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We need to hear from you
Back in 2012 I was really keen to get Catalyst up and running.
There were people ready to write about what God was doing
in their church. And the stories since then have been great
reading - and I am only a little biased.
Running a publication like Catalyst has its frustrations. Fitting
the work around local church ministry calls for some creative
scheduling form time to time. Knowing that in a reasonable
number of cases some pastors just don’t let people know that
Catalyst is available is a bit of a mystery. Their choice, I guess.
The perennial challenge is to receive engaging material, and
to have people follow through when they say they will supply
an article. When not much has been received, I can ‘top up’
the issue with material I have gathered form other sources.
Catalyst needs to be more than a news aggregator, however.
I am sure that in every local church there are stories about
challenges, joys, ministry happening that readers will find
interesting, encouraging or stimulating.
What happens in your small group? Has a prayer been
answered? What issues are you facing as parents? How is God
challenging your church? What is God teaching you in all
this?
Write it up and send it in. You may be surprised how God
blesses you and others as you do.
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KJ Tromp, Pastor at Open House on
Queensland’s Gold Coast, shows that
being small and challenged can open our
eyes to God’s care and grace

A battle-weary song-writer once implored God,
"save us, Lord our God, and gather us from the
nations, so that we may give thanks to your holy
name and glory in your praise" (Ps 106:47). God
deserves our thanks when He comes through for
us. So I’d like to invite you to celebrate the good
news story of our church – Open House Christian
Reformed Church. But more specifically, invite you
to thank God, in the first place, for causing our news
to be “good”. It was God who came through for us,
and now we want you to thank him with us!
Open House CRC, formerly Nerang Community
Church, is situated comfortably in a central suburb
of the Gold Coast. We've undergone a name
change, logo redesign and a mission/vision recalibration; all the while persevering the most
terrifying reality: a baby pastor.
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pentecostals, catholics, baptists, “refos” and
everything in between.
Our youth group started with a dozen young
people and now have had nights ranging between
30-40. What is most encouraging, is that many are
neighbourhood kids from non-Christian
backgrounds. Through our discipleship-making
relationships we have had 3 of these young people
give their lives to Christ. God is so good.
This has all come from a church community that,
with all respect, was struggling since inception to
stay afloat. A small group of Dutchies planted a
church in the eighties in a school hall, later bought
some cheap land and built a shed on it. They
depended on visiting pastors, then a part-time
pastor and eventually “a congregation without a
shepherd” for four years. Through all of that, God’s
protection and sovereign providence was clearly
visible as faithful men
and women dug in
their heels and
refused to give in. It
is a church marked
by tenacity.

I cannot express the sense of security and constancy that these
I entered the church
humble, spiritual men offered me as I joined the team

It's been 2 years since a fresh-faced RTC graduate
became ordained in the congregation of roughly 40
members and visitors. Since then, the church has
grown to have a weekly attendance of
approximately 80-90 visitors and members. We
have also been granted the privilege of leading
non-believers to Christ. It’s a rag-tag bunch of ex2

council with elders
who had been
serving 4 years
straight, working
stressful, important
jobs and at the same
time doing home
visitations,
preaching,
organising pastoral
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programs and running small groups. To say they
were ‘red-lining’ would be an understatement.
They had set up shop in the Red Zone. And
business was good. Yet the poise, grace and
genuine concern that these elders exemplified was
truly inspirational. As a young pastor, I cannot
express the sense of security and constancy that
these humble, spiritual men offered me as I joined
the team. Even when they walked off the field for a
well-deserved innings break, these men have
remained vital in mentoring, supporting and
guiding this church.
The leadership team of the church went to work
surveying our neighbourhood and congregation,
doing some real soul-searching and reflection to
develop a plan that we feel is in line with God’s
calling for us.
We discovered our “Key Ministry Areas” for the
next 3 years are to “create a vibrant youth ministry,
develop a rich community presence, and encourage
a deep spirituality”. This has not come about from
pre-determined agendas but simply reacting and
responding to what people were asking for in the
church and the wider community.
Additionally, we sensed the call to be a churchplanting church. Development on the Gold Coast
has resumed following the GFC and the corridor
along our highway is quickly becoming populated
and evangelism is a core-value of our congregation
members. We are preparing in excited anticipation
for that day and opportunity to arrive.
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In closing, the good news we want you to hear is
that Open House Church has finally grown up. It is
no longer the struggling mission out-post to the
wild heathen lands of the Gold Coast. It is a church
of Jesus Christ the King with its own identity and a
growing confidence. This truly is a good news story
because the story is really all about how God and
His gospel makes light work of hard situations.
I’m still waiting for the honeymoon period of my
ministry to be over and the paw-paw to hit the
proverbial fan; to leave me with a lot of messy
work to mop up. But there is just so much of God’s
handiwork in this situation to wonder whether he
is in control of what’s happening in our church.

the story is really all about how God and His gospel makes
light work of hard situations

Consequently, I can very happily say that it has not
been through any stellar, man of the match,
performances by myself that we are here. Dropped
into a context where a spiritual searching of-sort is
happening, where people are yearning for biblical
teaching and authentic fellowship and I just so
happened to be looking for the same thing.
“Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel,
from everlasting to everlasting.
Let all the people say, “Amen!”’ (Psalm 106:48)
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The RTC Distance Education Programme
Want to do some theology in the comfort of your own living room? Philip Scheepers shows you how...

Have you ever thought about
participating in theological
education but dismissed the very
idea because your life stage or
location would make it
impossible? Then the RTC
distance programme (also known
as Refstudy) may be exactly what
you are looking for.

the above that we offer a
significant number of units
through this delivery mode.

qualifications offered by the RTC
or other ACT colleges.

• Interact with lecturers: We
So what are some of the possible make use of a very user friendly
benefits associated with studying system called Moodle to deliver
online with the RTC?
our online units. This does not
mean that everything is
• Convenience: You will be able
automated however. Online units
to study at your own pace and at
are taught by RTC lecturers and
times that suit you. All that is
The RTC was one of the pioneers
you will have the opportunity to
required is an internet connection
of online education within the
regularly interact with them on
and access to a theological library.
Australian College of Theology
the online forums or through
(ACT) and over the years our
•Keep serving in your local
email. When classes are very
programme has grown from
church: Since you would not
large we make use of experienced
strength to strength.
have to relocate to participate in
online assistants to help facilitate
the programme it will be possible discussion. This means that there
We currently have 12 units (in
to undertake your studies while
will always be another human on
Old Testament, New Testament,
maintaining your current work
the other side of the computer
Theology, Ethics, Worldview,
and family commitments. If you
screen to help guide your
Evangelism and Mission and
are involved in some kind of
learning.
Church History) available online.
Christian ministry you will be
• Online Community: While you
This means that prospective
able to apply what you are
will be physically separated from
students can complete a full
learning as you are learning it.
your fellow students you will not
Graduate Diploma of Divinity
be studying on your own. Online
online. Students who would like
forums, where you will get the
to progress to an RTC M.Div. or
RTC was one of the pioneers of online chance to discuss what you are
B.Th. are able to complete a
education within the Australian College learning with other students,
significant portion of their studies
of Theology
form an integral part of all our
online before transitioning to
distance units.
more traditional modes of
delivery.
The following units are scheduled
• Get Credit: All the units offered
to be taught online during the 1st
As we believe that certain
through our online programme
semester of 2015:
subjects (especially those
are fully accredited by the ACT
involving ministry skills) are
and are pitched at the same level Jesus and the Gospels
better taught face-to-face we do
as our on-campus units. Units
(NT301/501),
not envision that our full degree
that are successfully completed
The Doctrines of Grace and
programme will be made
can, therefore, be seamlessly
Eschatology (TH403/603),
available for online delivery. It
included in ACT accredited
should, however, be clear from
4
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The Church from 1550 to Modern
Times (CH301/501), and
Christian Worldview (PE301/510)

If you would like to have a look
at the RTC distance site please
head over to: www.refstudy.org.
For any enquiries please contact
Phillip Scheepers at
pscheepers@rtc.edu.au.
We are convinced that our online
units can be of great benefit to
those seeking to be equipped to
serve the Lord Jesus, wherever
they may be and we hope to
‘virtually see’ many of those
reading this on the Refstudy site
soon!
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...........http://
www.rtc.edu.
au/CourseInformation/
DistanceEducation
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Miracle Village: the sleepy Florida town for
sex offenders
The Royal Commission into institutional sexual abuse shows the incidence of gross sexual abuse of minors. Offenders must
brought to justice. This article wrestles with another question: how can offenders be rehabilitated?

“A walk through the village on a summer’s day is a
great way to relax. Big puffy clouds dot the soft
blue sky as far as the eye can see. The sunshine is
warm. There’s usually a dog or two walking
someone up or down the street. Sometimes there’s
a jogger. It is an intimate community.”
So writes Joseph Steinberg of Miracle Village,
where he is one of over 100 residents living quietly
amid vast sugar cane fields in rural south Florida.
The bungalows once exclusively housed migrant
cane cutters from the West Indies, some of whom
still live here. But Miracle Village’s current
population predominantly consists of sex
offenders. This is their sanctuary, a place to go
when they finish their prison sentences and find
they are not welcome where they once lived.

landscapes and still lives. She even lived there for a
time during the three months it took her to
complete the project that has now become an
intriguing photobook. “People, including the
residents, were often shocked I had this interest in
them,” says Valiente, who is in London for the
opening of a show of her work at Daniel Blau
gallery. “But it is just too easy to label them as
monsters and then not have to deal with them at
all.”

People, including the residents, were often
shocked I had this interest in them

Comprising her tenderly observed pictures and
often painful first-person testimonies, Miracle
Village is a beautifully made book about a taboo
subject. In one image, a man hides his face under
his T-shirt; in another, an older resident sits alone in
his room, the outline of his GPS ankle bracelet
visible under his sock, his surroundings as spartan
as a hospital room. Valiente also includes found

‘Only a fool would truly trust anyone if you are a sex offender’ …
Gene, laying down with his dog, Killer, for a nap.
All images: courtesy Sofia Valiente/Daniel Blau

Sofia Valiente, a quietly spoken 24-year-old
photographer who lives one hour’s drive from
Miracle Village, came upon the community when
she was photographing the small towns of south
Florida. Intrigued, she started visiting the
community and, having gained their trust, began
documenting this enclosed world in portraits,
6

Ben taking a walk around the sugar cane fields that surround
Miracle Village.
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photographs – one man posing with two youths,
possibly his sons, their faces covered – and
ephemera – censored letters, personal belongings,
religious icons. The end result is considered, and
the sense of isolation is palpable throughout.
It is not just a documentary record of a shunned
community, but an argument for understanding,
rehabilitation, even forgiveness. “My mother
freaked out when I first told her I was doing a
project there,” says Valiente. “She kept asking –
‘why these people?’ and I guess that is the question

Doug helps out in the community by doing lawn work and other
maintenance jobs. He lived in a tent in the woods before coming to the
village, because he was unable to go home after serving time. ‘I was
traveling with the carnival until I was 20. After I got into trouble I
became homeless and couldn’t get a job so I lived 2,500 feet into the
woods. Sometimes my friends would come hang out and we’d play
manhunt.’

most people will ask. But I felt compelled as an
artist to tell their stories. I was terrified at first, to be
honest, but I’m pretty tough. I wanted to look into
this enclosed world where there is a certain
camaraderie and a shared history, but also this
shared sense of exclusion from society ...”

Miracle Village is ultimately a document of a profoundly
Christian place

The Miracle Village community was founded in
2009 by an evangelical Christian pastor, Dick

Doug playing cards

Witherow, head of Matthew 25 Ministries.
Witherow refers to sex offenders as “modern-day
lepers” and sees it as his Christian duty to help
rehabilitate them. (His commitment is based, to a
degree, on his own experience. At 18, he made his
14-year-old future wife pregnant. “If that would
have happened in today’s society,” he told the NPR
broadcasting company, “I would have been
charged with sexual battery of a minor, given
anywhere from 10 to 25 years in prison, plus
extended probation time after that, then been
labeled a sex offender.” )

the sense of isolation is palpable throughout

Valiente’s book begins with a version of a Biblical
quote* – “There is no judging, for we who are here
have the same name.” She describes herself as “a
storyteller” and, contrary to the thrust of most
contemporary documentary work where
detachment is all, she insists that the camera is a
tool “to get close to and help understand her
subjects.” But in this case, did she not consider that
detachment may have been wiser? “It’s just not the
way I work,” she says, “but I did set boundaries as
a photographer and as a woman. Some people I
connected with, some I didn’t. There are quite a
range of offenders in Miracle Village, from guys
who looked at child pornography to people who
had sex with children, but also an 18-year-old man
who had sex with his 16-year-old girlfriend. I
* I have no idea which Bible passage is being alluded to here - DG
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wanted the book to reflect all those aspects, but also
touch on the wider issues – what society thinks,
what the victims think, what the offenders think
and what I think. It’s complex because many
people, understandably, don’t want to have to

Gene lighting a cigarette. ‘As a sex offender I cannot trust anyone
because maybe someday they could be in a bad mood, tired of dealing
with me or just mad. All they have to do is call 911 and say a sex
offender has bothered them and Bang! I am in jail. No questions asked.’

think about these guys at all. There is a sense that
we don’t know what to do with them once they
have served their time.”
Florida has some of the strictest laws governing the
sentencing and subsequent monitoring of sex
offenders. Many residents of Miracle Village are
tagged with ankle monitors, must obey a 7pm
curfew and cannot own a laptop or mobile phone.
The community is geographically isolated because
it has to be: paroled sex offenders are not allowed
within 1,000 feet of any building where children
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gather. Unsurprisingly, many of them see the
village as a safe haven.
Among their number is one female, Rose, who tells
Valiente: “All these guys look at me as a sister.” In
one of several handwritten testimonies, Rose
writes: “The course of events that led up to me
being arrested is very painful for me to speak about
in detail.” It is also very painful to read: an abused
woman charged with molesting her own children
and maintaining her innocence. Like some of the
testimonies, it is hard to know where the truth lies,
while others are brutally honest about their
transgressions.
It is hard, too, to align the words with the portraits
of the men and woman who wrote them – but that
is another of the tensions at play in this brave,
almost impossible, project. Miracle Village is
ultimately a document of a profoundly Christian
place, where the shunned are offered some chance
of belonging – if only among their own. It forces us
to ask hard questions of ourselves, not the least
being: can we, should we, forgive the most reviled
of transgressors?

Story: Sean O’Hagan
Photography: Sophie Valiente
Text and images used with kind permission from
The Guardian and Sophie Valiente

Head to the ministry.......
formation website for.....
the latest stories, mission
ideas, and resources........
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Head to the Ministry
Formation website for
the latest stories,
mission ideas, and
resources
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3 Ways Social Media Benefits Church
Leaders
Ed Stetzer
Social media is a helpful tool church leaders need to understand and use in their local churches

Every time a new form of media emerges, there
are early adopters and rejecters.
I wouldn’t throw my whole lot in with either
camp. Some things are certainly fads, and it
doesn’t make sense to invest much effort in
them. Other things are solid, and we can resist
them to our own insignificance.
Wisdom is knowing which is which.

consuming and interacting with every bit of
information the 24-hour feed will deliver to
them. We can treat it as Satan, which others do
and rail against the evils that come through
MySpace (not realizing that, maybe the Devil
left there, too).
Or we can choose a smart approach somewhere
between the extremes.

Social media is here to stay. At once it represents
technology at its finest, and humanity at its
worst. But the same was said of television, and
cinema, and probably the printing press.

As is probably evident, I am a big believer in the
advantages of social media. I know there are
negative issues that come along with it. But let’s
be honest. If you look around your kitchen or
workshop you will probably find 10 or more
awesome tools that can leave bad results.

So we can treat it as our god, which some people
do, and their entire day revolves around

Social media is a tool. A tool in the wrong hands
is dangerous. A tool in good hands is extremely

God, Satan, or Tool?
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useful. Churches and leaders that remain absent
from social media are not able to use this tool to
expand the Kingdom.
Here are three ways social media can be a blessing
for leadership in the Church.
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Along the way, there can be a dehumanization of
the leader. If a person only sees the pastor for an
hour on Sunday, it can subconsciously give the
impression that he is only a point of information.

Obviously I spend a lot of time on social media. But
I have a very specific reason for that. The primary
way I influence people is not by speaking at a
Social media is a tool. A tool in the wrong hands is dangerous. conference — It is through social media. Regardless
of the size audience I may have at a national
conference, the ongoing Twitter connection is much
broader.
Social media helps you...
While I spark conversations about statistics, church,
1. Empower Your People
culture, strategy, etc. on Twitter, most of my social
media followers know I have daughters, because I
Engage in the parallel life that many people have
talk about them. If I take them and their friends to a
online. They're already there. Their friends are
Taylor Swift concert, I tweet about it, in all its pain!
already there. If we encourage people to interact
with our church via social media, they are more
When one of my daughters was quite sick, I
likely to use it as a missional tool with their friends. tweeted about it. I express my adoration for my
You would encourage a soccer coach in your
church to develop a mission mindset through that
skill set and venue. You would empower a
Christian businesswoman to use her marketplace
platform to build the Kingdom.
So why not encourage the majority of those in your
church, who are already in touch with nearly half
of their community online, to actively engage in
reaching people with what they have in their hand
anyway? They are already engaged. They just need
to be encouraged toward a mission focus.

wife online. Social media helps me go from just
being a speaker/author to being a man who loves
his family as he goes through a regular life.

Social media helps me go from just being a speaker/author to
being a man who loves his family

It is important for the people you are leading to see
you as more than a leader on a stage. Social media
can help shorten the distance between the pulpit
and the pew.

A pastor, Sunday school teacher, women’s director,
youth pastor, any leader who does not encourage
their people to engage in mission on social media is 3. Expand Your Influence
missing a great opportunity to reach a huge
There are plenty of significant leaders who are not
segment of the culture.
on Twitter or Facebook … yet. But I think more and
2. Express Your Humanity
more people who want to have a lasting impact are
joining social media.
One of the issues in the church for years has been a
sort of distance and subsequent disconnect between Joining social media doesn’t mean you have to play
the pew and the pulpit. It is difficult, if not
Candy Crush on Facebook. You can control how
impossible, for a pastor to know and be known by much you engage. You can interact on Twitter from
the majority of the people in his church. This is
your cell phone and not even worry about getting
especially true as the church grows. I’m not saying bogged down in email activity.
this is good or bad. It just is.
One of the great things social media does is enables
quality leaders to broaden their influence and
10
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impact. I can be at a conference and hear someone
new, and if I like what they are saying or doing, I
can tweet them out to my friends on social media.
Most people don’t know what C.S. Lewis wrote
because they have actually read his work. They can
quote Lewis, or Bonhoeffer, or Elizabeth Elliot
because someone else read what they wrote and
then shared it with others.
If these people hadn’t engaged in the prevalent
media of their day (print), their profound influence
would be quite limited.
We know about Jesus because faithful men wrote
down what He said. Now we can embrace those
comforting and challenging words in our own
lives. Your ministry can have greater returns if you
extend it through social media.

...Churches reforming to reach the lost for Christ

Ed Stetzer is the Executive Director of LifeWay
Research, a prolific author, and well-known conference
and seminar leader. Stetzer has planted, revitalized,
and pastored churches, trained pastors and church
planters on six continents, holds two masters degrees
and two doctorates, and has written dozens of articles
and books

11

C

A

T

A

L

Y

S

T

You know it’s a good Synod when...
• Everyone	
  gathers	
  with	
  a	
  deep	
  and	
  enduring	
  commitment	
  to	
  honour	
  Christ	
  and	
  reﬂect	
  the	
  
fruit	
  of	
  His	
  Spirit	
  in	
  the	
  mee:ng
• Prayer	
  opens,	
  closes,	
  and	
  carries	
  every	
  session
• Spirit	
  unity	
  is	
  expressed	
  in	
  a	
  worshipful	
  beginning	
  and	
  joy	
  ﬁlled	
  closing	
  of	
  every	
  mee:ng
• Speeches	
  are	
  characterised	
  by	
  grace	
  and	
  express	
  a	
  gracious	
  spirit,	
  even	
  when	
  taking	
  an	
  
opposing	
  posi:on
• Decisions	
  taken	
  and	
  direc:ons	
  embraced	
  reﬂect	
  a	
  yearning	
  for	
  deep	
  and	
  mature	
  spiritual	
  
health
• Confessional	
  heritage	
  is	
  not	
  only	
  proudly	
  honoured	
  but	
  also	
  posi:vely	
  directs	
  how	
  any	
  
desired	
  future	
  is	
  pursued
• Interac:ons	
  are	
  full	
  of	
  grace,	
  seasoned	
  with	
  salt,	
  expressing	
  Christlike	
  aEtudes	
  even	
  
amongst	
  those	
  who	
  disagree
• Everyone	
  leaves	
  keen	
  to	
  extend	
  the	
  Kingdom	
  of	
  Jesus	
  in	
  their	
  local	
  church	
  and	
  the	
  
community	
  in	
  which	
  it	
  is	
  placed

Catalyst
•God reveals himself to fallen people through
his Word, in his acts of creation and
providence
•Jesus comes to reconcile people to God and
restore all things to God through his cross
and resurrection
• As people come under Christ’s rule and
proclaim his kingdom, praise is directed to
God and his Kingdom expressed

Catalyst seeks to

Contact details
David Groenenboom — Editor

0418 383 055
Copy and correspondence can be
forwarded in electronic format to
catalyst@crca.org.au
Follow and interact with Catalyst
Facebook

Twitter

•highlight God’s work through CRCA local churches, classes,
and workgroups
•honour God by showing God’s transforming grace at work in
people through CRCA ministries and mission
•encourage local churches toward increasing health and
witness
12

Catalyst is published on a quarterly basis
in March, June, September, and
November
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