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A Journey with a Status Confessionis 

Part I   

1 Introduction 

Prelude � on goalposts and confessions 

Goalposts have an important function�to define a special place or to 
delimit a certain space. Often we would automatically think of goal-
posts in relation to certain sport activities�not least football/soccer, 
but it could also be conceived in a figurative sense, as a set of values.  

For me who do not play much football/soccer but occasionally run 
marathon the goal is the distant point of arrival; the arc through which 
I have to run at the end of the race; what I increasingly long for, the 
more the further I come along the path; it is the point I know is 42,195 
meters ahead at the outset; the distant oasis where I finally can rest and 
refill for the continued more normal walk in life. A goal that is moved 
further away is for the marathoner like a dried-up oasis. 

If we stick to the football metaphor we know that when the ball 
passes within the limitations the goalposts provide, the player who ma-
nages to get the ball in place is honoured and the team receives points 
in the table. It also tells everyone that the aim of the action�the shot, 
e.g.�has been achieved. To be able to accomplish this, the goal has to 
be reasonably well defined and stable�not varying in size or having 
various, all the time changing, locations. To try to achieve something 
where goalposts are moving might be part of a fun challenge in some 
computerized games, while few would say so if the same thing hap-
pened at the real football/soccer arena.  

1 



Studia Missionalia Svecana CIX 

 
This picture�of a football/soccer goal�was used by the leadership of 
the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) in a discussion in 
the mid-nineties about the (white) Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) in 
South Africa.1 This church had been suspended in the early eighties 
from the fellowship with the other Reformed churches in the WARC and 
the question was whether it could be re-instated into the fellowship 
again after these years in the cold. At the time of the suspension some 
requirements had been established that the DRC had to comply with 
before any change in relations could take place.  

Inevitably, the context in which the original demands where for-
mulated differed in many respects compared with the prevalent situa-
tion some fifteen years later. Among the non-white churches belonging 
to the same family of churches�which were some of the main propo-
nents of the suspension�the theological reflection around apartheid 
had deepened and a major outflow of that theological reflection was the 
confessional statement called the Belhar Confession. This statement 
provided a theological ground for a new united Reformed church to-be 
that had sorted out the apartheid legacy and this confession was by 
many, not only in South Africa, seen as an �acid test� on whether the 
DRC was prepared to abandon its previous support for apartheid. 

One problematic question then was whether the WARC could de-
mand from the DRC, as a requirement for being reinstated, to incorpo-
rate this confession into their constitution or not�or if such a demand 
would be just like moving the goalpost further ahead, to raise a new 
demand beyond what was set up in the conditions for a return into the 
fellowship some fifteen years earlier. That in turn opens for questions 
on the formulations from 1982: how accurate were they in the South 
African situation in 1998? Were the formulations too open and too 
vague, or could they maybe on the contrary in reality be conceived as 
too narrow?  

 

                                                            
1  This metaphor seems to have been used widely internally but there are few 

visible examples of it. The former vice President Pieter Holtrop is reflecting on the 
situation after the re-instatement of the DRC into the WARC fellowship under the 
heading The ball is now in our court. (Holtrop 1999); It is also used by the WARC Gen-
eral secretary Milan Opo�enský in his speech at the DRC synod in 1998 (see p. 190) 

2 
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This situation, which I will sketch more clearly later�the suspension of 
the DRC and its reinstatement, without any moved goalposts�provides 
me with the framework for this dissertation.  
 
The first part of this dissertation, on fundamentals, is divided into two 
chapters, the first of which presents the procedural elements and the 
second some concepts for my further deliberations. Section 1.3 pro-
vides a more substantial exposØ over how the content of the study is 
structured. 

1.1 The Problem 

To write a about churches in South Africa, their ecumenical relations 
and their dealings during and soon after abolishment of apartheid 
could be comprehended as an imprudent or intrepid enterprise. One 
could without doubt question whether there are any stones left that still 
are unturned in all the uncountable attempts to understand the ideol-
ogy inherent in apartheid and its emanations in or permeation of every 
aspect of social life in South Africa�as well as its effect in the sur-
rounding countries and in international relations. 

Therefore my interest, and the scope for this dissertation, does not 
lie in apartheid as such�neither in its origin, growth, manifestations 
and dire consequences for so many, nor in its (formal) demise. About 
this there is an almost limitless abundance of material available in every 
feasible academic discipline.2  

 
As briefly indicated above I will take as my point of departure the con-
flict3 that emerged between on the one hand the world-wide commu-

                                                            

    Cont. next page 

2  Yet, the previous huge interest in South Africa has declined substantially af-
ter the formal termination of apartheid, the Mandela epoch and the Truth and Rec-
onciliation process. Now it is as �any other� country. The main reason for a renewed 
interest at the moment is the approaching World Championship in football in June 
and July 2010. 

3  It might have been possible to use other words to describe what was going 
on between the DRC and the WARC: Was it a debate, a dispute or a discussion? It was 
all of it but the word that incorporates the sentiments�not least on the white 

3 
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nity of Reformed churches that gathered in the World Alliance of Re-
formed Churches4 and on the other the Dutch Reformed Church in 
South Africa.5 This conflict was expressed in different ways over time; 
it was during one period merely pronounced as a critical stance�on 
the side of the WARC�towards what they perceived as racism in South 
Africa and the DRC. Later the criticism was mainly directed towards 
apartheid�or against separate development, a euphemism often used 
by white South Africans�as such, but first and foremost against the 
theological acceptance and, furthermore, justification that the DRC gave 
to apartheid. 

The examination I will undertake in this dissertation will start 
with the outstandingly strong statement by the General Council�the 
main governing body of the WARC�when they in 1982, at the meeting 
in Ottawa, expressed as their almost unanimous view that the DRC�s 
stance in relation to apartheid was in conflict with the very heart of the 
Gospel. They therefore declared this situation to be a Status confes-
sionis�a situation where the validity of the Gospel�s teaching about 
reconciliation and Jesus� redeeming activity was at stake.  

Practically this led to the suspension of the DRC from the commu-
nity of churches that regularly met in the WARC for theological work, 
deliberations over different subjects, and�(about) every seven years�a 
General Council.  

Fifteen years later the DRC was said to have fulfilled the conditions 
that was set in 1982 and the DRC was welcomed back into the fellow-
ship, if only they at the coming Synod the following year declared 

                                                                                                                                      
South African side�is conflict, especially as the power structure of the WARC per-
mitted them to define the problem and to take measures against the other part.  

4  The WARC is not the only Reformed community on the world-wide arena, 
but by far the largest and oldest. The WARC was established in 1875 under the name 
"The Alliance of the Reformed Churches throughout the World holding the Presby-
terian System". In 1970 this Presbyterian movement united with the International 
Congregational Council to form the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (Presby-
terian and Congregational). Today, since the General Council held in Accra, Ghana, 
in 2004, the membership consists of 214 churches in 107 countries, comprising 
some 75 million members. In June 2010 the WARC will merge with the Reformed 
Ecumenical Council, a smaller community of Reformed churches. The new name 
will be World Communion of Reformed Churches. 

5  �Definition� of the DRC will be provided in chapter 3. See also appendix I for 
a description of the complexity regarding the name. 
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themselves in favour of the Joint Declaration that already was taken at 
the WARC General Council.6   

 
Thus, the problem I will deal with is about the conflict between the DRC 
and the WARC from the outset in 1982, the reason for it, its development 
and finally how it was settled in 1998, and how that settlement should be 
understood. There is one easy question that covers it all: What was it all 
about? This, the basic question, carries with it several others especially 
as this was a process that evoked many sentiments and reaction in dif-
ferent layers of the South African society, as well as on the international 
ecumenical arena, politically, socially, theologically and more. There-
fore many different voices came to the fore. 

This could be a study emanating from many disciplines, but my 
intention is to enter it from a missiological perspective. From there I 
will pose questions on why the decision in Ottawa was taken; what was 
inherent in the demands for a reinstatement; why the people in the DRC 
understood their own standpoints differently; how one can conceive 
the dealings leading up to the reinstatement; the outcome. 
 
To meet what is needed to fulfil an examination of this I will have to 
study how this conflict and all deliberations were expressed�for in-
stance in documents, minutes and conference reports�, listen to a 
broad variety of voices, validate them and to examine them in relation 
to the situation in South Africa in general and in the relevant churches. 
As this conflict also relates directly to several other churches in South 
Africa and to the overall social and political development I have to take 
in material from many others besides the two main parts in the conflict.  
 
If the material on South Africa as such and apartheid in particular is 
overwhelming there is not much, according to my understanding, that 
is written about the process briefly depicted above�the direct dealings 
between the WARC and the DRC. 

                                                            
6  Also another South African Church was suspended on the same reason�

the Nederduitsch Hervormed Kerk. Still in the spring 2009 the discussion is pending 
between them and the WARC whether they have complied with the requirements. 
Thus, they are still outside the WARC fellowship. I will not deal with this church ex-
cept in minor comments, mainly in the background chapter, ch. 3. 

5 
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The decision to suspend a church was in a way a courageous move 
in a challenging situation�no such decision was ever before taken in 
the history of the WARC. Besides, the decision could easily be compre-
hended as indicating that the churches and their representatives at the 
meeting regarded themselves as being much �better� than the two South 
African churches that were challenged by it. Therefore the wording of 
the decision also challenged all other Reformed churches to reflect on 
the need for repentance and actions in their own settings�regarding 
inter alia questions about racism, social injustice, and economic sup-
pression. The General Council also commissioned the Executive Coun-
cil to keep the whole issue under regular revue.7 

Certainly, few other questions received that huge amount of rec-
ognition in the ecumenical movement on the whole. Therefore it is 
somewhat astonishing that while several studies of the South African 
situation�including the situation in the churches�and the World 
Council of Churches has been carried forth, almost nothing more sub-
stantial has been written with relation to the WARC.8 

 
A somewhat perturbing question arises immediately when one tries to 
define how the conflict really should be labelled.  

Is it an ecumenical conflict? This view could easily be defended as 
the whole discussion takes place in the ecumenical arena. Furthermore, 
there are many more participants besides the two put forward above, 
the DRC and the WARC, and the so-called DRC-family of churches. There 
is the ecumenical movement in South Africa, not least in the appear-
ance of the South African Council of Churches (SACC), but also the so-
called English-speaking churches, the Catholic Bishops Conference, 
and many more. 

                                                            
7  (WARC, GC 1982, p. 179-80) 
8  That does not mean that not much has been written about the DRC and its 

relation to the overall ecumenical movement. Its relation to the World Council of 
Churches (WCC) and the South African Council of Churches (SACC) had for instance 
been strained for a long time and about that much more had been written. E.g.  
AGS Gous: Die Ekumeniese verhouding tussen die NG Kerk en die WRK, (Gous 1994) 
and Pauline Webb: A Long Struggle � The involvement of the World Council of 
Churches in South Africa (Webb 1994). The WCC itself has provided a great deal of 
material, not least through its Program to Combat Racism. 
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Should it be described as conflicting views on Reformed ecclesiol-
ogy? In 1881 the DRC detached9 the coloured members in the church 
and established the Dutch Reformed Mission Church (DRMC) for them. 
That church became in 1994, together with the black Dutch Reformed 
Church in Africa (DRCA)�which is another from the DRC discharged 
church�the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa (URCSA)10. 
In his doctoral dissertation about the DRMC Chris Loff11 deals not least 
with the discussion on and the formation of the church. Besides, the 
confession of Belhar that was accepted by the DRMC and the DRCA and 
became a foundation for the establishment of the URCSA has an obvious 
ecclesiological character. Furthermore, the WARC in appendix 15 in the 
minutes of the Ottawa General Council describes the situation thus: 
Institute for con 

�In certain situations the confession of a church needs 
to draw a clear line between truth and error. In faithful al-
legiance to Jesus Christ it may have to reject the claims of 
an unjust or oppressive government and denounce Chris-
tians who aid and abet the oppressor. We believe that this 
is the situation in South Africa today. 

The churches which have accepted Reformed confes-
sions of faith have therefore committed themselves to live 
as the people of God and to show in their daily life and ser-
vice what this means. This commitment requires concrete 
manifestation of community among races, of common 
witness to injustice and equality in society, and of unity at 
the table of the Lord. Gereformeerde Kerk and the 
Nederduitsch Hervormde Kerk, in not only accepting, but 
actively justifying the apartheid system by misusing the Gos-
pel and the Reformed confession, contradict in doctrine and 
in action the promise which they profess to believe.�12 

                                                            
9  Maybe it could be called semi-detached instead as the �mother�the DRC�

kept all governing power for the next 100 years in these churches.  
10  The acronyms are plentiful. To make it even more confusing they appear 

in both English and Afrikaans. Especially in Afrikaans they can have many different 
shapes. Please see appendix I for an overview. 

11  (Loff 1998) 
12  (WARC 1982, p. 177) 
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Or is the overall perspective about missiology? At about the same 

time as the decision by the WARC was taken in Ottawa, the DRMC min-
ister and theologian Hannes Adonis defended his thesis entitled Die 
afgebreekte skeidsmuur weer opgebou.13 Therein he demonstrates, as is 
the main aim with the dissertation, that �the mission policy of the 
White DRC is deeply intertwined with the ideology and practice of apar-
theid�.14 To this can be added the contemporary widely acclaimed view 
that �[c]hristianity is missionary by its very nature, or it denies its very 
raison d�Œtre�15, or to put it differently: To be a church is�by nature�
to live in mission. Even theology, according to Bosch, �rightly under-
stood, has no reason to exist other than critically to accompany the 
missio Dei. So mission should be �the theme of all theology��. This all-
encompassing focus on mission became utterly clear in the message of 
the World Conference on Mission and Evangelism in San Antonia, 
Texas, in 1989, which in its initial paragraph proclaimed: 

�At the very heart of the church�s vocation in the 
world is the proclamation of the kingdom of God inaugu-
rated in Jesus the Lord, crucified and risen and made pre-
sent among us by the Holy Spirit. 

The Triune God, Father and Holy Spirit, is a God in 
mission, the source and sustainer of the church�s mission 
(John 20:21; Acts 2). The church�s mission cannot but flow 
from God�s care for the whole creation, unconditional love 
for all people and concern for unity and fellowship among 
all human beings.�16 

 
The perspicacious reader has already found that I have chosen to put 
mission as the super-ordinate perspective. This was, however, not self-
evident. All three perspectives briefly indicated above might have been 
possible to use as point of departure. In one sense it is almost impossi-

                                                            
13  (Adonis 1982) Engl. Title: The broken down barrier is raised again [my transl.] 
14  (Adonis 1982, p. 223) 
15  (Bosch 1994 (1991), p. 9) 
16  (Scherer and Bevans 1992, p. 73-4)  Reprinted from Wilson, F.R., The San 

Antonia Report: Your will be done � Mission in Christ�s Way (Geneva: WCC, 1990), p. 
25-35 
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ble to make clear-cut distinctions between them. They are intertwined 
and interrelated. The choice of mission is�besides being in line with 
the actual ecumenical perspective of the church as of necessity living in 
mission�primarily based in the self-understanding of the DRC as a 
missional church and that it is rooting its own reflection on e.g. church 
and society in its mission policy. 

While choosing mission as the overall perspective I will rely on 
David Bosch�s magisterial work Transforming Mission�especially the 
later parts where he outlines the elements of an �Emerging Ecumenical 
Missionary Paradigm�17�in my analysis of the missiology of the DRC.  

1.2 Questions to address and Hypotheses 

In the theological conflict which I will deal with there are two main 
contestants�the WARC and the DRC. When that is said, one must im-
mediately admit that there was a tremendous underlying conflict: be-
tween a far-reaching apartheid system�supported and to some extent 
promoted by the DRC�and those in South Africa that suffered under 
that system.  

Seen in that way the WARC is the one that at a certain time in the 
(church) history of South Africa had the privilege and possibility to 
formulate the problem of the involvement of a church in a system det-
rimental to the reconciling grace of God.  This was done in such a way 
that the DRC was forced either to totally break all ties to the fellowship 
of churches at every level and to become an almost lonely tramp also at 
the international ecclesiastical arena, or to try to develop a new theo-
logical understanding of what it meant to be a missional church in 
South Africa. Simultaneously it was a crucial time for the WARC. Had 
they refrained from taking the step they took�to declare the situation a 
Status confessionis�their credibility had been undermined or even lost, 
not only among the black churches in South Africa, but in the (Re-
formed) Christian community globally. This, in no way, means that 
there were no possibilities to act differently. It was a real choice that 
had to be made: to back off or to take a clear stand. They stood firm 

                                                            
17  (Bosch 1994 (1991)) 
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and chose the conflictive way. A minority of about 10 percent of the 
delegates at the General Council, among them the DRC representatives, 
made another choice and voted against the proposals�of no avail. 
 
In the following I will provide the story of the conflict from different 
angles. As one of these has to do with colonialism and post-colonialism 
it is important not to be a victim of the possible colonial tendencies this 
conflict is supposed to counteract. Sugirtharajah means that when deal-
ing with this kind of issues the  

�relevant question will be about how they affect the lives of 
the people, rather than whether the proposal is modern or non-
modern, colonial or anti-colonial. The task of postcolonialism is 
to ensure that the yearnings of the poor take precedence over the 
interests of the affluent�.18 

 
Consequently I will give space to those South African voices that often 
are described as subaltern by the power structures of the white Afri-
kaner society and its churches; I will not do that as a principle, nor as a 
result of a potentially biased mindset but because the conflict is in real-
ity about them and their situation. Furthermore, without them and the 
voices �from below� it is questionable whether the WARC would have 
stepped up its criticism in the way they did. 

Questions 

The decision concerning the DRC (and the NHK) taken by the Ottawa 
General Council is expressed in a resolution consisting on three sec-
tions.  

 
The first section states 

�At the present time, without denying the universality 
of racist sin, we must call special attention to South Africa. 
Apartheid (or "Separate Development") in South Africa 
today poses a unique challenge to the Church, especially 
the churches in the Reformed tradition. The white Afri-
kaans Reformed Churches of South Africa through the 

                                                            
18  (Sugirtharajah 1998, p. 112-3) 

10 



A Journey with a Status Confessionis 

years have worked out in considerable detail both the pol-
icy itself and the theological and moral justification for the 
system. Apartheid ("Separate Development") is therefore a 
pseudo-religious ideology as well as a political policy. It 
depends to a large extent on this moral and theological jus-
tification. The division of Reformed churches in South Af-
rica on the basis of race and colour is being defended as a 
faithful interpretation of the will of God and of the Re-
formed understanding of the church in the world. This 
leads to the division of Christians at the table of the Lord 
as a matter of practice and policy, which has been continu-
ally affirmed save for exceptional circumstances under 
special permission by the white Afrikaans Reformed 
Churches. This situation brings a particular challenge to 
the WARC. 

� 
In certain situations the confession of a church needs 

to draw a clear line between truth and error. In faithful al-
legiance to Jesus Christ it may have to reject the claims of 
an unjust or oppressive government and denounce Chris-
tians who aid and abet the oppressor. We believe that this 
is the situation in South Africa today. 

� 
The Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk and the Neder-

duitsch Hervormde Kerk, in not only accepting, but active-
ly justifying the apartheid system by misusing the Gospel 
and the Reformed confession, contradict in doctrine and in 
action the promise which they profess to believe. 
Therefore, the General Council declares that this situation 
constitutes a Status confessionis for our churches, which 
means that we regard this as an issue on which it is not 
possible to differ without seriously jeopardizing the integ-
rity of our common confession as Reformed churches�.19   

 

                                                            
19  (WARC, 1982, p. 176-8) 
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The second section in the resolution notes �with profound disappoint-
ment� that the white churches �have still not found the courage to real-
ize that apartheid � contradicts the very nature of the church and ob-
scures the Gospel from before the world� and therefore finds no alter-
native than to suspend them �until such time as � [they have] given 
evidence of a change of heart�. This is thought to be expressed in the 
following three conditions that the DRC had to comply with:  

a. Black Christians are no longer excluded from 
church services, especially from Holy Communion; 

b. Concrete support in word and deed is given to 
those who suffer under the system of apartheid ("separate 
development"); 

c. Unequivocal synod resolutions are made which re-
ject apartheid and commit the Church to dismantling this 
system in both church and Politics.20 

 
The third section of the decision is directed to all other member chur-
ches and the WARC itself about the need to reconsider one�s own mis-
givings in regard to racism in our own societies, but also by supporting 
the racist structures in South Africa through financial involvement. 
This section also challenged churches in the West to develop relations 
to those black churches that were directly involved in the struggle for 
justice in South Africa. 

The issues in this third section of the decision lie mainly beyond 
the scope of this study, while the first two are at its centre. 
 
The WARC at its General Council in 1970 discussed the situation with 
the DRC and clarified that a  

�church that by doctrine and/or practice affirms seg-
regation of peoples (e.g. racial segregation) as a law for its 
life cannot be regarded as an authentic member of the 
body of Christ�  

 
Thereby they had already pronounced the criticism that twelve years 
later was elaborated into the expression on a Status confessionis.  

                                                            
20  (WARC 1982, p. 177-9) 
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It is an overall criticism of the life of a church but furthermore, 
these harsh words might according to my understanding be understood 
as criticism of that church�s mission policy.21 It was as an explicit ex-
pression of their missionary praxis that the coloured members in the 
DRC congregations in 1881 were thrown out from the existing church 
and referred to a separate church for coloureds, established and gov-
erned by the DRC. From then on there is not one Dutch Reformed 
church for everyone, but several Dutch Reformed churches. One which 
thereafter is designated as (the white) mother church and several, and 
over time varying, (coloured/black/Indian) daughter churches�not 
because of differences in belief/creedal base but as a consequence of 
different colour. 

This coincided well with the pattern of the general colonial mis-
sion epoch although the colonialism in South Africa had begun early 
and this new phase more related to the time of gold and diamond find-
ings and the rapid industrialization that followed thereafter. It is also a 
period when the question on the identity of the Afrikaner people begins 
to evolve and gains momentum.  

Bosch is noting that the �nineteenth century colonial expansion 
would once again acquire religious overtones and [is also] intimately 
linked with mission�, contrary to the early period of trading company 
colonialism by e.g. the Dutch when they were having very hesitant atti-
tudes towards missionary �intervention�.22 Thus, I find that there are 
reasons to believe that the expression of a Status confessionis by the 
WARC and the mission policy of the DRC are closely related to each 
other.  

From this develops my first question.  The situation in the DRC 
and its relation to the so-called daughter churches�as an outflow of its 
idea of �separate development�, later also expressed in the support for 
and theological legitimizing of apartheid� can be understood as a con-
sequence of a mission policy; Can the expression of a Status confessionis 
by the WARC therefore be seen as a critique of the mission policy of the 
DRC? 
 

                                                            
21  (WARC 1982, p. 177); Cf. (WARC 1970, p. 226) 
22  (Bosch 1994 (1991), p. 303) 
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The three requirements put forward in the Ottawa resolution had been 
worked out in a special working group during the meeting with the 
General Council. That is not a creatio ex nihilo. I will present the back-
ground and reasons�all of which developed over time�for the possi-
bility to take this stand in the General Council. It is rooted in a time 
and a situation that takes in several different perspectives.  

In this the black DRC churches are playing an important role; for 
instance through their internal development whereby they gradually 
developed a theological reflection of their own; given their growing 
emancipation from the white church; as a result of their growing in-
volvement in the ecumenical fellowship nationally and internationally.  

The social and political situation in South Africa and how the in-
ternational community dealt with it is also one factor to take into con-
sideration. Another factor is the overall ecumenical situation and the 
different ecumenical bodies� attitude to apartheid.  

Although the time span for this study is short�only sixteen 
years�there are important changes that take place during these years. 
Consequently, it is quite possible that what was a potentially reasonable 
thing say in 1982 might be totally obsolete 15�16 years later. That must 
also be given appropriate consideration. In the above is the reason for 
my remaining three questions. They will all deal with the three re-
quirements. 

How shall we understand the meaning of the three requirements? 
Did the DRC fulfil the demands? 
Hesitant discussions went on within the WARC on whether the re-

plies from the DRC really covered what many felt was needed (Had the 
ball been shot between the goalposts?). With that question unsolved�
was the welcome back of the DRC rather an adaption to a new post-
apartheid situation than an acceptance of its answer? 
 
I suppose a quick glance at my questions could give the result that I 
rather clearly indicate that the outcome in 1998 did not correspond to 
what in my view a reasonable consequence of the Status confessionis 
ought to be.  

Critical voices can be raised against this for at least two reasons. 
�It is easy to sit in Sweden, some eleven years later and tell what was 
right or wrong�. And secondly: �In this kind of evaluation one should 
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be neutral as far as possible�. That is a fair criticism. Nonetheless, my 
perspective is to a certain degree biased and so it must be.  

Having visited South Africa for the first time in August 1986 with 
a State of Emergency in full swing; having participated in morning de-
votions everyday at the South African Council of Churches (SACC) of-
fice, Khotso House, listening to stories of the bestialities of last eve-
ning/night carried forth in the townships by the security forces; having 
learned about the work of local congregations and SACC field workers 
trying to give support to the victims; having met personally with Wolf-
ram Kistner and Beyers NaudØ23 who were urging me to tell �the story� 
at home; having during several days (and nights) met with people living 
underground of fear for (renewed) imprisonment and torture; having 
�sneaked� into Soweto at night, together with those who did not give up 
(and knew the loopholes) to see what was going on�having experi-
enced all this, it is impossible not to be biased. 

On the other hand I am to a large extent a rather well-off, tradi-
tional liberal, western, middle-aged man, living in a rich, relatively 
peaceful, relatively equal and until late relatively mono-cultural coun-
try�all of which also provides me with a certain (underlying) code of 
interpretation. These two conditions must be handled, if not in har-
mony so at least in a balanced and conscious way. 

This does furthermore not mean that I have not done my utmost 
to get sources that provide me an opportunity to evaluate the processes 
in a reasonably fair way. This goes for both the WARC and the DRC. Nei-
ther does it mean that I talk about right or wrong in an absolute way�
which in itself is a tricky thing in a time when post-(or late)modernity 
compels us to reshape our understanding of truth. Especially as this 
dissertation basically is not about right and wrong at all. 

My own involvement, in 1986 and in different ways before and af-
ter that, is part of the �story�. Let me only say that being open about this 
is the only possible hermeneutical attitude. Furthermore it is never pos-
sible for the scholar or researcher to be �really a neutral figure; he or 

                                                            
23  Wolfram Kistner was director for the SACC department of Justice and Rec-

onciliation and was breaking the rules of his banning to receive me at home ne-
glecting its potential threat to him. Later I met with him several times and got ac-
cess to his comprehensive archives. Beyers NaudØ was by this time General Secre-
tary at the SACC.  
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she is not really somebody who is standing above it all and just ponti-
ficating, but somebody who is really somehow involved in it�.24 By be-
ing explicit about it I am thereby giving the reader the possibility to 
make her or his own judgment�which in any case has to be done.  

Hypothesises 

The hypotheses I now will present underline my somewhat critical atti-
tude. 

I have the following two hypotheses: 
- The DRC did not give a reply to the WARC that involved the 

deeper meaning of the Status confessionis but one that only 
complied with the explicit wording of the requirements 

- The WARC followed a legalistic pattern in their assessment of 
the reply from the DRC and thereby let pragmatism prevail 
over radicalism. 

1.3 Structure  

This dissertation consists of four parts.  
Part 1 is providing the formal background and introduction to the 

study. It is split into one procedural section�chapter 1�and one con-
ceptual section�chapter 2�where the first, as already seen, contains 
information on the problem, the research questions and hypotheses as 
well as some notes on reflections on material used for the dissertation. 
The second chapter will deal with some conceptual considerations and 
thereby indicate my method. 

The following part�chapter 3�is mainly a background chapter. 
My study deals with questions that relates to South African history, so-
cial history, colonialism, ecumenism, church history, and dogmatics to 
mention some views of relevance. This chapter could have been ex-
panded unrestrainedly and beyond any control but I have chosen the 
different subsections to give the reader a necessary introduction to 

                                                            
24  (Buttigieg and BovØ 2004, p. 185) The words come from Edward W. Said in 

an interview partly about Culture and Imperialism. 
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what then follows. Without that much in chapter 4 to 8 would be very 
difficult to comprehend. 

Chapters 4 to 8 are the investigating ones and make up the third 
part of the dissertation. In one sense chapters 7 and 8 are in the centre 
given their headings�they seem to deal with the two �combatants� 
more directly. Nonetheless, as I mentioned above we are dealing with a 
time and a situation when and where there are so many different rele-
vant participants that it is only partly true. All and everyone in the vi-
cinity of the Status confessionis issue have to be listened to. So chapters 
4-6 provide us with some additional entries to the issue. They clarify 
that all those involved are inter-related and that the different views are 
inter-woven into each other.  

In the last chapter in that part�chapter 9�I will give a summary 
of my findings in the 5 previous chapters. Chapter 9 will do this, con-
trary to how I have dealt with the material earlier, chronologically and 
in this way also give a very brief rØsumØ. 

Finally, the last and forth part consists of chapter 10. Here I will 
give the feed-back on the questions I have put forward, and take up the 
hypotheses again for an examination in light of the material I have 
brought forward. 

 
The appendices with some additional material�abbreviations and 
glossary as well as an index of themes and persons etcetera�is included 
as a service to the reader with the intention to facilitate a smoother 
reading. 

1.4 Previous Research 

To give an exposition over previous research on the (Reformed) 
churches relation to apartheid is almost an unworkable project.  

In an article about the Belhar Confession Dirkie Smit tries to list 
those who have been important in its establishment. He ends the two 
lists after several names by adding: �and many of their contemporaries� 
respectively �and again many more�.25 That would be my fate as well if 

                                                            
25  (D. Smit 2006, p. 292) 
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I would try. As pointed out earlier, not much at all has been written 
about the WARC and the DRC besides what they had written themselves 
while in the middle of the debacle.  

 
As indicated above there are several issues that relate to the conflict that 
can be, and have been, dealt with separately as well� e.g. Status confes-
sionis, the Belhar Confession, the Kairos document and the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission. I will here just give some short indications 
as to where material concerning this can be found. 

Status confessionis is not a specific Reformed expression and there-
fore references can be found in Lutheran discussions also; see especially 
Duchrow for that. It will be dealt with briefly in section 3.3.2. On the 
Reformed side I can mention Blei and Smit.26 

A major contribution to the discussion that emerged around the 
Belhar Confession�the coloured church�s theological reflection over 
the declaration of Status confessionis (SC)�is a collection of essays un-
der the common heading A Moment of Truth.27 Smit, Durand, Cloete 
and others provide a thorough analysis over what a confession is, how 
it can be of value in the church unity process and how this confession 
relates to the SC. Lukas Vischer has expounded in several publications 
on the confessing in the Reformed tradition as such.28 

The discussion of the Kairos document if often dealt with in rela-
tion to a more wide-ranging discussion of contextual theologies. As a 
direct response to the document some ten articles were published in the 
Journal of Theology for Southern Africa, beginning in volume 55, June 
1986. For a more general discussion on Contextual theologies, especially 
if one relates this to mission, one must mention Bevans, Schroeder, 
Schreiter and Bosch.29  

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission is an event in itself and 
the discussion in South Africa about it has been vibrant: Is it right to 
give amnesty to people who have committed appalling crimes? Why 

                                                            
26  (Duchrow 1981), (Blei 1994), (D. Smit 1984); Cf. (WARC 1989)  
27 (Cloete and Smit 1984) 
28  (Vischer 1982) (Vischer 1999) 
29  (Bevans 1992), (Bevans and Schroeder 2004), (Schreiter 2002 (1985)), 

(Schreiter 1997), (Bosch 1994 (1991)) 
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wrap it in Christian garment by electing Desmond Tutu as chairperson 
and beginning the sessions with prayer? Did it provide the white popu-
lation with a false feeling of having done what was needed? Etcetera. 
This and much more is discussed in an abundance of books and arti-
cles.30 

Most of what is mentioned here has been essays and articles. There 
are of course also South African authors who have written mono-
graphies that touch the themes in question here, such as Dirkie Smit, 
John W. De Gruchy, Charles Villa-Vicencio, Johann Kinghorn, Allan 
Boesak, Herman Gilliomee, Sampie Terreblanche, Gerald L�Ange, 
Desmond Tutu, Albert Nolan, Willie Jonker, Simon Maimela, David 
Bosch and �many more�.  
 
Nonetheless, to conclude this section, they have not dealt with the is-
sues just mentioned within the framework of the conflict between the 
DRC and the WARC, more than in few, small fragments in some works. 

1.5 Material 

A major circumstance in writing this dissertation has been the necessity 
to spend much time in archives and libraries abroad. A considerable 
part of my material is somewhat special. It is unprinted material, not 
that easy to get hold of.  

 
The World Alliance of Reformed Churches has its office at the Ecu-
menical Centre in Geneva31, and deep down in the basement is their 
archives located.  

No restrictions whatsoever was raised and I could during several 
visits come and go as of my own choice. The problem I have had to face 

                                                            
30  E.g. (Botman and Petersen 1996), (Boraine 2000), (Cochrane, De Gruchy 

and Martin 1999),  (Jeffery 1999), (Krog 1998), (Meiring 1999), (D. Tutu 1999), and 
Several issues of Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 

31  The Ecumenical Centre is the headquarter for, among others, the World 
Council of Churches (WCC), the   Lutheran World Federation (LWF), Action by 
Churches Together (ACT) and Ecumenical Church Loan Fund (ECLOF). The library, 
containing 100,000 books, periodicals and pamphlets on the ecumenical move-
ment, is the largest in the world in the ecumenical field. 
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there is that the material is not very well organised and structured. The 
former General Secretary Edmond Perret did a paramount work after 
his retirement and indexed publications, minutes, special reports and 
conferences from the beginning of (the predecessor of) WARC in 1875 
until 1992. It was valuable for me for background information but did 
not cover the whole period of my study. In addition, all other kinds of 
documents, besides those just mentioned, such as memos, reports, 
working documents and many more, are not indexed or catalogued.  

Besides the archival work, the visits there have also given me the 
opportunity to have open discussions with members of the staff. Two 
formal interviews�with Setri Nyomi, present General Secretary, and 
Edmond Perret�has been carried forth.32  

 
The other part of this kind of material is what I have collected at the 
archives of the DRC in Stellenbosch and Pretoria. I was met with the 
same open attitude by the representatives of the DRC with which I was 
in contact regarding their archives. The archives are huge and organ-
ised in a totally other fashion, and it was neither allowed nor possible, 
as in Geneva, to look for material by oneself. This limited severely the 
possibilities to find material �that you did not know you were interested 
in�. So despite kind support this was a limitation.33 
  
Besides the non-printed archival material both organisations have some 
material that is printed but not published in a normal sense�such as 
minutes and other documentation from conferences, Synods or Gen-
eral Councils. At least the later �issues� of these documents can often be 

                                                            
32  The archives is not the best possible to take care of important parts of the 

Reformed ecumenical history. I also found out that boxes that I earlier had ran-
sacked at a later visit had changed designation so I cannot be absolutely sure that 
every notation I give in the bibliography is correct. I was also unsuccessful in my at-
tempts to meet with Milan Opo�enský who was General Secretary at the time of 
the re-instatement of the DRC. He, as well as Dr. Lukas Vischer passed away before I 
got a possibility to see them. 

33  When I began my search for South African material it was divided between 
Cape Town and Pretoria. Most of it is now transferred to a separate building in con-
nection to the Kweek skool [Training school for DRC ministers]�now the Theologi-
cal department of the University of Stellenbosch, earlier the separate institution for 
educating ministers for the DRC. 

20 



A Journey with a Status Confessionis 

ordered from the offices, but most of those that are relevant for my 
study are out of print. 

The material from the WARC and the DRC is my point of departure 
from where I search for additional material filling the gaps, giving 
background, adding necessary knowledge. 

Part of that is what I already have mentioned in the section 1.4 on 
Previous research. Albeit being a study on a conflict between a local 
church in South Africa and an international organisation, this is about 
a South African situation, and those involved�persons and organisa-
tions�in the main are South African. Therefore I have tried to find as 
much South African views as possible. This goes for written material 
but also for the interviews I have made. 

Besides the special circumstances with the archives there is one 
more threshold to overcome while writing about South African issues 
from Sweden. There is a scarcity of material here, generally speaking. 
Not much South African theology finds its way to academic libraries 
here. Instead I have had to rely on libraries abroad. The library at the 
University of Cape Town has been very valuable, and the same goes for 
the library at the theological faculty in Princeton, USA. I have also used 
the theological faculties at University of Western Cape and in Stellen-
bosch and the library at University of Pretoria. In principle I have al-
ways been met with openness and generosity so as to get access to what 
I needed despite not always fitting into their rules and regulations.  

 
But as I already mentioned several times the situation is not that easy 
and clear. There are other churches playing an important role in the 
deliberations between the two main actors. Several organisations in 
South Africa hold positions in the process. Conferences arranged by 
others and documents and declarations that have come into being as a 
result of that are factors one must take into consideration. Therefore I 
will not even try to make any distinction between for instance mono-
graphies by well-known theologians held in high esteem in South Af-
rica and elsewhere, and letters from WARC executive committee mem-
bers, nor between a thorough consultation report and an interview with 
a former member of the leadership of one or other of the churches in-
volved. There is interplay between them all that is enriching and is il-
luminating the situation during the period I cover.  
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Besides that I will present a methodical ground for that approach 
in the next chapter. 
 
In addition to what I mentioned on archival material and �normal� ma-
terial in books and journals I have made several interviews. The inter-
viewees are mostly people who have been moderators or active in the 
moderature in the various synods or executives in the organisations 
involved�i.e. having held important office and been in the epicentre of 
the story. 

The interviews have mainly been for my own sake�to go to those 
�who were there�, �who saw it� and �who heard it�. By comparing their 
stories with the printed material, such as minutes, letters, memos and 
other sources, the latter began to live and explore things that otherwise 
might have been hidden to me. They function as part of a herme-
neutical spiral (or circle)�the live story illuminates the rather dull and 
rigid minutes, that thereafter raise new questions both to the story and 
the minutes. To a minor extent I use them also to confirm views that 
are expressed, or as a means to challenge or underline a view in docu-
ments. The interviews also give the context into which the text is set. 
  

22 



A Journey with a Status Confessionis 

 

2 Conceptual considerations � a methodical 
outline 

2.1 Hermeneutics 

The first of my questions regarding the requirements raised in Ottawa 
foreshadows a hermeneutical problem. The question reads as follows: 
How shall we understand the meaning of the three requirements? 

Inherent in that question lies a conception that the three require-
ments posed towards the DRC contains more than is said in its exact 
wording. At least it indicates that there are possibilities to read them in 
different ways, and that is a question within the hermeneutical sphere.  

Werner Jeanrond means that we by hermeneutics mean the theory 
of interpretation by which we examine the relationship between the text 
(or a work of art) on the one hand and the people who wish to under-
stand it on the other. When the reality of the reader and the reality of 
the text meet, hermeneutical reflections function as an aide to facilitate 
that meeting by �considering the possibilities and limitations of human 
understanding�.34  

 
One obvious reason to reflect on the �art� of hermeneutics��art�, as it 
embraces a creative side�in the context with which I deal in this dis-
sertation is that the DRC time and again between 1982 and 1998 ex-
pressed as their firm conviction, firstly, that they had complied with the 
requirements and, secondly, that it was totally wrong to understand the 
DRC view on apartheid in confessional terms and consequently to ex-
press a Status confessionis. Until the issue finally was settled at the DRC 
synod in 1998 these proposals by the DRC were turned down by the 

                                                            
34  (Jeanrond 1997 (1991), p. 1-3) 

23 



Studia Missionalia Svecana CIX 

WARC�and others�as a misconception. To put it simple: the DRC and 
the WARC had different understanding of the text. Very likely also 
about the actual context and definitely about the text read in that con-
text.  

At a basic level this could be understood as �just� a text-linguistic 
problem. Jeanrond discerns three levels of a text: Of meaning, of 
grammar and of printing. They in turn can be related to three linguistic 
sub-disciplines; The semantic, studying the meaning of the words and 
texts; the syntactic, dealing with the connections between words and 
sentences; and the pragmatic, related to the external conditions of 
communication.35 

I would consider it likely that there might be several aspects re-
lated to these fields of hermeneutics�especially on the semantic level�
that can explain why there seems to be a rather weak discussion be-
tween those involved, and why many white South Africans had difficul-
ties to comprehend the demands by the WARC and therefore felt hu-
miliated and misunderstood. Naturally the same problems are put be-
fore me in reading the same texts today. 

Drawing on Ricoeur, Jeanrond argues that the disclosure of the 
sense of a text �is one of the interpreting activities through which the 
human being can gain some awareness of himself or herself� and 
thereby �unveil the existential possibilities�. That is a demanding task 
as it implies openness for various truths but when it is working it func-
tions transformatively.  

Bultmann�s hermeneutical program, which as a major perspective 
wanted a (religious) text not to unveil what it meant at a certain old 
stage in history but its meaning for the reader in his or her own time in 
an existential way, might be difficult to relate to the very contextual dis-
cussion that went on between the DRC and the WARC (and other adver-
saries). Nonetheless his view that the �decisive question was �whether 
we confront history in such a way that we acknowledge its claim upon 
us, its claim to say something new to us�� is not without merit also in 
this setting.36  

                                                            
35  (Jeanrond 1997 (1991), p. 84-5) 
36  (Jeanrond 1997 (1991), p. 110, 138), The quotation in the quote is from 

Bultmann, �The Problem of a  Theological Exegesis of the New Testament�, 1925, 
Interpreting Faith p. 132 
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Basically there is an obvious element of intertextuality between the 
two organisations. Their essential adherence to each other lies in the 
common heritage of creed, theological reflection and ecclesiastical 
models. That is also apparent when we consider the actual texts I deal 
with in this study and the lives of both organisations. Both organisa-
tions give�or ought to give�each other mutual credibility and con-
firmation. The intertextuality-perspective is also discernible within the 
organisations themselves�they live in an ongoing debate on how to 
understand the historic heritage in a rapidly changing surrounding 
world. This is even more obvious when we reflect on the relation be-
tween the DRC and its so-called daughters. Every text, every situation, 
every dialoguean attempt in the situation I will describe in the follow-
ing is part of a network of relations. Consequently, elements of contex-
tual reflection have to be one of the core methods in the analysis.  

 
The interpretative efforts must aim at an understanding of the message 
of the text in question�but it is a problem to use it as a starting point 
that structures the interpretation.37  

I will assert that for my study is the text-in-its-context more im-
portant than text in itself. My choice is therefore to refrain from some, 
in principle possible, analytical perspectives: the act of communication; 
a syntactic analysis; discussing genres; and many more. Instead I will 
provide a broad and rather comprehensive backdrop�the contextual 
setting�for my concluding analysis. 

 
Secondly, by acknowledging that the text can have a claim on the 
reader, we confess that the author has no interpreting prerogative�
when the text has left the author it is open for anyone to enter into a 
communication with it and to interpret it his or her way. By this �the 
other�s� voice becomes even more imperative. This is for instance an 
important background for my interviews as such, and for making them 
also with people outside the narrow circle of �players� from the DRC and 
the WARC. 

But that the author does not have an interpreting prerogative does 
not mean that anything goes but that there must be room for pluralism 

                                                            
37 (Jeanrond 1997 (1991), p. 160-1) 
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as it �is at the very root of the Christian movement itself�. Only by this 
can dogmatic and �colonial� attitudes by the Church be met and chal-
lenged. Jeanrond argues that �[t]he best precaution against such a 
temptation may be the willingness to respect otherness and even radical 
otherness�. With reference to David Tracy Jeanrond notes that this 
means to accept a double pluralism: a pluralism of the context and a 
pluralism regarding the interpretative results.38 

 
Both the above points, in my understanding, are pointing towards Ed-
ward W. Said and more specifically towards what he calls contrapuntal 
thinking. 

2.2 Contrapuntal thinking  

A more all-encompassing view of how to understand�or interpret�a 
text is given by Edward Said in his Culture and Imperialism: 

�Instead of the partial analysis offered by the various 
national or systematically theoretical schools, I have been 
proposing the contrapuntal lines of a global analysis, in 
which texts and worldly institutions are seen working to-
gether, in which Dickens and Thackeray as London au-
thors are read also as writers whose historical experience is 
informed by the colonial enterprises in India and Australia 
of which they were so aware, and in which the literature of 
one commonwealth is involved in the literatures of others. 
Separatist or nativist enterprises strike me as exhausted; 
the ecology of literature’s new and expanded meaning can-
not be attached to only one essence or to the discrete idea 
of one thing. But this global, contrapuntal analysis should 
be modelled not (as earlier notions of comparative litera-
ture were) on symphony but rather on an atonal ensemble; 
we must take into account all sorts of spatial or geographi-
cal and rhetorical practices�inflections, limits, con-

                                                            
38 (Jeanrond 1997 (1991), 172-5) 
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straints, intrusions, inclusions, prohibitions�all of them 
tending to elucidate a complex and uneven topography.�39 

 
There are several perspectives in the writings by Said that is valuable 
and valid for my study. Related to this contrapuntal reading he men-
tions in the quotation is �worldliness��to consider the societal frame-
work in which the text is read�, and secondly the concept of �the 
other�.  

To look at�or read�something contrapuntally is to make up a 
set of intertwined and overlapping stories but not in a Hegelian dialec-
tic way but in a dialoguean way that allows discrepancies and conflict-
ing voices. It should be a way of giving both the dominant discourse 
and those acting against it a possibility to be heard. With reference to 
the classical music�a common reference in Said�s writing�he pin-
points that  

�In the counterpoint � various themes play off one 
another, with only a provisional privilege being given to 
any particular one; yet in the resulting polyphony there is 
concert and order, an organized interplay that derives 
from the themes, not from a rigorous melodic or formal 
principle outside the work.�40 

 
In a short and simple way it could be described as to let different� 

even dissonant�voices be heard simultaneously. By this, a greater 
whole is strived for, in which interdependent histories and overlapping 
characters are presented and where both dominant societies and subal-
tern voices can be heard. 

 
In my approach to the task I have put before me in the study I have 
tried to follow this Saidian advice. It is done in at least two ways. 

The structure of the dissertation, especially part III, is built on that 
concept. It consists of five chapters dealing with the same core prob-
lem�the conflict between the WARC and the DRC�but from different 
angles, dragging in players and situations that at the outset might seem 

                                                            
39  (Said 1994 (1993), p. 318) 
40  (Said 1994 (1993), p. 51) 
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not to be directly related to issue but that add important views to the 
discussion. Chapters 7 and 8 might have a rather heavier weight, but all 
of them are directed on analysing the same thing. Therefore it is some-
times unavoidable to duplicate some views and information, or else it 
would be difficult to comprehend the text. Relying on Said�s descrip-
tion of the provisional character of each �voice� it is impossible to draw 
any definite conclusions until every voice is heard�if at all. Already the 
fact that I here cut out a short time frame, certain �players�, make a 
choice of what material I study and who I interview is delimiting my 
possibilities to proclaim any TRUTH about the conflict between the 
DRC and the WARC. Possibly a provisional one. 

Secondly, my choice of material as well as the way in which I use it 
is determined by this basic consideration. As I mention above in sec-
tion 1.5 there is a huge variety of sources�minutes and other �formal� 
documents from the WARC and the DRC, and some other organisations; 
monographies and articles on different topics of relevance; interviews 
and some internet sources; etcetera. All of them make up the �fugue� of 
interrelated and intertwined voices needed to give as fully as possible a 
picture of the conflict in the centre of this dissertation. 

These two considerations are likewise part of my hermeneutical 
method. 

2.3 Post-colonial analysis 

A study of the church in Africa in general and the development of the 
DRC as a missional church in South Africa in particular cannot be done 
without taking into account the colonial development in that region. 
The DRC is more than many churches rooted in the colonial project. 
Also the processes in the WARC have to be related to this as neither the 
organisation as such, nor are the member churches themselves free 
from such influences. 

 
Empires are not circumscribed to the expansion of the powers of the 
West or to a period post the Middle Ages. Historically we can talk 
about the Roman empire, the Arab Empire under the Umayyad Ca-
liphate, the Empires under the Mongols, the Ottomans�to mention a 
few. For this study I will, when talking about the Empire or the Colo-
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nial period, restrict myself to dealing with the thinking in the West and 
its consequences on African soil; I will even make that as narrow as to 
the colonial development in those parts of Southern Africa that today 
make up South Africa. In any case, my task is not to study colonialism 
per se, but to use it as a tool in my analysis of the church. So, for obvi-
ous reasons�relating to the scope of this dissertation�I will have to 
restrict myself hard.  

To study a situation where colonialism is an important feature, 
one is obliged to consider the possible postcolonial perspectives on the 
situation. The South African ecclesiastical situation has many special 
features when it is interpreted in the light of postcolonial theory. While 
most parts of the African continent�except for minor sections�came 
under European sovereignty rather late in the nineteenth century the 
southernmost part, as a consequence of its military- and trading-
strategic position, was taken over by Western interests rather early.41 In 
the wake of the emancipation of the Boers from the imperial powers in 
Europe, especially from the Netherlands, a home-grown internal impe-
rialism evolved in relation to other population groups. Consequently 
my understanding of postcolonial theory is read in relation to that and 
my analysis of it as a critical discourse is based on the special South Af-
rican situation.  

For that reason, I will give just a brief history of the involvement 
of the Western powers in as far as they relate to the development of 
what today is the Republic of South Africa. Then, as I in my study will 
cover a rather short�and late�period in South African (church) his-
tory I will make use of postcolonial perspectives in my analysis of the 
relevant situation. 
 
Although a scholar in literature one can assume that most people 
would paste the label of post-colonialism to Edward W Said�s name. 
That is no surprise as he clearly states that �we can no longer ignore 
empires and the imperial context in our studies�.42  

Post-colonialism is an analytical tool that has much of its roots in 
the writings of him�in particular in the aftermath of his seminal Ori-

                                                            
41  A short background story of this is provided in chapter 3. 
42  (Said 1994 (1993), p. 6) 
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entalism from 1978.43 It emerged as a theory in the field of literature 
criticism�not least related to the British Empire-building. But, albeit 
rooted in the study of literature, its perspectives were broadened vastly 
to include cultural identity�in an extended meaning�in colonised 
societies. Sugirtharajah argues that Said meant post-colonialism to be a 
�reading strategy�. This is not the only possible way to understand it 
but is the way by which I will be using it here.44 Inherent in the post-
colonial thinking according to Said lies the important notion of �the 
other�:  

�Unlike with feminism or post-structuralism or even 
Marxism, the discourse of post-colonialism is ostensibly 
not about the West where it has originated but about the 
colonised other. For the first time probably in the whole 
history of the Western academy, the non-West is placed at 
the centre of its dominant discourse.�45 

 
Sugirtharajah suggests that with �the other� in the centre post-

colonialism becomes an active confrontation with the dominant system 
of thought and functions emancipatorily in relation to these systems, be 
they political, linguistic or ideological. In this, especially in the ideo-
logical level, are in my view theological and missiological patterns of 
domination included. Post-colonialism, Sugirtharajah says, is more 
than anything else a mental attitude, a �critical enterprise aimed at un-
masking the link between idea and power, which lies behind Western 
theories and learning. It is a discursive resistance to imperialism�.46  

 
While imperialism in the past, in the main, meant settling on and con-
trolling distant lands owned by and lived on by other peoples, it now 

                                                            
43  (Kim 2006, p. 271); According to Sugirtharajah gave Edward W.  Said, G.C. 

Spivak and Homi Bhabha �postcolonialism its theorization and practice�, although 
the expression was coined and used as a pedagogical tool earlier. (Sugirtharajah 
1998, p. 92-3) 

44  (Sugirtharajah 1998, p. 93); Sugirtharajah mentions Homi Bhabha who 
rather defines postcolonialism as a state or a condition. 

45  (Sugirtharajah 1998, p. 92) Quotation from Harish Trivedi (1996:232): �India 
and Post-colonial Discourse�, in Harish Trivedi and Meenakshi Mukherjee (eds.), In-
terrogating Post-Colonialism: Theory, Text and Context. p. 231-47  

46  (Sugirtharajah 1998, p. 93) 
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has taken on disguises that make it more difficult to trace in the topog-
raphy.  

Imperialism according to Said means  
�the practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a domi-

nating metropolitan centre ruling a distant territory; �colo-
nialism�, which is almost always a consequence of imperial-
ism, is the implanting of settlements on distant territory�. 

 
He then understands the settlements�as the direct colonialism by and 
large has ended�in the way of a lingering presence in the �general cul-
tural sphere as well as in specific political, ideological, economic, and 
social practices�. The �almost metaphysical obligation to rule subordi-
nate, inferior, or less advanced peoples� might have faded away. In the 
globalised world greed always finds new means to acquire the accumu-
lation of wealth it strives for.47 

To talk about post-colonialism analysis is therefore not to talk 
about a period when colonialism has ceased to exist, as if there pres-
ently is a time �after colonialism�, but to trace in what way colonialism 
is present in the text, and context, we are studying at the moment.  

 
A major reason for this kind of reading of the conflict between the DRC 
and the WARC is that we�to use the words of Said�are �mixed in with 
one another in ways that most national systems of education have not 
dreamed of�.48 

Mission in a South African postcolonial setting 

Since the earliest beginnings in the fifteenth century of seafarers from 
the West crossing the seas it was self-evident assumption that �the pope 
held supreme authority over the entire globe� and that therefore the 
rulers who established distant dominions had both political and eccle-
sial supremacy. Thus, missions and colonialism went hand in hand.49 
The churches that developed after the reformation did not involve 
themselves in missionary outreach programs until the emergence of the 

                                                            
47  (Said 1994 (1993), p. 9-10) 
48  (Said 1994 (1993), p. 331) 
49  (Bosch 1994 (1991), p. 227) 
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pietistic movement in the early eighteenth century. Against the earlier 
period the missions that were carried out now were rather a-colonial in 
attitude, mainly due to its layperson character, the ecumenical attitude, 
and its anti-nationalistic view.50 

A new wave of colonialism sweeps over the globe in the nineteenth 
century and again church and state are travel companions. With Great 
Britain and France in the lead the West divided not least Africa among 
themselves and a strong missionary zeal was presented. 

 
The story in South Africa is different as the historic circumstances are 
so different but nonetheless it is said by South African missiologists 
that �[t]he social, economic and political context of the mission wave 
that started in the late 1850s [in South Africa]should be understood in 
terms of the bigger colonial picture.51 The South African structure is 
rather complex, as the DRC was rather active in the surrounding coun-
tries in a �classic� outreach mission and established �DRC-churches� in 
Malawi, Zambia, Zimbabwe etc, while at the same time overseas mis-
sion agencies established stations in the rural areas all over �South Afri-
can� territory. Although there are examples of missionaries that wanted 
to keep the colonial authorities short it appeared to be difficult, espe-
cially after 1880 when, according to Bosch, �there could no longer be 
any doubt about the complicity of mission agencies in the colonial ven-
ture�. Even the traces of racism were more prevalent at that time.52 

 
The apartheid state developed over time and many colonial elements 
were in place long before the National Party came to power in 1948. 
The same goes for the development of the mission policy of the DRC. 
Few would oppose an assertion that apartheid is an imperialistic ex-
pressi0n and that the apartheid government was acting as colonizers. 
Especially when we look at colonialism�in line with Said and Sugirtha-
rajah�also as control over the psychological, intellectual and cultural 
sphere.53  

                                                            
50  (Bosch 1994 (1991), p. 252-5) 
51  (Kritzinger, Saayman and Smit 2004, p. 262) 
52  (Kritzinger, Saayman and Smit 2004, p. 268), (Bosch 1994 (1991), p. 307-8) 
53  (Sugirtharajah 1995 (1991), p. 460) 
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  It is therefore in my view natural to reflect upon the interrelated-
ness between the mission of the DRC and the colonial patterns of the 
apartheid government. 

33 



Studia Missionalia Svecana CIX 

Part II 

3. Some views on the settings for the conflict 
between the DRC and the WARC 

  �To understand the race problem it is necessary to 
take into account the historical causes to which it owes its 
present form. Its real nature and true dimensions become 
apparent only when the antagonisms which confront us 
today are seen to be the outcome of forces that have been 
slowly gathering momentum through the centuries and 
creating a situation which is now a menace to the peace of 
the world.�54 

 
Albeit more than 80 years old, Oldham�s comment, at the beginning of 
his book entitled Christianity and the Race problem, on clarifying the 
importance of tracing the roots of the actual situation by that time, has 
relevance also in 2009.  In my research I will deal with what can be seen 
as modern history. It goes only some 25 years back. It is nevertheless 
impossible to write that story without a reasonable understanding on 
what in different fields preceded the dramatic events at the WARC 1982 
General Council at Ottawa�the suspension of the DRC based in its 
completely irreconcilable views on apartheid. 

                                                            
54  (Oldham 1925, p. 10) Oldham was the organizing secretary for the 1910 

World Missionary Conference at Edinburgh and then secretary for the International 
Mission Council (IMC). 
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Long after Oldham, Edward Said also reflected on the understand-
ing of the present and the past. He notes that  

�[a]ppeals to the past are among the commonest 
strategies in interpretation of the present � [as there] is 
not only disagreement about what happened in the past 
and what the past was, but uncertainty about whether the 
past really is past, over and concluded, or whether it con-
tinues, albeit in different forms, perhaps�.55  

 
With a background in a discussion on an essay by TS Elliot, Said con-
tinues to problemize this idea. Not only that past and present �inform 
each other�, or �implies each other� as Elliot says, but also that there is 
a �combativeness with which individuals and institutions decide on 
what is tradition and what is not�. Therefore, neither past, nor present 
has �a complete meaning alone�.56 

This chapter therefore aims at presenting a necessary background 
for an assessment of the situation I will discuss in detail in part III. The 
short quotation by Said is a severe warning to anyone trying to encom-
pass, compress and summarize elements of some 350 years of Southern 
African economical and political history, as well as Church history, into 
a few dozen pages. I am aware that the bits and pieces of the past cho-
sen below are selected as a result of my comprehension of the present, 
and will create the main frame-work within which my continuing 
analysis will take place, and that I run the risk of deciding beforehand 
what the analysis should arrive at. Nevertheless, while doing it, I hope 
to be able to provide tenable argumentation for the choices I make. 

 

There are three areas of special interest for the backdrop I would like to 
paint in this chapter.  

The first deals with the social and political history of South Africa. 
It is, however, at a space as limited as I have here, impossible to cover 
the full history of over 350 years. Especially as it, in addition, is so in-
tertwined with European political and economical changes at that time. 
Therefore, my description must concentrate on an analysis of those 

                                                            
55 (Said 1994 (1993), p. 3) 
56 (Said 1994 (1993), p. 4) 
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parts that more than others give the background to the growth of the 
Afrikaner identity. In this I will try to pin-point elements of special 
relevance. The journalist and writer Gerald L�Ange uses the word �in-
grained� when he describes the importance of the old Afrikaner history 
for the post-1948 transformation and the �concept of black inferior-
ity�.57   

In this part�About the social and political origins of Apartheid�I 
will briefly cover the period from the arrival of the colonists in 1652 up 
to the first democratic election in 1994, albeit with specific references to 
the churches. 

The second part�The Dutch Reformed Church 1824-1982�in this 
chapter is about the church that is in the very focus for this dissertation. 
The period I deal with here begins when the DRC as a church on its own 
began to discuss the possibility of excluding non-white members from 
sharing the Lord�s Table and the church service together with white 
members of the congregations. I will end the description of the DRC just 
before 1982, the year of the Ottawa General Council of the WARC when 
the DRC was suspended from participating in the work in WARC. 

 In this part I will describe the different steps that the DRC has 
taken on its road to align themselves with apartheid and National-
Afrikaner mentality. 

Finally the third part�Some Ecumenical Church bodies�depicts 
ecumenical bodies that have special relevance for my exploration. It is 
first and foremost the WARC as the worldwide reformed body to which 
the DRC belonged and that exercised a kind of church discipline when 
they realised that the very centre of the gospel was endangered by the 
theological views and the praxis in the DRC. Shortly I will mention its 
Southern African regional branch, SAARC, although it comes in exis-
tence as late as in 1989.   

Finally I will also describe some involvement in the South African 
situation by the World Council of Churches (WCC) and about how the 
Lutheran World Federation dealt with the Status confessionis-issue. 

                                                            
57  (L’Ange 2005, p. 227) 
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3.1 About the social and political origins of Apartheid 

A major problem in writing about South African history�as about any 
set of historical events�is that it immediately raises questions on le-
gitimacy. Who can claim the ability to describe and assess processes 
that deal with people, culture, politics, and geography over vast areas 
and over a long time far from your own time and culture?58 It would be 
futile and inaccurate not to admit that my mind as a Western, liberal, 
white person is colonized and bent towards biased perspectives. 

That the perspective is biased was obvious also when the DRC in 
1974 wrote that they �[s]ince the beginning of South African history � 
[has] had to grapple with the problems of a multinational and multira-
cial country�.59 That expresses, deliberately or unconsciously, a lack of 
perspective and is, even more, a way of arguing that no South African 
history existed before the arrival of the Dutch to the Cape of Good 
Hope in 1652�a notion called �the myth of the empty land� by many 
critical scholars. That also has some bearing on Afrikaner self-under-
standing and therefore on later changes in the church. The truth is that 
�nowhere can the whites truly claim first occupation�.60 

3.1.1 Early inhabitants 

It might be possible to argue that one reason for this ignorance and of 
the �empty land�-notion has been that more comprehensive written his-
tory on the societies in the interior of South Africa began to emerge as 
late as in the nineteenth century. Furthermore these accounts were 
mainly provided by people belonging to the white invader groups and 
�Africans [often] appeared as shadowy figures in the background of the 
white historical experience � [coming] into the picture only when they 
have blocked the path of white expansion or rejected white authority�.61  

                                                            
58  �Culture� here is perceived essentially in the way Said describes it as �a 

source of identity � a rather combative one. � a protective enclosure�. (Said 1994 
(1993), p. xiii-xiv) 

59  (DRC 1974, p. 5)  
60  (L’Ange 2005, p. 51), (Maylam 1986 (1970), p. 17); For explicit examples of 

this myth see (Ransford 1974 (1972), p 17) and (Heymans 1986, p. 5)  
61  (Maylam 1986 (1970), p. VII) 
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�pre-colonial ideas� and in generations of reflection over �their cus-
tomary social values and networks�.67  

These values could with one word be called Ubuntu: �the African 
philosophy of humanism��to use the short definition by Antje Krog. 68 
Of the same view as Thompson is Mfuniselwa John Bhengu who main-
tains that Africans �From time immemorial � were imbued with Ub-
untu philosophy�.69 

Ubuntu is put as an antithesis to victimisation, but much more 
than that. However difficult to translate one can use words like gener-
ous, hospitable, friendly, compassionate, and others but Ubuntu 
stretches far beyond that. Desmond Tutu says it denotes that �my hu-
manity is caught up, is inextricably bound up� in the other�s.70  

3.1.2 The early colonists 

Albeit not the first white to enter present-day South Africa Jan van Rie-
beeck on behalf of the Dutch Vereenigde Oost-indische Compagnie 
(VOC), established a new order for that part of Africa by occupying a 
piece of land in Table Bay�today�s downtown Cape Town�in April 
1652. Over the following 150 years the white population grew slowly as 
a result of Dutch immigration added with some influx also from other 
European countries, mainly France and Germany. By the end of the 
eighteenth century the number had grown to roughly 14,000 whereof 
half of them were children.71 In addition to that the colony had im-
ported a growing number of slaves, outnumbering the whites. With an 
increasing population more space to cultivate was needed so as to be 
able to provide for the daily needs of the colony�s inhabitants and for 
the trading companies. A growing number of so-called trekboers moved 
further inland and established farms and villages where the indigenous 

                                                            
67  (Thompson 1995, p. 2) 
68  (Krog 1998, p. vi) 
69  (Bhengu 1996, p. 1) 
70  (D. Tutu 1999, p. 34-5) 
71  (Thompson 1995, p. 35-6) 
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Khoikhoi72 had to pay the price for this expansion, �branded, thrashed 
and chained� by the colonists. 73 

In contrast to most places in the Global South where Europeans 
established themselves, the Europeans who settled in the Cape province 
did not subordinate themselves to any European national state or king, 
but to the directors of the VOC74. Also contrasting to other parts of Af-
rica, the people who came broke the bonds to former homelands more 
definitely and saw themselves as white Africans�Afrikaners�and sett-
led down with the intention of staying.75 To be able to do this they had 
to be free burghers, and not to be ruled by the VOC, a change that 
slowly took place under great strains. Those who left the close prox-
imity to Cape Town were to a growing extent autonomous. The farm 
was �controlled by the owner, functioning as the patriarch�.76  

In their establishing themselves as the rulers over what was con-
ceived as unused or waste land they developed a pattern where not only 
slaves from abroad were used but also indigenous people were coerced 
to work for them in a kind of serfdom. Keegan stresses that the colonial 
society already from the outset was racially based. The legal status for 
different groups was racially determined, although it was from the be-
ginning �not justified by explicit racial order�.77 Discrimination was 
more based on religious affiliation than race. As a scientific biological 
concept the word �race� was not used until much later. It was mainly 
used negatively as a cultural marker.78  

That the European culture was superior needed�according to the 
white colonists� mindset�no proof. Nonetheless, at the early stage of 

                                                            
72  For a discussion on the designation of indigenous people see (Adonis 

1982, n.p. (in a section with definitions of words)) and (The Khoisan 2008) 
73  (Thompson 1995, p. 38) 
74  (Gilliomee 2003, p. 3)  
75  To some extent it was due to the situation in Europe, where e.g. the Hu-

guenots were driven out France as a result of the edict of Nantes 1688. Cf. (L’Ange 
2005, p. 11-3), and (Gilliomee 2003, p. 4) 

76  (Gilliomee 2003, p. 37) 
77  (Keegan 1996, p. 13); Cf. (Du Toit and Giliomee 1983, p. 7-8) 
78  (Gilliomee 2003, p. 13-4); Cf. (Said 1994 (1993), p. XIII) �In times, culture 

comes to be associated, often aggressively, with the nation or the state; this differenti-
ates �us� from �them�, almost always with some degree of xenophobia. Culture in this 
sense is a source of identity, and a rather combative one�� 
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their presence in the Cape even mixed marriages were accepted�at 
least to some extent and possibly due to the gender imbalance�as long 
as the contracting party was Christian.79 Many who during the apart-
heid era�300 years later�proclaimed themselves having a lily-white 
heritage had in reality a mixed decent.80 As there was a feeling that a 
Christian slave might have rights that a non-Christian did not have 
there was a hesitance to baptise slaves. Even more so, as one of the basic 
formulas for the reformed thinking, the Synod of Dort, stipulated that 
baptized slaves ought to be emancipated.  

In the long run race became the dividing factor, more than relig-
ion. The ambiguity and fluidity of eighteenth century Cape Colony be-
came transformed into a segmented order for the different groups.81  

3.1.3 The Trek 

This patriarchal and individualistic lifestyle�each man his own mas-
ter�became challenged when the British in 1795 established them-
selves as the rulers over the Cape province and gradually over all that 
today is South Africa. This led to deteriorating relations between the 
newcomers and the older (white) population�henceforth called 
�boers�82. They differed in �language, traditions, religious affiliation, 
and experiences�.83  

Moreover, in England the parliament discussed the slave trade and 
due to liberal influences it was banned in 1807. For a few more years, it 

                                                            
79  That this concept�Christian�was not an easy one to define, and led to 

far-reaching controversies is shown later in the conflicting views held in Cape Town 
and on the frontier on whether to Christianize heathens. See page 45 

80  (Gilliomee 2003, p. 18) Cf. Max du Preez who in Pale Native argue that the 
�concept [of] pure-white Afrikaners never existed�. To this, almost with schaden-
freude, he adds a list of some very common boer names�of which some belong to 
prominent persons and families�that can be found in the lists over white men 
who have married black, Asian or mixed-blood women. (Du Preez 2003, p. 25, 30) 

81  (Du Toit and Giliomee 1983, p. 6) 
82  A derogatory term for �farmer�. They began to use the term �Afrikaner� for 

themselves instead. Cf. (Thompson 1995, p. 56). According to Hexham the word 
Boer also have positive connotations. �Being Boer meant a simple, natural lifestyle, 
Biblical Faith and speaking Afrikaans.� (Hexham 1981, p. 139) 

83  (Thompson 1995, p. 56) 
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was possible to keep slaves in the empire but a new law was passed in 
1833 that prohibited it. By this time the missionaries from the London 
Missionary Society had entered the scene and influenced the political 
agenda with their view that �social and political issues were central to 
the concerns of a Christian�.84 In 1828 a law�the so called Ordinance 
50�was passed in South Africa that should make �Hottentots and 
other free people of colour equal before the law with Whites�.85   

As the Boers felt this unreasonable, it sparked off the movement 
that became known as the Great Trek�one of the most important 
events in the Afrikaner mythology. After only a few years�commen-
cing in 1835�some 6,000 people, called Voortrekkers or trekkers, to-
gether with about the same amount of coloured and black servants, left 
the Cape Province in an exodus with religious,86 economic, political, 
racial and other motives as ingredients. In all, some fourteen thousand 
trekkers had, by 1854�the year they gained independence from the 
British in the Orange Free State�set out for a new future.  

Among them were those who had strong feelings of being relig-
iously elected. Their religious understanding made it impossible for 
them to accept that  

�[the blacks were] placed on an equal footing with Christians, con-
trary to the law of God and the natural distinction of race and religion, 
so that it was intolerable for any decent Christian to bow down beneath 
such a yoke; wherefore we rather withdrew in order thus to preserve 
our doctrines in purity�.87  

 
Without denying the religious sentiments among the trekkers scholars 
like Timothy Keegan and Irving Hexham88 argue that implementation 
of new politico-legal orders and the threat that they should result in a 

                                                            
84  (Elbourne and Ross 1997, p. 41) 
85  (Thompson 1995, p. 59-60) 
86  While disapproving of the trek �the Cape [DRC] synod of 1837 expressed 

its concern over the �departure into the desert, without a Moses or Aron� by people 
looking for a �Canaan��. Quoted in (Gilliomee 2003, p. 176, 192 ) 

87  (Thompson 1995, p. 88); Fear of gelykstelling could also lead to an active 
resistance to give the Khoikhoi the Christian sacraments. (Gilliomee 2003, p. 88) 

88  (Keegan 1996, p. 188-193); (Hexham 1981, p. 4-24); Cf. (Du Toit and 
Giliomee 1983, p. 83-4) 
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kind of gelykstelling, equalization, were the major reasons for the Trek. 
Hexham is of the definite opinion that �Calvinist influence before 1870 
is difficult to prove�.89 Nonetheless, he later demonstrates that the Trek 
in the early 1900s was comprehended in a biblical-mythical framework; 
as a second Exodus, which led Afrikaners as a chosen people, out of the 
�Egyptian bondage of British rule� to their new Canaan.90 Said meant 
them to have a �proto-Zionist ideology�.91 

Bloomberg calls it �largely a protest against the British colonial re-
gime�s attempt to implement a policy of extending certain civic rights 
and liberties to non-whites�. As such it was, among other things, an 
assault on traditional forms of lifestyle, on �white monopoly of political 
power, property and prestige�. The Trek was also, ideologically, an ex-
plicit visible exposure of an inherent conflict between two world views 
among white South Africans, �one originating in the French Revolution 
�, the other based on seventeenth-century Dutch Colonial Calvinism� 
where the Trekkers sided with the latter. To Bloomberg the enduring 
significance in the Trek lay in that it gave the conditions for the crea-
tion of Afrikanerdom as a �separate entity�, a confessional-based Chris-
tian-Nationalism, with roots in the claim of being a �chosen people�.92 

For Gerstner the issue of whether the Calvinistic belief played any 
role in the Trek is simple. Yes, it did. But not in any easily decidable 
causal way. He means that  

 
�Whether the understanding of religion shaped the 

opposition to equality or whether it was merely developed 
to defend theologically an attitude derived from other 
sources is one of the insoluble questions of South African 
colonial history. The religious concept and the economy 
reality grew up side by side�. Gerstner argues further that 
although �many other colonies had a similar slave labour 
structure, yet [they] did not defend inequality religiously, 
or linked it in a central way to the curse of Ham�.  

                                                            
89  (Hexham 1981, p. 3) 
90  (Hexham 1981, p. 47) 
91  (Shavit 2004, p. 451) 
92  (Bloomberg 1989, p. 118-20) 
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In that sense the South African situation was �unique�.93 

Some reasons most scholars agree on as background factors for 
the Trek are: Economic factors making it more expensive and therefore 
difficult to expand farming; The slavery prohibition; Shrinking auton-
omy due to a new British rule; The language question�English became 
the administrative language�and the thereof subsequent feeling of be-
ing marginalised; Social unrest in the Cape Colony that was seen as a 
result of the new racial levelling policy in society; The �chosen people-
concept�. Some of them have direct bearing on the conflict I am dealing 
with. 

3.1.4 The Church and the Afrikaners 

The roots of the belief that made it possible to think and act as these 
Voortrekkers did were to be found in the reformed faith they brought 
from the Netherlands. When Jan van Riebeeck stepped onto the Afri-
can soil he prayed that he would manage to work for the �propagation 
and revelation (if that be possible) of Thy true reformed Christian relig-
ion among these wild and brutal people, to the praise and glory of Thy 
Name� 94. Nonetheless, not much effort was made to fulfil that obliga-
tion. It took the Church thirteen years to appoint the first permanent 
minister and at mid-eighteenth century there were only three present.95 
Even less was done in this field for the indigenous Khoikhoi and for the 
slaves. The Danish missionary J. G. Böving, who in 1709 spent some 
weeks at the Cape makes the remark that given the large number of 
slaves there could have been a �flourishing congregation � among 

                                                            
93  (Gerstner 1991, p. 260); R. Drew Smith who compares ecclesiastical racism 

in the USA and South Africa points to findings that indicate that in the New Eng-
land setting it was not the Calvinism as such that excluded the blacks, but an onto-
logical understanding of blackness, i.e. the notion that black people did not have 
the capacity for �meaningful spiritual instruction and refined religious behaviour�. 
This kind of resistance can be found also in South Africa, but more prevalent is ar-
gumentation along sociological lines. (R. D. Smith 2000, p. 55) 

94  Translation in (Du Plessis 1911, p. 23)  
95  (Du Plessis 1911, p. 46) 
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them�.96 The VOC even forced the first Moravian missionaries who ar-
rived in the 1730s to abandon their work after some years.97 

Contrary to what often has been argued about the strong religious 
zeal among the Boer population Keegan argues that it �never [was] a 
characteristic of the burger population�. To this can be added the asser-
tion by Bredekamp and Ross that �the mission activities of the Dutch 
Reformed Church during the period of Dutch East India Company rule 
was minimal� and that �the process by which the majority of South Af-
ricans were converted to Christianity was one which began by the mis-
sionaries�.98  

Gerstner thoroughly exposes the doubtfulness among the early 
colonists to Christianize, or at least baptize, children of slaves and Khoi 
and San people. The thinking behind that was based in a covenant the-
ology of the chosenness of some [read: white] who were holy from 
birth. In this the attitude of the leaders of the Great Trek can be fore-
shadowed and the evolving political struggle and religious calling was 
thereby intertwined.99 

Behind this lies what Gerstner calls the essence of Reformed the-
ology, namely the covenant thinking. It consists inter alia of a view of a 
division between Christian and heathens as being a virtually uncross-
able line and as two �nations� of unchangeable groups. A consequence 
of this view in the South African setting is the notion of the Khoikhoi 
people as descendants of Ham � the servants of servants (Gen 9:25).   

The main difference as a result of the covenant theology impact 
was accordingly not between �white� and �non-white� or between �Euro-
pean� and �African� but between �Christian� and �Heathen�.  

Thus, �the religious factor of covenantal holiness must take its 
place as one central factor in the development� in the rise of Afrikaner 
self-identity.100 It corresponds moreover well with the perspectives ex-
pressed in a speech by the D. F. Malan101 who in the 1960s meant that 

                                                            
96  (Du Plessis 1911, p. 46-9) 
97  (Elbourne and Ross 1997, p. 33) 
98  (Keegan 1996, p. 17)   
99  (Gerstner 1991, p. 233, 238) 
100  (Gerstner 1991, p. 246-59) 
101  Malan was DRC minister who became the leader of the National Party and 

Prime Minister 1948. He is often referred to as the architect behind Apartheid. 
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�the last hundred years have witnessed a miracle behind which must lie 
a divine plan�. Moodie calls this the view of Afrikaner civil religion� 
that �God imbues all history with ultimate meaning�, or as he depicts it: 
the sacred saga of Afrikanerdom where the Great Trek is a proof of 
God�s election.102 

 
Until the end of the eighteenth century the reformed church in South 
Africa was governed by the church in the Netherlands, although the 
�Company� strongly influenced the church, for instance by having the 
ministers on their payroll. As a consequence of the arrival of the British 
in 1795 this control came to an end, but instead a new British grip was 
taken over the church.103  

At the end of the eighteenth century foreign missions began to 
show interest in South Africa. First out were Moravians who �paved the 
way for other missionary societies to follow their example�.104 These 
missions worked especially among the Khoikhoi people as their society 
had largely broken down under the pressure from the colonial forces. 
At the mission stations, they �could regain a measure of authority over 
their lives�.105 This created a conflict in relation to the settler commu-
nity who had a strong desire of having these people as �landless farm 
labourers, living permanently on white farms�. The missionaries on the 
contrary wanted them to stay in an �independent community, to be-
come �respectable�, and to acquire the rudiments of an individualistic 
capitalist culture�.106  

Not until 1857 was the �mission question� raised in the DRC itself 
on a formal base in the Synod. A proposal was made that the DRC 
should start mission work among non-whites�a proposal that �almost 
took the breath away of some older members�. Nevertheless, they 
quickly recovered and �with a curious smile on their face suggested that 

                                                            
102  (Moodie 1975, p. 1-7) 
103  (Gerstner 1991, p. 20); (De Gruchy 1991, p. 9); (Adonis 1982, p. 24) 
104  (Viljoen 1995, p. 60) 
105  (Elbourne and Ross 1997, p. 35) 
106  (Elbourne and Ross 1997, p. 37); According to Viljoen, the tension grew as 

it became more and more difficult for the farmers to get labour force. Instead they 
tried to capture �Khoisan people during commando raids� to keep them as �their 
slaves and property�. (Viljoen 1995, p. 55-7) 
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the four men who had introduced the courageous scheme, should be 
entrusted with the task of carrying it out�.107 The period of missionary 
outreach that followed is by Kritzinger, Saayman and Smit denoted as 
the first of three waves of mission by the DRC. It was a paternalistic mis-
sion, run mainly by less educated missionaries with an evangelicalistic 
and pietistic fervour in areas that today make up South Africa and in 
neighbouring countries.108  

In the next section I will deal more in detail with the history of the 
DRC from mid-1800 until 1982. 

3.1.5 Political change 

The nineteenth century history of what is today�s South Africa is an ex-
tended story of battle for land and dominion. Fierce battles took place 
between the whites�either Voortrekkers or British troops�and differ-
ent black peoples. At the turn of the century the fight stood between the 
two Boer republics Transvaal and the Orange Free State on the one 
hand, and the British on the other�the so-called second Anglo-Boer 
war, or South African War. It has had a deep impact on (Afrikaner) so-
ciety, constituting important elements in the Boer mythology and con-
sequently in the emergence and transformation of the apartheid pol-
icy.109 The war ended in a hard-earned victory for the British. Some 
twenty-eight thousand civilians, mainly Afrikaner children and women 
died from different diseases in the concentration camps. The huge Boer 
losses created �a bitterness [that] permeated the South African society 
and festers to this day�.110  

At the beginning of the last century a new awareness began to 
emerge among whites about a need to find other solutions to the con-

                                                            
107  (Du Plessis 1911, p. 284) 
108  (Kritzinger, Saayman and Smit 2004, p. 263, 266-8) 
109  Several scholars have dealt thoroughly with these important traits in the 

Boer history. E.g. Thompson, L, The political Mythology of Apartheid, 1985; Moodie, 
T.D. The Rise of Afrikanerdom: Power, Apartheid and the Afrikaner Civil Religion, 1975; 
Bloomberg, C, Christian-Nationalism and the Rise of the Afrikaner Broederbond in 
South Africa, 1918-48; Hexham, I, The Irony of Apartheid  � The Struggle for National 
Independence of Afrikaner Calvinism Against British Imperialism, 1981; Loubser, J.A., A 
Critical Review of Racial Theology in South Africa � The Apartheid Bible, 1987.  

110  (L’Ange 2005, p. 145) 
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flicting interests in South Africa. Not least the growing corporations 
with interests in the mining sphere pushed for a more conciliatory de-
velopment. On May 31, 1910, as the outcome of several years of sway-
ing deliberations, the South African Union was established over all 
what is South Africa today. It became a British dominion with an Afri-
kaner as prime minister.111 Presumably this was at the time a more 
purposeful way for the British�who �would expand by trade and influ-
ence if they could, but by imperial rule if they must��to strengthen 
their power in one of their so-called white colonies.112  

Nonetheless, during the following decades the issue of strengthen-
ing Afrikaner identity and power became a central task for several 
groups in the boer community, politically, culturally, religiously�in 
which the concept of �the covenant� played an important role.113 The 
language, Afrikaans, became official language besides English. A new 
flag symbolised a new era and new parties with the epithet �national� 
were established. Also extended legislation against black participation 
in society began to emerge. The 1913 Natives� Land Act laid the foun-
dation for territorial segregation and was later followed by more far-
reaching legislation.114 

The 1948 election implies a fundamental shift in speed�or degree 
and direction, rather than in kind115�when it comes to the implement-
ing of societal measures that by then already since the 30s had been 
called apartheid.116 The National Party, that for the first time came to 

                                                            

    Cont. next page 

111  (Thompson 1995, p. 147-53) 
112  Quotation from (Said 1994 (1993), p. 73)  
113  They realised that �they could capture the state if Afrikaner nationalism was 

consolidated� (Walshe 1983, p. 2); (Gerstner 1991, p. 256-7) 
114  (Maylam 1986 (1970), p. 166). This legislation paved the way for the sys-

tem of �independent� Homelands, and the Group Areas Act. 
115  This is highly debated. Peter Lodberg seems to share a view that it was 

not that important (Lodberg 1988, p. 21), while John de Gruchy on the contrary, ar-
gues that �1948 is symbolic�. (De Gruchy 1979, p. 53-4).   

116  (Thompson 1995, p. 185-6); As with many difficult words it comes also 
with a number of euphemisms and circumlocutions. Among the most commonly 
used is Separate development. John de Gruchy is referring to people who, seriously, 
to him had said: �We do not support apartheid; we promote separate develop-
ment�. (De Gruchy and De Gruchy 2004, p. 32, footnote 55)  In the literature I have 
found for instance �distinct development�, �plural democracy�, �autogenous develop-
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power and got the mandate to form the government, had a strong pro-
gramme for the reshaping of South Africa. 

The previous limited system of passes was now to be extended. All 
non-whites, both men and women, were obliged to carry them.117 From 
the very beginning in 1952 there were widespread and extensive pro-
tests against the passes. Not least women played an important role in 
the defiance campaigns. The tragic events on 21 March 1960 in Sharpe-
ville where at least 69 people were shot to death by the police, many in 
the back, began as a peaceful demonstration against the pass laws.118  

In a comprehensive account of the politics of apartheid, the econ-
omy Professor emeritus Sampie Terreblanche, defines apartheid as �the 
catch word for the multitude of racially based control measures imple-
mented and regularly amended by the government to resolve the con-
tradictions inherent in South Africa�s modernisation process and to 
perpetuate white political domination�.119 This was done in different 
ways and Terreblanche is depicting two different schools: The �purist 
school� to whom total segregation between black and white was what 
apartheid aimed at, while for the �practical school� the objective was 
white supremacy�as long as it did not �hamper Afrikaner business in-
terests�.120  

The apartheid regime remained in power in a country that became 
increasingly ungovernable until the new democratic South Africa 
dawned on May 10, 1994, when Nelson Mandela was inaugurated as its 
first president under the new order of multi-racialism�the rainbow 
nation. 

Adrian Guelce is arguing that there are five underlying reasons for 
the transformation of the South African society. They have to do with  

                                                                                                                                      
ment�. The last one is especially interesting as it indicates that the difference that 
has to be upheld between whites and non-whites has ontological roots. 

117  (Maylam 1986 (1970), p. 146, 178). The passes went together with legisla-
tion that prohibited black people to remain in cities and town for more than a short 
period. This legislation led to forced removals of hundreds of thousands of people 
on many locations all over South Africa with disastrous results in breaking up fami-
lies, groups of peoples and whole societies. 

118  (Maylam 1986 (1970), p. 189-90) 
119  (Terreblance 2002, p. 314) 
120  (Terreblance 2002, p. 314) 
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demography; structural economy; direct, normatively grounded, exter-
nal pressure; the ANC and other black voices managed to articulate and 
transmit a belief in another South Africa; and�more related to the ec-
clesial sphere�that the self-identification by the whites as Western 
Christians became difficult when the West at least seemingly disentan-
gled itself from dogmatic views on racism and division of humanity 
that was inherent in apartheid and its support by the DRC.121 

 
An analysis of apartheid as such, or its transformation in South Africa, 
is not my task to examine. Only in as far as the DRC allows itself to be 
influenced by it�or also to influence the legislation, or its implemen-
tation�will it be dealt with in section 3.2. 

3.1.5.1 African National Congress 

When some 3,000 people, mainly blacks but also Indians, coloureds 
and whites, met at Kliptown122 outside Johannesburg in June 1955, it 
was like a new beginning for the African National Congress (ANC) es-
tablished already in 1912. The ANC does not play any poignant role in 
this study, but the statement taken there�the so called Freedom Char-
ter declaring that �South Africa belongs to all who live in it, black and 
white, and � no government can justly claim authority unless it is 
based on the will of the people��sets the tone for all the theological 
work, in- and outside South Africa I deal with in this study.123  

ANC�s policy of non-violence was abandoned after the killings in 
Sharpeville but they never managed to force society into such a state of 
instability and insecurity that the government felt the need to enter into 
negotiations. On the contrary many in the leadership�Nelson Mande-
la, Govan Mbeki, Albert Sisulu and others� were put in jail at Robben 
Island by the end of 1964.  

Thereafter the profile was lowered until the mid-seventies at the 
time for the uprising in Soweto (1976). A new huge movement, the 
United Democratic Front, (UDF) consisting of some 575 organi-
sations�trade unions, civic organisations, student organisations, 

                                                            
121  (Guelce 2005, p. 208-13) 
122  Today situated within the confines of Soweto 
123  (Thompson 1995, p. 208) 
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churches, sport groups etc.�dawned and coordinated the internal op-
position to apartheid. The base for its work was the same as for the 
ANC�the Freedom Charter from 1955. The incitement came from 
Allan Boesak as a plea for actions against the tri-chamber parliament.124  

While the UDF supported the ANC through campaigns and activi-
ties a movement of another kind began to take place behind closed 
doors. The business sector�and some enlightened politicians�realised 
that apartheid as an idea had lost all credibility and that it only was a 
question of time before it was about to be replaced. Discussions around 
that coming future took place, more or less secretly, at different loca-
tions around the world. At about the same time secret talks with Nelson 
Mandela started. 125 

After the release of Mandela and the unbanning of ANC the UDF 
dismantled and the ANC resumed its role as the leading force for change 
and became the primary part for the government to talk to about the 
transition. 

3.2  The DRC 1824-1982 

In 1824 the DRC in South Africa became a church on its own, free from 
the Dutch mother church, and held its first synod but it was in reality 
only in 1862 that the DRC gained autonomy from the state.  

When the congregations met for the synod in 1829�when the 
DRC was still located only in the Cape Province�a discussion emerged 
concerning whether the Lord�s Table should be admitted to �persons of 
colour� at the same time as to the �born Christians� (read: whites). The 
background for the discussion is a request by a bastaard.126 The minis-
ter had accepted this but the church council did not allow for it. In real-
ity the discussion did not result in any decision in any direction, either 
towards a discriminatory praxis or in accepting non-whites.127 The first 

                                                            
124  (Saunders and Southey 1998, p. 181) 
125  (Sparks 1996 (1994)); (Sparks 1991 (1990), p. 325) 
126  By this word must be understood a �coloured�, i.e. of mixed origin, who 

was a free man.   
127  (Loff, The History of a Heresy 1983, p. 11-17)  
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thing was basically impossible as the British government still by then 
kept an eye on the church and moreover had the last say on all church 
decisions. According to the Ordinance 50, all free people were consid-
ered equal before the law.128 

When the Voortrekkers began to leave in 1835, it was regarded as 
�an act of open rebellion� by the church and at first they refused to ap-
point any minister for them and their congregations or groupings were 
seen as illegitimate by the DRC.129 Nevertheless, later the church fol-
lowed the Afrikaners on their journey and established congregations in 
the Orange Free State and the South African Republic where the Voor-
trekkers settled.130 Nonetheless, their hesitant attitude�together with 
differing theological views, mainly imported from the Netherlands131�
paved the way for a split that led to the establishment in the 1850s of 
two more white Afrikaans churches�The Nederduitsch Hervormde 
Kerk (1853) and the ultra orthodox Gereformeerde Kerk (1859).  

Although the praxis in church and society in the Cape Colony was 
mainly based on a racist thinking the constitution was based on a �non-
racial franchise based on a low property qualification�. To some, this 
was seen as �a great wrong to European inhabitants� and was one main 
reason for the establishment of the above mentioned two churches.132 

The DRC was, and still is, by far the largest and as we will see later 
much of the development regarding their reflexion on apartheid was 
carried out in close proximity to the development on the societal level. 

3.2.1 1857 

According to Loff the next significant formal step for the DRC in this 
issue came in 1857 although it had been on the agenda at several occa-

                                                            
128  The issuing of Ordinance 50 in 1828 was a success for the advocacy work 

of the London Missionary Society (LMS) who saw it as instrumental for creating 
possibilities for non-whites. (Elbourne and Ross 1997, p. 38) 

129  (Gilliomee 2003, p. 176); See also footnote 86 
130  (Hexham and Poewe 1997, p. 123); Cf. (Serfontein 1982, p. 59) 
131  The scarcity of ministers made the church to fill the gaps with ministers 

from overseas, mainly Scotland and the Netherlands.  
132  (Gilliomee 2003, p. 176-7) 
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sions before that.133 An important prerequisite came about in 1843 
when the government lifted its heavy overcoat from the shoulders of 
the church so it became free to take its own decisions. The background 
to the synodal decision in 1857 was that a group of Khoikhoi who ear-
lier had had a relation to the London Missionary Society joined the DRC 
in 1831 as the first black congregation. When white people later moved 
to that area, the discussion arose about a separate congregation for 
them. The question was referred to the Synod. When it met, these dis-
cussions had emerged in more places; in some cases already from the 
very establishment of a new congregation. In certain places there were 
already separate congregations, in others black people had to sit in the 
back of the churches or at the balcony, and the Holy Communion was 
distributed separately for them.134 

The Synod in 1857 is disreputable due to the decision to allow the 
congregations to make provisions for the separation of church mem-
bers on racial grounds. This decision expresses two contradicting 
things. First, that it is �desirable and according to the Holy Scripture 
that our heathen members be accepted and initiated into our congrega-
tions wherever it is possible�. Secondly: If this �as a result of weakness 
of some, would stand in the way of promoting the work of Christ 
among the heathen people, then the congregations set up among the 
heathen, or still to be set up, should enjoy their Christian privileges in a 
separate building or institution�.135 Loff continues with the notion that 
the different examples of �racial intolerance that was nurtured by a de-
luded theology � [that] went under the name of �mission�� got its logi-
cal follow-up and �final solution� in the establishment of the different 
racially separated so called Mission Churches whereof Nederduitse 
Gereformerde Sendingkerk (DRMC) was the first in 1881.136 That DRMC 

                                                            
133  (Loff 1983, p. 17-20); Here the description is rather comprehensive. In his 

unpublished doctoral dissertation (Loff, 1998) this is dealt with in detail. 
134  (Adonis 1982, p. 52). Adonis is here giving a comprehensive description of 

the situation before the coming synod in 1957. Chris Loff is dealing in detail with 
this in his dissertation in Chapter 5: Van aparte sitpleke tot afsonderlike kerkgeboue. 
(Loff 1998, p. 79-97) 

135  (Loff 1983, p.19); These �some� were white members in the congregations. 
136  (Loff 1983, p. 20-2); The English name of the Sendingkerk is Dutch Re-

formed Mission church (DRMC) 
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was a separate church did not mean that it was autonomous. Its minis-
ters were white for many decades to come and it was financially totally 
dependent on the DRC.137   

After 1881 no more black (coloured) congregations were affiliated 
to the DRC.138 Even more, black members belonging to �mixed� congre-
gations were asked to leave even if there was no suitable DRMC congre-
gation in the vicinity.139 The decision of the synod, with the code phrase 
due to the weakness of some removed any hesitation. John de Gruchy is 
strongly critical in his judgement of this. �The missionary program of 
the DRC as it developed during the next hundred years followed custom 
and culture consistently, thus providing an ecclesiological blueprint for 
the Nationalist policy of separate development. Thus, this separation of 
settler and mission churches had implications far beyond the ecclesias-
tical realm�.140 

3.2.2 We are the �Family� 

During the rest of the nineteenth century and about two thirds of the 
twentieth the DRC consisted of four different white �churches��four 
synods. Each of them established Mission Churches for black people. 
When the �white� synods joined forces in 1962 and besides the regional 
synods also initiated a General Synod for the entire Southern Africa the 
churches for blacks also became one, the Dutch Reformed Church in 
Africa (DRCA). For coloured people the DRMC had covered the entire 
country from the outset. In 1968 a separate church for Asiatic Peoples 
was established�the Indian Reformed Church.141 

These churches were until late strongly dependent on and influ-
enced by the �mother church�, for clergy and for finances and held a low 

                                                            
137  (Loff 1998, p. 288) 
138  (Strassberger 1974, p. 15) 
139  (Loff 1983, p. 22) 
140  (J. W. De Gruchy 1979, p. 9); �Mission program� is here to be understood as 

this development with separated churches. This view that apartheid has old roots 
in South Africa corresponds well with views expressed by e.g. Desmond Tutu�
�Racism came to South Africa in 1652� (TRC 1998 Vol 1, p. 16)   

141  (Strassberger 1974, p. 15). Later the �Indian� church changed name to the 
Reformed Church in Africa, RCA. 
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profile in questions related to society. Only slowly did the DRMC gain 
wider space to act on its own and get black ministers but in 1978 that 
development had reached a point where a clear and theologically strong 
condemnation of apartheid was possible to articulate. At the same time 
they expressed a yearning and support for a unified church into which 
all four �branches� of the DRC �family� should merge. According to Bot-
man the DRMC by this puts �reconciliation at the theological centre of 
its critique against apartheid�. 142 

Important work on theological scrutiny on the apartheid issue was 
carried forth at the theological department at the University of the 
Western Cape, the so called coloured university at the outskirts of Cape 
Town.143 It was presented before the DRMC Synod in 1978 and is one 
major reason for the proposal of the Status confessionis discussion in 
Ottawa in 1982. Another achievement of that work was the develop-
ment of the Belhar Confession.144 One of its main focuses is�in line 
with the decision in the Ottawa assembly�its declaration of apartheid 
as a heresy. Thereby the �daughter church� accuses the �mother� of being 
heretical.145 A second important notion according the Belhar Confes-
sion is that reconciliation is the �essence of the Christian message�.146  

The DRMC meant that an adoption of this confession also by the 
DRC constituted the significant, and necessary, sign of change in theol-
ogy and life of the white church. This created strong reactions among 
both clergy and lay-people in the DRC arguing that there could not be 
any additional confessions alongside the �Three forms of Unity�.  

The Confession of Belhar will be dealt with more thoroughly in 
chapter 5. 

                                                            
142  (Loff 1998, p. 289); (Botman 2000, p. 110) 
143  �This identification of the theological centre of apartheid was born in a 

classroom [at the University of Western Cape] � supervised by Jaap J.F. Durand�. 
(Botman 2000, p. 110),  

144  Belhar is the Capetonian suburb where the DRMC had its office. 
145  (Botman 2000, p. 118-9) 
146  (Kinghorn 1997, p. 153) 
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3.2.3 Some features of the DRC during the twentieth century 

After having established the separate churches as facts on the ground 
the DRC began to formulate its theological and sociological foundations 
for them. I will in the following point at three documents or situations 
that give evidence of how the weltanschauung of the DRC was expressed. 
First it is about its mission policy that was drawn up in the mid-thirties. 
Thereafter I will shortly refer to the 1950 congress on the native ques-
tion and finally to two documents that mainly came into existence as a 
result of the international criticism that follows after the breakdown of 
the Cottesloe Consultation in 1960. 

An important impact on the coming deliberations in the DRC was 
the emergence of what is called a neo-Calvinistic thinking within the 
church. Emanating from persons like Abraham Kuyper147, it was ar-
gued that Calvin himself had not drawn the full consequences of �the 
fundamental principles of the Christian view of God, life and the 
world�. Themes like the �mystical body of Christ�, �diversity of peoples 
and the unity of humanity�, �creation ordinances� and �sovereignty in its 
own sphere� began to emerge.  This thinking also easily incorporated 
concepts of �national calling� and acquired the label �Christian-
national�. The stage was set and these themes, as we soon will see, be-
came important in the work of the DRC.148 

3.2.3.1 1935  

A strong spiritual revival that took place among the Afrikaners in the 
concentration camps during the second Anglo-Boer war continued af-
terwards and led to a newborn interest in mission outreach.149  

At the same time a national awakening among the Afrikaners be-
gan. Parts of that had to do with a focus on purity among the Afri-
kaners and one of the means for that was to hinder racially mixed mar-
riages as miscegenation was seen as a severe threat to the cause of the 
Afrikaners and leading to loss of identity and to bastardisation.  

                                                            
147  Kuyper combined being theologian and statesman in the Netherlands at 

the end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth. 
148  (Loubser 1987, p. 33-47) 
149  (Loubser 1987, p. 20) 
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The first decades of the twentieth century saw how the developing 
nationalism more and more became clad in religious garment such as 
in the following quotation by D. F. Malan.  

�The history of the Afrikaner reveals a determination and a 
definiteness of purpose which make one feel that Afrika-
nerdom is not the work of man, but a creation of God. We 
have a divine right to be Afrikaners. Our history is the 
highest work of art of the architects of the centuries.�150  

 
This understanding of the calling for the Afrikaners, as a chosen people 
in a new Kanaan�visible also in all geographical names on places and 
landmarks all over South Africa that was brought from Israel�resulted 
in a conception of whites and non-whites as different nations. Nonethe-
less, nowhere, according to Loubser, is there any biblical justification 
given for the differentiations between nations until around 1930.151  

The DRC in the Free State held a missionary conference in 1929 
about the welfare of the �native inhabitants�. That the �native was a hu-
man being of similar nature to [them] and that his soul was of equal 
worth to any other human being in the eyes of God� was acknowl-
edged. But yet, he was not to exert these rights in the same way as white 
people. A national motive about how these rights were to be exercised 
was added to the expression above; �in his own community�, or to be 
more precise, in his own nation. Two years later this functioned as the 
base for the Mission Policy adopted in 1935 by all the DRC churches152. 
In reality this segregation, already the ecclesiastical praxis with a theo-
logical reference to just a few quotations from the Bible�among them 
Matt. 28:19 and Acts 17:26�, was now to be widened also to a social 
and political level. While elaborating on what evangelisation should be, 
according to the mission policy, it denotes clearly that it �does not pre-
suppose denationalisation�. In his153 own nation Christianity �must 
eventually permeate and purify his entire nationalism�.  

                                                            
150  (Loubser 1987, p. 25) 
151  (Loubser 1987, p. 24-6) 
152  (Loubser 1987, p. 29); Cf. (Adonis 1982, p. 78-9) 
153  The word �his� denotes what in other sections are named �bantu� or �na-

tive�. 
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This policy did not take into account any references to church 
unity.154 What was a concession in 1857�due to the weakness of 
some�hereby becomes an established principle, not only for the 
church but for the society. Connected to this �the Christian Afrikaner� 
sensed that he had a God-given calling to be the non-white�s guardian 
�to lead him to full maturity�.  

Loubser calls this a position where the Kuyperian ideas has �infil-
trated the church gradually until apartheid received its official go-
ahead� and calls this new situation a �Pragmatic apartheid� and Gilli-
omee asserts that �thus DRC ministers and missionary strategists were 
first in the field to formulate an apartheid ideology�. Adonis points to 
the fact that this Mission Policy fitted as hand in glove for those who 
met at the Volks Congreses that met in 1944 and 1947 and paved the 
way for the success by the National Party in 1948 while putting strong 
emphasis on the �protection and preservation on the white Christian 
civilisation�.155  

3.2.3.2 1950  

To promote mission work the Federal Mission Council�as a joint 
body for the different Synods of the DRC�was set up. One duty for the 
council was �to be involved in political policies regarding the well-
being of the black people�.156  

In 1950 the Council organised a huge congress on the �native is-
sue� partly due to critical views in the English-speaking churches re-
garding the development since 1948.157 Among the 560 delegates there 
was not one black. Information on the decisions taken should be 

                                                            
154  An Addendum to the Mission Policy document was incorporated. There 

they in a way deal with the unity issue. �1. The Dutch Reformed Church accepts the 
unity of the human race, which is not annulled by its diversity. At the same time the 
Dutch Reformed Church accepts the natural diversity of the human race, which is 
not annulled by its unity. 2. Through free grace God assemblies His Church out of 
all nations. This assembly of believers or communion of saints forms an indissoluble 
unity as the mystic body of Christ.� (Gerdener 1958, p. 269-73) 

155  (Loubser 1987, p. 52-3); (Gilliomee 2003, p. 459); (Adonis 1982, p. 81-7) 
Quotation from Adonis (1982 p. 84) originally in Afrikaans � my translation. 

156  (Strassberger 1974, p. 186-9) 
157  (Strassberger 1974, p. 200-1) 

58 



A Journey with a Status Confessionis 

handed over to the black leaders in strictly ethnically organised regional 
conferences.158 

 The earlier statements on a differentiation are maintained and the 
congress urged on total separation�in line with �the purist school�.159 
This made it reasonable for the DRC and the other Afrikaner churches 
not only to accept all new apartheid legislation but also express thanks 
to the government for laws prohibiting mixed marriages and sexual in-
tercourse between Black and White, as well as the Group Areas Act and 
many of the almost 100 other laws that were adopted before 1960.160 

Prime Minister D.F. Malan was more pragmatic and blunt and 
turned down the total segregation view as unrealistic �in South Africa, 
where our whole economic structure is to a large extent based on Na-
tive Labour�. To that the DRC did not respond.161 

 
This is the time for the second mission wave according to Kritzinger et. 
al. It started�surprisingly enough�not in the church but as a response 
on a governmental report. This report identified what they saw as a 
need to Christianize more heathen black people in the rural areas. By 
missionary outreach work there the missionaries could contribute to a 
socio-economic development in those areas and thereby make the 
apartheid economy work better. Or, as it was stated: 

�Our sons and daughters should realise that mission 
work offers the most wonderful opportunity to serve God, 
but also the most glorious opportunity to serve the father-
land.�162 

 
Mission became a patriotic thing with a focus on the �Bantu Nations�. 
The church and the state became team-mates when the church heavily 
subsidised by the government should help the ��underdeveloped, un-
dereducated and therefore uncivilised� Bantu � to grow up to mature 

                                                            
158  (Adonis 1982, p. 93) 
159  See p. 49 
160  (Loubser 1987, p. 77-8, 86) 
161  (Strassberger 1974, p. 202-3) 
162  (Kritzinger, Saayman and Smit 2004, p. 264) 
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personhood and nationhood�.163 The strong patriotic sentiment re-
sulted in an extensive influx of young well-educated people to the corps 
of missionaries and large bible translation programs. 

3.2.3.3 1966/1974 

Time and again conferences were held, but after the Cottesloe confer-
ence164 with its �fairly paralysing results�165 something new was needed 
and in 1966 the DRC produced a small booklet entitled Human Rela-
tions in South Africa which in three sections deals with Scriptural per-
spectives, Church relations, and human relations in society. 

As a platform for further deliberations it starts by defining certain 
words; among them Race, People, and Nation. By referring�not always 
consistently�to the use of Hebrew words for these concepts the docu-
ment tries to vindicate earlier views on �diversity within unity�. New in 
this document in relation to earlier discussions are warnings against 
�liberalistic views� and �injudicious agitation for equality� that can 
wake up false expectations among black people.166  

The section on The Church and Church Relations is continuing 
the exercise to clarify the unity/diversity idea and new distinctions are 
revealed. While �diversity� is God-given and consequently positive, �di-
vision� is negative. In the same way �pluriformity� has positive connota-
tions, while �plurality� signals this-worldly and negative aspects of life. 
With this goes a warning that �diversity (pluriformity) must not degen-
erate � into division (plurality)�.167  

In describing the background of the development of the so-called 
�indigenous N.G. Daughter Churches� the document states that as no 
�official objection against this separate ministry was ever registered� to 
the separate congregations that were set up after 1857 it paved the way 
for the formation of Nederduitse Gereformeerde Mission Church in 
1881. Furthermore, they understood the mission societies as successful 

                                                            
163  (Kritzinger, Saayman and Smit 2004, p. 270) 
164   See page 66 
165  (van der Watt 1987, p. 114) 
166  (DRC 1966, p. 5) 
167  (DRC 1966, p. 34): The word �plurality� has a value or connotation in the 

proximity of �liberal��also a word mostly conceived in the negative fashion. 
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in their task. Thus, they only did what was the best for everyone. Apart 
from that, the document maintains that most of the problems of divi-
sion within South Africa have its roots abroad, in particular in the 
Netherlands.168 

The final section about �Human Relations in Society� starts by 
warning about too tight an involvement in matters that are part of the 
Governmental sphere of life. Church and state has each its own iden-
tity. Therefore it also warns about using the word �prophetic� as it is 
closely linked to some special persons who �lived in the particular pe-
riod of Theocratic rule�. Instead words as �service� and �ministry� 
should be in the forefront when the Church is to �Christianise the civil 
sphere.�169  

After having said this, the document nonetheless turns to the dis-
cussion on the very political issue on migratory labour. It sees the situa-
tion in the context of �the necessity for the regulations of race rela-
tions� but notes that it was more prevalent than expected and obviously 
of great importance for the country�s economy and inevitable if �the 
Bantu population is to be helped to survive economically�.170  

The document also notes that there are problems with the migra-
tory labour system but ends without any proposal and furthermore by 
noting that it is not the task of the Church to find solutions, but to 
point out the moral implications by the system. To that it adds �thanks 
and appreciation to the government for the processes which has already 
been made to solve the problem�.171 

 
The �Human Relations� document was then sent out to the congrega-
tions for discussion and in the 1974 Synod a sequel was adopted as a 
result of the deliberations. 

The new document is called Human Relations and the South Afri-
can Scene in the light of Scripture.172 The size is almost doubled but its 

                                                            
168  (DRC 1966, p. 24) 
169  (DRC 1966, p. 39-40) 
170  (DRC 1966, p. 46-8) 
171  (DRC 1966, p. 49-52) 
172  In Afrikaans: Ras, Volk en Nasie en Volkereverhoudinge in die lig van die 

skrif 
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contents are in all essentials the same although the structure differs 
slightly.  

Under the heading �The Church, the Kingdom and the Oekomene� 
a new concept is taken up and criticised: Horizontalism. It is under-
stood as a �conception of the calling of the church in the world�
mostly in a disapproving manner or as an admonishment". Further-
more, the idea is described as a view that �sees the regeneration prom-
ised in the gospel primarily as an answer to the social, economic and 
political needs of man � instead of regarding salvation as a spiritual 
concept�. Closely related to this concept of Horizontalism is theology 
of revolution�a concept that is not biblically defendable and has to be 
rejected. The church is said to have as its task to give �shape to God�s 
redemptive salvation by devoting itself to the establishment of a re-
sponsible society�. 173 

 
Despite ambitions to establish better relations �there are signs of es-
trangement, misunderstanding, prejudice and tension among the vari-
ous population groups�. The now minimal contact between them needs 
to be increased. That does not imply, however, �obliterations of identity 
of the groups concerned�. 174 

As a church the DRC cannot �stand aloof from the socio-economic 
problems of the less developed�.175 The main task for the church related 
to development is �the creation of a spiritual basis for the development 
of a Christian philosophy of life and worldview�. 176 

The conclusion when this is applied on politics, the document 
maintains, is that �state and church [are] separate institutions and in-
struments of God, each with its own authority, structure and function�. 
Therefore, �it is not part of the church�s calling to dictate to the au-
thorities� on issues on which the latter has the authority. Whenever 
contact is to be taken from the side of the church it should be done 
through its official bodies.177 

                                                            
173  (DRC 1974, p. 53-4, 62) Bold text in the quote is original. 
174  (DRC 1974, p. 66) 
175  (DRC 1974, p. 67) 
176  (DRC 1974, p. 68) 
177  (DRC 1974, p. 69-70) 
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As in 1966 it is mentioned that �autogenous or separate development� 
is biblically justified.178 In its reflection over Church and Missionary 
work the document starts by defining the existence of �separate Dutch 
reformed Church affiliations for various population groups � as being 
in accordance with the plurality of the church affiliation described in 
the Bible�.179 It furthermore appreciates them and their history as 
something that has served �the interests of the church in South Af-
rica�well�. It should, however, be remembered that the fellowship of 
believers must not be rooted in one institutional structure but in the 
common fellowship in Christ.180 This basic reflection is the basis for the 
missionary policy of DRC.  
 
At the end of this part are a few pages on the special circumstances re-
lated to the coloured population. Special problems arise from the fact 
that coloureds not necessarily any more want to associate with the 
whites, but have �started to identify themselves more with Black 
Power�. An even worse problem is that they have begun to �admixture 
with the Bantu�.181 

3.3  Some Ecumenical Church Bodies 

Not long ago there were those who seemed to think it was possible to 
make the issue of apartheid a question of semantics. One National 
Party member, Mr N F Treurnicht, articulated in a speech in 1967, that 
�we have no race classification in the strict sense of the word. We have 
popular grouping. We in South Africa are not obsessed with race�.182 
The Minister of Health, Dr. Carol de Wet, held the view that �Contact 
across the colour line is welcome so long as the motive for the contact is 
the greater separation of the races�.183 Another example of this kind is 

                                                            
178  (DRC 1974, p. 71) 
179  (DRC 1974, p. 82)  
180  (DRC 1974, p. 82-3) 
181  (DRC 1974, p. 79) 
182  (Maclennan 1990, p. 13) 
183  (Maclennan 1990, p. 83); Quotation from Sunday Times February 7, 1971 
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from the leader of the National Party in Transvaal, Connie Mulder, 
who meant that �South Africa�s internal policies should be described as 
aiming at a plural democracy rather than at separate development or 
apartheid�.184  

Not only can these sayings, in retrospect, be considered �funny 
Orwellisms�, but they also highlight difficulties inherent in words as 
race and apartheid. Here I will not go into a discussion on what we 
mean when we are talking about �race prejudice and injustice�, �imperi-
alism� or �apartheid�, just, as apartheid and race are important catch-
words in this study, briefly depict how the reality behind these words 
has been dealt with historically by parts of the international ecumenical 
community.  

 
Some kind of awareness of the importance of the issue was expressed 
relatively early in the Ecumenical movement. Already in the 1920s, the 
International Missionary Council (IMC) expressed an awareness of the 
inherent problem with the relation between church and race. Oldham 
wrote about it on behalf of the IMC in 1926: �[W]e must approach eve-
rything in the relation between races that cannot be reconciled with the 
Christian ideal�.185 At the IMC conference in Jerusalem 1928 they 
stated that �[a]ny discrimination against human beings on the ground 
of race or colour � is a denial of the teaching of Jesus�.186  It is also 
possible to find traces of the race issue at gatherings with Life and 
Work (1937 in Oxford), Faith and Order (1937 in Edinburgh) as well as 
IMC (1938 in Tambaran).187 

3.3.1 The WCC 

In the years after WWII, the discussion on �the race issue� gained some 
momentum. Already at the founding Assembly of WCC in Amsterdam 
1948, they touch the issue. The WCC statutes contain sections that con-
demn any segregation based on race or colour. The DRC reverend Ben 

                                                            
184  (Maclennan 1990, p. 84) 
185  (Oldham 1925, p. 26) 
186  Quoted in (Sjollema 1994 a, p. 1) 
187  (Hooft 1952, p. 6) 
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Marais participated in the Assembly on behalf of his church and back 
in South Africa he laments the critique he met there due to his church�s 
support of apartheid. Especially the question on �territorial apartheid� 
created indignation and Marais declares that �no explanation that I of-
fered seemed to make the slightest impression�. 188  

The discussion on the race issue within the WCC developed much 
further at the next assembly, held in Evanston USA, in 1954. One of the 
sections had the theme �The Churches amid Racial and Ethnic Ten-
sions�.189 The WCC General Secretary W.A. Visser�t Hooft had two 
years earlier visited South Africa. In his report to the Executive com-
mittee he summed up his findings.190 Indubitably, one must say that 
this is a very �soft� report, which is remarkable as the planning for the 
trip was halted from the outset by the DRC and Hervormde Kerk who 
turned down the request from the WCC to send an ecumenical, multi-
racial, delegation. It is difficult to understand the report by the Gen. 
Secretary in another way than that he seems to be eager to try to under-
stand the argument that �apartheid does not necessarily mean � dis-
crimination�.191 He continues to discuss different forms of apartheid 
that are proposed by varying groups, and puts forward the idea that the 
word �apartheid� �ought to be replaced by a more adequate expression 
such as �distinct development�.192 The main problem for him is the �dis-
integration of the Bantu society�.193 An argument Visser�t Hooft seems 
to accept is that the idea of �total territorial separation��which all 
parts of the DRC, including the �mission churches�194, recommended at a 
conference in Bloemfontein in 1950�would solve the disintegration 
problem.  

                                                            
188  (B. Marais 1950, p. 139) 
189  (Fey 1993 (1970), p. 40) 
190  (Hooft 1952); The report can also be found in The Ecumenical Review Vol. 

V, Oct 1952, nr. 3, p. 174-97 
191  (Hooft 1952, p. 9-10) 
192  (Hooft 1952, p. 10) 
193  (Hooft 1952, p. 7-8) 
194  (Hooft 1952, p. 10) 
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Only two years later the tone had been sharpened and thereafter 
every WCC General Assembly dealt with the issue of race in a much 
more clear-sighted way. 

3.3.1.1 Cottesloe 

In March 1960, in the small town Sharpeville, south of Johannesburg, a 
group a people carried out a peaceful demonstration against the ex-
panded pass laws. Of them at least 69 were shot dead, in most cases in 
their backs. Most English-speaking churches in South Africa reacted 
with disgust and blamed the government for this. The leadership of 
three of the four white DRC synods reacted sharply to this and issued a 
statement deploring the �shocking statements� against the government. 
They meant that the reaction of the English-speaking churches was part 
of �the pathological interest in and condemnation of South Africa� that 
springs out of �social humanism and of the hysterical efforts of the 
West to overbid the East for the favour of the non-whites of Africa with 
the ideological slogan of self-determination�. Furthermore, in their 
statement the DRC expressed their renewed support for apartheid or as 
it is described here: �the policy of independent, distinct development 
provided it is carried out in a just and honourable way�. 195 The relation 
between the churches reached a crisis never seen before. 

The crises led the WCC to send its associate General Secretary, Dr. 
Robert Bilheimer, to South Africa to try to heal the rift.196 The outcome 
of all his meetings was the proposal of a huge conference at the end of 
the year�what was to become the momentous Cottesloe conference.197 
All eight South African WCC member churches participated; each of 
them had ten delegates, whereof all but NHK had one or more non-
white, eighteen in all.  

                                                            
195  All quotes: (DRC 1960, p. 1-4) 
196  My presentation of this meeting rests primarily on the descriptions given 

by the WCC Report that was compiled after the meeting ( (WCC 1961)). Colleen 
Ryan also gives a short but good overview � albeit with some special references to 
Beyers NaudØ (Ryan 1990). Also (Walshe, 1983) and (De Gruchy and De Gruchy 
2004) have brief accounts of the meeting. For Afrikaans-readers, (Lückhoff 1978), 
provides a comprehensive exposition. 

197  Cottesloe was a boarding house at the University of Witwatersrand in Jo-
hannesburg � the Cottesloe College Residence. (Lückhoff 1978, p. 74) 
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The issues they had agreed on to discuss were about the understanding 
of basic facts on the South African situation, about what they as 
churches could do to establish the justice of which the Bible speaks and 
about what a Christian attitude towards race was.  

After having discussed the different topics and the submissions by 
the churches, a statement was drafted. It is neither comprehensive, nor 
far-reaching. A paternalistic mindset was prevalent and Walshe argues 
that "had the white representatives been listening to the underprivi-
leged, to the protests of, and alternative futures envisaged by, blacks, 
Cottesloe would have confronted the church and government estab-
lishment with a much more radical set of challenges than it did".198 
Nevertheless, the statement expresses a rejection of all forms of racial 
discrimination. It also maintains the view that there is no scriptural 
ground for prohibiting mixed marriages. The document also pinpoints 
that no Christian should be excluded from participating in any church 
due to race. Furthermore, it calls the migrant labour system unaccept-
able.  

The delegates from the English churches were by some accused of 
having compromised earlier positions and taken a step back. For the 
DRC delegates it was perceived as a small step forward, away from ear-
lier positions critical to racial mixing. Maybe even more important was 
that they, for the first time, differed from government policy.199 

There are differing views on whether the statement was strong or 
weak. To many, who have analysed the meeting, it contained a poten-
tial of being groundbreaking. De Gruchy talks about it as momen-
tous.200 Walshe holds the view that the DRC delegates had taken an ini-
tiative "which, had it been accepted by the DRC synods, might have 
moved Afrikanerdom away from its racist policies of apartheid and un-
compromising white control�.201 Maybe the most troublesome short-
coming of the document was not what it said but what it did not say 
anything about: the legality of the apartheid state, the very point in the 

                                                            
198  (Walshe 1983, p. 17-8) 
199  (Ryan 1990, p. 60) 
200  (De Gruchy and De Gruchy 2004, p. 65) 
201  (Walshe 1983, p. 16) 
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Kairos document 25 years later, that the apartheid state is per se tyran-
nical and must be gone, not reformed. On this the Cottesloe consulta-
tion statement did not say anything. 

The DRC also added a special statement as a means to soften the 
joint declaration. They noted firstly that �a policy of differentiation can 
be defended from the Christian point of view� and secondly that such a 
view did not contradict the joint declaration.202 

Soon after the meeting, critical voices began to be heard. The top-
most levels in the state expressed severe criticism about outsiders� inter-
ference in South African internal affairs. When the DRC synods met 
during the first half of 1961, their delegates at the Cottesloe meeting 
received strong criticism and the statement was turned down.203 The 
two DRC synods and the Nederduitsch Hervormde Kerk left WCC. 

The process up to the Cottesloe meeting, the meeting in itself and 
the joint statement marked a major turning point in church relations in 
South Africa. According to Walshe Cottesloe established the fragile be-
ginnings of a consensus on fundamentals, which might have bridged 
the gap between the South African Churches.204 The aftermath turned 
it upside down. What could have been a breakthrough, a beginning of a 
process of moving away from apartheid on the part of the Afrikaans 
Reformed Churches, resulted in those churches separating themselves 
from the wider ecumenical community in South Africa and abroad and 
becoming more confirmed than ever in their support of apartheid.205  

 
It took another 31 years until a WCC delegation could visit South Africa 
again.  

3.3.1.2 After Cottesloe 

The storm after Cottesloe made the DRC participants wary and down-
hearted. The World Council of Churches encouraged them to start 

                                                            
202  (WCC 1961, p. 34-5) 
203  (Ryan 1990, p. 64-7) 
204  (Walshe 1983, p. 16); (De Gruchy and De Gruchy 2004, p. 63, 65) speaks of 

�a gathering of great importance� and that outsiders already then realized that 
�something momentous was happening�. 

205  (De Gruchy and Villa-Vicencio 1983, p. 144) 
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ecumenical study groups. These groups in their turn initiated different 
initiatives for the continuation of the reflection that had started at the 
Cottesloe meeting whereof two are of special interest: Pro Veritate and 
thereafter the Christian Institute. The journal Pro Veritate�For the 
Truth�presented in its first issue what was to be its focal theme: to 
demolish �biblical justification of apartheid by citing biblical texts 
which emphasised the unity of the Christian Church�.206 The other 
consequence of the disappointing results of the Cottesloe meeting was 
the establishment of the Christian Institute. The aim was to �search for 
a deeper insight into the will of Christ for his church through study cir-
cles and discussion groups and to strengthen the witness of the church 
by holding courses and conferences�.207 It also published a huge num-
ber of articles, pamphlets and other publications.  

Instrumental in this was one of the DRC delegates at the Cottesloe 
conference who had encountered great difficulties afterwards�Beyers 
NaudØ. The Veritate and the Institute played an immensely important 
role during the sixties and seventies until they both were closed down 
in 1977 by the apartheid government.208 

 
A decisive moment for the future came at the following WCC assembly, 
the Uppsala 68-assembly. During the years since 1960, dramatic 
changes had taken place all over the globe and the issue of race had 
gained poignant significance. At the Assembly, it became utterly ob-
vious that those who benefited from inequality, separateness and racial 
division would stop at nothing in their ambition to keep power and ad-
vantages. Martin Luther King who had been invited to hold the sermon 
at the opening service was assassinated not long before the meeting.209 

There was a strong feeling that something had to be done, or as 
Sjollema expresses it: �A cry for action was heard�.210 The Assembly 
decided that the WCC should �undertake a crash program to guide the 

                                                            
206  (Ryan 1990, p. 68-70) 
207  (Ryan 1990, p. 77) 
208  Besides that, the whole leadership of the CI was banned for five years. 

Also the Black Consciousness Movement, student and community organisations 
and many more were smashed at the same time. 

209  (Sjollema 1994 a, p. 9) 
210  (Sjollema 1994 a, p. 10) 
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Council and member churches in the urgent matter of racism� and it 
was clearly pointed out that this program also should deal with eco-
nomic and political aspects. 211 It was in line with the expectations of 
the growing number of representatives in WCC from countries in the 
Global South where racism, colonialism and injustices were well 
known.212  

The following year the �Ecumenical Program to Combat Racism 
(PCR) was set up for which �white racism� and South Africa would be of 
special interest. One important reason for that was that the government 
in South Africa claimed to be defending �Western Christian Civilisa-
tion� and as apartheid was set up by and defended by people who called 
themselves Christians.213  

Prime Minister Vorster immediately tried to discredit PCR and 
meant that WCC was communist-infiltrated and providing terrorist or-
ganisations with money for arms. The moderator of DRC called the de-
cision of WCC �one of the most atrocious offences that the Christian 
churches can commit against the Word of God�.214  

It is well known that much of that kind of critique from Christian 
right-wing groups world-wide that accused WCC of being influenced by 
communist views and of supporting terror was orchestrated from the 
South African government.215 Around the mid-seventies the South Af-
rican government provided for large-scale secret funding for covert ac-
tivities by individuals and organisations. Fictitious organisations were 
set up, newspapers were established and numerous secret projects were 
launched��a history of sleaze, corruption, violation of exchange con-
trol regulation, lies in Parliament and even murder�. Even the DRC was 
part of this propaganda machine by �selling� the government�s view of 
apartheid. It was done through a department at the DRC church office 
financed by the Department of Information, aiming at countering the 
work of the WCC. In August 1979 the scandal also reached the DRC but 
the church denied being controlled in its use of the money from the 

                                                            
211  Cited from the Uppsala Report 1968 p. 130 , in (Sjollema 1994 a, p.10) 
212  (Sjollema 1994 a, p. 10-1) 
213  (B. Sjollema 1994 b, p.15); (Adler 1994, p. 53) 
214  (Pityana 1994, p. 91)  
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government. The work carried forth by the means provided by the gov-
ernment was �honourable and justified in terms of Christian princi-
ples� according to the leadership of the DRC.216 

At the Central Committee meeting in 1980, WCC strengthened its 
position on apartheid. It also asked the churches to act for �compre-
hensive sanctions � including withdrawal of investments, an end to 
bank loans, arms embargo and oil sanctions, and in general�, and to 
�cease any direct, and as far as possible indirect, financial involvement 
in activities which support the apartheid regime�.217  

The eighties also brought about another understanding among 
clergy and churches of the need for change. In their ministerial work 
they met people over and over again who had been assaulted, families 
who were brutalized as a result of all the violence and people in agony 
due to the constant repression.218  

De Gruchy holds the conviction that this also reflects the growing 
influence by the black membership in the English-speaking churches 
for whom �the issue of membership in the WCC became an important 
yardstick by which to measure the extent to which the churches were 
committed to the struggle against apartheid�.219  

3.3.2 The LWF family of churches 

German immigrants brought their Lutheran faith with them to South 
Africa. Those who came early, in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
tury, mainly joined the Reformed churches.220 Those who came later, 

                                                            

    Cont. next page 

216  (Serfontein 1982, p. 80-2); Serfontein gives further examples (p. 76-86) on 
how the DRC is acting on behalf of the government to disperse smoke screens and 
convey disinformation 

217  (Sjollema 1994 b, p. 30-1) 
218  There are numerous accounts of the terrible situation in the townships in 

the eighties and about the atrocities that was perpetrated against the most vulner-
able in society. To mention just a few: (Noonan 2003), (Pauw 1997), (Krog 1998) and 
some chapters in (Allen 2006)     

219  (De Gruchy 1997, p. 164) 
220  (Gerstner 1997, p. 21); Here is an obvious disagreement among scholars. 

(De Gruchy and De Gruchy 2004, p. 1) holds the view that �The German Lutherans 
were more successful [than the French Huguenots: my insertion] in their struggle 
to retain their own identity�, while Gerstner quotes sayings that the Lutherans 
�would more easily merge with Dutch Reformed congregations�, and adds that 
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especially from the end of the nineteenth century and onwards, estab-
lished their own churches. Besides that, a number of German Lutheran 
mission societies established mission churches in South Africa during 
the course of the nineteenth century.221 As a result, these immigrant 
churches and societies built regional churches along ethnical confines 
and they were not in a position to disagree with or challenge the more 
and more far-reaching �apartheid legislation�, not even when they 
themselves felt its obstructing effects also on their work e.g. when the 
mission-schools were nationalised.222  
 
Attempts during the early seventies to unite the different black and 
white churches into one failed due to white restraint, and instead four 
black churches formed a new united church.  

After having dealt with the �race-issue� in different ways for about 
three decades the LWF General Assembly at Dar-es-Salaam in 1977 at 
the instigation of bishop Manas Buthelezi decided to declare the South 
African situation a Status confessionis. 223  

In a rather short resolution the LWF starts by describing the con-
fessional base for this resolution. The main part is, however, on clarify-
ing that when political and social systems get too perverted and oppres-
sive �it is consistent with the confession to reject them and work for 
changes�. Therefore the Assembly in this declaration �especially appeal 
to our white member churches � to recognize that the situation � 
constitutes a Status confessionis�. They are thereby urged �unequivo-
cally [to] reject existing apartheid system�.224  

As the LWF according to its constitution cannot bind the 
churches with its decisions, this declaration did not immediately result 
in any change in the relation among the Lutheran South Africa chur-
ches, or between them and the world-wide Lutheran community. Fur-

                                                                                                                                      
when the first Lutheran church was formed in 1780 �only a trickle of colonists 
joined the Lutheran Church, many Lutherans having already joined the Reformed 
church�. 

221  (Brandt 1983, p. 25-6) 
222  (Lodberg 1988, p. 37-42) 
223  A thorough discussion on status confessionis will be accomplished in 

chapter 7 
224  (LWF 1977, p. 11) 
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thermore a debate arose on the meaning of the Status confessionis con-
cept as such ending in the development of a study program over the 
following years aiming at analysing �the meaning of Status confessionis 
[in order to] clarify the ethical and theological challenges inherent in 
the apartheid system�.225 

Later it became obvious that this maybe made the question even 
more difficult to comprehend, or as Lodberg writes: �The Status con-
fessionis-concept became disconnected from its ecclesiological con-
text�.226  
 
While little was done on the side of the white church to change the rela-
tion to the black churches, the latter took the initiative to propose a 
suspension which led to a decision at the seventh Assembly, held in 
Budapest in 1984, to suspend the two white member churches.  

3.3.3 The World Alliance of Reformed Churches 

The World Alliance of Reformed Churches�that since the GC in Accra 
in 2004 comprises 214 member churches in 107 countries�is the ex-
pression of a mutual commitment by churches worldwide to work to-
gether. It is a wide array of churches that among other things share a 
common heritage in the reformation emanating mainly from Switzer-
land and/or with a Presbyterian or Congregational background.227  

The DRC became an early member of the WARC. Directly after the 
Second World War the contacts between the WARC and the churches 
were limited but there are no traces of hesitation regarding the DRC. 
The hope is that it can �play a very active part in our great Reformed 
family�.228 It takes until the 50s before expressions of concern about 
�the growing nationalism of the Afrikaans� [meaning Afrikaners: my 
insertion] is visible. 229  

                                                            
225  (Lodberg 1988, p. 134); Cf. (Lorenz 1983, p. 7-9) 
226  (Lodberg 1988, p. 142); [My translation from the original Danish text.] 
227  (WARC 2009) 
228  (WARC 1949). The letter is dated 20 August, 1949. 
229  (WARC 1951, p. 6-7) 
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Besides this, there is almost silence until the Sharpeville events in 
1960. With the killings there as a reference point the Executive council 
pointed out to the DRC that �the South African Government�s current 
application and working out of apartheid has deeply distressed and of-
fended Christian opinion in all our lands and Churches�.230   

The reply from the DRC  starts by assuming that there is a �great deal 
of misrepresentation as well as misunderstanding of the D.R. Church 
and our views�. They continue to admit that there are �grievances�, but 
that they also know what role �agitators have played�. 231  

The letter continues as follows: 
�While we disapprove of man�s inhumanity to man 

and confess that many of our members are not above racial 
prejudice, it would be very unrealistic to suppose that all 
black Africans are more virtuous and less subject to racial 
prejudice. We realise that no race is inherently inferior and 
that given time and opportunity every race and nation can 
develop a sense of responsibility and reach maturity. 

We believe that we have the moral right to maintain 
our own group identity and we are prepared to grant the 
same right to all other entities. � We also believe that an 
honourable and just way must and can be found for free 
communication between all races without imperilling the 
identity of any of them and without harm to human dig-
nity. In so far as the policy of the Government is basically 
in agreement with this concept of race relations, we are 
prepared to co-operate without thereby necessarily identi-
fying ourselves with every detail of legislative measure�.232 

 
To all this the WARC executive council responded with another letter 
stating that although some good things have been done, still there are 
some �positions taken by the Reformed and Presbyterian Christians in 
South Africa [that] appear to � be clearly contrary to the Word of God 

                                                            
230  Dated at the end of April and enclosed as Appendix VIII in (WARC, EXC011 

1960, p. 43) 
231  (WARC 1960, p. 41-2) 
232  (WARC 1960, p. 41-2) 
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and lacking the understanding of the legitimate aspirations of black Af-
rican people�. 233 

Indeed, with this letter of August 1960, WARC had given some im-
portant directions on how they were going to handle the race-issue�
later called by its Afrikaans name, apartheid�for the future. 

 

The coming years are characterized by an exchange of letters on the 
issue but without any substantial changes in reality. The �mission 
churches� were present in their own capacity for the first time at the 
General Council in 1964�although represented by white ministers. A 
report on the �Racial question� was presented at the gathering that pin-
points this issue as one that affects the whole world at a rapidly devel-
oping pace. It even expresses fear that this, if not solved, can lead to 
�full-scale wars or revolutions�. Secondly, the report gives a theological 
justification to why the Church, and the individual Christian, is oblig-
ed, in following the word of God to make no distinction between men 
due to race, colour, or nationality. Thirdly and lastly, the document 
proposes actions in line with this. It had to do with openness for any-
one to participate in the life of the congregation. However, it also had 
to do with what was happening in society. The document is unambi-
guous on this and calls on every Christian to �protest in the light of 
God�s Word not only in words but in action and to participate in respon-
sible efforts toward the establishment of racial justice and equality�.234 

To this, the delegates from the white South African Churches pro-
tested and proposed a deletion of this part of the document but �a large 
majority� rejected that.235 

 
When the WARC met for a General Council next time, in Nairobi 1970 
many churches in former colonies had become independent during the 

                                                            
233  The letter is enclosed as Appendix XXX in (WARC 1960, p. 105-6) 
234  (WARC 1964, p. 230-2, 50-1) 
235  (WARC 1964, p. 50); Cf. list of participants from South Africa p 8-9. 
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last decade and now joined the WARC. 236 That had certainly an impact 
on what issues were discussed and on the radicalism in the conclusions.  

One of the sections of the council dealt with the theme Reconcilia-
tion and Society: Freedom of a Just Order. It took up the racism issue 
and stated in its final declaration that it is �incumbent upon the church 
to recognize racism for the idolatry it, in fact, is�.237 Based on that dec-
laration they reaffirmed the position on Race that was adopted in 
Frankfurt in 1964, and furthermore they declared that 

�The church of Jesus Christ does not make room for 
walls, be they tribal, racial, cultural, economic, national or 
confessional. The church that by doctrine and/or practice 
affirms segregation of peoples (e.g. racial segregation) as a 
law for its life cannot be regarded as an authentic member 
of the body of Christ�.238 

 
In the documentation of the section�with some examples on critical 
situations around the globe�was also their impression that the DRC 
gave its support to the South African government�s policy and practice 
of racial segregation. The DRC delegation�including, interestingly 
enough, the ones from the black Dutch Reformed Church in Africa�
tried to get the part on the South African situation deleted and then 
voted against the adoption of the text but that attempt to escape criti-
cism did not only fail but also turned out to be counterproductive as 
the council even strengthened the text .239 
 
Due to financial and other reasons, the Alliance did not have its next 
General Council until 1982.  

In the meantime, the WARC tried to advocate regional meetings in 
South Africa to get an opportunity for members of the Executive 
Council together with representatives of all South African churches to 
confer on multilateral as well as unilateral basis according to various 
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needs and wishes. The slow and unwilling responses from the DRC and 
NHK forced some years later the General Secretary to announce that the 
idea was dead and had to be dropped.240  

To be on speaking terms with each other seemed to be difficult, 
and Dr. Perret, then General Secretary of the WARC, in a report to the 
Executive Council, pointed out that �public statements which were 
considered by us to be fraternal words of concern and warning � were 
not received as such by all our member churches�. Another problem 
was that cooperation between the member churches �in spite of all our 
efforts � has not improved greatly�.241  

A sign of change in the South African situation in the last half of 
the seventies is that the black, coloured, and Indian churches are be-
ginning to play an increasingly important role among the churches in 
South Africa and especially within the reformed family both nationally 
and internationally. Dr. Perret is talking of them as holding a �key posi-
tion�.242 One example of an increased confidence is when some fifty 
coloured ministers in the DRMC in 1979, relying on a statement at their 
synod previous year that adherence to the Broederbond negatively af-
fected the loyalty to the brotherhood in Christ, demanded of their 
white colleagues to make a choice and declare publicly their belonging 
to, and loyalty to, either the Afrikaner Broederbond or the DRMC.243 
 
Emanating from the 1970 WARC General Council a study program on 
The Theological Basis of Human Rights and a Theology of Liberation244 
gained some speed. Local member churches were challenged and en-
couraged to continue the study starting from their own actual situation 
to be better skilled to serve dehumanized people, to protest against in-
human acts and structures, to participate in making HR into Civil rights 
and laws, and to cooperate with any Human Rights-movement, 
whether Christian or not. These principal strategies could then be 
transformed into proposals about concrete actions. 
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The increased severe unrest that was prevalent at the end of the seven-
ties, starting in Soweto in June 1976, caused the WARC to send a delega-
tion, headed by its President James I. McCord, to South Africa.  

In their report to the Executive after the tour they argue that the 
situation is dangerously deteriorating. Therefore it is a great pity that 
�[i]n the Dutch Reformed Churches the theology of apartheid not to 
speak of the practice is certainly in evidence�. But the report also states 
that there is a growing number of ministers and faculty staff who are in 
doubt when it comes to how the church is handling the situation. The 
reporteur�s view is that �there are �Bonhoeffers� in all the churches, who 
are radically questioning the theology implicit in the present 
church/state relationship not to speak of the hermeneutics underlying 
the traditional theological support for apartheid policies�.245 

 
The last period before the Ottawa meeting is dealt with in section 7.1.2. 

3.3.3.1 The Southern Africa Alliance of Reformed Churches (SAARC)  

A small group of people representing black Christianity in Southern 
Africa initiated, at a meeting in Maputo in the late eighties, a discussion 
on the need to create some kind of task force among the churches in 
the region for dealing with the problems among the peoples in South-
ern Africa. A request to the WARC to support a consultation on the is-
sue led eventually to the establishment on January 1, 1989, of the re-
gional branch of WARC with an office in Gaborone, Botswana. Every 
church belonging to the WARC could participate in the SAARC.246 The 
objectives of the SAARC formulated in the by-laws are among others the 
following: To help member Churches which may be weak, oppressed or 
persecuted; To promote and defend religious and civil liberties; Share 
ecumenical experiences; Function as a communication network pro-
vider; To create structures for cooperation between the member Chur-
ches in their commitment to the struggle of the poor and oppressed.247 
 

                                                            
245  (WARC 1979, p. 144) 
246  (SAARC 1994) 
247  (SAARC, By-Laws n.d.) 
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One of the frequently occurring tasks of the SAARC was to assess the 
processes in the DRC. The comprehensive press releases after its execu-
tive meeting in April 1991 is but one example.  There they present an 
analysis of the DRC Church and Society 1990-document and declares 
that the SAARC �resolves to maintain the status quo with regard to its 
own ecumenical relation with the DRC until such time as the require-
ments set by the WARC are met�. Furthermore they call upon the other 
WARC members to endorse this view and to �refrain from disempower-
ing the black sister churches � by establishing direct ecumenical links 
with the DRC�.248 

The WARC executive is every now and then mentioning the as-
sessment of the SAARC as a foundation for their decisions249 and re-
questing the SAARC to monitor ongoing processes on behalf of the Ex-
ecutive council in order to be able to �promote justice in the multi-
racial South Africa�250. 

3.3.4 The South African Council of Churches 

Many South African Church leaders were inspired by the Edinburgh 
conference in 1910 and the following decades a number of mission 
conferences were held in South Africa. This paved the way for the es-
tablishment in 1936 of a joint Christian institution�the Christian 
Council of South Africa (CC). Two DRC synods were among the foun-
ders, the Cape and Transvaal synods.251 The other two refused to par-
ticipate. Unfortunately, it did not take long before also these two who 
participated in establishing the organisation withdrew. Already from 
the birth of CC there had been discussions going on between the Afri-
kaans and English members on �different views � on almost all ques-
tions affecting the African population�. In 1941, as a follow-up of their 
critique the DRC left.252 

                                                            
248  (SAARC 1991) 
249  (WARC 1991, p. 42) 
250  (WARC 1994, p. 19 ) 
251  (De Gruchy 1997, p. 158) 
252  (Strassberger 1974, p. 145)  
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Nevertheless, CC played an important role as a convenor of meet-
ings giving the member churches opportunities to grapple with burning 
societal issues. This became especially obvious in the years after 
Cottesloe.253 Thereby CC came to play a role far beyond what was said 
in its constitution that �emphasized evangelism, study, and service, and 
said nothing about politics�.254 

The Christian Council became in 1967 South African Council of 
Churches (SACC).  

One of the first major events organized by the SACC was the prepa-
ration of the Message to the People of South Africa which was published 
in 1968. It was the result of a theological commission established by the 
council to �consider what obedience to God requires of the church in 
her witness to her unity in Christ in South Africa�.255 The main content 
of the Message was to show that apartheid and separate development 
were contrary to the gospel and denied the redemptive work of Christ. 
Not surprisingly this awoke fierce reactions in certain ranks in society. 
Prime Minister John Vorster not only criticised it for trying to do in 
South Africa what �Martin Luther King did in America� but was openly 
threatening the SACC by telling them that �the cloak you carry will not 
protect you�. While doing this by appealing to his respect for the word 
of God he explicitly demonstrated the two fundamentally different 
ways in which the biblical message was conceived in South Africa. The 
discussion highlights the ecclesiological consequences of this dichot-
omy. Botman argues that when the policy of separation is forced upon 
the churches it will result in �the destruction of the church since it is 
based on the reconciling work of Christ�.256 

The council expanded greatly during the seventies�and became 
more �black��and launched several programs. Besides a wide variety of 
development and community projects the struggle against apartheid 
became a central issue for the council, especially after the banning of 

                                                            
253  (De Gruchy 1979, p. 115-6) 
254  (Elphick 1997, p. 363); Cf. The constitution in extenso is present in 

(Strassberger 1974, p. 142-3) 
255  (De Gruchy and De Gruchy 2004, p. 115); The following description relies 

mainly on the account on this matter given by (De Gruchy and De Gruchy 2004, p. 
112-23) 

256  (Botman 2000, p. 107) 

80 



A Journey with a Status Confessionis 

the Christian Institute in 1977. One should therefore not be surprised 
that when DRCA in 1976 became a member of SACC it was regarded as 
�siding with the enemy� by the white Afrikaner churches and by the 
government.257  

3.4 Closing reflections 

The above has by necessity been covering, not always in a way that 
looks coherent, a broad spectre of perspectives. In the following it will 
be obvious that the debate that went on during the 80s and 90s related 
to many things: the story of the Afrikaner people, the Reformed heri-
tage and the early history of the DRC, the huge geographical area we to-
day call South Africa, political development, and much more�all of 
which had a bearing on the conflict between the WARC and the DRC de-
scribed in chapter 4-8.  
 
In the first part of this chapter I could show that there is a line from the 
time of the arrival of Jan van Riebeeck up to the chaotic events of the 
nineteen eighties regarding the view that there is a demarcations line 
difficult to cross between people from different cultures. Edward Said�s 
words about culture, understood in his broad sense, as the combating 
arena for securing one�s own identity seems to be valid. Under certain 
periods this cultural clash was expressed in religious terms also by peo-
ple who normally did not take religion as a deep personal matter. At 
other times scientific anthropology provided the ground for racist 
views. The fear of �gelykstelling� was another strong motive for the sepa-
ration of people. Whether the difference was expressed in the dichot-
omy European � Native, White � Black, or Christian � Heathen the 
outcome became the same: A small group, almost only white, benefit-
ted and the large group, almost only black (which includes everyone 
who was not seen as white by the authorities) had to pay the price. 

In this the Dutch Reformed Churches played a significant role. 
Therefore, in the continuation of my work, I will concentrate on the 
DRC and its �daughter churches�. For that there are several reasons, not 

                                                            
257  (Kinghorn 1997, p. 152); (Walshe 1983, p. 390) 

81 



Studia Missionalia Svecana CIX 

only that the DRC is by far the largest. Of the three Afrikaans churches 
it has had a much more poignant and visible profile in the ecumenical 
movement, be that the WCC or the WARC. The Gereformeerde Kerk did 
not belong to any of these bodies and the Nederduitsch Hervormde 
Kerk left early.  

The second section above has proved that there is a long story to 
tell about their journey with apartheid258. However, it goes much fur-
ther back than to 1960. Desmond Tutu is talking about 1652 as the 
starting date. The same view is true for the DRC itself when arguing in 
1974 that they have had a special God-given task �since the beginning 
of South African history�. Religious motives behind the Trek, separate 
church services and buildings, and later totally separate churches, a 
mission policy that confirmed the factual situation and theologically 
motivated it�and thereby paved the way for the political and social 
adaptation of these policies�, are some of the elements in this story.  

The third part of the chapter, that finalizes the background, is 
more fragmented but in the following the focus will be on the theo-
logical reflection and practical dealing by the WARC. Nonetheless, this 
part gives some basic understanding on the involvement of the world-
wide ecumenical movement in the situation in South Africa up to 1982. 
Despite early awareness of racism as contradicting the gospel, it goes 
from a kind of understanding of aspects of apartheid to strong criticism 
and active involvement to overthrow the apartheid government. 
 
One more thing has to be said. What I have not done in this chapter, 
deliberately, is to describe, more than in some minor details, the impact 
of the British Empire. Without any doubt a different lifestyle, different 
language, different weltanschauung, and different commercial interests 
of the British�just to mention some differences�played an important 
role for the development of the Afrikanerdom. It did so in many as-
pects by provoking a contra-reaction. It did so by supporting political 
aspirations among certain groups within the Afrikaner community. It 
did so also in giving an open field for at least parts of the apartheid pol-

                                                            
258  In 1997 the DRC produced �The story of the Dutch Reformed Church�s 

Journey with Apartheid, 1960-1994. (DRC 1997) 
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icy � when it came to creating a system where factory-owners, mining 
companies and farmers had easy access to cheap labour. 

My understanding is that it for my needs, nonetheless, is subordi-
nate to the sectors I have exposed above. 
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Part III 

As mentioned in section 1.3, and 2.2 part III is the main investigating 
part of the dissertation. It is presenting varying doorways that in their 
different ways open up for a broad spectrum of perspectives on the 
main question�how to understand the conflict between the WARC and 
the DRC. 

The Dutch Reformed church is part of a world-wide church 
movement that has provided important theological insights related to 
different aspects of the societies in which it has been located. Theologi-
cal reflection on societal involvement has been a trademark for the re-
formed movement, and consequently this has been in the centre also 
for the DRC and the community of reformed churches in the WARC. 
Therefore an analysis of the above conflict cannot but reflect thor-
oughly on the South African setting, theologically and socially. 

Furthermore, it is often challenges from others, what they do or 
say that makes the DRC enter the field to begin kicking the ball.  

 
Each of the 5 chapters will have a short introduction in which I give a 
motive for the different sections I have inserted under the particular 
heading. For obvious reasons there are no absolutes when it comes to 
why a certain section is placed in a specific chapter. (Hadn�t the Kairos 
document section been better placed in chapter 6, or chapter 6 been put 
before or maybe merged with chapter 5? Or �) Naturally, the subject 
matter could have been �cut� differently. It will also become clear that it 
is almost unavoidable to get overlaps. I do nonetheless hope that I have 
managed to keep it down to a minimum and that in each chapter new 
voices will come to the fore and provide new insights that in the end 
will make up a broader and more comprehensive picture of the conflict. 

Each chapter ends with some short closing reflections summariz-
ing my main conclusions.  
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4 State and Church  
While discussing a situation in a church that to a large extent has to do 
with apartheid it is inevitable to reflect on its relation to the state. Natu-
rally, this is an immense subject and could be a dissertation on its own 
but the following aims at giving some basic introduction in as far as it 
relates to the overall theme of this study, and to show how the 
church/state issue has come to the fore and been debated in some cru-
cial aspects relating to the DRC. In that way it will serve as a back-drop 
for the understanding of the way that the DRC reflected and acted. 

I will here first give a short sketch on a general Reformed reflec-
tion on church and society/state beginning with John Calvin himself. In 
the course of time varying views contended. It would be to go beyond 
the scope of my task here to enter into any lengthy consideration about 
that and I will only very briefly describe the views that became preva-
lent on South African soil.  

The Afrikaner Broederbond is dealt with in this context as it 
played such an instrumental role in keeping the (white) Reformed 
churches tight to the bosom of the state to reciprocal benefit. Thereby it 
is a good(?) example of how factors besides the DRC�s own theological 
reflection on the church-state issue had an impact on its response to the 
Ottawa requirements and is therefore not possible to leave out although 
if in a sense can be seen to be on the fringe of the issues discussed here. 

The strongest theological critique against the kind of relation that 
had unfolded between the apartheid regime and the white Reformed 
churches that was ever presented in South Africa came in 1985 in the 
so-called Kairos document. Therefore, it is necessary to discuss that 
document in this connection. 

4.1 In early Reformed thinking 

4.1.1 Calvin 

Being a sixteenth century theological reformer must have been a daunt-
ing task. Not only did he have to be scholastically well trained with 
deep insights in contemporary philosophy and theology and prepared 
to withstand attacks�academical as well as physical, sometimes furious 
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in kind�from theological antagonists in general and protagonists of 
the established leadership of the present church in particular. He also�
with a modern expression� had to be street-smart in relation to those 
in power for the time being. It was the inevitable consequence of Cal-
vin�s ambition not only to reformulate the theological dogmas but also 
to reorientate civic life �in accordance with what God discloses as God�s 
will in Scripture�.259 Jean Calvin�s opus magnum, Christianae religionis 
institutio,260 is therefore much more than an epic over the evangelical 
faith or a guide to theological understanding in a �reformed� way.  

At the same time as he a) developed a new theological understand-
ing and demonstrated how the Catholic Church according to him had 
gone astray, he also b) had to try to convince the king�Frances I�that 
this new reformed thinking was not heretic or threatening to the stabil-
ity of his kingship, and, when this at times was less than successful, he 
c) had to keep himself at some safe distance from where the heat was 
more than healthy�Paris.  

Already from the outset Calvin�s church-building work led to con-
flict with the authorities. When he more or less just happened to land 
up in Geneva in July 1536 and was compelled to stay, the city had only 
a few months before voted in favour of adopting the Reformation and 
�to live henceforward according to the gospel�.261 In addition to that, 
Geneva had not long ago managed to acquire the status of being an in-
dependent republic. This newborn feeling of being free became an ob-
stacle when Calvin in his work on the church order for the new Church 
in the making held the view that the ministers should have a significant 
amount of control also related to societal matters. The city leadership�
the magistrates�feared this and demanded instead the state to have 
control over the church. Consequently, as this conflict grew Calvin only 
after two years had to move again. Some years later the Genevan magis-
trate nonetheless changed its mind and managed to persuade Calvin to 
come back again given the assurance that his views on church order 

                                                            
259  (Elwood 2002, p. 28) 
260  In English: Institutes of the Christian Religion. According to Elwood a more 

accurate translation might be something like: Formation in Christian Piety. It was 
first published in 1536 and over the next twenty years revised several times and 
expanded greatly. 

261  (Elwood 2002, p. 20) 
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would be upheld. Thus, from the very commencement of the work of 
Calvin the question of the relation between church and state/society 
played an immensely important role. Yet, the expectation and fear 
some had that he for himself aimed at developing a ruler�s position in 
society came to nought; he never exercised any civic power. 

4.1.1.1 The Institutes 

Albeit the conflicting relations Calvin had experienced vis-a-vis the 
Genevan authorities and the earlier need to flee the threat of repression 
from the king of France, he argues that he is �under the necessity� to 
point out that the civil government, like the church, is a gift of God. As 
such it has a duty to express God�s rule of the world. There was a two-
fold reason for this �necessity�. Calvin criticised both those�frantic and 
barbarous Anabaptists (and others)�that �furiously [tried to] overturn 
the order established by God� and those who on the other hand were 
flattering �the princes [who were] extolling their power without meas-
ure�. Although we are pilgrims on this earth, trying to follow the will of 
God, none of us are free from sin and its impact, he argued. For that 
reason and as the �insolence of the wicked is so great� we need the aid 
given by a civil authority working under the permission of God. They 
should be �viceregents of God � [that] exhibit a kind of image of the 
Divine Providence, guardianship, goodness, benevolence, and jus-
tice�.262 De Gruchy argues that the 

�substance of many of Calvin’s sermons, was the con-
viction that a just and well-regulated government will be 
distinguished for maintaining the rights of the poor and af-
flicted � [and] insisted on the need for the church to 
speak out clearly on their behalf in protest against injustice 
done to them�.263  

Therefore a Christian should on the one hand recognize the au-
thorities as a good God-given gift aiming at serving the needs of the 
citizens but on the other be a guardian against misuse of power by the 
same authority. Calvin meant that one �ought rather to spit in their 

                                                            
262  (Calvin 1979, p. 652, 655 (Book IV, Ch XX, sect. 2 and 6)) 
263  (De Gruchy 1991, p. 251) 
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faces than obey them when they are so shameless as to want to despoil 
God of his right�.264 

Although both the church�as an expression of the spiritual king-
dom of God�and the civil government are of God, one who �knows to 
distinguish between the body and the soul, between the present fleeting 
life and that which is future and eternal, will have no difficulty in un-
derstanding that � [they] are things very widely separated�.265 It is of 
utmost importance that man in daily life does not place the one above 
the other. The Church and the government/state (or, as it often is des-
ignated in the Institutes as well as in Calvin�s Geneva: the magistrates) 
have to side with each other. Yet if the situation occurs where a ruler, 
be it a prince or a magistrate, becomes �bent on their own interests, 
venally prostitute all rights, privileges, judgments and afterwards 
squander it in insane largesses � [or] act as mere robbers, pillaging 
houses, violating matrons, and slaying the innocent� they no longer are 
able to be seen as the �minister of God, who was appointed to be a 
praise to the good and a terror to the bad�.266 Then one must be careful 
that the imposed obedience to the rulers is not �incompatible with obe-
dience to Him to whose will the wishes of all kings should be subject, to 
whose decrees their commands must yield, to whose majesty their scep-
tres must bow�. Therefore, in such a case the words in Acts 5:29 that 
�we ought to obey God rather than men� are valid.  As this can create 
an �immanent peril� Calvin encourages his followers by referring to the 
words from 1 Cor. 7:23, that �we were redeemed by Christ at the great 
price which our redemption cost him, in order that we might not yield 
a slavish obedience to the depraved wished of men, far less do homage 
to their impiety�.267  

4.1.1.2 Geneva and onwards 

While Calvin�s thinking gave rise to complementary models for orga-
nizing the relation between church and state in Geneva, rather than a 
hierarchical one, still there was a clear bond between the two. Where 

                                                            
264  (Elwood 2002, p. 123) 
265  (Calvin 1979, p. 651 (Book IV, Ch XX, sect. 1)) 
266  (Calvin 1979, p. 670 (Book IV, Ch XX, sect. 24)) 
267  (Calvin 1979, p. 675f (Book IV, Ch XX, sect. 32)) 
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the Reformation was approved by the leading class in society, as in the 
northern part of the Netherlands and in Scotland, the same interde-
pendent pattern as in Geneva became the rule. In the ongoing devel-
opment in other countries and regions a clearer division evolved, often 
due to a political situation. So it was, e.g. in France where the reformed 
church remained a minority church, time and again under severe per-
secution, and consequently developed a much more independent atti-
tude towards state and society. Due to that de Gruchy is maintaining 
that  

�Calvin did not provide us with an inflexible blue-
print for church-state relations or Christian political re-
sponsibility that would suit every situation. His theology�
and subsequently, in principle if not always in fact, Re-
formed political theology�was and remains flexible and 
contextual�.268 

It is therefore no surprise that the evaluation of Calvinism is dif-
fering due to the angle from which you look: from situations where 
suppressed people see it as an ideology/theology strongly supporting 
them in their liberation struggle, to situations where groups clearly re-
lated to the power structures make use of its restraining characteristics.  

Thus, there is a great risk�as in South Africa�that Calvinism de-
generates into an imperialistic tool. 

4.2 At the SA scene 

4.2.1 The church and the traders 

With the beginning of the 17th century the Reformed tradition began to 
spread world-wide; to the New World, Africa and South East Asia. This 
was not least due to the rise of the Dutch as the leading global commer-
cial power and the newly established Dutch East India Company 
(1602). Yet, in many places where the Dutch established some kind of 
presence the religious impact was weak, at least initially. Often the pas-
tors only ministered to the Europeans that served the company or other 
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Dutch authorities in the colonies.269 The Reformed church in the Neth-
erlands had by the time of its establishment in the Cape gone through a 
schismatic period during which the question of its relation to society 
had been debated. The battle stood between the so-called �remon-
strants� or �arminians� who pleaded a more liberal view on, inter alia, 
the doctrine on election and the more conservative �counterremon-
strants�. The �arminians� asked for a national synod called by the gov-
ernment to discuss the matter, while the �counterremonstrants� more 
firmly dismissed the idea of governmental interference in ecclesiastical 
matters. Finally the synod took place in 1618-1619 in Dordrecht and 
the outcome became the important confession called the Canons of 
Dordt.270 Although the �counter-remonstrants� played out the �armini-
nans� they had to accept a considerable governmental impact in the 
church�s life. The Canons of Dordt had to be approved by the States 
General and the church and the government in cooperation took disci-
plinary measures against the ministers of �arminian� background who 
didn�t accept adherence to the new confession. New ministers were to 
be given approval by the government and they have �zealously and 
faithfully to inculcate on the entire congregation the obedience, love 
and honor that they owe to the magistrates�.271  

Albeit the church in the Netherlands in many ways acted�or were 
forced to act�as if it was a state church, still it did not become a state 
church in the sense that every citizen was obliged to be a member of it. 
On the contrary, according to the church a potential member had to 
comply with certain conditions. Blei therefore instead of �state church� 
uses the phrase �public church�.272  

The church that was established in the Cape, the DRC, functioned 
as a daughter to the Dutch mother church. As such it was therefore un-
der the control by the �Classis��the church governing body�in Am-
sterdam, but was in its daily life subordinated to the Company and this 
relation between church and state �was in veel opsigte �n afspieºling van 

                                                            
269  (Vischer 1999, p. 12) 
270  Another spelling: Dort 
271  (Blei 2006, p. 34) 
272  (Blei 2006, p. 19-36) 
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die kerk-staat verhoudinge in Nederland�.273 The Company, further-
more, for more than 100 years refused any other church admission to 
areas under their dominion.  The DRC in the Cape Province functioned 
in reality as a state church subjected to the Company until 1795 and 
thereafter to the British.274 A sign of this close connection between 
church and state during the first settler period is that the ministers were 
on the Company�s pay roll. The Company followed the pattern from 
elsewhere and their ministers were designated to cater for the whites 
that arrived from Europe. Nevertheless, as the main interest for the 
Company, bluntly imperialistic, was first and foremost to strengthen its 
commercial interests, other business, such as church related matters, 
were pushed into the background and as a result it took thirteen years 
before any minister became present on a regular basis.275 

4.2.2 Later development 

As the British took over as rulers at the Cape in 1795 and installed a 
new administration the time of the Company was over. Now ministers 
were found, not least, in Scotland. Even so, the ecclesiastical supremacy 
was in the hands of the Dutch mother church and the Classis in Am-
sterdam. On location at the Cape the control of the church was exer-
cised by the Kommissarisse-politiek who participated in all gatherings 
by groups that had any character of being a decision-making body. This 
function remained also after the British take-over as the church then 
was �subject to the King�s authority� and the Kommissarisse-politiek 
should see to that the �[a]ssembly [of the church] limits its proceedings 

                                                            
273  �was in many respects a reflection of the church-state relations in the 

Netherlands� [my transl.] (Adonis 1982, p. 22-3) 
274  The drive to get independence started with the mother church in the 

Netherlands, obtained in 1824, and continued vis-à-vis the government which was 
reached in 1862 after a law from 1843 declaring that the civil government and the 
church each should have its peculiar rights and functions.  

275  (Adonis 1982, p. 22-4); Cf. section 3.1.4. The Church and the Afrikaners; 
See also (Du Plessis 1911, p. 24) 
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to the internal concern of the Reformed Church, without entrenching 
on the rights of the Crown or the Civil rights of the King�s subjects�.276 

The first step towards a change in church-state relations came in 
1824 when the bonds to the church in the Netherlands were cut, or at 
least substantially eased, and the DRC as a church in its own capacity 
held its first synod. Nonetheless, the new political leadership in the 
Cape continued to hold a firm grip over the church structures. Later, in 
1843, an ordinance was passed regarding a new order for church�state 
relations. This, the Ordinance 7, stated that �the Civil Government and 
the Church will each have its peculiar rights and function�277. In reality 
it took until 1862 before the DRC gained autonomy. 

 

Parenthetically can be noted that the schismatic Nederduitsch Her-
vormde Kerk, who broke away from the DRC in Transvaal in 1853, in-
tended to become a volkskerk for the Afrikaners in the South African 
Republic (Transvaal). This also became the reality as NHK formally 
functioned as a state church there until 1910 when the South African 
Union was established and the former provinces ceased to exist as in-
dependent units. 
 
Since then the issue of church and state relation has been dealt with 
thoroughly at several occasions. One already mentioned is the story of 
the Cottesloe Consultation (section 3.3.1.1-2). One major reason for 
the strong resistance from the government and direct involvement in 
the aftermath is related to the question on delimitations between 
church and society.  

In the continuing text there will be many more. I will present 
some important documents from the Dutch Reformed Church in 
which this issue plays a significant role (3.2.3.3 and chapter 8). Another 
document that deals with this is the Belhar Confession that plays such a 
significant role in the dealings between the black and white DRC as well 
as in the conflict between the (white) DRC and the WARC (chapter 5). 

                                                            
276  (Adonis 1982, p. 26) Quoted by Adonis from A. Dreyer, Boustowwe vir dir 

Geskiedenis van die Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk in Suid Afrika, Deel III: 1804-1836 
(Kapstad, 1939), p. 306 

277  (SACC 1988, p. 9) 
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4.2.3 Broederbond 

One obvious expression of how close the DRC was to the bosom of the 
government was the mingling between the two entities within the con-
fines of the Afrikaner Broederbond (AB). The roots of the Brother-
hood�which is what AB means�are to be found just before 1920. The 
goal for the organization, as it was expressed some years later, was to 
work not for one political party or another but to secure that �Afri-
kanerdom will reach its ultimate destiny of domination in South Afri-
ca.� To obtain that goal �Afrikaner Broederbond [must] govern South 
Africa�. Its premise is to be found in the conviction that �the Afrikaners 
were placed by God on the southern tip of Africa to fulfill a spiritual, 
religious calling�.278 Or to use the words of Hexham: �Afrikaners were 
Christian; therefore, it was assumed rather than argued that Afrikaner 
politics were Christian politics if they had a nationalist spirit.�279 

To be a possible nominee for membership in the AB in the mid-
seventies one had to be proposed by a couple of well established mem-
bers and not being a member in any other secret organization. At the 
initiation the nominee had to answer certain questions about his dedi-
cation to work for the Afrikaner society and to swear an oath about his 
fidelity to the Broederbond and that he would keep all knowledge about 
the Broederbond secret. Among other things he had to swear was to 
�cling to the Christian national viewpoint of the Afrikaner, as pre-
scribed by the word of God [my italicizing] and the traditions of the Af-
rikaner�.280 The �almost metaphysical obligation to rule subordinate, 
inferior, or less advanced peoples� that Said thought mainly might have 
faded away is still in the late 70s clearly visible in the South African set-
ting among National party/Broederbonder/DRC-people.281 

 
When a defector in 1978 provided the two journalists Ivor Wilkins and 
Hans Strydom with a comprehensive amount of secret material they 
got insights into a world that, in accordance with the regulations of the 

                                                            
278  (Wilkins and Strydom 1978, p. 2, 290) 
279  (Hexham 1981, p. 184) 
280  (Wilkins and Strydom 1978, p. 379) 
281  (Said 1994 (1993), p. 9-10) 
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AB, albeit not totally but nevertheless to a large extent, had hitherto 
been hidden. Never before had the secrets of the Broederbond been 
unmasked so thoroughly282. For quite some time the inside of the or-
ganisation was revealed every Sunday in the Sunday Times�to great 
agitation within the AB-circles who in vain tried to buy the silence of 
the journalists.283 

One might say that it is an irony of fate that Beyers NaudØ�s father 
Jozua was one of the founders of the Afrikaner Broederbond and be-
came the new organisation�s first president. For him, who had felt the 
hardship among the Afrikaners after the second Anglo-Boer war and 
sensed the inferiority to the English-speakers, the AB aimed at the rec-
onciliation of all Afrikaners and the promotion of their interests. In 
years to come that increasingly became synonymous with the nurturing 
and championing of apartheid.284  

Since the modest start the AB had grown but was still at the end of 
the seventies not a very huge organization�some 12,000 persons�but 
its influence stretched far beyond the size of its constituency. Wilkins 
and Strydom argues that  

�The South African Government today is the 
Broederbond and the Broederbond is the Government. No 
Afrikaner government can rule South Africa without the 
support of the Broederbond. No Nationalist Afrikaner can 
become Prime Minister unless he comes from the organi-
sation�s select ranks. � From this pinnacle of executive 

                                                            
282  One exception is presented by Ryan who is giving a broad expose over 

the debacle in the early sixties when Beyer NaudØ broke the oath of silence to sup-
port his friend Albert Geyser who was an outspoken critic of apartheid theology. 
(Ryan 1990, p. 86-95) An even more detailed report about this incident is available 
in (Wilkins and Strydom 1978, ch. 16). Geyser was member of the Hervormde Kerk 
and professor in New Testament at University of Pretoria, and was by his church, 
with support from the AB, falsely accused of heresy. The church commission that 
found him guilty in a dirty trial consisted of fifteen members of whom thirteen 
were AB members. The two who disagreed with the verdict were, not surprisingly, 
not. This affair became also a serial story on the pages of the Sunday Times. In addi-
tion, Hennie (JHP) Serfontein has between 1963 and 1975 been reporting in South 
African newspapers ABout the Broederbond. Besides his articles it resulted in Broth-
erhood of power � An ExposØ of the Secret Afrikaner Broederbond in 1978. 

283  (Wilkins and Strydom 1978, n.p. (preface)) 
284  (Ryan 1990, p. 10) 
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control over South Africa�s affairs, the organisation�s 
12,000 members permeate every aspect of the Republic�s 
life.� 285 

 
At the end of the forties the National Party, The Broederbond and the 
DRC acted together as the three musketeers: One for all�all for one. In 
her biography over Beyers NaudØ, Collen Ryan maintains that �while 
the National Party provided the institutional pillar for apartheid and 
the Broederbond the ideological pillar, the religious and moral pillar 
was supplied by the NGK�.286 This process had gained momentum al-
ready at the beginning of the thirties when romantic nationalistic influ-
ences of Nazi-German origin began to catch attention among Afri-
kaners.287 

This closeness between the AB and the DRC is illustrated in a story 
Beyers NaudØ is recalling from the mid-fifties. At a DRC synod (Trans-
vaal 1955) the theologian Ben Marais288 proposed a ban on member-
ship in the Broederbond for the ministry of the church, analogous with 
the ban on participation in the Freemasonry movement. After an ad-
journment a vote was taken whether the proposal was in accordance 
with the formal order of dealings at a Synod, and could be debated, or 
whether the proposal should be left without any consideration. The 
vote turned down the question, and afterwards Beyers NaudØ ashamed 
told Professor Marais that the Broederbond in the meantime, during 
the adjournment had called for a meeting discussing how to break Ben 
Marais. Furthermore, Beyers NaudØ once also reflected over how the 
Broederbond had come to play an increasing role in his life: He had 
come to realize that his �first loyalty in sharing Christian concerns was 
with fellow members of a secret society because [his] bond with them 

                                                            
285  (Wilkins and Strydom 1978, p. 1) 
286  (Ryan 1990, p. 24) 
287  (Kinghorn 1986, p. 86); Cf. (Ryan 1990, p. 25-6) 
288  Ben Marais, a minister of the DRC, was already 1948 criticising his church�s 

bible-based justification for apartheid. (Ryan 1990, p. 35) That does not mean that 
Professor Marais was against every aspect of apartheid. See e.g. (B. Marais 1964). A 
thorough analysis on Ben Marais is given in Hans S.A. Engdahl Theology in Conflict � 
Readings in Afrikaner Theology (Engdahl 2006) 
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was closer than the bond to the wider Christian community.�289 It is 
also obvious that the adherence to the Bond played an immensely im-
portant role for its members and even those who for one reason or 
other had to leave the Bond felt bound by the oath they had sworn not 
to reveal anything. The apparent risk of being ostracized, losing busi-
ness opportunities and societal positions is but one reason for this. The 
religious dimension of the Afrikaner cause and the oath itself are other 
factors. 

Even for non-members much in life was jeopardized when raising 
a critical voice against the AB as such or against the tight relations be-
tween the DRC and the Bond. The denial of the church to accept David 
Bosch, being a non AB member, for the missiology chair at the Theo-
logical department at the University of Pretoria, instead giving it to a 
much less qualified scholar and member of the Broederbonder execu-
tive (and son-in-law to Prime Minister Verwoerd), Carel Boshoff, is but 
one example. Later Bosch experiences a similar episode in Stellen-
bosch.290 Nico Smith, on the other hand, tells about how he�without 
being able to find any other reason besides being an AB member�was 
appointed lecturer, before other more qualified scholars, at the theo-
logical faculty at Stellenbosch. After some years, having gradually been 
convinced that �it was an evil organisation, functioning under cloak of 
religion�, he left the AB.291 

 
That the Broederbonders themselves did not see any distinct delimita-
tion line between the teaching of the church and the ideological stand 
by the Bond became obvious, for instance, in the aftermath of the 
Cottesloe conference. Given that ministers were the second largest 
group of members, after those from the educational sector, counting 
somewhere in-between 40 and 60 percent of the DRC clergy, that was 
not unexpected. Albeit the Cottesloe conference292 was a church matter 

                                                            
289  (Ryan 1990, p. 42-3, 49) 
290  (Serfontein 1982, p. 215-6). Carel Boshoff is nowadays active in �his� en-

clave Orania in the Northern Cape province close to the Free State, where no non-
white person is permitted to live and work. The community is striving for self-
determination in what could be described as a kind of white bantustan. 

291  (N. Smith 2004, p. 83) 
292  For a description of Cottesloe, see section 3.3.1.1 
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in principle�a meeting between South Africa Churches and the WCC�
both the state, through Prime Minister Verwoerd, and the Broederbond 
acted swiftly and resolutely in condemning the resolution taken at the 
meeting. The AB circulated a document warning its members of �the 
serious detrimental effects on our nation� given that the findings were 
accepted by the church. Thereby was the �fate of Cottesloe � finally 
sealed�.293 Afterwards the Broederbond executive with satisfaction and 
appreciation could state:   

�For the positive action of Broederbonders in the edi-
torials of church magazines, synodal commissions, mode-
ratures, other church bodies etc in maintaining the unity of 
the Afrikaner in the church field, the Executive Council 
has only the highest appreciation.�294  

 
The first and foremost aim for the Broederbond was to keep the laager 
tight, not to let any dissident voices create rifts in the wall, be that pres-
sure from external forces or tendencies from within the Afrikaner 
community. Among the external evil forces were not only the UN, the 
WCC and countries overseas but also for instance Methodists, Baptists 
and not least the Roman Catholic Church in South Africa. 

The internal threats, even perceived and described as enemies, 
were especially those dominees and members of the academies belong-
ing to the Afrikaans churches who had been held in esteem, who were 
prominent scholars and/or were �coming men� in church and society 
but had become hesitant to the Bond�s involvement in the churches� 
sphere in general and the apartheid policy in church and society in par-
ticular. Geyser and NaudØ belonged to that group of course, but during 
the sixties and seventies that group grew although the Bond managed 
to make many wary regarding their future and consequently held them-
selves back refraining from overt criticism. At some occasions the ques-
tion about the church�s relation to the Bond became an issue at 
synodical level in the DRC. In 1949 a committee was appointed the task 
to prepare a report to the NGK Raad �concerning the Broederbond, its 

                                                            
293  (Ryan 1990, p. 64) 
294  (Wilkins and Strydom 1978, p. 300)  
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existence, work and spreading�.[My transl.]295 The rather short report, 
only a few pages, ended with the assertion that the AB does not accept 
any politicizing in the organisation, that the work of the Broederbond 
is directed only for the best of the Afrikaners and has no damaging ef-
fect on anyone else, and that the Bond is a �heilsaam en gesond� [bene-
ficial and sound] organisation.296 When the issue about an investigation 
on the influence of the Bond in the Church came up in the DRC synod 
in the early sixties it was met by an official statement by the Bond. Due 
to a well done ground-work by the Bond some 60 percent of the dele-
gates accepted the Bond�s view that such an investigation would only 
�cause suspicion and uncertainty at a time when we cannot afford to 
divide the Afrikaner forces�. Dominee Beukes who was the advocate of 
the Broederbond views at the synod ten years later became moderator 
of the General Synod of the DRC, and was member of the Executive 
Council of the Broederbond.297  

 
A common way by the Bond to undermine the criticising voices was to 
accuse them of expressing communistic and liberalistic views and 
thereby being contrary to the will and word of God.298 In a report from 
a meeting 1968 with the AB executive it is unequivocal that �humanism, 
communism and liberalism � [are] undermining philosophies that are 
threatening our nation� and that measures had to be taken to combat 
them.299  

When the Afrikaans churches in the sixties formulated its own 
views on Church and society matters, the influence from the Broeder-
bond is obvious and theses views are clearly visible. Later, for instance, 
in the 1974 Human Relations-document, the DRC uses the somewhat 
dim term Horizontalism to cover these perspectives. 300 

                                                            
295  (DRC 1951, p. 49) Org.: "om die aangeleentheid van die Broederbond in sy 

bestaan, werking en strekking te ondersoek en te rapporteer." 
296  (DRC 1951, p. 111) 
297  (Wilkins and Strydom 1978, p. 311) 
298  (Wilkins and Strydom 1978, p. 310) 
299  (Wilkins and Strydom 1978, p. 6) 
300  (WARC 1960, p. 45-8), (DRC 1966, p. 5), (DRC 1974, p. 53-62 §42-45)
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Both Wilkins and Strydom and others have the standpoint that the 
influence of Bond waned at the end of the seventies/beginning of the 
eighties but none the less is �a tremendous force to be reckoned with�
especially in the NGK�.301 

When the pressure, internally as well as externally, to abandon 
apartheid grew in the eighties almost every role-player on the South 
African scene had to reflect upon, and possibly revise, their own 
agenda. While, the governmental repression on ANC, UDF and all other 
movements and persons advocating a just and non-racial South Africa 
grew in the mid-eighties, the corporate sector and the Broederbond 
seemed to take on a more pragmatic stance and began to hold talks 
with representatives of the ANC. L�Ange describes a meeting in New 
York in 1986 between the AB chairman, Pieter de Lange�whose elec-
tion is said to reflect �the new thinking within the white tribe��and 
Thabo Mbeki.302 Serfontein is more hesitant to believe in a quick 
change at heart within the Broederbonder ranks as the �thinking, in-
doctrination and philosophy � is ingrained on the souls of most of 
[the AB members]�.303 

4.3 The Kairos document 

The Kairos document (KD) is an important theological expression in a 
critical time. It is not beyond limits to say that it was epoch-making in 
the South African context. Evidently, this is not the first document that 
criticizes apartheid. However, contrary to the many predecessors, it did 
not come into being as a result of the reflection in an office, in a church 
or at a church based organisation. Instead it developed�under inspira-
tion from the Institute for Contextual Theology304 (ICT) and the South 

                                                            

    Cont. next page 

301  (Serfontein 1982, p. 87) Giliomee argues that the influence of the AB is 
�always overrated by scholars�, but is nonetheless pinpointing that the AB leader-
ship �had an open door to the cabinet� and was �the organisation that wielded the 
most influence on the ruling elite with respect to socio-political policy� in the late 
eighties. (Gilliomee 2003, p. 581) 

302  (L’Ange 2005, p. 399) 
303  (Serfontein 1982, p. 91) 
304  The role of the ICT was not to teach theology. Its methodological idea 

was to enable people to do their own theological reflection upon their own experi-
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African Council of Churches�out of the �agonised thinking� among 
some ten black pastors actually living and working in the townships 
around Johannesburg and can as such be called a �people�s docu-
ment�.305 These pastors� need to find ways to serve their congregations 
in a situation characterized by national crises and state of emergency 
gained immediate hearing among many more and at no time some 150 
theologians, pastors and lay persons all over South Africa had signed 
the document. They came with denominational background in a wide 
variety of churches�albeit mainly among the mainline group (Catho-
lics, Lutherans, Baptists, Methodists, Anglicans, black Reformed etc.). 

Although coming from a very concrete situation of suppression 
and hardship, the document should not�according to the signato-
ries�be seen �as a final statement of the truth but as the direction in 
which God is leading us at this moment in history�.306  
 
The Kairos Document is not a Reformed document in any special 
sense. Nonetheless it played a role in the deliberations between the DRC 
and the WARC. Furthermore, nearly one third of the signatories have 
some reformed background. In the following I will sketch its main 
views as it provides an inescapable theological backdrop from which 
the DRC provides its theological standpoints regarding the church and 
society, apartheid, church unity and missiological foundation. 

                                                                                                                                      
ence and their praxis. The ICT facilitated the discussion, supported practically and 
bestowed with resources for research. 

305  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985)); Albert Nolan gives a vividly impression 
on how this meeting about the current State of Emergency sparked off an ex-
tremely momentous process. (Nolan 1994, p. 212-3) ; Cf. also the editorial of JTSA 
No. 53 (De Gruchy, Editorial 1985, p. 3). The Kairos Document was originally pub-
lished by the Kairos Theologians, but was also almost immediately printed in 
extenso in JTSA, Dec 1985, No. 53. Internationally it was available through Eerd-
mans the year after. In 1986 a similar document rooted in �evangelical� groups was 
published: Evangelical witness in South Africa - Evangelicals Critique their own Theol-
ogy and Practice. (1986) 

306  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 54) 
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4.3.1 The document 

As the subheading of the document indicated�A Challenge to the 
Church � A Theological Comment on the Political Crisis in South Af-
rica�the KD was a theological comment on the political crisis in South 
Africa and as such a challenge to the church. That such a challenge was 
no coffee party is obvious when one reads that the calling of Christians 
in South Africa was to unmask and confront the �the structures of evil 
and injustice or to betray their faith�.307 

That the time�the Kairos�had come was obvious when one tried 
to comprehend the present South African society at this very moment; 
it was shaking in its foundations. Children were killed by the police, 
anti-apartheid activists disappeared (and were never found, alterna-
tively later found dead), churches were burned down and people of dif-
ferent ethnic groups were incited against each other under the guidance 
of the security police.308 The country was about to become ungovern-
able and the state of emergency was almost permanent in the second 
half of the eighties. 

Such a situation makes it obvious that there was no escape from 
the reality anymore. Nonetheless, it seemed as if many churches tried to 
go into some kind of hiding. So it became clearly visible that there was 
a separating line drawn between the churches dividing them into black 
and white churches. That line was sometimes also drawn not only be-
tween churches, but also in the midst of a denomination or a church.  
Some people were inside, sharing the Lord�s Table with their peers, 
whereas others were hit by a Christian policeman outside the church or 
tortured by some Christian officers in the security police branch �while 

                                                            
307  (P. Walshe 1997, p. 392) 
308  That the direct or initiated violence by the (security)police and the De-

fence Forces really was a living reality became obvious in the amnesty hearings 
during the proceedings by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission�if not ear-
lier�where the most gruesome testimonies were given. But long before that there 
were numerous testimonies of that. One such example ABout how the police was 
intimidating the youngsters of the townships came in 1985 when the Johannes-
burg based free cultural institution The Open School in 1985 published a book�
Two Dogs and Freedom�containing children�s� thoughts and drawings. The risk of 
being hit or shot by the police is one of the most prevalent fears they express in 
their drawings and texts. (Open School 1985).  Cf. also E de Kock, A Long Night�s 
Damage, 1998, and J Pauw, Into the Heart of Darkness, 1997. 
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yet other Christians stand by and weakly plead for peace�. The conclu-
sion by the authors of the KD was that �[t]he Church is divided and its 
day of judgment has come�.309 

Therefore they felt forced to make a thorough analysis of the pre-
sent theologies in the churches. They distinguish three different theolo-
gies: the STATE THEOLOGY, the CHURCH THEOLOGY and a PROPHETIC 
THEOLOGY. 
 
State Theology is the kind of theology that the apartheid state makes 
use of. Expressed simply it could be described as �the theological justi-
fication of the status quo with its racism, capitalism and totalitarian-
ism�.310 As such it blesses injustices and suppresses the poor and al-
ready marginalized. The State Theology can do this by misusing theo-
logical concepts and misreading the Bible to suit its own needs and in-
terests. In its critique against this theology the KD points at four per-
spectives.  

The first has to do with the understanding of the text in Romans 
13 about how to behave in relation to the state. The KD holds as its 
meaning that the present government in its theology overlooks the ba-
sic fact that this text by Paul is not static but has to be read in the con-
text of its time-place, and understood in the present context where it is 
to be applied. Although without any reference to Calvin, it sounds 
much like what de Gruchy says about Calvin�s theology as being flexi-
ble and contextual.311 

Secondly the KD deals with the issue of �Law and Order�. The rea-
son for keeping to the concept of law and order was to be able to keep 
status quo. And status quo according to the apartheid government 
meant in reality systematic discrimination and suppression. 

The third perspective is about what is called the threat from com-
munism. What the KD says is that everything that threatens the status 
quo is presented as communism. If this should be the case �millions of 
Christians in South Africa � are to be regarded as �atheists��. For some 

                                                            
309  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 15-6)  
310  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 17) 
311  See quote on page 89 
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people the threat of being called atheist might have been threatening 
enough to keep them from criticizing the government.312 

The fourth and last perspective on State theology is called �The 
God of the State". This deals with the misuse and blasphemous use of 
God’s name. The god that the state refers to is an idol, and therefore 
�the oppressive South Africa regime will always be particularly abhor-
rent to Christians precisely because it makes use of Christianity to jus-
tify its evil ways�. Even more horrifying is it �when they see that there 
are churches like the white Dutch reformed churches and other groups 
of Christians who actually subscribe to their heretical theology�.313 
 
Next theology dealt with is the Church Theology. 

Church Theology is the kind of theology that one finds when one 
analyzes the speeches and press statements about the apartheid regime 
and the present crisis by church leaders. In a soft and guarded way this 
theology criticizes apartheid. Nonetheless it is too shallow and there-
fore counterproductive, according to KD. 

One key concept in that theology is about reconciliation. One 
common feature in the discussion about reconciliation is that one has 
to �listen to both sides� as if it was a conflict between two similar parts 
quarrelling about an issue where the arguments of both sides could 
seem plausible; as if it was a symmetrical conflict. What is often forgot-
ten is that the conflict in South Africa is not a symmetrical conflict. To 
try to reconcile both sides in South Africa would�according to KD�be 
the same as trying to reconcile good and evil, and �it would be totally 
un-Christian to plead for reconciliation and peace before the present 
injustices have been removed�. True reconciliation needs also repen-
tance but the authors of the Kairos document cannot find that in the 
recent speeches by PW Botha, rather that he is talking about continued 
military repression. 314 

The second major concept is justice. The most important ques-
tion�a question that the proponents of the Church theology represen-
tatives according to the KD do not pose�is: What justice? The KD 

                                                            
312  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 22) 
313  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 23-4) 
314  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 26-7) 
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means that the reformist view of justice that is prevalent among the 
Church theology representatives totally refrains from taking into con-
sideration the real need of the people. The justice of reform is the jus-
tice of the oppressor. It does not go further than the giving of charity. 

This analysis comes from the fact that almost every Church based 
statement is directed to the government or to the white population, in-
dicating that the change must come from above. It also indicates that 
change to be carried forth is mainly found at an individual level, not at 
a structural-societal level. Instead the churches ought to �demand that 
the oppressed stand for their rights and wage a struggle against their 
oppressors�. This is seen as necessary as �true justice, God�s justice, 
demands a radical change of structures. This can only come from be-
low�.315  

The third reflection in this section is about Non-violence. A sub-
stantial problem is that the government has granted itself the preferen-
tial right of interpretation of what violence is. Violence according to 
them is open skirmishes in the townships, burning of cars and the 
necklasing316 of renegades. The lack of healthcare and freedom to move 
and live together with husband/wife, the suppression of human rights 
in a multitude of aspects were not seen as violence. The factual violence 
by the governmental power structures, irrespective of whether it was 
carried out by the police and military themselves or initiated by them 
but executed by other black groups, was easily forgotten. Therefore, 
speaking for non-violence in reality became a way of siding with the 
oppressor and promoting status quo.317 

Finally the KD�in relation to Church Theology�pinpoints that a 
fundamental problem to be found in that theology is the lack of social 
analysis. This has its root in an inability to comprehend that �Changing 
the structures of a society is fundamentally a matter of politics�. There-
fore the Churches have to bring the gospel into the actual political 
situation and not think that the �gospel provided [them] with a non-

                                                            
315  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 30) 
316  A summary execution whereby the victim was killed by getting a burning 

petrol-filled tyre around his neck�often by a lynching mob who suspected the 
targeted person to be a collaborator or political antagonist. 

317  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 33) 
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political solution�. The reason for this want of social analysis is accord-
ing to KD to be found in the since long prevalent type of faith and spiri-
tuality that is other-worldly and has little, if anything, to do with this 
world. As the Bible does not separate man from the world (Rom 8:18-
24) �[i]t hardly needs saying that this kind of faith and this type of 
spirituality has no biblical foundation�.318 

 
Finally the authors behind the KD argue that the present Kairos de-
mands a new answer from �Christians that is biblical, spiritual and, 
above all, Prophetic�.319  

Several critical perspectives that were propounded against the 
other two theologies are now coming back as prerequisites for a Pro-
phetic Theology that is taking a clear stand against injustices and tyr-
anny, and for a message of hope. 

In the social analysis there is a need to recognize that not only is 
there a racial war going on in South Africa but even more a conflictive 
situation between an oppressor and the oppressed. The conflict is be-
tween �irreconcilable causes or interests in which one is just and the 
other is unjust�; it is a situation where there are those who benefit from 
the system and others who are suppressed for the sake of the privileged 
beneficiaries. Therefore the situation must be seen as a civil �war or 
revolution� with �two conflicting projects � [where] no compromise is 
possible�.320 

Regarding the issue on oppression the KD presents a view that this 
is a central theme throughout the Bible, in the Old Testament as well as 
in the New Testament. While describing oppression the Bible does not 
hide the realities. An important feature in the mind-set of God is to 
take sides with the oppressed. He is a non-neutral liberator and when 
today�s victims look at Jesus�himself a victim�they realize that he is 
with them in their oppression.321 

A good part of this section deals with the question of what attitude 
one is to take in relation to a tyrannical regime. A ruler who by his rul-

                                                            
318  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 35) 
319  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 37) 
320  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 38) 
321  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 40) 
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ing becomes an enemy of the people makes himself thereby an enemy 
of God. The document is here relating to the word of Jesus in Mt. 
25:40, 45 about the Final judgement: �whatever you did for one of the 
least of these brothers of mine, you did for me � whatever you did not 
do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me�. The KD lays 
down as its meaning that when it is beyond doubt that a ruler is a ty-
rant, he has forfeited his moral right to govern and must be replaced by 
a ruler who is elected by the majority of the people to govern in the in-
terest of all the people.322  

Finally this section points to �the very centre of all true proph-
ecy��the message of hope. Those who put their faith in the messages 
of the oppressors have a �false hope�. Real hope can only be based on 
Jesus� teaching of God�s coming kingdom. The KD is criticizing the 
Church leaders for not having highlighted this �powerful message� and 
wonders if it is because they rather have been relating to the oppressors 
than the oppressed.323  

 
The last chapter of the document is called Challenge to Action and con-
tains more instrumental perspectives on how the continuation should 
be carried out. Then there is a short Conclusion addressing the KD not 
only to Church leaders, but  

�all those who are committed to this prophetic form 
of theology to use the document for discussion groups, 
small and big, to determine an appropriate form of action, 
depending on their particular situation, and to take up the 
action with other related groups and organisations�.324  

4.3.2 Reactions on the Kairos Document 

As mentioned above the Kairos Document was widely acclaimed by the 
WARC who distributed it to its members for �study and action�.  

                                                            
322  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 41-4) 
323  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 45-6) 
324  (Kairos theologians 1986 (1985), p. 52) 
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Naturally there were numerous reactions in South Africa and 
elsewhere in theological and anti-apartheid circles. 325 The Journal of 
Theology for Southern Africa (JTSA), just to mention one theological 
publication, contains eleven contributions to the debate in six issues 
between June 1986 and September 1987.  I will only give indicative ex-
amples.  

Among the reactions in the JTSA is one response from a local DRC 
congregation, but otherwise there is no trace of reaction from the DRC 
to be found there. 

The DRC presented their view in the Ecumenical department in-
formation publication DRC News instead. 

4.3.2.1 The Kairos Document reviewed by the DRC 

The critique by the DRC was rather fierce. According to them the KD 
cannot even be seen as an �impressive rendering of Liberation theology 
� [but] an alarming stimulus for continued and uncompromising po-
larization and violence�. After this dressing-down of the Kairos theolo-
gians and the document the Plenary Executive (PE) ends the summary 
of their analysis by stating the compassion they feel about �everything 
that causes vexation and pain� and indicates their interest in being an 
instrument for peace by entering into discussions with the compilers of 
the Kairos document. 326  

Already the language used here indicates that the PE neither want 
to recognize those who wrote the KD as theologians, nor give the 
document itself any significant value, by using the word �compile/rs��a 
somewhat derogative expression for an explicit theological work 
whereas those involved in its coming into being by all other commenta-
tors are called �the Kairos theologians�.  

Secondly, by using a word such as vexation that can be substituted 
with �irritation�, �displeasure�, �aggravation� or �exasperation��all of 
them denoting minor disturbances in daily life, but no real problem�

                                                            
325  Cf. the introduction to the Kairos debate in Journal of Theology for 

Southern Africa by John de Gruchy. (De Gruchy, Introduction to The Kairos Debate 
1986, p. 42) 

326  (DRC News 1986, p. 4) 
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they show even less comprehension than expected of the situation for 
huge groups in contemporary South Africa.  

 
The criticism delivered is a relatively lengthy document comprising 
some 4.300 words. Emotive words occur frequently in the text. As in 
the summary the whole KD is slashed in the beginning of the analysis: 
�If what the Bible teaches us about (God’s) Kairos had been looked at 
honestly, the document would never have been published. It is thus also 
a one-sided, contemporary, situational world-view from which this 
document finds its point of departure.�327 Despite that this ought to be 
a reason for not dealing more with the KD the PE continues. They dis-
cuss the hermeneutical approach and finds a �secular Kairos�; God as 
political liberator; an attitude of lovelessness as the commandment of 
love is trampled upon; a fanatical, deterministic holding; a drastic lack 
of gratitude; manipulation of the biblical theme of liberation. This part 
of analysis of the hermeneutics of the KD ends with the following con-
clusion.  

�In view of the fact that the document abuses the 
Holy Scripture and is influenced by particular social and 
political preferences and versions, the document can offer 
no convincing evidence that it is in the words of its com-
pilers��a Christian, biblical comment� or �an attempt to 
find an alternative biblical and theological approach�.  

This way of working with Scripture leads of necessity 
to further deviations which warrant attention.�328 

 
The second part of the PE critique�on the content of the KD�contains 
a long list of details that are misunderstood, wrong, and tendentious or 
beyond all bounds for a sound theology according to the DRC. Even 
worse, they find that this  

�[k]airos document contributes nothing, but stirs up a 
climate which is in direct conflict with the Bible. Such a 
contribution to the eventual dechristianising of Southern 
Africa has to be rejected with dismay. Even a fiercely emo-

                                                            
327  (DRC News 1986, p. 1) 
328  (DRC News 1986, p. 2) 
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tional reaction such as to be found in the Kairos document 
should not be allowed to degenerate into an opposition to 
the stated aim of finding �an alternative biblical and theo-
logical approach��.329 

 
In the third section�Comments on some constitutional aspects�the 
PE for instance turns down the position in the KD that the present 
South African government is morally illegitimate; they demand at the 
same time from the Kairos theologians that they should be able to pre-
sent a fully-fledged alternative to the present constitution plus safety 
mechanisms for the monitoring of reforms from below. The absence of 
this is seen as another flaw that reduces the meaningfulness of the KD 
and even more underscores the unreliability of it. 
 
The final section on �relevant standpoints of the Dutch reformed 
church� lists more or less an extract of what a few months later is pre-
sented in the Church and Society document at the Synod. 

All in all, this is just what the KD is criticising. 
 

This document�the PE critique�is sharper in its repudiation of views 
expressed in the KD than when the DRC expresses itself to the WARC. I 
can distinguish (at least) two reasons for this: The KD constitutes a new 
and sharper analysis from within in which I guess that this expression 
of proud blackness that also was seen in the mid-seventies now is gain-
ing new momentum. This is perceived as dangerous as it quickly can 
spread in the climate that is prevalent at the moment. Blacks do not 
bow anymore; neither in the so-called daughter churches, nor within 
the English-speaking churches. If the leadership there takes the critical 
stances towards �church theology� ad notam the Afrikaans churches will 
be even more isolated. Secondly, I suspect that this small group of 
men�from the very centre of the church�who has written this repre-
sents a more conservative and cautious group than the average DRC 
minister or member. Most of them are presumably members of the Af-
rikaner Broederbond and in that sense also linked to the governing 
bodies in society. 

                                                            
329  (DRC News 1986, p. 3) 
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