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What sort of church did Jesus
dream of? Would our local
church survive if we lost the

building? Is church becoming an
indoor spectator sport? Is church
characterised by consumerism, 
for example, if you don’t like the
preaching you switch church? Have
we stopped asking what it means for
every member to be a minister? 

These were some of the uncom-
fortable questions that were asked
at the Simple Church weekend on
23-25 April. Held at the De Vere
Conference Centre in Berkshire, 150
people attended from over fifty
churches across the SEC and four
from the Scottish Mission, including
their president, Pastor B. Holford. It
was organised by Pastor Aris and
Mrs Sophia Vontzalidis of the Church
Growth department of the SEC, and
on Friday evening the SEC president,
Pastor Sam Davis, gave an inspired
and challenging keynote address. 

There were two parts to the
weekend. The first focused on
Growth Groups, which are mission-
oriented small groups that are linked
to a church, and the second part
was an introduction to the Simple
Church, which is a lay-led Simple/
House Church focusing on reaching
secular people. 

Much of the teaching at the
weekend was carried out by Dr
Milton Adams and a lay member,
Darren Yates, both from the Florida
Conference, who highlighted the fact
that God ordains the ordinary and
constantly seeks to break us free
from whatever holds us back to lead
us in missionary work. ‘I’m on fire,’

and ‘I can’t wait to start,’ were some
of the comments from the weekend
that had at its core the simple words
of Jesus to ‘Go’ and make disciples
of all nations. 

So what is ‘Simple Church’? Well,
Simple Church, we learned, is not,
as the name could suggest, simplis-
tic or easy. Nor is it just a smaller
version of conventional churches.
Rather, Simple Church is a whole
new way of being church, a way 
of living that is focused on loving
relationships, outreach, lifestyle and
fundamentally being connected to
God, each other and everyone else.
Simple Churches meet in the home,
eat together, study together, pray
together, worship together, serve
together and they ensure that every-
one is involved – like members of a
choir, so that no one goes to their
grave without having sung their
song. They require commitment, are
lay-led and focused on front-line
missionary work. Their members
believe that there is no longer an
excuse just to sit in seminars to
learn about what they should 
be doing. It’s time to get active 
as there is an urgent mission to 
be accomplished before Jesus
returns. 

It was very moving to see how
the Spirit of God worked on the
hearts of those attending. When
Pastor A. Vontzalidis made an
appeal for those who wanted to start
or be a part of Growth Groups or
Simple Churches to come forward,
almost 100 lay members responded,
and the Conference closed with a
moving prayer session offered for

God’s enabling and leading so 
that we would all be used to extend
his Kingdom across the SEC and
beyond. 

Dr Adams stated that, in the US,
60% of Americans under the age of
40 have not walked into a church
building. UK figures are likely to be
much worse. With a population 
of over 60 million but poor 
church attendance across many

denominations, perhaps Simple
Church is a way forward?

Attendees were helpfully provided
with resources and did exercises on
how to start Growth Groups which is
the first phase of the Simple Church
training. If you would like more 
information, please get in touch 
with the Church Growth department
through the SEC website
www.secadventist.org.uk.

This was the intriguing question
with which Dr Ganoune Diop,
General Conference director for

Adventist Study Centres, sparked off
the discussions on Friday evening at
the 6th Adventist Muslim Relations
(AMR) Retreat in Northampton, 9-11
April. This event was organised by
Pastor Petras Bahadur, director of
Adventist Muslim Relations, and Mrs
Sophia Vontzalidis, secretary of AMR
at the South England Conference.
There were approximately seventy
delegates in attendance, with 
pastors, lay members, young and 
old and ex-Muslims. 

A radical revolution
In his first presentation Dr Diop
observed that Jesus Christ came to
remove the barriers between man
and God, such as temples, priests
and rituals. Instead he made it 
possible to approach God directly. 

Dr Diop, an ex-Muslim, who
came in contact with an Adventist
tutor while studying flute at a French
Conservatory, had dreamed of being
God’s slave, when one day he was
shown that he could be a child of
God.

Dr Diop explained the name
‘Jesus’ from the Hebrew – Yehoshua.
Haya, the first part, ‘to be’, ‘I am’,
LORD, JHVH; and the second part,

yasha meaning ‘to save’. Why does
God choose to refer to himself as the
Father, to Jesus as the Son, and to
us as his children? He desired, from
Eden, to have a holy family and gave
us the freedom to choose so that the
relationship would be one of love,
not duty or fear.

The essence of Islam
He mentioned that the main teaching
of Islam is that humans need to
walk on a Straight Path, and every
activity a Muslim engages in should
facilitate the remembrance (dhikr) of
that Path. The values of Islam are
righteousness (taqua) – those who
ward off evil and have a mind full of
God; equality of all persons before
God and the need to fight injustice;
and the oneness of God (tawhid).
The implication is that there is no
original sin and that humans’ worst
problem is only that of forgetfulness,
thereby making atonement and 
sacrifice uncalled for, and man can
work towards the Right Path through
works alone.

He compared Christianity and
Islam and presented Adventists as
being the restorationist movement,
to focus on Jesus as the High Priest,
as the complete antidote to all our
human and spiritual ills. ‘There are
wonderful things in Islam but there

are obvious needs, and God has
raised Adventists to help them 
complete their restoration to the true
religion of Abraham. Only in the
Word of God, in human flesh, in
Jesus Christ, do we have the 
complete character of God and the
solution to the world’s problems.’

Continuing the theme, Dr L.
Merklin, GC AMR director, who has
worked in Pakistan and the
Philippines, posed the question,
‘How far do we go in allowing com-
pletely different forms of church and
believe it is God’s way of worship?’
In such cases Ellen White states,
‘Err on the side of mercy and toler-
ance.’ (Testimonies, Vol. 4.) We need
to realise that God has different
ways of reaching different people. 

Highlights
The attendees were blessed to hear
Dr Merklin’s report on Adventist
Muslim Relations’ work going on
around the globe, how people of both
faiths are working together on health
programmes and education. Pastor
Petras Bahadur spoke of the AMR
work in the SEC and was keen to
point out that nobody is excluded,
that his job is to bring all talents and
abilities together and to help facili-
tate the work for God. He went on 
to speak of the Mercy in the first

chapter of the Qur’an, the Fatiha –
and pointing in the Qur’an to how
Jesus answers that cry when he,
comes as the Mercy of God (Qur’an
19 verse 21).

Another highlight was the oppor-
tunity of sharing heart-felt testi-
monies. An attendee praised God for
how the youth of his church are
forming an AMR team to work in
their locality. A teacher also spoke of
the many Muslims in her classes
and her need for prayer to be a wit-
ness to them. One lady shared how
a severely depressed and stressed
Muslim friend asked her to help her
with her children, and the Muslim
lady couldn’t believe how caring she
was and called her her ‘true sister’.

Sujoya Paul Bullock led the
attendees in a discussion on two
themes from the Qur’an – Wedding
and Sacrifice – and how to relate
them to the Bible practically. 

Throughout the weekend, the
attendees were blessed by relevant
and thought-provoking devotionals
by Pastors E. Osei, A. Vontzalidis
and T. Messenger and worships led
by Laverne Byng with Beng Tang on
the guitar. The rest of the AMR core
team, Elizabeth Kavanagh, Adrian
Lethbridge, John Bishop and Emil
Shelufumo, facilitated each session
admirably, considering the time 
constraints of such a packed 
weekend.

If you would like to know more or
be engaged in this ministry, please
contact the Adventist Muslim
Relations department at the South
England Conference at amr.relations
@gmail.com or visit the SEC 
website at www.secadventist.org

God bless you.
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Weston outreach
February 13 was a happy day at Weston-super-Mare. Our Sabbath 

morning speaker was Pastor Terry Messenger, SEC Sabbath School 
director. After a delicious fellowship lunch there was an afternoon where
ideas were presented and discussed on how to make Sabbath School
more appealing to the public as well as to members who, for various rea-
sons, choose not to attend. The evening saw everyone back in the church
hall enjoying a fun social and pancake evening. This event was used as an
opportunity for members to invite friends, and also an invitation was given
to everyone who comes along to Weston’s successful cookery club, which
is now running well into its second year. Invitations were accepted, and
we were pleased to welcome and spend social time with seventeen visi-
tors. Our minister, Pastor Wayne Erasmus – a great cook himself – made
the batter, and helpers were kept busy cooking piles of pancakes. A collec-
tion for the ADRA-UK Haiti earthquake disaster appeal had already been
taken up at church, but our children decided that they, too, would like to
do something to help. They drew some lovely pictures to give as a thank-
you for donations and also during the evening sold cakes, resulting in £62
more for the needy people of Haiti.
MAUREEN REES


