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Simon Vibert’s Serbia Trip 4th – 11th May

Wednesday 4th May

The much anticipated day arrived.  As I emerged reluctantly, from my bed at 5.15am, I felt ready for the trip which had taken quite a bit of planning.  My hosts, Robert and Tricia Maccurach have patiently made relationships with the leaders at the Bible School in Novi Stad (Dimitrije, the Principal did a PhD at Fuller on ways to reach Orthodox Serbians with the Gospel) and have me lecturing a full programme on Postmodernism.  Leaving aside the fact that I am hardly an expert myself on this subject, I have had a number of questions about what kind of society I will find among these keen, young bible students.  Would you really call the former communist country post-modern?  We shall see.

Barrie kindly drove me to Heathrow airport in plenty of time for my 08.45am take-off.  

Belgrade Airport, I guess like any in the world, was bustling.  Clearing customs and immigration was simple and Rob cheerily waved to me when I emerged through the scrum in the arrivals hall.  Once out of the city we speed North East in their right hand drive car with a rattling exhaust!  I couldn’t be sure whether he drove like a Serbian before he arrived or whether it happened afterwards!  It reminded me of my rather hairy trip on thinly tarmacked roads in Africa.

As we made our way over the flat dusty plains the countryside seems fairly undisturbed.  The only break on the skyline was the Frushka Gora Hills.  We stopped for a picnic of bread, salad and sausages on the roadside.  In the distance were evidences of the Allied bombings – a TV mast with a hole blasted through it, and soon we would cross the Danube adjacent to the recently rebuilt bridge.  Robert kept his eyes pealed for the Imperial Eagles which can be seen over the hills.

Before we descended into Novi Sad, we stopped off at an Orthodox Monastery nestled at the foot of the hills.  I was surprised by the light, modern feel to the building, and even more surprised to be met by Father Gregorio who was putting the finishing touches to a colour leaflet, in English, on the history of the community made up on his PC and printed on his colour printer.  Pre-modernity, modernity and post modernity overlaying one another!  As he sat there in his simple study, dressed in flowing black cassock and sporting a fine beard, Rob proof read the document for him.  We discussed their daily discipline of 5 hours prayer, with simple meals, meetings and hosting occasional parties around the monastery.

Rob had loaned him a copy of J.I. Packer’s Knowing God and was keen to know how much of this classic evangelical protestant book Father Gregoria had read.  Just a little, I think….!

Another culture is hard to grasp.  It takes the kind of time which Rob and Tricia are putting in.  Culture is so much more than language, although language is an important first step.  The only Serbian word I knew was “Da” – pretty much the same as Romanian – which I had asked Cristina our au pair the meaning of many months ago because she seemed to use it every other word in her phone conversations with her boyfriend.  It means “yes” – what a submissive compliant girl she is!

“Chow” is a trendy greeting (which I thought was Italian).  Other common goodbye and hellos are

“Dobar Dan” (“Good Day”) Dovigenya (“Until I see you again”).

Rob and Tricia’s simple apartment is on the outskirts of Novi Sad.  A two story, tiled floor accommodation with the bulk of it upstairs.   I was made very welcome and greeted by Chocolate Brownies and Tea.

We went to the midweek meeting at the Baptist Church led by Pastor Zarco.  There were about 30-40 people there for a Bible exposition on Luke 24.  They don’t have “home groups”, but they are in the middle of 40 days of prayer and fasting with congregation members signing up around the clock to pray for the life of the church and that God would send revival.  There was an excited buzz among the congregation.  One of the girl students kindly translated the talk for me … I tried to persuade her to stay with me the WHOLE time!  It is very confusing when you don’t know what is being said!  Prayer and Praise are a universal language, though, and I could almost join in with “Bozi Ti Si Svet” (Change my Heart Oh God) – well, grunt English in my mind as they sang it in Serbian!

The Pastor based his thoughts around Jesus’ encounter with this disciples in Luke 24, particularly the disciples’ comments in v32….  Three things belong together in the life of the Easter Church (The Orthodox Easter was just the previous Sunday): the word of God, emotion, and Christian Practice.  We need all three.  God lights a fire in our hearts through His presence in His word and this overcomes sleepiness and tiredness and gets us moving in our Christian practice.  Mind, heart and feet working together.  We went through a jaunt through Rev 3:16f, James 1:22-24; Acts 13:12; John 5:39.  

It was good to be there and meet people.  The links with the Bible school are very close.  They are next door to each other and the students live in apartments on the other side of the road.

The final task of the day was to go to the police station and register as a visitor in the town.  I felt a bit sorry for the landlord who had to come on his bike to sign my form too.  Passports and visitor forms have to be shown on demand.

We made our way home, had some dinner, prayed, swatted mosquitoes and went to sleep!  Even the barking dogs couldn’t wake me!

Thursday 5th 

The spare room is downstairs.  The room has tiled floor and walls (presumably to keep cool in the summer, although I imagine it is pretty cold in the winter).

Breakfast was at 8.30am which enabled me to look over lecture notes beforehand.  We had homemade muesli which I am sure must have been very good for me!  Honey (bought for three pounds from the monastery) on toast and Turkish coffee.

As we left the house Robert examined the damage done to his tender plants by a large dog who had tried to bury a goat’s leg!  Their keen conservationist instincts emerge in a number of ways – pots of seedlings everywhere and a real desire to see A Rocha, the Christian Conservationist group, interested in Serbia.  Rob has joined the band of enthusiastic twitchers and has some excellent digital photos of local wildlife, flora and fauna which he has exhibited in the church and hopes to take to Belgrade later in the month.  They appreciated my package of very heavy photographic birding books which Rob had arranged for me to carry!

We took the bus into town.  It was pretty crowded.  A flat fare of 25p seemed pretty good value for the 20-minute ride to the Bible School.  

Ivan (Dimitrije’s son) translated my lectures.  I think he did OK although one or two things were missed – I gather that teleological was translated as theological!  Lunch was cabbage soup – I’ve taste worse!  Although I think that the only seasoning was rather a generous amount of salt which left one rather thirsty for the rest of the afternoon.

The University would not give permission for the evening meeting “Christianity and Postmodernism” so it was held in the home of the Romanian Campus Crusade team.  About a dozen students came, although I think that most of them were Christians.  We had some good discussions surrounding the true nature of God’s love from John 3:16 and the staggering assumption the verses make – namely, that Jesus is God’s Unique Son (unpopular in a pluralistic age) and that those who don’t believe in Him will perish (always unpopular with secularist, modernists, pagans, postmodernists … well, anyone, actually!)

We were all pretty tired by the time we got home so, after a brief chat about the anticipated outcome of the General Election (and all predictions of Labour’s return to power with a smaller majority were right!) we went to bed.

Friday 6th
It has actually been so busy that there hasn’t been time to write!

Another full day of classes, to which the students seemed to respond quite well.  I have not found them difficult to engage, although I fear that not all of them are very suitable candidates for ministry?  They seem to be able to come here self-funded and without any selection process, so one wonders what is the best future for them?

I caught the bus into town and back.  It is quite an efficient service and good value.  It was very crowded on my return and clearly is a popular way to get in and out of town.

I spent the evening preparing for the Leadership Conference tomorrow.  There are to be three main sessions:  1)  A biblical definition of leadership, contrasting the John Wayne style with Ernest Shackleton:  leaders should be servants, stewards and sanctified.  2)  I will encourage them to have a central vision/mission for their church and to engage people early on in the process of formulating and owning it.  3)  From Titus 1:9 we will look at the leaders personal walk and what it means to a)  Hold Firm; b)  Give Instruction; and c)  Rebuke.

Robert went to Belgrade to investigate another pre-evangelistic photographic display of his digital photos of Serbian nature, so it was quite late before we got to bed and nearly midnight before lights out.

Saturday 7th
We reluctantly hauled ourselves out of bed at 7am and left the house by 8am.  My thumping headache did not leave me all day.

The conference was quite well attended – 30 delegates who seemed responsive to the days teaching.  The meeting was hosted in a New Life Church which was quite a contrast to the simple facilitates of the Baptist Church.  In addition to good catering facilities, carpeted floors, PowerPoint facilitates etc. the Church, apparently with the help of generous American sponsorship, gives an honorarium to a large music team and produces high calibre contemporary music.  This is quite an issue here.  There is a certain amount of scepticism over the US financial input – especially if it results in pastors receiving high salaries and above average lifestyle opportunities.  Tricia and Roberts model of integration in the community is very commendable – despite the obvious enormous frustration of trying to learn a difficult language.  Long-term, surely, the effect of their relational approach will bear dividends.

I think the conference was useful.  It was sponsored by the Project Timothy which has Goram as a fulltime worker.  Their aim is to work out 2 timothy 2:2 particularly through seeing Churches working together and uniting in training and supportive work.

I told them that as part of the mission in Wimbledon we had a men’s beer tasting evening. They seemed to think that this was quite fun.  One guy came up to me afterwards and said maybe we should have a “gun evening “ for men.  Everyone owns a calashnichov, so they could bring their gun and talk about it, and because they all want a chance to fire it, we could give them some target to fire at.  I think he had a twinkle in his eye, but I can't be sure!!

I struggled with tiredness and the headache.  A walk on the banks of the Danube between Novi Sad and Petrovaradin helped to ease it temporarily!

We walked next to the bombed out bridge (partially destroyed by Nato forces) which is now almost restored.  Traffic has been forced to use either the remaining stone bridge, or the floating bridge.  The latter only opens a couple of times a day to let large barges through.  The waterfront of the Danube is very attractive and, in time, I would think that a lot more of the attractive riverside properties will open up together with the expanding Café Culture.

We had dinner with two of Rob and Tricia’s Serbian friends Katrina (a catholic) and Stanko (an Orthodox believer).  There is still a lot of suspicion about non-Orthodox people – exemplified in some of the questions of the students on Thursday night.  One girl said that she had a friend who was a Jehovah’s Witness and wanted to know whether the Church of England was the same kind of sect!

Dinner was simple, but excellent.  Homemade soup was follower by the Serbia speciality, Gibernaitsa made with Filo pastry, cream cheese, milk, eggs seasoning layered and cooked in the oven.

The weather has been quite bizarre!  There was a terrific thunder storm yesterday with rivers running down the streets.  The previous day we were swatting the newly hatched mosquitoes in the upper 20 degree heat.  Today has been more like late April weather in England, quite windy, cool and overcast with occasional glimpses of sun.

Sunday 8th 

Slept well last night and woke up headache free and refreshed.

I preached on a passage which has meant quite a lot to me over the years:  Motivations for mission (2 Corinthians 5:10-6:2), namely, Fear, Love, Urgency.  Preaching with an interpreter is quite frustrating because of the gap in translation which means that all inflection, gestures and other non-verbal and para-verbal impact is lost in translation!  I also found that – particularly when I was taking the leadership seminar with only sketchy notes, I forgot what I was about to say next whilst the first part of the sentence was translated!  This probably says more about my memory than the translation experience!

One other intriguing thing is that Mark (my translator) had a hard time translating the word “urgency”.  It seems that there is no directly equivalent word in the Serb language.  I am not quite sure whether this discovery reveals an aspect of their culture or merely unveils a linguistic complexity!

The congregation at the Baptist are very friendly.  A similar size to St Luke’s, although more elderly people, with a smattering of students.  The Pastor, Zacko seems to be a very godly and warm hearted chap.  He spoke enthusiastically to the congregation about yesterday’s workshop and his desire to meet with some people to forward some the ideas.  Despite the prevailing “John Wayne” leadership style, I think that he is more open than many to trying to build teams and share vision.

They meet for cakes and coffee downstairs afterwards to which quite a good percentage of the congregation attended.  It was quite striking to be singing as the last hymn. “Jesus wants me for a sunbeam!” which didn’t sound quite so painful when the language was incomprehensible to me!  The feel was quite old-school traditional Baptist, although I gather that the younger people usually play in a band which was not present today.  The Open Prayer time was moving, even though I didn’t understand most of what was being said.

We collected a lady with a young child whose husband has recently been convicted (by the Holy Spirit, not by the police!) concerning making his living crossing over the border and smuggling back custom free goods to resell in Serbia.  Quite a common practice, I believe, and reflects something of the low ebb which the country as a whole is in.

The young couple who lead the youth work hosted us.  It was quite a frustrating time in so-far-as they were so exhausted, and it seemed to me, frustrated by the apparent lack of progress, that I felt bad for them. Some of my concerns about some aspects of their charismatic theology don’t help.  If you have a high expectation that God will only work in supernatural ways when you cry in desperation to him, and that until he responds to those prayers you possibly ought not to even try anything, then life is going to be very frustrating.

We came home, somewhat exhausted and had a Shljevavica, plumb brandy (Rakija is the general name for the distilled fruit spirits) to unwind.  Phew! Pretty powerful stuff which almost removes the inside of your throat and mouth but doesn’t taste too bad after a full glass!!

Monday 9th
I set off for college in time for my short one hour class at noon.  Unfortunately the visiting professor before me overran by 15 minutes so half my class disappeared from my lecture and I had only a short time to cover my material  Agh!  

I returned in time for a meeting of Project Timothy.  It was good to see the board’s enthusiasm for the work.  Although they say that the English are masters of understatement, but I think the Serbs beat us!   I asked them whether they felt that the Saturday workshop achieved what they had hoped it would, to which they responded: we were satisfied. Which Robert explained afterwards meant that they were positive about it!  It was a useful meeting though, I think that my suggestion that they take the 2 Timothy 2:2 verse as the focus was well received.  I suggest that they continue to do the kind of things they are doing but that they also focus everything with a view a to the training of others who will train other, will prevent an ill-advised feeling of paternalism when outsiders are invited to do things and will also help focus the agenda for future activities.  Moreover, when there is SO much work to be done and so little available Christian resources and networks it would be very tempting to try support and host every possible Christian event.  However, to find a niche in the market is probably important, and training a future generation of leaders would seem to be key.

I met up with Ional, the Romanian team worker who is very impressive, and David, the Mennonite from Canada.  We went for a beer at a downtown Irish pub and then I took them for pizza – it was a good time and a great chance to connect the two of them.  Two large pizzas, beer and coffee only came to £10.

Tuesday 10th
That was a pretty grim sleepless night!  The sleeplessness was largely due to the wining and barking of the neighbour’s dog.  If hadn’t been quite so tired I would have clambered upstairs to see the rather bizarre sight of Robert catapulting the menace with stones from the bedroom window!  I am not quite sure what the owner must have made of the ring of stones lying around the dogs Kennel!  I guess Robert’s army combat training still has one or two outlets!

The last day of classes went well and the students seemed pretty responsive.  I set them a 3,000 word integration paper with guidelines for those who will mark it:  It would be more work for them to translate into English for me to mark – and I really don’t want to be doing that anyway!

Djmetrie was keen to try to get me to come back to teach again.  I would be open to doing so, but have to say that I think that the college work has possibly been the less productive part of the visit and I would be more inclined to offer a more intensive, less spread out, workshop style and do other things with Project Timothy. 

I met up with Teofil to discuss possible links with existing MP3 website including Thirdmill and St Luke’s website.  He seemed to know what he was doing, but finding an appropriate service provider and web host is more difficult.

Robert and Tricia met me at the college and we went to lunch a Charda (a permanently moored fish restaurant) on the Danube we ate a Chorba – which is a fish chowder.  Very pleasant.  We were the only one’s sitting outside (which is understandable given the temperature!) but the view over this majestic river was lovely and we spotted several herons and swifts and we heard a golden oriel.  The river has some very sizeable catfish, one of which, at least, proved very tasty!

I bought some coffee to take home in order to use the Jdezba which Tricia gave me, to make Turkish coffee.  Tasty stuff, but I can’t be entirely sure whether you drink it or slice it up with a knife and fork!  I also bought a jar of peppery relish which is rather good.

We had Pastor Zacko and his wife Nina for dinner.  They are a lovely couple.  He has been Pastor of the Novi Sad Baptist Church for 13 years.  It would be great to encourage him to come to England for a trip, exposing him to some of his partner churches and getting him into a context to receive some encouragement.

Wednesday 11th
We left the house at 10am after a rather fitful night courtesy of a combination of howling dogs and Roberts increasingly sophisticated strategies to quieten them!  I am getting more concerned that, should I visit again, he will have a gun under his bed ready to remove any noisy perpetrators!

Talking of visiting again, there were many kind invitations to return.  I think that if I were to come back I would invest more time in the Project Timothy team and have them organise the trip.  It would also be good to share this experience with one or two more people, which would take a bit of pressure of the hosts as well as mean that the teaching load was not quite so intense.

As I boarded the late-departing BA flight home I file away cherished memories of good fellowship with Robert and Tricia!  I appreciate the warmth and spiritual hunger among many of the Serbian Christians.   I am also very aware of how the bloody history of this country has resulted in a generation who are used to disappointment and have little self-confidence that God will rebuild them and a future generation.  I want to pray for them!  I hope too, that through the work of the many great people I have met, that they will have growing confidence in the power of the Gospel to change lives and do a new work in this generation.

