
If only I had known conference 2018 
 
On Friday 9th March I headed off on one of those opportunities of a lifetime to attend a conference led by 
Ray Lowe and hosted by Steve Oliver at his farm in Clarens, South Africa. At the outset I want to say how 
grateful I am to the church for providing this opportunity for me to learn from these men who have ‘been 
there and seen it’ as they have served the Lord over several decades. 
 
My journey started on a cold Friday morning; my last task before setting off being to scrape the frost from 
the car windscreen before heading to the train station for the journey south (I flew from Heathrow, it was 
cheaper). Saying goodbye to Sally and the boys, Ollie expressed concern that I would be eaten by a lion, 
little did he know. The journey to Johannesburg was uneventful; whilst the first plane was packed to the 
rafters the second was almost empty allowing us to stretch out. I arrived in Doha in the early hours of 
Saturday morning where I had a quick transfer to the flight to Johannesburg. 
 
My first night in South Africa was in a lovely little B&B in Johannesburg. I had the whole place to myself (the 
owners had been invited to a wedding after I had booked and so didn’t take any more bookings for the 
night). They also provided me with a lunch and a dinner by way of apology for not being there. At first I was 
a little perturbed by the size of the walls surrounding the properties in Johannesburg (6m+) and the fact 
that they all had electric fences on top, what sort of a place was I staying in?? However my desire to visit 
the local supermarket for a bottle of wine overcame my concerns and I headed off to the shops. Shopping 
over there seems to be similar in price to back home, especially when it comes to meat, however as I was 
to discover eating out can be very good value.  
 
Early on the Sunday morning the owners of the B&B took me back to the airport where I was to meet 
Gareth Wales and the others on the conference. The first thing to note about traveling to Clarens is that 
whilst you might feel as though you have made it when you get off the plane there is then a 3-4 hour drive 
to get to Steve and Heather’s farm.  Clarens itself is right on the border with Lesotho, in fact whilst staying 
on the farm my mobile thought I was in Lesotho, which is unfortunate as mobile charges in Lesotho are 
significantly more than those in South Africa.  

Clarens itself is surrounded by mountains, which provides 
an amazing setting in which to rest, learn and spend time 
with God. You are also almost completely cut off; as I say 
mobile charges are high and they don’t have broadband 
to the farm (they do have some limited mobile data but 
not much, when Steve wants to make a WhatsApp call to 
a church leader he will climb a hill or drive into Clarens) 
the result of this is quite liberating, albeit unnerving at 
first as you don’t get the buzz of mobiles going off nor 
the ping of emails being received. 
 

This is the third time Ray has run this conference and as would be 
expected numbers vary from year to year, this year there were nine of 
us; myself and Richard from the UK, Dave from the US, Austin from India, 
Dolphin from Dubai and Petrose, Peter, Phiwe and Khumbi from South 
Africa.  
 
Not long after arriving on the farm we gathered on Steve’s patio where 
he and Heather had prepared a meal for us. At this point one of the 
features that would come to mark my stay in South Africa happened, the 
heavens opened and there took place the most amazing thunder storm (I 
think we had one every day). As darkness falls it is impossible to see 
anything of the mountains as there is no ambient light anywhere around 
(and during the storm no moon nor stars either), but at each flash of 
lightening the whole mountain vista momentarily came in to view, it was 



a sight to behold and in it God spoke to me a simple word which was “how often do we encounter Him 
through the Holy Spirit and then not long later it would be as though it had never happened, but in the 
morning, when the sun rises, we can see the whole of his creation in all it’s glory. We should live in the 
morning sun, encountering God through The Holy Spirit all the time, not occasionally as in a storm”. For me 
this was the first of several things that the Lord would say to me over the coming few days.  

 
A couple of things I noticed during my stay included, how close, and easy it would 
be to cross the border into Lesotho, the only thing separating you from there is a 
small stream. The other is how thin the air is, which is fine when sitting chatting 
etc but on a couple of walks with the guys, after the afternoon session it was 
notable how heavy people were breathing, we told ourselves that this was the 
reason rather than saying we were unfit. 
 
Steve has, on the farm, several holiday cottages and we were grouped together in 
cottages, I had the privilege of sharing a cottage with Ray and Sue and a room 
with Dave.  
 

The structure of each day, Monday through to Thursday was an early morning devotional led by Steve at 
7am, breakfast in our cottages, two sessions separated by lunch and an activity hour from 4.30-5.30. After 
the activity hour we would then have ‘supper’ (dinner) finishing at roughly 9pm. At this point most people 
went to bed. However, this seemed somewhat early to Dave, Richard and myself and we would often sit up 
in one of the lounges chatting until quite late at night. 
 
The early evening activities involved us being put into three teams of three and competing for the honour 
of ‘conference champions’. The three activities we did (one was rained off in a storm) were boule, golf and 
shooting. Now I have to say at this point (it is important believe me), that whilst the team I was on came 
last in the boule on the first night, yours truly won the golf being both the nearest to the flag and the only 
one to hit the target and my team came second (I think) in the shooting resulting in us being declared 
‘conference champions’ I did say it was important after all. 
 
During the teaching sessions with Ray we covered the following topics (these are not in the order covered): 

 The Holy Spirit, knowing Him and the gifts He imparts 

 The Holy Spirit, how to release the gifts of the Spirit in your church 

 Building a team and the challenges you will face 

 Eldership challenges 

 How to develop a devotional life 

 Knowing yourself 

 Knowing your calling 
 
Some key points from the teaching sessions 
It would be impossible to write here all the key points that came out from the teaching but some in 
particular that struck me/us were 

 My calling is not to ‘ministry’ but to be ‘in Christ’. 

 If I’m going to build a church I’ll need to/will be of ‘no reputation’. 

 A one man ministry can achieve much when working in the plans and purposes of the Lord, but a fully 
functioning body working in the plans and purposes of the Lord can change the world. Therefore I 
should never try to build around my gifts but rather around a fully functioning body. 

 The church should not aim to ‘influence’ the community in which it is based but to ‘change’ it. 

 A person is mature in God when they take responsibility/ownership for all that God has given them. 

 A personal challenge to all of us was to consider ‘who am I working with to see them move on in the 
things of God?’ and the best way to help bring people to maturity in God is through friendship and 
prayer 

 As a leader I need to know what I am called by God to build. 



 I need to be ‘secure in my insecurities’, how often do I feel ‘insecure in my insecurities??’ 

 A personal challenge to each of us was ‘do I believe that what God has put in me is worth giving away?’ 

 When discipling others I should provide opportunity for testing so they can put into practice what they 
have learnt 

 Unity is key (Psalm 133 – where there is unity the Lord commands a blessing) 
 
So, in particular, what did I learn from my time in South Africa and how will it impact my walk with God, 
with the subsequent impact on my eldership role in the church? At the end of Thursday’s session Steve 
asked us to complete a personal reflection sheet for sharing during the devotional time on the Friday 
morning. My reflections could be summed up as follows: 

 I need a greater devotional time; I was quite inspired by seeing how Ray does his devotional time in the 
morning. 

 I want to devote at least one whole morning in Bible study a week, this is tied in with one later 
concerned with managing my time so I can have a day off, those who know me well know that I 
sometimes struggle to manage my time between the business, eldership and family time etc 

 Sally and I need to develop and improve our joint devotional times 

 I want to develop more of a 'be there for one another's success attitude' 

 I need to ensure a day off a week (day/Saturday depending on theology/leadership course) 

 I want to give some time looking at what the bible says about 'unity' 
Now don’t get me wrong, I’m not looking at any of these from a ‘legalistic’ point of view which can lead to 
condemnation if they are not achieved but rather from a personal ‘this would do me good’ perspective. 
 
My Personal Prayer points: 

 For all of the above 

 Want to lose my ‘competitive’ edge 

 Want to lose the need for affirmation from others 
 
The time at the farm was excellent with the three most standout bits being (in no particular order): 

 Richard’s baptism 

 Gareth’s devotional on unity 

 Ray’s sessions and the discussions these led to 
 
At the end of the week I moved from the farm to stay and with Gareth and Nicci who lead the Clarens 
church. They are a lovely couple with three great kids who made me feel very welcome.  
 
On the Saturday Gareth took me and two of the boys to see ‘Crazy lion guy’, 
believe me, it doesn’t matter who you talk to in the area, if you mention ‘Crazy 
lion guy’ they will know who you mean. Basically this guy has lions, and other 
‘cats’ in his back garden. We started with the lion cubs, they were three months 
old and their fur is incredibly soft, like putting your hand through the inside of a 
feather pillow, they are also very playful. We then moved to see the grown ups, 
he has one mature white lion and three, five year old males. So you can imagine 
my surprise when he turns off the electric fence and signals for me to climb over 

the fence. Having just stoked the soft lion cub fur it was surprising how coarse 
the mature lion fur is. He then got one lion to lie down in front of me and with 
the cautionary words ‘no running, no screaming’ got me to squat down behind 
it. At this point his phone rings and he walks off, leaving me squatting behind 
one lion, with another standing just in front and a third, as I could see from the 
corner of my eye, creeping up to the side of me, to say the heart was pounding 
is an understatement. On the way back we went through the Golden Gate 
National Park which if you are ever out there is worth a visit and I was able to 
creep up close to some zebra to get a photo, I also saw some baboons and a 

wildebeest (I was surprised to see a solitary one as in the past I have only ever seen them on TV, as a large 



herd drinking at the river, and we all know how that ends … usually involving a hungry crocodile). The rest 
of the afternoon was spent in Clarens itself, which for a small town, is quite touristy and has loads of art 
galleries and coffee shops.  
 
Sunday was spent at the church followed by a Braai (BBQ) with Paul and Shannon Simpson. Paul has an 
interesting story to tell and it was good to get to know him a bit. I look forward to hearing more from him 
at Fusion. On the Sunday morning he gave a challenging word on unity in the church and had a time of 
ministry at the end where people could spend time reconciling with others where needed and praying for 
one another, it was a challenging, apostolic, word to bring at that time. 
 

My last full day was spent in the two educational contexts the church is 
involved in. I spent the day in the primary school, working with grade 
three children (year four in the UK) where I was tasked with teaching 
some maths, working on some comprehension work, listening to kids read 
and so on. At the end of the day, once the kids had left for home, I spent 
some time looking at the data from 
a recent international assessment 
they had carried out, identifying 
some areas to work on. From here 

I went to the Nnete Foundation where I spent some time with the 
older teenagers as they prepare for matriculation. Whilst there I was 
asked to do a quick presentation on what I do, which led to a very 
good question regarding why I have not set up a business in South 
Africa, the challenge back was why don’t you? There’s nothing to 
stop you! 
 
Tuesday was mainly spent traveling, although it did start with the first Master Builders prayer meeting. 
From here I set off with a gentleman from the church to Johannesburg airport. There had been reports of 
protests by the local taxi drivers whose aim was to disrupt all access to the airport via the main routes. It 
would appear that whilst the police were out in force clearing the way there were some troubles; however 
we missed all that as we took a backstreet route into the city and subsequently the airport. The flights 
home were uneventful, but tiring and I got back home on Wednesday evening. 


