third of Christians 
tithe and the other two thirds let them”. 
The authors support tithing using Malachi 
3 to impress upon readers the blessings 
that tithing can bring to churches and 

with the maxim that the key to all this 
is faith. “To give in faith is to grow in 
faith. The act of giving encourages faith; 
faith in God and the power of his word 
to transform lives, churches, communi-
ties and the world”. 

Strategies
The book concludes with a section on 
strategies by Martin Robinson. Robinson 
begins by posing questions for readers 
concerning their own churches such as: 
“Why is this church here? What does 
the church want to accomplish for the 
community? What should the church’s 
mission statement be?” Robinson encour-
ages leaders to: “Set goals that are rele-
vant, measurable, achievable, significant 
and personal. List honestly the strengths 
and weaknesses of the church. Pray. No 
church can ever be a healthy church 
without a deep prayer life.” 

Celebrating the Small Church contains 
a veritable mine of helpful information 
designed to encourage churches in their 
mission as churches and to be more ef-
fective stewards of their resources. The 
book does present a strong challenge for 
churches to always be on the lookout 
for new avenues of service and outreach 
rather than be content with the status 
quo. There is also some excellent en-
couragement for pastors of small church-
es and a helpful section on giving. The 
authors have graciously, with humour 
and careful use of Scripture provided 
us with a good deal of wisdom gained 
from years of experience in the 224 
pages of Celebrating the Small Church, 
published in 1993 by Monarch Publica-
tions in conjunction with the British and 
Foreign Bible Society.

Hans Vaatstra
Pastor of a small church in Wanganui
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On 25th April 2017

Adrianus (Jos) & Wilhelmina (Willy)
Verbokkem

will D.V be celebrating their 

60th
Wedding Anniversary

 

We give thanks to the Lord for His faithfulness over the years to our 
parents, grandparents and great-grandparents.

With much love:

John & Esther Verbokkem	 Helen* & Raymond Van der Meulen
Nicola & Steve Gueze – Jos, Isla	 Paul
Marcia & Tony Jefferies	 Saskia & Dan Lucas – Hudson, Harry
Stephanie	 Joshua
	 Jacqui

Martin & Ingrid Verbokkem	 Miriam & Roger Posthuma
Dan	 Blair & Christina Posthuma
Jennifer	 Larissa     
Tim	 Luke                              
Hayley	 Ben

Wilma & Andrew* Reinders            
Catherine
Richard 
Rebecca
Julia

( *Passed into Glory )

“Casting all your anxiety 
upon Him, because He 
cares for you.”
1 Peter 5:7

Focus on home

Report of the 
Auckland Presbytery 
meeting held 
February 2017
The Auckland Presbytery met at the 
Pukekohe Reformed Church, which is 
the usual meeting place, being the most 
central location in the presbytery. 

For the first time the Rev. Ryan Sparks 
took the role of chairman. He wel-
comed the delegates and spoke words 
of farewell and appreciation to the Rev. 
John Rogers, as this was his last meeting 
prior to his retirement from his ministry 
in the Reformed Church of the North 
Shore. Ryan Sparks observed that one 
of the legacies of John Rogers was our 
hymnal, Sing to the Lord, and he read 
from the versification of Psalm 71, which 
he had written. 

John Rogers then opened the meeting 
by reading from Isaiah 62:1-7 observing 
that the church was despised in the west 
and downtrodden in the east. Yet the 
Lord delights in his people and we look 
forward to the day when the Lord will 
establish his people in the earth. And 
to that end, we must “give the Lord no 
rest” (v.7), but rather pray day and night. 
We then sang a few stanzas of Psalm 71 
from Sing to the Lord.

As we reviewed the minutes of the 
previous meetings it was noted that our 
clerk kept excellent minutes of both the 
open and closed meetings. We agreed 
that minutes of closed meetings ought 
to be sufficiently detailed so subsequent 
readers know what went on. 

The Reformed Presbyterian Church 
of Buckland Beach will organise and 
host the annual Men’s Study Day for 
the presbytery, to be held on Saturday 
24th of June. This year the theme will 
follow the Reformation and will consid-
er the men who anticipated the reform, 
those who carried out the reform, and 
how we today can continue and apply 
the work of the reformers.

Three churches answered the usual 
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questions of Church Order Article 47. 
Bucklands Beach was thankful for a 
positive planning meeting of the session 
as they worked through a SWOT anal-
ysis. They mentioned that their church 
lacked young couples, as the high cost 
of housing in their area put homes out 
of their reach. 

The Hamilton congregation is strug-
gling to find men willing to serve as 
office-bearers. The elders have seen 
some positive results from the exercise 
of church discipline, and as they have 
sought to follow up lapsed baptised 
members. The church kindergarten is 
finding it difficult to sustain its roll in a 
competitive market, and is seeking to 
boost numbers by offering transporta-
tion for the children of the community. 
Attendance at the afternoon service has 
been more encouraging but attendance 
at the home groups has waned. The 
church was thankful for the blessing 
of their pastor doing his work faithfully 
and diligently.

The Hukanui congregation is support-

ing Miss Marlene van Tonder in her work 
in South Sudan. Mr Jonathan and Mrs 
Glenys Watson have been approved to 
serve with Missionary Aviation Fellow-
ship, and are seeking to raise funds for 
this. The session is considering a train-
ing programme to assist and encourage 
their members in personal witnessing. 
Attendance at the evening service has 
improved but some of the home groups 
are at a low ebb. One group, made up 
of young families, has begun meeting on 
a Wednesday at the church for a shared 
meal and a study.  The church was 
thankful to have Mr Graeme Zuidema 
and his wife Amanda with them for a 
vicariate year. 

We adjourned at 9 pm for our usual 
delicious supper prepared by Mrs Ally 
Kloeg, always the highlight of our meet-
ings. This one was specially prepared to 
farewell John Rogers after his 21 years of 
service in the Presbytery. A few photos 
were taken to mark the occasion. 

Ryan Sparks was appointed as the 
counsellor for the North Shore congrega-

tion in anticipation of their pastor retir-
ing, and John Haverland was appointed 
as the counsellor for the Avondale con-
gregation as they are without a pastor.

The church visitation schedule for 
this year was approved and the various 
presbytery liaison appointments were 
confirmed. 

The chairman closed the meeting with 
prayer at 10.35 pm. 	
Reporter: John Haverland

(page 20) Mr John Rogers was given a very 
fitting send-off with baking fit for a king, at 
his last presbytery meeting in Auckland on 
Friday, Februrary 17. 

(above) Delegates from North Shore, 
Avondale, Pukekohe, Bucklands Beach, 
Hamilton and Hukanui, at Mr Rogers last 
Auckland Presbytery meeting.
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Auckland Ministers 
and wives
The quarterly ministers and wives gath-
ering was hosted by the Haverlands’ at 
their home in Pukekohe. It was also a 
good occasion to farewell the Rogers, 
who will be moving to Palmerston North 
when the Rev John Rogers officially 
retires in March. Also present were Mr 
Bill Berends and his wife Henny, holi-
daying in NZ for two weeks, the van 
Garderens’ the Campbells’, Mr Graeme 
Zuidema, the Vicar in Hukanui and his 
wife Amanda. The man in the hat is Mr 
Leo de Vos.
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It is only 8 o’clock in the morning, 
but Dairi is already feeling hot. He has 
walked over an hour to get to school; 
the road is rough and steep in some 
places, but it is always fun walking with 
the other boys. His best friend Naiho 
has not been there this week- he had 
to help his Papa with planting kukamba 
[cucumbers]. Dairi is thankful he can go 
to skul (school), he is the eldest boy of 
the family and his parents want him to 
learn as much as he can. His other two 
brothers and sisters are only allowed to 
go when there is enough money. School 
may be ‘free’ in Papua New Guinea, but 
uniforms, shoes, sport clothes, stationery 
and class outings cost a lot of money 
and Dairi’s parents don’t have enough 
to send all their children.

“Moning olgeta [goodmorning every-
body]”, says the teacher when the class 
starts. “Please open your books to page 

25.” The books are written in English but 
the teachers speaks to them in English 
and in Tok Pisin, their local language. 
Sometimes Dairi gets confused with that, 
because at home they don’t speak much 
English. Dairi is looking forward to his 
math lesson later in the morning; his fa-
vorite subject. He wants to be a teacher 
himself one day. But then, just before 10 
o’clock the teacher says, “You are dis-
missed for the rest of the day, children. I 
have a dentist appointment to go to- so 
school is out early today.” Dairi is disap-
pointed to miss out on his lesson- again! 
The day before yesterday, the children 
arrived at school but the teacher wasn’t 
there. They waited for almost 2 hours, 
but nobody came, so they went home. 
Now again, Dairi won’t get to do any 
math! He hopes that he will be ready 
to take the exam later in the year, and 
not miss out more classes because the 

Off to skul (school)

Missions in focus for kids
Heidi Hendrikse

A school on the way to Beregoro having a 
sports day.
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teacher is not there, or his family needs 
him on the farm. Dairi would rather stay 
at school and read books; they don’t 
have any books at home. Now he will 
have to help his Mama wokim wanpela 
gaden   kumu [work in the vegetable 
garden]. So Dairi and his friends walk 
back home again in the heat of the day. 
Oh well, hopefully better tomorrow.

Would you like to have to walk over 
an hour to school? Would you like to 
be sent away again because the teacher 
doesn’t turn up or needs to go some-
where during the day? You might say 
“Yes!” right now, because missing school 
can be fun at times. But I am sure if 
you wanted to learn for the future and 
can’t make progress, you would soon 

say that school isn’t so bad after all. Be 
thankful for your education and perhaps 
even say thank you to the teacher for 
teaching you!!

(top) Schoolboys [at the conference]

(bottom) Children coming back from school.
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