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NOT taking up her uni-
versity place could be
the best thing Jenni
Wincott ever did.

The 21-year-old had a place to
study social psychology two years
ago. Instead she went to South
Africa to work with young people
– an experience that transformed
her life and her faith.

She worked with street chil-
dren, high school pupils and
church youth groups in
Muizenberg, near Cape Town,
with the Christian organisation
Youth With A Mission (YWAM). 

Now she’s back at her home
church, St Jude’s in Southsea,
working temporarily as youth
minister. And she feels the next
chapter of her life could be just as
exciting.

“God’s really taught me to lean
on him for everything in the past
couple of years,” she said. “I can
see God’s timing in so many
things, and I have no regrets about
not going to university when I had
the chance. 

“And the people in the town-
ships have taught me great things
about living as a community, to
look around and see the needs
around you.”

She grew up in a Christian
family, went to Revelation Church
in North End, and attended St
Edmund’s RC School and then
Havant College. When she was
15, she decided she wanted to
explore the Christian faith further,
but it was another three years
before she made a personal, life-
changing commitment to Jesus.

She had been looking for
options for her gap year before
university, and applied to go to
South Africa as part of YWAM’s
Discipleship Training School. 

Originally, this was a training
course for those planning to
become full-time mission work-
ers, but it has evolved to equip
people for their own Christian life.
It involved spending three months
training in Muizenberg and anoth-
er three months of practical out-
reach, both there and in India.

“It was quite an intense time,
and I’d say that the most signifi-
cant changes in my life came at
that point,” she said. “It was a
good opportunity to get away
from the more comfortable
Christian lifestyle that I’d been
taught in the UK, be challenged

by the teaching and experience my
own relationship with God. 

“Most young people in
Christian homes go to church
because they are expected to.
Some may have begun to explore
things for themselves, but it might
be something they just know
about, rather than something they
believe. 

“And how you as a young per-
son engage with God might be dif-
ferent from how your parents do –
you might discover God through
art or music. So it’s important that
you take that step of faith yourself.
I certainly grew in confidence on
the course and learnt more about
God having a plan for my life.”

At the end of the training
course, Jenni wondered whether to
take up the university place she
already had for that September,
and spent time praying about it.

“I was spending time with God
and reflecting on how much I’d
enjoyed the training course,” she
said. “I felt God saying that he had
given me these talents and created
me to enjoy them. 

“I went back to the
YWAM base for
the debrief, and
to help at their
summer camp
for two weeks. I
met this lady,
Petra Verreth,
who said

that YWAM Muizenberg was
looking to establish some youth
work. Petra  talked about  what
they were hoping to do, and it
completely matched my list of
what I wanted to do.”

She started to make plans to
return to Muizenberg rather than
to go to university. Her parents
had begun to suspect that she
might choose that option anyway,
and were very supportive. By now,
they had also started worshipping
at St Jude’s Church.

“My mum and dad had actual-
ly been prayed for years ago in
church about me becoming a
leader for my generation, so they
were happy that this was some-
thing that fitted into that vision,”
she said. 

“They were quite open about
university – it was one option, but
not the only one. As it happens,
I’ve come back with some amaz-
ing life experiences and ideas
about what to do with my life
which I might not have got other-
wise.”

As YWAM is a voluntary
organisation, it meant Jenni also
had to raise funds to support her
work. She was also baptised in
the sea off Southsea by her
new vicar, Canon John Byrne,
and worshippers from the
church prayed for her and sup-
ported her in this work over the
next two years.
Jenni initially worked along-

side Petra, but others joined and
left the team during her time
in Muizenberg. Their work
split into four elements.
Firstly, in the high school,
they helped to support
the teenage leaders and
members of its Christian
Union, and helped other
youngsters with home-
work groups.

Secondly, they
helped homeless chil-
dren who roamed the
streets. It started by
making friends with
them, and ended up
with them running
an open youth club.
The numbers were
so large that they
realised they could-
n’t cope by them-
selves, and another
Christian organisa-
tion came along to
answer their prayers.

Thirdly, they went into
Mandela Park, a community town-
ship, to meet youngsters – and
ended up helping whole families.
Their Christian youth group had
ended, and the YWAM team
helped to pick up the pieces of that
group, organising social activities,
trips to the beach, Bible study,
prayer and worship. 

“I loved going there to see how
they all worked as a community,”
said Jenni. “When we had a pizza
party, the youngsters went around
their neighbours, gathering ingre-
dients and utensils they could use. 

“And once we’d made the
pizza, they carefully made sure
they went back to everyone who
they had borrowed things from to
share the food they had made. It

was amazing to see how they lived
out the idea of community.”

And, lastly, there were church
youth groups. Often the leaders of
these groups were fairly young
themselves and needed training
and ideas. The YWAM team
helped to recruit or inspire leaders
who could work with the
teenagers.

“It was challenging, some-
times because we were pioneering
new ministries that hadn’t been
there before,” said Jenni. “It
would be disappointing when a
street child ended up back on
drugs, or an event didn’t work.
But I did learn to rely more on

God and to keep remembering that
this was his work, not mine.

“The exciting things often
revolved around individuals. One
girl at the school became a
Christian, and was very enthusias-
tic. She took another girl under her
wing and the pair of them became
leaders of the Christian Union and
an example to the rest of the
school.”

She returned to the UK in
August and was offered the
chance to work with young people
at St Jude’s until youth minister
Sharon Court returned from
maternity leave in February. She’s
responsible for the Pathfinders
group of 11-14 year olds and the
445 youth group for those between
14 and 18.

“I’m using similar skills to
those I used in South Africa, and
it’s great to get to know these
young people better,” she said.
“But there is more structure to this
job and it is more organised,
which reflects the cultural differ-
ences between here and there. I
never used to make arrangements
to see people in Mandela Park –
I’d just turn up and someone
would tell me where they were.

“I really love South Africa and
feel that that’s a place where I can
work effectively, so I’d like to go
back there to work with young
people or in community develop-
ment one day.”

I learnt to trust God
under African skies

Jenni Wincott felt God calling her to help youngsters in South
Africa rather than go to university. After all she experienced

and learnt there, she has no regrets about that choice
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