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“Now concerning spiritual gifts brethren, I would not have you
ignorant”, (Corinthians 12:1)

John Potter is a South Australian agricultural scientist, educator
and business management consultant who worked in Africa on
and off over 40 years. “Travels in Africa” is a short account of
how, in the early days of his African adventures, he discovered
that spiritual gifts (pneumatikon) are not religious ordinances
that need to be confined to church meetings but instructions
that come by the Holy Spirit to help us in our day to day tasks
when we face situations which are beyond our learning and
experience. As John says, “What a blessing it is to have
revelations from ‘outside of the system’”.
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HELP FROM OUTSIDE OF THE SYSTEM
Frederick Chipanda lives on the main road just west of Mulanje
Mountain in the South East corner of Malawi in Central Africa.
He is a short nuggety man with a round face and a permanent
smile. If you call in to see him you can be sure of a warm
welcome and a very good cup of Malawi tea.
But, when I first met him, Frederick had a problem. Every three
months or so, he would walk into Mulanje Township and start
smashing car windows! This inevitably led to him being picked
up by the police and transferred to the Mental Hospital in
Zomba, sixty kilometres away. After a week in that
establishment he would recover and return home to live a
normal life for another three months before the problem would
manifest again. Needless to say, Frederick’s behaviour was
quite a worry for his family.

Ruth

I heard about the problem from Frederick’s daughter Ruth who
at the time was working in our Emmanuel Tract Fellowship
office in Zomba. When I asked her what brought on the problem
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she shared that some time back Frederick had visited the Shire
River to buy fish and on the way home he had been hit on the
head and robbed. It was soon after this that the problem had
started, so the family believed that it was the hit on the head
that had caused Frederick’s strange behaviour.
Doreen Field and I were in the office one afternoon when Ruth
reported that Frederick was in the Mental Hospital yet again.
We decided to ask the Lord about the matter. Almost
immediately, Doreen received the scripture Romans 14, verse
2: ‘…another who is weak eats herbs!’ When we looked into the
matter we discovered that since being hit on the head Frederick
had been taking an herbal remedy supplied by an African
herbalist for headaches. Looking a little further we discovered
that this herb had an alkaloid in it which accumulated in the
brain over time. We hypothesised that this might reach a stage
where it ‘spilled over’ and caused Frederick to ‘lose the plot’,
and that a week in hospital might be sufficient time for the
alkaloid to clear out of his system.
When these ideas were related to Frederick, he agreed to stop
using the medicine, and from that day forward the problem
behaviour has not occurred! What a blessing it is to have a
revelation from ‘outside of the system’; a ‘word of knowledge’
the apostle Paul called it (I Corinthians 12, verse 8). During my
time in Africa I have had many occasions when such words
have come to my rescue!
Another case that comes to mind is when Roger Smallman and
I and a group of African pastors were traveling at about
5km/hour over an impossible road at the back of Mount Mulanje
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one Sunday afternoon. A bicycle suddenly appeared at my car
window with a man on it waving furiously for me to stop. “There
is petrol coming out of your tank”, he said. On inspection we
found a 2cm tear in the petrol tank and petrol pouring out on the
ground. This was not good news! We were 60km from a garage
and it was Sunday afternoon. I asked the man: “Is there
someone around here that can help?” “There is a certain man in
the next village who fixes bicycles”, he said. This was not too
encouraging but we drove to the village anyway and found the
‘certain man’, who inspected the problem and declared that
there was nothing he could do about it. Just then Roger cried
out, “Soap, the Lord is saying soap”. This was a new idea to
both of us (although we found out later that most mechanics
know about this). We asked the bicycle mechanic if he had any
soap and he ran inside and re-appeared with a piece of dry,
cracked soap. The soap was kneaded to make it pliable and fed
into the tear in the petrol tank. Hey presto! The petrol stopped
leaking! Thank you Jesus for the roadside assistance! I do
enjoy being a Christian; it takes a lot of sweat out of difficult
circumstances.
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SETTLING IN
Our first house in Malawi was in the Zomba suburb of
Kalimbuka, about 3km south west of the town centre. Coming
from town, to get to our house you turned right off the main road
just opposite the Zomba General Hospital. As you drove along
our road you passed the Zomba Prison Garden, and further
down the road was the Zomba Mental Hospital; so we could not
complain about a lack of public facilities!
Each morning at 7am a line of prisoners would march up the
road for garden duty. The prison guard would march at the back
and alongside of him would be a ‘trustee’ carrying his rifle,
presumably not loaded.
At 8am the morning funeral party would emerge from the
General Hospital. At the front would be a nurse in full regalia
carrying a deceased child on a tray covered with a white cloth
with a red cross on it. Behind her would be some mourners
wailing loudly in the required manner.
I can only recall one Mental Hospital patient coming on to our
property; he was fully naked and, for some reason, felt it
important to drape himself over the bonnet of our car. What
impressed us was that Sally our ‘Hippo’ dog, who was normally
ferocious when it came to people coming on to our property,
completely ignored him.
The first morning in our new residence we awoke to find the
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front lawn covered with men with little books in their hands.
These were ‘house boys’, Malawi house servants, looking for a
job. My wife’s reaction was: “I am an Australian. I do my own
house work”. But she was persuaded by other expatriate
women that jobs were short and masungus had a responsibility
to help where they could. So, soon after this, Fulaksani
Chilasanje (Frankston for short) was installed as our house
servant. He had come to us dressed in rags but his references
said that he had been house boy to a High Court Judge and the
CEO of the Blantyre Civic Council. So, uniforms were
purchased from a khondi (verandah) tailor in town and
Frankston set about his business with a minimum of fuss.

A meeting at the town office; Frankston right

After this we employed two ‘garden boys’. Their duties started
at 5:30am when they were required to light up the boiler on the
back porch to ensure that the bwana had hot water for his
morning bath. One morning the chimney of the boiler caught
alight. We put the fire out with the hose pipe but I thought we
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should get the local fire brigade to check it – to cover ourselves
in case the house burnt down! I rang the fire department and a
quarter of an hour later a land rover with several fire fighters on
board drove frantically past our house and disappeared up the
road. An hour later they came limping back, so I stood on the
road and waved them into our property. Greatly encouraged,
they revved up their vehicle, roared in to our yard and jumped
out with axes swinging. Fortunately, I managed to stop them
from chopping down our back door. The chimney was inspected
and the crew returned to base, content in the knowledge that
duty had been done.
Soon after this a growing number of people with hard luck
stories began coming to our house. Space does not permit me
to share the sheer brilliance of the fables that were presented to
us in order to gain our patronage. I knew we were being ‘ripped
off’, but when I asked the Lord about it He said: “Give to them
that ask!” My sons would roll on the ground saying” “Dad, you
are getting conned!” But for three months the Lord held me to
His initial instruction. Then one day, He said to me: “John, I will
show you something.” That afternoon, at about 5pm, I was
sitting at the back of our literature office in town when the
beggar who always stood in front of our office in rags came
around to the back of the building, took a kitbag out of the
bushes and dressed himself in a nice pair of pants and a sports
coat. Thereafter we were given grace to be ‘wise as serpents
but harmless as doves’ in our dealings with the people of
Central Africa.
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A COINCIDENCE
To gain residence in Malawi I took a job in the Ministry of
Agriculture in Zomba. Soon after arriving, I had hardly settled at
my desk one morning when the phone rang. It was a young
British lad who had been charged with mapping the soils of the
Southern Region of Malawi. He had heard that I had been in
charge of soil surveying in South Australia and wondered if I
would look over what he had been doing. I was happy to do so.
He was doing a soil survey at that time because a Dutch
engineer had come up with the idea of catching water in
permanent streams on the many mountains scattered around
Malawi and running it through plastic pipes to the villages on
the plains under gravity. A smart idea! Fresh water is critical for
health anywhere and Malawi is no exception. The catch was
that the people would have to dig trenches in which to bury the
pipes. The idea caught on and soon there were massive teams
of people digging trenches all over the Southern Region. The
result was miles of open trenches, dream conditions for a soil
surveyor to examine and map the soils of the area!
The young man picked me up on a Friday morning and we
spent the day driving over the area he had surveyed. We
looked at the soil profile in many trenches but the only place
that I remembered was at a place called Nkulambe at the back
of Mount Mulanje. I still have a clear picture of getting out of the
car, stepping over a trench and noting that there was a village
church with mud walls and a grass roof nearby.
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We returned home that evening in time for me to meet up with
Bill and Gwen Kirby, missionaries who had come to Malawi to
take care of the registration process for the Emmanuel Tract
Fellowship Literature Program which we were setting up at the
time. Gwen shared with me that she had been in contact by
mail with a certain Damson Makuna from Malawi and would like
to meet up with him if possible. She had written to him to let him
know she was coming to Malawi and had given him our phone
number. That evening the phone rang and a voice said in
broken English: “This is Makuna. Come to the Clinic tomorrow
at 8 o’clock.” That was all! No place name, just ‘the Clinic’!
Being new to the country, the only Clinic I knew was the Queen
Elizabeth Clinic in Blantyre. I said to the Kirby’s: “All I can
suggest is we go there and hope it is the right place”. Gwen had
a photo of him so we felt we should be able to recognise him, if
he was there.

The house near the church at Nkulambe; Mt Mulanje behind
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We headed off about 7am and arrived at the Clinic right on
8am. Sure enough, there was Makuna! Amazing! He jumped
into the car and said: “Go to Mulanje.” His English was bad and
we could not communicate much, so I thought the best thing to
do was to just do as he asked. We drove to Mulanje and then
were directed north to Migowi. When we arrived there we
stopped at a house and Makuna ran inside. Five minutes later
he emerged with five other men and the six of them jumped into
the back seat of my car with instructions for me to drive on! The
Kirby’s were in the front seat with me by this time. From the
broken conversation we gathered that these men were pastors
and that we were going to attend a church meeting somewhere.
After twenty minutes I was told to stop. We got out and stepped
over the very same trench that I had stepped over the previous
day and entered the very same church that I had seen! I spent
some 18 months working with these churches on weekends. I
was happy to do so as it seemed to me that the Lord had
arranged the meeting! I am not sure that I achieved a lot with
them but I certainly learned a lot. But that is another story.
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GIFTS OF HEALINGS
Visitors to Africa inevitably run into health challenges. Malaria is
the obvious problem; not a nice experience I gather from those
who have had it. My experience is that you do not have to get it;
in 38 years of African adventures I have never had it. We used
to take prophylactics and sleep under a net but latterly I have
adopted other practices. When I land in Central Africa these
days the first thing I buy is a can of Doom (insecticide) and a
can of Peaceful Sleep (repellent). Louvre windows and wire
screens are also a great help. I take care to spray my bedroom
at around four each afternoon and have had no malaria
problems. There are other nasties to avoid in Africa, like
Bilharzia, Rabies, HIV/AIDS and TB. AIDS gets the publicity but
TB is still the biggest killer in Africa. African people do not know
that you get the TB bacteria from drinking milk from TB infected
cows. After a while you start coughing but do not connect this
with TB. By the time you get really sick and are prepared to
walk the 40km to the clinic, it is usually too late.
These are the more exotic conditions which afflict African life.
Amongst the diseases that kill 40% of African children before
the age of 5 years are things like measles and gastro-enteritis,
disorders that are easily cured with vaccination and antibiotics.
The problem in Africa is that people fail to take advantage of
these treatments. To my shame, I found that I am not immune
to this kind of behaviour; I spent a lot of time persuading African
parents to have their children vaccinated against measles and
forgot to vaccinate my own daughter. She had a massive dose
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of measles, to the great joy of the ex-patriate doctor at Malosa
hospital who was thrilled to be able to show his African trainee
nurses how measles spots appear on masungu skin!
The things that have worried us most in Africa are things that
‘came out of left field’. When we first arrived in Malawi the
Mulungusi River was in full flood, rushing and foaming down the
mountain side past the Government Rest House in Zomba. My
son Michael took a drink from the sparkling waters not knowing
that excrement from the villages on the mountain above was
washing into the river. He copped a massive dose of dysentery
that lasted almost three months. Medication was ineffective and
he suffered until one day I felt to lay hands on him and
command the infection to shrivel up and die. He was bound up
for a week but at least the dysentery had gone.
Soon after this our two year old daughter Lizzie caught
pneumonia. We took her to the doctor who gave us a script for
an antibiotic. When we took it to the Pharmacist he said: “This
will be here in three days”. What! We took her home and asked
the Lord what to do. He said: “Lay hands on her and command
the phlegm to come out” We did this and Lizzie vomited up a
huge amount of phlegm and ran outside to play with her friends.

Liz with friends
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Judy, my wife, had a strange problem. Lumps appeared under
her arm pits that looked like boils. The doctor said it was ‘Jeep
Disease’, blocked hair follicles. Apparently it was a common
disorder in the Second World War, especially amongst Jeep
drivers, hence the name. The doctor said: “Don’t worry, they will
go away eventually”. But they were very uncomfortable so,
when we arrived home, I felt to pray that the lumps would burst.
They did so; very messy but great relief! The next time it
occurred I commanded them to shrivel up; they did so, with no
mess this time!
Paul lists ‘gifts of healing’ in I Corinthians 12:9. How good to
know that we may have a word in our mouth that will take care
of our health problems when other provisions fail!
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WISDOM FROM ABOVE
Many people have tried to address poverty in Africa. Most of
them have had little lasting success. How do you uplift people
who have excellent natural resources but seem unable to help
themselves?
The first Malawian national with whom I developed a close
relationship was Macford Chipuliko. Macford was a young man,
newly married when I met him. He had a job at the Statistics
Department that paid him $24 each month, just enough to pay
the rent on a small house and buy enough food for his wife and
himself. I became involved with Macford because we needed
someone to read and reply to letters that came to us in the
Chichewa language. Macford was gifted in language; when I
sang a song to him in English he would immediately sing it back
to me with Chichewa words. In the cross-cultural mission world
we call such people ‘link men’. We masungus (Westerners) in
Africa certainly need them! I had one of the best and I was
grateful for him.
Once a month, as a good son, Macford would go home to his
parent’s village to see his family. Sadly, when he did so, his
sisters would descend upon him with endless requests for
money. Like 85% of the Malawi population they were simply
villagers struggling to grow enough food for their families in their
village gardens; they had no way of earning cash for shoes,
school fees and the many other items they needed. In their
eyes, Macford had a job and a salary and it was expected that
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Women working in the village

he would take responsibility for the needs of the extended
family. But they failed to understand that their needs were many
times greater than what Macford had available. It was painful
for him having to explain to his sisters every time he went home
that he could not meet all of their needs. He began to call out to
God for a word of wisdom for the situation (I Corinthians 12:8).
One day, as he was preparing to leave the village once more,
he said to the family: “What you need to do is come together to
pray once a week”. And with that he left for Zomba.
A month later when he returned to the village, he was met by
one of his sisters who said: “Macford! How are you? Do you
have any needs?” Macford was astonished! How had this
change come about? His mother explained. “After you left last
time, I told the family we would do what Macford had suggested
– come together to pray. The first week only the children came;
we sang a few songs and said a few general prayers. The
second week your sisters came and listened at the window and,
after a time, came in and joined us. At the end of the prayer
time your oldest sister said: ‘I have this thought to go to Lake
Malawi and buy fish and bring them back here to the village for
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sale’. The next day your sisters took the train to the Lake and
returned with a supply of fish which they sold to our neighbours
at a profit. Since then they have made several more trips and
each time they have made money. Thank you Macford for
giving us the good idea to pray.”
Needless to say Macford was over-joyed at the news. He has
gone on to become the General Overseer of the Providence
Industrial Mission in Malawi. His job is to supervise nine
hundred congregations in four countries and it is reported that
he is doing it very well. Macford knows that he is no superman.
When he needs wisdom he seeks it from on high. As Jesus
brother James said: “If any one lacks wisdom, let him ask the
Lord who gives it liberally”, (James 1:5).
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STOPPING THE WIND
Karonga is a small town on the shore of Lake Malawi in
Northern Malawi. In the late 1800s it was a centre for exporting
slaves to Zanzibar. Malosa was the last of the slave traders at
Karonga; he was hung in 1900 by Sir Harry Johnson, the first
administrator of the Nyasaland Protectorate.
In the 1970s, the World Bank assisted the Malawi Government
develop a major irrigated rice project at Karonga, using water
from the Lake. It was my privilege to assist in the development
of this project by training young Malawi agricultural
professionals to ensure that farmers introduced good land
husbandry practices.
I was stationed at Zomba far to the south but I used to enjoy the
trips to Karonga. I would take a turbo-prop aircraft from Blantyre
(Chileka) to Lilongwe and then catch the Air Malawi Norman
Islander for the 400km journey to Karonga. The flight path when
flying north was along the edge of Lake Malawi, a very large
Lake 500km long and 80 km wide at its widest point. Early
morning flights were invariably pleasant; there would be a
complete absence of wind and the Lake would look magnificent,
glittering with sunlight. Afternoon flights were somewhat
different, in the wet season especially. Storm clouds would
develop by lunch time and if the weather turned bad, you could
be in for an exciting journey. I remember one trip when we ran
into a storm cloud that was wider than the country. The pilot
tried to get above it but the plane’s limit was 11 000ft, and at
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The Norman Islander

that height we were still in dense cloud and the carburettors
were icing up! We had no choice but to make an unscheduled
landing at Nkotakota, much to the surprise of the local
constabulary as the landing strip there was not a regular Air
Malawi airfield. The next morning, as we were about to take off,
a patrol grader suddenly emerged from the right hand side of
the air field and proceeded to cross the airfield across our path.
Apparently nobody had told the driver there was a strange
plane in town!
On one trip home from Karonga, as I stepped out on to the
tarmac to board the plan I was approached by a young
Malawian in a pilot’s uniform. This was the first time I had had a
Malawian pilot; previously we had had British pilots on this leg.
What concerned me a little was that I knew the pilot. He had
been at the Zomba flying school just down the road from my
office and he and his co-trainees were well known about town
as habitual drunkards and troublemakers! But what troubled me
a lot more was his announcement that: “I am sorry Mr Potter. I
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have been advised that we will be running into a 150km/hour
headwind. The trip will be very bumpy and I am afraid you will
miss your connection to Zomba”. Strangely, without me thinking
about it, out of my mouth came the words: “Lord, if you can
calm the sea, you can calm this wind”.
I was the only passenger on this flight. As we took off I found
myself feeling immensely calm. We flew over the Nyika Plateau
and I could see eland and other buck running around below.
There was not a breath of wind! The pilot kept busy listening to
his radio, trying to find out where and when the wind would hit
us. I did not tell him about my ‘word of faith’ (I Corinthians 12:9);
I thought it would do him good to concentrate on the job in
hand!
I remember passing over Kasungu, and making the 70km long
descent to the Lilongwe Airport. It was the calmest trip I have
ever experienced in a plane. We landed 20 minutes early and I
made my connection! Thank you Jesus! You are the One who
controls the weather and holds me in the palm of your hand.
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DOING THINGS THE EASY WAY
At the conclusion of the very first village church service I
attended in Central Africa three children were brought out for
prayer. They had measles, and it was interesting to see that
they did not have red spots on their dark skin but little lumps.
Measles is a major killer of children in Africa where 40% of
children die before they reach the age of five. After the meeting
I asked the elders what they were doing about measles. They
said: “We badly need a clinic in our area”. I did not have any
money to build a clinic so I put the idea of building a clinic ‘on
the back burner’.
Several years later, a friend in Australia wrote to me saying that
his Rotary Club had collected $3 500 that they wished to give to
a good work in a developing country – could I use it? The idea
of a clinic came to mind so I said “Yes!” But how was I to
proceed? I asked the Lord to lead me.
The next Sunday we were meeting with a group of churches at
Migowi. The first call was to pick up our regular interpreter. He
ran out of his house crying: “I have an insect in my ear; please
get me to the hospital”. The Catholic hospital at Phalombe was
the nearest so we raced there. It was a fine warm morning;
there was not a cloud in the sky.
When we reached the hospital the interpreter and I jumped out,
and the moment we were under the cover of the veranda there
was a flash of lightening and a crack of thunder right over head
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and it began to rain heavily; so heavily that there was no way I
could get back to the car. The interpreter disappeared into a
room for treatment and I was left standing on the veranda. The
next moment a white coated clinical officer stepped out onto the
veranda. Seeing me he asked could he help. I said: “Sir, I have
a small amount of money that I want to use to build a clinic; do
you know who I should talk to.” He said: “See Dr Malenga, at
Mulanje Hospital.” With that, he disappeared inside, my
interpreter appeared, the rain stopped and we got in the car. I
looked up, there was not a cloud to be seen! What was all this
about?
A few days later I spoke with Dr Malenga. It turned out that the
next clinic that the government wished to build was at Migowi,
the town where most of ‘my’ churches were located. Dr
Malenga said, “I have the plans, the District Commissioner’s
Office will supply the supervision, the local people have made
the bricks already and village tradesmen and labourers are
available to do the work. All we need is around $3 000 to pay
for the roofing materials, the windows and the doors”. I said: “I
have $3 000 and a little more”. “Good”, she said, “That will allow
us to buy a few beds”. I said, “Who will operate this clinic”.
“There are nurses in training who will be ready to take charge
as soon as the building is completed”, she said.
Three months later, my friend from Australia came to Africa to
present the cheque to the local authorities. I did not see the
building completed at that time because my work took me
elsewhere. But five years later I returned to find the clinic
functioning well, supplying maternity and other services to a
population of a quarter of a million people! How easy was that!
25

Jesus said, “His yoke is easy!” That’s the way I have found it if
you commit your way to Him (see Matthew 11:30, Romans
8:14).

Presenting the cheque

The completed clinic
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ONE WAY OR ANOTHER!
I was sitting at my desk one Saturday morning when the phone
rang. It was the Land Husbandry officer from the Shire Valley
inviting me to participate in a seminar in the Valley for three
days the following week. Now I had been to the Shire Valley
and had written it off as a place not suitable for development. I
hedged with my caller, telling him I did not have a vehicle at the
moment. But he said: “Don’t worry, we will send a car for you”,
and hung up! I said in my mind; “There is no way that I am
going to the Shire Valley”. Immediately, something like a shroud
descended upon me from above and I found myself with an
instant severe cold.
The next day being Sunday I was out in the villages as usual. I
spent the day coughing and spluttering and by the time I arrived
home my voice had completely gone. I was no better the next
morning so I told my wife to ring the Shire Valley Office and
cancel the vehicle. Too late, it had already left! So, I sat on the
side of the bed and said: “Lord, if you really want me to go to
the Shire you know I will go”. Instantly the cold left me!!
An hour later the car arrived. We took off at breakneck speed
but I kept my peace until we started descending the 2 000ft
Chikwawa escarpment. I said: “Driver, I think we can go a bit
slower”. He said: “Sorry, I have no brakes”. Strangely, I felt no
fear. When you know the Lord wants you to go somewhere you
can trust Him to get you there! When we arrived at the Shire
River crossing at Chikwawa the river was in flood and the
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bridge was under water. But that did not stop us; a tractor
appeared to pull us across. I was starting to enjoy myself!

The Shire River in flood

Somewhat to my surprise the seminar went extremely well. And
the hospitality at the Ngabu Rest House was good too, apart
from the meat one evening. It had small bones and I when
asked the waiter what sort of meat it was he said: “Ah! But it is
chicken sir!” They eat mice in the Shire Valley and I am
suspicious that I may have had my first serve of that particular
dish that evening.
On the third day of the seminar we went on a field trip to Nsanje
at the very southern tip of Malawi. We walked along a narrow
pathway near Andrew Murray’s AEF School for the Blind at
Fiwale Hill (est. 1900) and someone said to me: “John, did you
know that this path is the boundary of Malawi and
Mozambique?” Now, I had never been to Mozambique, so I let
the rest of the group go ahead and took two paces into
Mozambique. Immediately words began to come out of my
mouth that I had not planned or thought about. I found myself
prophesying (I Corinthians 12:10) and listening to what I was
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saying I worked out that the Lord was opening a door into
Mozambique from Malawi for His sovereign purposes. I now
had some understanding of the strange happenings back in
Zomba with the cold. God wanted me to do something
important and He got me there ‘one way or another’.
Five years later when I returned to Malawi I heard first hand
reports of people who had taken Bibles into Mozambique via
the Nsanje gate that God had opened. And a number of people
reported running seminars for Mozambique pastors who had
come into Malawi for several days via the same gateway. God
knows what He is doing it seems!
Talking with some missionary friends in Zimbabwe sometime
later I found that, on the very same day as my experience at
Nsanje, on the mountains over-looking Mozambique just east of
Mutare, Reinhard Bonnke had opened a door way into
Mozambique from Zimbabwe! In the late 1980s I used that
particular doorway many times to visit mission groups and
churches along the Beira corridor. The war was still raging
there; at night, in my bed in Gondola township, I would hear the
guns but would rest contented in the knowledge that God was
in control of my circumstances.
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AFRICAN CHURCHES
On the day that I first visited an African village congregation at
Nkulambe, near Mount Mulanje, I was appointed, despite my
somewhat feeble protestations, to be ‘the missionary’ of a group
of churches that called themselves the Free Church of Christ.
They were the seventh split-off from the original Church of
Christ which came to Malawi in the 1950s. My first official duty
was to attend a combined congregation camp meeting a few
weeks later. It soon became apparent at this meeting that my
association with these churches would take me on a steep
learning curve!

A village congregation

One of the first things that I noticed was that village church
buildings are built with two doors; one at the end for ‘ordinary
people’ to enter, and one at the other end on the side for
‘important people’ to enter. I learned that the elite group enters
well after the congregation is seated. They file through ‘the
pastor’s door’ with serious expressions on their faces
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appropriate for the dignity of the moment and sit in chairs in
strict order of seniority. Sometimes a village headman would
arrive a little late. This would create great consternation
amongst the brethren, because one pastor already seated in a
chair would have to sit down with the congregation on a hard
mud bench!
Another thing I noticed was that there was always a rail erected
just in front of the pastors. I asked what this was for but nobody
could or would tell me. I noticed also that there was always a
desk set up to the left of the pastors in the church building at
which a person would sit writing throughout the service. Every
now and then he would get up and tip-toe up to the head pastor
and hand him a note. The head pastor would look at the note
and would always nod his head gravely. One day I happened to
see what was written on the note – it was blank! What was this
all about? Nobody was able or willing to tell me!
On the other hand I found that there were matters which the
pastors committed to with serious intent. One practice was to
hand me notes with numbers written on them: ‘Attendance 105,
Salvations 23, Prayers for the Sick 18.’ When they gave these
notes to me I would stuff them in my pocket because I had no
idea what I was supposed to do with them. Later I was
confronted by the pastors: “where are the stipends?” I did not
see the connection between the notes and the stipends until
David Newington visited from South Africa. He explained that,
in the early days of mission work in the Congo, evangelists
were sent out to preach each Sunday and were paid later on
the basis of their results! It was starting to become clear why I
had been appointed as the group’s missionary! I learned that
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their last ‘missionary’ had been an American who had spent
time in US churches raising money for ‘his African churches’ but
failed to find a way to send it on!
I suppose I did a few good things over the eighteen months that
I met with these churches. I remember one day seeing a young
woman at the back of the meeting who looked entirely different
from the rest of the people. She sat throughout the meeting
looking down at the floor in obvious trouble. When people were
invited for prayer she literally ran to the front. I asked her what
she wanted us to pray for and she said: “I have committed
adultery.” The words of Jesus came to mind so I said: “Go and
sin no more”. Her face lit up like a beacon and she bounded out
of the church building like a gazelle! Apparently I had said the
right thing in this case!
Eventually I was sacked as the missionary because I did not
pay the pastors. I was sure that the Lord had led me to get
involved with these churches so I prayed a simple prayer:
“Kindly explain what this was all about, please Lord.” Three
days later, on a Saturday afternoon, the phone rang at our
home and a voice said: “Mr Potter, my name is Harold Turner. I
hear you have had some experiences with African Independent
Churches. Could I come around to talk to you?” “Certainly”, I
said. In an hour, Dr Harold Turner, a world authority on
Indigenous Church Movements, was sitting on my verandah
bringing light into my darkness. He not only helped me
understand what I had been dealing with but opened my eyes
to a whole field of missionary endeavour with which I had
hitherto been unfamiliar!
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LIONS!
Malawi is a populace country. In the Southern region there is
hardly any space between village gardens. You would think that
there is not much room for wild animals to exist, but they are
there. I have seen hyenas running down main roads at night,
and we had leopards around our house at Zomba at times – we
would hear their heavy breathing outside of our house windows
when they came down from Zomba Mountain looking for a dog
for supper.
Some of my Malawi friends have reported seeing lions from
time to time in the villages. Macford Chipuliko told me that his
family were eating their meal one evening when the hair on the
back of their necks stood up. What was going on? After what
seemed like an eternity, one of the family members went to the
door. There sat the lion staring at the door of the hut! Needless
to say, everybody stayed quiet; and nobody ventured out that
night.

An unwelcome visitor
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In 1979 the Malawi Government opened a new Game Park at
Liwonde. A British ex-patriate biologist from the University of
Malawi was asked to catalogue the plant and bird species in the
Park. He shared with me that on one trip he was walking along
minding his own business when he saw out of the corner of his
eye a lion standing at about 80 metres distance. He told me that
he said to himself: “Keep calm and walk quietly to the car.”
“Unfortunately”, he said, “By that time my legs were well and
truly running at about 40kph!” Lions are not something to mess
with! Or are they?
At another time we had visitors staying with us at a Game Park
in South Africa. In the morning before we left camp we noticed
a family of water buck grazing nearby. My friend’s wife was
particularly taken with a baby water buck, which was clearly
new to this world. In the evening when we returned from game
viewing, we noticed that the water buck family was agitated; the
male was looking at something and stamping his feet. I said:
“There may be a lion about”. Sure enough, as we looked about,
there he was - a male lion looking for a water buck meal,
skulking behind a bush not far distant. To my surprise our
friend’s wife stood up, clapped her hands and shouted to the
lion ‘to get lost’ in no uncertain terms. To the amazement of the
rest of us the lion cringed and quietly walked away. “Where did
you get that idea from”, we said. “I read it in a book”, she said!
Perhaps the best lion story I have heard was that recounted by
the Reverend Bomba, the Bishop of the Assemblies of God in
Malawi in the late nineteen seventies. It appears that Brother
Bomba was the youngest of four brothers in a family that lived
just over the border from Malawi in Mozambique. One day he
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was told to take lunch to his older brothers who were working in
the field. On the way he walked straight into a pride of lions
sleeping under a tree. The lions woke up and lashed out at our
young lad with loud roarings. By the greatest of miracles, not
one of them touched him. He escaped unharmed but with the
adrenalin pumping!
Brother Bomba was very impressed with this deliverance. In his
young mind he concluded that God had saved him and
therefore must have a purpose for his life. In later years he
studied for the Christian ministry and eventually rose to high
office. I remember Brother Bomba preaching in Zomba one
evening. His message was all about lions: ‘Jesus, the Lion of
Judah, is coming back and, on that day, the saints will rush out
to meet him crying: “Daddy, welcome home”. Sinners on the
other hand will run in terror, looking for refuge but none will be
found!’. How Brother Bomba enjoyed this message! The sweat
poured off his face and his smile was an effulgence of absolute
pleasure!
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A NATIONAL TREASURE
The Rev Musapole was a Malawi national treasure. He was
born in the Musuku Hills, somewhere near the Songwe River,
which is the northern boundary of Malawi with Tanzania.
Musapole was one of the first African students to graduate from
the secondary school established at the Livingstonia Mission
under the great Scottish Missionary, Robert Laws. In his later
years he devoted himself almost entirely to Bible translation, an
occupation in which he showed outstanding skill and dedication.

Livingstonia Mission, Northern Malawi
I was working at the Land Husbandry Training Centre in Zomba
when I first met brother Musapole. In my after-hours time I was
involved with a Tract and Bible Course distance learning
program for the Emmanuel Tract Fellowship which my wife and
I along with Gerald and Elizabeth Rowlands founded. We had
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started the program with courses in English and Chichewa but I
was keen to get the materials translated into the Chitumbuka
language, the language of the largest group in the Northern
Region of Malawi. I was advised by the Malawi Bible Society
that the Rev Musapole was my man.
Shortly after this I flew to Karonga with a work colleague on
Land Husbandry business. I knew that Musapole lived in
Karonga but had no address or any other contact details for
him. We were busy on land husbandry business throughout the
three days we were in Karonga and I found no one that knew of
Musapole’s whereabouts. By the last morning I had given up on
seeing him. We had a plane to catch but my colleague wanted
to visit the Karonga market to buy a particular basket for his
wife. When we reached the market, I decided to take a short
walk up the road. I had gone no more than 100m when I came
to a narrow path which crossed the road. Looking right I saw an
elderly man on a bicycle coming towards me. When he reached
me he stopped, got off his bike, held out his hand and said:
“Good morning Sir, I am the Rev Musapole”. “Rev Musapole”, I
said, “I have been wishing to meet you, to ask if you could
assist me by translating some tracts and Bible courses into
Chitumbuka.” “I shall do it sir”, he said. I thanked him, obtained
his contact details and told him I would see him next time that I
came to Karonga. Our business was concluded in no more than
one minute! He rode on and I retraced my steps in time to meet
my colleague coming out of the market with his basket.
A few months later I returned to Karonga armed with a supply of
our tracts and Bible Courses. The local Land Husbandry Officer
was a Christian, and I was able to persuade him to drive me to
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Musapole’s place of work after hours. We found the great man
working in an old church building on the bank of Lake Malawi. I
explained to Musapole what I needed and gave him the
materials. He said: “I am willing to do this job but I have
cataracts in my eyes and the doctor tells me that quite soon I
may not be able to see”. I felt to say: “Brother Musapole, I
would like to pray for your eyes. Would you be happy for me to
do that?” He said: “This is what I want”. I prayed a simple
prayer, commanding the cataracts to stop growing. We chatted
a while, shook hands and I left the good brother to get on with
his work.
Two months later the completed translations arrived in Zomba
together with a note which read: “Dear Brother Potter, since you
prayed for my eyes the cataracts have not grown further.
Please keep praying for my eyes.” Needless to say I was
blessed that God had provided a miracle (I Corinthians 12:10)
to keep Musapole active in his translation work. And I continued
to be blessed because every year for the next five years I
received annual letters from Musapole, asking me to continue
praying because since my prayer the cataracts had shown no
further sign of growth.
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A MIRACLE AT MULANJE
Mount Mulanje is one big rock, a granite massif. It is 30km long,
20km wide and the summit is 3 000m high above sea level. The
rock has cracked at the northern end to form a separate sharp
pointed peak called Mchese Mountain. There is a gap between
Mchese and the Mulanje massif proper called Fort Lister Gap
after a British fort that was built there in the early days of the
Nyasaland Protectorate. John Stevenson, a brother of Robert
Louis Stevenson is buried at Fort Lister; he died aged 22. I saw
his grave and the headstone says that he was ‘Just, Brave and
True’. Whether he was or not I cannot say. What I can say is
that he was a young man who died thousands of miles from his
home in Scotland, a fact that I thought was very sad.

Mt Mulanje – tea plantation in front

As I have shared, it was my privilege to work with numerous
village churches located around the base of Mount Mulanje.
They were African Independent Churches that had no
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connections with foreign mission groups. Each Sunday in the
dry season, my wife and I would drive to Phalombe or Migowi
and meet with one congregation or another, or preach at a
camp meeting attended by several dozen assemblies.
I was never under the delusion that what I said at village church
meetings made any real difference to people’s lives. Over time
we noticed that our actions communicated more than our
words. One day I felt led to step down from the stage, where
‘important people’ sat in chairs, to shake hands with ‘ordinary
people’, who sat on hard mud benches. The next week I was
told that the people had ‘not seen such love before’. Another
time, my wife let the communion bread pass her by because
she noticed that the men were normally served before the
women. The next week the pastors wished to know if they were
using the wrong bread! At Thuthua, at the back of Mount
Mulanje a man asked if he could join ‘our church’. I asked him
what church he belonged to and he replied that he was a pastor
and evangelist for the Ethiopian Church that worshipped
Nimrod! Surprising and interesting times!

Great Zimbabwe

A granite rock looks very solid but in
reality it has numerous fault lines in it
which allow it to be broken into bricklike
fragments. The wall of the Great
Zimbabwe ruin is an example of the way
that granite can be used as building
material. Perhaps this explains what
happened at Mulanje at 8 o’clock on a
particular Tuesday morning. It was a fine
sunny day with hardly a cloud in the sky,
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when suddenly the top of the Mchese exploded and 36 rivers of
stone began to run down the mountain in every direction. One
river covered a whole refugee community camped at the back
of the mountain and another obliterated the township of
Phalombe. I have no idea how many people perished; the
authorities may have known but they never told us. What we do
know is that the people who survived were in shock for months
afterwards, especially children.
A missionary friend of mine showed me a video he had taken of
the damage caused by the rock slides two days after the event.
It showed large scars running for several kilometres across the
plains around the mountain. Anything and everything in the path
of the rivers was totally obliterated, with one exception. On the
plain west of Phalombe there lived an old African couple who
were totally deaf. They could not hear the avalanche coming
and should have been buried beneath tons of granite rock. The
couple loved the Lord and it appears that the Lord loved them
too, because the river of stone divided just before it reached
their hut, went either side of them and re-united again on the
other side. I saw the video evidence of this miracle and was left
with a profound sense of awe at God’s care of his children.
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KEEPING ONE STEP AHEAD!
When our family first went to Malawi, Mozambique was a
Communist State with a large number of Cuban mercenaries
wandering around the country. This and the fact that I was an
employee of the Malawi Government prevented me from visiting
Mozambique.
The Mozambiquans just across the border from South Eastern
Malawi were Elomwe people, part of the great Makua Group of
peoples that inhabit Northern Mozambique. As it happened the
Malawians around Mount Mulanje were also Elomwe people
and most of them had relatives in Mozambique that they visited
regularly, moving back and forth across the border at will. This
fact presented itself as an excellent opportunity for us to send
Christian literature into Communist Mozambique.

The Book Shop at Migowi

To facilitate our work, we rented a shop and opened a book
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shop in the town of Migowi which is near the border with
Mozambique. We did sell books to local people at this shop but
its main purpose was to act as a front for smuggling literature
into Mozambique. We had no Bibles or New Testaments in
Elomwe at the time, or Elomwe Hymn Books. The best we
could do was to send in Chichewa Bible selections like the
‘Madzi a Moyo’ (The Water of Life) and the very popular
‘Nyimbo wa Mulungu’ (Hymns of God). The tracts and Bible
courses we sent in were in the Elomwe language. They had
been translated by the Rev Walter Saukila from Thyolo, an
outstanding brother of the old brigade who did regular radio
talks in Elomwe via the Trans-World Radio regional station in
Johannesburg. Walter eventually translated the Bible into
Elomwe for the South African Bible Society and I was present
when it was officially handed to the Malawi President at a
ceremony one day. I was interested to note that it was not
called the Holy Bible; Walter told me that the reason for this
was that the word for ‘holy’ in Elomwe is ‘white’!
A missionary from the Church of Christ Mission at Namikango
(= the place of lions) called into my office one day. In his hands
he held an old Elomwe Hymn book which had been out of print
for many years. Could we get it reprinted? I thought we could,
so I sent it off to South Africa with the appropriate request. A
year later I was at the Press and was told that the Elomwe
Hymn Books were ready; could I take them back to Malawi with
me? I was happy to do so.
When I arrived back I heard that the Frelimo, the ruling party in
Mozambique had been tightening up of late. I heard a report on
the radio that, as part of their plan to stop illegal entries, the
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Frelimo had forbidden Mozambiquan churches using Chichewa
Bibles and Hymn Books. The very next day we began moving
the Elomwe Hymn books across the border. As usual, God’s
timing was ‘right on the button’!
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CONNECTIONS!
The first missionary to respond to David Livingstone’s call for
workers in Central Africa was the Anglican Bishop Charles
Frederick McKenzie. He was ordained Bishop in Westminster
Abbey in 1860 and arrived in Nyasaland on June 8 th 1861,
having walked in from Zanzibar. He set up a base alongside
Livingstone’s camp at Magomero, just south of Zomba but he
was dead in six months from malaria. A series of Bishops
followed him: Tozer, Steere, Smythies, etc., but the man who
did the most to establish the Anglican work in Malawi was the
Rev William Percival Johnson. He adopted the strategy of
sailing up and down the Lake in a boat to preach; it was better
and safer than walking through the scrub!

Lake Malawi

In 1979 I had cause to visit the Namwera District in Malawi and
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I found accommodation at the Anglican Rest House at Malindi
located on the south eastern shore of Lake Malawi. To my
surprise, I found that the furniture and accessories in the rest
house were the original katundu (personal goods) brought from
England by Johnson and his cohorts! How amazing to pick up a
carving knife that had been used by William Percival Johnson in
1879, exactly one hundred years before my time. My bed was
at one end of the kitchen. I slept with pleasant memories of
some of “God’s bravest and best”. What struggles and
difficulties they had had compared with my easy ride into Africa!
I was tired and dusty when I arrived at Malindi, so I donned my
swimming costume and walked down to the lake for a swim.
Out of the bushes came cries of “masungu”! Dozens of small
boys appeared, pointing excitedly at the white apparition. I
returned to the rest House refreshed and dressed myself in
more discrete clothing. Suddenly, the air filled with music. On
investigating I found the St Agnes Anglican Church right next
door. I walked over and entered a well preserved stone building
just in time to hear the St Agnes African youth choir burst forth
into evensong!
The Namwera District is actually a Muslim stronghold. At the
time, the local population was in conflict with the Malawian
authorities because they would not send their children to
school. “If we send our children to school you will make them
read the Bible and they will become Christians”, they said. In
the Namwera villages I found wooden pulpit structures from
which the local holy men would read the Koran on special days.
These structures were located in the open; they were about 2m
high, had steps and a platform on top for the reader to stand on.
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Now I knew what it meant in Nehemiah 8, that Ezra the Priest
stood on a pulpit of wood to read the book of the law! While I
was in Namwera I dropped a number of Christian tracts in
strategic places. Within a couple of week we began to receive
decision slips from young people in the area. Literature is a
powerful medium in Africa. African curiosity is not put off
because a few elders stop you going to school!
In 1980 I was back in Adelaide, South Australia on leave. The
phone rang. It was the secretary of the Ladies Guild of St
Mary’s Anglican Church on South Road in Adelaide, South
Australia. “We hear you have been to Malawi Mr Potter. Did you
by any chance have any contact with the St Agnes Church
there?” (What!) “I did”, I replied, “What do you wish to know?”
“Please come and share with us your experiences.” A few
weeks later I met with the Ladies Guild at St Mary’s and
discovered that Anglican Churches have a network of
relationship with sister churches around the world. One of St
Mary’s responsibilities was St Agnes at Malindi. What a nice
time of fellowship we had as I shared memories of the beauty
and tranquillity of Lake Malawi at Malindi and the joy and
enthusiasm of an African choir singing their hearts out at
evensong!
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