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Welcome to the August 2020 issue of InterSections. The theme for this issue is 'Restoring Grace'.
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While grace is central to the doctrine of salvation, it should also be central to the life of the church.
Just as grace is the guiding principle of the relationship between God and His people, it should
similarly be the guiding principle of the relationship between fellow Christians. How might we go
about restoring grace to its central place in the life of the church?

Restoring Grace towards other
Christians

Food for Thought

4

Grace versus Law?

Pandemic Reflections

5

Church Life in a Pandemic

Book Review

6

We interview Bob and Melba Abney, who share memories of their many trips to Australia and
some thoughts on the future. David Nelson reviews Romans: An Exegetical Study, a Truth For Today
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In our Feature article, Michael Bargholz answers this question by reconsidering the famous Parable
of the Lost Son in Luke 15 and its implications on how we should treat our fellow Christians. In Food
For Thought, Steve Wilson reflects on the relationship between Grace and Law, and how the way of
grace is ultimately how Christians are to live. Our International Letter comes from Joy Tabalujan as she
reflects on a mission team's recent trip to Nairobi, Kenya, and their work with Made In the Streets.
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Bob and Melba Abney

For our ChurchScene, Stephanie Klempfner tells us about the Women’s Singing Group at Macquarie
Church of Christ. Finally, our usual News section has been replaced this quarter by a thoughtful
reflection on the COVID-19 pandemic by Dale Christensen, who writes about church life during
and after the pandemic. We welcome responses to Dale’s article in the hope that we can facilitate a
meaningful discussion.
We offer you this issue to glorify God, to encourage and edify you, and to remind us all of the
outrageous gift of grace.
The Editorial Team
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Macquarie Church Women's Singing Group
Stephanie Klempfner

Past Issues

On the first Monday in each month for the past four years the Macquarie church building has rung
out with the voices of women praising God in two, three, and sometimes four-part harmony.
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format or at AUD$27.50 (incl GST)
per year for 4 print issues.
Past issues of InterSections are found
at: www. intersections.com.au

For more than 23 years I’ve sung with a capella groups. They are: Endeavour Harmony Chorus and
Sydney Vocal Project. I’ve learnt much about a capella singing from these two gold-medal winning
groups. The sound of human voices blending in beautiful harmony is good for the soul, but even
more so when the soul is raised in praise of its Creator.
I began to think about our singing at the Macquarie congregation when Keith Lancaster visited
some years ago to run a one-day singing program. He mentioned the move to instrumental music
in some Churches of Christ in the United States and stressed the importance of working to improve
our a capella singing.
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ChurchScene- continued

Singing is an opportunity to give
God a sacrifice of praise. Let’s do it
to the very best of our ability.

To that end, four years ago I began the Macquarie Women’s Singing group. At the
beginning of the month I prepare the four harmony parts to a hymn. I put the tracks
on CDs for those who want them in that format. I also email mp3 tracks to others in the
group. We learn those parts and then on the first Monday in the following month we
meet to sing that song together. We also sing others in our repertoire. Over four years,
we’ve learnt more than 50 songs. Fifteen women from four different congregations
attended our most recent gathering.
Many Macquarie members have commented on the improvement in our singing since the classes began. This has mostly been
gained by the increased number of women singing the alto part. For each song I record, I also include the tenor and bass parts in
the hope that some of the men will learn those parts. In doing so, I hope we can more fully realise Colossians 3:16 which tells us
to ‘teach and admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs’.
Our a capella hymns are often arranged so that the men’s parts reinforce the message of the song. This helps us to better teach
and admonish one another. Take the hymn ‘Angry Words’ as an example. The tenor and bass parts rhythmically exhort us to ‘love
each other’ because ‘’tis the Father’s blest command’. Often in our hymns the bass and tenor parts serve to fill the spaces that
would otherwise be taken up by an instrument. Without the men’s parts, our singing can lose some of its strength and meaning.
Keith Lancaster in an article in The Christian Chronicle (29 July 2019) stated:
Churches need vibrant, meaningful…contagious worship that makes you want to be a part, to want to sing… And if we do that
and we do it well, I think our churches would not be on the decline, and I don’t think people would be considering going to the
instrument as a silver bullet of church growth.
Much of our Sunday worship assembly is spent in listening, reading, quiet study, and reflection. But singing is something in
which we can take an active, visible, and audible part. Our song leaders work hard to prepare songs and to lead them but the
response of the congregation can be lacking. Heads are buried in songbooks or eyes are focussed on Powerpoint slides. This is for
songs we’ve been singing for years and surely know by heart. Instead, why not look around, acknowledge one another, and really
share these songs of gratitude, hope and joy.
Often people tell me they can’t sing. If so, I ask them whether they’re attempting to sing the wrong voice part. Men who have
bass voices will often have difficulty singing the melody part; women with alto voices find themselves screeching when they
attempt to sing high soprano notes. When effort is put into learning the notes of the correct voice part, singing becomes the joy
that God intends it to be.
Over the next several months, because of the pandemic many of us will be at home with a little more time on our hands. What a
wonderful opportunity to work to improve our singing, as individuals or in family groups. If you’re keen to improve your singing,
the suggestion below can help.
On the Macquarie church website (https://www.macquariechurchofchrist.org/singing.html) are several non-copyrighted hymns
which I’ve transcribed into four-part harmony. Choose the track that suits your voice part, learn the single part, then sing with
the track that has that part together with the soprano. Finally, sing it against the soprano alone. If you’d like a copy of the sheet
music, email me and I’ll be happy to send it to you. Please feel free to email me with any difficulties you face and I’ll be pleased
to help.
Singing is an opportunity to give God a sacrifice of praise. Let’s do it to the very best of our ability.
Stephanie Klempfner is a member of the Macquarie Church of Christ, Sydney.
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Feature

Restoring Grace towards other Christians. Michael Bargholz
Luke’s Gospel is a fast-paced account of Jesus’ ministry, his teachings ,and his miracles. By chapter five,
multitudes are following him. And yet the righteous scribes and Pharisees complain that Jesus’ disciples
are dining with sinners and tax collectors (5:30). Jesus addresses their concerns by pointing out that ‘it is
not the healthy that need a doctor, but the sick’ (5:31).
Jesus continues his ministry throughout Luke’s Gospel and chapter fifteen starts with: ‘All the sinners
and tax collectors drew near to him, to hear him’ (15:1). The Pharisees still don’t understand and
complain that Jesus ‘receives sinners and eats with them’. This time Jesus gives a more comprehensive
response: a parable with three stories about a lost sheep, a lost coin, and a lost son. Each story starts with loss (notice the
escalation—1 out of 100 sheep, 1 out of 10 coins, and 1 out of 2 sons). Then comes the search, restoration, and celebration.
We’ll focus on the last story: the son who wasted his possessions, repented, and returned to his father. Timothy Keller changes the
name of this story to ‘The Prodigal God’ as it’s the father who’s ‘reckless’ in forgiving his son.1 Keller touches a key part of the story
by asking: what’s the older brother thinking when he sees his father’s recklessness demonstrated in forgiving the younger brother?
In the story, the older brother remains with his father. The first thing he hears after his brother’s return is music and dancing. Jesus
notes: ‘He was angry and would not go in’ (15:28). In short, the older brother has no joy because he isn’t seeing things the same
way as his father. Jesus uses this to take us into the mind of the Pharisees and scribes.
The older brother takes aim at his father’s reckless forgiveness. He says: ‘Years I have been slaving for you; I never transgressed your
commandment at any time; and yet you never gave me a young goat, that I may make merry with my friends’ (15:29). Look at how
proud he is: I worked, I never transgressed, I deserve the party, not him. Keller points out that the older brother is lost too. The older
brother thinks that by being good he has the right to tell his father whom he should be celebrating with. He sees the grace
extended to his brother as an insult to his own standing. He obeys to get things from his father, not to please his father.
The older brother’s thinking gets even darker when he says, ‘This son of yours devoured your livelihood with harlots’ (15:30). He’s
written off the younger brother. His self-righteousness makes him bitter and judgmental.
Can you see the parallels between the Pharisees asking, ‘Why do you eat with sinners?’, and the older brother asking his father,
‘Why do you welcome your son?’ I’ve been drawn into ‘older brother thinking’ at times. This happens when I come across as allrighteous by comparing myself to others: ‘I attend worship, I read my Bible and I manage my life well, whereas you’re defined by
your issue, your sin. My job is to point this out to you and to change you, so that you’ll be worthy of the kingdom.’ When I think this
way I’m just like the Pharisees. I’m a million miles away from understanding the grace and joy of Jesus.
How can we overcome this kind of thinking and restore grace to its central place among God’s people? The answer lies in the
response of the Father to the older brother. Listen to his words: ‘Son, you are always with me, and all that I have is yours. It was
right that we should make merry and be glad, for your brother was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found’ (15:31-32).
I see three steps in this passage to help restore an attitude of grace towards our fellow Christians:
1. Focus on God. Remember you’re his child. I often condemn others because I’m insecure about my own position before God.
So, I invent a list of behaviours that make me feel like I’m okay when I compare myself with others. In fact, God has made it
clear that I’m not defined by my sin. God has showered me with his grace. He’s adopted me and made me a joint heir with his
Son. I must stop comparing myself to others.
2. Celebrate grace. There are many times when the right thing to do is to make merry and be glad. Celebration should be rife
in the kingdom of God. Too often we can have a ‘glass half empty’ attitude when there’s much to celebrate and be thankful
for. All of Paul’s letters start with grace and thanks. We can learn from him. My primary job is to make other Christians feel
welcome, not to make them feel guilty.
3. Emphasise brotherhood. In the parable, the father insists the wasteful son remains a brother. We shouldn’t write off other
Christians. All of us have sinned and none of us are worthy. Yet John writes: ‘If we walk in the light as he is in the light, we have
fellowship with one another and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son cleanses us from all sin’ (1 John 1:7). The father makes it
clear the brother is alive and is now found, despite what he's done. So, we need to drop the condemnation. Often forgiveness
has to be given before it’s felt.
When the Pharisees and scribes complain that Jesus receives sinners and eats with them, he confronts them. Jesus makes it clear
that their thinking is way off. He invites them (and by extension us) to consider ourselves in the business of extending grace,
welcoming those who are accepted by God and being thankful for the brotherhood and sisterhood of believers.
1 Timothy Keller, The Prodigal God (Penguin Putnam, 2011).

Michael Bargholz is a member of the Eastside Church of Christ in Sydney. michaelbargholz@gmail.com
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Food for Thought – Grace versus Law? Stephen Wilson
Controversy over the relationship between grace and law, as well as faith and works, was one of the issues
which dominated the theological landscape of the first century church.1 It was one of the sparks that
ignited the Protestant Reformation. It continues to be a major point of dissension among believers to this
day. What was, and is, at stake is significant: the Gospel truth that, because of Jesus Christ’s atoning death,
humanity can be saved by grace through faith in Jesus, as opposed to the ineffectual alternative of seeking
salvation by our own merit.
There are only two ways of salvation: the way of law and the way of grace. These two ways are mutually
exclusive.2 Justification by obedience to a system of law – God’s moral law and the Law of Moses being
classic examples (Romans 2:12-16) – is possible in theory. In practice, it turns out to be impossible. The
simple fact is we all sin (Romans 3:23; 1 John 1:8).3 And one sin is all it takes to incur guilt and God’s
righteous judgement under law (James 2:10). Near enough isn’t good enough. A ledger with more black
ink than red ink won’t do. Justification by law requires flawless obedience (Galatians 3:10).
The rules of any system of law are simple: ‘Keep the law and no penalty applies. Break the law and suffer the penalty.’ In relation
to justification, the best that law can do is highlight our failure and impress upon us our subsequent need for a Saviour (Romans
7:7-13, 24-25; Galatians 3:19-25). If we’re to have any hope of salvation, we must look to God (faith) rather than ourselves (works).
Justification by grace through faith flips the rules of law on their head: ‘Keep the law but suffer the penalty. Break the law but
escape the penalty.’ 4 Surely, that can’t be right? This seems counter-intuitive and unfair. Exactly so, and this is one reason
grace is so often misunderstood. Justice is all about fairness. Grace is inherently unfair.5
Jesus’ sinlessness means he owed no law-debt of his own, so God could accept his death as payment of our penalty. ‘For
our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God’ (2 Corinthians
5:21). This is called substitutionary atonement.⁶ The sacrifice of the innocent Lamb allows God to uphold justice because
the demands of law are satisfied. At the same time, it frees God to extend mercy and exonerate the guilty (Romans 3:21-26).
Amazing grace!
How does living under a system of grace rather than a system of law affect how we see ourselves in relation to God? How does it
affect the way we relate to one another?
Grace frees us from the curse of law (which is the demand for flawless obedience), but it doesn’t free us from law itself (Romans
6:15-18). God still requires our obedience. Paul calls it the obedience of faith (Romans 1:5; 16:26). But it’s an obedience motivated
by love and gratitude, not fear and compulsion. We undertake good works for which God redeemed and re-created us in Christ to
perform – not for our justification but for our growth in holiness (Ephesians 2:8–10; cf. Philippians 2:1–13).
Understanding grace allows us to see ourselves in proper relation to God as his beloved ‘in Christ’. When we put on Christ in
baptism through faith (Galatians 3:26–27), we have God’s assurance of all his promises that are summed up in Christ (Ephesians
1:3–14). We need not be haunted by doubts and fears arising from our flawed obedience because our obedience will always
be imperfect, despite our best efforts and intentions to please and honour God (1 John 1:8–2:6; 4:14 –19). However, things like
unbelief, arrogance, and a refusal to accept God’s grace can cut us off from God’s mercy.
The way of grace frees us to truly love and serve as God wants us to: ‘For you were called to freedom, brothers and sisters; only do
not use your freedom as an opportunity for self- indulgence, but through love become slaves to one another. For the whole law is
summed up in a single commandment, “You shall love your neighbour as yourself“ (Galatians 5:13–14; cf. Romans 14:1–15:6).
The way of law keeps us captive to our self-centredness (I have to be right about everything to be saved) and insecurity (am I
really good enough?). This often results in strife and division (if my being saved depends on my always being right, I can’t tolerate
those who don’t agree with me: Galatians 5:14–15).
Grace brings us peace in our relationship with God and with one another. Grace frees us to live faith-fully out of love instead of
fear, out of humility instead of arrogance, out of mercy instead of judgmentalism.
Endnotes
1 For example, it was a major theme of Paul’s writing and ministry as apostle to the Gentiles (cf. Romans, Galatians)
and it was a key reason for the council in Jerusalem (Acts 15).
2 Galatians 5:1–6.
3 The only exception being the incarnate Word (Hebrews 4:14–15).
4 This is derived from Jack Cottrell, Set Free: What the Bible Says About Grace (College Press, 2009).
5 Many describe grace as a free gift, but that’s only half of it. Grace is free to the receiver, but it always comes at a cost
to the one dispensing grace. This element of self-sacrifice/generosity makes grace inequitable (cf. Matthew 20:1-16).
6 See Isaiah 53. There are other possible theories of atonement. What matters is that atonement is found in Christ.

Stephen Wilson is an elder at The Point Church in Brisbane.
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Pandemic Reflections

Church Life in a Pandemic. Dale Christensen
The last few months have seen the upheaval of our lives on a scale that most of us have never seen.
Schools, workplaces, weddings, funerals – all have had to come quickly to grips with a new operational
reality, a Covid-19 reality. The church is no exception. We are, as many have noted, in a sort of exile:
isolated from the communities and practices of faith that have sustained us throughout our lives. We’re
sitting by the rivers of Babylon, wondering how best to sing the song of the Lord.
Of course, the church is always in a state of exile, pilgrims and strangers in the land, longing for the
consummation of all things at the coming of Christ. Our gatherings as God’s people are outposts of the kingdom, glimpses into the
perfect fellowship and worship we'll partake in around the throne of heaven. But even these glimpses of the things to come have
diminished under the constraints imposed on us in the time of the coronavirus.
How does the church operate under such constraints? The way that we read the Bible tends to focus heavily on the question ‘What
are we to do?’ It’s good that we have this emphasis; it isn’t mere legalism. Our desire to obey is deeply connected to our love for
Christ (John 14:15) and for each other (1 John 5:2). We don’t wish to follow the example of God’s people in the time of the Judges
when ‘everyone did what was right in his own eyes’ (Judges 17:6).
However, we can sometimes find ourselves unequipped to answer the question, ‘How can we best obey God when we can’t do as
we’re commanded?’ This isn't a new question. There is, as the Teacher puts it, nothing new under the sun (Ecclesiastes 1:9). God’s
people have struggled with this in one form or another through the ages. One such example is found in 1 Samuel 21 when David,
fleeing the violence of Saul, fed his hungry men holy bread, ‘which it was not lawful for him to eat nor for those who were with him,
but only for the priests’. Christ, recalling the episode, reminds the Pharisees of God’s priorities: ‘I desire mercy rather than sacrifice’
(Matthew 12:3-8). Another example is found in the Didache, an early Christian teaching text from the second century. Regarding
baptism, it says:1
After reviewing all of this teaching, baptise in the Name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, in running water. But if running
water is not available, then baptise into other water; and cold is preferred, but if not available then in warm. But if neither is
available, pour water three times upon the head in the Name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
My intention here isn’t to discuss the efficacy of affusion (pouring of water on one’s head) as a replacement for immersion. The
Didache serves here as an historical example, not as an inspired authority. Rather, I seek to understand how such a practice arose.
In the beginning, affusion was the answer of these early Christians to the question above: we know that we should be immersed,
but how do we obey that command when sufficient water isn’t available? As found in the Didache, affusion was, in some respects,
an echo of the Israelite cry, ‘How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?’ Over time, however, affusion became in many places
the default practice: its ease and convenience taking priority over the teaching and practice of the apostles. What was this but the
church growing comfortable in exile? The song of the Lord they learned to sing out of necessity in Babylon had become the only
song they remembered.
Fast forward to today. Our assemblies haven't stopped, but they’ve changed. In the span of a few weeks, churches have had to
make decisions about how best to meet, sing, pray, and break bread together. Many of the solutions we’ve come up with are less
than ideal. We sing, but accompanied by a recording, not our brethren; we break bread not from one loaf, but from whatever
bread each house has at hand; our fellowship time now is devoid of hugs and consists of ‘Hello everyone!’ and ‘Good to see you all!’,
exchanged in an online cacophonous chatter.
Of course, not every change has been detrimental. Christians who were previously remote or housebound can now participate
in online assemblies. Some who’ve fallen away have the chance to re-connect with brothers and sisters who love them. Some
churches have invited a wide range of guest speakers, often from overseas. Others have enjoyed the convenience of participating
in church committee meetings from the comfort of their own homes. But, although we might enjoy dragging ourselves out of bed
five minutes before our assemblies start, we musn’t mistake comfort for flourishing. We ought to parse carefully which changes are
genuinely beneficial – and thus should continue past the time of pandemic crisis – and which are expediencies to be set aside with
joy as soon as we’re able.
The wonderful truth is that Psalm 137 is a song of the Lord. Our faithful attempts to obey God in times of crisis are looked on by
him with favour. But let’s not get comfortable in exile. Let’s long to return to our homeland where we can obey God’s commands
more perfectly.
If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget its skill!
Let my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth, if I do not remember you,
if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy!(Psalm 137:5)
1 For online translations of the Didache, see: http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/didache.html
[InterSections editorial team: We welcome your response to Dale's article. Send your comments to: info@intersections.com.au marked to the
attention of the Editor. We hope that some responses can be included in a future issue of this magazine.]

Dale Christensen works in science. He and his wife, Gina, are members of the Southeast Church of Christ in suburban Melbourne.
dale.christensen.a@gmail.com
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Book Review Romans: An Exegetical Study, Truth for Today Commentary
(Resource Publications, 2018) by Paul Pollard. Reviewed by David Nelson
As Dean of Academics at the South Pacific Bible College, I’m a regular reader of
various theological works, including commentaries. In my view, commentators
worthy of their salt should be understandable to their intended audience,
objective not polemical, familiar with various interpretive issues, conversant with
current biblical scholarship, and not afraid to express challenging conclusions.
Paul Pollard doesn’t disappoint in this impressive 616-page commentary on
the magnum opus of the Apostle Paul, the epistle to the church in Rome. A
longtime (now retired) Bible faculty at Harding University and current church
elder, Pollard undertook graduate studies at Harding School of Theology and
Oxford University, and gained a PhD from Baylor University.
In this volume of the Truth for Today commentary series, Pollard ably fulfils the series’ purpose of producing
commentaries by Bible scholars from Churches of Christ primarily for readers among Churches of Christ.
The commentary avoids technical jargon, giving it popular-level appeal for its intended audience of preachers, Bible class
teachers, and others who want to go deeper in their Bible study. Although the editorial effort has produced a very readable
volume, the eagle-eyed reader will spot an unwittingly contentious typo on page 237 (line 6). It should read: ‘Paul did not want an
all-Gentile church’!
Besides reaching his intended audience, Pollard also delivers on
another aim of this commentary series: to provide remarks on
virtually every verse, with focused word studies of significant
terms. This attention to the meaning of words is one of the
strong aspects of this commentary, providing enrichment and
clarity to help readers better understand Paul’s epistle.
A 26-page introduction sets the scene by addressing topics
like the epistle’s authorship, audience, occasion, general
background, and some key critical issues such as Paul’s purpose
in writing. The commentary then continues the pattern of the
Truth for Today series, breaking down comments according
to chapter divisions. An overview begins each section,
summarising Paul’s thoughts and arguments in the chapter,
followed by a verse-by-verse commentary (including word
studies), and ending with an application section. It’s a wellorganised layout that most readers will find useful and easy
to follow.
Pollard’s thorough commentary and copious footnotes shows
he’s familiar with the latest scholarship on Paul and the Roman
letter. He gives his readers interpretive options throughout the
commentary and usually states what he believes is the best
or correct interpretation. For instance, he discusses a hotly
debated phrase in Romans 3:22 that can equally be translated
as ‘through faith in Jesus Christ’ or ‘through the faithfulness of
Jesus Christ’. Pollard briefly discusses the interpretative options
and the theological implications of each possible translation,
and then ends with his interpretation and theological viewpoint
(p 120–121). His ability to alert the reader to the major debates

in interpretation and then clearly and succinctly summarise
them is one of the strengths of the commentary; and he does so
without being polemical.
Two areas, however, are less satisfying. Pollard, in places,
appears to go beyond the exegesis of the text by discussing
particular issues which the text doesn’t explicitly address. For
example, in an otherwise excellent exegesis of Romans 6:1-11,
he includes comments on the topic of baptism and how it’s
been understood and misunderstood. While these comments
may be appealing to some, others may find them detracting
from the main argument of the text.
The application section occasionally also suffers from a similar
drawback. While some of Pollard’s applications flow directly
out of the argument in Paul’s letter – such as how God works
in this world (p 348–349) – some applications don’t appear to.
For example, in his application of Romans 4, Pollard’s focus on
the topic of faithful obedience manages to include comments
on the doctrine of ‘faith only’, as well as discussing baptism and
its relationship to faith and salvation. While what he says may
be true, is this really an application of Paul’s argument here?
Arguably not.
While there are various places in the commentary with which
one can differ, Pollard’s Romans commentary is a good one. His
exegesis is thorough for the audience he’s catering to. His word
studies are very valuable and helpful. And his writing is clear.
This will be a fine study resource to have on Paul’s
masterful epistle.

David Nelson is Dean of Academics, South Pacific Bible College, Tauranga, New Zealand. He and his wife, Mary, are part of the
Otumoetai Church of Christ in Tauranga. dnelson@spbc.org.nz
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International Letter – Made In The Streets. Joy Tabalujan
Where can you step in mud that’s sticky as glue, meet people who sing and dance like no one’s watching, and
casually use the phrase hakuna matata in a conversation? If you guessed Kenya, you guessed right!
In November 2019, five Australians (Alan & Debby Rowley, Jackie Baldwin, Ray Thia, and I) were blessed with
the opportunity to travel to Nairobi, Kenya, for a two-week mission trip to work with Made In The Streets
(MITS). MITS is a Christian charitable organisation established and supported by Churches of Christ. MITS
serves street children by providing a residential education program, vocational training, and a spiritual support
network. Students range from 13 to 18 years old. After graduating from MITS literacy and skills programs, MITS
helps students find jobs, accommodation, and a loving Christian community. In its 25-year existence, MITS has
served over 1,000 street children and strives to continue doing so for many years to come.
Our relationship with MITS began in 2017 when the founders of MITS, missionaries Charles and Darlene Coulston, came to teach at
our congregation’s annual family camp. Through their thoughtful and mission-oriented lessons, the Coulstons inspired our band of
misfits to travel to Kenya to serve the MITS staff and students—only two and a half years later!
Our mission trip involved two aspects:
1. Conducting a leadership development training program for MITS staff: This was undertaken by Alan and Debby. The program
focused on team-building, conflict resolution, the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, and design-thinking concerning MITS’ future plans.
2. Running a day camp for 80–100 students: This was conducted by Jackie, Ray, and me. We undertook activities including painting
boomerangs, playing Bible trivia, and sharing devotionals. Through these activities and focusing on the overarching theme, ‘Out of
darkness and into His light’ (1 Peter 2:9), we encouraged students to overcome the darkness of the streets with the wonderful light
of God’s love.
While there were many highlights, perhaps the most eye-opening was to witness the
transformative role of the MITS program in the lives of the street children. This was
immediately evident in the high tea we were served at the start of our visit. The wellspoken catering students who served us dressed in their chef whites attested to the
value of MITS. Other students were trained in hairdressing and car-servicing. Looking
at the MITS children, you’d never guess that they once roamed on the streets.
We glimpsed the stark reality of life on the streets when we visited Eastleigh Centre.
This is the ministry frontline where MITS staff first meet the street kids. To see Bible
stories taught with magnets on the side of a bus to malnourished children—often
openly sniffing glue to get high—was confronting. Though our visit was brief, the
journey of the students—from kids sniffing glue on the streets to become confident
graduates serving us tea and scones, all driven by a desire to know God—was truly
extraordinary to witness.

Catering students after serving high tea & the Australia team.

For me, this opportunity to work with MITS reminds me of three things.
First, we’re equipped and strengthened to share the Gospel by God, not ourselves.
Though we may have insecurities or feel ill-equipped, we’re called to seize the
opportunities to live out our faith. This is exemplified especially by the courage and
commitment of the MITS staff.
Second, we must be intentional in our spiritual walk. Even though we’re creatures of
habit easily lulled into complacency and comfort, we have to choose purposefully to
pursue the opportunities which God provides—even one as crazy as adventuring
to Africa!

Jackie, Ray and Joy with the Eastleigh team.

The Eastleigh team sharing a Bible story on the side of a bus

to street kids.
Lastly, we must both focus on and trust in God. Opportunities may arise at
inopportune times. They often demand significant time, money, and effort. Nevertheless, as Christians, we should prioritise God
and his kingdom. Far too many of us are waiting for the ‘right’ time but, in doing so, forgo the opportunity to play our part in
God’s perfect story.

That said, I want to emphasise that God-given opportunities don’t only arise in distant lands like Africa. Often, it’s through
seemingly mundane interactions of everyday life—with classmates, colleagues, family, non-Christians and other Christians—that
God works most powerfully.
On behalf of the 2019 MITS mission team, I’d like to thank Belmore Road Church of Christ for their steadfast support for our trip. If
God wills it, we hope to send another team to Kenya in the future. Meanwhile, we ask for continued prayers for the MITS students
and staff.
Ultimately, we all have a choice. We can ignore opportunities and hope that God sends someone else, or we can choose to pursue
God-given opportunities to serve others in the name of Christ. For me, this trip to Africa was one to seize with both hands. And
I’m glad to report that I saw God working both in us and through us as we served alongside our Christian brothers and sisters on
the streets of Nairobi.
Joy Tabalujan is a member of the Belmore Road Church of Christ, Melbourne

joy.tabalujan98@gmail.com
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Interview Bob and Melba Abney. Benny Tabalujan
Can you briefly tell us a bit about your backgrounds before you came to Australia?
We both grew up in a small Arkansas town, living about two blocks apart, attending
the same congregation. Life centered around family, school, and church activities.
Things were simple in the 1930s-40s. It wasn’t until I (Bob) was a senior at Harding
College that Melba and I got together. She had finished nursing training and decided
to attend Harding in 1952. She hitched a ride home with me on weekends. One thing
led to another… and we got ‘hitched.’
How did you develop an interest in Australia?
Don and Maxine Klingenberg, then missionaries in Sydney,
visited Harding College in 1978. Don mentioned the Macquarie
School of Preaching. Bob inquired about possibly teaching at
the school. This eventuated and in 1979 Bob made the first trip
to Australia. Along with teaching at the school Bob worked with
the Warringah Church of Christ in Sydney. A second visit came in
1980. After that it was a yearly visit until 1987 when we moved
to Sydney for five years. After returning to the US we continued
our yearly visits. These ended in 2013, having skipped 2012.
During these visits we were based at the Macquarie school and
worked with congregations throughout Australia. Our efforts
centred on encouragement and leadership development.
What were some of the key challenges you faced in your
ministry in Australia?
A major challenge involved attitudes people had toward church
leadership: there was fear of the unknown – what would having
shepherds mean to a congregation? There were memories of
past leadership failures and personal problems with shepherds;
and there was discontent with committee meetings, for
example, when one member was dominant. This challenge led
to our work focusing on biblical shepherds and shepherding.
How have you seen God at work in your lives—from the time
you met until now?
We were able to deal with some ups and downs of early married
life because we both held to the view that marriage was forever.
We sought to solve difficulties from a Christian point of view.
Our early full-time church work was met with disaster. So, I (Bob)
went into public school education and Melba made use of her
nursing training. Because of this we spent many years preaching
and teaching at small rural churches throughout Arkansas. We
firmly believe God blessed others through the work he allowed
us to do. Looking back, this was God’s wish for us, also his way
of blessing us.

With hindsight, is there anything that you would have done
differently in terms of church ministry?
Yes. In preparing for full-time ministry I (Bob) should have
gotten some practical experience in how to develop personal
relationships and how to deal with ‘church issues.’ Another
thing we could’ve have done differently in Australia is that
– although we visited many in their homes – we should
have spent even more time in small group studies, personal
counselling, and edification.
What are the memorable moments of your time in Australia?
Conversations with individuals. The camps held by Christians.
The annual Macquarie school lectureships. The love,
genuineness, and commitment of people we grew close to,
whose homes became our homes, whose families became
our families. One memory truly stands out. During our 1979
and 1980 work with the Warringah church, after the evening
assembly members would gather at a home and sing. This was
not just a continuation of a worship period nor a ritual, but an
uninhibited, joyful expression of love of God.
What advice would you give to the younger generation who
may be contemplating church ministry?
Get good Bible knowledge. Be willing to be used wherever God
sends you. Get some practical experience in serving others, in
secular as well as religious activities. If on a foreign field, stay
in the background, encourage the local people to grow and
become examples. Though ministry may become your life’s
work, let it be more than a career. Above all, seek through
God to know your talents, gifts, and accept them. Don’t try to
become what you wish your gift is. Find a truly older, successful
servant of the Lord, spend time with them, and drink deeply of
their wisdom and example.

Bob & Melba Abney have been associated with mission work in Australia from 1979-2013, mainly through annual trips and a five-year stay
in Sydney from 1987-1992. They now live in Hendersonville, Tennessee, USA, and are members of the Hendersonville Church of Christ.
The Abneys were interviewed by Benny Tabalujan. ozboyabney@gmail.com
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