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… for all those seeking to live their lives for something worth dying for.
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Preface

___________

There is no neutral ground in the universe: every square inch, every split second, is claimed by God and counterclaimed by Satan. 

(C. S. Lewis, Christian Reflections)1

This is war, and there is no neutral ground. If you’re not on my side, you’re the enemy; if you’re not helping, you’re making things worse. 

(Jesus, Matthew 12:30, MSG)

Robben Island is a peculiar place. Just 14 kilometres from the mainland, accessible only by boat, it is another world compared to Cape Town’s bustling waterfront. Famous for being where Nelson Mandela was incarcerated for eighteen years (along with Oliver Tambo and scores of other apartheid freedom fighters and activists), these days on the island the main traffic is tortoises, the main flora hardy shrubs, and the main resistance attempting to stay out of the fairly constant wind. It is a strange mix of extremely busy (with ferries of tourists chugging over multiple times a day for bus tours of the prison) and, well … kind of abandoned. Simultaneously a revered icon and a forgotten landscape. A funny mix indeed. 

In January 2016 I took the Robben Island ferry to take part in a rather grandly named Writers Symposium. Really it was just a bunch of us who wanted to learn to write, learning from a few theologians and authors. We walked round to the lime quarry where fifty years earlier prisoners had been made to chip away at rock, as they did so being slowly blinded by the sun reflecting off the bright white stone. I sat in what had been PAC activist Robert Sobukwe’s kitchen and reflected on the six years he spent in enforced isolation during which time his vocal chords packed up and he forgot how to speak, the insidious torture of atrophy disabling such a bright voice. I began to scribble down thoughts and feelings about life and power, faith and freedom. And I began to think about how to make a start on the book I wanted to write – the one you are now holding.

For over half my life I’ve given more time to trying to work out my faith in Jesus than anything else. I’ve thought and prayed and sought advice and read books all with this in mind: finding my own answer to the implications of saying I follow him, and how this will affect the way I spend my short life here on earth.

I get the impression I’m not the only one asking this question. Many conversations I have had and continue to have with people – whether those close to me or those I hardly know, whether rich and privileged, poor and disempowered, or anywhere in between – orient around this question. Everyone is searching for answers to the questions the onlookers asked the disciples at Pentecost: ‘What does this mean?’ and ‘What should we do?’ Is there a God? What is my purpose? What does believing Jesus is God mean, for me, today? And what should I do in response? 

If what you believe translates into how you live, then your worldview will necessarily affect your lifestyle. And for those of us who profess faith in Jesus, he left us with no doubt that it’s in spending our lives serving the poor, the lost, the hurting, the broken and the forgotten, that we will discover the heart of God and, along the way, our own true self. Life can be tough. Brutal, even. But Jesus’ message of hope, though difficult (for it demands everything of us) is really quite simple – that in losing your life you will find it. There is no better way to live than for others, and in surrendering our own broken plans for ourselves we discover God’s perfect ones. 

Cartoon truth

Midway through my first year as an undergraduate theology student I once saw a notice on the office door of one of my university lecturers. It was a cartoon of two people chatting. Though visually unremarkable, it made me stop in my tracks. The first character is posing a well-known conundrum to his friend – ‘If God exists then why doesn’t he do anything about all the people who are hurting and hungry?’ The wistful-looking second character replies, ‘I’m just worried he might ask me the same question.’ 

God’s plans for anyone he ever created is ‘life in its fullness’ (John 10:10), yet for many around the world this is far from their reality. Walking back to my halls of residence that day, I couldn’t get this cartoon out of my head. I began to reflect on how cynical I had become, chatting to intellectually proud students dismissing the existence of God based on the very same sentiments of the first character in the cartoon (there is nothing like cynicism to paralyse and anaesthetise against hope-filled vision and active engagement with the world). I began to see there is another option to simply blaming God for the mess the world is in and that, beyond the cop-out of mere academic debate, my relationship with Jesus gave me something precious that many of my friends didn’t have. I had the opportunity to give my life in response to the glaring gulf between Jesus’ promise of abundant life and the lived reality of so many. I could hardly believe it had taken me so long to see. What an unbelievable privilege! I suddenly experienced a profound joy at the thought of playing even just a tiny part in helping others who were hungry and hurting to discover fullness of life in Jesus.

What has this got to do with the book you’re holding? 

Well, everything really. This book is the kind of ‘what happened next’ after this fairly obvious realisation I had as a student. This is the story of how, six months after graduating, I moved to Cape Town and, soon after, moved into a township called Manenberg – a place most fear and few will voluntarily go. It tells about why my wife Sarah and I have chosen to live with drug addicts and gangsters. It tells of the emergence of a house-church-planting movement there, and the subsequent cultivating of a family of faith. It’s a story of how (often quite accidentally) following the call of Jesus on my life, I ended up in places I would never have guessed going, met people I would never have dreamt meeting, seen things I could never have imagined, and experienced his power and love interlaced throughout. My hope is that as you read you will be inspired to know Jesus better, encouraged that he really is the hope for a hurting world, and that he can use absolutely anyone to spread his message of hope, and so be challenged to step out of the ordinary and mundane into a life of faith-filled adventure. 

Roughly speaking, I have tried to incorporate three strands together: story, confession and reflection. The stories are a recounting of what happened; the confession part focuses on personal doubts, fears and inadequacies experienced along the way; and the reflection seeks to relate both to the journey of faith and the process of learning to depend on the faithfulness and goodness of God.

It’s time

If you spend any time in South African churches it won’t be long before you hear about the oft-prophesied move of the Holy Spirit that will spread throughout Africa, from the tip to the top, from Cape to Cairo. This continent-wide revival-in-the-making is heady stuff, and it seems clear that the Spirit of God has been speaking about it for over a century through various means and people. From John G. Lake, renowned seer and healer, through Lonnie Frisbee of the Jesus People movement, Indonesian revivalist Mel Tari, and mega-evangelist Reinhardt Bonnke – quite apart from innumerable South African and African prophets – the word has gone out time and time again: a wave of Spirit-fuelled revival will spread throughout Africa towards the north, the fires having been stoked and started in Cape Town. My sense is that this is not some kind of fringe, charismatic hysteria – but that God has spoken, and is speaking. In his kindness, he has not given up telling us, over and over, about his heart for continent-wide transformation. But working out how we, the Church, collaborate with bringing about this groundbreaking word seems to have been almost entirely neglected. 

This book tells some of the story of how a small group of us are trying to respond. By giving God our everything in light of the potential for widespread revival, by living in generative contradiction to an apartheid hangover and a dislocated past, by seeking the wholeness of one troubled community, by committing to those others reject, and by taking Jesus’ gospel at face value, we believe we are doing our bit in ploughing the ground in readiness.

This coming move of God isn’t just going to fall into our laps. As God said to Moses in the book of Exodus prior to liberating his people via miraculous deliverance through the Red Sea, ‘Why are you crying out to me? Tell the Israelites to move on.’ In other words, ‘Shut up and start doing what I’ve told you about!’ The state and fate of communities and nations depend on the people of God giving their whole selves to this work. It’s all or nothing. There is no neutral ground. It’s time to reframe the narrative, to stop talking and start doing. 

It’s time.


Introduction

___________

There’s really no such thing as the ‘voiceless’. There are only the deliberately silenced, or the preferably unheard. 

(Arundhati Roy)2

Power is the ability not just to tell the story of another person, but to make it the definitive story of that person. 

(Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie)3

The book you have in your hand is primarily a book of stories. Within these pages are stories that are happy, stories that are sad, disturbing stories and funny stories. There may be stories that challenge you, or stories of pain that make you instinctively thump the table with your fist. There may be some stories that will make you think and reflect, and lead you to pray. Mainly, there are stories about God and people, people and the world, and the potential for a beautiful relationship between all three. That all sounds OK, right? 

The thing is, all the stories will be told by me. 

And that’s just fine – but it does come with its challenges. That’s because I tend to make assumptions. My assumptions are often based on presuppositions, and I carry these with me wherever I go. We all do it. Even if we’re open to these suppositions being challenged and redefined, we need to be aware that each of us carries them. I have my own presuppositions about the people I think might read this book, and to an extent that has influenced the way I’ve written. And no doubt you, who are reading these words, have also made some assumptions about me or the stories I will tell. Again, that’s not a problem. But as a result I’ve tried to ensure that the stories in this book do not fall into the trap of perpetuating what Nigerian author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie calls the ‘single story’. 

Let me explain. We are all aware of various stereotypes – whether religious, racial, gender-based or whatever. The single story is based upon, and seeks to maintain caricatures based upon, stereotypes. In this way, it brings division, misunderstanding and distance between those it categorises. And, of course, no single story is ever true.

What about you?

It is possible to construct a single story about some of the people, issues or places that will come up in the book you are about to read. So, let me ask you: evangelical Christians – right leaning, obsessed with polarising issues such as abortion, gay marriage and Bible bashing?; South Africa – a democratic rainbow nation that has miraculously moved on from apartheid and racism?; Cape Town – problem free and as close to heaven on earth as a city could be?; Manenberg – a morally nihilistic, godforsaken hellhole?; British people – colonial supremacists adept in the art of manipulation?; God – imaginary, angry, cruel?

The ‘single story’ is (consciously or not) directly related to power and the assertion of our superiority over those people. So the fact that much of the history of Africa has been written by non-Africans should trouble us – because where the story starts, and how it is told, necessarily shapes perceptions of truth and reality. Does the story of modern Africa start with post-independence crises riddled with the corruption and self-interest of tyrannical dictators masquerading as revolutionaries? Or does it begin centuries earlier with the terror wrought by genocidal European colonisers? Or does it originate centuries before that, with indigenous art such as the Benin Bronzes crafted by the Ogiso dynasty in the thirteenth century, which left the West dumbfounded that African culture was so advanced and cutting edge so early on? Where does it start, and who decides?

Single stories emphasise differences rather than similarities. Unless nuanced, balanced stories are told, the subjects of these stories will be robbed of dignity. Because the fact is, single stories simply do not exist. The telling of single stories is ignorant at best, and catastrophic at worst. An example of one such single story is the foundational myth on which apartheid was built – the myth of white superiority based upon a bastardised ideology of racial purity and God’s supposed blessing on a particular people group. What J. Kameron Carter describes as ‘the theological problem of whiteness … how whiteness came to function as a substitute for the Christian doctrine of creation, thus producing a reality into which all else must enter’.4 

A prevailing single story told about a period in history called the Enlightenment generally emphasises the intellectual advances made for the direct benefit of humanity. It certainly must have been an exciting time to have been alive. Yet, digging slightly deeper it emerges that, pretty ironically in an age of criticism, intellectualism, and desire for truth, the great Enlightenment thinkers produced and circulated such unenlightened dross around race and racialisation. Immanuel Kant, for example, wrote extensively on notions of a Eurocentric ‘normative gaze’ that, Cornel West notes, ‘would provide an authoritative cultural norm of white supremacy, which would become the basis for modern racism’.5 

Since then, many, many stories have been written about Africa by white people. This has meant that that which is normative and that which is different has pretty much always been defined by the white Westerner, usually male. 

I am white, a male, and a Westerner. 

I celebrate how God made me and who he made me to be. Genuinely. Yet I cannot but hold this truth alongside another truth that people who look and speak like me have historically caused huge harm to those who are ‘different’ to this white-centric, male-dominated narrative. 

Get to the point

Manenberg is a community in Cape Town, 20 kilometres from the city centre. I call it home and it’s my favourite place I’ve ever lived. But if you asked most Capetonians of any race or socio-economic standing what Manenberg is like, the response would make you wince. With very few exceptions, you would be told something along the lines of: ‘It’s full of gangsters’; ‘There’s no reason to go to Manenberg except to buy drugs’; ‘Those people are violent’; ‘It’s full of poverty and hopelessness’; ‘It’s a … gang breeding ground/apartheid dumping ground/godforsaken ghetto.’ If you were to ask that same person if they have ever been to Manenberg, the likely response would be an emphatic ‘No,’ followed by a defiant ‘and I wouldn’t go if you paid me!’ 

I am, of course, generalising. But that’s the nature of the single story. It is based upon generalisation and caricature. It’s fear-induced, it breeds division and perpetuates ignorance. How Manenberg is widely viewed and spoken about – ‘teeming with gangsters, poverty and drugs’ – is the epitome of the single story. I’m not saying it doesn’t have significant problems. But there would likely be no mention of close-knit community vibes, slapstick Cape Flats humour, thriving local sports leagues, street braais and soccer games, colourful klopse bands, block parties with pumping music, and a prevailing and contagious friendliness.

And so I write this book with a degree of fear and trembling. Whether the words that follow are widely read or hardly read, the following should be taken into account:


	I make no claims to having a definitive, authoritative opinion on Manenberg, Cape Town or South Africa.


	Stories are, inevitably, told from the perspective of how I saw them as they happened. Where possible, I have consulted someone else who was present to check I’m not misrepresenting people or places.


	I love Jesus and I follow him. I believe that he is who he says he is – God. Does that make this a ‘Christian’ book? No more than if I sneeze, it makes it a ‘Christian’ sneeze. But it is written out of who I am and what’s inside me. For some, it will be too ‘Christian’. For others, it won’t be ‘Christian’ enough. To use that overly used and slightly meaningless phrase; it is what it is. 




Confession: I have an innate desire to come across better than I am. Maybe we all do, deep down. I’m not proud of it, but it’s something I’m working on. The process of writing this book has afforded ample opportunity to exaggerate, lie, twist truth, and present myself better than I really am. Just know that I have battled against this, and hope that there’s not too much of it in the pages that follow.
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