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TLOTSO YOUTH LEADERS’ RETREAT
MONITORING AND EVALUATION REPORT

1. PREAMBLE

Christian camp/retreat ministry in South Africa has its roots in the 1800s?. It has been a vibrant and
well-established form of ministry in the church, but its impact has received appallingly little scholarly
attention. Many of those who support or criticize adversely, base their claims on anecdotal evidence.
Many academics have dismissed camp/retreat as theologically superficial or mere fun and games, while
others have praised it as a form of ministry proven to facilitate life-transforming experiences?.

Throughout the available literature, the term “retreat” or “camp” is used interchangeably as some of
the elements of Christian camps and Christian retreats overlap. This project focuses on the very first
youth retreat convened by Abba’s Pride, a mission expression of Eastside Community Church in
Pretoria, South Africa. While there is a dearth of research and literature on the impact of Christian
retreats, in rural South Africa, this project aims to spearhead the makings of some academic work of
retreat ministry in rural areas in three provinces (Gauteng, Mpumalanga, North-West) in South Africa.
This examination attempts to guide the project toward an approach that goes beyond anecdotes and
in time, over the next few years, will contribute to ground-breaking evidence of Christian Youth Retreat
Ministry in rural communities (through Abba’s Pride) as a valuable field of inquiry in its own right.

In conversation with the After-School Care Director, Josh Brown about the use of the word “retreat”,
he explained that he conceptualized the retreat to be an act of “pulling-out” the youth leaders from
their everyday responsibilities in their communities to attend the Tlotso® retreat where these leaders
are poured-into spiritually and pedagogically to enable them to go back into their communities to serve
the youth and children more effectively. Consequently, the word “retreat” in this document, will be
used in that context.

This project will focus on the outcomes of the Tlotso Retreat as expressed by the participants.
Participants come to the retreat from different contextual realities, and their personal experiences must
be considered as they make meaning from their encounters at the retreat. Through the project, the
reality of God’s ongoing activity in and through people is taken seriously and explored, specifically
through person-to-person interaction and the ministry in practice through talks, worship, small group
discussions, sporting, and creative activities.

Both quantitative and qualitative data from a questionnaire and focus group interviews of participants
respectively will be discussed to get a sense of the value/impact of the retreat on the individuals that

1 Shantelle Weber, 2017
2Sorrenson, 2016
3 Tlotso is a Setswana word that means “anointed”



attended and the effect this has on their personal spiritual journey and their consequent contribution
to ministry in rural communities.

2. INTRODUCTION

This project focuses on a retreat that is linked to the rural After- School Care ministry in three provinces in South
Africa. The retreat experience does not function on its own but rather as part of a complex web of meaning
making in the life of each individual participant. The empirical approach takes a broad look at Tlotso Youth
Retreat Ministry with a survey of participants and focus group interviews*. These data are used to consider the
makings of pedagogical and spiritual priorities of retreat ministry. The participants themselves are given the
opportunity to portray their experiences.

In borrowing from the work of Sorenson (2016), the project defines Christian Youth Retreat as a set apart space
that facilitates relational encounter between the self, the other, and God. Retreats are considered places of
ministry and spiritual reflection. They provide a space where participants are free to explore their beliefs in the
safety of a nurturing Christian community and are awakened to a deep awareness of God’s activity in the lives of
individuals. The experience itself does not function in a single, one size fits all way but rather differently for each
unique individual. There is some evidence, however, that the encounters common at the retreat often bring on
measurable and lasting change in the lives of participants. The greatest overall impact is in facilitating ongoing
connection to the rural congregational ministries and particularly for Abba’s Pride, the After-School Care
ministry.

The retreat is a set apart space that facilitates relational encounter between the self, the other, and God. We say
that retreat is a space because it has physical boundaries. It is not a concept or an idea but rather a unique
physical location. These boundaries mean that it is set apart from the places that are recognizably not retreat.
The set apartness facilitates an awareness of similarities and contrasts with what is left behind. Relational
encounter is essential to the retreat experience. We say encounter because these relationships are not mediated
remotely, and they do not involve passing interaction like two people waving from a distance. They involve
physical presence and running up against the other. We use the word facilitates because the encounters are not
forced. Rather, the set apart space intentionally provides opportunities for relational encounter. Retreats are
places where real people interact and run up against the reality of other unique human beings. This relational
encounter with the other facilitates a deeper encounter with the self. The self only exists in relationship to others.
The set apart space of retreat also facilitates relational encounter with God through the concrete presence of the
living Christ and the creative movement of the Holy Spirit. This happens in multiple ways but most clearly through
person-to-person encounter. God in Christ is present during these encounters. The use of Christian practices such
as personal prayer, worship, spiritual inputs from the talks and small group discussions also facilitate an
awareness of God’s presence in the set apart space of retreat, and the increased awareness is often experienced
as an encounter

4 Adapted from Sorrenson (2016)



3. AIM OF THE PROJECT

The purpose of this project is to examine the Tlotso Retreat as a place of ministry with youth leaders®. The primary
research question is: In what ways and to what extent does the residential Tlotso Retreat experience contribute
to the faith formation/deepening of faith of youth leaders from rural communities in which Abba’s Pride
works? The research aims to deepen the understanding of the Retreat ministry by focusing on its primary
participants, namely, youth who are connected to their rural church ministries.

The residential Tlotso Youth Retreat experience is distinguished from single day experiences in that the primary
participants stay together for at least three consecutive nights. It is “Christian” because it intentionally
incorporates Christian beliefs and practices into the daily life of participants. Faith formation/deepening of faith
is seen as a life-long process of relating to the Holy (sacred) that includes immediate experience and long-term
meaning making. The research attends to participants’ impressions and experiences in the moment as well as
how these impressions and experiences are incorporated into their lives after the Retreat experience is over.

4. AN ANALYSIS OF QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE RESULTS

“Light” is used as a metaphor to provide structure to the data and allows for an analysis from a creative
perspective. A floodlight which is broad-beamed light is used the describe the quantitative results which attempts to
give a broad overview of the experiences of the participants. The qualitative results which home in on more focused
verbal descriptions of the retreat experience by the focus group are portrayed as participants being under the
spotlight. The post retreat changes in two individuals are described as individuals carrying their own lanterns as they
light their way and make sense of their journey into their communities.

4.1 Quantitative Data (The Floodlight)

Quantitative data were gleaned from a post retreat survey questionnaire which was filled in by 50% of the
respondents that attended the Tlotso Youth Leaders’ Retreat. The questionnaire which was prepared in English
was mediated in Setswana by an Abba’s Pride Staff member. The findings are aggregated to give an overall
picture of the views of respondents.
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NB While the granular analysis of data in terms of percentages are indicated under the columns “strongly agree
and “agree”; and “strongly disagree” and “disagree” on the tables, for ease of reporting, percentages have been
aggregated in the discussion.

PART A: WHY DID YOU DECIDE TO COME TO THE YOUTH RETREAT?

| decided to attend the retreat because.... Strongly Disagree | Strongly Agree DK/NA
Disagree Agree
1. | My friends were coming as well 62.5% 12.5% 18.75% 6.25% -
2. | My family wanted me to come 18.75% 31.25% 6.25% 43.75% -
3. | I wanted to have fun 50% 18.75% 18.75% 12.50% -
4. | My pastor wanted me to come 18.75% - 50% 25% 6.25%
5. | I wanted to make new friends - 6.25% 43.75% 50% -
6. | | wanted to learn more about God 6.25% - 75% 18.75% -

An analysis of the data from Part A shows the following:

> The youth leaders were accompanied by at least one adult leader from each centre as support. The unintended positive consequence
that came from the retreat was that the adult leaders experienced spiritual and leadership growth too.



Pastors of the participating churches in consultation with the Abba’s Pride After-School Care Director selected
youth leaders, who demonstrated leadership skills or potential and commitment to their After-School Care
Programmes, to attend the youth retreat, hence 75% (strongly agreed and agreed) that their pastor wanted them
to attend the retreat. The parents and guardians had to sign consent for these youth leaders to attend; hence
this could be the reason for 50% (strongly agreed and agreed) that their families wanted them to attend. The
human desire for being relational is aptly captured where 93.75% (strongly agreed and agreed) that they wanted
to make new friends. It is interesting to note that a large percentage (68.75%) strongly disagreed and disagreed
that they came to the retreat to have fun and a large percentage 93.75% strongly agreed or agreed that they
wanted to learn more about God. The concepts of fun and learning about God are distinctly different for
participants.

PART B: BEFORE YOU CAME TO THE YOUTH RETREAT...

How many times had you... Never I time 2-3 More than 3 DK/NA
times times
1 | Been on an overnight after-school care | 68.75% 25% - - 6.25%
. retreat
2 | Been on an overnight church family 50% 25% - 25% -
retreat/camp

The data for Part B indicate that a large percentage of respondents have never been to an after-school care
retreat or a church family camp. Some that indicated that they have been, referred to an organized overnight
stay at the church during the easter weekend.

PART C: WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE AND THINK?

How strongly do you agree or Strongly Disagree Neither Strongly Agree DK/

disagree with the following Disagree Disagree | Agree NA

statements? nor Agree

1. Itis important for me to belong | 6.25% 6.25% - 75% 12.5% -
to after-school care

2. It is important for me to belong | - 12.50% - 75% 12.5% -
to my church

3. | believe in God - - - 81.25% 12.5% -

4. Jesus is risen from the dead - 6.25% - 68.75% 25% -

5 Faith in God helps me in difficult | - 12.5% - 81.25% 6.25% -
situations

6. If | have personal problems, 12.5% 12.5% - 50% 25% -

there is someone in the after-
school care or church | can turn

to...

7. | know what it means to be a - 6.25% 6.25% 68.75% 12.5% 6.25
Christian %

8. Jesus’ death on the cross offers - 6.25% - 75% 18.75% | -
salvation

9. | want to participate in After- - 6.25% - 87.5 6.25% -

School Care leadership




10. | When | grow up, | plan to - 6.25% 12.5% 68.75 12.5% -

participate in the life of my
church

An analysis of the above data (Part C) shows clearly that respondents see the importance of belonging to an
After-School Care centre and church and there is a willingness to participate in the After-School Care and Church
leadership. 75% acknowledge confidence in After-School Care and Church leadership to discuss personal
problems which is encouraging, given the peer pressure many of them face. On matters of faith in God and
salvation, a high percentage responded in the affirmative.

PART D: FAITH LIFE BEFORE THE YOUTH RETREAT...

Before the Retreat, how often did Seldom/ Once a Once a Once a Daily DK

you.... Never year month week /N
A

1. Pray by yourself - 6.25% 6.25% 25% 56.25% -

2. Pray with your family 12.5% - 25% 25% 37.5% -

3. Read the bible by yourself 6.67% 6.67% - 33.3% 40% -

4, Read the bible with your family 37.50% 12.5% 6.25% 25% 18.75% -

5 Attend After-School care 6.25% - - 6.25% 87.50% -

The data above (Part D) indicates that 37, 50% of respondents did not have regular daily personal prayer time, while 56,25
% show that before the retreat they spent time each day praying on their own. 62.5% indicated that they did not have
regular daily prayer time with their families. 40% indicated that they had daily bible reading by themselves, but a much
lower percentage indicated reading the bible with their families. These data do present a picture of respondents not having
role models that encourage family prayer and bible reading in the home. A very high percentage (87.50%) indicated that
they attend After-School Care centres which is laudable since they are leaders in the making.

PART E: LOOKING BACK, HOW WAS YOUR YOUTH RETREAT EXPERIENCE?

During the Retreat, | liked or Strongly Disagree Neither Strongly Agree DK/
enjoyed.... Disagree Agree nor | Agree NA
Disagree

1. The session topics - - - 68.75% 31.25% | -

2. My small group leader - 6.25% - 62.50% 31.25% | -

3. The music, the songs and singing | - - - 66.67% 33.33% | -

4, The outdoor activities - - - 68.75% 31.25% | -

5 The large group games - - - 68.75% 31.25% | -

6. The Prayer Walk - - - 75% 25% -

7. The whole retreat experience - - - 81.25% 18.75% | -

In reviewing the data from Part E, it is evident that 100% strongly agreed and agreed that the Tlotso Retreat
session topics were valuable. 93.75% strongly agreed and agreed that they liked the small group leader. 100%
enjoyed the music and songs. 100% enjoyed the outdoor activities, large group games, and the prayer walk.
100% strongly agreed and agreed that the whole retreat experience was great. This does indicate satisfaction
with and learning from the retreat!



PART F: WHAT DID YOU LEARN?

How much did you learn about these Nothing Not very Some Quite a bit | A lot DK/
topics much NA
1. Turning from Worldly Things - 25% 6.25% 12.5% 56.25% -
2. Personal Prayer - 6.25% 6.25% 6.25% 81.25% -
3. My Identity as a Child of God - 18.75% 25% 25% 31.25% -
4, Discipline versus Discipleship - 43.75% 18.75% 18.75% 18.75% -

5 Planning a Bible Lesson - 20% 13.33% 33.33% 33.33% -
6. Spiritual Gifts - 7.7% 15.3% 38.5% 38.5% -
7. Walk like Jesus - 6.66% 33.33% 6.66% 53.33% -
8. Worship - 12.5% 18.75% 18.75% 50% -
0. Walking in Your Anointing - 12.5% - 43.75% 43.75% -

In reviewing the data from Part F, it is evident that all the participants learnt something from the different topics
that were presented at the retreat. The percentage of learning ranged from not very much to a lot. It is pleasing
to note that 81.25 % of respondents indicated that they learnt a lot on personal prayer; given that in Part D of
this section only 56% indicated that they have a daily time of personal prayer. Could this be a signal that more
youth leaders will give time and attention to personal time of prayer after their learning at the retreat?

Summary of Conclusions

The participant survey questionnaire (Parts A to F) provided a method to measure growth in faith formation and
learning in broad brush strokes. It also helps us to take participants at their word when they responded more
specifically to items about their prayer and bible reading practices before the retreat (Part D) and about their
growth in learning during the experience (Part F). This also provides a degree of reliability to the measurements
of growth during the retreat. The topics discussed at the retreat, the choice of small group leaders, choice of
games and activities and the Prayer Walk all contributed to the rich experience of the retreat.

4.2 Qualitative Data (The Spotlight)

Qualitative data was gathered from three focus group interviews comprising eight participants representing the
five After-School Care centres that partner with Abba’s Pride. These interviews were conducted during the lunch
times on three consecutive days. The “spotlight” approach serves to highlight specific comments from the focus
group on their retreat experience and corroborates with some findings from the survey questionnaire.

The data from the focus group interviews, naturally gave rise to three themes under which the data have been
assembled.

Theme One: Retreat was fun but so much more...

The wonderful gardens at Eastside Community Church (venue for the retreat) with a large outdoor space is a
great place to contemplate the meaning of retreat. The gardens offered participants quiet, alone time to pray
and meditate on daily bible readings and its application in their daily lives as well as decisions they made after
listening to talks and small group discussions.



Retreats and camps in general are often critiqued as mere fun and games, and the focus group interviews
confirmed that participants are virtually unanimous in their agreement that retreat was great fun. It is abundantly
clear, however, that there is deep spiritual and pedagogical value in what participants describe as fun. Many of
the fun activities in the large group plenary preceded deeply thought-provoking talks which resulted in decisions
to change attitudes and behaviours through the work of the Holy Spirit.

Participants engaged in outdoor sporting activities that helped them develop a strong sense of community,
loyalty, and trust. Participants depended on team members for encouragement and support in various outdoor
and indoor activities. While the fun art and craft activities such as the making of After-School Care banners or
the designing the advertisement showed off creativity of the individuals in the team. What appeared to be an
individual experience was actually a coordinated community effort. Fun is an essential piece of the experience
but beyond fun it was instructive to think of the retreat experience as learning new skills and combining skills
and creativity to produce their ‘'masterpieces”. The sense of community and pride for their After-School centres
was cemented. These opportunities provided a powerful learning environment that may be described as fun,
though it goes far beyond fun and games- it brought out a sense of ownership.

”n u

Focus group participants repeatedly described retreat as “fun,” “awesome” or “great.”

For many of the participants it was the first trip out of their communities. The Abba’s Pride team member that
picked up a group of youth from one of the rural communities reported that excitement built up as they left the
dirt roads of their communities and got onto the national road to Pretoria. It was their first experience traveling
on a multiple lane freeway! And the awe and wonder in the eyes and faces was a sight to behold. When asked
what made the retreat fun, one participant said, “Because we’re in a calm, peaceful place- in a real church where
we can experience the spiritual without any distractions unlike in our churches, while we are praying, we hear
chickens, cows and people making noise.”

The young people had bonded with their fellow retreat participants and discovered that belonging to the
community of faith mattered to them- one participant said, “we met new people- we talked and laughed until
late in the night and we saved our new friends’ phone numbers on our cellphones.” Another said, “we are
learning a lot, and it’s really fun.” One participant said: “Playing games was fun. We became one family”. One
participant said that “the games were just not fun and games- they taught us patience and how to play in a team.”
For one participant the lip sync battle was a confidence boosting exercise where she learnt to believe in her own
abilities- “I enjoyed the lip-sync battle- it was so much fun. | didn’t think | could act on the stage in front of the
whole team, but | did. | looked at the video and | was so surprised at what | did.” For another participant the
advert designing activity was a time of building team spirit- “we wanted our advert to be the best advert for Jesus
by using the word of God” “maybe these adverts can draw other youth in the community to our After Care.”

The trip to Menlyn (a mall in Pretoria East) was the first for most of the participants. The trip to the different
floors of the mall by an escalator was a highlight for one participant and the games at the Fun Company was
another highlight as one participant said, “I never played these games in my life.” All of them said with much
enthusiasm that if given another opportunity to come back to the Fun Company they will grab the opportunity.
Buying and eating a pizza for one participant was a tremendous experience, so much so that he saved the pizza
box to take home to show his parents and siblings!

One participant said that before she came to the retreat, she did not know what to expect- she thought that she
was going to sit in church services, like those in her community, all day long or have only bible studies. This was
confirmed by the findings in the quantitative data in which respondents strongly disagreed that the reason for



attending the retreat was to have fun but strongly agreed that they came to learn more about God. Clearly, they
were unable to juxtapose fun with learning about God. However, to her great surprise her retreat experience
was one of learning about God in fun ways — subsequently she said, “I can’t wait to go back and teach the kids
bible stories in fun ways!” Another participant said “I expected a formal study from a pastor, but | received so
much more in fun ways. Another participant said she learnt that she can take an everyday common experience
like playing soccer and use it to teach spiritual truths and bible verses. These comments on their experiential
learning indicate a re-imagining by the participants of how ministry to young people should be approached.

A big part of the fun was that participants were provided three healthy meals a day with snacks in between
mealtimes. This was different to what they were used to at home. One participant said: “l enjoyed all the meals.
All my life I longed for this kind of food! Food that is full of nutrition and healthy” Another said “every mealtime
was a surprise- | didn’t even miss my pap! One other participant said: “The food was so delicious; | did not even
miss home. | feel | can eat this food everyday”.

The visible glee on the faces of the participants when they received the custom branded caps, t-shirts and bags
will be long remembered. There was a tangible feeling among them that they were all loved, respected, and
treated equally. These branded items gave them a sense of community and common identity. The value that
they placed on their bags was evident in that they didn’t part with their bags for a single minute- they carried
them everywhere- even when participating in a skit on the platform. These were indeed “treasured” possessions!

Retreat is fun because it is experiential, communal, and empowering to young people. These experiences that
are perceived as “fun” or “great” or “awesome” have opened the participants to new understandings of God and
to the possibility that faith matters in their lives. From some of the comments, there is, however, a cultural
disconnect between their faith experience in the church environment and their faith experience at the retreat.
The gains of their newfound faith experience at the retreat should be nurtured by the leadership of rural church
communities and the Abba’s Pride team.

The focus group participants tied the concept of fun at the retreat to the themes of new experiences, autonomy
(e.g., selecting games at Fun Company and buying their own meals etc.) and feeling like part of the community.
Faith was often intertwined with these themes, with many participants indicating that growth in faith contributed
to their perception of retreat as fun.

Theme 2: Retreat fosters relationships

It is clear that there is some real change happening through the retreat experience. Much of this change is
attributable to the way of being at the retreat. The retreat, however, should not be seen as a magic formula that
produces change. Rather, as we have said, the retreat is a set apart space that facilitates relational encounter
between the self, the other, and God. Christ at work in and through these relational encounters brings about the
change, not the space itself. Many participants show evidence of what can be considered spiritual transformation
because the retreat has been intentional about creating a space that facilitates relational encounter.

These relational encounters began as soon as the participants stepped out of their vehicles and entered the set
apart space. Participants remarked that when they arrived, they had feelings of nervousness and excitement at
the same time- not knowing what to expect but right from the start the Abba’s Pride team welcomed them in
ways that made them feel at home. One participant said that when she arrived, she was excited to see the Abba’s
Pride team that she dubbed her “second family”!
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Coming out of a setting where municipalities are dysfunctional and refuse collection and general upkeep of the
community are absent, the venue was described by one participant as being so clean and beautiful and this
excited her and made her want to explore the other rooms in the building and the gardens.

One participant commented on the nurturing warmth of leaders that made the participants comfortable and
safe. This nurturing environment made for more open and honest conversations about where they find
themselves in life’s journey — their challenges and joys.

While all the participants were exposed to prayer, bible reading, singing, and preaching in their local churches,
the teachings at the retreat served to lead to personal faith formation or deepening of faith that was not always
evident before the retreat. One of the first sessions on Day 1 was on the topic of prayer. Participants were
exposed to cultivating a personal prayer time each day by understanding what prayer is, how to pray etc. These
teachings on prayer were the first for many participants. Sixty percent of the focus group said that they learned
about prayer for the first time and forty percent said they deepened their understanding of prayer. 81.25% of
respondents of the questionnaire said that they learnt a lot on the topic of personal prayer. One adult leader
said that before the retreat, she found it very difficult to pray and every time she was asked to pray, she listened
to her pastor pray and just repeated every word he said. For her prayer was a regurgitation of her pastor’s prayer
speak. From the teaching on prayer at the retreat, she learned that prayer is talking to God and thereafter she
said, “I can talk to God in my own words”! She prayed for the first time for someone in her group and the other
person then prayed for her. This was such a profound revelation for her that throughout the focus group
discussions on subsequent days, the excitement of being able to talk to God emerged in one way or another. Not
surprising, on the last day, she spoke about wanting to teach her After-School Care team how to pray!

On the topic of turning from worldly things -one participant confessed that he indulged in many worldly things
(“1 was a person who didn’t pray, didn’t read the bible and did only what my friends wanted to do”). His friends
have influenced him negatively and after the talk at the retreat he made a concerted decision to turn from worldly
things and follow a spiritual life (“l will live like God wants me to and not what my friends want”). During the
prayer walk on the last day, the same participant requested personal prayer for himself, his family members and
friends who are all plagued by worldly things. On following up after the retreat, it was God honoring to hear that
he has had the courage to stand by his conviction. This, in practical terms meant that he had to change his route
to school and the shops etc. to avoid friends who are trying to lure him back to participate in worldly things. | am
also told that since he is pressing on with the Lord, his academic performance is also improving! For another
participant the talk on worldly things and spiritual things was an eye-opener. She said “I didn’t know the
difference between spiritual things and worldly things. Now | know and it will help me be careful-praise God”.

Another participant spoke with passion about the impact that the teaching on my identity had on her: “It made
me aware that even if people talk bad things about me, | must know my identity. | know who | am. | must know
| am a child of God.” On the same topic- a participant said, “today | learned that | am unique and special, and |
don’t have to act like someone else.” One participant spoke about the teaching -walk like Jesus walked- she made
a concerted decision to walk like Jesus and live a holy life and teach others about God.

On the topic of worship, many of the participants talked excitedly about worship- worship is now, it does not
only happen for 30 minutes on Sunday only - today | learnt that it is a lifestyle- it is now. It is everything | do. It is
not only about singing!
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The daily morning worship and devotion had a profound impact on participants. Some young people were asked
to join the worship leader on stage and sing along. They described, in the focus groups, an understanding that
this worship and devotions were geared to their age group. It was this new environment and freedom within a
trusted community that made space for spontaneous worship. The Thursday evening worship service was a
culmination of worship throughout the week which was described as “powerful.” For two participants it was life
changing as they accepted Christ as their Saviour.

A key relational encounter for participants was the small group discussions. The start of the small group
discussions was somewhat quiet where participants had to be coaxed into participating which is indicative of
their being passive recipients of faith content or shy or perhaps introverted. As the retreat progressed, there was
a visible change in their participation levels. The experiential nature of retreat resulted in a discovery of a faith
that is active. Participants felt safe to share personal perspectives, ask questions without being afraid that they
will be silenced for asking stupid questions. 93.7% of respondents confirmed that they liked their small group
leaders. Some participants trusted leaders enough to confide in and seek personal advice or prayer for their
struggles. In a sense every participant’s faith journey was valued and encouraged by the leaders at the retreat.

THEME THREE: THE RETREAT IS OVER- NOW WHAT?

On the last day of the retreat, the focus group rated the entire retreat as “good” from the scale of good,
satisfactory, or poor. They also confirmed that the personal prayer time was valuable in that they could talk to
God about their needs. They pledged to continue with daily prayer at home and teach others in their After-
School Care Centre to pray.

The focus group was vocal about what they have learnt and how they will implement what they learnt. The
following are some responses when asked about what they learnt from the various topics presented:

1. Turning from worldly things
“I learnt that when you want to turn away from worldly things, you must choose to follow Jesus and pray”
“Choose good friends who are Christians”
“Practise the Gospel”

“Worldly things are not going to keep you close to God. It separates you.

2. Walking like Jesus
“You must choose to follow Jesus and you must do what other Christians do and worship the Lord”
“You must do what Jesus did on the earth and preach the gospel, pray for people, and for miracles”.
“Teach people about the Word of God”

3. My identity in Christ

“That we must not doubt ourselves as the children of God”
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“I should trust in myself and believe in Christ”
“That we are different, but we are all the children of God”
“I'learnt that | am chosen”
“Even if words come at you, you must not receive it if it is not from God”
4. Worship
“There is no set time to worship, we must always worship”
“There are different kinds of worship, it does not mean to say you are singing when we say we are worshipping”
“Worship is even obeying the laws of God”
“I'learnt that it has to be our lifestyle because God created us to worship Him”
5. Discipling versus discipline.

“I have learnt that Christians are the disciples of God and maybe if you are a pastor, your disciples are the
congregation, so as a pastor you must lead the congregation, teach them how to worship God”

“That in order to become a disciple, you must have discipline so that you can discipline others”

“So, we must be disciples, but we must be disciplined. If you lead your after- care group and you are not
disciplined and not prepared well, children will not respect you and do naughty things”.

In keeping with the notion of being a disciplined disciple of Christ, one participant showed how this will help her
in planning and preparing to relate bible story:

“You must plan the day before and ask God to help you to plan. The next day you must arrive early to teach the
bible story”

“I' have to read my script first for a long time and write it down so that when | get to the centre and the kids are
asking me, | must give them the correct answers”

6. Gifts and talents
“I was helping the kids, but | did not know that helping is a spiritual gift”
“I learnt that spiritual gifts are from God”
“I learnt different definitions of gifts, which | thought was my talents”.

“I learnt that the thing | thought was my talent, is actually my gift”

When asked about how they will use what they learnt at the retreat the following responses were received:

“1 will share what | learnt with other leaders that are left behind”
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“I'learnt a lot of biblical and fun games. Some of them | didn’t know before. | am going to pray for myself and the
youth and invite God in everything | do. | will prepare and practice lessons before | teach them to the youth in
my centre.”

“Children in my after-care deserve good things so | am going to teach them all that | learnt at retreat” ’
“I will love the children, pray for them “
“I will start by teaching the children to pray. | will mention an item for prayer and then we will pray for that”

“All the things | learnt; | am going to practice them. will start with making a schedule and then dividing children
in groups and teach them all that | learnt here this week”

“We made many friends. We took down phone numbers- we will contact them to share what we are doing, and
the word of God. Correct them if they make mistakes.

Summary and Conclusions

e It is abundantly clear that faith was incorporated into all aspects of the retreat, including the songs,
games, and activities.

The daily devotions and worship were geared to resonate with young people

The sessions were educationally and spiritually empowering

The concept of fun can be used to teach deep spiritual truths

There is an eagerness to implement what was learnt.

5. POST RETREAT STORIES (Lighting their lanterns)

On following up on the gains made at the retreat, it was heartening to hear two incredible stories among
many others:

Story 1:

Two weeks after the retreat | accompanied the After-School Care Director to one of the centres. | was happy to
see one of the participants from my focus group. He was carrying a file and a pen. In conversation he said that
he had come prepared to deliver a bible lesson to the group. Later | heard him discuss a schedule for leaders, so
each leader knows in advance when he/she has to lead the group. He also invited the Abba’s Pride team to attend
their planning meetings. This was very encouraging that the decision taken at the retreat to serve was being
followed through, post the retreat.

Story 2:
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The After-School Care Director reported how one of the retreaters went out into a community where there was
no after school care centre and invited youth to meet. This retreater, together with 5 other peers, took on the
role of aftercare leaders in their own community, developing a programme in which they could teach bible
lessons, support children with homework helps, and provide them with food and something to drink once a
week. At their first meeting about 20 youth and children showed up. A new centre has been born through the
initiative of one very inspired young man! Glory to God!!

6. CONCLUSION

From the foregoing, the aims of the retreat were achieved to a large extent in that many of the participants
attested to faith formation through the retreat in its entirety.

The retreat had a strong connection to rural congregations with strong faith emphasis in which Abba’s Pride
serves.

The retreat also exhibited high involvement of pastors both from rural churches and the Eastside Community
Church which demonstrated a kind of “oneness” as strong partners in spiritual and educational matters.

The comments from the participants seem to testify of spiritual and educational empowerment and an
enthusiasm to implement what they learnt.

The comments also serve to debunk the notion that retreats are, by and large, just fun and games. The retreat
did signify something substantive to the life of After-School Care ministry in rural churches.

A significant gain envisaged by the retreat is that it enabled relationships to be nurtured. Relationships with
others profoundly shape a person’s identity, and this understanding has led to the recognition that a person’s
thinking is not only enriched by the other but that it is dependent on the other.

It also means that a person is never static but always in the process of becoming. Experiences and relationships
help to shape who a person understands himself/herself to be. Caring relationships are important because they
help a person live a healthy life.

| end this report with the notion which | started at the beginning that the retreat is a set apart space that
facilitates relational encounters between the self, the other, and God. Indeed, from the reflections of
participants there have been relational encounters with self where individuals made personal commitments;
where they were enriched by interactions with others; and guided by the holy spirit, the retreat facilitated a
relational encounter between God and the participants. The retreat was truly TLOTSO in every way!!

7. RECOMMENDATIONS

1. The retreat saw participants bring their homes to the retreat and take the retreat back home! It would
be important for both the staff of Abba’s Pride and the pastors of rural churches to debrief and enable
the participants to process their retreat experience and offer them opportunities to implement their
learning.

2. The nurturing that participants experienced at the retreat needs to be sustained in the rural home church
context. Rural pastors should be guided on how to connect with the youth leaders regularly and build on
the gains of the retreat so that momentum for continued development and growth is not lost.
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3. The next retreat should be offered to a larger number of youth leaders so that, over a period, the entire
leadership base is capacitated.

4. The monitoring and evaluation of the next retreat should ideally start at the planning stage of the retreat.

5. The retreat model may in essence be offering two key components. One component is the access to a
spiritual and educational depot. The other component is to change the church community. Both Abba’s
Pride and the rural churches need to interrogate these two components and document what the spiritual
and educational depot as well as the change will look like as we jointly conceptualize the next retreat.

6. The learning and experience from convening the Tlotso Retreat annually could empower the organisers
to expanding the reach beyond Abba’s Pride partners, sharing the concept and programme with other
churches doing similar outreach ministry with under-resourced churches. This endeavour could help
churches to better serve their youth, expanding Abba’s Pride’s reach throughout South Africa and
beyond.

THIS REPORT WAS COMPILED BY DR JJ JOSHUA (DIRECTOR OF PROGRAMMIES: ABBA’S PRIDE)



