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Editorial

The Conference at Port Elizabeth

A FAMILY FROM THE CHURCH WHICH PUBLISHES THIS MAGAZINE HAS
emigrated to South Africa. Meeting me at Jan Smuts Airport, Johan-
nesburg, overall satisfaction was expressed with the new land. There
is much to make them happy and questions of major importance are
faced with equanimity. But there was one question of small moment:
“Where is the sunshine you spoke of?”> Rain is a precious commodity,
but this year The Republic has been favoured with a lot of it. Soon
I was on my way to Port Elizabeth. When drawing near to the coast
the pilot informed us that it was stormy. “Never mind,” he said, in
typical South African extrovert fashion, “we have enough fuel and will
just circle round until things improve!” Happily this proved unneces-
sary. But we certainly experienced some torrential downpours that
week. Some roads were washed away, preventing the arrival of ministers
coming from-Cape Town to attend the first Evangelical and Reformed
Conference at Port Elizabeth.

The Conference was highly successful and in the future may well be
looked upon as a milestone in the spiritual history of the country. Over
sixty came, drawn from a variety of denominational backgrounds.

The majority of those attending came from the Johannesburg and
Pretoria area, although Natal and the Cape were also well represented.
Jan van Woerden, minister of the Free Presbyterian Church of Scotland,
came all the way from Rhodesia. Also, from a long distance, was
Martin Holdt from Phalaborwa. Each session was followed by discus-
sion, this proving an exercise of considerable value. The Baptist
minister of Hill Crest, Natal, who has had some experience of Confer-
ences in England, was well pleased with the standard of ministry,
particularly that of Dr. Jannie du Preez who expounded on the principles
of expository preaching. Others expressed their appreciation of the
papers given by David Kingdon, especially those on secularism and
evangelism today. His paper on Barthianism was timely, although I
admit that I had to suck peppermints to keep awake! Neo-orthodoxy
is like chloroform. Even when its dangers are exposed the fumes have
an anaesthetising effect!

The Conference was characterised by a warm spirit and a high degree
of maturity. Those present held firm theological views but maintained

Photos opposite:

A group of ministers who attended the Conference at Port Elizabeth, shown above
and below, from left to right, the Conference speakers: Hulse, van Zyl, Kingdon,
Gilfillan and du Preez.



a gracious attitude to those of different outlook. One brother attended
from the Church of the Province (High Anglican), which church has
been very much in the news of late with one of its ministers being
arrested for spreading communist literature. Several attended from
the C.E.S.A. (Church of England of South Africa), a body separate
from the main Anglican community which maintains an evangelical
emphasis.

Well known Baptists such as Rex Mathie, John Wilton and Andre
Erasmus of East London were present. Baptists were in the ascend-
ency, and this would have been much more the case had not the
Conference been at Easter time when many were committed by prior
engagements. The Rev. A. S. Gilfillan, of Port Elizabeth, presented
a paper which he humorously described as the “small shot amidst the
great guns”. This paper, together with a biographical study of George
Whitefield and the discussion sessions, gave a balance to the whole
Conference in which an over-stress on intellectualism was avoided.
Dutch Reformed representation was small, but those who did attend
expressed their surprise that such a high standard of exposition should
come out of an English-speaking Conference. Indeed, as far as the
Reformed faith is concerned I feel that there is more cause for optimism
among the English-speaking groups than in the Afrikaans churches,
where there is a grave danger of drifting away from the Reformed faith
of our fathers. Very few Dutch Reformed ministers recommend Banner
of Truth books. Banner books are not the only criterion for soundness,
but what I mean is that not a few Dutch Reformed men are lukewarm
about the need for an old-fashioned revival. However, this view is not
held dogmatically, and if someone wishes to prove otherwise the informa-
tion will be gladly received!

Conferences of this kind are valuable in providing ministers with an
opportunity of spiritual reflection and reappraisal of their ministries. In
addition to this there is time for reflection, fellowship, discussion and
the opportunity to benefit from the gifts of others. Problems can be
shared either in public discussion or in private conversation. It is no
small thing for the average minister to produce three expositions a
week. Indeed, to maintain a high standard in this way is in itself a
Herculean task, and could well take up the whole of a minister’s time.
If right principles of homiletics, hermeneutics, apologetics, dogmatics
and exegesis are possessed by a minister this greatly facilitates his task.
But if he has not experienced Reformed teaching then the advantages
of attending a Conference where these subjects are clearly expounded
are all the greater.

Such was the enthusiasm for this Conference at Port Elizabeth, that the
suggestion that we should wait two years for another was firmly rejected.
The foundations are already being laid for a further Conference in
Johannesburg in July next year. It is hoped that a non-European Con-



ference can be organised in the Cape with its own distinct leadership
during the same month. If all races do not benefit then we will fall
short as the servants of God. July is the coldest month in Johannes-
burg, but since the Conference is regarded as a time of spiritual edifica-
tion the fact of climate is secondary. The organisers, however, hope to
make good what was absent at the Port Elizabeth Conference, namely
an opportunity during afternoons for organised “keep-fit” sessions for
those who might feel the need of a little bodily exercise. The ministry
is very exacting and it is not unusual for some men to allow themselves
to deteriorate physically. The first opportunity for a little exercise after.
the hectic days of Conference in Port Elizabeth came with a game of
cricket at Gilfillans’. Here it was discovered that Jim van Zyl,
besides being an able Conference organiser, spreader of books among
the African people! and general all-rounder, is also a competent batsman!

During the last few years there has been a tremendous upsurge of
interest in Reformed Theology. The most heartening feature is the
improvement to be detected in the standard of preaching. This has
been noticed by not a few members of congregations. It is hoped that
this newly founded Conference, the first as far as we know in South
African history, will provide a strong stimulus toward higher standards
all round in the ministry—a better and more Scriptural evangelism, more
zeal for missionary endeavour, and a stronger emphasis on expository,
systematic preaching.

Twenty Years of Puritan Conference

In this issue we are grateful to David Fountain for answering questions
about the Puritan Conference which began in 1950 under the leadership
of Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones and J. I. Packer. The influence of this
Conference, not only in the British Isles but abroad, has been consider-
able. In more recent years—as is shown in the interview—the printed
papers have been widely distributed.

Why did it stop?

The answer to this question can be better understood by observing the
appearance of a controversial book, Growing Into Union. Possibly
the best extended and thorough examination of this treatise is by Mr.
S. M. Houghton whose review appeared in The Bible League Quarterly
(December, 1970). The following quotation from that review will pro-
vide an explanation of what it is about.

The sub-title of this book, “Proposals for forming a united church in England”,
indicates its purpose. It is a product of ecumenism, not however of the World
Council of Churches, but of four clergymen, two of them hitherto Anglican
Evangelicals and two of them Catholics (not Roman Catholics, but in the Catholic

1 The Africa Trust Fund started by Jim van Zyl distributes the best expository
books among African peoples at subsidised prices. It is a work which deserves
generous support.






