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Introduction 

The work presented here originated as part of a research project on ‘Faith and 
Ethnicity’ that was carried out by the International Reformed Theological Institute 
(IRTI) at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. It was proposed that a study on 
apartheid would form an important aspect of the research project, since apartheid 
theology was considered a chief example of how the relationship between faith 
and ethnicity could become problematic. For this reason, two South African 
components of the project were proposed, namely a study of apartheid theology in 
the South African Reformed tradition and a study of anti-apartheid theology in the 
same tradition. This dissertation focuses on the latter topic. In order to limit its 
scope, this study focused on anti-apartheid theology in the Dutch Reformed 
‘family’ of churches in South Africa and not on the other Reformed churches in 
South Africa. 

During the research it became clear that, whereas ethnicity largely dictated the 
shape of apartheid theology (and of the Dutch Reformed family of churches), anti-
apartheid theology responded to the problem of ethnicity in a critical manner. It 
resisted the temptation to simply invert the existing ethnic divisions, for instance, 
by advocating that resources and power be reserved for the formerly 
disadvantaged ethnic groups. Moreover, it actively opposed ethnic differentiation 
as an organising principle for church and society. In this sense the problem of 
ethnicity played a negative, albeit important, role in the shaping of anti-apartheid 
theology in the Dutch Reformed family. 

Consequently, the concept of ethnicity, and with it social identity, are important 
terms to clarify. Chapter One therefore provides a conceptual analysis of ethnicity 
in so far as ethnicity poses a problem that requires analysis. The study of ethnicity 
presented here is not about interpreting individual and collective ethnic 
experiences and events that occur within specific contexts. It operates at a deeper 
level, namely to discuss general theories of ethnicity and consequently to formulate 
these within an operational framework for this project. This framework itself is, of 
course, a social construct that draws largely from the dominant modern social-
scientific worldview. As such, certain choices and assumptions are made and this 
needs to be acknowledged. 

The problem of ethnicity is posed in terms of the concept of ideology. This means 
that ethnicity in itself is not problematic, but becomes so when it is used to 
establish or sustain relations of domination between persons from different ethnic 
backgrounds. Here the critical definition of ideology applies, as formulated by the 
Cambridge sociologist John B. Thompson. In his work Thompson provides a 
method by which different forms of discourse may be analysed in order to identify 
any possible ideological constructions. This method, which Thompson labels 
‘depth hermeneutics’, has provided the methodological framework for this study 
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as a whole. This is not to presuppose that anti-apartheid theology in the Dutch 
Reformed family of churches necessarily had an ideological character. Thompson’s 
method is well suited for an analysis of any social construction.  

In so far as the theme here is faith and ethnicity, the social constructions to be 
analysed will be of a theological and ecclesial character. The aim, however, is not to 
study general theories of ethnic ideology within religious discourse, but to learn 
what were the theological themes and constructions that underlay anti-apartheid 
theology in the Dutch Reformed family of churches. Following Thompson’s depth 
hermeneutic, this is conducted in three phases, namely socio-historical analysis, 
formal or discursive analysis and (re-)interpretation. One of the strengths of 
Thompson’s model is that it allows much flexibility for matching these various 
forms of analysis to the particular investigation. This is because he strongly 
emphasises the importance of understanding social constructions (or what he calls 
symbolic forms) within their social and historical context.  

With this flexibility it was possible to match Thompson’s methodological 
framework to anti-apartheid theology in the DR family of churches. Chapters Two, 
Three and Four address the three phases of depth hermeneutics respectively. 
Chapter Two provides a largely historical analysis of how ethnic differentiation 
became a determining factor in the social organisation of the Dutch Reformed 
Church. The result was that the Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa consisted 
of four different churches, namely the white Dutch Reformed Church (DRC), the 
mainly coloured Dutch Reformed Mission Church (DRMC), the mainly black 
Dutch Reformed Church in Africa (DRCA) and the mainly Indian Reformed 
Church of Africa (RCA). These are generally referred to as the Dutch Reformed 
family of churches, with the latter three sometimes called the ‘younger’ or 
‘mission’ DR churches. This study will attempt to provide an understanding of the 
socio-historical conditions within which anti-apartheid theology took shape in the 
Dutch Reformed family of churches. 

Chapter Three provides a discursive analysis of the arguments, themes and topics 
that made up anti-apartheid theology in the DR churches. This forms the heart of 
the investigation. The aim will be to analyse anti-apartheid theology both from the 
younger DR churches and from the voices that emerged from the white DRC. From 
this a number of recurring theological themes and motifs will be identified. 

These two sets of analyses will provide the background for the fourth chapter. 
Here the material of the preceding analyses will be re-interpreted in order to 
suggest the possible theological motives that lay behind anti-apartheid theology. It 
therefore attempts to plumb a deeper level than the identification of theological 
arguments, rather investigating the theological undercurrents or sources that fed 
into anti-apartheid theology and gave it its shape. A common feature of this third 
phase of Thompson’s method is that it may suggest interpretations that conflict 
with general perceptions about the matter at hand. In this sense the fourth chapter 
here is presented as no more than a preliminary conclusion and an invitation for 
further dialogue and investigation. It will be suggested that what may be called 
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‘biblical theology’ played the most influential role in shaping anti-apartheid 
theology in the Dutch Reformed family of churches, particularly in the younger DR 
churches.  

The concluding chapter will offer a number of brief evaluative remarks on two 
matters, namely methodology and theology. The depth-hermeneutical method and 
the definition of ethnicity that is used here will be evaluated and a number of 
suggestions for its further application will be made. Secondly, the theological 
themes that have emerged as salient features of Dutch Reformed anti-apartheid 
theology, namely the doctrines of ecclesiology and Christology, will be discussed. 
The question will be raised as to how the church’s position in society ought to be 
understood. A few suggestions in this regard will be offered as topics for further 
study and debate in post-apartheid theology. One of these suggestions will be that 
rhetorical hermeneutics can make a contribution towards understanding the 
relationships between Christ, the church and the world.  
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Chapter 1 
Ethnicity, ideology and depth-hermeneutics 

This chapter attempts to understand the problem of ethnicity. The aim is to 
provide a framework by which to determine under what conditions ethnic identity 
presents itself in problematic ways. This will be done by firstly noting an ongoing 
discussion on the nature of ethnicity between the so-called primordialist and 
instrumentalist positions. Secondly, since ethnicity is about identity, the nature of 
identity will be explored, after which the specific nature of ethnic identity will be 
discussed. A fourth section introduces a critical element into the analysis of ethnic 
identity by relating ethnicity to ideology. This will provide an operational 
framework that may be applied to the problem of faith and ethnicity. This 
framework may be called depth-hermeneutics. In the final section depth-
hermeneutics will be related to the matter under discussion, namely anti-apartheid 
theology in the Dutch Reformed family of churches.1 

1. ETHNICITY AS CONSTRUCTION 
The term ‘ethnicity’ has been hotly contested within and between various 
disciplines of the social sciences. An effort to unpack the meanings of ethnicity 
invariably leads to a discussion of related terms, such as identity, nationalism, 
citizenship, culture, race, community, ideology and more. To ask about the 
relationship between ethnicity and religion complicates the matter further, since 
both religion and ethnicity can and do act as “immensely powerful bases of 
collective identity”,2 either separately or, as is probably more common, by joining 
forces to support a specific community’s ideals. One can see this in many political 
and socio-economic movements in the world today. South Africa, Hungary and 
Transylvania, Ireland, immigrant societies in western Europe, Islamic countries of 
Southwest Asia (Afghanistan, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Iraq), Indonesia and India are 
all countries that provide examples of this. 

Ethnicity has been judged negatively and positively alike, either as an obstacle to 
nation building or other forms of social organisation and unity, or as contributing 
to some sense of achieved identity or minority status. In one sense ethnicity may be 
seen as an expression of some essential or structural characteristics of a specific 

                                                 
1 Throughout this chapter examples from everyday life and history will be used to 

illustrate certain points. These examples are either from the literature under discussion 
or my own. Note that such examples are merely for clarification and do not form part of 
the material content of subsequent chapters. 

2 J. Jacobson, et al., ‘Introduction’ in: Ethnic and Racial Studies 20 (2), 1997, 235. This 
volume is a special issue on Ethnicity and religion, mostly consisting of papers delivered 
at a conference held in May 1995 on the topic at the London School of Economics. 
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group without which the group will cease to exist. In another it may be viewed as a 
constructive (or destructive) response to political, cultural or socio-economic 
interests. Both views agree on one aspect: ethnic identity is a collective or group 
identity with some claim of commonality, be it history, ancestry, language, 
homeland or religion. 

In line with this, a great deal of the literature from the fields of sociology and 
anthropology proposes three models by which to understand ethnicity – two 
opposing models and a third that attempts to combine them dialectically. They are 
called the primordialist, the instrumentalist (or circumstantialist) and the 
constructivist positions, respectively. Bruce MacKay3 follows the historical 
development of these three positions, whereas the political scientist Virginia Tilley4 
gives a thematic outline of them. Both opt for the constructivist position as a 
preferred way to understand ethnicity.5 

Enlightenment views regarded ethnic groups as relatively static, coherent and 
stable social units. This stems from medieval and Renaissance thought on culture, 
which attributed differences between peoples to a God-given order.6 Furthermore, 
ethnicity had a pejorative connotation, which it had retained from earlier Greek 
usage of the term ethnos:7 uncivilized, non-European, non-white, inferior, barbaric 
– the ‘outsiders’ and the ‘other’. The world was divided into groups as concrete, 
sharply delineated categories, forming a sort of ‘natural’ hierarchy with European 
cultures above all others. The great freedom ideals of Enlightenment thought were 
only applied to these cultures (and only to a small proportion of them, specifically 
to their male, white, middle-class members), whereas all others were identified by 
their group and denied any creative independence.8 

Religion played an important role in these group classifications. Two influential 
sociologists, the Frenchman Émile Durkheim (1858-1917) and the German Max 
Weber (1864-1920) studied groups and their relationship to religion extensively. 

                                                 
3 D.B. MacKay, ‘Ethnicity’ in: W. Braun and R.T. MacCutcheon (eds.), Guide to the study of 

religion, London 2000, 96-109. 
4 V. Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate. Untangling language about ethnicity and ethnic 

movements’ in: Ethnic and Racial Studies 20 (3), 1997, 497-522. 
5 This position is shared by many of the important contributors to the contemporary 

debate on ethnicity. Although this chapter will focus on a limited selection of important 
publications that deal with ethnicity, other works that provide good introductions to 
ethnicity from the fields of sociology and anthropology include S. Fenton, Ethnicity, 
Cambridge 2003; T.H. Eriksen, Ethnicity and nationalism. Anthropological perspectives, 
London 2002; T.K. Oommen, Citizenship, nationality and ethnicity. Reconciling competing 
identities, Cambridge 1997; R. Jenkins, Rethinking ethnicity. Arguments and explorations, 
London 1997; and M. Banks, Ethnicity. Anthropological constructions, London 1996.  

6 See the very insightful discussion of the historical development of the term “culture” by 
K. Tanner, Theories of culture. A new agenda for theology, Minneapolis 1997, 3-24. 

7 In the Politics Aristotle used the term ethnos to describe “foreign and barbarous peoples 
in contrast to civilized ‘Hellenes’ like himself” (MacKay, ‘Ethnicity’, 98). 

8 MacKay, ‘Ethnicity’, 98-99. 
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For Durkheim religion was the primary binding and shaping force for community. 
Group identity therefore depended on religion. In contrast, Weber saw religion as 
secondary to human decisions and actions, rather providing the values and 
legitimation of a more primary, or primordial, group coherence. Despite this 
difference, Weber and Durkheim shared the view that any social group owed its 
existence to some primordial bond between its members. This “primordial 
community … was an elemental unit, a group defined not by choice but by birth.”9 

1.1 Primordialism 
Ethnicity in its first sense referred to this primordial identity of a group, which all 
members of the group shared. It was seen as an a priori category that defined the 
group’s boundaries and ensured its stability and order. Non-members were 
excluded by virtue of the fact that they did not share the primordial identity, 
whereas members could never and were never expected to abandon their 
primordial ethnic identity, regardless of historical or contextual factors. 
Primordialism sees ethnicity as 

a powerful coercive force … a primary bond rooted in blood and kinship that 
ties a group’s members together, determines their behaviours and customs, 
[and] gives them their language … Ethnicity is thus something very deep 
within people and it establishes their ethnic affiliation and identity no matter 
what the external realities may be.10 

The era of colonialism and more pronouncedly of decolonisation during the 
twentieth century exposed Western thinkers to different cultures and religions. 
Anthropologists had to acknowledge that all people were shaped by culture. 
Culture was no longer an exclusive term only applied to the ‘civilised.’ Cultural 
differences were for the first time valued as a historical and contextual 
phenomenon, rather than a biological or ‘natural’ (and hierarchical) given.11 

One might expect that the context of decolonisation and the concurrent 
reconceptualisation of the term culture would encourage social scientists to 
reconcieve of the term ethnicity in new, non-primordialist ways. However, the 
notion of primordialism was not discarded. The new pluralism to which Western 
thinkers were exposed was accommodated by conceiving smaller ethnic groups 
which, although distinct from each other, were included into some larger whole. 
The whole was supported by its institutions and had its own rigid boundaries, 
forming a ‘mosaic’ picture of society: “different religions, as part and parcel of 
different ethnic groups, continued to exist within the bounds of the larger 
society.”12 No longer armed with the term ‘culture’ to express the superiority of the 
modern West, ‘ethnicity’ took its place: ethnicity, as primordial encumbrance, 

                                                 
9 MacKay, ‘Ethnicity’, 100. 
10 MacKay, ‘Ethnicity’, 101. 
11 Tanner, Theories of Culture, 23. 
12 MacKay, ‘Ethnicity’, 100. 
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belonged to non-European societies. At the same time anthropologists retained the 
idea of static social units. The result was that research now focused on the ways in 
which ethnic groups were taken up into the dominant society of the modern world. 
This was seen not as a matter of taking up a new ethnic identity, but of discarding 
ethnicity on the whole. Terms like ‘assimilation’ and ‘acculturation’ were used to 
describe how primordial identities inevitably gave way to the dominant, ‘ethnic-
less’ universalism of the modern world.13 

Even though later understandings of ethnicity attempted to correct the pejorative 
content of primordialism (as will be discussed below), the basic elements of a 
primordial view of ethnicity remain a real question in much intellectual and 
general discourse. Are there not certain deep cultural, psychological or even 
biological qualities that determine one’s identity, worldview or behaviour and to 
which we can give the label ‘ethnicity’? Are such purported ‘timeless’ qualities as 
language, location, kinship, custom and religion not persistent and immutable 
elements which shape individuals into who they are? Primordial discourse is said 
to be evident in the feelings of loyalty, solidarity and trust that group members feel 
toward each other, and accordingly in the behaviour that they display toward each 
other. Therefore, primordial forces are assumed to determine not only the cultural 
attributes, but also the actions of members of an ethnic group.14 

The difficulty in this discourse is that all such forces are assumed forces, and 
therefore hard to distinguish conceptually from constructed forces. They are 
assumed to be givens, but may in actual fact be what the cultural anthropologist 
Clifford Geertz calls the ‘social construction of culture.’ In his important work The 
Interpretation of Cultures Geertz follows Max Weber when he calls the human being 
“an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun.”15 The only 
meaning that ‘primordial’ can have here is as a foundational concept, “first in a 
series”, referring to some initial qualities or meanings onto which subsequent 
social constructions were built.16 

This already brings us to the second model of ethnicity, but Tilley takes this 
conception of primordiality further. She engages with the fact that there are certain 
‘deep’ assumptions in any cultural setting to which people indeed react in affective 
ways. The primordial element, importantly, does not lie in the affect itself, but in 
the “cognitive framework which shapes and informs affect” – and probably most 
conscious thought. Such “knowledge systems” then “suggest themselves to be 

                                                 
13 MacKay, ‘Ethnicity’, 101. 
14 MacKay, ‘Ethnicity’, 101. 
15 C. Geertz, The interpretation of cultures, London 1975, 5. The term ‘social construction’ 

was initially introduced by P.L. Berger and T. Luckmann, The social construction of 
reality. A treatise in the sociology of knowledge, New York 1966; they described how actions 
can become habitualised and finally institutionalised over time and how meaning and 
knowledge become embedded within such institutions. 

16 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, 501. 
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‘givens’, prior to the individual thought and action”.17 To illustrate this she 
discusses the practice of drinking of a cup of tea in three distinct social settings: an 
American white middle-class European-derived culture, a Palestinian Arab culture 
and an Amazonian jungle culture in Ecuador.  

In the European-derived form the offer of tea by the host is a gesture of hospitality 
and the response of the guest is value-neutral. Certain rules guide the preparation, 
serving and consumption of the tea (e.g. offering milk and sugar and using a 
teapot, cup and saucer, all presented on a tray). In Palestinian Arab culture the 
guest is obliged to consume something, so the offer of tea by the host is mandatory 
and acceptance or rejection of the offer conveys respect or offence. Hospitality and 
honour therefore guide the offer, preparation and consumption of the tea. The 
drink called chichi in the Amazonian jungle communicates in yet a different way. 
Here service and consumption are both obligatory, so the host does not ask the 
guest what he or she would like, but simply passes a bowl with chichi around to 
the guests who will again pass it on to the next person. To decline is to insult the 
host and the guest is expected to compliment the taste. Once again rules of service 
and consumption apply.18 

In all three settings certain verbal and non-verbal communication signals, which 
are essentially informational, are coupled with values to produce affect, normally 
of either courtesy or of offence. The affect is the initial conscious reaction; it 
precedes any contemplation of the underlying principles. “It is not these 
intersubjective concepts which first arise in the mind of the individual abiding by 
them or confronted by their violation, but rather a subliminal sense of comfort or 
offence. … Yet those principles must form a pre-existing basis for the emotional 
reaction or it would not have arisen.”19 These concepts are so deep-seated that they 
come to function as ‘givens’, assumptions that guide individuals’ interaction with 
group members – only thought of (if at all) when they are personally confronted 
with alternatives. 

Conceiving of primordiality in this way departs from the absolute non-resistibility 
of ethnicity, yet acknowledges that there are deep-seated elements in any social 
setting that operate as givens in human interaction. Such givens may be ‘irrational’ 
or even judged as ‘primitive’ or ‘superstitious’ by outsiders, but they do produce 
real affects – and often, real conflicts. Tilley’s illustration makes this clear. 
However, by conceiving of concepts that function as givens in specific social 
settings, she does admit to an important element of social construction, also at this 
‘deep’ level. This already suggests the merit of the third model of ethnicity, but 
first the second model must be discussed. 

                                                 
17 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, , 503. 
18 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, , 503-505. 
19 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, , 505. 
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1.2 Instrumentalism 
The primordialist, pejorative usage of the term ‘ethnicity’ finally did follow the 
anthropological development of the term ‘culture’ as described above, becoming a 
“group-differentiating, holistic, non-evaluative and context-relevant notion.”20 It 
did so, however, within a different context than decolonisation. The civil rights 
movements in the United States during the 1960s showed that smaller groups were 
not being assimilated or acculturated into dominant groups as was expected, but 
rather that groups were resisting such efforts by virtue of their identity, 
independence and autonomy. 

As a result, an alternative view of ethnicity was formulated, where people and 
groups were seen to react in a fashion that may be explained in relation to the 
particular circumstances that they face. Against the a priori categories of 
primordialist views, this conception, called circumstantialist or instrumentalist, 
makes ethnic identity dependent upon the particular interests that human beings 
have and to which they respond in particular ways. The arena where these 
interests are exercised is primarily the political sphere. As conditions and interests 
change, so too does ethnic identity. No longer are ethnic groups seen as ahistorical, 
fixed and immutable units, but as historical and contextual forms with changing 
content. The focus of study is no longer the essences of the ethnic identity, but the 
boundaries of the ethnic group where transactions with the surrounding 
circumstances take place.21 Ethnicity becomes a dynamic process of interaction, 
where identities are mobilised in the pursuit of certain ideals and interests, almost 
functioning as barter for social, political and economic goods. 

Interestingly, culture loses its claim on ethnicity in this view. Instead of trying to 
identify the ‘deep’ cultural elements that shape ethnic identity, instrumentalism 
asks what political and/or economic interests are actually served by the ethnic 
ideas. Tilley speaks of the “commerce of identity”, led by so-called “ethnic 
entrepreneurs … through which ethnic mythologies, raw cultural elements and 
fluid identities are processed into concrete definitions, and ‘sold’ in the political 
market-place as an ‘identity’ to which economic and political interests can be 
ascribed.”22 Culture does not disappear, of course. It frequently acts as the 
powerful goal of ethnic mobilisation. 

Religion can also become one of these instruments. It is analysed for the part it 
plays in striving for some ideal. No longer a “cause for ethnicity or an a priori 
marker of ethnic identity” as in the primordialist view, religion becomes an “aspect 
of the social system like any other aspect of a group’s social system: economic, 

                                                 
20 Tanner, Theories of Culture, 24. 
21 MacKay, ‘Ethnicity’, 102. 
22 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, , 507. Here one might recall the success of the 

advertising industry to sell companies’ products by marketing an image with the 
product, referred to as ‘branding.’ 
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political, kinship or custom” – all of which “may or may not be mobilised to define 
the borders of a group’s ethnic identity.”23 

The instrumentalist approach to ethnicity tends to view any mobilised aspects of a 
social system with a degree of cynicism, always asking what personal or collective 
interests are served by such ethnic (or religious) identities. This certainly seems to 
be a credible way in which to judge claims of interethnic difference – the Hutu-
Tutsi conflict in Rwanda provides a pertinent example.24 This is a very valuable 
view, since it provides for perceptive analyses of ethnic movements. However, 
Tilley finds the exclusion of primordial elements from the political arena 
problematic, since this in effect dismisses the very existence of primordiality as she 
has developed it with the tea-drinking illustration. 

Such assumptions may suffice for cases where primordial differences in 
culture are minor or missing, but other cases defy this interpretation. Where 
ethnic rivalries reflect not only mutual antipathy but actual institutional 
incompatibility, especially of socio-economic institutions (like nomadism and 
sedentary cultivation) but also of knowledge/value systems (recall our cup of 
tea), the very structure of group interests and values may clash.25 

The result is often that the less powerful institutions and knowledge systems are 
abandoned for the dominant ones, as illustrated by many nineteenth-century 
missionary endeavours and twentieth-century development projects alike.26 
Having observed such processes elsewhere, indigenous people often resist such 
projects now. This leads Tilley to the important question: “When an indigenous 
ethno-political leadership takes form in such an atmosphere of tension and open 
conflict, should we understand that leadership as ‘instrumentalist’?”27 

                                                 
23 MacKay, ‘Ethnicity’, 103. 
24 Ryszard Kapuscincki, a renowned Polish journalist who worked in Africa during the 

period of decolonisation, tells how the differentiation between Hutu and Tutsi, which 
was originally a class distinction rather than an ethnic distinction, was mobilised by the 
Belgian administration during the colonial era. The Tutsi were the dominant ruling 
group of the mountain kingdom where Rwanda lies today, while the Hutu, a much 
larger group, served them by herding their cattle and planting crops. For Kapuscinski 
this system was not unlike European feudalism. The Belgians sought a way to 
overthrow the power of the ruling Tutsi and therefore mobilised the Hutu against the 
Tutsi. Since then hatred between Hutu and Tutsi, despite the absence of any “ethnic 
markers” to distinguish them, flared up time and again. This finally culminated in the 
massacres of the 1990s. See the compelling chapter on the subject in R. Kapuscinski, The 
shadow of the sun. My African life, London 2002, 165-182. 

25 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, , 508.  
26 This is especially true when the time-frame with which one works is limited to a few 

decades, but experience has taught that economic and political-military might gives no 
guarantee that cultural resistance will not grow over a longer term, also influencing the 
so-called dominant group’s own culture. The example of decolonisation is very 
pertinent here. 

27 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, , 508. 
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She proposes that one should view ethnic political movements as operating along a 
spectrum of motives framed by, on the one end, movements that seek to intensify 
ethnic divisions where they do not exist explicitly, and on the other end, ethnic 
movements that seek to redefine the political position of an already distinct group. 
The first she calls ‘inflationary’ movements, and the second ‘reconstructive’.28 The 
modern state provides motives for both kinds of movements: inflationary ethnic 
claims may procure certain minority rights, whereas incorporation into the state 
may lead to reconstructive movements amongst members who are not from the 
dominant group. Although in practice no single movement will fall entirely into 
one category or the other, varying degrees of each will be present in a dialectical 
relationship.29 

This dialectic is of course one between primordialism and instrumentalism. Tilley 
proposes that these views are not truly at odds, but rather “weave together” in a 
“complex cognitive system”: “Ethnic rhetoric can generate new ideas, values and 
customs which ‘primordialize’ – enter the realm of collectively held unexamined 
assumptions – in the long run.” She calls this the “constructivist corrective.”30 

1.3 Constructivism 
The corrective that the constructivist view of ethnicity wishes to bring about is to 
limit the possibilities of the extreme rigidity of primordialism and the extreme 
relativism of instrumentalism. It admits that certain aspects of ethnic identity are 
acquired by birth and determinatively shape the identity of the individual group 
member, yet at the same time it recognises that members continually reconstruct 
these aspects (also in response to non-members) within the context of historical 
circumstances.31 This approach does not conceive of ethnic identity as externally 
given, but as ‘creatively imagined’ in contrast to other creatively imagined 
identities. Ethnic identity is then an always developing idea or discourse rather than 
some empirically observable social unit.32 It is a construction rather than a given. 

However, the constructivist school falls into two camps, according to Tilley. The 
camps are divided on the question of how this discourse takes place – specifically 
on the role of intellectuals in the discourse – and they correspond to the 
primordialist-instrumentalist split. The first camp does not suppose that individual 
intellectuals or ‘ethnic entrepreneurs’ take the lead by identifying a number of key 
customs or emblems and mobilising them. For them “ethnic identity is not a tidily 
separable intellectual construction, but articulates with myriad social practices and 
beliefs.” The second camp does suppose that intellectuals play a definitive role in 
the construction of ethnic identity as a form of ‘rhetoric’ rather than ‘discourse’.33 

                                                 
28 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, 509. 
29 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, 510. 
30 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, , 511. 
31 MacKay, ‘Ethnicity’, 104. 
32 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, , 511. 
33 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, , 512. 
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Tilley finds that the second, more instrumentalist camp holds a too simplistic view 
of the process of social identification. To suppose that intellectuals definitively 
construct ethnic identity by generating particular ethno-political discourses implies 
that ethnic identity may just as easily be changed by alternative discourses. Many 
such efforts have failed, which suggests that intellectual discourse on its own 
cannot definitively change ethnic identity.34 Tilley points to two reasons for such 
failures: firstly, specific cultural features cannot be isolated from the interlaced web 
of cultural beliefs, practices and values, and therefore they cannot easily be 
manipulated; secondly, the primordial elements exert a ‘coercive’ influence on 
individuals so that they resist the entrepreneur’s attempts to change them. The 
instrumentalist camp furthermore supposes a too historicist-materialist view of the 
construction of ethnic identities, focusing primarily on socio-economic tensions. 
Although economic interests play an important role in the discourse of ethnic 
identities, relating also to race and class, an entirely materialist view assumes that 
all ethnic identities are the products of negative forces such as economic 
exploitation or political domination. If this were true, argues Tilley, these identities 
must have disappeared into the dominant societies after the abolition of such 
negative forces. This has not been the case, because the deeper institutional and 
symbolic differences between ethnic groups are more persistent than this view 
presumes. Tilley accuses Euro-American thought of expecting that eventually the 
interaction between people all over the world with a global capitalist culture will 
lead to some harmonious amalgamation of a “dominant society with a pleasant 
admixture of phenotypes and folkloric ‘colour’.”35 

The construction of ethnic identity may rather be thought of in terms of an 
internal-external dialectic of identification. Tilley does not use this terminology, 
but she understands group identity as a historical process of internal group 
identification, which is continuously reconstructed via interaction with its 
changing (external) environment. With this understanding, the study of ethnic 
movements may be approached more comprehensively: 

Using a constructivist approach to reconcile the apparent contradictions 
between primordial and instrumental factors, we can begin to consider how a 
given ethnic label may grow out of a deep history of cultural change as well 
as socio-economic and political relations, functioning to provide a useful 
intellectual tool to express and explain those relations. The emergence of the 

                                                 
34 Many examples of such failures exist. To name but three: Australia’s “lost generation” 

of aboriginal children who were removed from their homes to be taught and ‘civilised’ 
in the white manner; Russian communism’s attempt to engender an ideal vision of 
society by intellectual means; and South Africa’s attempt to sell the apartheid ideals of 
separate development to black pupils through the enforcement of the Bantu Education 
Act. 

35 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, , 513-514. 
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ethnic idea is therefore not narrowly causal of ethnic consciousness but marks 
a historical moment in which the label makes sense.36 

2. IDENTITY AS PROCESS 
In order to make a relevant choice between the three approaches outlined above, 
the phenomenon of ethnicity needs to be explored further. However, a discussion 
of ethnicity immediately implies the concept of identity. In the following 
paragraphs, identity will be discussed to show that it is a social construction, a 
process that takes place over time and in space. This applies to both individual and 
collective identification and therefore also to ethnic identity as one such form of 
collective identity. 

2.1 Individual and collective identity 
Normally one associates identity with personal or individual identity. It is 
understood as a set of characteristics by which we define ourselves and distinguish 
ourselves from others. Yet identity can also be thought of as collective – the 
identity of a group, team, corporate body, nationality or, then, an ethnic or cultural 
group as distinct from other collectivities. Collective and individual identities are 
often considered as different types of identity altogether. Often the one is 
considered more important or more ‘real’ than the other. Individualistic societies of 
the modern West seem to give greater priority to the individual over and above the 
group. Conversely, individual identity is seen as ‘fragile’ or insecure and in need of 
protection, whereas social identities are considered more stable and resilient over 
time. Such assumptions are often based on a misappropriation of individualism as 
a theory of essentially isolated or self-contained individuals. The tendency is to 
view individual persons as abstract entities without any social and cultural 
standing.  

The social scientist F.A. Hayek has argued that individualism is in fact a theory of 
society, “an attempt to understand the forces which determine the social life of 
man [sic].”37 As such, society is not a separate entity independent of the individuals 
that compose it, but the result of combined human action. This view does not 
suppose rational design for specific, planned societal outcomes (what Hayek in fact 
calls ‘false’ individualism and which results, according to him, in practical 
collectivism38), but accepts human rationality as fallible and merely one amongst 

                                                 
36 Tilley, ‘The terms of the debate’, , 514-515. 
37 F.A. Hayek, Individualism and Economic Order, Chicago 1980, 6. 
38 False individualism, says Hayek, accepts a rationalistic anthropology, where 

individuals employ human reason to design the products and institutions of the society. 
Reason, with a capital R, is seen as always fully and equally available to all humans 
“and that everything which man achieves is the direct result of, and therefore subject to, 
the control of individual reason” (Hayek, Individualism and Economic Order, 8). This 
leads to practical collectivism, since Reason becomes the principle to which humans in 
the plural subject their individual actions. It follows that if all have access to one 



Ethnicity, ideology and depth-hermeneutics 
 

15 

many of the incentives for action. Hayek argues that, as free individuals, people’s 
actions are dependent on social arrangements, but they also continually modify the 
social organisations to which they belong. 

To separate self and society as two forms of identity is therefore problematic, since 
they are intrinsically bound to one another – a single process that produces 
different individual and collective identities. The British sociologist Richard 
Jenkins calls this interaction the dialectic of internal and external identification, in 
other words between individuals and their social environment. 

The self is … altogether individual and intrinsically social. It arises within 
social interaction. It is constructed within the internal-external dialectic of 
social identification. It draws upon the external social environment of people 
and things for its content. Even though it is the most individualised of 
identities – we might call it customised – selfhood is absolutely social. It depends 
for its ongoing security upon the validation of others, in its initial emergence 
and in the dialectic of continual social identification.39 

Jenkins goes on to develop a very useful model for the social nature of identity, be 
it the individual identity of a person or the collective (social, cultural) identity of a 
group. In all forms of identification, the same dialectic is to be found, namely the 
“ongoing and, in practice simultaneous, synthesis of (internal) self-definition and 
the (external) definitions of oneself offered by others.”40 Identity is a process, or as 
Jenkins says, a practical accomplishment. The presence of the social in selfhood 
also allows for the role of power in conceptualising identity. Society is not 
essentially consensual, and power and domination play important roles in the 
dialectic of identification, as will be discussed. 

Before proceeding, the term ‘dialectic’ needs some clarification. Comaroff and 
Comaroff use the term to describe the reciprocal exchange between coloniser and 
colonised, but for them it carries the same sense intended here. ‘Dialectic’ does not 
mean a “formal, abstract, or strictly teleological movement through time and 
space,” but connotes a “process of reciprocal determination” which includes 
“material, social, and cultural articulation.”41 This means that the dialectic process 
is not between distinct abstract forces that, in a manner of speaking, keep each 
other in check. Rather, it occurs in everyday situations when individuals respond 
to others and to their present surroundings. This means that identity is negotiated, 
mostly unintentionally, in the everyday with no clear knowledge of the outcome. 

                                                                                                                            
undefeatable Reason, there can only be one plan in society. Accordingly, the plan, 
however individualistic in its initial conception, must be a collective plan. 

39 R. Jenkins, Social Identity, London and New York 1996, 50, emphasis added. 
40 Jenkins, Social Identity, 20. 
41 J.L. Comaroff and J. Comaroff, Of revelation and revolution Vol 2. The dialectics of 

modernity in a South African frontier, Chicago and London 1997, 28. 
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Also, it impacts not only on one side of the dialectic, leaving the other unchanged, 
but involves and changes both – at least when viewed over broader time-frames.42  

2.2 Internal and external identification 
Identity can be understood to start from the individual, from ‘I am’ – while “the 
self does not stop at the skin … it always begins – literally or figuratively – from 
the body.”43 Embodiment is a very important aspect of identity, acting as an index 
point or referent of individual continuity over time and space. The continuing 
process of differentiation and identification happens with individual, embodied 
persons and therefore identity cannot exist without body as its point of reference. 
Developmental psychology suggests that our earliest socialisation forms the most 
enduring and influential aspects of the self. These primary identities, as Jenkins 
calls them, are almost always grounded in embodiment. Gender, disability, 
humanness and under some circumstances ‘race’, kinship and ethnicity are 
primary identities that are more resistant to change than other identities formed 
later in life since they attach to individual bodies.44 

Embodiment may lead some to argue that the individual therefore has early 
priority in determining his or her own identity, but the opposite is in fact the case. 
In most such early socialisations other persons play an overriding role. Or to put it 
differently, during infancy the external moment of identification almost single-
handedly determines the outcome: acknowledgement of humanness (perhaps 
during ritual initiation into a community), naming (male/female), 
acknowledgement of parenthood (resemblance, kinship), etc. These identities are 
given by others, often the caretakers, who dominate the initial process of 
identification. Only later, when infants reach childhood, do they become more 
autonomous. The process becomes more open and flexible where self and others 
start to act more and more as negotiation partners. Yet, the primary identities that 
where externally and unilaterally established are robust and remain more 
authoritative for the individual.45 

These early socialisations, with the emphasis on the external moment of identity, 
are also referred to as ‘labelling.’ The external moment of identification always 
involves attaching a label to someone. This must be clearly distinguished from the 
internal process of identifying with that label or not, for whatever reasons and 
under whatever circumstances. The internal and the external form part of a single 
process, but with separate moments. Jenkins therefore rather speaks of a process of 
labelling that involves both external and internal, “a cumulative process over time 

                                                 
42 For example, within the context of colonialism, the initial economic, political and social 

impact on the colonised seems clear, but over time post-colonial thought played an 
important role in the critique of modernist hegemony and the emergence of post-
modern discourse in many former colonising countries. 

43 Jenkins, Social Identity, 47. 
44 Jenkins, Social Identity, 21, 51. 
45 Jenkins, Social Identity, 54-62. 
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in which the label has consequences for the individual,” consequences that lie “in 
the responses of others to the labelled individual as well as in her own responses to 
the identification.” He employs the terms nominal identity and virtual identity to 
clarify the distinction. Nominal identity refers to the name or label with which a 
person is identified, and virtual identity refers to the experience of the nominal 
identity for the person. “A virtual identification is what the nominal identification 
means, in practice and over time, to its bearer.”46 

These matters are important for a proper understanding of identity. Jenkins names 
four vital implications. Firstly, identity is never just a matter of labelling someone, 
but involves the whole process where that label becomes consequential, also in a 
very practical sense, for the person. Secondly, the nominal and the virtual 
identities may be in disagreement. This happens where the meaning attached to 
the name does not correspond with the experience of that label by the person 
labelled. Internalisation of the label is likely to take place only when there is such 
agreement. Thirdly, labelling is a contextual process. The same label will have 
different consequences and meanings in different contexts and times – the 
“nominal may be associated with a plurality of virtualities.” Finally, and returning 
to the argument that selfhood is essentially social, individual identities are 
constructed out of collective identities. However, there is always something 
particular and idiosyncratic to the individual, which is observable as the virtual. 
Distinguishing the nominal and the virtual allows one to better appreciate the 
complexity of identity as the dialectic of internal and external identification.47 

Thus far the focus has been on individual identity. Since ethnicity is a collective 
identity, attention must also be given to the way the model of the internal-external 
dialectic applies to the process of collective group identification. For Jenkins, where 
individual identity emphasises difference to distinguish the particular of the person, 
collective identity emphasises similarity between members who are thereby 
grouped together.48 Logically, difference and similarity cannot be separated from 
each other, because defining similarities (‘us’) obviously entails identifying 
differences (‘them’). In realising on what side of the shared boundary we stand, we 
discover our similarities to each other and our differences to the other. Already the 
same internal-external dialectic becomes evident. 

The notion ‘boundary’ implies a distinction between two types of collective 
identity – or rather, two ways in which collectivities are identified. The one is the 
(internal) recognition of collective identity by members of that group and the other 
is the (external) recognition of collective identity by outside observers, whether the 
members thus identified are aware of it or not. Jenkins distinguishes these two 
‘ways of looking’ at collectivities as groups and categories. Internally members who 
claim to share some similarity group themselves together, while externally 
observers categorise people they consider as sharing some similarity together. The 

                                                 
46 Jenkins, Social Identity, 77. 
47 Jenkins, Social Identity, 77-78. 
48 Jenkins, Social Identity, 80. 
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distinction between group identification and social categorisation is 
methodological: both forms are abstractions from data in order to permit inquiry 
and analysis and to facilitate predictability, not only for scientists studying the 
field, but also for every person trying to make sense of a complex social world – to 
identify unknown persons with reference to known categories, says Jenkins, 
“allows us at least the illusion that we know what to expect from them.”49 

To say that these are abstractions is not to say that they are not socially real, even if 
only in their consequences. In identifying themselves, group members in effect 
constitute what they believe in. Similarly, social categorisation can (and often does) 
have very real consequences for those categorised, be it conceptually or practically 
by, for instance, rewarding or penalising members in socio-economic or political 
terms. Another way to think of this, suggests Jenkins, is again to employ the 
concepts of nominal and virtual: “The nominal encompasses how the group or 
category is defined in discourse, the virtual how its members behave or are 
treated.”50 Similar implications as with nominal and virtual individual identities 
can be drawn here: an initial categorisation may over time and within specific 
contexts become a group identity of those thus categorised – nominal can become 
virtual and its meaning internalised by the group. Conversely, group identity can 
be in disagreement with a specific categorisation, often forcing the categorisation to 
be abandoned.  

Suffice it to conclude with Jenkins that “collective social identities are no less 
processual than individual social identities, and group identification and social 
categorisation have practical consequences.”51 As such all identity can be said to be 
socially constructed. Some may come to function as primary identities, robust and 
resistant to external impulses, but never as primordial, timeless givens.  

2.3 Symbolic construction 
With regards to collective identity, this construction takes place around specific 
symbols to which members subscribe. One can therefore speak of the ‘symbolic 

                                                 
49 Jenkins, Social Identity, 83. Jenkins makes a self-evident but insightful remark on the 

difference between knowing someone personally (whom he calls a ‘fellow’, 
emphasising their individual difference) and not knowing them (a ‘contemporary’, 
which emphasises their group membership): “Even in the case of contemporaries with 
faces, in the absence of knowledge based on direct personal experience one relies on 
more superficial, less individualised knowledge about them, among which their 
participation in collective identifications – gender, ethnicity, residence, class, 
occupation, etc. – will be to the fore. With one of my fellows, however, that she is Mrs 
Oswald’s daughter, baby Helena’s mother, owner of a red Mazda coupe, and that she 
dropped a bag full of groceries outside my door yesterday … are all likely to be more 
relevant to me than her collective identifications as female, Afro-Caribbean, middle-
class and a lawyer” (Jenkins, Social Identity, 116). 

50 Jenkins, Social Identity, 87. 
51 Jenkins, Social Identity, 89. 
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construction’ of collective identities, as suggested by Anthony Cohen.52 He refers to 
this as a ‘mask of similarity’ that all can wear. A mask is something recognisable, 
but it is not an essential feature of the group ‘wearing’ it. This applies well to the 
presence of the binding symbols in a group. The similarity of the group is imagined, 
but since it is a real presence in people’s lives, often with real consequences, it is 
not imaginary. This further means that, although apparently similar, members of a 
group can differ significantly in their views of the world, because the similarity (or 
the mask) is a construct. Homogeneity or uniformity is not a prerequisite for group 
membership – these are rather ideological threats to the functioning of the group 
since it leads to totalitarianism. Group commonality is therefore a similarity of 
form rather than of content. It is a similarity that presents consistently to the 
outside, but that can include any diversity of values and behaviour whatsoever, as 
long as the members attach significance to the symbols.53 

These symbols enable the construction of community by generating a sense of 
shared belonging. Such symbols could be a charismatic leader, a flag, a sports 
team, a language, a religious community, ancestry, race, and more. Shared rituals 
also strengthen the community, such as an annual celebration of historic events or 
figures, dress, initiation practices, religious rituals, and more. Symbols allow 
people to believe that they share similarities with each other and to behave 
accordingly towards one another and towards others – it is as much about thinking 
as doing. Furthermore, symbols are open to interpretation, so that people can 
subscribe to the same symbols but attach different meanings to them. The 
distinction is once again that between nominal and virtual. The nominal (the mask) 
is symbolic, and can be associated with a wide range of virtualities (the practices 
and experiences of such symbols).54 To call identity symbolically constructed is by 
no means to undermine its importance; instead, it enables one to appreciate the 
historically consequential nature of identity: 

Collective identities are not ‘internally’ homogenous or consensual. They can 
and do change; they can and do vary from context to context; they can and do 
vary from person to person; and yet they can and do persist. Without 
emphasising the symbolic dimensions of identification … this cannot be fully 
understood. … [T]he similarity emphasised by collective identities is a social 
construction, an ongoing historical contrivance … It stems from the minimal 
sharing of a symbolic repertoire. But, of course, … in that the people 
concerned believe in it – in the sense of organising their lives with reference to 
it – it is not only socially ‘real’, it is consequential. And sometimes very 
powerfully consequential.55 

This is true for internal symbolisation – where members subscribe significance to 
certain shared symbols. But there is also an external moment to symbolisation, 

                                                 
52 Cited in Jenkins, Social Identity, 105. 
53 Jenkins, Social Identity, 108. 
54 Jenkins, Social Identity, 107-108. 
55 Jenkins, Social Identity, 111. 
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where outsiders ascribe certain symbols to collectives. Jenkins calls this social 
categorisation. Such ascription is a normal occurrence in social life, since it stems 
from the need for predictability. The need for predictive knowledge is basic to the 
life of individuals and collectives, because humans are concerned about their 
future.56 This also means searching for consistent patterns of behaviour in others, 
and since behaviour is an important determinant of identity, predictability deals to 
a large extent with identifying others. This means labelling and classifying others 
as members of social collectivities. It is called stereotyping. Stereotypes are 
essentially symbols ascribed to others and as such it is a mundane activity which 
aims at clarity. Typical stereotypes attach to some obvious examples, such as 
gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, ‘race’ and class, but also to such more 
complicated notions as deserving / undeserving, rough / respectable, reputable / 
disreputable and normal / abnormal. These latter notions may also be used in 
conjunction with the less complex ones.57 Stereotypes may be hostile or they may 
flatter, but they are always imagined and constructed. Yet, to repeat, they are never 
imaginary; they may be very influential in allocatory decision-making, becoming 
‘socially real’ in their consequences. Behaving contrary to the ‘rules’ of the 
stereotype may exclude one from the allocation of socio-economic and political 
goods. 

Various responses may follow attempts to stereotype others. On the one hand, the 
stereotype may prove consistent with the self-identifications and behaviour of the 
group. On the other hand, the behaviour of those identified may contradict the 
expectations of the stereotype, which will then be judged an ineffective measure of 
predictability. There is also a third possibility, where the stereotype may persist 
despite disagreement with the self-identifications and behaviour of the group, even 
to the extent that force is used to maintain the stereotype. Such measures refer to 
the use of power to establish or maintain certain social categories. This needs to be 
explored further. 

2.4 Institutions and power 
The internal-external dialectic of collective identification happens in the day-to-day 
activities of those acting at the boundaries of the group – that is, of any person 
from group A who interacts with any person from group non-A in such a manner 
that her membership of group A matters. Being about interaction, collective 
identity is therefore an essentially political process, involving negotiation and 

                                                 
56 The concern here is for rational prediction, rather than accident, chance or lucky 

guesswork. These are predictions that move beyond the available information to 
discern possible future developments or outcomes. They are therefore based on 
induction, calling for ongoing factual verification. On a more pragmatic level, 
predictability provides us with sets of expectations of others’ behaviour and removes 
the need to consciously consider everything in advance (Jenkins, Social Identity, , 121; 
see also N. Rescher, ‘Prediction’ in: T. Honderich (ed.), The Oxford companion to 
philosophy, Oxford and New York 1995, 713). 

57 Jenkins, Social Identity, 163. 
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transaction or even mobilisation, imposition and resistance. The result is a 
cumulative social construction of the boundary that distinguishes members from 
non-members. Over time certain “images of similarity” emerge as the defining 
characteristics of collective identities. As already emphasised, this does not mean 
that difference is removed, since symbols allow different meanings to attach to 
them. Yet certain patterns of behaviour do emerge as ‘the way things are done 
here’. These patterns of behaviour gain a sense of authority on their own, no longer 
necessarily derived from the ongoing political process of identification. Jenkins 
calls such established patterns of behaviour institutions.58 Institutions may be 
called ‘established symbolisations’ and are, as such, social constructions – and also 
socially consequential. 

Carrying their own authority, institutions are not only “emergent products of what 
people do, … [but also] constitutive of what people do.”59 Institutions provide for 
secure and stable social environments in which to act and be understood – they 
provide conventions for behaviour in the form of rules and values. “Institutions 
order social life, provide predictability, and permit actors to exercise lower levels 
of attention than might otherwise be demanded by a complex social world.”60 In 
order to preserve this social order, certain sanctions that limit deviation from the 
conventions are likely to be imported. This may be in the form of social or political 
penalties or even separation from the group of those who do not adhere to the 
conventions. 

Yet, at base institutions require ongoing legitimation and this in the form of 
measuring whether they still order social life in a meaningful way. Moreover, 
meaning is a highly complex matter, relating to worldview or cosmology – also 
called ‘symbolic universe’ – which includes much more than material resources 
and factual knowledge. A symbolic universe may be defined as “the complex of 
representations, experiences and structures that shape one’s image of reality and 
through which one experiences and expresses such experience.”61 As such it 
becomes “the story which a collectivity tells about itself, the world and its place in 
the world,” serving to create consistency and continuity for individuals and 
collectivities.62 

Different symbolic universes compete for recognition in the social world as 
providing more suited meanings to life and the world than its competitors. Once 
again, this does not happen as some cosmic battle of forces or in highly abstract 
                                                 
58 Jenkins, Social Identity, 127. 
59 Jenkins, Social Identity, 128, my emphasis. Institutions also help one to think of the 

embodiment of collective identities. Just as individual identity is embodied, collective 
identity also has to do with the materiality of practices and their products. These take 
place in time and space and not only in abstract terms. It is, once again, a matter of both 
thinking and doing. See Jenkins, Social Identity, 132. 

60 Jenkins, Social Identity, 129. 
61 A. van de Beek, Schepping. De wereld als voorspel voor de eeuwigheid, Nijkerk 1996, 60, 

translated from the Dutch. 
62 Jenkins, Social Identity, 130. 
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discourse between social experts, but in the day-to-day interaction of people and 
groups. As the world changes through historical events, actions and the 
development of ideas, so also meanings change and symbolic universes adjust 
accordingly. It may happen that a complete way of approaching the world, a 
cosmology, may over time take over from another, since people recognise in it a 
better way to approach the world.63 

These changes do not, however, happen smoothly and without resistance. 
Institutions need legitimation that they derive from the social world, but they also 
acquire their own authority (‘the way things should be done’). When institutions 
become threatened, the sanctions attached to them are likely to be strengthened 
with additional measures of control. This sometimes results in force being used to 
maintain the status quo – which doesn’t mean that the use of force always implies 
a beleaguered institution. Max Weber64 makes a distinction between authority and 
power which can be applied here: authority refers to processes of social control 
that are legitimate, while power refers to illegitimate exercises of social control and 
coercion. Legitimacy is, of course, often a question of point of view. In, for instance, 
the conflict between anti-globalisation movements and the protagonists of neo-
liberal capitalism, both sides claim their grounds to be legitimate, built on a 
realistic expression of the world. Such a conflict requires earnest discussion of 
competing claims. There are, however, examples in history where legitimacy is lost 
through the use of unjustified force, such as imperial colonialism, Stalinism, 
apartheid and other form of totalitarianism. In these matters power and not 
authority is used in an effort to maintain control. Often, however, distinguishing 
between authority and power in practice is not a clear-cut matter, calling for 
modesty in theorising about legitimacy. 

In terms of Jenkins’s internal-external dialectic, authority and power both 
represent the external moment of social identification. The difference is that 
authority is accepted by those thus identified, while power meets with resistance. 
With authority the external identification is internalised by the group, while power 
uses force to coerce members of the group to behave according to the external 
identification. Authority points to agreement between the nominal and the virtual, 
while power is the forced affirmation of the nominal in the face of a contradictory 
virtual identity. It is unlikely that such abusive power can be sustained over 
prolonged periods of time, since in the end the conflict between internal and 
external will be too great to uphold, even with the greatest measure of force. But 
until such time as power is overthrown by a successful reaffirmation of internal 
identification, terror and abuse can reach horrific measures, as the extermination 
camps of Nazi Germany attest. 
                                                 
63 An example of such a shift in symbolic universe that has been of lasting impact is the 

so-called European Enlightenment. The Enlightenment placed critical reasoning before 
the authority of political rulers, elders and religious leaders, and emphasised the need 
to test and question the legitimacy of laws, rules, commands and instructions 
continuously. 

64 Cited by Jenkins, Social Identity, 120-121. 
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3. ETHNIC IDENTITY 
It is now possible to return to the question of ethnicity. It was asked at the outset 
whether there are certain primordial human characteristics by means of which 
persons are identified to belong to an ethnic group. It is clear from the above 
analysis that all ‘human characteristics’ are a matter of symbolic construction that 
takes place through the dialectic of internal and external identifications. It is at 
least possible to speak, as Jenkins65 does, of primary identities. Primary identities 
are those symbolisations that were established early in life or that have been 
internalised to a level of almost non-negotiability, functioning as givens to those 
who possess them (or, one can say, are ‘possessed by them’). Ethnicity can 
certainly function as one of these. But to call one’s ethnic traits primordial is 
incorrect. They are always constructed in the internal response to external 
influences from one’s environment.  

From the preceding discussion it is clear that this is, however, not a matter of pure 
instrumentalism. In symbolic construction certain institutions arise as ‘the way 
things are done’ – those primary constructions that come to function as givens. It 
denies the manipulability of identity as suggested by instrumentalism, just as 
much as it denies the essentialist, unchanging nature of primordialist identity. A 
constructive approach, the third as outlined by Tilley and MacKay, seems the most 
appropriate way to understand ethnicity. Ethnic identity refers to those collective 
identifications that arise in the internal-external dialectic of symbolic construction, 
often gaining the position of institutions that bind the ethnic group.  

To classify constructivism as a third position over against primordialism and 
instrumentalism is, however, somewhat misleading. The constructivist position as 
outlined by Tilley, MacKay and others seem rather to be a more nuanced version of 
the instrumentalist position. It is an improvement on instrumentalism in the sense 
of taking the social-historical nature of symbolic construction into account. The 
symbolic construction of identity takes place over time and within specific contexts 
that influence the constructive process. For this reason other terms have been 
suggested for this position, such as ‘situational’ and ‘circumstantial.’ 

An important implication to take from this is that any analysis of symbolic 
constructions of ethnic identity must take into account the social-historical context 
of its production and of its reception – that is, in both the external and internal 
moments of identification. These are matters of a methodological nature and point 
to the need for a hermeneutic approach to the analysis of ethnic identity. Matters of 
a more methodological nature will be discussed later; here it is important to further 
explore what is meant and understood by ethnic identity. 

3.1 Social organisation 
What is the distinctive feature of ethnic identity amidst other forms of social and 
collective identity? Jenkins argues that ethnic identity is primarily, “and by 
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definition,” a group formation (i.e. an internal identification).66 This may be true, 
but it is just as true that ethnic identity may be used as a category (externally 
identified) in order to reward or penalise members of that ethnic group. The 
Norwegian social anthropologist Fredrik Barth has done groundbreaking work in 
formulating the contemporary understanding of ethnicity. He is regarded as the 
most influential proponent of the circumstantialist / constructivist position on 
ethnicity. His work will be discussed here as a development on the preceding 
section to illustrate how Jenkins’s thoughts applies to ethnic identity in particular. 

Barth edited the book Ethnic groups and boundaries (1969) to which he wrote the 
Introduction, and which has since come to represent the shift from a static to an 
interactional understanding of ethnicity. He regards ethnic identity as a process of 
interaction and organisation rather then merely a set of cultural traits. Ethnic 
groups do exhibit certain cultural patterns, but to study them is to draw attention 
to “the analysis of cultures, not of ethnic organization.”67 Being a form of collective 
identity, ethnicity need not be internally homogenous. An ethnic group can host a 
wide variety of diverse cultural practices as predicated by location, ecology, age, 
religious beliefs, political affiliation, etc. Furthermore, it may allow a great deal of 
interchange with other cultural forms (e.g. by incorporating foreign members 
through marriage, adoption or by other means) that affect and change the identity 
of individuals and the group, without disrupting the continuity of the ethnic 
group. The question of ethnicity must therefore not be focused on cultural 
differences themselves, but on the social organisation of cultural differences. 

At a conference almost a quarter of a century later Barth reiterated this as the 
starting point in the study of ethnicity: “we … regard ethnic identity as a feature of 
social organization, rather than a nebulous expression of culture”.68 This approach 
corresponds to Jenkins’s work on identity, since it views external and internal 
identification – Barth calls it ascription and self-ascription – as central to ethnic 
identity: “only in so far as individuals embrace it, are constrained by it, act on it, 
and experience it will ethnicity make organizational difference.”69 The defining 
feature of the ethnic group becomes the ethnic boundary where the organisation 
takes place, rather than the “cultural stuff” inside the boundary. The ethnic group 
persists as long as the ethnic boundary is maintained. When the boundary shifts or 

                                                 
66 Jenkins, Social Identity, 60. 
67 F. Barth, ‘Introduction’ in: F. Barth (ed.), Ethnic groups and boundaries. The social 

organization of culture difference, Oslo 1969, 12. 
68 F. Barth, ‘Enduring and emerging issues in the analysis of ethnicity’ in: H. Vermeulen 

and C. Govers (eds.), The anthropology of ethnicity. Beyond ‘Ethnic Groups and Boundaries’, 
Amsterdam 1994, 12. 

69 Barth, ‘Enduring and emerging issues’, 12. Barth therefore agrees with the consensus in 
much anthropology and sociology that ethnicity does not refer to primordial cultural 
features, but is always situationally constructed. He states “we can relegate the more 
pernicious myths of deep cultural cleavages to the category where they belong: as 
formative myths that sustain a social organization of difference, but not as the actual 
description of cultural stuff” (Barth, ‘Enduring and emerging issues’, 30). 
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changes, the group also changes, including new cultural forms and excluding 
others – but the ethnic group continues to exist as long as there is a boundary by 
which insiders and outsiders are identified.70 

The important advance over former understandings of ethnic identity here is the 
recognition that the feature which marks off an ethnic group as a continuing unit is 
not some unified view of the culture of the group, but the boundary of the group. 
What continues is not ‘a culture’ but an ethnic boundary. Barth therefore also 
agrees with Jenkins that cultural homogeneity is not a prerequisite for membership 
to an ethnic group – as with any collective identity. Finally, Barth’s notion of the 
boundary allows one to better distinguish between culture and ethnicity – a 
relationship that can be captured by the phrase ‘ethnic identity with cultural 
permeability.’ 

The historical continuation of an ethnic group is secured by what Barth calls 
‘boundary maintenance’. This means, basically, recognising or distinguishing 
members of the group from non-members. Co-members are recognised as sharing 
the same criteria for the evaluation of knowledge, behaviour and values. Non-
members are seen as strangers who do not share these understandings and are 
consequently often restricted from participation in them. Moreover, a whole set of 
rules may apply to social encounters between members from different ethnic 
groups, organised as such precisely to maintain the boundary between them. This 
structuring of interaction is what Barth refers to as the organisational feature of 
ethnic identity, “a set of prescriptions governing situations of contact, and allowing 
for articulation in some sectors or domains of activity, and a set of proscriptions on 
social situations preventing inter-ethnic interaction in other sectors, and thus 
insulating parts of the cultures from confrontation and modification.”71 

In complex, poly-ethnic societies these pre- and proscriptions may apply across 
various ethnic groups to position them in relation to each other. In his earlier work 
Barth gave much attention to ways in which ethnic divisions and differences are 
sustained in such a system. He sees ethnicity as claiming an imperative status over 
group members and ethnic groups as standing in interdependent relations to each 
other. This interdependence may take various forms, mostly related to the 
availability of, and competition for, resources. Stable interdependent relations may 
occur where different ethnic groups occupy distinct niches in the natural 
environment and thus have very limited competition – for example, where hunter-
gatherer societies exist alongside agrarian societies. They may also occupy clearly 
separated territories which sufficiently provide for their resource needs so as to 
reduce competition. Thirdly, they may co-exist in symbiotic relations where 
exchange of goods and services results in close interdependence between groups. 
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There are, of course, also unstable relations of competition for resources where 
ethnic groups occupy the same niche or territory.72 

Much of the emphasis here is on the level of organising differences between 
relatively stable groups. In his later work Barth acknowledges that advances in our 
understanding of culture must necessarily influence the way we view ethnicity. In 
fact, he puts much greater emphasis on the ‘cultural stuff’ that ethnicity organises, 
not merely on the boundaries thus organised. He confesses, “the issue of cultural 
content versus boundary, as it was formulated [in Ethnic groups and boundaries], 
unintentionally served to mislead.”73 These advances refer for Barth to 
understanding culture as in flux, as contradictory and incoherent, and realising 
that “global empirical variation in culture is continuous, [that] it does not partition 
neatly into separable, integrated wholes.”74 

This allows him to take the role of states, religions and global discourse much more 
seriously in the processes of ethnic organisation. In Ethnic groups and boundaries he 
refers to minority groups in larger societies as a “special variant of inter-ethnic 
relations.” He refers to situations where host populations actively reject minorities 
as pariah groups. “The boundaries of pariah groups are most strongly maintained 
by the excluding host population, and they are often forced to make use of easily 
noticeable diacritica [or ‘ethnic markers’] to advertise their identity.” The majority 
group’s institutions often dominate interaction between ethnic groups in such 
societies, since it organises all sectors of activity to suit members of the majority.75  

3.2 Mobilising ethnicity 
What Barth describes here is what Jenkins would call a situation where power 
relations allow the external moment of collective identification to dominate the 
internal. This is the arena of ethnic politics, and for Barth the minority group can 
respond in various ways, depending on what actions are available within the social 
setting. It may accept its minority status, or it may attempt becoming incorporated 
into the dominant group. Often a third route is chosen: to emphasise ethnic 
identity in such a way as to make cultural differences politically relevant in society. 
This third route, contends Barth, is what has given rise to the many ethnic 
movements during the latter part of the twentieth century.76  

One important feature here is the entrepreneurial role of agents who mobilise 
ethnic identity in pursuit of their own political and ideological ideals (and not 
necessarily those of the group). These innovators devote much attention to the 
symbols or idioms around which to mobilise ethnic identity – they may choose 
tribe, cast, language, region or state. The successful mobilisations will very likely 

                                                 
72 Barth, ‘Ethnic groups and boundaries’, 19-20. 
73 Barth, ‘Enduring and emerging issues’, 17. 
74 Barth, ‘Enduring and emerging issues’, 14. 
75 Barth, ‘Ethnic groups and boundaries’, 30-31. 
76 Barth, ‘Ethnic groups and boundaries’, 33-34. 



Ethnicity, ideology and depth-hermeneutics 
 

27 

be those that balance new and relevant cultural forms with an original ethnic 
identity in such a way that the revived historical traditions may legitimise the new 
symbols. Significantly, as Barth emphasises, this is still a form of organising 
differences and therefore it still deals entirely with ethnicity. It does, however, lead 
to a reduction of cultural differences, as he explains: 

When political groups articulate their opposition in terms of ethnic criteria, 
the direction of cultural change is also affected. A political confrontation can 
only be implemented by making the groups similar and thereby comparable, 
and this will have an effect on every new sector of activity which is made 
politically relevant. Opposed parties thus tend to become structurally similar, 
and differentiated only by a few clear diacritica. Where ethnic groups are 
organized in political confrontation in this way, the process of opposition will 
therefore lead to a reduction of cultural differences between them.77 

However, any such reduction, says Barth, “does not correlate in any simple way 
with a reduction in the organizational relevance of ethnic identities, or a 
breakdown in the boundary-maintaining processes.”78 The important point one 
must take here is that, where ethnicity is organised by a political leader or an elite 
of innovators, this does not remove the process from ethnicity into politics, but still 
falls neatly within the sphere of ethnic identity (as understood by Barth) as a 
feature of the social organisation of differences. This is a vital implication for any 
attempt to analyse political and ideological discourses that employ ethnicity. 

In line with Barth’s broader understanding of culture in his later work as 
mentioned above, he also expands on the notion of ethnic politics. As culture is no 
longer understood in a static sense but is seen rather as a complex of interactions, 
so too ethnic politics is understood as not merely the haphazard choice of symbols 
mobilised by entrepreneurs. The construction is a mutual effort by members from 
both contrasting groups in response to individual efforts that seek to mobilise the 
group politically. Barth, however, draws in a ‘third player,’ namely the state. By 
allocating or denying resources to certain segments of society, modern states help 
create “communities of fate – which will tend to emerge as social, self-aware 
groups.”79 Where the state was merely one of the available symbols or ideas 
around which to mobilise ethnicity in his early work, he now sees the state as an 
actor in the social organisation of difference. And each state or regime plays 
specific roles in its specific context. 

Different regimes require very different conditions for their perpetuation and 
have quite different agendas; as actors they therefore will pursue dissimilar 
policies towards ethnic categories and movements in the populations they 
seek to control. Identity management, ethnic community formation, public 
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laws and policies, regime interests and measures, and global processes thus 
fuse and form a complex field of politics and cultural processes.80 

In an effort to sort out the complexity of these processes of identification and allow 
for further analyses, Barth suggests a model of three interpenetrating levels in 
these processes, namely a micro, median and macro level. The micro level refers to 
those processes that form individual identities through interpersonal interaction 
and experience – “the events and arenas of human lives.” This involves the same 
dialectic of internal and external identifications that Jenkins uses for the 
construction of individual identity. It places the emphasis on differences between 
individuals. The median level refers to those processes that mobilise group 
identities around symbols for certain purposes and ideals – “the field of 
entrepreneurship, leadership and rhetoric.” In Jenkins’s terms this relates to the 
dialectical construction of collective identity, where the emphasis is on similarity 
between individuals. Barth’s advance on Jenkins here is to distinguish the macro 
level of state policies, “the legal creations of bureaucracies allocating rights and 
impediments according to formal criteria, but also the arbitrary uses of force and 
compulsion.” Here mass communication also becomes relevant since “the control 
and manipulation of public information and discourse is an extremely important 
part of the activities of every regime.” This level also includes the responses to 
state policies, not only from the state’s subjects (the ethnic groups themselves), but 
also from the international community through transnational companies, NGOs 
and international organisations and bodies.81 

Ethnicity on the macro level comes into play in various forms – first and foremost 
through regimes who formulate state policy in ethnic terms and the ethnic groups 
thus identified (such as liberation movements), but also in religious communities, 
international organisations, global discourse and mass media. The proclaimed 
‘resurgence’ of ethnicity is for Barth nothing other than the increasingly important 
role that mass communication has come to play in the latter part of the twentieth 
century in political struggles. The struggles have always been there in one form or 
another, but the media can now project such struggles onto the global arena where 
the ethnic group can leverage support for its cause. All along the regime will also 
attempt to project its own version of the information onto its citizens and towards 
the outside, often manipulating information where it can.82 

However, global discourse can also function on the basis of certain assumptions 
and ideologies that contribute to conditions of oppression. Indeed, global discourse 
(especially in the form of consumer styles and goods) is often experienced as a 
threat to communal identity, leading to a reaffirmation of salient collective 
symbols. The complexity here is staggering: macro-level processes (global 
discourse) engender micro-level experiences (threat to identity) that translate into 
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median-level action (group mobilisation). All three levels (Barth) and both 
moments of the internal-external dialectic (Jenkins) are involved. This is 
increasingly the pattern in the modern world, where local and global processes 
interpenetrate and influence all involved. 

The difficult challenge here is to expose those power structures that potentially 
can, or in reality do, exploit individuals and groups in different ways, also by 
employing ethnic arguments. The problem of ethnicity, as will be argued, is a 
problem of power. More specifically, it is the problem of those power relations that 
systematically exclude some individuals or groups from the centres of authority 
and from access to resources, irrespective of the basis upon which such exclusion is 
organised. This is the theme of ideology. 

4. ETHNICITY AND IDEOLOGY 
Before assessing the challenging notion of ideology, the argument offered in this 
chapter thus far needs to be consolidated. It was argued that ethnicity is a specific 
instance of collective identification. Here Richard Jenkins’s model of the internal-
external dialectic of identification provided an important understanding of the 
symbolic nature of the construction of ethnic identity. Furthermore, ethnicity is a 
specific instance of the social organisation of cultural differences. Here Fredrik 
Barth’s model of three interpenetrating levels of social organisation provided an 
important understanding of the social-historical nature of the construction of 
ethnicity. This is not to say that Jenkins disregards the social context of 
identification, nor that Barth ignores the symbolic nature of ethnicity, but their 
respective emphases highlight these two important interrelated aspects of 
ethnicity. An analysis of ethnicity that focuses only on symbolic forms – for 
instance, by analysing the language used by an ethnic entrepreneur on stage – will 
be only partial as long as it does not also investigate the social-historical conditions 
of the production and reception of those symbolic forms. 

In addition, both Jenkins and Barth emphasise that the role of meaning and power 
also needs attention. Jenkins referred to the potential of stereotypes and 
institutions to create asymmetrical power relations, and Barth made explicit the 
role of regimes and power in social organisation. Since symbolic construction and 
social organisation essentially concern the construction of meaning, the question 
must be asked: when do such meanings serve particular historical interests at the 
expense of others? This is the question of ideological inquiry. 

The insightful work of the British sociologist John Thompson on the potentially 
ideological nature of symbolic forms seems to be relevant in this regard. Here his 
Ideology and Modern Culture83 will be drawn upon to discern how meaning plays a 
role in ethnicity. This book follows on his earlier Studies in the Theory of Ideology84 in 
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which he investigated the notion of ideology in the work of various continental 
scholars (Cornelius Castoriadis, Claude Lefort, Pierre Bourdieu) and British 
scholars (Martin Seliger, Alvin Gouldner, Paul Hirst) and its relation to the 
hermeneutic tradition (Wilhelm Dilthey, Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, 
and especially Paul Ricoeur and Jürgen Habermas). In this earlier work he 
proposed a preliminary methodological framework for the analysis of ideology. It 
is essentially this framework that Thompson seeks to explicate in his later work.85 
It takes into account precisely what seems to be called for in the analysis of 
ethnicity. Thompson, namely, combines a social-historical analysis of the 
conditions of the production and reception of symbolic forms with a formal or 
discursive analysis of symbolic forms themselves. These two levels of analysis are 
combined with a third, namely what he calls interpretation/re-interpretation, in 
which the analyst creatively constructs and explicates the possible meanings – 
intended or not – to which the symbolic forms refer. Where these meanings can be 
shown to establish or sustain relations of domination, the symbolic forms may be 
judged to act as ideology within their specific social-historical situation. 

This approach is hermeneutical in the sense that it takes seriously the fact that the 
object of study is comprised of actual subjects who also interpret and construct 
meaning. The social world that is being analysed is not a constellation of objects 
such as the stars that may be studied and interpreted as Galileo Galilei did, but it is 
a world of human subjects with their own pre-understandings. The level of 
interpretation is therefore rather a re-interpretation of pre-interpreted domains. 
Before investigating Thompson’s methodological framework in more detail, it is 
necessary to look at his understanding of ideology.  

4.1 Ideology as domination 
As mentioned, ideological symbolic forms are those that serve to establish and 
sustain relations of domination. Thompson suggests this definition after a 
thorough study of the development of the term ‘ideology’. There are, he 
demonstrates, two broad conceptions in the development of ideology. The first is a 
positive or neutral conception of ideology, first suggested by the French 
philosopher Destutt de Tracy. De Tracy became a member of the Institut National in 
1795, which was created after the fall of Robespierre. For him ideology was literally 
the ‘science of ideas’, the analysis of ideas and sensation in a systematic way. The 
second is a negative or critical conception of ideology, curiously introduced by 
Napoleon Bonaparte, who staged his coup d’état in 1799. When his empire started 
to collapse after the failed Russian campaign of 1812, he sought in De Tracy and his 
colleagues a scapegoat, criticising them as idéologues who, he said, opposed the 
politics of everyday life with their ideas – their ‘ideology’. The term ideology, 
writes Thompson, “ceased to refer only to the science of ideas and began to refer also 
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to the ideas themselves,”86 judging the ideas in a specifically negative sense. 
Although the contents of these conceptions were to change during the course of the 
development of the term, the opposition between a neutral and a critical 
conception would remain. On the one hand, ideology meant simply to describe a 
state of affairs, while on the other hand, it meant to evaluate a state of affairs. 

Karl Marx, although somewhat ambiguous in his use of the term, gave the critical 
conception an important impetus. For him ideology referred to a system of ideas 
that managed to represent class relations in an illusory way, thereby serving the 
interests of the dominant class. The critique of ideology therefore referred to 
exposing these representations and unmasking the relations of class domination. 
With Marx one already senses the double analyses of socio-economic conditions of 
domination and the symbolic constructions that establish and sustain them. Marx’s 
conception, states Thompson, “shifts our attention away from the abstract ideas of 
philosophical and theoretical doctrines, focusing instead on the ways in which 
symbols are used and transformed in specific social contexts.”87 

The neutral conception, however, has also retained an important following. 
Thompson discusses the work of the Hungarian philosopher Karl Mannheim, who 
articulated such a neutral, descriptive formulation of ideology. Here ideology 
refers to complete sets of interrelated systems of thought as conditioned by 
historical circumstances and in which all individuals and groups participate in 
their everyday lives. This is a total conception, where all thought systems are 
ideology – as opposed to the particular conception, where only those thought 
systems that serve to dominate are ideology. To study ideology therefore loses its 
critical function and merely studies the social history of ideas within their contexts 
– or what Mannheim describes as “the sociology of knowledge”.88 

For Thompson, the problem with the neutral conception is that ideological analysis 
loses its specific impulse. Ideology could then just as well be done away with, 
replaced by ‘sociology of knowledge’ or ‘system of beliefs and ideas’, since it 
contributes nothing extra to the analysis of ideas. The contribution of ideology to 
social theory must lie precisely in its potential to criticise. It is, for Thompson, the 
most useful term that we have in order to study the phenomenon of domination, 
and this must be retained. The analysis of ideology, he says, 

… is primarily concerned with the ways in which symbolic forms intersect 
with relations of power. It is concerned with the ways in which meaning is 
mobilized in the social world and serves thereby to bolster up individuals and 
groups who occupy positions of power. … To study ideology is to study the ways 
in which meaning serves to establish and sustain relations of domination.89 

                                                 
86 Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 32. 
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88 Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 49. 
89 Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 56. 
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The important thing to realise here is that symbolic forms are not ideological in 
themselves. They only become ideological when they serve, in particular 
circumstances, to build and support asymmetrical power relations. The social 
context provides the testing ground for meaning: if symbolic forms can be shown 
to constitute specific relations of domination, they are ideological. Thompson 
emphasises that symbolic forms are not merely representations or articulations of 
social life, but are constitutive of social reality, “actively involved in creating as 
well as sustaining the relations between individuals and groups.”90 This point is 
well attested in the work of Jenkins and Barth: identity, ethnicity, meaning – in 
short, the social world – are symbolically constructed. 

To repeat: ideology asks not about the truth or falsity of the symbolic forms as 
such, but rather asks: how are symbolic forms employed in an attempt to maintain 
relations of domination? The answer is: in a multitude of ways. Thompson 
identifies five general modes through which ideology can operate, and each mode 
connects to a number of typical strategies of symbolic construction. First, some of 
the characteristics of symbolic forms will be outlined to show that they are 
constitutive of and influenced by social contexts, after which these general modes 
of the operation of ideology will be discussed. 

4.2 Meaning and power 
Human beings give meaning to their lives and the lives of others through symbolic 
forms – linguistic and non-linguistic expressions or utterances, meaningful actions, 
texts, images and objects that come to symbolise (or to ‘mean’) something. These 
forms are communicated to others in an attempt to share their ideas, beliefs and 
experiences. As mentioned earlier, Clifford Geertz formulated a conception of 
culture which followed Max Weber’s suggestion that human beings are suspended 
in ‘webs of significance’ (or meaning) spun by themselves. Thompson follows this 
understanding to formulate what he calls the ‘symbolic conception of culture.’ 
Culture is “the pattern of meanings embodied in symbolic forms” and cultural 
analysis is the elucidation and interpretation of these patterns of meaning.91 In 
interpreting symbolic forms or cultural phenomena, they must be recognised as 
both expressions of meaning and, as mentioned, constitutive of meaning. In this 
regard Thompson criticises Geertz for not giving enough attention to the way that 
cultural phenomena can serve in specific contexts to shape or ‘construct’ social 
relations. Contexts are socially structured by symbolic forms. For this reason he 
formulates a further conception of culture, what he calls the ‘structural conception’, 

… a conception that emphasises both the symbolic character of cultural 
phenomena and the fact that such phenomena are always embedded in 
structured social contexts. … [Cultural analysis is] the study of symbolic 
forms – that is meaningful actions, objects and expressions of various kinds – 
in relation to the historically specific and socially structured contexts and 
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processes within which, and by means of which, these symbolic forms are 
produced, transmitted and received. Cultural phenomena, on this account, are 
to be seen as symbolic forms in structured contexts.92 

In seeking to analyse both the internal structure of symbolic forms (through, for 
instance, structuralist methods) and the socially structured contexts in which they 
function, the interrelations of meaning and context can be properly interpreted. 

4.2.1 Symbolic forms 
Thompson distinguishes five characteristics of symbolic forms, namely their 
‘intentional’, ‘conventional’, ‘structural’, ‘referential’ and ‘contextual’ aspects.93 The 
first four aspects relate to the fact that symbolic forms carry meaning, while the 
contextual aspect relates symbolic forms to socially structured contexts. The 
intentional aspect refers to the fact that symbolic forms are expressed by a person 
for another person or persons. For Thompson, “symbolic forms are produced, 
constructed or employed by a subject who, in producing or employing such forms, 
is pursuing certain aims or purposes and is seeking to express himself or herself, 
what he or she ‘means’ or ‘intends’, in and by the forms thus produced.” By 
focusing on the intentional aspect it is important to realise that meaning does not 
reside exclusively in what the agent intended, and that the meaning of actions and 
events always go beyond those intentions.94 The intended meaning could therefore 
be quite different from the actual outcome of the expression or action, yet it 
remains an outcome of an initially intended production. 

The conventional aspect refers to the fact that symbolic forms are produced and 
received by persons who apply certain rules, codes or conventions to interpret what 
they mean in their contexts. These could be conventions of grammar, style, 
codification, manners of behaviour and more. These conventions are implicit in 
most action and expressions as they occur in practical, everyday circumstances. 
Thompson distinguishes between the conventions of production and the 
conventions of reception or interpretation of symbolic forms – the former called 
‘encoding’ and the latter ‘decoding’ – and he emphasises that “these two sets of 
rules need not coincide nor even co-exist.” This is especially true when the contexts 
of production and reception differ (for instance, a news bulletin recorded in the 
USA and viewed in India). This aspect has also become powerfully consequential 
with the modern phenomena of mass communication, to which Thompson gives 
much attention in his book.95 

                                                 
92 Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 136. 
93 Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 137-145. Citations to follow are taken from these 

pages except where stated otherwise. 
94 See for instance Georgia Warnke’s discussion of Gadamer’s response to the 

intentionalism of E.D. Hirsch in G. Warnke, Gadamer. Hermeneutics, tradition and reason, 
Cambridge 1987, 42-72. 

95 Thompson is particularly interested in the role of communication media and its impact 
on the relationship between communication and power. Mass media has become a 
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The structural aspect refers specifically to the internal structure of symbolic forms 
and their relations to other forms. Symbolic forms are constructed by means of 
interrelating elements, and these elements can be analysed formally. Thompson 
distinguishes between the structure of a symbolic form and the broader system in 
which that form takes on meaning. He writes: “To analyse the structure of a 
symbolic form is to analyse the specific elements and their interrelations which 
may be discerned in the symbolic form in question; to analyse the system 
instantiated in a symbolic form is, by contrast, to abstract from the form in question 
and to reconstruct a general constellation of elements and their interrelations, a 
constellation which is exemplified in particular cases.” Such an analysis provides a 
number of structural features and systemic elements which will help in 
interpreting the meaning conveyed by the symbolic form. The cover of a 2003 
edition of the American newsmagazine Time illustrates the structural aspect. It 
features a close-up of the face of a woman soldier with army goggles and helmet as 
she stares ahead, open plains reflecting in her goggles. The caption gives her 
military title and name, followed by: “When mom goes to war. This helicopter 
pilot and her husband are now based in Kuwait, leaving behind their 14-year-old 
daughter. A family tale.”96 The interrelated images and words form a structure that 
conveys a complex message. It relates war, family and female roles to each other. If 
one element is to change, so too will the meaning – for instance, if the soldier was 
male, if she was dressed in civilian clothes, if the image appeared on the cover of a 
different magazine, or of the caption was omitted. 

This already introduces the referential aspect of symbolic forms. Symbolic forms 
typically refer to something or say something about something. As the Swiss socio-
linguist Ferdinand de Saussure has shown, signification involves two integral 
aspects: a signifier (image, words, sound) points to a signified (female soldier, 
mother). But the referent is something external to this; it is an “extra-linguistic 
object, individual or state of affairs” within a specific social-historical context (a 
female US soldier, Lieutenant Colonel Laura Richardson, is taking part in the 
invasion of Iraq of March 2003, leaving her daughter at home). From this it 
becomes possible to extract a possible meaning of what is being said, projected or 
portrayed about this soldier and about this war, about this woman and women in 
general, and about this family and family values in general. These are the things 
about which something is being said. Symbolic forms like these images and words 
have specific referents – Thompson calls this their ‘referential specificity’: “on a 

                                                                                                                            
constitutive feature of modern societies. This necessitates for Thompson a theoretical 
framework that will analyse communication media and the way it has shaped modern 
societies. He completed this project with the publication of J.B. Thompson, The media 
and modernity. A social theory of the media, Cambridge 1995. 

96 Time, 24/03/2003, cover page. Thompson illustrates the structural aspect by a similar 
example (from Roland Barthes), referring to the cover of Paris Match with “a young 
black soldier in French uniform; the soldier is saluting, his eyes uplifted, as if fixed on 
the tricolour at full mast” (Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 142). 
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given occasion of use, a particular figure or expression refers to a specific object or 
objects, individual or individuals, state of affairs or states of affairs.” 

The referential specificity of symbolic forms leads to the fifth and final aspect of 
symbolic forms, namely the contextual aspect. Symbolic forms, says Thompson, 
“are always embedded in specific social-historical contexts and processes within 
which, and by means of which, they are produced, transmitted and received. An 
analysis of the contextual aspect moves beyond the internal structure of symbolic 
forms to the meanings that they acquire from, and contribute to, their surrounding 
contexts. Symbolic forms presuppose a wide range of particular conceptions and 
institutions that enable their production and reception – as mentioned, they both 
represent and constitute social reality. Their meaning cannot be properly 
understood apart from the contexts within which they are produced and the 
contexts within which they are received. 

The embedding of symbolic forms in social contexts implies that … these 
forms are generally produced by agents situated within a specific social-
historical context and endowed with resources and capacities of various 
kinds; symbolic forms may bear the traces, in differing ways, of the social 
conditions of their production. The embedding of symbolic forms in social 
contexts also implies that … these forms are generally received and 
interpreted by individuals who are also situated within specific social-
historical contexts and endowed with various kinds of resources; how a 
particular symbolic form is understood by individuals may depend on the 
resources and capacities they are able to employ in the process of 
interpreting it.97 

The contextual production and reception of symbolic forms also implies that they 
are continually valued and evaluated by individuals who produce and receive 
them. When they are produced by individuals and found to confer a meaning in 
the context of their reception that contradicts their intended meaning, the symbolic 
forms may be challenged or their meanings contested, sometimes leading to 
conflict. These “processes of valorisation … [express] the extent to which [symbolic 
forms] are esteemed by the individuals who produce and receive them – that is, 
praised or denounced, cherished or despised.” This valorisation may also take 
place in economic terms, namely when the symbolic forms become commodified 
and traded on a market.98 Here the meaning that symbolic forms take on within 
social contexts become not only symbolically meaningful, but also economically 
consequential and therefore potentially conflict laden. The importance of properly 
understanding the social contexts within which symbolic forms operate become all 
the more pertinent. 

                                                 
97 Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 146. 
98 Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 154-155. 



ANTI-APARTHEID THEOLOGY IN THE DUTCH REFORMED FAMILY OF CHURCHES 
 

36 

4.2.2 Socially structured contexts 
In addition to the characteristics of symbolic forms, Thompson also discusses a 
number of characteristics of social contexts within which symbolic forms are 
produced and received. First of all, contexts involve specific ‘spatio-temporal 
settings’. The location and the time within which events occur or people act 
influence and give meaning to those events and actions.99 Apart from their spacio-
temporal settings, social contexts are also structured in various ways. Thompson 
mentions three aspects that structure social contexts, namely ‘fields of interaction’, 
‘social institutions’ and what he calls ‘social structure’. 

Thompson follows the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu by positing that all social 
interaction takes place within fields that place actors synchronically at specific 
positions and diachronically into specific trajectories. Human beings are “situated 
at certain positions within the social space and they follow, in the course of their 
lives, certain trajectories.”100 Some people occupy positions of status, wealth, 
authority or knowledge, which place them on certain trajectories in life. The 
distribution of different forms of resources or ‘capital’ helps to determine 
individuals’ positions and trajectories. Thompson identifies ‘economic capital’ 
(property, wealth, financial assets), ‘cultural capital’ (knowledge, skills, 
educational qualifications) and ‘symbolic capital’ (praise, prestige and recognition 
that attach to certain positions) as such resources. Apart from resources, fields of 
interaction are also characterised by rules and conventions – mostly implicit and 
unformulated – that guide people’s actions and behaviour. People in certain 
positions are expected to act in certain ways. These rules are relatively stable, but 
they are not unchanging. When people implement the rules they normally adapt 
them to suit the situation, so that most action and behaviour involve a creative, 
interpretive process that transforms the rules and conventions. 

Another aspect of social contexts is social institutions. These are specific enterprises 
and organisations such as business companies, non-governmental organisations, 
trans-national enterprises, religious institutions, educational facilities and so on. 
Social institutions are “specific and relatively stable clusters of rules and resources, 
together with the social relations that are established by them and within them.”101 
As such they may be seen as a particular form of the fields of interaction that 
characterise social contexts, although not all fields of interaction fall within 
institutions. Particular institutions can also be distinguished from the broader 
institutional frameworks within which they function – specific schools and 
universities function within the educational framework, businesses function within 
the framework of broader industries, which often function in the yet broader 
framework of global capital. Thompson speaks of ‘specific’ institutions as opposed 
to ‘generic’ institutions, emphasising both as important objects of analysis. 
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One must not confuse Jenkins’s conception of institutions, discussed earlier, with 
Thompson’s conception. Jenkins called institutions patterns of behaviour, which 
seems closely related to Thompson’s notion of fields of interaction. When referring 
to what Thompson calls institutions, Jenkins uses the term ‘organisations’, which 
he defines as “particular kinds of institutions”.102 However, Thompson goes a step 
further by distinguishing one more aspect of social contexts. At the broadest level, 
fields of interaction and social institutions may be placed within the social structure 
of a context. Social structures are the “relatively stable asymmetries and 
differentials” that influence and shape the fields and institutions of the social 
context by rewarding certain people or groups and penalising others. Racism or 
non-racism, and sexism or non-sexism, are typical examples of social structures 
that constitute in a broad sense how people think and act, and how institutions 
operate. 

It is interesting to compare Thompson’s distinctions of the aspects of social 
contexts with those of Fredrik Barth. Barth identified three interpenetrating levels 
for social processes, namely the micro (events and arenas of individual human 
lives), the median (entrepreneurs and leaders who mobilise ethnic group 
identifications) and the macro level (legal and state bureaucracies that allocate 
resources and rights by defined rules). Although these distinctions place an 
important emphasis on the social-historical nature of symbolic construction, 
Thompson’s distinctions seem to provide a more feasible basis from which to 
analyse the contexts in which symbolic forms operate. Moreover, Thompson’s 
distinctions do not exclude any of the processes to which Barth refers: the events 
and arenas of human lives may be traced in the spatio-temporal settings, the actors 
at work in ethnic movements and collective organisation are particular fields of 
interaction in their own right, and the institutional framework of large-scale state 
and public institutions are also covered. These categories do not necessarily 
correspond in exact terms, but it is fairly clear that by choosing to work with 
Thompson’s distinction, nothing that Barth points out need be excluded. 

Given the aspects of social contexts as outlined by Thompson, it becomes clear how 
not only symbolic forms, but also social contexts are constitutive of action and 
behaviour – both in a negative, restrictive sense and in a positive, enabling sense. 
Social contexts make it possible for some to act in certain ways and for others not 
to act. Some have the resources needed to pursue certain interests and others do 
not. Some have the power to act, and other do not. Power may be seen in a neutral 
sense (what Weber called ‘authority’) as “a capacity which enables or empowers 
some individuals to make decisions, pursue ends or realize interests; it empowers 
them in such a way that, without the capacity endowed by their position within a 
field or institution, they would not have been able to carry out the relevant 
course.”103 Power, however, can also give rise to domination (in the sense of 
Weber’s negative conception of power). This happens when relations become 
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systematically asymmetrical, that is, when certain people are placed in positions of 
power and others are systematically excluded from such positions on any given 
basis, be it gender, ‘race’, ethnicity, or class.  

Since these bases of exclusion fall within the domain of symbolic production, it is 
important to recognise how symbolic forms are constitutive of, and influenced by, 
social contexts. What goes for action and interaction also goes for the production 
and reception of symbolic forms. Since production and reception are instances of 
action and interaction, they also require access to certain resources and the 
implementation of certain rules and conventions. The meaning produced and 
received by symbolic forms are in a very real way constitutive of, and shaped by, 
the structured social contexts. Moreover, symbolic forms are constitutive of, and 
shaped by, the relations of power within such contexts. 

4.2.3 Modes of ideology 
Given these considerations about the interplay between symbolic forms and social 
contexts – between meaning and power – one can ask the question about ideology: 
in what ways can meaning serve to establish and sustain relations of domination? 
There are a number of typical strategies by which ideology operates. These 
strategies produce symbolic forms that aim to establish and sustain relations of 
domination. By studying these strategies, one can trace their occurrences in 
practical situations, thereby pointing to possible instances of ideological thinking 
and arrangements. Thompson identifies five general modus operandi of ideology.104 
Each mode relates to a number of specific strategies that typically relate to that 
mode. He emphasises that some strategies may overlap or function differently in 
different situations. Also, these strategies, like symbolic forms, are not ideological 
in themselves, but may function as ideology in certain contexts. Finally, he says, 
these strategies are not the only ways through which ideology operates, but rather 
some of the typical strategies. 

A first mode by which relations of domination may be established or sustained is 
legitimation, that is, by portraying the relations of domination as legitimate, just and 
in the order of things. Here symbolic forms are constructed that provide grounds 
of legitimacy – Max Weber identifies three such grounds, namely rational grounds, 
traditional grounds and charismatic grounds. The symbolic forms that express 
these claims can be constructed by means of three typical strategies. The first is 
rationalisation, where the symbolic form is constructed by means of a chain of 
reasoning that seeks to convince its audience of its legitimacy. Arguments may be 
put forward that certain actions are necessary for the safety and security of 
citizens, or the proper functioning of society. A second strategy is universalisation, 
where an ideological arrangement is presented as serving the best interests of all, 
even when some people (those who are dominated) don’t realise it themselves. A 
third strategy of symbolic construction that seeks to legitimise is narrativisation, or 
story-telling. These are usually stories that recall the past as a glorious era and a 
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tradition that should be re-established. They are often invented traditions with the 
aim of legitimating contemporary relations of domination. These may be official 
reconstructions of the past (history textbooks), novels, documentaries and films, 
sermons, speeches made by leaders, everyday stories and jokes. Humour indeed 
plays an important part in establishing social arrangements. Thompson argues that 
in the everyday stories and jokes that we tell each other, “we are continuously 
engaged in recounting the way that the world appears and in reinforcing, through 
laughter which profits at another’s expense, the apparent order of things.” 

The second mode is dissimulation, which means to conceal, obscure, deflect from, or 
deny the relations of domination that exist. Certain ideal images of the social 
arrangements may be highlighted, such as people from the dominated group 
happily going about their business. Various strategies of dissimulation exist, for 
instance displacement – applying a term that normally carries to some known 
negative or positive association to something or someone else. An opposing person 
or political group may be described as ‘communist’ or ‘terrorist’ (as was often done 
to opponents of the South African apartheid regime), thereby deflecting from any 
just causes that such persons may strive for. A second strategy is euphemisation, 
describing certain actions, points of view or social arrangements in positive terms. 
Euphemised terms are often applied to alarming events to, as it were, take away 
their edge (for instance, by describing civilian deaths in a situation of conflict as 
‘collateral damage’). A third strategy, or as Thompson suggests, cluster of 
strategies, is trope, which includes such figurative uses of language as synecdoche 
(conflating part and whole), metonymy (using an attribute or characteristic of 
something to refer to the thing itself) and metaphor (applying a term to something 
other than its literal meaning). These figurative uses of language can give positive 
meanings to events that might otherwise be valuated in negative terms, or vice 
versa. 

A third mode in which ideology may operate is unification, that is, fusing the 
different people and groups within a context of domination to each other into a 
unified construction of collective identity. A caste system such as one finds in 
Hindu India is a fairly common example. One strategy for achieving this is 
standardisation, that is, creating common symbolic platforms on that basis of which 
all can act. Examples are when the state of a poly-ethnic country develops common 
education policies, or promotes a common language. Another strategy is the 
explicit symbolisation of unity – constructing symbols of unity and collective identity 
such as flags, national anthems, emblems or public holidays. These need not be 
only symbols of national unity; they may also bind smaller groups or 
organisations. 

A fourth mode is fragmentation, which is the reverse of unification. Here groups 
that oppose and challenge a state or organisation are fragmented in an effort to 
weaken their common aims. A typical strategy is differentiation. This is an effort to 
discredit opponents by emphasising the differences and divisions between 
individuals and groups. It attempts to show that they are not united in their 
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actions or that they do not share a common identity.105 Another strategy is the 
expurgation of the other, portraying others in negative terms as a threat or an enemy, 
as terrorists or ‘evildoers.’ This strategy is often employed in conjunction with 
unification, since people are inclined to unite against a perceived common enemy. 
It may be further compounded with patriotic notions to discourage dissent from 
within.  

A fifth mode that can operate to establish and sustain relations of domination is 
reification. This means to reconstruct a social arrangement as if it falls outside of 
history, timeless and free from all contexts. Various strategies exist for this 
purpose, amongst others naturalisation (portraying a state of affairs as a natural 
condition or as existing in accordance with natural laws) and eternalisation (treating 
social-historical events, customs, institutions and traditions as permanent and 
unchanging, and therefore as sacred or worthy of safeguarding). There are also 
some grammatical and syntactic strategies that may be employed, such as 
nominalisation and passivisation. The former is when actions and their participants 
are turned into nouns (e.g. ‘the banning of the ANC’ instead of ‘the South African 
government has banned the ANC’), and the latter when the passive voice is used 
(‘civilians were killed’ instead of ‘the soldiers killed civilians’). Nominalisation and 
passivisation focus on certain aspects of the story by deleting agency; they 
“represent processes as things or events which take place in the absence of a 
subject who produces them.”106 

In distinguishing these five modes of operation and strategies of symbolic 
construction commonly related to them, Thompson emphasises, as mentioned, that 
these strategies do not necessarily point to ideological constructions. They are not 
ideological as such. However, since ideology often operates by means of these 
strategies, their occurrence may point towards symbolic forms that serve to 
establish and sustain relations of domination. Where any of these strategies can be 
identified, they can be investigated to determine whether this happens to be the 
case. The crucial point to grasp is that symbolic forms must be analysed within 
their social-historical context to determine whether they serve ideological purposes 
or not.  

The following table brings together all the elements discussed in this section. The 
arrows point to the interrelatedness of symbolic forms and social contexts, and it is 
within this interrelation that ideological constructions of symbolic forms must be 
sought. 

                                                 
105 So, for instance, differences and conflicts between the various black populations in 

South Africa were often highlighted, commonly followed by such remarks as: “if the 
blacks can’t even live together, what are the chances of blacks and whites ever living 
together?” 

106 Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 66. 
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Characteristics of symbolic forms: Characteristics of social contexts: 

Intentional aspect 
Conventional aspect 
Structural aspect 
Referential aspect 

←→ 
↓ Spacio-temporal settings 

Fields of interaction 
Social institutions 
Social structure 

   
 Strategies of ideological symbolic construction:  
 Legitimation: Rationalisation 

Universalisation 
Narrativisation 

 

 Dissimulation: Displacement 
Euphamisation 
Trope 

 

 Unification: Standardisation 
Symbolisation of unity 

 

 Fragmentation: Differentiation 
Expurgation of the other 

 

 Reification: Naturalisation 
Eternalisation 
Nominalisation / passivisation 

 

 

4.3 Interpreting ethnic ideology 
How must symbolic forms and their social contexts be analysed in order to arrive 
at some understanding of the interrelations of meaning and power in those 
contexts? It is clear that a hermeneutic approach is called for, as the object of study 
is itself an interpreting subject. In the hermeneutic tradition the question of method 
has been contested by Heidegger and Gadamer for focusing too much attention on 
discursive and formal categories (the synchronic dimension of meaning) and 
neglecting the ongoing historical nature of understanding (the diachronic 
dimension of meaning). Gadamer’s magnus opus – with the notable title Truth and 
Method (some have commented that it could very well have been ‘Truth versus 
Method’) – is concerned with the predominance of scientific method in the human 
sciences as based on the natural sciences. In his introduction he says that the book 
is an attempt “to seek the experience of truth that transcends the domain of 
scientific method wherever that experience is to be found, and to inquire into its 
legitimacy.”107 This does not mean, however, that hermeneutics seeks to discard 
method. His point was rather that hermeneutic analysis must employ a particular 
kind of methodology that takes seriously the fact that meaning and understanding 
are constructed by means of the ongoing interactions and dialogues that take place 
between people from different times and places. 
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One such kind of hermeneutical methodology is, as Thompson points out, Paul 
Ricoeur’s attempt to relate interpretation to social inquiry. He uses the notion of 
‘depth hermeneutics’ to describe how certain explanatory or what he calls 
‘objectifying’ methods can contribute to the interpretation of meaning. Thompson 
elaborates on this suggestion by stating that “‘explanation’ and ‘interpretation’ 
should not be regarded, as they sometimes are, as mutually exclusive or radically 
antithetical terms; rather, they may be treated as complementary moments in a 
comprehensive interpretative theory…”108 For Thompson, depth hermeneutics 
provides a framework for the analysis of ideology. It deals with contextual 
meaning and understanding, but it adds a critical note to the process of 
interpretation, namely seeking to expose those meanings that serve to establish or 
sustain relations of domination. 

His account of depth hermeneutics starts on the initial level of what he calls the 
hermeneutics of everyday life. This must look at how the symbolic forms under 
investigation are understood by individuals and groups in their day-to-day lives, 
what experiences they evoke, what beliefs and opinions are held about them. For 
example, the symbol of a national anthem can often evoke strong positive or 
negative responses. Through observation of actual public performances of a 
national anthem and through interviews with those who take part in such 
performances (as well as with those who might refrain from taking part), the 
analyst can “reconstruct the ways in which symbolic forms are interpreted and 
understood in the varied contexts of social life.”109 This applies, as with the study 
of all symbolic forms, to both the social-historical context of production and that of 
reception. Thompson calls such a reconstruction an ‘interpretation of doxa’, 
emphasising that the contexts of everyday life provide “an indispensable starting 
point of analysis”. It recognises that the domain of study is not a mere object to be 
interpreted, but a collection of subjects with their own understanding of the social 
world – that interpretation here is in effect the re-interpretation of a pre-interpreted 
domain. 

This starting point must, however, be followed by a second, methodological level 
of analysis. Here the focus is on the symbolic forms as they are constructed and 
embedded in social contexts, with the aim to interpret the meanings that they carry 
in those contexts. This level consists of three phases of analysis, namely social-
historical analysis, formal or discursive analysis, and what Thompson calls 
interpretation/re-interpretation.110 The first two phases approach the symbolic 
forms under investigation from two different perspectives: the first looks at what 
Thompson calls the ‘social contextualisation’ of symbolic forms (by analysing the 
various characteristics of social contexts), while the second examines the 
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Ricoeur’s methodology for placing too much emphasis on textual analysis at the 
expense of social-historical analysis. See his discussion of Ricoeur in Thompson, Studies 
in the theory of ideology, 173-204. 
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‘meaningful constitution’ of symbolic forms (by analysing the intentional, 
conventional, structural and referential aspects of symbolic forms). 

The first phase – social-historical analysis – aims, therefore, to “reconstruct the social 
and historical conditions of the production, circulation and reception of symbolic 
forms.”111 This is done by studying the different aspects of the relevant social 
context. These are, as discussed above, the spatio-temporal settings (literally, 
identifying the locales, venues, neighbourhoods or regions where, and the time-
frames when, symbolic forms are produced and received), the fields of interaction 
(the positions and trajectories of individuals and groups), the social institutions 
(which present stable clusters of rules and resources) and the social structure 
(stable asymmetries and differentials). Within the specific context of his field of 
study in Ideology and Modern Culture, Thompson identifies a fifth aspect that is 
worthy of specific analysis, namely the technical media of transmission. A 
technical medium (printed media, television broadcast, video, internet, etc.) affects 
the characteristics of symbolic forms in important ways. They also presuppose that 
their audiences have access to certain skills, rules and resources in order to decode 
the symbolic forms. This has become an increasingly important aspect of social 
contexts in the current era of mass communication. 

The second phase aims, as mentioned, to examine the meaningful constitution of 
symbolic forms. Symbolic forms are complex constructions that serve to convey 
certain meanings, and understanding these structures and their meanings requires 
formal or discursive analysis. There are various methods by which the different 
aspects of symbolic forms may be analysed. Thompson mentions five such 
methods.112 The first is semiotic analysis, which examines the elements that make 
up a symbolic form, both by studying the relations between these elements and 
their relations to the wider system of which the symbolic form is a part. This 
analysis, Thompson says, “focuses on the symbolic forms themselves and seeks to 
analyse their internal structural features, their constitutive elements and 
interrelations, and to connect these to the system and codes of which they are 
part.”113  

Where the symbolic form is an image, phrase, object or some other concrete 
symbol, one speaks of ‘formal analysis’. But linguistic expressions in the form of 
actual communication between people can also be analysed for its internal 
constituency, in which case one speaks of ‘discursive analysis’. The remaining four 
methods that Thompson identifies are all methods of discursive analysis, namely 
conversation analysis, syntactic analysis, analysis of narrative structure and 
argumentative analysis. Conversation analysis studies actual occurrences of 
linguistic interaction in order to determine how the conversation is organised 
within the social context. In linguistic interaction participants tend to organise the 
conversation, by giving some a chance to speak or leading the conversation in a 
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direction, which produces order in the conversation. Syntactic analysis focuses on 
the syntax itself, that is, on the sort of grammar that appears in the everyday 
language of people. Nominalisation and passivisation are examples of such 
grammar usage. 

Another discursive method is studying the narrative structure of linguistic 
interaction. A narrative or a story arranges a number of events and characters into 
a sequence in order to reveal a ‘plot’. The events and characters may deviate from 
the historical incidents on which they are based in order to construct a common 
underlying structure. Narratives seek to portray roles and patterns that convey 
specific meanings. By analysing the narrative devices and the narrative structure, 
these meanings may be uncovered. The final method of discursive analysis that 
Thompson identifies is argumentative analysis. This seeks to reconstruct the chains 
of reasoning that link themes and topics together. The focus is not on formal logics 
and identifying fallacies (although these may also be important), but on the 
patterns of inference (such as implication, contradiction, presupposition, exclusion, 
etc.) that direct one theme to another. Argumentative analysis, Thompson 
suggests, is “particularly useful for the study of overtly political discourse … since 
such discourse is often presented in the form of an argument”.114 

The two levels of socio-historical analysis and formal/discursive analysis string 
together the social contextualisation and the meaningful constitution of symbolic 
forms. For different symbolic forms and different contexts some of the methods 
outlined here will be more applicable than others, and often a combination of 
methods will be required for a proper analysis. Part of the skill of the analyst is to 
employ the appropriate methods to the available data. These analyses, then, 
provide the material with which to approach the third and final phase of depth 
hermeneutics, namely interpretation/re-interpretation. This is a creative process of 
synthesis and of the reconstruction of possible meaning. It is the referential aspect 
of symbolic forms that come into focus here. In a sense interpretation is already 
implicit in formal analysis. When analysing symbolic forms, an analyst has in mind 
some possible meanings to which they point. Interpretation, however, focuses 
specifically on the referential aspect, on the transcending character of contextually 
situated symbolic forms.  

Since the meaning that is proposed in this stage may diverge from the pre-
interpretation of the subjects themselves (the hermeneutics of everyday life), 
Thompson also calls this phase ‘re-interpretation’. Re-interpretation may propose 
different meanings than those held in everyday understanding, and therefore it 
could lead to disputes and conflict. “The possibility of a conflict of interpretation”, 
he says, “is intrinsic to the very process of interpretation.”115 Where interpretation 
is done in a context of domination, this could be even more of a possibility, since 
invested interests are at stake. The interpretation of ideology is the critical term in 
depth hermeneutics. It re-interprets meanings that serve asymmetrical relations of 
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power with the aim of exposing such meanings as well as the relations that they 
serve. 

When interpreting ideology, depth hermeneutics therefore serves as an 
appropriate methodology. The difference now is that the meanings of symbolic 
forms are examined with a specific aim in mind: to determine whether they 
establish or sustain relations of domination. This aim affects all three phases of the 
depth hermeneutics. Now the social-historical analysis is concerned specifically 
with identifying occurrences of domination in any of the aspects of social contexts 
(in the fields of interaction, the social institutions or the social structure). 
Asymmetries based on divisions of class, gender, ethnicity, ‘race’ or nationality are 
the ‘usual suspects’ in this regard, and require particular attention. The second 
phase, formal or discursive analysis, is conducted by seeking out the typical 
ideological strategies of symbolic construction as discussed in the previous section. 
As mentioned, a useful procedure would most likely be to start from the actual 
instances of such strategies and to infer whether these strategies can, in their 
specific contexts, be linked to certain modus operandi of ideology. 

To do this is, once again, to engage in interpretation – the creative phase of depth 
hermeneutics. To interpret ideology is, in Thompson’s words, “to explicate the 
connection between the meaning mobilized by symbolic forms and the relations of 
domination which that meaning serves to establish and sustain.” Interpretation of 
ideology is thus aimed at the interrelations of meaning and power – at both the 
“creative explication of meaning” and the “synthetic demonstration of how this 
meaning serves … relations of domination.”116 The potential for conflict is 
heightened by this second task. As with any re-interpretation, disputes about 
meaning and understanding may arise, but when re-interpretation criticises not 
only understanding but actual instances of domination, it participates in the social 
struggle to end such domination. Depth hermeneutics intervenes in people’s own 
interpretations and in their self-understanding, possibly contributing to not only a 
general transformation in understanding, but also to critical self-reflection and the 
self-transformation of individual and collective identity. In this sense it certainly 
impacts on social life. But depth hermeneutics of ideology becomes explicitly 
‘activist’ when it challenges systematically asymmetrical social relations that exist 
in any of the social aspects of society, be it part of the day-to-day fields of 
interaction, at institutional level, or embedded in the basic structure of society. It 
engages in relations of domination with the aim of ending them. Thompson states 
this succinctly when he says that the interpretation of ideology 

… touches the nerves of power, it highlights the positions of those who 
benefit and those who suffer from social relations that are structured 
asymmetrically, it brings into the open what often remains implicit, taken for 
granted or hidden from view in the day-to-day conduct of social life. … It is in 
this sense that the interpretation of ideology bears an internal connection to 
the critique of domination: it is methodologically predisposed to stimulate 
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critical reflection of relations of power and domination, and this reflection 
includes in principle the reflection of the subjects who are enmeshed in these 
relations. … It is concerned, not with the question ‘Is this interpretation 
justifiable?’ but rather with the question ‘Are these social relations just?’117 

A study of ethnicity will formulate this question, as well as the methodological 
framework from which it operates, in the same terms, but with an additional 
qualification: in what ways do ethnic symbolisations serve to establish and sustain 
relations of domination? This means that the symbolic forms to be discussed will 
be limited to those that are of an ethnic nature. Ethnicity, we saw, refers to the 
social organisation of cultural differences (F. Barth). A connection between 
ethnicity and ideology therefore focuses on instances when such organisation 
serves to establish systematically asymmetrical relations of power. 

One of the basic assumptions in Thompson’s book is that social symbolisation is 
problematic when it serves domination. Symbolic forms are problematic in so far as 
they serve systematically asymmetrical relations of power. This basic principle will 
be followed here by formulating the problem of ethnicity as follows: ethnic 
identification is problematic in so far as such identification serves to establish or sustain 
relations of domination. To study ‘the problem of ethnicity’ is first of all to 
understand what we mean by the notion of ‘ethnicity’ or ‘ethnic identity’, to 
understand that these are symbolic constructions that take place in specific social-
historical contexts. From this understanding may follow a depth-hermeneutical 
analysis of these ethnic symbolic forms with a specific question in mind: do these 
symbolic constructions of ethnic identity serve, in this context, to establish 
systematically asymmetrical relations of power? If they can justifiably be shown to 
do so, then one has identified an instance of the problem of ethnicity, or what may 
be called ‘ethnic ideology’. 

Ethnic ideology could typically function as follows. Individuals or groups who are 
in positions of power may seek to hold on to power by excluding others from 
access to these positions and to the resources needed to attain such positions. They 
often base such exclusion on cultural differences. Since exclusion and domination 
on the basis of cultural differences is an instance of the social organisation of 
cultural difference, this scenario can be identified, following Barth and Thompson, 
as an instance of ethnic ideology. On such occasions, it is the symbolic 
constructions of ethnic identity that serve to establish relations of domination. 

To limit a study of the phenomenon of ethnicity to cases where ethnic identity 
serves to establish and sustain systematically asymmetrical relations of power, i.e. 
to study ethnicity in relation to ideology, provides the analyst with a specific focus. 
This does not deny that an important dimension of the study of ethnicity is to give 
a descriptive account of the emergence and continued existence of specific ethnic 
groups – in fact, this would form part of the depth-hermeneutical analysis.  
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But such a study must eventually lead to an interpretive phase, where a possible 
meaning for the constructions of ethnic identity will be proposed. It is quite 
possible that the symbolic forms that comprise the ethnic identity may be found to 
be of a non-ideological nature – that is, they may serve merely to organise the 
social order of pluralistic societies in order to introduce a measure of predictability. 
Predictability and social order not only assist one to comprehend the cultural and 
symbolic divisions in social life, but may also contribute to the just distribution of 
resources or capital according to the needs of different ethnic groups. They may 
also serve other non-ideological socio-political, psychological or religious 
functions. In these cases, the phenomenon of ethnicity does not in actual fact pose a 
problem, other than the conceptual problem of describing and understanding how 
cultural differences are organised. Ethnicity, to repeat, becomes a problem when 
the symbolic forms that make up the ethnic identity serves to establish or sustain 
relations of domination. When an individual’s membership to an ethnic group 
systematically denies that person access to certain resources or certain forms of 
capital (be it economic capital, cultural capital or symbolic capital), then we 
encounter ethnicity as a social problem of justice and human dignity. Echoing 
Thompson, we can ask: are these ethnic divisions just? 

An aid to help identify where ethnicity may function as ideology could be the 
distinction between ‘nominal’ and ‘virtual’ identity. To recall, Jenkins formulated 
the external and the internal dimensions of identification as interrelated moments 
in the ongoing process of identity formation, be it individual identity or collective 
identity. The result is that identity can be understood in two senses, namely as a 
name or a label (the nominal), and as the experience of that label in so far as its 
meaning carries consequences for its bearer (the virtual). An important implication 
that Jenkins drew from this was that nominal and virtual identities might be in 
disagreement. That is, the meaning attached to the name might not correspond to 
the experience of that label for the person or group thus labelled. Where this is the 
case, critical analysis is called for. 

The South African case provides a good example of this: the policy of apartheid 
was called a policy of ‘separate development’, where it was argued that people 
from different ethnic groups developed best when they are kept separate or apart 
from others (from there the term ‘apart-heid’, which literally means ‘apartness’). 
For white Afrikaners this certainly seemed to be the case: by and large they went 
through a time of economic and social development not yet experienced before in 
the history of South Africa. Their virtual identity coincided with the nominal 
identity with which they were endowed. For other groups in South Africa this was 
not the case: black ethnic groups118 experienced not separate development, but 
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the Indian population of South Africa. The term ‘ethnic group’ is not a common 
indicator for these groups in South Africa and may evoke negative associations. 
However, if we are to follow Barth’s definition of ethnicity as the social organisation of 
cultural differences, then one must, at least for the period of apartheid, acknowledge 
that the distinctions that were made between the different population groups in South 
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marginalisation, impoverishment, dis-education and political suppression. The 
nominal identities with which the state labelled people carried for them very real 
consequences, but not the happy consequences that the apartheid regime 
envisioned for their policy of separate development. Here the disagreement 
between a nominal and a virtual identity provides a point of entry to study an 
instance of ethnic ideology.  

An assessment of this nature correlates to what Thompson has called the 
hermeneutics of everyday life and the interpretation of doxa. To recall, the 
hermeneutics of everyday life reconstructs the ways in which symbolic forms are 
interpreted and understood by those who produce them, promote them, receive 
them, and accept or reject them. Starting from an interpretation of the context of 
the quotidian, the methodological framework of depth hermeneutics can be 
applied to analyse the relevant social-historical contexts in their various aspects, as 
well as the symbolic forms for their formal and discursive elements. This finally 
leads to a re-interpretation and a reconstruction of the possible meanings that the 
symbolic forms (which in this case will mainly be the symbolic constructions of 
ethnic identity) carry in the relevant contexts. Where these meanings may be 
shown to establish or sustain relations of domination, the symbolic constructions 
and the social contexts in which they are embedded can be identified and criticised 
for being ideological and unjust – and in need of social change.119 

5. RELIGION AND ETHNICITY 
Here the aim will not be to discuss of the term ‘religion’. Neither is this necessary 
within the context of a study of this nature. When the problem of ‘faith and 
ethnicity’ is posed, the notion of ‘faith’ or ‘religion’ is a presupposed notion, 
whereas the term ethnicity requires investigation. This investigation must come to 
an understanding of ethnicity in order to relate it to the presupposed 
understanding of religion. 

In this case the presupposed understanding of religion is that of Protestant 
Christianity, and specifically the Reformed tradition of faith. This refers not only to 
the tradition of Reformed theology, but also to the actual history of Reformed 
churches worldwide. Within the scope of the current work, this is further 
narrowed down to the Reformed tradition as it has developed in South Africa, 
finding its roots in the Calvinist tradition of the Netherlands and the strongly 
Pietist influences of the Scottish Reformed tradition, as well as various other less 

                                                                                                                            
Africa were essentially ethnic distinctions. The negative reactions that the term ‘ethnic 
group’ may evoke indeed points to the disagreement that existed between the nominal 
identities of the apartheid regime and the virtual identities of those who were burdened 
by the labels that it handed down. 

119 It is important to realise that this type of critique is not of a systemic nature. It focuses 
on the interrelations of contexts and meanings, on particular instances of symbolic 
forms in the service of domination. The social change that it promotes happens by 
means of piecemeal social engineering and not by means of the revolution. 
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direct continental Reformed influences. Lately North American interpretations of 
Reformed theology have also played an ever-increasing role. Moreover, the focus 
will be primarily on instances of what will be called anti-apartheid theology in the 
Dutch Reformed family of churches. This ‘family’ extended beyond the borders of 
South Africa with various DR mission churches in Zimbabwe, Zambia, Malawi, 
Mozambique and even Nigeria, but this study will be limit to the DR churches 
within South Africa, namely the Dutch Reformed Mission Church (DRMC), the 
Dutch Reformed Church in Africa (DRCA) and the Reformed Church in Africa 
(RCA). In common discourse, these three were known respectively as the ‘coloured 
church’, the ‘black church’ and the ‘Indian church’ and were often collectively 
referred to as the “daughter churches” of the “mother” Dutch Reformed Church 
(DRC).  

An investigation of the history of these churches will serve to analyse the spatio-
temporal settings within which the symbolic forms that were applied to them 
(externally) and employed by them (internally) operated. Social categorisation and 
group identification are two distinguishable aspects in symbolic identification – i.e. 
the way that the DRC portrayed its “daughter churches” might convey a very 
different picture to the way that these churches understood themselves, notably in 
terms of their role in the struggle against apartheid. 

Before studying the history of the black Reformed churches in South Africa, three 
final remarks will be in order. The first is about the different ways in which 
ethnicity and religion can overlap, while the second deals once more with the 
ethical concerns about ethnicity. The third asks the distinctively theological 
question about constructivist approaches to Christian religion. 

1. It was mentioned at the outset of this chapter that religion and ethnicity can both 
function as powerful bases of collective identity. The question about faith and 
ethnicity asks in what ways religion and ethnicity may become intertwined to form 
a joint base of collective identity. Bruce MacKay defines three typical ways that 
religion can relate to ethnicity in this sense.120 The first is when religion acts as a 
constraining primordial force. Religions often present the past in mythical ways, 
constructing primordial and a priori truths about a group’s origin, calling, rights 
(for instance, to land), separateness from other groups, or destiny. Many 
contemporary arguments about ‘irreconcilable’ differences and conflicts between 
ethnic groups are made in these lines; they are “explained away and justified as 
having roots that are beyond examination or question since they are so ancient as 
to have ‘always’ been a part of relations between the involved groups.”121 The 
conflict in the Middle East is often explained in such terms. 

The second typical relation relates to the role of religion in situations of social 
transformation. Here the fact that religion is not an essentially static, conserving 
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force or stable structure comes to the fore. Religion is a social construction, and like 
all social constructions it can change with society. MacKay, for instance, argues 
that “religion and ethnicity are alike in the way both are responsive to changing 
circumstances and both are moulded and shaped by the humans who create and 
maintain the categories as ways of defining who they are.”122 Various historical 
forces, both internal and external, can drive reformulations of the symbolic forms 
that are employed. In other words, change can come either from a reformulation of 
certain aspects of the religion, or from a reformulation of certain aspects of the 
ethnic group in its relation to the rest of the society. The South African case will 
provide innumerable examples of this type. 

In both types, religion can play a distinctive role in conflict. For MacKay this 
presents a third typical intersection of religion and ethnicity. It may be argued that 
religious differences between groups have in the past acted as the sole reasons for 
conflict, but it is more likely that most so-called religious conflicts were actually 
engendered on other bases, such as, for instance, ethnicity. The conflict gets 
formulated in religious terms, however, since opponents can most easily be 
identified by their religious markers – characteristics that identify them as 
belonging to a certain religion, and by implication to a specific ethnic group. 
Religiously influenced “behaviour, foodways, dress, cultural practices and 
relations with others … can serve as a visible marker where conflicts coalesce.” The 
conflict in Northern Ireland provides an example of an essentially political conflict 
that uses religion to mark the boundary between the conflicting groups. 

2. The second remark continues a line of thought formulated at the end of the 
previous section, namely the question of ethnicity in so far as it poses a problem for 
research. The question now becomes: when does ‘religion and ethnicity’ become 
problematic? The answer, one may propose, still has a bearing on justice. When 
religion and ethnicity combine to construct meanings that serve to establish or 
sustain relations of domination, one encounters the problem of faith and ethnicity. 
This has an important implication for ethnicity and religion in general. As 
mentioned at the start of this chapter, ethnicity has been judged both negatively 
and positively. Likewise, religion has been interpreted either as playing a positive 
role in human lives and in society, or as being a destructive force that encumbers 
individuals and societies, and even violates people’s human dignity. These 
negative valuations do not say something about religion and ethnicity as such; 
they are rather critical interpretations of historical instances where religion and 
ethnicity serve ideological meanings.  

It has been proposed here that a study of ethnicity and religion must proceed from 
a constructivist or circumstantialist approach. Such a study will come across a 
variety of functions that the constructions of religion and ethnicity serve. These can 
be to promote the social order in a society, to serve predictability and knowledge; 
they may also satisfy the need for belonging and the continuity of identity; they 
may also attempt to redress inequalities, to serve notions of justice, solidarity, or 
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human dignity; they may be formulations of commitment to a higher being and to 
a life of devotion. In all these instances the symbolic constructions of religion and 
ethnicity need not contain any destructive meanings. However, when any of these 
meanings support systematically asymmetrical relations of power, then we 
encounter religion and ethnicity as an ethical problem. These ideological 
constructions are the meanings that need to be addressed.  

Some have argued that within a context of domination, the symbolic constructions 
that the dominated group use against their oppressors can never qualify as 
ideological. This seems to limit the problem of religion and ethnicity further to 
only those symbolic forms that serve the interests of dominant individuals and 
groups. John Thompson also makes this point when he says, “contestatory 
symbolic forms are not ideological” – that is, symbolic forms that challenge, 
disrupt and intervene in an oppressive status quo.123  

This poses an important question for the study of symbolic forms of resistance 
(such as the anti-apartheid theology in the different Dutch Reformed churches in 
South Africa). Are all the meanings that were constructed during the struggle 
therefore exempt from a critique of ideology – almost as a kind of blanket 
amnesty? To read Thompson in this way would be to miss an important qualifier. 
His focus is on those contestatory symbolic forms that are directed specifically 
against the symbolic forms of oppression, against the meanings that serve 
domination. The point is a logical one: a critique of ideology cannot be ideological. 
This does not mean that the individuals who take part in a struggle against 
domination are acquitted from ever employing any ideological constructions 
whatsoever. They may combine their efforts against domination with various other 
symbolic forms that may seek to establish systematically asymmetrical relations of 
power. Thompson acknowledges this in passing when he comments on people 
involved in such resistance: “In so doing these individuals are engaging, not in the 
promulgation of a new ideology (although, in other respects, they may be doing this as 
well), but rather in an incipient version of a form of critique…”124 

In a very insightful overview of the literature and broad themes of religion and 
ethnicity in the Bible, Mark Brett argues a similar point.125 He concedes that the 
focus must be on asymmetrical relations of power, but rejects the idea that this 
clears the dominated group from any wrongdoing whatsoever: 

It is ethically important to take asymmetries of power into account. But even 
if we agree that ethnocentrism is only pernicious when imposed by force,126 
and it is a different matter when it is adopted as a strategy for subaltern 
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resistance, there are nevertheless some ethical issues remaining for subaltern 
collectives. Even if we decide that the New Testament is not guilty of 
xenophobia, for example, the ethnic slurs which it contains cannot be 
dismissed as morally irrelevant, especially when one considers their later 
influence in history. Dominated communities are not entirely free of ethical 
constraints.127 

This criterion applies also to the members and the leaders who took part in the 
struggle against the ideology of apartheid. No matter how laudable their efforts 
were, and at what costs, a distinction must still be made between those meanings 
that may serve relations of domination and those that oppose domination. 

3. It has been argued that the question of faith and ethnicity poses a problem when 
religious and ethnic meanings combine to serve relations of domination in specific 
contexts. This is by and large a sociological concern. There is, however, an 
important second dimension in which faith and ethnicity pose a problem. This is 
the distinctively theological problem of the combination of any ethnic and religious 
meanings whatsoever. When ethnicity combines with religion to construct 
symbolic identifications of any nature, serving whichever function, does this not 
compromise the truth of that religion? Was the Christian religion not drawn into a 
political struggle that necessarily compromised the gospel for human purposes 
and ideals? Is this not religion in the name of human ideals, rather than religion in 
the name of the Gospel?128  

This concern relates to various other concerns within Christian theology, for 
instance the relation between revelation and humanity, or the distinction between 
a Christology (and consequently an eschatology) ‘from above’ and ‘from below.’ 
But the concern is also about the relation of the disciplines of theology to the social 
sciences in general. One issue here has precisely to do with the constructivist 
approach adopted here. Whereas the social sciences (or most of them) study the 
social world in circumstantialist terms, theology – some would argue – does 
presuppose some ahistorical truths about the origins and purpose of human life 
and of the whole of creation. Theology, the argument would go, admits to some 
primordial givens, while the social sciences do not. 

These are matters for discussion at a later stage. For now the methodology of depth 
hermeneutics as developed in this chapter will be adopted for the remainder of this 
study. In the following three chapters the three steps of Thompson’s method will 
be consecutively applied in an attempt to interpret anti-apartheid theology in the 
South African Dutch Reformed tradition. As mentioned before, Thompson’s depth 
hermeneutic is a suitable method for the analysis and exposure of ideological 
symbolic constructions, but this is not its only purpose. Whether the meanings that 
                                                 
127 Brett, ‘Interpreting ethnicity’, 20. 
128 It is important to recognise that even a term such as ‘justice’, which is here chosen as an 

operating criterion in the study of ethnicity, can become idolatrous. A theological 
discussion of the problem of ethnicity must also engage critically with the question: 
what understanding of justice may we draw from the Gospel? 
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are analysed serve domination or not, depth hermeneutics remains a valuable 
method for the purpose of analysing symbolic (in this case religious) constructions 
and the meanings that they serve. The aim is finally to identify these meanings. 
Whether they serve asymmetrical power relations or not is a subsequent question 
to the analysis. It is typically raised during the third phase of depth hermeneutics. 
To separate the three steps of depth hermeneutics into three chapters could also 
seem forced, since in any real situation of analysis the three steps will interlace. 
However, a separation in this manner will be maintained for the purpose of order. 

Before proceeding with the three phases of the depth-hermeneutical analysis of 
anti-apartheid theology in the South African Dutch Reformed tradition, a final 
word of advice from Thompson may be noted: 

The ways in which three phases of analysis are most suitably followed 
through in practice will depend on the specific objects of analysis and the 
kinds of information available to the researcher. While I wish to advocate and 
defend the methodological framework of depth hermeneutics, I do not wish 
to suggest that questions concerning the most appropriate methods of 
research can be answered a priori. Within each phase of the depth-
hermeneutical approach, a variety of methods of research may be available, 
and some methods may be more appropriate than others given the specific 
object of analysis and the specific circumstances of the research.129 

Part of the challenge of the current project will be to find suitable methods of 
research within the broader framework of depth hermeneutics that will match the 
circumstances, object and available data of anti-apartheid theology in the Dutch 
Reformed family of churches. 

                                                 
129 Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 281. 
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Chapter 2 
Ethnicity and the formation of separate Dutch 

Reformed churches in South Africa 

1. INTRODUCTION 
This chapter will be based on the first phase of John Thompson’s methodological 
framework of depth hermeneutics. In order to properly understand the meaning of 
the symbolic forms that made up anti-apartheid theology in the South African 
Dutch Reformed tradition, it is necessary to understand the social and historical 
conditions within which these meanings were produced and received. This first 
phase, what Thompson calls social historical analysis, may investigate the various 
aspects of social contexts. These are, as explained in the previous chapter, the 
spatio-temporal setting (in this case colonial and apartheid-era South Africa), the 
fields of interaction (for instance, the various practices and conceptions 
surrounding race relations in South Africa), the social institutions (here 
particularly the Dutch Reformed family of churches) and the social structure (for 
example, the embedded notions of white superiority).  

Because of limited space, not all these aspects can be analysed here. A decision was 
taken to focus on specific aspects. Since much has been written on the history of 
colonial and apartheid South Africa,1 the spatio-temporal settings need not be 
analysed in detail. The social structure of apartheid South Africa has also been a 
topic of much investigation, also in its interrelation to general theories of race and 
ethnicity.2 The focus here will therefore be on the institution of the Dutch 
Reformed family, taking into account the history of the division of the church 
along ethnic lines. In this history the fields of interaction will also become 
apparent, although these will not be the main focus of analysis.  

In the overview broad markers of the Afrikaans church scene in South Africa 
during the period 1652–1994 will be given. After this a chronological analysis of the 
historical development of separate worship and the establishment of the black 
Dutch Reformed Churches will be made. The eventual unification of these 
churches will be the subject of the final section of the chapter. Since the unification 
was partially a response to the apartheid theology of the DRC, and therefore part 

                                                 
1 A concise but respected history of South Africa is that of N. Worden, The making of 

modern South Africa. Conquest, segregation and Apartheid, Oxford 2000. Other important 
contributions, focused more on apartheid South Africa, are W. Beinart, Twentieth-
century South Africa, Oxford 2001; and P.L. Bonner, et al., Apartheid’s genesis, 1935-1962, 
Braamfontein 1993. 

2 See, for instance, C. Jung, Then I was black. South African political identities in transition, 
New Haven and London 2000. 
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and parcel of anti-apartheid theology within the Dutch Reformed family of 
churches, this will provide a transition point to the next phase of the depth-
hermeneutical analysis. 

2. OVERVIEW 
It is important to recognise that anti-apartheid theology in the Dutch Reformed 
family of churches came as a development over a long period of time. Only during 
the late 1970s and the 1980s did the three younger or so-called “daughter” DR 
churches officially speak out against the system of apartheid that their so-called 
“mother church” had helped to establish. The South African church historian J.C. 
Adonis remarks: 

Most churches and Christians found the apartheid ideology to be in direct 
conflict with their biblical and Christian beliefs. Since 1948 the practical 
implementation of apartheid had caused untold suffering, poverty, despair 
and great loss of life. One has but to think of the forced removals of 3.5 
million people, the establishment of the homelands, the implementation of the 
Group Areas Act and the migrant labour system to realise this. 
… 
It is striking that during the whole history of apartheid the churches did not 
make this judgment from the very beginning. They began by gradually 
criticising various aspects of apartheid and only later demanded the total 
abolition of the entire apartheid system.3 

This chapter will trace this gradual historical development from the perspective of 
the three younger Dutch Reformed churches. In order to do this it will be necessary 
to explore the establishment of Christianity in South Africa from the first arrival of 
the Dutch colonists in the 17th century, through the period of British occupation in 
the 19th century, and up until the establishment of the first “mission church” of the 
Dutch Reformed Church in 1881. The history of Christianity in South Africa was 
strongly influenced by political rule – first by the Dutch colonial ideal of 
establishing Dutch Reformed Christianity in its colonies and thereafter by the 
British policy of allowing different church denominations and missionary societies 
to work in South Africa. Throughout these periods the gradual migration of former 
colonists and farmers into the interior of the country also resulted in the spread of 
Christianity and with it the spread of colonial notions of race and ethnicity. This 
would ultimately result in a division within the mainline churches along racial 
lines, most prominently so in the DR tradition. 

Before studying these developments in greater detail, a note on terminology and a 
cursory overview of important developments and events will be provided. The 
English term “Dutch Reformed” is rather problematic in the South African context, 
since various denominations used either of the two Afrikaans versions of the term 
                                                 
3 J.C. Adonis, ‘Experiences of apartheid in the “black” churches’ in: J.W. Hofmeyr, et al. 

(eds.), 1948 Plus 50 years. Theology, apartheid and church: past, present and future, Pretoria 
2001, 143.  
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reformed, namely ‘gereformeerd’ and ‘hervormd’. This was a result of two 
separate instances of schism within the Afrikaans-speaking Dutch Reformed 
tradition, the formation of four separate synods of Dutch Reformed origin and the 
establishment of three “mission churches” by the Dutch Reformed Church. 
Chronologically these events took place in the following order: 

• 1652: Establishment of the Nederduitsche Gereformeerde Kerk (NGK) or Dutch 
Reformed Church (DRC) with the Dutch occupation of the Cape of Good 
Hope. The DRC functioned as state church for the Dutch colonial government. 
As former colonists migrated beyond the borders of the Cape Colony, this 
church was also referred to as the Kaapse Kerk or Cape Church. The first synod 
of the DRC took place in 1824.4 

• 1853: Afskeiding or schism of the Nederduitsch Hervormde Kerk (NHK) from the 
Cape Church. The Boer Republic of the Transvaal was established in 1852 as an 
act of independence from Cape British rule. Three of the four Afrikaner 
churches chose to break ties with the Cape Church as this, they argued, would 
rid them of all British involvement. The NHK functioned as state church for 
the Transvaal government. 

• 1859: Further afskeiding of the Gereformeerde Kerk from the NHK and the DRC in 
Transvaal. Since early in the 19th century there had been widespread 
dissatisfaction about the so-called ‘Evangelische Gezangen’ (evangelical 
hymns) that where imported into the Cape Church. These sentiments were 
strong enough in some circles in the Transvaal to cause a schism and the 
establishment of a new church. After 1859, therefore, there were three 
Afrikaans churches in the Transvaal. Despite various efforts at reunification5, 
these divisions remain until today. 

• 1862: Separation of the four Synods of the DRC. This was a result of a court 
case in the Cape High Court (the so-called Loedolff case) about the legality of 
representation at the Cape Synod of churches outside the Cape Colony’s 
borders. The court ruled that, in accordance with the constitution, churches 
outside the colonial borders could not be represented at the Cape Synod. The 
Dutch Reformed Churches of the Transvaal, Natal and Orange Free State now 

                                                 
4 For a comprehensive account of the history of the Dutch Reformed Church in South 

Africa, see the four volumes of the church historian P.B. van der Watt, Die Nederduitse 
Gereformeerde Kerk 1652-1824, Pretoria 1976; Die Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk 1834-
1866, Pretoria 1977; Die Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk 1824-1906, Pretoria 1980; Die 
Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk 1905-1975, Pretoria 1987. 

5 In 1885 the Transvaal DRC and the NHK united to form the Nederduitse Hervormde of 
Gereformeerde Kerk in de Zuid-Afrikaanse Republiek. However, in 1892 the former NHK 
congregations again broke away and continued existence as the Hervormde Kerk, while 
the remaining former DRC congregations kept the name Nederduitse Hervormde of 
Gereformeerde Kerk until 1957, when it became the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk van 
Transvaal. 
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had to establish their own separate synods. It took 100 years before the four 
synods reunited in 1962 as the General Synod of the Dutch Reformed Church. 

• 1881: Establishment of the Nederduitsche Gereformeerde Zendingkerk (later 
officially named the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Sendingkerk in Suid-Afrika) 
(NGSK) or Dutch Reformed Mission Church in South Africa (DRMC). This 
became known as the Kleurlingkerk or Coloured Church. It must be noted that 
this development stemmed partly from the missionary endeavours of the DRC, 
as will be illustrated later. Separate missionary churches in other areas of the 
country were established along the same principle: the Free State synod of the 
DRC established the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Sendingkerk in die Oranje Vrystaat 
(DRMC in the Orange Free State) in 1910; the Transvaal synod of the DRC 
established the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Sendingkerk van6 Suid-Afrika (DRMC of 
South Africa) in 1932; and the Natal synod of the DRC established the 
Nederduitse Gereformeerde Sendingkerk van Natal (DRMC of Natal) in 1952. 

• 1951: Establishment of the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Bantoekerk van Suid-Afrika 
in the Eastern Cape. Renamed at its first synod of 1963 as the Nederduitse 
Gereformeerde Kerk in Afrika (NGKA) or Dutch Reformed Church in Africa 
(DRCA). This church was established for black Dutch Reformed members. The 
DRC’s missionary policy of separate denominations for different ethnic groups 
fitted the apartheid model of ‘separate development’. Many predominantly 
black churches from the DRMC in the Orange Free State joined this church. 

• 1968: Establishment of the Indiër-Gereformeerde Kerk or Indian Reformed 
Church – later renamed the Reformed Church in Africa (RCA) – in Natal for 
Indian Dutch Reformed members.  

• 1994: Unification of the DRMC and the DRCA to form the Verenigende 
Gereformeerde Kerk in Suider-Afrika (VGKSA) or Uniting Reformed Church in 
Southern Africa (URCSA). 

The focus here will be on the establishment of the latter four groups of churches 
and their eventual opposition to apartheid. Because of their historical origin in the 
DRC, these churches together with the DRC are often referred to as the Dutch 
Reformed family.7 This focus must not be understood to mean that other Reformed 
                                                 
6 The Cape DRMC was officially named the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Sendingkerk in Suid-

Afrika, the only distinction for the Transvaal DRMC therefore being the use of “van” 
instead of “in”. 

7 Strictly speaking, the DR family also includes various churches established outside the 
borders of South Africa as part of the DRC’s missionary work, namely the Church of 
Central Africa Presbyterian (CCAP) in Malawi, the Reformed Church in Zimbabwe 
(RCZ), the Reformed Church in Zambia (RCZ), and the Reformed Church in Nigeria 
and Sudan. The DRMC for Namibia also stems from the missionary activity of the DRC. 
In total the DRC established 12 so-called daughter churches in Southern and Central 
Africa. See for an overview of the various DR churches inside and outside South Africa 
N.J. Smith, Elkeen in sy eie taal, Pretoria 1980, 82-126 and W.J. van der Merwe, Die pad 
vorentoe. Die N.G. familie se strewe na eenheid, Cape Town 1985, 20-61. 



Ethnicity and the formation of separate Dutch Reformed churches in South Africa 
 

59 

churches did not play a role in the critique of apartheid. Various other 
denominations of the Protestant tradition had been established during the 19th 
century, mainly as a result of the work of missionary societies, and they have often 
been very outspoken against apartheid. Examples are the Presbyterian Church, 
Congregational Church, the Methodist Church and the Anglican Church.  

As illustrated above, the formation of separate coloured, black and Indian 
reformed churches in South Africa is partly a result of the mission practice of the 
Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) during the 19th and 20th centuries. The so-called 
“three selfs” of Gustav Warneck and Henry Venn (namely that indigenous 
churches must be established as self-supporting, self-governing and self-extending 
churches) had a strong impact via the evangelical influence of the Scottish 
missionary, Andrew Murray. This prompted the idea of what was considered a 
“wise, constructive policy of segregation and the gradual emancipation of black 
people.” Racial segregation was argued to enhance mission work. While many 
missionaries were earnest in their desire to spread the Good News, it cannot be 
denied that behind much of this practice lay the assumption that white Europeans 
were the “bearers of light to the heathen nations of darkest Africa” and were to 
remain the guardians of the indigenous churches.8  

A prominent argument to support the subjugation of black people in church and 
society was the fear of gelykstelling (equality of black and white) and anything that 
might lead to “racial mixing”. Whenever any white person or body seemed to be 
giving too many rights to black people, they would be accused of promoting 
gelykstelling, usually followed by a vehement denial of this accusation and backed 
with appropriate responses to prove their innocence. It is remarkable to see how 
this argument recurred throughout the 19th and 20th centuries.9 

3. THE CAPE CHURCH DURING THE FIRST TWO CENTURIES 
The fear of gelykstelling and the concomitant separation between black and white 
were not as explicitly present in white attitudes at the start of the history of white 
settlement in Southern Africa. As late as the 1830s there were initial suggestions 
that coloured people must have their own church, but this was rejected by the 
Cape Church as contradictory to both Scripture and the unity of the church. The 
1875 census shows that of the approximately 170 000 DRC members in the Cape 

                                                 
8 J.J. Lubbe, ‘About 1948: What happened?’ in: J.W. Hofmeyr, et al. (eds.), 1948 Plus 50 

years. Theology, apartheid and church: past, present and future, Pretoria 2001, 4. 
9 A typical example was when the NHK in 1855 accused the DRC in the Transvaal of 

promoting gelykstelling by allowing non-white people into their places of worship. The 
concerned DRC meeting replied that, just as the Cape Church, they recognize “the 
separation in status and standing as determined by the Lord everywhere” (“het 
bestaande onderscheid in rang en stand door den Heer overall vastgesteld”), cited by 
Smith, Elkeen in sy eie taal, 88. 
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Colony, 28 000, or 16%, were Khoi, “mixed”,10 or black. It is interesting to note that 
historically this may be partly due to the fact that during the first 150 years of 
colonial Dutch rule at the Cape, no other church denominations or religions were 
allowed to worship separately – the typical model of the state church. Colonists 
and local Christians were only allowed to worship in the DRC. This was, however, 
changed during the short second period of Dutch rule, 1803-1806 (when the Cape 
was returned to Dutch rule from British rule in terms of the Peace of Amiens), 
when the commissioner, General J.A. de Mist, imported far-reaching policy 
changes, including the so-called Church Ordinance of 1804. This Ordinance 
established religious tolerance for the first time in South Africa.11 The idea of a 
separate church for separate ethnic groups was therefore not part of the original 
mindset at the Cape and it was accepted that all people could worship in the same 
church. During the 19th century this changed, partly as a result of missionary 
practices and the development of an Afrikaner identity. Initially, black members 
where seated towards the back or sides of churches. Later special worship services 
where arranged for them in separate buildings. 

By the time of the 1875 census, however, an important change had taken place: in 
1857 a request for the separate administering of the Eucharist in the DRC was 
made. The argument was used that “because of the weakness of some” (in 
reference to Rom. 14:1) it would be practically more suitable to do so. The events 
over the first two centuries at the Cape will demonstrate how the ‘weakness’ of 
white members who did not wish to worship together with black people led to the 
formation of separate churches for coloured and black DRC members.12 

3.1 The Dutch East India Company (VOC) 
The 17th century was the “Golden Age” of Western European nations and the 
beginning of the colonisation of the south and the east. Advances in maritime 
technology enabled sea-faring vessels to cover greater distances in less time and 
with less risk. European nations set out to establish trading ports wherever they 

                                                 
10 Almost all the terms used for people who are from so-called “mixed” descent have 

evoked ambivalent reactions. One of the most common terms is “Kleurling” or 
“Coloured”, but very often “bruin mens” (“brown person”) is also used in Afrikaans in 
distinction to black person. In English the term “Coloured person” is most widely 
understood in South Africa, and for this reason it will be used here. Coloured people 
are descendents of slaves imported from the Dutch colonies in the East, Khoi people 
who where the original inhabitants of the Cape before the Dutch arrival, and white 
settlers who had had sexual intercourse with slaves, Khoi or black people. 

11 G.J. Pillay, ‘Church, state and apartheid’ in: J.W. Hofmeyr, et al. (eds.), 1948 Plus 50 
years. Theology, apartheid and church: past, present and future, Pretoria 2001, 56. 

12 A very detailed and in-depth account of this period and particularly of the subsequent 
establishment and growth of the DRMC in South Africa is given by C.J.A. Loff, 
Bevryding tot eenwording. The Nederduitse Gereformeerde Sendingkerk in Suid-Afrika 1881-
1994, D.Th. thesis, Theologische Universiteit te Kampen, Kampen 1998. This chapter 
will to a large extent draw on his work. 
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could find profitable resources to take back home. The earliest known seafarers to 
have sailed around the southern tip of Africa were the Portuguese during the 15th 
century. They never established any ports along the coast of Southern Africa, 
although ships did often land for fresh water. In 1602 a number of Dutch trading 
companies merged to form the Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC) or United 
East India Company. Its aim was explicitly commercial, namely to vie for trading 
prospects in the East.  

As with the Portuguese, ships regularly anchored in Table Bay13 for refreshments, 
but only in the mid-17th century did the interest of the VOC grow in the 
establishment of a permanent refreshment port at the Cape. This happened after 
the vessel the Nieuwe Haerlem ran aground in 1647. The crew was forced to live in 
the area for a year before they could return to Holland. During this time they laid 
out vegetable gardens, traded livestock from the Khoi and hunted. Upon their 
return the commander of the crew, Leendert Jansz, proposed to the directorate of 
the VOC, known as the Heeren XVII,14 the establishment of such a port. He argued 
that a halfway port to the East was necessary for passing Dutch ships and that the 
Cape was ideally suited for this purpose, given the abundance of water, wood, 
wildlife and fertile soil for agriculture. Notably, his report was also very 
sympathetic towards the local Khoi people, with whom the crew apparently had 
friendly and open contact. A few of the Khoi even learned some Dutch words. This 
was contrary to the normal assumption that they were a violent race, even 
cannibalistic, of whom one must be cautious.15 

An administrator called Jan van Riebeeck was part of the fleet with which Jansz 
and his crew returned to the Netherlands. He had been dismissed from a VOC 
position in the East for alleged corruption. During the few weeks that the fleet was 
moored at the Cape, Van Riebeek spent time exploring the area. After Jansz’s 
proposal the Heeren XVII asked Van Riebeeck’s advice. He supported the proposal, 
but added that the local people “were not to be trusted and were a brutal bunch 
who lived without any conscience.” Yet, he said, it was a good idea that they be 
taught Dutch and a still better idea “the propagation of our reformed Christian 
religion” for which a “good teacher” would be advantageous. For this reason a fort 
would have to be built for protection, he suggested.16  

                                                 
13 Where Cape Town today lies. “Table Bay” refers to the bay west from Cape Town that 

looks out over Table Mountain. The “Cape of Good Hope” was also known as the 
“Cape of Storms” because of its stormy weather during winter that made sailing very 
dangerous. 

14 The Heeren XVII or “Seventeen Lords” referred to the number of directors that the VOC 
had on its board. 

15 See Van der Watt, Die NGK 1652-1824, 2; and Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 12-15. 
16 “… gansch niet te vertrouwen maer een brutale hoop sonder conscientie levende… 

noch beter de voortplantinge onser gereformeerde Christelike religie.” Cited in Loff, 
Bevryding tot eenwording, 16. Reports show that there where often conflicts between 
sailors and Khoi, particularly with the returning fleet with which Van Riebeeck 
travelled. Loff argues that the good relations that the crew of the Nieuwe Haerlem 
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The decision was taken to establish a refreshment port, and after Jansz declined an 
offer for the position of Commander, Van Riebeeck accepted. He arrived with a 
fleet of three ships in April 1652, bringing with him his wife Maria, a pastoral 
worker (sieketrooster17) and enough men to build a fort and start growing crops. 
According to Dutch law, the VOC was commanded to “conserve the public faith” – 
that is, the Dutch Reformed religion – wherever it established itself. This was also, 
according to their presentations to the Heeren XVII, a strong desire of both Jansz 
and Van Riebeeck. 

The established practice of cuius regio eius religio applied here.18 Just one year 
earlier, in 1651, the Groote Vergadering of the recently liberated Dutch Provinces 
proclaimed the Reformed religion as state religion and adopted the Canons of 
Dordt as rule. Dutch Calvinism indeed developed in part from the Dutch struggle 
for liberation from Spanish rule and the decision of 1651 was a mere formality, 
given the historical partnership of Calvinism and Dutch autonomy.19 The 
partnership, however, had a price, namely dependence on the state. This applied 
also in Dutch colonies such as the Cape. When a congregation was established in 
the Cape in 1665 with the arrival of the first full-time minister, it had a similar 
subordinance to the Cape administration, which in this case was the VOC (who 
also paid the minister). The Cape church had to serve the political and commercial 
aims of its rulers – but apart from that it was also placed in a subordinate position 
to the Reformed Church in the Netherlands. Decisions about its rule had to be 
approved by the Classis of Amsterdam and would-be ministers had to receive 
training from Dutch seminaries.20 

The DRC developed out of this situation. Over the following century the 
refreshment post became a colony, which was not originally the intention of the 
Dutch government or the VOC. European immigrants and slaves from the Dutch 
colonies in the East (mainly Batavia) boosted the population. Already in 1657 the 

                                                                                                                            
maintained with the Khoi suggests that aggressive behaviour by the Khoi was probably 
engendered by sailors’ behaviour towards the Khoi; see Loff, Bevryding tot 
eenwording, 15. 

17 The ziekentrooster (literally “consoler of the ill”) was a church officer who, after 
examination by a church council, would be charged with the pastoral care of the ill of 
the congregation. The VOC developed the practice of employing a ziekentrooster on its 
ships for the spiritual care of the crew. The ziekentrooster would also attend to the 
religious leadership in the colonies when an ordained minister was not present. This 
often led to the ziekentrooster fulfilling the functions of church ministry, for which they 
were not trained and to which the Dutch churches voiced their opposition (S.P. Dee, 
‘Ziekentrooster’ in: F.W. Grosheide and G.P. Van Itterzon (eds.), Christelijke 
Encyclopedie, Kampen 1961, 692). 

18 This meant that the country that ruled an area also prescribed the religious form for that 
area, see D. Crafford, Aan God die dank. Deel 1: Geskiedenis van die sending van die Ned 
Geref Kerk binne die Republiek van Suid-Afrika en enkele aangrensende buurstate, Pretoria 
1982, 9-10. 

19 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 18-19. 
20 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 21-22. 
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first VOC employees were given land to freely cultivate and sell produce to the 
Company. As these vryburgers (free citizens) moved into the surrounding country 
to start farming, the need for the establishment of more congregations arose. The 
town of Stellenbosch was founded in 1683 and by 1686 a congregation was 
established. Similarly, the congregation of Drakenstein (later Franschhoek), where 
many French Huguenots settled after fleeing prosecution in Europe, was 
established in 1691. Farmers started breeding livestock and migrated further north 
and east for grazing land. As a result the congregation of Roodezand (later 
Tulbagh) was established in 1743, as well as Zwartland (later Malmesbury) in 1745, 
Graaff-Reinet in 1792 and Swellendam in 1798.21 

As mentioned, the VOC imported slaves from Dutch colonies in the East. Over 
time, slaves from other colonies along East Africa (Tanzania, Mozambique and 
Madagascar) were also imported. As the Khoi became incorporated into colonial 
society, they lost their self-sufficiency and also started to work as slaves. There 
were two categories of slaves, namely those who worked for the VOC and those 
who worked for the vryburgers. The latter group grew most rapidly as public life 
expanded. The VOC was bound by law to baptise their slaves and to educate them 
in the Christian faith. For the slaves of the free citizens this was not the case. 
According to the Rule of Dordt, baptised slaves were to enjoy the same legal rights 
as citizens (from 1770 it was also illegal to sell baptised slaves). This is probably 
one of the reasons why many citizens refused to teach and baptise their slaves. For 
the most part, therefore, the slave population did not take part in church life, apart 
from (as Loff describes it) carrying their owners’ umbrellas, hymn books or seats to 
church.22 Crafford portrays the position of the slaves in less negative terms, stating 
how they were invited by some colonists to attend family worship and church 
services. Some were also set free and incorporated into colonial society as equal 
citizens. Cases are known of such vryswartes (free blacks) marrying white citizens 
(for instance, Catharina of Bengale, who married Jan Woutersz in the church). He 
argues that mixed marriages were common and that separation based on colour or 
ethnicity became significant only later.23 Church records show that between 1665 
and 1771 a total of 578 slaves and children of slaves had been baptised.24 

                                                 
21 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 26-29. 
22 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 39. 
23 “Gemengde huwelike was dus geen probleem nie mits beide partye Christene was. Dit 

was eers veel later dat ’n kleurgevoel by die koloniste ontwikkel het” (Crafford, Aan 
God die dank, 16). The use of the term vryswartes (‘free blacks’) rather than ‘free slaves’ 
does, however, suggest differentiation on basis of ethnicity, but at least such 
differentiation doesn’t seem to have entailed domination, as it did later. 

24 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 17. It must also be noted that Islam was imported to the 
Cape with the arrival of slaves and other immigrants from the East (also prominent 
religious leaders banned from Dutch colonies, the most important being Schech Yusuf 
from the island Bantam, who arrived in 1694). During a time that slaves experienced 
oppression from their Christian masters, Islam found a strong foothold as a religion of 
resistance. Loff also argues (following R.C. Shell) that some slave owners encouraged 
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During this period very little effort was made to take the gospel to the Khoi 
populations of the Cape. Initially, contact between Khoi and Dutch was mainly for 
commercial reasons. The Company traded the livestock of the Khoi for tobacco, 
jewellery and liquor. As the vryburgers started to supply provisions for the colony 
sufficiently, the Khoi, who had by now become dependent on colony products, 
became slaves.25 There were, however, still Khoi groups who had remained largely 
independent of colonial society. Apart from a few individuals, none of the 
congregations showed much concern for bringing the gospel to these people. The 
French Huguenots were the exception. They lived on the early borders of the 
colony and had frequent and constructive contact with Khoi living beyond the 
borders. Their minister Pierre Simond (1688-1701) addressed his concerns to the 
Heeren XVII, suggesting that the Khoi be baptised and educated. Nothing seems to 
have come from this, so that the first organised missionary endeavour was that of 
the Moravian Mission of Herrnhut in Bohemia. Georg Schmidt arrived in 1737 after 
reports about the plight of the Khoi reached the Herrnhutters. He established a 
mission station in Baviaanskloof (later known as Genadendal), where he taught 
and baptised Khoi people. After repeated objections to his work by the ministers of 
Cape Town, Stellenbosch and Drakenstein, who claimed that Schmidt (who had 
become known as the “Hottentot bekeerder”) had no authority to baptise, he was 
forced to leave Baviaanskloof and returned to Europe in 1744. It was only in 1792 
that three Moravian missionaries returned to Baviaanskloof and resumed work 
among the Khoi.26 

3.2 British colonial rule 
France, under leadership of Napoleon Bonaparte, invaded the Dutch republic in 
1794 and set up the Batavian Republic in 1795. Prince William V of the Netherlands 
was exiled to England. In an attempt to prevent France from taking over the Cape 
Colony, he signed over Cape rule to Britain. The arrival of the British fleet at the 
Cape of Good Hope brought to an end the 143-year rule of the VOC. The act of 
capitulation provided that the colonists would retain all their rights, as well as 
their religion, without change – which meant, in effect, that the new rulers would 
retain authority over the church.27 Rev. M.C. Vos of Roodezand (Tulbagh), who 
                                                                                                                            

Islam among their slaves since Muslims were prohibited from using alcohol. Islam 
became a permanent constituent of the coloured population at the Cape. See Loff, 
Bevryding tot eenwording, 39-40 and Crafford, Aan God die dank, 14-15. 

25 In 1713 an influenza epidemic hit the Cape. This wiped out large parts of the Khoi 
population and effectively ended their nomadic and communal lifestyle. Many of the 
remaining Khoi were reduced to vagrants (Crafford, Aan God die dank, 100). 

26 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 32-35. See also Crafford, Aan God die dank, 17-22. When 
these three missionaries, Hendrik Marsveld, Daniel Schwinn and Johann Christian 
Kühnel arrived at Baviaanskloof, they were astonished to meet Moeder Lena (Mother 
Lena), an old woman who still had a Dutch Bible. She was a young woman during 
Schmidt’s time there. It is told that one of her granddaughters was able to read from 
this Bible. 

27 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 41-42. 
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was born at the Cape and returned there in 1794 after his training and ministry in 
the Netherlands, requested the Dutch church to send missionaries for the slave and 
Khoi populations. He had a strong desire to integrate these populations into the 
church life and had some influence in this regard.28 Given the circumstances, it was 
the London Missionary Society (LMS) that responded by sending a number of 
missionaries to the Cape. Vos was also instrumental in establishing the South 
African Missionary Society in 1799. The 19th century would be known as an era of 
missionary endeavours by various missionary societies in Southern Africa. 

This initial period of British rule was, however, reversed in 1803. The Treaty of 
Amiens (1802) between Britain and France ruled that the Cape be returned to the 
Batavian Republic. Although it would be only three years before the Cape would 
again be handed over to Britain, this was an important period for Cape society and 
church. The Batavian Republic was intent on transforming its policies and practices 
regarding the Dutch colonies, which were all placed under the so-called Asiatic 
Council. The new commissioner at the Cape was General J.A. de Mist, referred to 
earlier. His reforms were based on the liberal philosophies current in Europe and 
were intended to replace the church order of Dordt at the Cape.29 The principles of 
religious tolerance that he established did not in practice mean that the ties 
between church and state would be broken. What they did mean was that other 
denominations and missionary societies could now establish themselves, even 
though the Cape Church retained its privileged position. Another provision was 
that for the first time the Cape church was allowed to organise itself independently 
from the Dutch church. It would, however, be another two decades before the first 
synod of the DRC could be constituted in 1824. The reason for this was yet another 
change of rule at the Cape. 

A large English fleet attacked and captured the Cape Colony in January 1806. 
Under British rule the authority of the state over the church was maintained, as 
was the church ordinance of De Mist. An important change was the place of origin 
of church ministers. With the ties between the Cape and Dutch churches ended, the 
supply of Dutch ministers dried up. In addition, very few colonists undertook the 
effort and cost of training as ministers in the Netherlands. As more congregations 
were established, a shortage of ministers resulted. The new Governor at the Cape, 
Lord Charles Somerset, addressed this shortage by appealing to the Scottish 
missionaries of the LMS to become DRC ministers. Three of them accepted and 

                                                 
28 Later, in 1811, when he was a minister in the new congregation Caledon, he baptised a 

number of slaves who then shared the Eucharist with their owners, Crafford, Aan God 
die dank, 24. 

29 The question whether the Batavian church order really did replace that of Dordt in the 
Cape church remains a matter of debate. Van der Watt somewhat overstates his 
position by maintaining that “vir die Ned Geref Kerk was daar geen sprake van dat 
hierdie kerkorde die Dordtse kerkorde vervang het nie” (Van der Watt, Die NGK 1652-
1824, 45). Many examples to the contrary exist of DRC ministers and prominent church 
members who propagated liberal views for church and society. 
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took up ministry in the DRC in 1818.30 For many colonists this was proof that 
Somerset was intent on the Verengelsing (Anglicisation – a policy to replace Dutch 
with English) of Cape society. To Somerset’s credit, however, it is noted that he 
first obtained information about the “Calvinist Church of this place” to ensure that 
any ministers he might recruit would share the teachings of the Cape Church. Still, 
many colonists (who had started to call themselves Afrikaanders) felt that their way 
of life was being threatened by the British presence in the Cape and opted to 
migrate further away from the Cape. With this move, seven new congregations 
were established between 1806 and 1824. They were Caledon (1811), George (1813), 
Uitenhage (1817), Cradock (1818), Somerset West (1819), Beaufort West (1819) and 
Worcester (1821).31 

Ironically, it was often the Scottish ministers who objected to state involvement in 
church matters. In fact, the conflict between the Cape Church and the British rulers 
was an important reason for the continued postponement of the first synod. The 
ministers of the Cape Town congregation finally appealed to Lord Somerset in 
1824 to allow for a general meeting, to which he gave permission. In November of 
that year the first Synod convened in the Cape Town church. Twelve of the 
fourteen congregations were represented. Their central concerns were to establish 
organisational unity as a separate denomination and to address the relationship 
between the church and the government. The first aim was achieved, but little 
changed in the relationship with the state, which retained its veto right over 
synodical decisions.32 It took another two decades before this would change. The 
Synod of 1837 reiterated its concerns about subordination of the church to the state. 
After the Synod of 1842 a review was made of De Mist’s church order and of the 
decisions of the 1824 Synod. In the following year a “Separation of Church and 
State Petition” was submitted to the government. It was finally accepted in 
November 1843 and proclaimed as Ordinance No. 7. This gave the church freedom 
to arrange its own internal organisation – although the state retained the right to 
appoint ministers in those congregations that it funded. This funding was finally 
ended in 1875 and with that the church’s dependence on the state finally came to 
an end.33 

The first two centuries had seen the initial establishment of colonist congregations 
and the subsequent development of these congregations into a single 
denomination. From the middle of the 19th century ethnicity started to play an 
increasingly important role in the organisation of many of these congregations. 
This would finally lead to the establishment of separate mission churches for black 
congregants. 

                                                 
30 Van der Watt, Die NGK 1652-1824, 27. 
31 Van der Watt, Die NGK 1652-1824, 22. 
32 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 45; Van der Watt, Die NGK 1652-1824, 41. 
33 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 46-47. 
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4. THE ESTABLISHMENT OF DRC MISSION CHURCHES 
The emergence of Afrikaner identity was based on language, skin colour and 
religion. It was a characteristic example of the social organisation of cultural 
differences and therefore of ethnic identification. The DRC provided a unifying 
base for the religious identification of Afrikaners. From early in the 19th century the 
number of voices who pleaded for exclusively white, Afrikaner DRC congregations 
grew steadily. Initially, the suggestions that black and coloured people ought to 
worship separately from their white co-members were shunned as contrary to the 
Christian religion and the church order, but as Afrikaner identification 
strengthened, the official position of the DRC also changed. 

4.1 Growing ethnic differentiation 
A matter that attracted much debate was the simultaneous use of the Eucharist. 
Some colonists objected to sitting at the Table of the Lord together with coloured 
people – referred to as “Hottentotten, Bastaards, Vryswartes en Slaven.”34 The 
matter was brought to the attention of the 1829 Synod, who discussed the 
following proposal: “To have the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper dispensed at the 
same time to all members of the church without distinction.” During the 
deliberations the official representative of the state at the Synod (known as the 
commissioner-politics) interrupted and said that it was “derogatory for the dignity 
of the Christian religion” to discuss such a matter. He was concerned that even 
posing the matter was already admitting that certain Christians are not equally 
allowed at the Lord’s Table. The Synod secretary, Rev. Spijker, responded that the 
motive for the proposal was precisely aimed against those who discriminated on 
this matter and in order to admonish them. This did not happen, because the 
debate was ended with a rather vague statement that this was not a topic to discuss 
at the Synod and that there must be strict agreement in thinking and practice on 
the matter. What exactly this agreement entailed was implied (namely that all 

                                                 
34 Letter of Rev. Spijker of Malmesbury to the Synod, dated 26 July 1829, to plead for the 

simultaneous celebration of the Eucharist. Spijker had had a history with the matter in 
his previous congregation Somerset West, when Bentura Visser, a “Bastaard”, applied 
for membership in March 1828. This was allowed, but when he came forward to share 
at the Table with the “born Christians” the matter was discussed by the church council. 
The minutes reveal a known practice: that “such persons” will only share the Lord’s 
Supper after the “born Christians” had been invited, “as it is done in Stellenbosch and 
Caledon” (translation of the minutes of the church council of DRC Somerset West, 27 
March 1828, emphasis added). The matter then came to the attention of a meeting of the 
Presbytery of Cape Town, where it was stated simply that according to the teachings of 
Scripture and the spirit of the Christendom it is compulsory that persons of colour be 
allowed to take part in the Eucharist together with born Christians (“dat men volgens 
de leer des Bybels en de geest des Kristendoms verpligt is zoodanige personen te gelijk 
met geboren Kristenen tot het H Avondmaal toe te laten”), cited by Loff, Bevryding tot 
eenwording, 84-87. 
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baptised believers were to share the Eucharist as equal members), but it was not 
spelled out.35 

A practice that did occur widely was to reserve seating in the church for certain 
members. This was largely a matter of class and gender, the most prominent 
persons receiving the front seats and the slaves sitting either on benches at the back 
or on the floor around the pulpit. Various church council minutes refer to the 
practice of “buying seats,” that is, paying a set contribution to the church 
depending on the prominence of the seat. The 1837 Synod responded to this 
practice by advising that enough space must be kept available in church buildings 
for ‘heathens’ who wished to take part in the service, and that such seats must be 
granted free of charge.36  

It seems therefore that during the first half of the 19th century the official position 
of the church was that all members, irrespective of ethnicity, were to worship in 
the same building and to share together in the Eucharist. Various examples to the 
contrary show that in practice this was not always the case, but discrimination was 
repudiated in principle and often reprimanded. This changed at the Synod of 1857. 
By this time various congregations had started to provide for separate ‘schooling’ 
in the Christian faith for coloured members. The minister would conduct these 
sessions, typically on a Sunday afternoon in the vestry. The aim was to offer 
simpler teachings to the coloured members, but the intentions may have been less 
honourable. In the congregation of Ceres, for instance, this argument was used to, 
in effect, oust coloured members from the church services. This provides an 
instructive case study for the development of the practice of separate worship 
services for coloured members. 

The congregation of Ceres developed out of the Tulbagh (previously Roodezand) 
congregation in 1855.37 At Tulbagh the practice of separate ministry to coloured 
congregants was already established. Their minister gave a special service to 
coloured people in a private home fortnightly. Presumably coloured congregants 
were still free to worship in the church on Sundays. The new congregation 
employed N.G. Vos as oefenaar (non-ordained minister) for the ministry. Rev. R. 
Shand of Tulbagh acted as konsulent (supervisor for the Presbytery) and as such 

                                                 
35 The exact formulation was “dat men dit voorstel tot geen onderwerp van deliberatie of 

beslissing by de Synode behoort te maken, maar hetzelfde als een onwrikbare stelregel 
… behoort aan te merken, dat [men] … verpligt is, overveenkomstig dezelfde te denken 
en te handelen,” cited by Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 88. 

36 “Dat genoegzame plaats overgelaten worde voor heidenen die zich tot de openbare 
godsdienst begeven, in welke zij kosteloos van zitplaatsen voorsien worden,” cited by 
Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 82. Another issue was whether the marriage vows 
between coloured congregants ought to be performed in the church. Where this was 
raised the relevant council affirmed that by law the church could not deny any baptised 
person from exchanging marriage vows in a church building. See, for instance, the 
proceedings of the 1829 Synod cited by Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 88. 

37 Ceres lies about 50 km from Tulbagh over a steep pass. As the community of Ceres 
grew they felt the need, given the great distance, to establish their own congregation. 
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chaired the Ceres council meetings. Vos expressed the desire to establish a 
religious gesticht (“establishment”, i.e. a separate building), where he could educate 
both coloured and white congregants. At a church council meeting of 9 February 
1856, Vos emphasised that the aim was not to split the congregation. It was to give 
whites and coloureds “literary education,” but also “religious education for the 
latter.” At the same meeting a letter from a number of congregants was presented. 
In it they asked whether it would not be “desirable” that coloured members “enjoy 
the privileges of the Religion, such as the ministry of the Word, the use of the 
sacraments and the confirmation of marriages” in a separate building. No decision 
was taken, but by the following year such a venue for teaching had been identified. 
This is evident from a council decision of April 1857 whereby Vos was given 
permission to “hold worship services on Sunday and Wednesday evening for 
coloured members in the building where he gives them religious education.” In 
January 1858 the council finally decided that a gesticht would be built, which 
would serve as “a school and a house of God for coloured congregants where they 
would enjoy all privileges.”38 They now “would no longer need to visit the existing 
school and church.” In May 1859 the “Godsdienstig Gesticht tot dienst der 
Gekleurden” (“Religious Establishment for the ministry of Coloureds”), also 
simply called the Oefeningshuis (exercise home) was inaugurated.39 

By this time the establishment of separate gestichte had become common practice 
for many DRC congregations, e.g. in Swartland, Swellendam, Paarl, Beaufort West, 
Murraysburg and Victoria West. These gestichte did not have their own councils, 
but were governed by the local DRC congregations. Often congregations would 
employ a missionary to minister to the members of the gesticht, with the result that 
the gestichte would in time become known as ‘mission churches’ of the DRC – not 
to be confused with the congregations that were established by missionary 
societies.40 The involvement of missionaries helped to create the idea that ministry 
to coloured people was a matter that required the expertise of missionaries. It was 
seen to fall outside the normal functions of the DRC ministers and congregations.41 

                                                 
38 Presumably this decision was only passed now by the church council since the Synod of 

1857 had permitted the practice of separate worship. At that Synod, as will be 
recounted later, the elder who represented Ceres complained about the unwillingness 
of Rev. Shand to allow for a separate gesticht to be established. 

39 Translations are from minutes cited by Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 99-102. 
40 An alternative term for such groups was “werkkring” (working-group). Later, when 

this practice spread to DRC congregations in areas with black populations, the term 
werkkring rather than gesticht was used exclusively.  

41 Crafford echoes this sentiment when he writes: “Die NGK het algaande self tot die 
besef gekom dat die afsonderlike bearbeiding van gekleurdes om sendingkundige redes 
gewens is en vrugte afwerp.” And further he simply states: “Afsonderlike bearbeiding 
moes uiteindelik uitloop op afsonderlike, eiesoortige kerkvorming vir die Nie-Blankes” 
(Crafford, Aan God die dank, 27, 28). 
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4.2 Missionary societies 
Apart from the missionaries who served at the gestichte, the missionary societies 
also played an important role in establishing congregations. By the nature of their 
work these were churches for coloured and black people. As already mentioned, 
the first missionaries to arrive were from the London Missionary Society (LMS) in 
1799. The LMS had been created in 1795 during an evangelical revival led by a 
number of Anglican, Presbyterian and Congregational leaders in Britain. When the 
Anglican and the Presbyterian Churches founded their own missionary societies, 
the LMS continued primarily as a Congregational society, although the churches 
that it established were not necessarily tied to the Congregational Church. The 
LMS had great influence in South Africa, both in and around Cape Town and 
further into the Colony. 

As their work progressed, LMS missionaries established mission stations from 
where they would educate and minister to the inhabitants of the area. The land for 
a mission station was either bought by the mission society or by the government 
for the mission society. There are also instances where local inhabitants gave land 
to a mission society for the purpose of a mission station. The first LMS station was 
in the north of the Colony at Blijde Vooruitzichts Fontein in the Karoo (close to the 
present Fraserburg). From here stations were established north along the Orange 
River and further,42 and towards the east of the Colony. A prominent LMS 
missionary was J.T. van der Kemp, who worked with the Khoi around Graaff-
Reinet. Later he moved to Bethelsdorp (close to Port Elizabeth), where the 
government had relocated displaced Khoi. Their plight made a great impression on 
him. He often voiced his discontent with the way that colonists were treating Khoi 
people. Many colonists responded by accusing the LMS of bias and of serving the 
interests of the British colonial government.43 

By the middle of the 19th century the LMS experienced financial difficulties and 
had to end its involvement in Southern Africa. It left behind seventeen mission 
churches or mission stations. These congregations had the option either to become 
members of another church or denomination, or to continue as independent 
churches. Most of them united to eventually become the Congregational Union of 
South Africa – or simply the Congregational Church. However, there were a few 
who joined the DRC.44 

The impact of the LMS on the DRC went further than this. Upon their arrival in 
1799, the LMS missionaries brought a letter from the Board of the LMS that 
appealed to the Cape Church to establish its own missionary society. Two DRC 
ministers who had for some years undertaken mission activities with especially the 

                                                 
42 The famous missionaries Robert Moffat and David Livingstone where also LMS 

missionaries. 
43 Crafford describes the situation and accuses the LMS of following an “ideological 

approach” in their work with the Khoi and Xhosa people; see Crafford, Aan God die 
dank, 30. 

44 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 62-64; Crafford, Aan God die dank, 28-32. 
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Khoi populations, H.R. van Lier and M.C. Vos, responded to the request. By April 
1799 the Zuid-Afrikaansche Genootschap ter Bevordering van de Uitbreiding van Christus 
Koninkryk was established, later to be renamed the Zuid-Afrikaanse Zendelings 
Genootschap (ZAZG) or South African Missionary Society. Like the LMS it was an 
inter-church initiative, but most of its work was done in partnership with the DRC 
– many of its members were also DRC members. In addition, however, it 
functioned as a subsidiary of the LMS, thus involving the DRC and the LMS.  

In 1804 the first church of the ZAZG was founded in Cape Town. At that time 
Commissioner De Mist insisted that the society must focus its activities on areas 
where there were no established DRC congregations. The ZAZG nevertheless went 
ahead and founded the “Groote Oefeningshuis” or Major Exercise Home (probably 
to avoid any accusations that it had established a church against De Mist’s 
wishes).45 It was later called the “Sendinggesticht” (mission establishment) or the 
“SA Gestig”. It is very likely that this introduced the name gesticht for separate 
missionary churches. Eventually the DRC congregation of Cape Town passed on 
all missionary activities in the area to the Sendinggesticht. This set an early pattern 
for the involvement of DRC congregations in missions and it is not surprising that 
the practice of establishing gestichte for coloured and black DRC members would 
become common during the 19th century. 

The ZAZG also established a mission station at Zoar (close to the present 
Ladismith) in 1817. As unhappiness between colonists and the LMS grew, the 
initial ties between the LMS and the ZAZG weakened. This led in turn to closer ties 
between the ZAZG and the DRC, especially from the 1830s onwards. The eventual 
outcome was that the two ZAZG churches (SA Gestig and Zoar) were, together 
with the former LMS congregations, assigned to the DRC. These were all 
essentially coloured or black churches. They were eventually put under the control 
of the Sinodale Sendingkommissie (Synodical Commission for Missions) of the DRC.46 

4.3 The Synod of 1857 
By the middle of the 19th century there were, therefore, two models of mission 
churches in the DRC. On the one hand, there were the mission churches or gestichte 
that were established by local DRC congregations to foster separate worship for 
coloured members. These fell under the rule of the local DRC. On the other hand, 
there were mission churches that were established by missionary societies and 
were consequently assigned to the Sinodale Sendingkommissie of the DRC. They 
were not directly tied to neighbouring DRC congregations.  

                                                 
45 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 26. 
46 The term Sendingkommissie refers to the commission for mission of the Synod of the 

DRC. This commission was founded at the 1847 Synod as the “Commissie voor het 
Zendelings Wezen” or simply “Zendings Kommissie” and was divided into two 
commissions at the 1873 Synod, one for domestic missions (Binnelandse 
Sendingkommissie) and the other for foreign missions (Buitelandse Sendingkommissie) 
(Crafford, Aan God die dank, 99). 
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At the Synod of 1857 cases that represented both these models were tabled. The 
“Evangelical Congregation of Caledon”, which had been founded for freed slaves 
by J.C. Knobel, had started to experience financial difficulties. In 1856 Knobel 
decided to leave the work and requested the DRC congregation to admit his 
congregants as members of the DRC. As it happened, the DRC congregation was 
seeking a building that they could use as a gesticht for their coloured congregants. 
They then requested the permission of the Synod to take over the church of the 
Evangelical Congregation. Contrary to the wishes of Knobel, therefore, his 
congregants did not become part of the DRC as he intended, but only members of 
the gesticht.47 

A second case that the Synod dealt with was that of the former LMS congregation 
of George. The LMS had ended its work there in 1856 and the congregation 
requested the DRC Synod to accept it as a DRC congregation. The Synod referred 
the matter to the Sendingkommissie. The commission bought the chapel of the 
congregation in 1859 and thus gained control over it. The commission also agreed 
to pay the missionary who had served them a small annual amount for his 
travelling costs.48 

These two models set the example for separate worship in the DRC. At the same 
Synod there was, however, one exception to these models, namely that of St 
Stephens Church in Cape Town. After the slave trade was abolished in the British 
Empire early in the 19th century, more and more slaves were being set free. On 1 
December 1838 the Lutheran minister G.W. Stegman held a special service for 
slaves who were being set free on that day. The service took place in the St 
Andrews Presbyterian Church – probably because Stegman had good relations 
with the Presbyterian minister James Adamson. Stegman and Adamson continued 
their ministry at St Andrews, which had become popular with slaves, until 
Adamson retired in 1841. He was succeeded by George Morgan. Differences 
between Morgan and Stegman led to a break with St Andrews. Stegman and 
Adamson purchased a theatre in Breë Street in 1843, where they continued their 
ministry to slaves and started educating their congregants. The name “St 
Stephens” was given to the congregation when the building was vandalised – 
allegedly by disgruntled slave owners who were upset that their former slaves 
were being educated. 

St Stephens applied to the Synod of 1857 to be inducted into the DRC as a 
congregation and to ordain its minister (Stegman) as DR minister. The Synod 
granted this, despite a few voices against the proposal – which were mostly 
directed at the person and position of Stegman (who was still a minister of the 
Lutheran congregation in Cape Town). The Synod also allowed for coloured 
representatives from the church council to attend presbytery and synod meetings – 
although this decision was retracted at the 1862 Synod. In future only the white 
minister would be allowed to attend presbytery and synod meetings. The reason 

                                                 
47 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 109-112. 
48 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 112-114. 
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why this case was treated differently to those of Caledon and George is unclear. In 
fact, St Stephens remained an anomaly in the DRC. It never left the DRC and it 
continued to exist as the only coloured DRC congregation throughout the 
apartheid period.49 

The matter that brought the 1857 Synod to its infamous “weakness of some” 
formulation was that of the congregation at Stockenström. Stockenström was 
established after the colonial government relocated 250 coloured and Khoi families 
to the Kat River area in the present-day Eastern Cape. This served in part, argues 
Loff, to establish a buffer zone between the colonists and the Xhosa populations. 
Many of the new inhabitants had come from other mission stations. Following the 
mission station model, they decided to organise themselves for religious and 
educational purposes. In a letter to the LMS they requested that a missionary be 
instated there. The LMS decided that James Read would be sent, but the governor, 
Sir Lowry Cole, objected to Read’s appointment. Instead, Cole appointed W.R. 
Thompson, a Scottish missionary in the service of the government. Read had 
already started work, but despite this Thompson managed to convene the 
congregation. In 1831 the DR Presbytery of Graaff-Reinet decided to “recognize 
Thompson as minister of the congregation Kat River.” Kat River now became a 
DRC congregation – its founding date is given as 1832. Notwithstanding the 
irregularity of Thompson’s ordination, the 1834 Synod approved the decision of 
the Graaff-Reinet Presbytery and as such formally admitted the congregation Kat 
River (sometimes also called Balfour) as DRC congregation. In 1848 the 
congregation was renamed as Stockenström.50 

In time a number of white families moved into the area and started to attend 
church services at Stockenström. In 1855 a group of 45 white congregants appealed 
in a letter to the church council (1) that separate Eucharist celebrations be 
administered to white members and (2) that white church council members be 
appointed who would serve them. The church council denied the appeal. A second 
plea was made that white members at least be served after the Eucharist had been 
administered to the rest of the congregation, and then still by white council 
members. They appealed to Paul’s admonition in Romans 14,51 asking that the 
council “not go about too hard with our weaknesses.” The council granted 
permission for white church council members to be chosen, but not for separate 
administering of the Eucharist. During October 1855 the Presbytery meeting of 
Albany (under which Stöckenstrom resorted) took notice of the decision at 
Stockenström, but advised that, “in accommodation of prejudices and weaknesses, 

                                                 
49 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 107-109. 
50 The reason for the name changes was that Thompson was initially allowed to use the 

facilities of a former LMS mission station in the area that was called Balfour. In 1848 the 
congregation moved to the town Hertzog, where it resorted under the Presbytery of 
Albany and was renamed Stockentröm (sometimes spelt Stockenstroom). See Loff, 
Bevryding tot eenwording, 94, footnote 86. 

51 “Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters” 
(Rom 14:1, NIV). 
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after the Eucharist had been served to the older members, one or more tables be set 
to serve the younger or white members.” Stockenström did not respond to this 
request. It seems that the matter was laid to rest and that the number of white 
congregants willing to worship in unity with their coloured brothers and sisters in 
the congregation grew steadily.52 Eventually, however, in 1858 a number of 
colonists petitioned the governor, George Grey, for land on which to build a 
school, a church and a parsonage, since the only church “in this densely populated 
District [was] the property of the coloured population [and was] too small for the 
wants of such a community.” By 1862 the cornerstone of the new church was laid 
and the name “Greykerk” was given to the congregation (in honour of the 
Governor who had granted the land). Notably, Greykerk did set a separate 
Eucharist table where coloured believers who might attend may be served – after 
the rest of the congregation.53 

At the time of the Synod of 1857 the Presbytery of Albany had made its proposal 
“in accommodation of prejudices and weaknesses” to Stockenström. This proposal 
also featured at the Synod during a discussion of the case of Ceres. As mentioned, 
N.G. Vos, who ministered at Ceres, had expressed the desire to establish a gesticht 
where he could educate coloured congregants. Rev. Shand of Tulbagh, who was 
the supervisor for the Presbytery, opposed this. At the Synod the elder who 
represented Ceres, A.J. van Wyk, submitted a proposal that the Synod examine 
Shand’s reasons for his opposition to such a building. Shand defended his 
opposition, stating that the real reason why Ceres wanted to erect a building was 
to start separate worship services for coloured members. At this time the elder 
from Swartland brought the decision of Albany concerning Stockenström to the 
attention of the Synod. The matter had been reported in Die Kerkbode of 13 October 
                                                 
52 D.P. Botha, Historiese agtergrond van die stigting van afsonderlike etniese Ned Geref 

kerkverband, Unpublished, n.d., 29-30. 
53 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 93-96. The appeal of the white members to the church 

council read: “so smeken alle dog niette hart te werk te gaan met onze zwakheijd en 
liver de regten en de mach te gebruiken die de here u lieden gegeven heef tot 
opbouwenge maar niet tot nederwerpen van de gemeente.” The Presbytery of Albany’s 
advice about “de beste wijse om vrede en eendragt te bevorderen” was “dat aan den 
Eerw Kerkeraad van Stockenström aanbevolen worde om ter tegemoetkoming van 
vooroordelen en zwakheden, nadat het Avondmaal bediend is aan de ouder leden der 
gemeente, een of meerdere tafels bedienen voor de nieuwe of blanke leden.” Cited by 
Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 95. Crafford is more sympathetic towards the white 
congregants’ appeal for the separate celebration of the Lord’s Supper. He writes, “Die 
Boere aan die Oosgrens het ’n geïsoleerde bestaan gevoer. Hulle was ’n klein 
minderheid onder die groot getalle Swartes, Hottentotte en Gekleurdes. By hulle was 
daar ’n oorheersende begeerte om hulle Blanke identiteit te behou. As gevolg van die 
groot kultuurverskille het daar ’n kleurgevoel ontwikkel en Blank en Gekleurdes het 
begin aanstoot neem aan mekaar. Hierdie kleurgevoel was op die Oosgrens sterker as 
in die Kolonie self, waar die kultuurbotsings nie so skerp na vore gekom het nie. Dit 
moet gesien word as die agtergrond van hulle aandrang tot afsonderlike 
Nagmaalsbediening” (Crafford, Aan God die dank, 40). Crafford provides no historical 
references to support this conjecture.  
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1856. No delegate from Albany was present at the synod to explain the context or 
the final outcome of the matter. The elder from Swartland requested that this 
decision, as it appeared in Die Kerkbode, be read and then suggested that this could 
serve as an example for the Ceres case. The Synod listened to the formulation 
(quoted above), after which Shand submitted a question for discussion about 
separate worship.54 

The ensuing discussion reveals two positions, as Loff points out. On the one hand, 
certain members wanted to contest such “prejudice”, since it jeopardised the unity 
of the church, while on the other hand, some appealed for a “cautious policy” 
(“voorsigtig beleid”) on the matter, given the fact that separate worship was 
already such a common practice.55 Crafford also points to the argument raised that 
separate ministry would better advance the spread of the Gospel to coloured 
people and that coloured people also preferred to worship separately from white 
people.56 The accuracy of this sentiment is, of course, difficult to verify, as the 
speakers who raised these points were white delegates who thus assumed that 
coloured people would want to worship separately. Here one also starts to see the 
emergence of the apartheid idea of “separate development” – the idea that 
separation between groups are in their best respective interests. After some 
discussion the meeting adjourned until the following day. When they reconvened, 
Rev. Andrew Murray of Graaff-Reinet submitted the following proposal: 

Synod regards it as desirable and Scriptural that our members out of the 
heathendom should be accepted and incorporated within our existing 
congregations, wherever this can happen; but where this measure could, as a 
result of the weaknesses of some, obstruct the advancement of the cause of Christ 
amongst the heathen, then congregations formed out of the heathen, or which 
may still be formed, shall enjoy their Christian privileges in a separate 
building or foundation.57 

Shand tried to prevent any decisions on the proposal, but it was brought to a vote 
and accepted “with a large majority.” This formulation sought a compromise 
between the two positions, in principle rejecting, but in effect permitting, the 

                                                 
54 The Acta Synodi records his question as follows: “Of het de goedkeuring der Synode 

wegdraagt dat in de Gemeenten der Ned Geref Kerk, waar men dit begeert, de 
gekleurden in een afsonderlijk gebouw echter onder bestier en opzicht van den 
kerkeraad, alle voorregten der Christelijke godsdienst afzonderlijk genieten zullen”, 
cited by Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 91. 

55 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 91. 
56 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 41. 
57 The original reads: “De Synode beschouwt het wenschelijk en Schriftmatig dat onze 

ledematen uit de Heidenen in onze bestaande Gemeenten opgenomen en ingelijfd 
worden overall waar zulks geschieden kan – maar waar deze maatregel ten gevolge van 
de zwakheid van sommige de bevordering van de zaak van Christus onder de Heidenen in 
de weg staan – de gemeente uit de Heidenen opgerigt of nog op te rigten hun 
Christelijke voorregten in een afzonderlijk gebouw of gesticht genieten zal.” Cited by 
Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 92, emphasis added.  
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practice of separate worship for coloured congregants. David Botha also states that 
the problem with the statement lies not in its intention, but in its formulation.58 It is 
fascinating to note the manner in which a formulation of a group of white 
congregants in the Kat River area on “the weakness of some” found its way to an 
official decision of the DRC Synod. The irony, however, as Loff points out, was that 
the original formulation pleaded for a separate ministry for white members in a 
predominantly coloured congregation. The formulation at the Synod permitted for 
the separation of coloured members in predominantly white congregations.59 

After the Synod of 1857 many DRC congregations followed its consent to separate 
the ministry to coloured members from the rest of the congregation. A pattern 
similar to the example of Ceres would typically follow. First a suitable building or 
gesticht would be identified or erected. Initially the DRC minister would hold 
services for the coloured members, but in time the DRC church council would call 
a (white) missionary to minister to the coloured congregants.60 Although the 
church council retained authority over the gesticht, these “mission churches” 
would eventually operate separately from the DRC congregation and with their 
own church council in most respects – yet still under the rule of the local DRC 
congregations who could veto any decisions taken by the mission churches. 

5. THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE DUTCH REFORMED MISSION CHURCH 
The DRC mission churches as well as the congregations that were established by 
mission societies and now resorted under the rule of the Sinodale Sendingkommissie 
existed largely in isolation from each other. There was therefore a lack of 

                                                 
58 Botha, Historiese agtergrond, 34. Botha provides in this unpublished work a very well 

researched and valuable portrayal of the events leading up to the 1857 decision and its 
further impact and implications. 

59 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 93. An interesting question is to whose “weaknesses” 
these formulations referred – those of the white congregants who were unwilling to 
worship with coloured members, or the weaknesses of coloured members who felt 
uneasy in the presence of predominantly white congregations. Loff convincingly argues 
for the former in opposition to the opinions of the missiologist G.B.A. Gerdener and the 
historian P.B. van der Watt. See Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 93, 96. Botha also 
supports this interpretation, showing these weaknesses to be none other than sinful 
prejudices of white congregants: “... deur die formulering van die besluit ... word die 
sondige aard van die vooroordele verdoesel deur hulle swakhede te noem, wat so 
maklik deur mense met ‘nie-kwaadaardige’ swakhede verwar kan word” (Botha, 
Historiese agtergrond, 35). 

60 An anomaly developed with regards to the church membership of the missionaries. 
Missionaries were members of the local DRC congregation and not of the mission 
church where they ministered. Yet, they were the chairpersons of the mission church 
councils. As a result the practice of “double membership” developed during the 20th 
century. Missionaries were considered to be members “on loan from the mother 
church” until such time that they retired. The practice of double membership ended 
only in 1982 (Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 211-213, 228). 
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organisation. This would eventually give rise to the formation of a separate 
“daughter church” of the DRC. 

5.1 The constitution of the new church 
In a letter of March 1880 to the DRC weekly publication De Christen the missionary 
at Wellington,61 J.C. Pauw, wrote about this lack of organisation that hampered 
mission work in general. These churches, he wrote, were not part of a proper 
“kerkelijk verband” (church government) and missionaries did not have access to a 
larger organisation (Presbytery or Synod) which they could consult. To counter 
this “Independentism” there must be a “church order” for the mission churches. 
His solution was that the mission churches had to either form a church of their 
own, or be initiated into the DRC. The editor of the magazine commented that “our 
church is not yet ready” to incorporate mission churches into the DRC.62 

                                                 
61 The mission church at Wellingon was a former congregation of the Paris Mission 

Society, which now resorted under the Sendingkommissie. Wellington also housed the 
Sendinginstituut (mission school), which was established in 1876 by Dr Andrew Murray 
(who had formulated the proposal of the 1857 Synod). Murray was the minister of the 
Wellington DRC congregation and was very enthusiastic about mission. When the DRC 
decided to train missionaries in South Africa to supply in the demand for more 
missionaries, Murray took up the challenge. The DRC would retain control of the 
training done at the Sendinginstituut until it closed. A note on the various Afrikaans 
titles used for ministers needs to be made here: a distinction was made between the 
titles given to ministers and missionaries. Ordained DRC ministers who had undergone 
training at Dutch Reformed seminaries were called “Dominee”, while missionaries who 
received their training elsewhere (and which was normally of shorter duration than that 
of dominees) were called “Eerwaarde”. By implication all ordained ministers of mission 
churches were called Eerwaarde. Apart from missionaries, the DRMC also trained 
coloured congregants as “evangeliste” who could work in partnership with 
missionaries, but were never ordained. In 1929 the DRMC (with the help of lecturers of 
the Sendinginstituut) for the first time started to train coloured ministers for ordination 
in the DRMC. The DRMC, as the other black reformed churches in South Africa, 
therefore knew a range of titles: eerwaarde for the missionary, evangelis for his non-
ordained coloured or black partner and leraar for ordained coloured or black ministers 
(although eerwaarde remained the title when addressing a leraar). These various offices 
were acknowledged by both the DRC and the DRMC, so that a visiting missionary or 
black minister would for instance be introduced during a DRC service as eerwaarde, 
while a visiting DRC minister would be introduced at a DRMC service as dominee. In 
1962 the DRC finally did away with the distinction between eerwaarde and dominee since 
the training for missionaries and ministers had by then been equalised, with the result 
that DRMC ministers would henceforth also be called dominee. (See Crafford, Aan God 
die dank, 98, 507-510; Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 213-216, 221.) 

62 Pauw wrote as follows: “Nu wil ik niets tegen de Independenten zeggen, maar de 
Gereformeerde Kerk is tog nie Independent en onze Zendingemeenten moeten een 
ander verban en bestuur hebben. Voor sommige gemeenten onzer kerk is het hoog tijd 
dat er raad gemaakt worden. er moet eene KERKORDE zijn waarnaar en waardoor die 
gemeenten bestuurd worde. Die gemeenten moeten tot eene Kerk gevormd of by de kerk 
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During that year the Sinodale Sendingkommissie convened a meeting for 
missionaries in Worcester to discuss this matter.63 It seems that there was general 
agreement with the editor’s response because incorporation was not discussed. The 
only reason supplied for the meeting was to consider a “design” or “scheme” with 
regards to the unification of the mission churches into a single body. The name for 
the church would be “De Nederduitsche Gereformeerde Zendingkerk in Zuid-
Afrika.”64 The Sendingkommissie presented a “schema” to promote the “growth of 
the domestic mission of the DRC” to the Synod of October 1880. The Synod 
discussed the matter and on 12 November it approved a final “schema” and 
decided to go ahead with the establishment of a distinct “Nederduitsche 
Gereformeerde Zendingkerk”. The “schema” would be presented to the first 
meeting of the new church as their Constitutie. 

Pauw immediately responded and expressed his disappointment with two articles 
of the Constitutie. The first was an article that stated that the Sendingkommissie had 
to approve all decisions taken by the Zendingkerk before they were to come into 
effect. This, he said, contradicted the scheme that was set up at the Worcester 
meeting. By giving veto rights to an external body, the new church “would be no 
church according to our Reformed understanding of Church, but merely a 
conference or commission of advice.” His second grievance was about an article 
that would transfer all immovable property of the new church to the 
Sendingkommissie. These matters, he said, would prohibit missionaries and mission 
churches from adopting the scheme and taking part in the formation of a single 
church. He called for a revision of the Constitutie “in the spirit of the Worcester 
scheme”, which had argued for independence and the safeguarding of property. 

                                                                                                                            
ingelijf worden. … Het zal nu de vraag wezen wat voor onze kerk de weg is, òf de 
Zendinggemeenten als leden van haar lichaam in haar lichaam opnemen, òf die 
gemeenten zich tot eene eigene Inboorlingkerk laten vormen”, cited in Botha, Historiese 
agtergrond, 61-62. Botha provides a detailed description of the events leading up to the 
eventual establishment of the DRMC. 

63 Details of this meeting are imprecise, since no minutes for it have been found. Even the 
date is unclear – some claim that it took place in 1879, although it is more likely that it 
followed the letter of Pauw. Loff makes a comprehensive study of the few materials 
that are available – personal letters and draft schemes – and the 1880 Acta Synodi of the 
DRC to reconstruct the events that led to the first meeting of the DRMC in October 
1881. Citations to follow are from Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 117-125. 

64 There was frequent correspondence between Pauw and the secretary of the 
Sendingkommissie, J.H. Neethling. Attached to one such letter of Pauw to Neethling is a 
document with the heading, probably in Pauw’s handwriting, “Om de stichting en 
ontwikkeling eener Zendingkerk in verband met de NG Kerk in Z Afrika te bevorderen 
worde het volgende bepaald.” Then two sections follow, one on “de afzonderlijke 
gemeenten” and one on “de vereeniging der verschillende gemeenten tot eene Kerk, 
door eene vergadering genoemd …?” In the margin the question “Welke naam moet de 
vergadering dragen?” appears. In another handwriting, probably that of Neethling, 
follows “Algemene Vergadering der Ned Geref Zending Kerk.” Cited in Loff, Bevryding 
tot eenwording, 121-122. 
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Despite his concerns, the Constitutie remained unchanged and Pauw did not take 
matters further. In fact, he started to work towards the formation of the new 
church in all earnest. In August and September 1881 “all missionaries of the DRC 
and missionaries of other churches that sympathised with the Zendingkerk” were 
invited to the “First General Meeting” of the Zendingkerk to be held on 5 October 
1881 at Wellington. 

The meeting was constituted as the first Synod of the “Nederduitsche 
Gereformeerde Zendingkerk van Zuid-Afrika” (hereafter the Dutch Reformed 
Mission Church or DRMC). This effectively instituted the Constitutie as the 
founding basis for the new church. Out of an identified 24 congregations only four 
congregations were represented, namely Wellington, Wynberg, George and 
Zuurbraak. The Sendingkommissie had identified three categories of potential 
DRMC congregations: six congregations that fell immediately under the 
Sendingkommissie,65 thirteen that fell mediately under the Sendingkommissie66 and 
five congregations that were established otherwise67. The Synod recognised seven 
congregations, who were the first to form part of the DRMC, namely the four 
represented and Beaufort West, Elandskloof and Middelburg. No reasons were 
provided for the fewer than expected congregations present, although the high cost 
of travelling to Wellington could be an important reason, especially since mission 
churches usually had very little funding. Also, congregations who wished to join 
the new church were required to have a church council consisting of both deacons 
and elders (and not only deacons as was often the custom). 

The delegation from Beaufort West, Eerwaarde P. Teske and his elder D. Titus, 
arrived during the proceedings on the first day. By this time the Constitutie had 
been accepted, albeit without discussion of its contents. Teske immediately raised 
his objection to the veto right that the Constitutie gave to the DRC. He argued that 
it contradicted canon law and it jeopardised the independence of the new church. 
Also, it would increase the distrust that coloured people already had towards the 
DRC. He proposed that the following DRC Synod be requested to omit the veto 
rights clause of the Constitutie. The majority of the delegates rejected this proposal, 
which meant that the Constitutie would remain unchanged. Loff observes that the 
Sendingkommissie now had similar authority over the DRMC as the colonial 
government had had over the DRC up until Ordinance No. 7 of 1843. He also 
points out that the formation of the DRMC was the initiative of the DRC 
Sendingkommissie and of individual missionaries. It had drawn up the constitution 
and had convened the first Synod. The initiative to form a separate church for 

                                                 
65 These were former congregations of missionary societies: George, Beaufort West, 

Elandskloof, Middelburg, Zuurbraak and Wellington. 
66 These were churches (or gestichte) that fell under the authority of local DRC 

congregations: Wynberg, Franschhoek, Montagu, Swellendam, Simonstad, Kalkbaai, 
Ceres, Palmietrivier, Piketberg, Porterville, Prins Albert, Caledon and Villiersdorp. 

67 Richmond, Philipstown, Hopetown, Murraysburg and Victoria West. 
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coloured members had not, it seems, come from these members themselves.68 
Notwithstanding this, the new church grew rapidly, with existing mission 
churches as well as new congregations joining the five members that attended the 
first Synod. 

5.2 Growth of the DRMC69 
The 1881 DRMC Synod passed a motion that the Sendingkommissie urge existing 
mission churches to join its ranks. In most cases membership would also assure the 
congregation an amount towards the salary of its minister, paid by the 
Sendingkommissie. This provided an incentive for a number of congregations that 
had been invited to the first Synod to become members. The first to do so was 
Graaff-Reinet in 1883. This was a former LMS congregation that had stood in 
relation to the DRC since as early as 1831.70 Hereafter Middelburg, a former 
Scottish Missionary Society congregation which had resorted under the control of 
the Sendingkommissie since 1855, joined the DRMC.71 So also did Aberdeen, but 
very little is known about its history.72 By the time of the DRC Synod of 1883 the 
Sendingkommissie could report that the DRMC had been constituted and that it now 
consisted of eight members. By the time of the second DRMC Synod in 1891 two 
more congregations had become members: Elandskloof, which had also resorted 
under the control of the Sendingkommissie73; and Victoria West, which had been a 
gesticht of the Victoria West DRC congregation since 1865.74 

Apart from these existing congregations, new DRMC congregations were also 
established. Local DRC congregations sometimes exploited the existence of the 
new church by establishing new DRMC congregations and forcibly removing 
coloured members from their own congregations. This was, for instance, the case 
in Swartland. Despite the protest of coloured members, the church council 
established a separate church for coloured congregants after 1881 and invited the 
Sendingkommissie to come and “declare the new church self-supporting”. The new 

                                                 
68 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 129. The aftermath of the matter with Teske demonstrates 

this point. The synod requested that the Sendingkommissie induce Beaufort West to join 
the DRMC, and that until such time Teske’s salary be reduced. Although Teske’s 
objections were valid, the authority of the Sendingkommissie eventually overruled this so 
that Beaufort West joined without any changes to the Constitutie (Loff, Bevryding tot 
eenwording, 131-133). 

69 A work that was often considered the authoritative history of the DRMC is that of C.J. 
Kriel, Die geskiedenis van die Nederduitse Gereformeerde Sendingkerk in Suid-Afrika 1881-
1956. ’n Historiese studie van sendingwerk onder die kleurlingbevolking van Kaapland, DTh 
thesis, University of South Africa, Pretoria 1963. Loff draws from this work but also 
offers various points of critique against Kriel’s portrayal of the history.  

70 See Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 133-135. 
71 See Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 135-136. 
72 See Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 136-137. 
73 See Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 137-139. 
74 See Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 139-140. 
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church, called Malmesbury, then joined the DRMC and was also present at the 
1891 Synod.75 Similarly, in 1902 the DRC Swellendam initiated the formation of a 
DRMC congregation. It granted land to the new congregation with the condition 
that “at least 50 members be transferred from the mother church to the mission 
church.” The unwillingness of coloured members to leave the DRC congregation 
was also noted.76 The example of Swellendam also motivated the formation of the 
Immanuel congregation out of the DRC Paarl in 1911.77 Loff concludes that this 
recurring pattern demonstrates the unwelcoming attitude that congregations had 
towards their coloured members, yet claiming all the while that they were thus 
serving their missionary calling.78 

A large number of DRMC members originated as missionary society 
congregations, who were subsequently placed under the control of the 
Sendingkommissie. The two ZAZG congregations, Zoar and the SA Gestig, became 
DRMC members in 1888 and 1937 respectively. The suspension of the work of the 
London Missionary Society in Southern Africa has already been mentioned. Apart 
from George, other congregations to be transferred to the Sendingkommissie (and 
consequently to the DRMC) were Zuurbraak and Griekwastad. In the LMS 
congregations of Zionskerk (Paarl), Oudtshoorn and Jansenville there were 
schisms and the breakaway groups each formed a separate DRMC congregation. 
Wellington, one of the founding members at the first Synod, was a former Paris 
Mission Society congregation. Montagu, Cradock, Aliwal North and Colesberg 
were all former Wesleyan Mission Society congregations who joined the DRMC 
(the last after a schism). Of the Rhenish Mission Society (Germany) as many as 
eleven congregations became DRMC members. The first were Amandelboom, 
Ebenezer and Stellenbosch. After the First World War the Society suffered as a 
result of the destruction of the German economy and decided in 1932 to transfer 
the rest of their congregations to the Sendingkommissie. Many of the congregations 
protested against this, but eventually all but one (namely Sarepta) became DRMC 
members.79 

The congregation at Stockenström, which was instrumental in the decision of the 
1857 Synod, remained a DRC congregation until 1957. After negotiations to ensure 
that its property not be transferred to the Sendingkommissie, the Dutch Reformed 
Church Stockenström became the Dutch Reformed Mission Church 
Stockenström.80 

The DRMC also expanded outside of the Cape. As people migrated to the diamond 
fields of Kimberly and Johannesburg and into other regions of Southern Africa, 

                                                 
75 See Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 141-142. 
76 See Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 142-144. 
77 See Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 144-145. 
78 “Gekleurde lidmate in blanke moedergemeentes was só onwelkom dat in die naam van 

sending, aparte kleurlinggemeentes gevorm is” (Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 146). 
79 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 153-159. 
80 See Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 147-153. 
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new DRMC congregations were eventually established. In 1852 the Transvaal was 
granted independence from Britain when the Zuid-Afrikaanse Republiek (ZAR) was 
founded, with Paul Kruger as its president. Two years later the Orange Free State 
was also declared independent. Natal had become a British colony in 1843 and 
remained under British control for the remainder of the century. By the second half 
of the 19th century the term “gelykstelling” (equalisation) had acquired its 
powerful ideological meaning in the Afrikaner churches. Both the Hervormde Kerk 
and the Gereformeerde Kerk in the Transvaal as well as the Transvaal, Free State and 
Natal Synods of the DRC followed policies of “rassedifferensiasie” (racial 
differentiation) to prevent “gelykstelling” and to promote “Blanke identiteit” 
(white identity).81 The establishment of churches for coloured and black people in 
these areas were mostly the result of missionary activities. The phenomenon of 
establishing a gesticht for coloured or black congregants did not occur here, 
because from the start the Afrikaner churches outside the Cape were exclusively 
white. The legacy of the missionary societies (who had often accused white 
colonists of racist behaviour) left many of these congregants opposed to missions.  

The Cape Church instituted Stephanus Hofmeyr as missionary in the 
Soutpansberge area (northern Transvaal) to continue work with the “clan” of 
Michael Buys. Buys was the son of a French explorer and a slave woman from the 
Cape. Intriguingly, the Transvaal government had appointed him as chief over 
“between 15 000 and 20 000 Blacks” in the area.82 Hofmeyr worked extensively in 
the area. Apart from the Soutpansberge he also ministered to a group of coloured 
and black people in Jakkalsdans (north of Pretoria). The mission of the 
Soutpansberge remained under the authority of the Cape Church, but Hofmeyr 
managed to convince the Transvaal Synod of the DRC in 1881 to take on 
Jakkalsdans as a mission church.83 Shortly after, in 1885, the Transvaal Synod 
ordained the missionary T.J.A. Maré to work with the coloured community in 
Pretoria. This led to the establishment of the Zion Zending Kerk – the first 
congregant was originally from the Zionskerk in the Paarl.84 Many coloured people 
from the Cape also migrated to Johannesburg to work on the gold fields. The 

                                                 
81 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 167. Loff cites the following decree of the ZAR 

Constitution: “Het volk wil geen gelijkstelling van gekleurden met de blanken 
ingezetenen toestaan, noch in Kerk noch in staat” (Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording,  
164-165). 

82 Buys and his family were employed to collect tribute from the black people in the area 
for the ZAR in 1855. The fact that he had munitions to back his authority probably 
earned him recognition as chief in the area. In 1888 the ZAR granted Buys and his 
people land for his services, which became known as Mara (Loff, Bevryding tot 
eenwording, 171-172). 

83 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 172-173. 
84 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 173-175. Increasingly black people also became members 

of this congregation. A number of coloured members sought separate administering of 
the Eucharist, but this was denied. In 1938 the church split along this colour divide, but 
reunited the year after. A second minister was employed who would minister only to 
the “Cape Coloureds.” 
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DRMC Synod of 1892 took notice of the large number of DRMC members in 
Johannesburg and delegated Teske of Beaufort West to establish a congregation 
there. The name of the new congregation was somewhat unclear as it was called 
Johannesburg, Vrededorp and Fordsburg. The congregation remained a member of 
the DRMC until it finally (and unwillingly) became a mission church of the 
Transvaal DRC in 1912.85  

Since 1906 the Cape DRC had endeavoured to transfer its missionary activities in 
the Transvaal to the Transvaal DRC. Many of its missionaries and congregations in 
the Transvaal opposed such a move, but the transfer did eventually take place in 
1920. The Transvaal DRC Synod followed the example of the Cape DRC by 
establishing a separate “Sendingkerk” for its missionary churches. In 1931 the 
Nederduitse Gereformeerde Sendingkerk van Suid-Afrika (DRMC of South Africa) was 
constituted – the preposition “van” (of) distinguished it from the Nederduitse 
Gereformeerde Sendingkerk in Suid-Afrika (DRMC in South Africa) at the Cape. In 
1937 it changed to the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Sendingkerk van Transvaal, or 
simply the Transvaalse Sendingkerk. Over the next two decades the church grew to 
as many as 92 congregations in 1954.86 This included both coloured and black 
members. By this time the Transvaal DRC wished to divide the Transvaalse 
Sendingkerk further along ethnic lines.87 The coloured congregations88 were to be 
initiated back into the Cape DRMC, while the black congregations would continue 
as the Transvaalse Sendingkerk89. The transfer of the coloured churches took place in 
1958, which officially established the (Cape) DRMC in the Transvaal.90 

In the Orange Free State missionary activity also accounted for the formation of 
congregations. Congregations of the London, Paris, Wesleyan and Berlin mission 
societies had worked in the area known as the Transgariep (from the Khoi-San 
word !Garib or Great River, referring to the Orange River). Congregations were 
established under the Griekwas (Khoi), the Basothos, the Barolong and the 
Korannas (Khoi) before the first (white) DRC congregation was established in 
Winburg in 1842. In time the DRC also started to establish mission churches for 
coloured and black congregants, the first in Bloemfontein in 1893.91 As elsewhere, 
                                                 
85 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 176-178. 
86 Crafford, Aan God die dank 416. 
87 This was, as Loff argues, in line with the apartheid ideals of “separate development” 

(Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 182). 
88 They were the congregations of Pretoria, Witwatersrand, Lichtenburg, Mara, 

Onverwacht and Oosrand. 
89 They became part of the Dutch Reformed Church in Africa in 1963; see below. 
90 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 179-183. 
91 Here, as in Pretoria (see note 84), there were efforts by a number of coloured 

congregants to separate the ministry of the Eucharist for black members. This was never 
carried through. However, a number of congregations were established that served 
mainly coloured members who had migrated from the Cape. The main reason for this 
separate church formation was probably language – coloured services were conducted 
in Afrikaans and black congregations was usually English (Loff, Bevryding tot 
eenwording, 187). 
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the DRC proceeded to constitute a church for these mission churches in 1910. It 
was called the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Sendingkerk in die Oranje-Vrystaat (DRMC 
in the Orange Free State). By 1963 the church had grown to 80 congregations. 
Similarly to the Transvaal, four coloured churches of the DRMC in the OFS92 were 
transferred to the Cape DRMC in 1966.93 The remaining black churches had 
already joined the DRCA in 1963.94 

The Natal DRC followed the model of the Cape Church in establishing local 
mission churches, where black and coloured congregants would worship 
separately. The first such mission congregation was Greytown in 1886. By 1920, 
however, the control of these mission congregations went over to the Natal 
Sendingkommissie. Here, as elsewhere, a separate Nederduitse Gereformeerde 
Sendingkerk van Natal was established for these churches in 1952.95 The Natal DRC 
also requested the Cape DRMC to consider taking over the ministry to coloured 
congregants in Natal. In 1960 the two congregations of Durban and 
Pietermaritzburg were transferred to the DRMC.  

By the second half of the 20th century, therefore, the DRMC had congregations 
throughout South Africa. By far the greatest number of these congregations were 
in the Cape, but the congregations in Transvaal, Free State and Natal would still 
play important roles in the history of the DRMC. 

6. THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE DUTCH REFORMED CHURCH IN AFRICA 
As can be seen in the development of the missionary policies of the DRC above, the 
idea of ethnic division in the church played a more and more central role in church 
organisation in South Africa. The Dutch Reformed Church in Africa can also trace 
its formation to this motive.  

6.1 The formation of the Dutch Reformed Bantu Church 
In its initial missionary endeavours since the 1824 Synod, the DRC focused mainly 
on the coloured populations at the Cape. The ministry to black people (for 
instance, the Xhosa people in the Eastern Cape) was mainly left to the missionary 
societies. The DRC focused its organised mission beyond the borders of the 
Colony.96 Only when new DRC congregations were established in areas where 
black people lived did the need arise to attend to their presence. During the second 

                                                 
92 They were Valsrivier, Heatherdale, Thaba Pachao and Rietrivier. 
93 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 186-189. 
94 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 318. 
95 At this time it was also decided that the Indian population ought to have their own 

church (once again, in line with apartheid’s ideal of “separate development”). More on 
this below. 

96 The work at the Soutpansberg (Mara) has been mentioned. Other early missionary 
efforts were in Betsjoeanaland (Botswana) and in the Transgariep. See Crafford, Aan 
God die dank, 61-103. 
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half of the 19th century DRC missionaries were increasingly sent to areas where 
congregations wished to separate the ministry to black congregants.97 In 1898 the 
editor of the DRC publication De Kerkbode called on local DRC congregations to 
start mission activities among black people in their own areas. A number of 
congregations responded to this request.98 After the turn of the century a growing 
missionary ardour led to concerted missionary efforts in various areas. Such 
projects were referred to as werkkringe99, but eventually a number of separate black 
DRC congregations were also established.100 

The Synod of 1825 was a turning point for domestic mission work, when a 
proposal was passed to start with a concerted missionary effort in the Transkei.101 
In 1931 a Transkei Sendingraad (Transkei mission board) was established to oversee 
mission work in the area. Missionaries – many of who had received training at the 
school in Wellington – were employed to establish mission stations.102 The work at 
these stations bore fruit as in time schools and hospitals were also established. 
Often black evangelists would be employed, but the control over the work 
remained largely in the hands of white missionaries. 

In 1935 the first mention was made of a separate church to bind all the black 
mission congregations at a DRC missionary conference in Molteno. From this time 
onwards the chairperson of the Transkei mission board, G. de Coligny Murray, 
took up the ideal. After he retired in 1946, his successor, P.E.S. Smith continued 
with preparations to establish a new church. In the meantime the Cape DRC Synod 
had already designed a proposed constitution for the new church in 1940. The 
Church would be called the Nederduits Gereformeerde Bantoekerk in Suid-Afrika 
(Dutch Reformed Bantu Church). 

The Transkei mission board created a Raad van Gemeentes (board of congregations) 
where missionaries and black congregants could express their views on the 

                                                 
97 Examples where this happened were Burgersdorp, Middelburg and Kimberly (after the 

discovery of diamonds). See Crafford, Aan God die dank, 104. 
98 Bedford, Dordrecht and Elliot are examples. At the turn of the century Cape Town had 

a large number of Xhosas brought to the city to help build on a new water project. The 
Cape Town congregation decided to employ a black evangelist, James Jolobe. He 
proved to be exceptionally talented and successful and the DRC decided to train him as 
a minister. In October 1900 he was ordained as the first black minister of the DRC. For 
“unexplainable reasons” his ministry, however, was given over to the Presbyterian 
Church and Jolobe became an important figure in that church (Crafford, Aan God die 
dank, 105). 

99 See note 40. 
100 Early werkkringe were established in Ndabeni (Cape Town), Umtata, and Molteno. The 

first separate black congregations to be established in the Cape were Langa and 
Drakenstein in 1951. See Crafford, Aan God die dank, 107, 117-118. 

101 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 109. Transkei was a large area inhabited by a Xhosa 
population. It lay in the Eastern Cape from the Kei River further eastward. 

102 The mission stations established were Rietvlei, Isilimela, Cala and Decoligny. See 
Crafford, Aan God die dank, 109-117. 
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establishment of a new church. At a meeting of this board in 1945 in East London a 
Xhosa translation of the proposed constitution was submitted for discussion. It is 
likely that the aim was merely to inform congregants of the proposed plan to form 
a new church, because in the same year the DRC Synod passed the proposed 
constitution without any changes. 

An invitation was sent out to the congregations for a meeting of the Raad van 
Gemeentes in November 1951 in East London, where the new church would be 
founded. Representatives of 17 congregations were present when the meeting 
dissolved the Raad van Gemeentes and established a synod for the Dutch Reformed 
Bantu Church (also called the Bantoekerk van Kaapland). The congregations and 
werkkringe (which totalled 70) were subdivided into six Presbyteries, namely Langa 
(Cape Town), Visrivier (Ciskei), Alexandria (Johannesburg), Transkei, Middelburg 
and Northern Cape.103  

6.2 Unification in the Dutch Reformed Church in Africa 
In 1925 the (Cape) DRMC in South Africa took the initiative to establish contact 
with the DRMC of the OFS (est. 1910). At a meeting of the moderators of the two 
Synods in 1929 at Graaff-Reinet the decision was taken to form a Raad van 
Sendingkerke (council of mission churches). The respective synods subsequently 
authorised the move, after which the moderators often met. When the DRMC of 
Transvaal was constituted in 1932, it was also invited to join the council. Similarly, 
the DR Bantu Church (est. 1951) and the DRMC of Natal (est. 1952) joined the Raad 
van Sendingkerke. Ironically, the (Cape) DRMC in South Africa, which initiated the 
council, withdrew from it in 1950.104 

In 1955 the council became the Federale Raad van NG Sendingkerke (Federal Council 
of DR mission churches). Although the aim was mainly to coordinate the 
publication of literature for the respective churches, the DRMC of the OFS 
immediately requested the council to explore the possibility of the unification of 
the four churches. Already in 1959 the council passed a draft regulation for 
unification and submitted it to the respective synods. The synods passed the draft 
and met on 7 May 1963, when the Federal Council was dissolved and a General 
Synod was established. The black representatives at the Synod were asked to 

                                                 
103 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 118-120. 
104 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 563. Crafford states the reason for this withdrawal as the fact 

that the DRMC had gained a seat in the new DRC “Federale Sendingraad” in 1942 and 
saw the Raad van Sendingkerke as redundant (Crafford, Aan God die dank, 185). One may 
also assume, however, that ethnicity played a role in this, as the other four mission 
churches were predominantly black. The transfer of the coloured congregations in the 
Transvaal and Free State to the DRMC, in 1958 and 1966 respectively, also points to this 
(see section 4.2). 
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decide on a name for the new church. They chose the name Nederduitse 
Gereformeerde Kerk in Afrika or Dutch Reformed Church in Africa (DRCA).105 

During the following years the DRCA grouped itself into regional synods. By 1978 
there were seven synods, namely Orange Free State, Northern Transvaal, Southern 
Transvaal, Cape Province, Natal, Phororo (Northern Cape) and Transkei.106 

6.3 The establishment of the Reformed Church in Africa 
The racist tendency of white society in South Africa is conspicuously evident in the 
treatment of the Indian population in South Africa after their arrival during the 
second half of the 19th century. Cotton and sugar farmers in the British colony of 
Natal experienced a short supply of labour. From 1855 they appealed to the 
governor to import labourers from India. At that time India was also a British 
colony and it was common practice to export labourers to other colonies. By 1860 
the first group of 341 labourers arrived in Durban. For the following 50 years 
thousands of Indian labourers and their families immigrated to Southern Africa. 
With them came Indian merchants and entrepreneurs who saw in Southern Africa 
an opportunity for trade. By 1911 the Indian population in South Africa had grown 
to over 150 000.107 

Antagonism towards Indian people can be traced from the start. As Indians 
migrated from Natal into other parts of Southern Africa, their citizenship and 
ownership rights were severely restricted. In the ZAR they were not granted 
citizenship and they were only allowed to own property in designated 
neighbourhoods. The OFS completely outlawed Indians from settling there in 1891. 
In Natal they were denied the right to vote and restricted from trade in 1896. In 
1913 the Union of South Africa (established in 1910) passed an Immigration Law 
that severely restricted further Indian immigration. Plans were also made to 
repatriate people to India, but little came of this. In the 1940s further laws were 
passed to restrict property rights of “Asians” and in 1950 the Group Areas Act 
established the policy of forced removals to separate “group areas,” which also 
applied to Indians.108 

The antagonism that grew between Indian and white populations in this situation 
restricted contact between the established churches and Indian Christians. 
Furthermore, the majority of Indians in South Africa were Hindu and Muslim. By 
1970 less then 10% of the Indian population were Christian and most of them 
belonged to either the Pentecostal churches or the Roman Catholic Church.109 The 
                                                 
105 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 563-564. Crafford points out that the name was chosen to 

avoid any ethnic differentiation and in so doing keep the door open for the coloured, 
Indian and white Dutch Reformed churches to eventually join the new church. 

106 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 564. 
107 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 443. 
108 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 443-444. 
109 This shows that these churches were historically more receptive to Indian members 

then the Protestant churches in South Africa. 
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first DRC contact occurred only in 1946, when the missionary M.W. Theunissen 
initiated contact with Indians living in Pietermaritzburg. His successor J. Pretorius 
continued contact and by 1951 the first Indian evangelist, A. Murugan,110 was 
employed by the DRC. At first Pretorius was a missionary to black and Indian 
congregants in Pietermaritzburg, but in 1957 a separate werkkring for Indians was 
established. He would now work only with Indians. Soon after this a second 
werkkring was established in Durban. In time the two werkkringe formed a joint 
congregation and the first church building was inaugurated in 1959. More 
evangelists joined the work, but the congregation received very little funding from 
the Natal DRC. After appeals to the other DRC synods for support a second 
congregation could be established and a second missionary, D. Bekker, was 
employed in 1965.111 

In the other provinces missionaries were also instructed to minister to Indians. 
C.J.A. Greyling became a minister of a coloured congregation on the East Rand in 
1955, but after involvement in the Indian communities he was employed as full-
time missionary to Transvaal Indians in 1957. A second missionary, C. du P. le 
Roux, joined him in 1959 and in 1961 the first Indian evangelist, G. Moodley, 
started work. The first church was inaugurated at the end of 1961 in Germiston 
and it became a DRC Indian congregation in 1965. By this time a third missionary 
had been employed and various werkkringe had been established.112 The Cape DRC 
made contact with the Indian population only after 1960 as part of its mission to 
Muslims and Hindus. Rev D.J. Pypers was employed as missionary through the SA 
Gestig in Cape Town. An Indian evangelist, E.J. Mannikam from Natal, was 
employed in 1963. He underwent further training and became the first Indian 
minister of the DRC in 1970. A church was built in Rylands in 1965 and in 1966 the 
first Indian congregation at the Cape was established. A year later the 
Sendingkommissie instated Pypers as full-time missionary to the Indian population 
at the Cape.113 

There were now four Indian congregations in the DRC. The DRC Synods of Natal, 
Cape and Transvaal had already decided that some form of contact needed to be 
established between the congregations. This led to the formation of the 
“Skakelkommissie insake die Sending onder die Indiërs” (Liaison Commission for 
the mission to Indians). After the unification of the four DRC synods in 1962 the 
work of the commission was transferred to the new Algemene Sinodale 
Sendingkommissie (General Synodical Commission for Mission). Immediate work 
was done to prepare a constitution for a separate Indian church. The General 
Synod of 1966 passed the constitution and preparations were made for the 
formation of the new church. In August 1968 a meeting was held in 
                                                 
110 Interestingly, his surname was Moodley at first, but he changed it to Murugan, since 

Moodley was a name of the Priestly Caste in Hindu India. With this change he could 
now engage with labourers, who were typically from the lower castes, as well. 

111 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 447-448. 
112 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 449-451. 
113 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 451-452. 
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Pietermaritzburg, where the constitution was passed and the synod of the Indian 
Reformed Church was constituted. Notably, the Indian Reformed Church Synod of 
1976 changed its name to the Reformed Church in Africa (RCA) so as to discard the 
ethnic reference in the name.114 

7. THE ‘DAUGHTER CHURCHES’ INITIATE UNITY IN THE DUTCH 
REFORMED FAMILY 

It is evident from the history of the formation of the DRMC, the DRCA and the 
RCA that the authority for any decisions taken by and about them lay in the hands 
of the white DRC synods. The commonly used names “daughter churches” and 
“mother church” was a typical way to refer to this paternalistic relationship. The 
initial criticism of Pauw and Teske that this kind of authority of one church over 
another contradicted the reformed principles of being church115 applied to all the 
daughter churches of the DRC. An important reason for the relatively late protest 
against the guardianship of the DRC was because the majority of church leaders in 
these churches were white missionaries and ministers who trained at DRC 
institutions and supported its missionary – and many of its apartheid – ideals. 
Their salaries were also paid by the DRC. Over time a sense of independence from 
the DRC would, however, develop and lead to strong views against apartheid and 
against the divisions that existed within the Dutch Reformed family of churches.  

In the DRCA this change came slowly. Its early leaders were not prone to 
criticising the DRC. It is somewhat difficult to typify the DRCA during its first few 
decades, perhaps, as Johann Kinghorn argues, because it was always “cast in the 
role of grateful beneficiaries of white benevolence.” It rarely contributed to 
theological debates around contextuality and relationships between white and 
black in the church, acting almost as “a shadow image of the NGK.”116 It was 
during the political strife of the last quarter of the twentieth century that the DRCA 
did, however, find a distinctive role.  

                                                 
114 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 453-454, 459. 
115 See section 5.1 of this chapter. Loff points out that this authority goes against the 

foundations of the Reformed church order as established by the Synod of Emden in 
1571 (Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 201-205). The Church Order of Dordrecht 1619 also 
specifies against such authority as an important principle of Reformed ecclesiology. 
Article 84 reads as follows: “Geene kerk zal over andere kerken, geen dienaar over 
andere dienaren, geen ouderling of diaken over andere ouderlingen of diakenen eenige 
heerschappij voeren” (cited by A.D. Pont, Die historiese agtergronde van ons kerklike reg. 
Deel 1, Pretoria 1981, 186) or in English “No Church shall in any way lord it over other 
Churches, no Minister over other Ministers, no Elder or Deacon over other Elders or 
Deacons” (cited by I. van Dellen and M. Monsma, The Church Order commentary. A brief 
explanation of the Church Order of the Christian Reformed Church, Grand Rapids 1954, 340). 

116 J. Kinghorn, ‘Modernization and apartheid: the Afrikaner churches’ in: R. Elphick and 
R. Davenport (eds.), Christianity in South Africa. A political, social, and cultural history, 
Cape Town 1997, 151. 
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The DRMC was different in that it was very much the church for the Cape 
Coloured community and represented its values – individual puritanism and 
romantic (but not Pentecostal) pietism. For Kinghorn the DRMC “was an anchor of 
the Cape Coloured community in the decades of apartheid, providing not only 
social cohesion to the community but self-esteem to individuals.” It was more 
contextualised in this sense than the DRCA.117 

In this section the growing independence of mainly the DRMC and the DRCA, 
their subsequent opposition to apartheid and their eventual union into a new 
church will be discussed. 

7.1 Towards greater independence 
As all the “daughter churches” of the DRC (both domestic and abroad) grew, they 
felt the need to express their independence from the “mother church” in new ways. 
At formation these churches were each given a constitution that was drawn up by 
the DRC. In an act of independence the churches sought to replace the church 
order with one of their own design. The DRC responded by instituting the practice 
of so-called “Deeds of Agreement” (Aktes van Ooreenkoms) between the DRC and 
the mission churches that would replace the original constitution. The aim was to 
grant the new churches greater authority over their own organisation, yet without 
losing the bond that existed between the young church and the DRC. 
“Guardianship” was to be replaced by “partnership” and “daughter churches” 
would become “sister churches” of the DRC.118 In practice, however, the authority 
remained to a large extent with the DRC – the Deeds of Agreement were, after all, 
drawn up primarily by the DRC and then submitted to the synods of the young 
churches for approval. The ideal to retain a bond between the churches of the 
Dutch Reformed family was (and remains) important for the unity of the church, 
but in so far as it maintained a paternalistic relationship, it could not be justified on 
Reformed principles of church polity. 

In the DRMC this process eventually met with resistance. The DRMC was formed 
in an atmosphere of resistance to subordination. As mentioned, both the 
missionaries Pauw and Teske opposed the Constitution for the DRMC, since it 
gave veto power to the DRC in all matters. Notwithstanding their criticism, the 
Constitutie was adopted. From 1891 onwards the DRMC synod made various 
requests to the Sendingkommissie that a new constitution be written that would 
more clearly define the authority that the DRMC had to run its own matters. The 
old constitution simply stated that the DRMC had to comply with the Laws and 
Stipulations of the DRC “in so far as they applied” to the DRMC. The 
Sendingkommissie finally submitted a new “Wetboek” (constitution) to the DRMC 
Synod of 1912. Ironically, as the DRMC could not take any decisions on 
constitutional matters without DRC consent, the matter had to be referred to the 
DRC Synod of 1915. At this Synod the DRMC was granted the power to make its 
                                                 
117 Kinghorn, ‘Modernization and apartheid’, 151. 
118 Van der Merwe, Die pad vorentoe, 88. 
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own constitutional decisions. But it was a limited freedom, as Loff points out, 
because any decisions about its laws and stipulations had to be made “in 
observance of the constitution that the DRC had given to it.” The new freedom (for 
which the 1916 DRMC Synod gratefully thanked the DRC) was basically the 
freedom to accept the new Wetboek that the DRC had compiled. The new Wetboek 
no longer used the term “veto rights,” but the authority of the DRC was strictly 
maintained. The Sendingkommissie was still represented on its synod and the 
Grondwet could only be adapted or replaced by the DRC. Furthermore, DRMC 
missionaries were still subject to the discipline of the DRC, and the training and 
ordination of ministers remained in the hands of the DRC.119 

This subordination would finally change only in 1982 – more than 100 years after 
the founding of the DRMC. Throughout the century appeals were made for greater 
independence. In 1966 the DRMC made a request for a new constitution in order to 
end its constitutional dependency. The DRC Synod of 1969 responded by 
proposing that an Akte van Ooreenkoms (Deed of Agreement) be instituted. This 
would replace the constitution but did not really change the subordinate 
relationship of the DRMC to the DRC. A text was prepared by the DRC and 
submitted for approval at the DRMC Synod of 1974. By that time, however, two 
DRMC ministers, J.C. (Hannes) Adonis and E.D.J. Jacobs, had prepared a 
document as the basis for a new church order. They submitted it to the 1974 Synod 
as an alternative to the Akte van Ooreenkoms. This proposal was rejected and the 
Akte was passed. In the process an amendment was brought to the Akte concerning 
the position of white ministers in the church, to the effect that the sole authority of 
the DRC over training and over the discipline of DRC missionaries in the DRMC 
would end.120  

The Akte van Ooreenkoms was signed in November 1975. This replaced the Grondwet 
of 1915. However, a legal problem in the signing was later uncovered. Since the 
agreement was signed by the Western Cape Regional Synod of the DRC, the Akte 
was not relevant to the other Regional Synods of the DRC. The 1978 DRMC Synod 
discussed plans to sign the deed with the General Synod of the DRC. During this 
discussion another amendment to the Akte was made to end the practice of double 
membership for DRC ministers serving in the DRMC.121 During the recess after the 
1978 Synod the DRC made final legal changes to the Akte in preparation for the 
signing. For this reason the Akte was again submitted to the DRMC Synod of 1982 
for final approval. In the meantime, however, events had occurred that would 
prevent this from taking place. 

                                                 
119 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 205-209. Crafford is therefore inaccurate when he states 

that the new Wetboek was an important milestone “op die pad van selfstandigwording 
van die Sendingkerk.” In fact, he tacitly acknowledges that this freedom was limited: 
“Voortaan kon die kerk sy eie konstitusionele aanpassing maak mits dit nie in botsing 
met die grondwet was nie” (Crafford, Aan God die dank, 183, my italics). 

120 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 225-227. 
121 See note 60. 
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Between 1974 and 1978 further plans had been made to draw up a new church 
order for the DRMC. The assumption was that this would function together with 
the Akte van Ooreenkoms. The 1978 Synod passed the proposed church order. By 
this time there had been suggestions that the DRMC end the Akte van Ooreenkoms 
with the DRC once it has its own church order, but this matter was not taken up at 
the Synod. The suggestion was, however, again made at the DRMC Synod of 1982. 
When the finalised text of the Akte was discussed, Rev. J.D. Buys expressed his 
concern with the Akte and suggested that the DRMC withdraw from the agreement 
altogether. A number of white ministers who served in the DRMC opposed this 
suggestion, as it would invalidate their simultaneous membership to the DRC. 
Despite this, the proposal of Buys was approved. The following Synod in 1986 
could finally pass the decision that no deed of agreement will be made with the 
DRC and that it would continue as church with its own, independent constitution. 
The subordinate relationship had ended and the DRMC could no longer rightly be 
called a ‘daughter church’ of the DRC.122 

The same cannot be said for the DRCA and the RCA. Although they also sought to 
replace their original church orders (given to them by the DRC), this did not lead 
to an independent church order without a deed of agreement as it did in the 
DRMC. Both the DRCA and the RCA signed Aktes van Ooreenkoms with the DRC. 
There were, however, important changes with regards to training and ministry that 
pointed to greater independence. In the DRCA more black ministers were 
gradually elected to the Moderamen (synodical committee). At the second Synod 
of the DRCA in 1967 the first black minister, S.G.S. Ntoane, was elected to the 
Moderamen. This Synod also adopted the finalised church order of the DRCA. The 
fourth Synod at Worcester in 1975 elected Rev. E.T.S. Buti as the first black 
moderator and by 1979 the Moderamen consisted largely of black members. Since 
1971 the DRC retained official representation at all synods of the DRCA.123 
Similarly, the RCA also elected its first Indian moderator, K. Moodley, at its third 
Synod in 1976. As the RCA sought to gain independence from the DRC, a similar 
Akte van Ooreenkoms as with the DRMC was drawn up to replace its constitution. 
This was brought into effect in 1978. A commission of contact between the 
moderamens of the two synods was also instated.124 

The membership of DRC ministers remained an important point of discussion in 
the DRCA and the RCA as well. In various Aktes van Ooreenkoms between the 
respective regional synods of the DRC and the DRCA it was agreed that DRC 
ministers would become members of the DRCA during their ministry. After 
retirement their membership would return to the DRC. The RCA also felt strongly 
about ministers’ membership to the RCA and this was expressed in its Akte with 
the DRC.125 

                                                 
122 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 228-229. 
123 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 565-566. 
124 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 458-459. 
125 Van der Merwe, Die pad vorentoe, 82-83. 
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The training of the ministers for the DRMC, the DRCA and the RCA also reflects 
the growing sense of independence. As mentioned, missionaries for the DRMC 
were trained at the Sendinginstituut in Wellington.126 At its synods of 1912 and 1916 
the DRMC expressed its wish to start training coloured congregants for non-
ordained ministry. In 1917 the first “evangeliste” started their training in Wellington 
(this training was done separately from the Sendinginstituut). However, the DRC 
ended this training in 1920 in favour of training at the new Stofberg School in the 
Free State. This hampered the training of coloured evangeliste, since Stofberg was 
too far away. Sporadic attempts were made to train evangeliste, but this practice 
was ended in 1966. By that time the training of coloured ministers for ordination 
(leraars) was well under way. The first class had already started in 1929 in 
Wellington (with the help of two lecturers from the Sendinginstituut). In 1954 a 
“Theological School for the DRMC” was founded in Wellington. The school moved 
to Bellville in 1965, where it grew in size and importance. In 1973 it became a 
Faculty of Theology of the University of the Western Cape. It was especially during 
the 1970s and 1980s that lecturers and students (and the student minister Rev. A.A. 
Boesak) started to speak out against apartheid and the policies of the DRC. This 
criticism infused the DRMC as students entered ministry.127 

Black evangelists and later black ministers for the DRCA were trained at the 
Stofberg Theological School outside Heilbron in the Free State. The school was 
founded jointly by the four DRC synods in 1908 to train black teachers and 
evangelists. The evangelists served in the various black mission congregations of 
the DRC and the DRMC. The DRC retained control of the school throughout. The 
National Party government passed a law on “Bantu Education” in 1954 which 
placed all educational institutions under state control. When the Group Areas Act 
was passed, Stofberg fell in a white area and the government consequently 
relocated the school. The new location was chosen to be Turfloop outside 
Pietersburg in the north of the country, where a black university was being built. In 
response (and in line with apartheid policies) the DRC decided to establish the 
school in four areas that would serve the different black ethnic groups in the 
country. The overall management would still be arranged centrally by the DRC, 
but every school would also have its own management structures. The four 
locations were Dingaanstad (Natal), Decoligny (Transkei), Turfloop (Transvaal) 
and Witsieshoek (Free State). After the formation of the DRCA it was decided that 
the Stofberg schools would do all training for its black evangelists and ministers. 
The DRCA was granted representation on the local and central management of the 
schools, which remained largely in the hands of the DRC. With the establishment 
of black universities the DRC started negotiations to gain control in its faculties of 
theology. Eventually the four schools were associated with these universities and 
Stofberg students were able to obtain degrees. Decoligny was associated with the 
University of Fort Hare, Turfloop with the University of the North and 
Dingaanstad and Witsieshoek with the University of Zululand. By 1975 the DRCA 
                                                 
126 See note 61. 
127 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 214-221; Crafford, Aan God die dank, 196-198. 
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expressed its wish to gain more control over the training of its ministers, although 
plans to do this developed slowly.128 

Separate training for RCA ministers was initiated only in 1970, when its synod 
reached an agreement with the University of Durban-Westville. Training was done 
at the Department of Theology, which became a full faculty in 1978. In 1976 the 
joint commission of the RCA and the DRC made an agreement with the University 
to appoint a church lecturer that would be funded jointly by the two synods. In 
this sense the RCA gained some authority in the appointment. However, the 
training still to a large degree fell under the control of the DRC.129 

Apart from the impact that university training had on the growing independence 
of the three black DR churches, their membership in various ecumenical bodies 
also became increasingly important during the 1970s and especially the 1980s. This 
gave their delegates the chance to voice their own opinion about the political and 
religious situation in South Africa. The Reformed Ecumenical Synod (RES), the 
World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) and the World Council of 
Churches (WCC) expressed their criticism of apartheid, as did the South African 
Council of Churches (SACC) and the Alliance of Black Reformed Churches in 
South Africa (ABRESCA). The black DR churches had representation on many of 
these bodies and exposure to these views contributed to a rising opposition to 
apartheid and the policies of the DRC. 

The young DR churches’ opposition to apartheid will form the material content of 
the next chapter. This will therefore not be discussed here, although the process of 
unification cannot be properly understood without an understanding of anti-
apartheid theology in the DR churches. In this the declaration of a status confessionis 
and the drafting of the Confession of Belhar in 1982 are of central importance. For 
the sake of comprehensiveness the eventual unification will be discussed here, 
while the theological discourse against apartheid will be discussed in the following 
chapter. However, it must be kept firmly in mind that the process of church 
unification within the DR family forms part and parcel of the critique against the 
divisions that apartheid had brought within the church. 

7.2 Formation of the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa 
As early as 1928 the DRMC synod requested that it be granted representation on 
the DRC Sendingkommissie in order to establish “better cooperation”. Not much 
came of this and only in 1950 was the request repeated. This time the DRC 
moderature denied the request, arguing that the DRC “has never granted direct 
representation to outside bodies on its commissions.”130 Shortly afterwards the 
DRC did, however, recognise the need for closer cooperation by establishing in 

                                                 
128 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 203-207. 
129 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 462-463. 
130 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 255. 
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1964 the Federale Raad van NG Kerke (Federal Council of DR Churches),131 on which 
the DRC and all ‘daughter churches’ (also outside the borders of South Africa) 
were to have representation. During the 1970s the DRMC suggested that the unity 
between the churches ought to be expressed by converting the council into a 
general synod of all Dutch Reformed churches.132 The Federal Council ratified this 
in 1978 by proposing that the Council be replaced by a synod with representatives 
from the DRC, the DRMC, the DRCA and the RCA.133  

Apart from this, the DRCA (at its 1975 Synod) and the RCA (at its 1976 Synod) also 
expressed their desire for structural unity within the DR family of churches. The 
ideal was for more than an overarching synod. In 1980 the RCA Synod issued a 
document on church unity that stated, amongst other things, “that the principle of 
church union at the levels of congregation, presbytery and synod must be regarded 
as the ideal Reformed basis upon which negotiations can be conducted in order to 
realise the God-given unity within the family of D.R. Churches.”134 The Synod of 
the DRCA also reiterated its proposal for unity in 1983, stating that the four 
churches ought to have “one confession, one church order, one membership, one 
legitimation and one financial structure.”135 The DRMC expressed its wish for a 
“united church” in 1978 by “accepting the principle of unification of the DR 
Churches in South Africa.”136 From 1978 onwards the RCA and the DRMC also 
engaged in negotiations for church unification. 

When the DRMC announced a status confessionis in 1982 the strained relationship 
between the DRC and the DRMC was put under more pressure. As a consequence 
of the status confessionis, the University of the Western Cape theologian J.J.F. 
Durand stated in 1984 that if the DRC does not abandon what was now agreed to 
be its heretical apartheid policies and practices, the DRMC would have no choice 
but to break its ties with the DRC.137 During this time the DRMC indeed ended 
their Akte van Ooreenkoms with the DRC, as mentioned above. Despite this, the 
DRMC Synod of 1986 (where the Belhar Confession was ratified) also reiterated the 
ideal of unification with the DRC. This was done with specific reference to the 

                                                 
131 Van der Merwe, Die pad vorentoe, 95-97. This body grew out of the “Raad van NG 

Kerke” which was established in 1957. The Federal Council of DR Churches must not be 
confused with the Federal Council of DR Mission Churches, which preceded the 
formation of the DRCA. See section 6.2 of this chapter. 

132 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 256-257. 
133 Van der Merwe, Die pad vorentoe, 99-101. The DRC synod of 1978 rejected this proposal, 

since such a synod would be an “infringement on the autonomy of independent 
churches.” Ironically, the 1962 decision to bind the four DRC synods into a general 
synod did not meet with this opposition. 

134 Crafford, Aan God die dank, 460. 
135 Van der Merwe, Die pad vorentoe,102. 
136 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 259. 
137 In ’n Oomblik van Waarheid, cited by Van der Merwe, Die pad vorentoe, 105. 
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contents of the Confession, so that the Confession gained an important position in 
the search for unity.138 

The urgency of the appeal for unity at the Synod of 1986 was all the more felt since 
at this stage the initial discussions on the matter with the DRC had withered away. 
The DRC moderamen had since the late 1970s met with the moderamen of the 
three black Reformed churches, but after 1982 very little progress had been made. 
Any discussions with the DRC seemed to falter around the declaration of the status 
confessionis and the drafting of the Belhar Confession, which had to a large degree 
been politicised by proponents of apartheid. Also, by 1984 the negotiations with 
the RCA for unification had ground to a halt. 

In 1987 things changed dramatically. The DRCA and the DRMC met a number of 
times to prepare for unification. The DRC and the RCA were both invited to these 
meetings. Although the RCA never responded, the DRMC and the DRC met a 
number of times individually, but by 1988 the DRC had withdrawn. The DRMC 
and the DRCA continued without the other churches in the DR family. By 1990 a 
proposed church order was drafted. After deliberation it was decided to include 
the Confession of Belhar in the church order as fourth confession of the new 
church. The DRCA was requested to make the necessary changes to its own church 
order to accommodate the Belhar Confession and to circulate the Confession to its 
congregations so that members could study it and become acquainted with it.  

It was decided that 14 April 1994 would be the date of unification. The DRMC held 
what would be its last Synod from 4 to 13 April. Here the final legal measures were 
made for unification to go ahead. The day after Synod ended, the representatives 
from the DRCA and the DRMC met at the congregation SA Gestig in Belhar. The 
charter of unification was signed and with this the Uniting Reformed Church in 
Southern Africa (URCSA) was formally constituted. The name was chosen to 
express the fact that the seats of the other two sister churches, the DRC and the 
RCA, were still empty. The name “in Southern Africa” also expresses the fact that 
the church may transcend national boundaries.139 

The unification between the DRMC and the DRCA has since met with some 
resistance from (former) DRCA congregations. Congregations from both the 
Phororo Synod and the Free State Synod have dissociated themselves from the 
URCSA. They both claim to be a continuation of the DRCA and that there were 
legal problems with unification that justified them to continue as such. Litigation is 
under way to test the validity of these claims.140 The RCA and the DRC also still 
remain separate churches outside the new church, although from 2006 it seemed 
that renewed impetus had been given to the process of unification by the 
leadership of both the URCSA and the DRC. 

                                                 
138 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 267. 
139 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 272-274. 
140 For reports on these events see Acta Synodi VGKSA 1997, 20-23, 33-47. 
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Having now sketched the history of the separation and eventual reunification of 
the churches in the South African Dutch Reformed tradition, the second phase of 
Thompson’s depth-hermeneutical method may now be considered. A number of 
further social-historical factors will be included in the next chapter, where these 
may be required for a better understanding of the context. However, the focus will 
be not on writing a history, but analysing a theological discourse. 
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Chapter 3 
The shaping of Dutch Reformed  

anti-apartheid theology 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Shortly after the decision of the Cape Dutch Reformed Church in 1857 to permit 
the practice of separate worship for white and black congregants, a young DR 
minister from Pietermaritzburg, Rev. P. Huet, published a book in which he 
critically analysed the decision. In his book, published in 1860 with the title Ééne 
Kudde en Één Herder1 (One flock and one shepherd), he strongly criticised the 
decision, as well as the various arguments often used to support such separation, 
arguing that this would inevitably lead to “two flocks and two shepherds.” 

A brief study of Huet’s arguments provides some insight into one of the earliest 
examples of criticism against the growing racial division in the DRC – it could be 
seen as an early example of anti-segregation (or perhaps even anti-apartheid) 
theology.2 He lists the numerous reasons often cited in support of separation, such 
as that coloured people are “a separate nation”; “a different kind of person 
distinguished by colour and hair”; “indecent”; “differently created by God”; that 
communal services would lead to “equalisation” (gelykstelling), would “give 
offence to whites” and would “lead to mixed marriages.” He responds to each of 
these claims, arguing amongst other things that no forms of social differentiation 
apply to “the spiritual and the ecclesial” (with reference to Galatians 3:28), that all 
are sinners and therefore all are made equal by God in the church.  

He subsequently argues that separate buildings may in cases be needed for 
education, but that this must never be done in a “spirit of pride and of exclusion, 
but on the contrary through the spirit of love and of affinity.” Separation, he 
continues, would be opposed to the command of God. Where separate buildings 
are used for the education of converts, this must always be with the aim to “enable 
them to join with whites in the same House of God under the same preaching and 
the same blood of Christ.” These institutes or gestichten ought only to be means 
towards incorporating black converts into congregations where they will receive 
the baptism and Eucharist as part of the “one congregation, one flock”. Synod’s 
decision, however, proposes institutes where converts will enjoy their Christian 
privileges as a separate congregation, in separate administering of the Gospel, of 

                                                 
1 P. Huet, Ééne kudde en één Herder. Verhandeling over de toebrenging van heidenen tot de 

Christelijke Kerkgemeenschap, Cape Town 1860. 
2 Botha, Historiese agtergrond, 37-46, provides an overview of Huet’s arguments. Citations 

to follow are translated from this report. 
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baptism and Eucharist, that is, “two congregations, two flocks”. This opinion led 
Huet to state: 

I cannot preach with honesty in a church that I know is closed to blacks. I 
cannot preach a Gospel of which I must keep something back for the sake of 
not offending some. To instruct a black person in the Gospel, to accept such as 
member, to baptise, to administer the Eucharist, this is an impossibility in 
many congregations, and in almost all a cause for offence. 

As far as the argument concerning the weakness of some is concerned, Huet 
undertakes an exegesis of Romans 14:2 to indicate that the phrase refers to converts 
or those immature in their faith, who do not yet have a deeper insight into the 
Christian freedom, who still cling to a narrow legalism. Can one then, he asks, 
speak of weaknesses “when in fact people lack restraint, grace, and love and rather 
place themselves higher than others, than their neighbours, merely because the 
neighbours are servants, or have a dark skin, and then deal with their neighbours 
with swearing and sjamboks (whips) and deny them a place in the same House of 
God?” These are not merely weaknesses, he says. They are “cruel, hard, conceited 
sins” that must not be countenanced. He asks, “May one arrange the church to the 
prejudices of the world rather than according to God’s command?” “It is precisely 
the weak in the true sense,” he concludes, “who are given offence when this 
happens.” He finds this a terrible consequence of a decision that even claims to 
advocate “the advancement of the cause of Christ amongst the heathen”. It is the 
result of organising the church according to human insights rather than first asking 
what Scripture wills, and then acting accordingly.  

The sanctioning of prejudices was Huet’s greatest grievance against the decision of 
1857, argues Botha: “Systematic separation between black and white in Christ’s 
church may not have been the intention of the synod’s decision, but it was made 
possible by the decision – it could even be defended by the decision!” Subsequent 
history suggests that Huet’s prophetic words did not make any inroads into the 
DRC – which probably contributed to Huet’s decision to leave the DRC and depart 
for the Netherlands. So, for instance, negotiations between 1870 and 1873 to 
incorporate the fifteen (largely coloured) congregations of the Rhenish Mission 
Society into the DRC failed. According to the Acta Synodi of 1873, this failure was 
not the result of any principled objections, but of practical difficulties on both 
sides.3 Had this incorporation succeeded, the way would have been opened for the 
kind of incorporation that the decision of 1857 did in fact foresee as the ideal. 
History, however, would have it otherwise as, according to Botha, prejudice in the 
organisation of the church became naturalised.4 The strongest voice of opposition 
to this would eventually come from the black DR churches late in the twentieth 
century – although prophetic voices, like that of Huet, continued to rise from 
within. 

                                                 
3 Agenda for the thirteenth meeting of the Federal Council of Dutch Reformed Churches, 1984, 42. 
4 Botha, Historiese agtergrond, 45-46. 
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This chapter will trace the slow rise and eventual success of this voice – the anti-
apartheid voice against prejudice in the DR Family. Formulated in terms of John 
Thompson’s depth hermeneutic, as introduced in the first chapter, this forms the 
second phase, namely formal or discursive analysis. The previous chapter recognised 
that symbolic forms are not produced, transmitted and received in a vacuum. It 
therefore sought to analyse the socio-historical conditions within which anti-
apartheid theology in the Dutch Reformed family of churches arose. As Thompson 
made clear, the socio-historical analysis can help one to understand the rules and 
resources within which symbolic forms were produced and transmitted, but more 
needs to be done. Symbolic forms draw on the social context, but they also express 
something new. Thompson writes:  

Symbolic forms are contextualized products and something more, for they are 
products which, by virtue of their structural features, are able to, and claim to, 
say something about something. It is this additional and irreducible aspect of 
symbolic forms which calls for a different kind of analysis, a different way of 
looking at symbolic forms. It established the basis for a type of analysis which 
is concerned primarily with the internal organization of symbolic forms, with 
their structural features, patters and relations.5 

This chapter will therefore attempt to analyse this internal aspect of the symbolic 
forms at hand. It is not primarily a history of the anti-apartheid movement in the 
DR family, but an attempt to trace the patterns and relations of anti-apartheid 
arguments as they developed within the DR family. As with the socio-historical 
analysis, the nature of the symbolic forms that are studied here determines the way 
in which the analysis will be carried out. The symbolic forms are the theological 
arguments that were employed to oppose apartheid in church and society. Since 
these forms are ‘discourse’, i.e. “actually occurring instances of communication,”6 
discursive rather than formal analysis will most likely be the appropriate method. 
Moreover, of the various discursive forms of analysis that can be done – namely 
conversation analysis, syntactic analysis, analysis of narrative structure, and 
argumentative analysis – the most appropriate will be the last one. Argumentative 
analysis seeks to reconstruct the chains of reasoning and the patterns of inference 
that connect one theme or topic to another.  

This must be carried out within the limitations presented by the data. A first 
limitation is the unavailability of records of much of the discourse. Apart from the 
various Acta Synodii, some minutes from presbytery meetings, official church 
journals and public declarations or statements, little was written and stored. The 
available material must therefore be analysed with the awareness that this 
represents a small fraction of the discourse. A number of interviews with key 
theologians were conducted to collect further information, while recognising the 
limitations of temporal distance. 

                                                 
5 Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 284. 
6 Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 286. 
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Since the symbolic forms that will be discussed here all relate to anti-apartheid 
theology, some background on apartheid theology is necessary. This chapter will 
therefore start by providing a brief outline of the main lines of thought that the 
Dutch Reformed Church followed in its theological and Biblical justification of 
apartheid. 

In a following section the history of the church struggle in South Africa, as it has 
been told in numerous publications, will be discussed. The aim will be to provide a 
general picture of the church struggle as it emerged during the second half of the 
twentieth century. 

These will form the background for the main section of the chapter, which will 
focus specifically on the struggle against apartheid within the DR family of 
churches during the second half of the twentieth century. The aim is to uncover the 
shape that anti-apartheid theology took within the family, both from the younger 
mission churches and from the voices that emerged from the white DRC. From this 
a number of recurring theological themes and motives will be identified. The 
following chapter will then interpret these themes and motives (or symbolic forms) 
according to the third and final stage of John Thompson’s depth hermeneutic. 

2. APARTHEID THEOLOGY IN THE DRC 7 
Much has been written on the political and socio-economic system of apartheid as 
it emerged during the twentieth century.8 The aim here is not to describe the 
historical emergence of the racial stratification of South African society between the 
seventeenth and the twentieth century. Neither is it to explore the complex 
interrelations between church and state that led to the close identification of the 
DRC (and the other Afrikaans-speaking churches) with the nationalist 
government’s policy of apartheid.9 The aim is to draw a picture of the theological 

                                                 
7 As mentioned in the introduction this study forms one part of a two-part study. This 

part focuses on anti-apartheid theology, whereas the other part focuses on apartheid 
theology. The purpose of this brief discussion of apartheid theology is therefore not to 
provide a new analysis but simply to summarise existing analyses in order to provide 
the socio-historical context for the remainder of this study. 

8 Recent publications include H.B. Giliomee, The Afrikaners. Biography of a people, Cape 
Town 2003 and S. Terreblanche, A history of inequality in South Africa 1652-2002, 
Pietermaritzburg 2002. 

9 Numerous studies have appeared on the Afrikaner churches and apartheid, most 
notably the book edited by J. Kinghorn (ed.), Die NG Kerk en Apartheid, Johannesburg 
1986, as well as J.C. Adonis, Die afgebreekte skeidsmuur weer opgebou, Amsterdam 1982 
and J.H.P. Serfontein, Apartheid, change and the NG Kerk, Johannesburg 1982. Other 
publications that dealt with this are two booklets by D.S. Bax, A different gospel: a critique 
of the theology behind apartheid, Johannesburg n.d. and C. Villa-Vicencio, The theology of 
apartheid, Cape Town n.d., (both published during the late 1970s), as well as A.J. Botha, 
Die evolusie van ’n volksteologie, Bellville 1984, J.C. Marais, Die NG Kerk en die regverdiging 
van apartheid, Sovenga 1986, J.A. Loubser, The Apartheid Bible. A critical review of racial 
theology in South Africa, Cape Town 1987 and a somewhat apologetic report by the 
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arguments in support of apartheid to which many theologians and churches had to 
respond in taking a stand against apartheid. 

Some background on apartheid may, however, provide an orientation. Apartheid 
can be described in many ways. One way is to understand it as a series of laws that 
were intended to ensure that political and economic power remained in the hands 
of the minority white population. Already in the Union of South Africa (which 
joined the four British colonies of the Cape, Natal, Free State and Transvaal under a 
single, largely Afrikaner government in 1910) the Native Land Acts of 1913 and 
1936 confined black land ownership to only thirteen percent of the total area of the 
country. Political representation was also limited increasingly to whites. Of the 
four colonies that formed the Union, only the Cape offered parliamentary 
representation to so-called non-Europeans. Such representation was systematically 
discarded by the Union government through legislation, particularly with the 
Representation of Natives Act (1936), which removed blacks from the Cape voter’s 
role. Apart from land and political representation, a series of laws were also passed 
from as early as 1911 to ensure that skilled employment would go to whites and 
unskilled labour to blacks.10 

These three sets of measures had set up the legal framework of apartheid society. It 
left two problems unaddressed: on the one hand, the aspirations of those excluded 
from the spheres of political and economic power – the black population; and on 
the other hand, the claims of those with power to maintain and improve their 
social and economic standing in society – the white population.11 To address the 
problem of a majority population with no land, no political representation and 
limited access to wealth – a problem that could endanger the very aim of keeping 
power in white hands – the government embarked from the 1950s onwards on a 
scheme which it hoped would address some of the black aspirations. This was 
presented as the positive side of apartheid and was called “separate development” 
– the thesis that people have the best chance to progress socially and economically 
if they did so within a closed ethnic group with limited contact with people from 
other ethnic identities, whilst ensuring peace and prosperity for all. It aimed to 
transform the areas that had been declared native areas into separate ‘homelands’ 
or Bantustans with their own government, institutions and eventually industry.  

                                                                                                                            
General Synodical Commission of the DRC titled Die verhaal van die Ned Geref Kerk se reis 
met apartheid 1960-1994. ’n Getuienis en ’n belydenis, Wellington 1997. Of importance are 
also the relevant sections from J.W. de Gruchy, The church struggle in South Africa, Cape 
Town 1979, 51-85; J.W. Hofmeyr and G.J. Pillay (eds.), A history of Christianity in South 
Africa, Pretoria 1994, 246-299; R. Elphick and R. Davenport (eds.), Christianity in South 
Africa. A political, social and cultural history, Cape Town 1997, 135-154, 370-382; and J.W. 
Hofmeyr, et al. (eds.), 1948 Plus 50 years. Theology, apartheid and church: past, present and 
future, Pretoria 2001, 1-117. See further also I. Hexham, The irony of apartheid. The struggle 
for national independence of Afrikaner Calvinism against British Imperialism, New York 1981. 

10 J.D. Fage, A history of Africa, London 1995, 440. 
11 J. Groenewald, ‘Die uitwerking van apartheid: sosiologiese aspekte’ in: J. Kinghorn 

(ed.), Die NG Kerk en Apartheid, Johannesburg 1986, 24. 
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The initiative had no success and this was so for a number of obvious reasons.12 
Firstly, the black population was simply too large to be limited to the tiny area of 
land granted to them. Secondly, the ‘native areas’ in question were never intended 
to become separate homelands and were scattered over about 260 fragments of 
land. The bureaucratic and practical challenges of establishing a limited number of 
nation-states were phenomenal. Apart from this, these areas were typically poor 
agricultural land with no or little industrial development potential. To propose 
that industry and capital would eventually flow to these areas (rather than stay in 
the better developed urban centres of the country) was illogical. The single most 
contradictory aspect of the plan was the fact that the white owners of capital were 
dependent on inexpensive black labour. The different races in South Africa were 
dependent on each other and the idea of separated development within strict 
ethnic boundaries was flawed – as subsequent history would make evident. 

These problems notwithstanding, the government pressed ahead with its plans. 
The Native Land Acts were thus followed by the Bantu Authorities Act (1951), 
which re-established tribal organisation in native areas. With the Bantu Self-
Government Act (1959) ten ethnically-based Bantustans were created and in 1970 
the Bantu Homelands Citizenship Act made every black person in South Africa a 
citizen of one of the these Bantustans, based on their ethnicity. The late 1970s saw 
the declaration of independence (by the South African government) of four 
Bantustans – Transkei in 1976, Bophuthatswana in 1977, Venda in 1979 and Ciskei 
in 1981. Upon the granting of ‘independence’, the citizens of the homeland no 
longer had citizenship in South Africa, irrespective of whether they lived in the 
homeland – or had ever lived there at all. The result was that millions of black 
people “became aliens in their own fatherland overnight, with a whole range of 
political, social and other negative consequences for them.”13 No other state in the 
world ever recognised the independence of these areas.  

These measures enabled the government to embark on a process of ensuring 
minimal social integration amongst the different races in the country. The ideology 
behind apartheid (that South African society consisted of a distinct number of 
nations that had best live in separate homelands) became the legitimising force 
behind black oppression. If the homelands plan was the ‘positive’ and more 
ideological side of separate development, the laws that arranged the living 
conditions of millions of South Africans according to ethnicity were certainly the 
negative and destructive side of apartheid. Indeed, these were the measures that 
evoked the frustration and the anger of a majority of the population and eventually 
the indignation of many in the international arena.  

The Population Registration Act (1950) was a prime requisite for the organisation 
of society according to the principles of separate development. Every person in the 
country was classified according to race or ethnicity, and where the lines were 

                                                 
12 Fage, A history of Africa, 441-443. 
13 M. Wiechers, ‘Die juridiese profiel van apartheid’ in: J. Kinghorn (ed.), Die NG Kerk en 

Apartheid, Johannesburg 1986, 12, translated. 
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vague (for instance, with someone of mixed heritage or with uncharacteristic 
ethnic traits), arbitrary physical tests were used to determine whether the person 
was white, coloured, Asian or black. Often people would apply for re-
classification14 in order to gain access to opportunities or resources – or in order to 
marry someone from a different race, because the Mixed Marriages Act (1949) 
prevented marriage across racial lines. 

Probably the most drastic law to prevent social integration was the Group Areas 
Acts (1950, 1957, 1966), which proclaimed residential areas for a certain race and 
forced any inhabitants not of that race to move. For more than three decades 
hundreds of thousands of black, coloured and Asian families were removed from 
their homes, finally estimated to total more than 3.5 million people. The church 
historian Hannes Adonis calls forced removals the “real face of the apartheid 
policy”,15 with literally hundreds of neighbourhoods being destroyed and new 
neighbourhoods on the distant outskirts of cities and towns being created. The best 
known cases are the destruction of Sophiatown in Johannesburg, District Six in 
Cape Town and Cato Manor in Durban. Apart from these relocations, many rural 
black people were also removed to the homelands.16 In 1976 a commission of 
inquiry (the so-called Theron Commission) was set up by the government to 
investigate allegations of hardship, and found that forced removals did indeed 
cause untold trauma and alienation for thousands of families across South Africa. 
The government responded to the Theron Report unsympathetically, claiming that 
it was merely executing the task for which the National Party had been elected in 
1948.17 

Other laws outlawed communal public facilities and services, establishing, 
amongst other things, separate transport systems, separate public administration 
facilities and separate educational institutions18 (with very little funding going to 
black, coloured and Asian education, while white education was of the highest 
standard). Restrictions were also placed on black employment, labour unions and 
migrant labour (for instance, through influx control, which allowed only the 
                                                 
14 During the 1982/1983 year, for example, a total of 997 reclassifications were permitted, 

the vast majority of which were from coloured to white (Groenewald, ‘Die uitwerking 
van apartheid’, 26). 

15 Adonis, ‘Experiences of apartheid in the “black” churches’, 136. 
16 Between 1950 and 1980 the percentage of black people in South Africa living in the 

homelands increased from 39% to 53% (Groenewald, ‘Die uitwerking van 
apartheid’, 32). 

17 Groenewald, ‘Die uitwerking van apartheid’, 28. 
18 The Bantu Education Act (1953) particularly affected the ministry of many churches, 

since control of the mission schools was lost to the state. Having gained control, the 
apartheid state then proceeded to dictate black educational curricula, with the intention 
of keeping blacks subservient to white interests. Another measure that targeted the 
churches was the ‘church clause’ of the Native Laws Amendment Act (1957), which 
attempted to force racial segregation onto all churches in the country. This failed to the 
degree that it only motivated many English-speaking churches to take a stronger stance 
against apartheid. 
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principal household earner, typically the husband, to relocate to the city, while his 
family had to remain in the homeland) in an effort to curtail black economic and 
socio-political mobilisation. Hundreds of laws were passed from the 1950s on, all 
with the aim of totally controlling the lives of black people. 

Apart from the physical impact of these measures, the psychological and 
developmental impact has often been emphasised. Poor education, poor public 
services, poverty and harsh treatment (including extreme forms of racism, white 
supremacy and brutality) gradually forced many black people into submissive 
states, accepting their lot as second- or third-class citizens. The humiliation and the 
denial of human dignity were some of the effects of apartheid that would carry 
through long after the system and structure of apartheid had been eradicated.19  

The question at the heart of much Christian reflection on apartheid society has 
often been: how was it possible that ordinary, seemingly good, Christian people 
could support an unjust system such as apartheid? Clearly the humiliation of black 
people in South Africa must have been accompanied with some sort of 
concomitant blindness on the part of white people not to notice what was going on. 
Apartheid, as has often been argued, affected not only the black population in its 
brutal denial of human dignity, but also drew the white population into its power-
seeking and power-maintaining ideology. But it was not only the Afrikaners who 
supported apartheid – many English speaking people tacitly came to accept the 
implicit goal of creating a united white nation in Africa. This support was reflected 
in the increasing strength of the National Party, which never lost an election until 
1994, expanding its support base to two-thirds of the white electorate. This support 
also enabled the government of Dr H.F. Verwoerd, one of the masterminds behind 
much of apartheid ideology and legislation, to proclaim South Africa a Republic in 
1960, in keeping with the Afrikaner tradition of the Great Trek and the Boer 
republics.20 

The Dutch Reformed Church was caught up in the strivings of the Afrikaner 
people from early on and therefore, not surprisingly, identified closely with the 
ruling Nationalist party during the era of apartheid. It came to represent the 
religious and spiritual counterpart to the ideology of apartheid by providing an 
attempted Biblical justification for the segregation of races. The history of how the 
DRC shifted its support for segregation from initial hesitation at the turn of the 
century to full-blown affirmation and propagation of the ideology of apartheid is 
complex; various factors played a role in shaping the theology of apartheid. At the 
risk of simplifying this history, a brief overview will be attempted here. 

                                                 
19 A former DRCA minister Rev. E.M. Tema once wrote: “apartheid might have a 

brutalizing effect; a terrifying effect; but its foremost and fundamental effect is 
dehumanization … it erodes the very basics of humanity” (E.M. Tema, ‘Relations 
within the NG Kerk family of churches’ in: J.W. Hofmeyr and W.S. Vorster (eds.), New 
faces of Africa. Essays in honour of Ben Marais, Pretoria 1984, 172). 

20 Fage, A history of Africa, 492. 
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Johann Kinghorn, an authority on the topic, identifies three factors that converged 
in the church during the 1920s to initiate the shift to apartheid theology, namely: 
the pastoral needs created by the poverty and destitution of Afrikaners after the 
South African War (the so-called armblankevraagstuk or ‘poor white problem’); the 
influence of racial prejudice and racism of the sort that was already present in the 
church previously; and the importation of romantic notions of nation and purity.21 

The second of these factors – racial prejudice – was discussed in Chapter Two, 
especially with the decision of the 1857 synod on separate worship and its 
consequences. It has been shown how such prejudices eventually culminated in 
separated ethnic church formation in the DR family of churches. Since such church 
formation was understood as a matter of mission, the missionary policies of the 
DRC strongly reflected and conveyed policies of segregation – as did the formal 
Mission Policy that the Federal Council of DR Churches endorsed in 1935. Mention 
has been made of the ‘traditional fear’ of Afrikaners of ‘equalisation’ (gelykstelling) 
and of their rejection of ‘racial mixing’. From this position it was argued that every 
nation was to achieve as high a social status as it can possibly achieve and in order 
to facilitate this the Church opposed “disregarding of racial and colour differences 
between white and black in their daily course” and therefore encouraged and 
promoted “social differentiation and spiritual or cultural segregation, to the 
advantage of both sections”22 

In reviews of apartheid theology it was the missions that often came to bear the 
brunt of criticism. However, many missionaries were earnestly committed to 
spreading the good news of the Gospel and establishing much needed medical and 
educational institutions, as the history of the missions attests. Yet, the dividing line 
between the indigenisation of the Gospel and acculturation to Western cultural 
values was often very vague.23 Even worse, the often valuable contributions of 
missionaries were commonly cited by church and political leaders as proof of the 
fruits of a policy of separate development. In this way the honest work of some 

                                                 
21 J. Kinghorn, ‘Die groei van ’n teologie - van sendingbeleid tot verskeidenheidsteologie’ 

in: J. Kinghorn (ed.), Die NG Kerk en Apartheid, Johannesburg 1986, 86. 
22 For a discussion of the historical development of the mission policy of the DRC, with 

particular attention to and an evaluation of the 1935 mission policy, see J.C. Adonis, 
‘Die Sendingbeleid van die Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk: ’n kritiese evaluasie’ in: 
P.J. Robinson and J.G. Botha (eds.), Wat is sending? ’n Werksinkel van die NG Kerk-familie, 
Bellville 1986, 62-86. The article is followed by a fascinating discussion between 
participants at this particular workshop. 

23 Mission was often understood as a pedagogical task where the young church had to 
‘accommodate’ itself to the cultural expectations of the founding church. Only towards 
the second half of the twentieth century did the notions of ‘inculturation’ and later 
‘interculturation’ arise to emphasise the fact that “the Christian faith never exists except 
as ‘translated’ into a culture” (D.J. Bosch, Transforming mission. Paradigm shifts in theology 
of mission, Maryknoll 1991, 447-457). 
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missionaries were construed as support for racial segregation.24 This was an easy 
argument to make, since much missionary work in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries in Africa was based on Gustav Warneck’s (1834-1910) and others’ 
principle of establishing independent ethnic churches.25 The fact that these 
principles were based on practical considerations of language and the cultural 
hegemony of many tribal groups in Africa, and that they therefore did not apply to 
the more integrated social, economic and political situation in South Africa, was 
glossed over. One must, nonetheless, guard against losing sight of the deep-seated 
racial prejudices that many white Christians harboured, also in missionary work. 

Still, the greater impact on the development of apartheid theology was less the 
activities of missionaries than the missionary policy of the DRC itself. The role of 
the 1935 policy cannot be over-estimated, says Kinghorn, as this was the only 
comprehensive policy of the church on matters of social organisation. It soon 
became more than a guide for missions, but also for “the evaluation of political 
ideas and, of course, of the issue of apartheid.”26 

Apart from the inherited racial prejudice that one finds in the document, another, 
more recent phenomenon can also be identified, namely the hidden ideals of 
nationalism. In addition to the emphasis on nation noted above, phrases such as 
‘Every nation has the right to be itself, ‘Evangelisation does not imply de-
nationalisation’ and ‘Christianity ought not to rob the native of his language and 
culture, but must eventually inhabit and purify his whole nationalism’ frequently 
occur. This signalled the emergence of Afrikaner nationalism, which grew out of 
the other two factors noted by Kinghorn, namely the pastoral needs of 
impoverished Afrikaners and the influence of German romanticism. 

As is often the case, the experience of persecution and humiliation that the Boer 
communities suffered at the hands of the British forces under the imperial High 
Commissioner in South Africa, Lord Milner, created a sense of solidarity amongst 
Afrikaners as never before.27 Milner’s aim was to strengthen imperial control of the 

                                                 
24 Lubbe notes how many DRC members “saw ‘mission’ as the church’s solution and 

‘apartheid’ as the political and social solution to the same racial problem” (Lubbe, 
‘About 1948’, 26). 

25 Warneck’s emphasis on volkskerstening (conversion of nations) was felt in the DRC 
through the work of the Stellenbosch missiologist Johannes du Plessis (Adonis, Die 
afgebreekte skeidsmuur, 66-68). Already earlier in the nineteenth century the emphasis on 
“church planting” (rather than individual conversion) was popularised by the 
missionaries Rufus Anderson and Henry Venn, who propagated the ideal of the “three 
selfs” (self-government, self-support, and self-propagation) to which young churches 
were to strive (Bosch, Transforming mission, 331). 

26 Kinghorn, ‘Die groei van ’n teologie’, 87, translated. 
27 Research has shown the settlers and the Boer trekkers did not embrace a shared 

identity, but were motivated chiefly by their grievances towards the British who, after 
taking control of the Cape in 1806, continued to annex territories that settlers had 
claimed for themselves, including Natal (1842), the Kimberly diamond fields (1871) and 
the Transvaal (1877). Only towards the end of the nineteenth century can early traces of 
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four republics, especially the Transvaal with its abundant sources of wealth, and to 
“ensure that the wealth would continue to be exploited in the British imperial 
interest.”28 The South African War (1899-1902) crushed the small Afrikaner armies 
and led to the deaths of tens of thousands of women and children in British 
concentration camps. For Afrikaners this was none other than attempted genocide. 
Milner’s subsequent policy of Anglicisation embittered them even further. In 
Britain Milner’s wartime policies also evoked much criticism and contributed to 
the opposition Liberal Party’s victory in the 1906 British general election. The 
British Colonial Office returned to a previous policy concerning the colonies, 
namely that where possible self-government be granted to the European settlers to 
rule the colony as they preferred. This was quickly done in the cases of the 
Transvaal and the Free State, where Afrikaner governments were immediately 
elected.29 Having regained power, the Afrikaners were determined to consolidate 
their position as the majority European presence in South Africa. Their anti-
imperialist attitudes – strengthened by the war and the policy of Anglicisation – 
converged around their emerging language and became an important vehicle for 
their nationalist sentiments. 

The first Afrikaans writers construed the history of Dutch settlers in South Africa 
as the history of a unique and unified people – the Afrikanervolk. It was especially 
the poets – particularly Totius – who glorified the Afrikaner nation as a trampled 
people now slowly standing up again. Many writers drew parallels between the 
Afrikaners and the Old Testament nation of Israel – elected for God’s purposes, led 
in exodus to their own promised land and now suffering their Babylonian captivity 
at the hands of the British. Cultural chauvinism and racial prejudice easily found a 
place in this presumed election: the Afrikaners were to Christianise and civilise the 
‘lesser nations’ of Southern Africa.30  

                                                                                                                            
Afrikaner nationalism be found in some Afrikaans publications, most notably from S.J. 
du Toit (1847-1911), who led the first Afrikaans language movement. A first war 
between Transvaal and the British saw the Transvaal victorious in 1881, but two 
decades later the Anglo-Boer War (or South African War) would return the Transvaal 
with the Orange Free State to British rule – and decisively shape Afrikaner identity. 
(D.J. Bosch, ‘The roots and fruits of Afrikaner civil religion’ in: J.W. Hofmeyr and W.S. 
Vorster (eds.), New faces of Africa. Essays in honour of Ben Marais, Pretoria 1984, 21-23). 

28 Fage, A history of Africa, 437. 
29 Fage, A history of Africa, 438. 
30 It is important to emphasize that the notions of election and calling were not present in 

the Boer mentality during their treks and conquests into the country during the 19th 
century. This has been a claim of some historians (amongst others, David Livingstone), 
who related this to their Calvinist background. Research has shown that “the early 
Afrikaners or Boere were not motivated by one or other Calvinist religious zeal, but 
rather by a lack thereof. … [C]onsiderable religious and moral decay was to be found 
among the Boere” (G.J. Rossouw, ‘Essentials of apartheid’ in: J.W. Hofmeyr, et al. (eds.), 
1948 Plus 50 years. Theology, apartheid and church: past, present and future, Pretoria 2001, 
94; see on this especially Bosch, ‘The roots and fruits’, 15-21 and A. du Toit, ‘No chosen 
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This new historical awareness soon became the rallying cry for the advancement of 
Afrikaner interests. The first three decades of the twentieth century were a period 
of great social upheaval with ever-increasing numbers of rural families streaming 
to the urban centres in the hope of finding an income. The poor-white problem had 
increased, especially during the depression years of the 1930s. Black people took 
part in the process of urbanisation and a sense of rivalry between whites and 
blacks in the job market emerged. However, the old sentiments of racial prejudice 
and the fear of gelykstelling could now easily draw on the emerging Afrikaner 
nationalism. Where racism on its own was hard to justify (as the decision of 1857 
acknowledges), nationalism provided a way to raise racism above mere prejudice 
to historical right and divine command. Correspondingly, where the 1935 Mission 
Policy reflected nationalist sentiments from a largely pastoral point of view, 
apartheid would in time no longer be a means to an end (the advancement of 
nations), but an end in itself. 

The other source that fed the emergence of Afrikaner nationalism was, as 
mentioned, European romantic concepts of the nation or volk. This occurred 
particularly through the young South Africans who studied in Germany during 
the 1930s. They came into contact with neo-Fichtean romantic nationalism and 
adapted this to the Afrikaner mentality as embattled nation. Fichte’s 
transcendental idealism was not motivated by racist tendencies, but since it 
emphasised the purity of the German nation and the “organic unity of language, 
culture and political self-determination” it provided fertile soil for the growth of 
Nazism. In South Africa many Afrikaners came to sympathise with National 
Socialism and, although this would fade after the Second World War, the 
conviction “that the ethnic purity of a nation had a metaphysical base” became 
embedded in Afrikaner identity.31 This not only had an emotional allure (to add to 
the appealing historical construction of the Afrikanervolk), but also provided the 
philosophical constructs necessary to justify racial differentiation and segregation.  

As often occurs with the rise of nationalism, the church became intensely involved 
with these ideals. Although this was born partly from a pastoral sensitivity after 
confronting the effects of the war (thus sharing the incentives that gave rise to 
Afrikaner nationalism in the first place), “the church identified so strongly with the 
fate of the Afrikaner that it gradually became increasingly harder to distinguish 
between the [DRC] and the Afrikaner nation.”32 The DRC soon started to 
contribute to Afrikaner ideals by providing theological arguments that would 
favour and support nationalism. 

Initially the focus of attention was to find Biblical support for the segregation of 
nations, which for Afrikaners was synonymous with racial segregation. The “race 
question” (rassevraagstuk) was to become central in much theological and church 

                                                                                                                            
people: the myth of the Calvinist origins of Afrikaner nationalism and racial ideology’ 
in: American Historical Review 88, 1983, 920-952). 

31 Bosch, ‘The roots and fruits’, 29-32. 
32 Rossouw, ‘Essentials of apartheid’, 97. 
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debate. As the Bible plays a central role in much Calvinist piety in the arrangement 
of social life, it was assumed that the Bible would provide the answers to the race 
question. In Afrikaner piety, however, this assumption was extended beyond 
Reformed principles to ordain specific historical and political relations of 
domination. The concept of race was raised to central biblical theme and racial 
segregation (apartheid) was shown to be a “central truth” (grondwaarheid) of 
Scripture.33 In broad terms the argument went that God had created humanity so 
that it would be made up of different nations with strict boundaries between them. 
As to God’s purposes in this, vague arguments were proferred that this was simply 
God’s will, that nations could best bring glory to the Creator when the divisions 
between them were honoured, or that racial mixing would lower the standards of 
both the nations involved and thus be in conflict with God’s plan.  

These deductions were not based on the revealed Word of God in Christ, but 
argued in circular fashion from history to creation. Biblical texts, read in a 
fundamentalist way and selectively, simply played the role of intermediary in this. 
Much attention was given to Old Testament texts, but the New Testament was also 
surveyed to identify texts that made any distinctions between nations.34 The 
argument was therefore extended – from history to creation – to new creation. The 
unity in Christ35 was a spiritual unity and not a contradiction of the fundamental 

                                                 
33 C.J.S. Lombaard, ‘The Bible in the Apartheid debate’ in: J.W. Hofmeyr, et al. (eds.), 1948 

Plus 50 years. Theology, apartheid and church: past, present and future, Pretoria 2001, 71. One 
of the DRC theologians who devoted much of his thinking to these arguments was 
Pretoria professor E.P. Groenewald; see, for instance, E.P. Groenewald, ‘Apartheid en 
voogdyskap in die lig van die Heilige Skrif’ in: G. Cronjé (ed.), Regverdige rasse-apartheid, 
Stellenbosch 1947, 40-67. 

34 Lombaard, ‘The Bible in the Apartheid debate’, 71-73 discusses the favoured texts used 
in this line of reasoning, namely Genesis 11, Deuteronomy 32:8, Acts 1:8 & 17:26 and 
later also 1 Corinthians 7:17-24, Revelation 5:9 & 7:9. “From the mention of nations and 
boundaries between nations in such texts, conclusions were summarily drawn about 
racial segregation within society and the church.” He continues to mention a number of 
popular arguments. One led that “while the obvious unity of the human race is 
founded on Adam and Eve (Genesis 1:26-29) and on Noah (Genesis 10:32), the 
diversification of this unity by God in Genesis 10 & 11 should not be taken lightly (also 
Genesis 15:18; Deuteronomy 32:8; Amos 9:7; Acts 17:26). This diversification was 
entrenched and perpetuated with the mission-text (Matthew 28:10 …) at Pentecost (Acts 
2:8f) and for all times (Revelation 5:9, 7:9, 14:6, 19:15), with the implication that such 
divisions must therefore be observed in modern times”. Another argument was: “God 
the Creator is primarily One who separates, as Genesis 1-2 shows. In history, God split 
up the faithful generations of Seth and the unfaithful generations of Cain; disregarding 
this division brings about divine punishment – Genesis 7. However, respecting God’s 
set boundaries bears blessings – Deuteronomy 7:1-11. Therefore the existence of 
separate peoples is a ‘healthy Christian principle’ which is in line with God’s creation 
and will.” Finally the Babel narrative also provided a popular argument: “Babel … 
proves that a false unity in humanity was corrected by God. This is thus a history of 
grace, showing the idea of apartheid to be Scriptural, Christian, natural and just.” 

35 Ephesians 4:4-6, Galatians 3:28, John 15:4-5, John 17, etc. 
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truth of racial differentiation. Since re-creation was therefore founded on creation, 
the church as sign of the Kingdom was also marked in its identity by these 
divisions and had a calling to maintain the boundaries between nations. The 
conclusion was that, not only was Christian society called upon to honour racial 
segregation, but the church as instrument of God’s design had especially to obey 
apartheid principles and had therefore fiercely to oppose the occurrence of racially 
mixed congregations.  

Theologically this line of argument could be termed natural theology. The support 
for apartheid was found in sources other than the special revelation of God in 
Christ – such as history, culture, nature or rationality. These sources therefore 
came to carry greater weight than biblical revelation. The natural theology in the 
DRC that provided support for apartheid focused much attention on the history of 
the Afrikaner people and their destiny as a chosen people. Reference was made to 
the notion of trusteeship as found in Galatians 4:2, which legitimated the 
superiority and domination of the Afrikaner nation over other nations, even 
claiming that the dominated could only benefit from this situation.36 In effect this 
created a civil religion, namely where “the history of a people becomes the 
hermeneutic principle for interpreting the Bible.”37 As such Christianity becomes 
no longer a religion that critically reflects on reality from the perspective of 
Scripture, but a pseudo-religion that lends uncritical support to the establishment 
and maintenance of relations of domination.  

Further theological support for these readings of the Bible was found in the 
theology of the Dutch professor (and later statesman) Abraham Kuyper, whose 
Calvinist revival (with Groen van Prinsterer) in the nineteenth century had made 
some inroads into Afrikaner thinking already before the South African War. Dutch 
neo-Calvinism was an attempt to unite and strengthen the scattered Calvinist 
communities in order to rebuild the Calvinism of the seventeenth century which, 
they claimed, was the force behind Dutch power during Holland’s ‘Golden 
Century’. For Kuyper the ideal was to spread Calvinism. In South Africa, however, 
the call to unite the forces of Calvinism was translated into a call to unite 
Afrikaners. Where neo-Calvinism sought a type of Christian nationalism that 
encompassed all nations, Christian nationalism in South Africa meant Afrikaner 
nationalism, which sought a segregation of nations.38 

Kuyperianism was further expounded during the 1930s and 1940s, when students 
who had studied at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam adopted his notion of 
creation ordinances and pluriformity in creation. Kuyper argued that God had 
created different ordinances or spheres which were each governed by their own set 

                                                 
36 It may be noted that this is one of the typical strategies of ideological construction, what 

Thompson identifies as universalisation, namely where an ideological arrangement is 
presented as serving the best interests of all, even when those who are dominated don’t 
realise it themselves. 

37 Rossouw, ‘Essentials of apartheid’, 91. 
38 Bosch, ‘The roots and fruits’, 28. 
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of laws – what one might call, he says, laws of nature, but which are rather rightly 
understood as laws for nature. These spheres find their unity in their being created 
by God and falling directly under God’s authority, but they each have sovereignty 
in their own right and therefore the search for uniformity is a false one. Thus the 
‘pluriformity’ in creation (i.e. also national cultures) must be respected and 
preserved – also by the church, whose practical organisation had best be guided by 
sociological considerations. The unity of the church for Kuyper was not a practical 
or historical given, but an eschatological concept.39  

One of the ordinances that Kuyper identified was the nation, and the state was the 
instrument by which the laws governing the nation were served. It was this 
emphasis on nation as religiously ordained sphere that fed into Afrikaner 
nationalism. South Africa was no longer thought of in terms of a nation with 
different ethnic groups, but as a “cosmos of nations” and to safeguard the ‘separate 
development’ of each ‘nation’ according to its potential it was necessary to separate 
the nations.40 Bax writes that “Kuyper’s theology of culture and volk opened the 
way for Romantic nationalism in its German form, which was becoming fused with 
racism (and anti-Semitism), to penetrate the thinking of Afrikaner intellectuals.”41 
The (Afrikaner) nation was to remain separated from other nations (read: races) as 
this would honour God’s ordinance and the pluriformity of God’s creation, as 
reflected in Genesis 11 and Acts 17:26. This principle applied not only to society 
but also to the church – the unity of the church being a spiritual concept, as Kuyper 
had taught.  

The argument about the pluriformity of creation became central in the DRC’s 
theological justification of apartheid. From especially the 1950s onwards the 
concept became rooted in official church documents: racial segregation no longer 
had to be argued, but could simply be justified by stating that the pluriformity of 
creation must be honoured and defended.42 Since this pluriformity also applied to 
the church, separate ethnic churches were a prerequisite. Yet the precise 
formulation that was chosen to support separate development does show some 
ethical concerns. Kinghorn points out that, whereas the DRC had a choice between 
a nationalist and a racist approach, it finally opted for “a racially defined 
nationalism.” This had far-reaching consequences as the development – albeit 
separate – of all people remained a possibility and a goal. Where racism simply 
aims to deride or suppress the perceived ‘lower’ nations, nationalism affirms that 
“all nations are potentially equal, and at the end of time all will reach the same 

                                                 
39 Loubser, The Apartheid Bible, 38-40. 
40 Kinghorn, ‘Modernization and apartheid’, 145 
41 Bax, A different gospel, 31. 
42 Kinghorn refers to a 1951 report of the Transvaal DRC which stated: “There is a just, 

God-pleasing hierarchy of power in the family and the state and between nations, as 
well as a God-ordained obedience to authority. According to God’s Word, therefore, 
social justice does not mean the equal treatment of all people but rather … that 
everyone receives what God had ordained for him according to his own status level” 
(Kinghorn, ‘Modernization and apartheid’, 144). 



ANTI-APARTHEID THEOLOGY IN THE DUTCH REFORMED FAMILY OF CHURCHES 
 

114 

level.” This, continues Kinghorn, also explains the paternalism of white attitudes 
towards blacks: they saw themselves as called upon to educate the ‘less developed’ 
nations. The difference between nations is therefore a normative matter that has to 
be approached from the point of view of justice.43 The choice for nationalism and 
justice as opposed to racism certainly did not eradicate racist attitudes in church 
and society, but it did prepare the way for the official rejection of apartheid by the 
DRC in the late 1980s. The universal franchise that was finally achieved in 1994 
could even be argued to lie in the future of the official policy of separate 
development. However, many in the DRC would reject this at the time – 
unofficially racial prejudice and the ‘traditional fear’ still played too strong a role 
in the shaping of opinions. 

This similar concern for right practice may be found in other dimensions of the 
argument for separate development. The argument about the pluriform nature of 
the church was often extended, for instance, with references to the independence of 
the local church as established principle in Reformed church polity. Naturally it is 
hard to distinguish between ideological uses of this argument (i.e. in support of 
relations of domination) and the well-intended defence of this central aspect of 
Reformed church polity. As the self-support and self-governance of young 
congregations had also become of central importance in Dutch Reformed 
missionary policy, the positive affirmation of the independence of the local 
congregation from foreign (i.e. white) control was also a strong argument against 
domination. Still, it cannot be denied that often white church leaders would use 
this argument to support the separation of congregations along ethnic lines – one 
could say, ‘doing the right thing for the wrong reason’.44 What this ambivalence at 
                                                 
43 Kinghorn, ‘Modernization and apartheid’, 144-145. The distinction between nationalism 

and racism is not an easy one to make as many forms of nationalism effectively 
translate into racism. However, Kinghorn’s analysis explains how white Christians 
could support an evidently racist policy and possibly explains how many white 
Christians could reject apartheid once its destructive impact on other races became clear 
to them. Beyers Naudé serves as an example of this, as will be discussed. 

44 In a study by P.P. Venter of the Acta Synodi of the DRC, DRMC, DRCA and RCA and 
the agendas and minutes of the Federal Council of Dutch Reformed Churches (a 
missionary body where delegates from the DRC and all 12 of it’s “daughter churches” 
met every two years) between 1962 and 1978 on the topic of church unity, this 
ambivalence on the Reformed principles of church polity also becomes clear. The 1962 
missionary policy of the newly established General Synod of the DRC emphasises the 
missionary practice of maintaining the independence of the local congregation – that no 
church may rule over another. During the 1970s the Federal Council appealed several 
times to the DRC for the establishment of an over-arching general synod to include all 
the churches in the DRC family into one denomination. Repeatedly the answer from the 
DRC synod was that, apart from abandoning the principle of different churches for 
different nations (i.e. the pluriformity argument), this would be a contradiction of 
church polity, because in effect one independent church would then have the power to 
dictate to another independent church. At the 1978 DRC synod the appeal for a general 
synod was finally rejected on the grounds of, amongst other things, Reformed church 
law. The young churches in the DRC saw this as a rejection by the DRC of the unity 
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least suggests is the need to clarify the Reformed principles of church polity and to 
point to the ideological misuses to which it is susceptible.  

From 1960 onwards the DRC was increasingly criticised for its support of 
apartheid. Initially it shunned such criticism and disassociated itself from any 
ecumenical bodies that criticised it – the history of Cottesloe, which will be 
discussed later, provides one such example. This led to the increasing self-isolation 
of the DRC. When it started to recognise the need to defend its position to other 
Christians, the DRC issued a long-prepared report on race relations in South Africa 
in 1974, entitled Ras, Volk en Nasie en Volkereverhoudinge in die Lig van die Skrif 
(translated as Human Relations and the South African Scene in the Light of Scripture). 
The pluriformity principle remained the hermeneutic key to understanding the 
socio-political context and to interpreting the Bible. Yet it acknowledged, 
paradoxically, that ‘race’ is not a central concept in Scripture whereas the unity of 
humankind (and of the church) and the equality of all people are.45 

By the second half of the twentieth century – the period of National Party rule – the 
DRC and the state had become essentially one. Church leaders would frequently 
propose legislation (such as the Mixed Marriages Act) and meet with ministers to 
discuss matters of national interest. Through the religious justification of racial 
segregation most Afrikaners felt satisfied that they were not in the wrong to 
support apartheid. Many were truly upset by the strong confrontation to apartheid 
from abroad and locally, and felt that they were misunderstood and 
misrepresented. They believed that theirs was not a racist policy, but a just policy 
that sought the development of all. The fact that their beliefs originally stemmed 
from racial prejudice (such as the fear of gelykstelling) was lost upon them, clothed 
as it had become in Afrikaner nationalism and civil religion. 

In closing it may benefit to point to a third undercurrent – apart from German 
romanticism and Dutch neo-Calvinism – that helped to shape Afrikaner identity, 
namely Reformed evangelicalism. Bosch46 identifies the orthodox evangelical piety 
as the earliest of these three influences. It was shown in the previous chapter that 
when the Cape came under British rule at the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
Scottish ministers were called for ministry in the DRC. The evangelical piety that 
they brought with them was “immensely strengthened by a series of evangelistic 
revivals that swept the Cape Colony in the 1860s,” inspired in large part by the 
fervour of Andrew Murray Jnr. While this led to renewed interest in mission work 
                                                                                                                            

amongst the churches in the DRC family. Rev. Sam Buti of the DRCA, for instance, 
described it as a decision based simply on “considerations of colour” (P.P. Venter, 
Ontwikkelings en standpunte binne die Familie van N G Kerke rondom die tema van kerklike 
eenheid, BD thesis, University of Pretoria, Pretoria 1979, 21-32).  

45 J. Kinghorn, ‘Konsolidasie, rasionalisasie en dogmatisering’ in: J. Kinghorn (ed.), Die 
NG Kerk en Apartheid, Johannesburg 1986, 128-136; See also Bax, A different gospel, 14-45, 
who provides a through critique of the document, pointing out how it misinterprets 
and overlooks Scripture by reading from its nationalist ideology. He describes the 
methodology of the document as “bifocal and schizophrenic.” 

46 Bosch, ‘The roots and fruits’, 25-26. 
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in the DRC, its other-worldly, personalistic spirituality did not focus much 
attention on the social conditions of others. Evangelicalism remained very strong 
in the DRC – and does even to this day. Although it provided, argues Bosch, a 
“negative preparation for Afrikaner civil religion” by drawing attention away from 
the believer’s ‘horizontal’ relationships to the believer’s ‘vertical’ relationship with 
God, it would nevertheless be mostly from this group that the few voices who did 
oppose and criticise the theological justification of apartheid would emerge. This 
will be discussed later. 

3. THE CHURCH STRUGGLE IN SOUTH AFRICA 
The history of Christian resistance to apartheid is very complex. There is a great 
risk of simplifying the varied standpoints and actions that churches, councils, 
ecumenical bodies, church leaders, prophetic figures and Christians in public life 
took against the injustices of the time. When one examines this history it becomes 
interesting to note a tension between mediation and prophetic Christianity. Often 
critical voices would attempt to draw proponents of apartheid into reasonable 
dialogue, convinced that the allure of justice and reconciliation would change the 
hearts and minds of their opponents. Almost just as often these critical voices 
would give up their attempts and put their energies into the liberation struggle 
against apartheid. One finds the same tension in the written histories of the church 
struggle – which was, indeed, a struggle not only against apartheid but also a 
struggle amongst churches to find the most Christian way to end apartheid.47 

3.1 Early attempts (1910-1960) 
After the Union of South Africa was formed in 1910 and started to implement its 
segregationist policies, a number of educated black leaders, many of them church 
leaders and products of the missionary schools, established the African National 
Congress in 1912. They were of the conviction that their reasoned critique of 
segregation and their vision of a just, non-racial society would be favourably 
received by the new government. The history of the ANC also shows this gradual 
progression from attempts at mediation, to disillusionment at the government’s 
continued segregation (especially after the 1936 Land Act and Representation of 
Natives Act), to passive resistance after the National Party’s 1948 election victory 
                                                 
47 On the one hand, one finds those church historians who tell the history from a 

‘prophetic’ viewpoint, largely critical of white attempts to critically engage apartheid, 
such as D.M. Balia, Christian resistance to apartheid. Ecumenism in South Africa 1960-1987, 
Braamfontein 1989 and P. Walshe, Prophetic Christianity and the Liberation Movement in 
South Africa, Pietermaritzburg 1995, while on the other hand, there are those who see 
the white churches’ attempts in a more sympathetic light, such as De Gruchy, The 
church struggle and C. Villa-Vicencio, Trapped in apartheid. A socio-theological history of the 
English-speaking churches, Maryknoll 1988. For a good, albeit somewhat dated, 
bibliography on apartheid and the churches, see I. Hexham, ‘Christianity and 
apartheid. An introductory bibliography’ in: Journal of Theology for Southern Africa (32), 
1980, 39-59. 



The shaping of Dutch Reformed anti-apartheid theology 
 

117 

with the Defiance Campaign, and finally to active resistance after the ANC was 
banned in 1960. Some ANC members formed Umkhonto we Sizwe (“Spear of the 
Nation”), which would become known as the “military wing” of the ANC. Yet, 
what remained consistent throughout the struggle was the vision of a just society, 
and it was this vision that energised Christian responses to apartheid, whether of a 
more mediatory approach or of more prophetic resistance.48 

Peter Walshe, an American political scholar who had studied and published 
extensively on Christianity and the anti-apartheid struggle, mentions a number of 
influences that nourished the vision of a just and non-racial society, particularly 
among the black population.49 Firstly, the tradition communal values of Bantu-
speaking peoples promoted the ideas of equality and just distribution of land and 
rights. A second influence was the non-racial legacy of the Cape Colony, where 
black people had had limited franchise from 1854. This kept the promise of a 
universal franchise alive. A third influence was the ideals of the civil rights 
struggle in the United States, where a number of black South African students had 
studied and had returned to assume leadership roles in the ANC and other 
organisations. A fourth, more recent influence is Marxism, which interestingly 
“added to the liberation movement’s political ideology and emphasis on class 
analysis, helping to inoculate Africans from the virus of a counter, black racism,” 
according to Walshe. The final influence, and arguably the strongest, was the 
Christian value of equality, of “an ethical imperative to move beyond narrow 
identities of family, clan, ethnicity and race.”50  

Early attempts to voice concern about race relationships from the side of the so-
called mainline churches came with the ecumenical movement, which had been 
growing from the turn of the century. The General Missionary Conference was 
established between the English and the Afrikaans churches in 1904, and it held 
eight conferences between 1904 and 1932. John R. Mott, who had led the birth of 
the modern ecumenical movement at the international missionary conference in 
Edinburgh in 1910, visited South Africa in 1934. Two years later in 1936 the 
Christian Council of South Africa (CCSA) was formed with strong support from 

                                                 
48 The history of black opposition to apartheid and its moral legitimacy as founded on 

Christian social ethics is discussed by M. Motlhabi, Challenge to apartheid. Toward a moral 
national resistance, Grand Rapids 1988. 

49 P. Walshe, ‘Christianity and the anti-apartheid struggle: the prophetic voice within 
divided churches’ in: R. Elphick and R. Davenport (eds.), Christianity in South Africa. A 
political, social, and cultural history, Cape Town 1997, 383-384. 

50 Walshe refers to statements and writings of several early Christian leaders to show 
“how vital a factor Christianity has been in black politics – not in its institutional or 
ecclesial form, but in the commitment of black leaders.” He refers to early presidents of 
the ANC, namely Rev. John Dube, a Congregational minister, Rev. Zacheus Mahabane, 
a Methodist minister, Dr A.B. Xuma, who also appealed to the ideals of Christianity, 
Chief Albert Luthuli, a Congregationalist who warned the churches about their support 
for apartheid, and ANC Secretary-General Rev. James Calata (Walshe, Prophetic 
Christianity, 15-18). 
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the Cape and Transvaal DRC synods. Although the Council had good intentions – 
“seeking each other’s counsel through conferences, ‘particularly for consultation 
upon the spiritual and general welfare of the non-European races’”51 – its stance 
was paternalistic and its criticism of the social conditions of black people mild. 
Nevertheless, tension arose between the English and the Afrikaans churches over 
‘native policy’ and over South Africa’s support for the Allies (and thus for Britain) 
in the Second World War, to the effect that the Cape and the Transvaal DRC 
Synods withdrew in 1941 and formed their own Federal Mission Council (Federale 
Sendingraad) in 1942. Even after this the CCSA retained its polite attitude towards 
the government, seeking to alleviate black living conditions rather than addressing 
the very structures of injustice. Only after the National Party gained power in 1948 
did the CCSA begin to condemn apartheid and call for unity, but within the 
English-speaking churches there was no consensus on how to bring this about in 
practice.52 

Since the mainline churches were not prepared to resist apartheid in practice, it 
was left to “outstanding individuals” within these churches to challenge “this 
pervasive passivity.”53 These were committed people, often expatriates, who called 
upon Christians to take sides in the struggle for liberation and in the process 
caused some tension within their denominations. This was especially the case in 
the Anglican Church where Trevor Huddleston, Michael Scott, Ambrose Reeves 
and Arthur Blaxall took part in the passive resistance campaigns of the ANC in 
various ways. Huddleston was present when the Congress of the People met in 
Kliptown in 1955 and adopted the Freedom Charter. He was subsequently recalled 
to England by his order. Scott was imprisoned in 1946, while both Blaxall and 
Reeves were deported. Although the Anglican archbishop of Cape Town, Geoffrey 
Clayton, was also critical of apartheid, he (like the Catholic archbishop of Durban, 
Denis Hurley) believed that the church and bishops ought not to engage actively in 
politics as his colleagues had done. Nevertheless, with the ‘church clause’ of the 
Native Laws Amendment Act of 1957, which sought to prevent blacks from 
attending churches in white areas, both Clayton and Hurley led ecumenical 
opposition to the Act and called on their clergy to disobey the law. The reaction to 
this act indeed set in motion greater church reaction to apartheid, since it united 
the English churches in their opposition to apartheid and also drew in the Roman 

                                                 
51 J.W. de Gruchy, ‘Political landmarks and the response of the churches in South Africa, 

1936-1994’ in: Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 118, 2004, 7, quoting from the CCSA 
Constitution. 

52 De Gruchy, ‘Political landmarks’, 7-8; Walshe, Prophetic Christianity, 28-29. For the early 
history of the ecumenical movement in South Africa, see E.J.C. Strassberger, Ecumenism 
in South Africa 1936-1960 with special reference to the mission of the church, Johannesburg 
1974. 

53 Walshe, ‘Christianity and the anti-apartheid struggle’, 386. 
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Catholic Church, which until this stage had not taken any firm stand against 
apartheid.54  

In the meantime the black resistance movement was gaining impetus. In 1944 
younger ANC members, including Nelson Mandela and Walter Sisulu, formed the 
Youth League to step up resistance. In 1949 the ANC called for boycotts, strikes 
and civil disobedience; in 1952 it launched the Defiance Campaign, which defied 
pass laws, ignored “whites only” signs and refused to apply for permits for 
entering prescribed areas. The Freedom Charter of 1955 called for equal political, 
economic and social rights for all people and for the continued fight until this was 
attained.55 Despite these protests, a number of ANC leaders felt that the 
organisation was not taking forceful enough action and broke away to form the 
Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) in 1959 under Methodist lay preacher and lecturer 
in African studies, Robert Mangaliso Sobukwe. The PAC initiated the anti-pass law 
campaign, which entailed public demonstrations and burning of the ‘pass books’56 
that black people were required to carry with them. On 21 March 1960 about 5000 
men, women and children gathered in front of the Sharpeville police station in a 
peaceful protest against the pass laws. When some threw stones at the station, 
police opened fire on the crowd without warning and did not stop until everyone 
had fled. Sixty-nine people were killed and another 180 injured – most of them shot 
in the back as they tried to flee. In Langa, Cape Town a similar protest and police 
shooting led to two deaths and 49 injuries. News of the massacre aroused black 
South Africans to furious protest and raised international awareness to 
unprecedented levels. The government declared a state of emergency, banned the 
ANC and the PAC as well as many individuals. The organisations went 

                                                 
54 De Gruchy, ‘Political landmarks’, 9-10. For the role of the Roman Catholic Church see, 

amongst others, G. Abraham, The Catholic Church and apartheid. The response of the 
Catholic Church in South Africa to the first decade of National Party rule 1948-1957, 
Johannesburg 1989 and J. Brain, ‘Moving from the margins to the mainstream: The 
Roman Catholic Church’ in: R. Elphick and R. Davenport (eds.), Christianity in South 
Africa. A political, social, and cultural history, Cape Town 1997. 

55 The Freedom Charter is a document that was adopted at the so-called Congress of the 
People on 26 June 1955 in Kliptown, Johannesburg, and prophetically calls for equal 
rights under the following ten headings: The people shall govern; All national groups 
shall have equal rights; The people shall share in the country’s wealth; The land shall be 
shared among those who work it; All shall be equal before the law; All shall enjoy equal 
human rights; There shall be work and security; The doors of learning and culture shall 
be opened; There shall be houses, security and comfort; There shall be peace and 
friendship. See The Freedom Charter, Online: 

 http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/charter.htm, 1955 [Accessed 12/10/2004]. 
56 The passbooks were part of the group areas and influx control measures of the state and 

recorded the person’s identity, tribal group, place of domicile and place of employment. 
Persons without passbooks on them or in areas where they were not permitted to enter 
(according to the passbooks) could be fined or jailed. 
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underground and initiated the armed struggle with Umkhonto we Sizwe and the 
military wing of the PAC, Poqo.57 

3.2 The liberation struggle (1960-1990) 
It is no secret that, while the mainline churches were tentative in their criticism of 
apartheid, black church-goers were very much involved in the struggle. Mention 
has often been made of the “mood of religious fervour [that] infused the 
resistance”58 and of how political meetings and demonstrations were often 
accompanied with prayers and hymns. While Christianity therefore permeated the 
struggle, very little was done theologically in opposition to apartheid before the 
1960s. It was to a large extent through the involvement of the worldwide 
ecumenical movement that apartheid was finally approached from a theological 
perspective.59 Already at its first Assembly in 1948 the WCC expressed serious 
concern about discrimination and segregation on the grounds of race. Shortly after 
that, the General Secretary, W.A. Visser ‘t Hooft, visited South Africa and 
produced a report in which he identified the social disintegration of the black 
population as critical and criticised the white churches, especially the DRC, for 
their refusal to take a prophetic stance towards the state.60  

At the second WCC Assembly at Evanston in 1955 strong position was again taken 
against racism. When international reaction against the South African state erupted 
after the Sharpeville shootings, the WCC sought to engage constructively with the 
churches in South Africa. The opportunity for this arose when the Anglican 
archbishop of Cape Town, Joost de Blank, demanded the expulsion of the Cape 
and Transvaal DRC from the WCC in a strongly worded letter to Visser ‘t Hooft. 
De Blank’s harsh declarations against the state and the Afrikaans churches 
incurred the latter’s anger and the WCC executive saw the need to intervene in 
order to restore relations – and in the process used the opportunity to discuss race 
relations in South Africa. What arose out of this was a remarkable consultation 
between delegates of the eight South African member churches of the WCC – 

                                                 
57 Motlhabi, Challange to apartheid, 40-42; De Gruchy, ‘Political landmarks’, 10-11. 
58 T. Lodge, quoted by Walshe, ‘Christianity and the anti-apartheid struggle’, 386. Lodge 

recounts as follows: “When the [Defiance] Campaign opened it was accompanied by 
days of prayer, and volunteers pledged themselves at prayer meetings to a code of love, 
discipline and cleanliness. Manyanos [members of church-based, townships women’s 
welfare groups] wore their uniforms and accompanied Congress speeches with solemn 
hymn singing, and even at the tense climax of the Campaign in Port Elizabeth people 
were enjoined on the first day of the strike ‘to conduct a prayer and fast in which each 
member of the family will have to be at home;’ thereafter they attended nightly church 
services.” 

59 For an overview of the role of the WCC in the struggle against apartheid, see P. Webb 
(ed.), A long struggle. The involvement of the World Council of Churches in South Africa, 
Geneva 1994. 

60 Balia, Christian resistance to apartheid, 11. See also W.A. Visser’t Hooft, Christianity, race 
and South African people, Geneva n.d. 
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including the Cape and Transvaal DRC as well as the more conservative 
Nederduitse Hervormde Kerk – on “Christian race relations and social problems in 
South Africa.”61 The ‘Cottesloe Consultation’ (after the Johannesburg suburb where 
the delegates gathered) took place from 7 to 14 December 1960 and for many 
marked the beginning of what Walshe calls “a formal or explicit South African 
liberation theology.”62 Cottesloe was attended by eighty delegates – ten from each 
of the eight member churches – and this included eighteen black participants. For 
many this was their first experience of true ecumenical contact. The week-long 
event raised the hope of joint action by the churches, also for black leaders such as 
Albert Luthuli and Zaccheus Mahabane, who called on Christians to reread the 
gospel and for the church to play a more dynamic role.63 De Gruchy also marks 
this as the start of the liberation struggle.64 

Yet the conference would ultimately be deemed a failure. The statement that was 
adopted at the end of the consultation was moderate, but far-reaching given the 
situation in South Africa.65 It affirmed that all races had equal political and social 
rights and that nobody could be excluded from any church on the basis of race. 
Incidentally, the report was based largely on a study document that the Cape DRC 
had drawn up before the start of the consultation.66 However, when the final 
statement was adopted by all but the NHK delegation, the DRC delegates realised 
that this would be read as a rejection of the government’s policies and decided to 
issue a separate statement explaining that by signing the conference statement they 
were not giving up support for the government’s apartheid policy. When the 
conference statement was released, this reservation was, however, not sufficient to 
stem the wave of rejection expressed in the Afrikaans press. Prime Minister H.F. 
Verwoerd settled the matter in his 1961 New Year’s message when he said that the 
Cottesloe statement expressed the views of individuals in the church and that the 
synods will have the final say on the matter. All but one of the DRC delegates 
retracted their support for Cottesloe at their respective synods the following year. 
Both Transvaal and Cape synods rejected Cottesloe’s findings and reaffirmed their 
support for the government. Both furthermore decided to withdraw from the 
WCC, thus ironically fulfilling de Blank’s wish for the DRC to be expelled. The 
DRC had now severed all ecumenical ties, both inside South Africa and abroad. 
The high point of English-Afrikaans church relations that had been reached at 
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Cottesloe was followed by a low point that would mark ecclesial patterns for much 
of the remainder of the century.67 

The one DRC delegate who was not willing to retract his support for the Cottesloe 
Statement was the Rev. Beyers Naudé, at the time acting moderator of the 
Southern Transvaal DRC Synod. He had by this stage come to seriously doubt the 
policies of the Afrikaner Nationalist government which he had supported. With 
the breakdown in denominational relations, it largely depended on individuals 
who shared an ecumenical spirit to continue joint protest against injustice. Beyers 
Naudé was one such individual and he would continue to play a most influential 
role in the church struggle. His own theological ‘awakening’ will be discussed in 
the following section, since his theology serves as an example of anti-apartheid 
theology within the DRC family. The result of his stance against apartheid was to 
shape much of the church’s struggle against apartheid.  

Naudé discussed his concern over the DRC’s isolation and the need for ecumenical 
contact with a number of trusted minister friends and they decided to launch a 
theological journal, called Pro Veritate. This would be a forum for Afrikaans 
ministers and members to discuss apartheid, the gospel and ecumenism. In the 
period after Cottesloe Afrikaners were not prepared to discuss this and Pro Veritate 
was attacked in the Afrikaans Press as an onslaught on apartheid. Naudé and his 
colleagues were alarmed by this reaction. They were concerned that Afrikaners 
who did not support apartheid would have nowhere to voice their opinions. This 
led them to consider establishing an independent ecumenical organisation where 
Afrikaners could investigate alternatives to apartheid theology. Naudé envisaged 
an institute that would “organise and initiate courses, conferences, Bible study 
weeks and discussions” between Christians from different churches and races, as 
well as “the creation and building of ecumenical study groups in various centres 
[and] the distribution of factual information on the ecumenical movement.”68 After 
a number of preparatory meetings over the course of a year, with a wide range of 
church leaders, the Christian Institute of Southern Africa (CI) was finally 
established in August 1963. Membership would be voluntary and open to any 
Christian and would, according to its official press announcement, “in no way 
detract from the loyalty of any member to his own church or creed.”69 Naudé was 
offered the position of director and when his church forced him to choose between 
his ministry in the DRC and the directorship, he regretfully but resolutely chose 
the latter. 
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The CI would become one of the key organisations in the ecumenical movement in 
South Africa.70 After Cottesloe the ecumenical movement came to be regarded as 
an important vehicle for the struggle. One of the Cottesloe delegates and 
prominent ANC leader, Professor Z.K. Matthews, had become a committed 
ecumenist and when the WCC convened another conference in 1964 in Zambia, he 
called on the ecumenical church to engage in the struggle for justice. By this time 
Nelson Mandela had been charged for treason and had declared from the dock that 
there was a moral obligation “to hit back by all means in our power in defence of 
our people, our future, and our freedom.”71 Matthews introduced this shift from 
passive to active resistance to the ecumenical debate in his paper ‘The Road from 
Nonviolence to Violence’. As De Gruchy says, “[this] conference was a watershed 
in the history of the ecumenical movement because it prepared the way for the 
launching of the Programme to Combat Racism fives years later.”72 The WCC 
Programme to Combat Racism (PCR) was the outcome of another important 
ecumenical conference, the Geneva Conference on Church and Society (1966). 
Christians were called to take part actively in the struggle for justice and a fund 
was established to support liberation organisations engaged in this struggle.73 

Beyers Naudé was present at the Geneva Conference and returned with new 
vigour for the church’s engagement in the struggle. The CI held numerous 
conferences throughout the country to discuss the Geneva decisions. When the 
flailing CCSA was reformed into the South African Council of Churches (SACC) in 
1968, the CI decided to affiliate with the SACC. The two bodies shared the same 
office building in Braamfontein, Johannesburg. Their impact on the church struggle 
was powerfully demonstrated in 1968 when they issued The Message to the People of 
South Africa.74 The Message asserted that the gospel of Christ cannot tolerate the 
ideology of apartheid. It called on Christians to recognise the imminence of the 
Kingdom of God within history and the appeal that this implied towards 
establishing justice for all people – not merely through charitable action but also in 
public policy.  

Later that year the CI and the SACC also sponsored the joint Study Project of 
Christianity in Apartheid Society (SPROCAS). This project, which Naudé himself 
had called “possibly the single most important product of the CI”75 was an attempt 
to put the precepts of The Message into practice. Over a period of two years 
SPROCAS produced a number of publications through six independent 
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commissions (all-in-all involving 130 people) that dealt respectively with the 
themes of education, economics, society, politics, law and the church.76 

Both The Message and SPROCAS were, however, still undertaken with mainly 
white interests in mind. It carried, according to Walshe, an essentially paternalistic 
stance: “a call to white South Africans to establish justice for the poor.”77 The 
approach was more academic than activist, and black leaders were not particularly 
enthusiastic about the outcomes. The CI therefore had to endure criticism not only 
from the right (the Afrikaans press continued to attack what it called ‘leftist’ and 
‘communist’ attempts to destabilise society), but also from the left, whence 
suspicions of vested white interests and criticisms of a too non-confrontational 
stance came.78 

As the call for action increased, also from foreign donors (on which the CI was 
always very dependent), the CI started to transform its thinking. The 1970s saw 
increasingly successful strike actions by black trade unions, partly out of which 
grew the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM) in townships across South Africa. 
The BCM not only rejected apartheid, but also fundamentally called liberal 
capitalism and its exploitation of black labour into question.79 During the same 
period the WCC launched its Programme to Combat Racism. This raised the 
matter of violence and the church for Christians across South Africa. These events 
encouraged the change in thinking of the CI. The CI started to engage with the 
theological currents in the BCM and met with black Christian leaders such as 
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black resistance to apartheid, following the ANC and the PAC. Eight years after the 
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organisations “became the prime movers of what is now commonly referred to as the 
Black Consciousness Movement (BCM) in South Africa.” The UCM, however, 
continued to play a progressive role, especially since many BCM leaders were theology 
students or ministers and remained members of the UCM. The UCM sponsored a Black 
Theology Project and this would “make a major impact on the CI and the member 
churches of the SACC as a new generation of black theologians and ministers came 
under its influence” (De Gruchy, ‘Political landmarks’, 14). 



The shaping of Dutch Reformed anti-apartheid theology 
 

125 

Oshade Phakathi, Allan Boesak, Manas Buthelezi and Barney Pityana, as well as 
with other BCM leaders such as Steve Biko and Malusi Mpumlwana. 

The challenge to become involved in the black struggle for liberation rather than 
the struggle to change white attitudes led to the formation of SPROCAS-2, the 
Special Programme for Christian Action in Society. Out of SPROCAS-2 grew a 
series of successful Black Community Programmes under directorship of Bennie 
Khoapa. In a time when blacks were wary of participating with whites in the 
struggle against apartheid, the CI and Naudé managed to gain their trust. This 
trust was, ironically, strengthened when the apartheid regime started to take action 
against the CI. The Security Police raided CI offices, confiscated passports, and CI 
workers were increasingly being detained and banned. Black people saw white 
people suffer for the sake of black liberation. 

In 1972 the state established the Commission of Enquiry into Certain Organisations 
(Schlebusch/Le Grange Commission) to investigate the University Christian 
Movement (UCM), The National Union of South African Students (NUSAS), the 
South African Institute of Race Relations (SAIRR) and the CI. Naudé refused to 
testify before the Commission and was subsequently charged and put on trial in 
November 1973. He was found guilty of contravening the Commission Law and 
sentenced to a fine or a month in jail. He appealed the decision and after a lengthy 
three-year trial the Transvaal High Court ratified the original sentence in 
October 1976. 

By now the struggle had intensified to unprecedented levels. In June 1976 as many 
as 20,000 school children marched in Soweto to protest the government’s education 
policies. Violence erupted after police opened fire on students and killed 13-year-
old Hector Pieterson. Over the course of the following year there were 700 
officially recorded deaths across the country. Throughout the turmoil the CI 
remained supportive of the BCM. When Steve Biko was tortured in prison and 
died while in detention on 12 September 1977, the state asserted itself and banned 
eighteen organisations linked to the BCM. On 19 October 1977 the Security Police 
once again turned up at the CI offices, this time to serve a banning order and to 
confiscate all material. The Christian Institute and with it Pro Veritate had come to 
their end. 

In the meantime the controversy about the PCR created much tension in the South 
African member churches of the WCC. Another issue that raised tension further 
was the SACC’s 1974 Resolution on Conscientious Objection, which declared South 
Africa’s war on Angola as unjust and called on Christians not to participate. In 
such controversies some mainline churches started to position themselves in 
favour of the liberation struggle, causing many members of these churches to leave 
for more conservative denominations. Simultaneously, black leaders started to gain 
greater influence in the mainline churches. Barney Pityana and Malusi 
Mpumlwana both became Anglican priests. Pityana directed the PCR and 
Mpumlwana played a leading role in the Order of Ethiopia. Mandlenkhosi Zwane 
was ordained a Catholic Priest and became the Bishop of Swaziland in 1976; he 
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also “became the most effective spokesman for black Catholics in Southern Africa.” 
Another Anglican, possibly the most influential black church leader in South 
Africa, Desmond Tutu, was appointed Bishop of Lesotho in 1976, and General 
Secretary of the SACC in 1978. He received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1984 and 
subsequently became Bishop of Johannesburg and Archbishop of Cape Town.80 

Interestingly some Evangelical churches, traditionally known for their 
conservatism and other-worldly orientation, also engaged in the struggle for 
justice. This was again in large part due to the role of black church leaders. One 
such was Manas Buthelezi, a Lutheran priest. While working for the CI, he 
delivered an influential address at the evangelical Congress on Mission and 
Evangelism (Durban, 1973) called “Six Theses on Evangelism in the South African 
Context”.81 He argued that the time of white hegemony in the churches was over 
and that whites needed to be re-converted to the gospel by black evangelists. This, 
says De Gruchy, “summed up a central thrust and challenge of Black Theology, 
and indicated the extent to which black theological thinking had shifted from the 
liberal assumptions of both the Cottesloe Statement and The Message.”82 Buthelezi 
led attempts to unite the racially segregated Lutheran synods, but after the white 
synod repeatedly refused to join a united church, the black synods formed the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church of Southern Africa (ELCSA) in 1975, with Buthelezi 
as one of its bishops. The white church’s failure to unite was interpreted as tacit 
support for apartheid. At the assembly of the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) in 
Dar-es-Salaam in 1977 Buthelezi argued that with apartheid a status confessionis had 
arisen (meaning that apartheid compromised the very essence of the Christian 
confession and that churches could not tolerate any support for it) and that the 
white Lutheran church’s LWF membership needed to be revoked. The LWF 
supported Buthelezi’s motion and declared apartheid a heresy. The notion of a 
status confessionis was to strike a chord with black Christians in other 
denominations also, including the DRMC. The radical voice amongst evangelicals 
emerged even more strongly at the 1979 South African Christian Leadership 
Assembly (SACLA) in Pretoria, which was a follow-up to the 1973 Congress on 
Mission and Evangelism. Here the division between those who proposed a 
“gradual process of changing people’s hearts and minds through spiritual 
conversion” and those who thought “apartheid had to be opposed by direct 
political action” became evident.83 Both groups had a shared aim: to overcome 
apartheid, yet the difference was one of strategy and this caused some division 
within and amongst churches. 

As mentioned, a new stage in black resistance emerged during the second half of 
the 1970s. The discontent in the townships could no longer be suppressed. The 
township revolts of 1976 – often referred to as the Soweto Uprising – expressed 
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more than mere discontent with schooling, but anger and frustration with the 
entire “socio-political and economic conditions of blacks in the country.”84 After 
the banning of BCM organisations and the CI in 1977, the SACC was to play a 
leading role in the continued church struggle. By the time that bishop Tutu became 
its General Secretary, the SACC was active in numerous programmes to address 
the injustices of apartheid. Tutu called for international sanctions against South 
Africa as a non-violent strategy for change and SACC staff kept close contact with 
the exiled ANC and PAC leadership. At the SACC Consultation on Racism in 1980 
at Hammanskraal black theologians challenged white members of their churches 
“to purge the church of racism” and to show repentance “in concrete action.” If 
this challenge was not met within a year, the black Christians would “have no 
alternative but to witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ by becoming a confessing 
church.”85 Although a black confessing church did not emerge, the idea of black 
Christians joining together remained and led to the formation of the Alliance of 
Black Reformed Churches in South Africa (ABRECSA) in 1981. When ABRECSA 
delegates attended the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) assembly in 
Ottawa the following year, they brought the LWF notion of a status confessionis 
with them. One of the black leaders who had emerged as a charismatic 
spokesperson for this was Dr Allan Boesak, a young DRMC theologian. The 
WARC meeting subsequently supported the status confessionis, condemning 
apartheid as heresy, and elected Boesak as president of the World Alliance.86  

The international pressure on the apartheid state and the DRC was maintained by 
the SACC when it elected Beyers Naudé to succeed Tutu as general secretary in 
1985. Naudé had been declared a restricted person after the banning of the CI in 
1977 and spent seven years under house arrest. During this time he became a 
member of the DRCA (which was an SACC member church) and retained contact 
with key political and church leaders in the struggle. When the state unexpectedly 
lifted his banning order in 1984, he immediately resumed his public resistance to 
apartheid. He was General Secretary for three years and continued to strengthen 
the SACC’s international contacts, securing funding and support for the struggle. 
The contact with the ANC and other exiled organisations was also maintained, 
especially during two conferences held with the WCC in Harare (1985) and Lusaka 
(1987). Contact between the SACC and the South African Catholic Bishops 
Conference (SACBC) was also strengthened (Naudé and Archbishop Denis Hurley 
were close personal friends) and the organisations supported each other’s 
programmes against injustice.87 

During this time another wave of protests swept the townships and the 
government declared a state of emergency in 1985. The SACC became even more 
involved in concrete support for detainees and activists and set up first-aid and 
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crisis centres in the townships. The escalation of violence and repression shifted 
attention away from the theological discussions on status confessionis and heresy to 
open participation in the struggle. Church debate focused on international 
sanctions and disinvestment against South Africa and on participation in violent 
resistance to apartheid. At the tenth anniversary of the Soweto Uprising the SACC 
openly declared the state a ‘tyrannical regime’ and prayed that “God in his grace 
may remove … the present rulers in our country who persistently refuse to heed 
the cry for justice”.88  

This shift could already be detected earlier with the formation of the United 
Democratic Front (UDF) in 1983. The UDF was a direct response to the 
government’s proposals to amend the Constitution in 1983 so as to include limited 
coloured and Indian representation in a so-called tricameral parliament. This was 
seen as an obvious attempt to co-opt black segments into its ideology of 
segregation. Black people were not offered representation as they were considered 
citizens of the Bantustans. The UDF originated during a protest march in Cape 
Town against plans by the South African Indian Council to accept the new 
constitution. Allan Boesak delivered a speech to argue against such co-opting and 
said that the only way to oppose government was to form a “united front” of all 
organisations who opposed apartheid – churches, civic associations, trade unions, 
student organisations and sport bodies.89 In August 1983 the UDF was launched, 
comprising some 600 organisations. It promoted a non-racial state “undiluted by 
racial or ethnic considerations” as the only constitutional solution for South 
Africa.90 The church struggle now aligned itself firmly with the liberation struggle 
as the only way to achieve the aim of ending apartheid. The result of this was the 
said shift in church debate from theological arguments to plans of action against 
apartheid. 

This does not mean that theological critiques of apartheid ceased. In 1981 the 
Institute for Contextual Theology (ICT) was established in Johannesburg precisely 
to fulfil this function. Its first director was Frank Chikane, an Apostolic Faith 
Mission minister who had been defrocked by his church for his political activities. 
Anti-apartheid theologians, which included the Catholic theologians Albert Nolan 
and Smangaliso Mkhatshwa as well as Beyers Naudé (still under a restriction 
order), guided the Institute toward formulating a theology that “grew out of an 
understanding of South African history, an analysis of social structures… and 
reflection on the conditions of the poor.”91 They called their form of critique 
‘contextual theology’, which distinguished it from liberation theology elsewhere. 
The need was “to take account not only of race and class exploitation as in Latin 
America, but of the more complex range of Christian denominations, Islam, and 
the rich heritage of African religion in South Africa.”92 The ICT’s work, which 
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included conferences, workshops and publications, was a catalyst for the Kairos 
Document of 1985, which was signed by 150 theologians, clergy and laity. The 
document described the church itself as a site of struggle and challenged churches 
to reject both “state theology” (the Afrikaans churches’ support for the apartheid 
state and its ideology of national security) and “church theology” (the mainline 
churches’ attempts at ‘cheap’ reconciliation and social harmony). Instead, 
Christians were called to move from protest to active participation in the struggle, 
taking sides even if it meant becoming involved in civil disobedience.  

Reactions were critical – both from mainline circles, who saw Kairos as too radical 
and too dismissive of reconciliation, and from more radical BCM circles, who saw 
it as too weak in its rejection of reconciliation.93 The most violent reaction, 
however, came from the state, which detained many of its signatories and 
continued to infiltrate organisations and neighbourhoods. In 1986 a state of 
emergency was again declared and early in 1988 various UDF and COSATU 
(Congress of South African Trade Unions) leaders were banned. Anti-apartheid 
Christianity had by now identified almost completely with the liberation struggle 
and funerals of killed activists became political rallies. The state attempted to 
restrict attendance and to outlaw hymns and sermons at funeral services. Christian 
leaders including Desmond Tutu, Allan Boesak and Frank Chikane initiated a 
Defiance Campaign and led a procession to Parliament in Cape Town. Police 
dispersed the group with water cannons and arrested the leaders, but individuals 
and organisations took up their initiative and increasingly rejected and defied 
government attempts to control them. The anti-apartheid movement was regaining 
its strength. Massive, peaceful protest marches took place during 1989 all over the 
country, always led by religious and political leaders walking in solidarity. The 
government realised that if it did not permit these protest marches, violence would 
erupt.94 

When F.W. de Klerk succeeded P.W. Botha as President, he announced the release 
of scores of political prisoners, including Nelson Mandela, during his opening 
speech of Parliament in 1990, and unbanned almost all liberation organisations. 
Although this had been the outcome of covert negotiations over a number of years 
between more progressive government representatives and imprisoned or exiled 
ANC leaders, it came as a surprise to many inside (and outside) the liberation 
struggle.95 Debate in church circles immediately turned from the matter of active 
protest to the question of reconciliation and mediation. Frank Chikane, who had 
been General Secretary of the SACC since 1988, proposed “mediation with the 
commitment to justice” as the only way forward. The SACC helped to organise a 
conference for all church leaders to discuss the role of the church en route to a new 
dispensation. A remarkably diverse range of churches was represented – from 
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those who actively participated in the struggle, to those who remained passive, to 
those who had supported apartheid – and met in Rustenburg in November 1990. 
All the delegates, also those from the DRC, agreed on the rejection of apartheid as a 
sin, confessed their guilt in relation to it and committed themselves to the goal of 
justice and equality. These principles were formulated in the so-called Rustenburg 
Declaration. 

Rustenburg certainly rekindled the hope for the realisation of equal rights that had 
been smothered after Cottesloe.96 A remarkable feature was the broad, ecumenical 
nature of the conference, with far more diverse representation than at Cottesloe. It 
also demonstrated that all those who opposed apartheid shared the same 
principles in their opposition to apartheid, despite different emphases. The 
liberation struggle had, in the words of Allan Boesak at the launching of the UDF, 
the aim of “working for one, undivided South Africa that shall belong to all its 
people; an open democracy from which no South African shall be excluded; a 
society in which the human dignity of all shall be respected.” Motlhabi similarly 
emphasises that despite seeming differences between the more and the less radical 
voices, “all opposition groups in South Africa have and do subscribe to this same 
political goal of one South Africa with equal rights and opportunities for all.” He 
concludes: “It has rightly been observed that the differences among the various 
black resistance groups in this country are based more on tactics than on 
principles.”97  

Since the church struggle was integrally bound to the liberation struggle98, the 
same can be said of Christians who together opposed apartheid. Where differences 
occurred, for example between those who emphasised prophetic Christianity and 
protest action (as proposed by the Kairos Document), and those who emphasised 
reconciliation and reconstruction (as proposed by the Belhar Confession, which will 
be discussed later), these were not differences about principles, but differences 
about tactics. To argue that there were two theologies operating within the struggle 
– a liberation theology and a reconciliation theology – is too simplistic. When some 
speakers at Rustenburg proposed that there were two such theological alternatives 
facing the church, others responded that this was “simplistic, misleading and 
dangerous.”99 The more radical response simply added a critical edge to an already 
existent theology of liberation from oppression and toward Christian 
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reconciliation. This combination of constructive and critical approaches in the 
Christian witness against apartheid enabled the conference, for instance, to accept 
the reconciliatory stance of the DRC, but immediately to ask about the issues of 
restitution and reparation. In both the more prophetic and the more reconciliatory 
tactics or strategies, therefore, the central concern remained the struggle for justice 
for all. 

4. RESISTANCE TO APARTHEID WITHIN THE DRC FAMILY 
The reconciliatory yet critical theological critique of apartheid described above was 
perhaps best demonstrated in the response that emerged from within the Dutch 
Reformed Family of Churches. Before studying this contribution to anti-apartheid 
theology, it may be helpful to explore the differences between these two strategies.  

In an essay that compares the responses to apartheid of Dutch theologian J.H. 
Bavinck (during the 1950s), on the one hand, and the WCC (from the late 1960s 
onwards), on the other, the South African ethicist Etienne de Villiers examines this 
divergence between the strategies of what he calls dialogue and confrontation.100 
He points out how a variety of factors contributed to Bavinck’s “sympathetic 
critique”, and the WCC’s “damning condemnation.” Although Bavinck rejected 
white prejudice against black people (and saw this as the root of the race issue), he 
did not reject territorial apartheid as one possible approach to South Africa’s social 
organisation – as long as, he added, the ideal is truly achievable. The WCC did not 
separate prejudice and political apartheid as did Bavinck, rather focusing explicitly 
on racism (particularly institutionalised racism) as the root principle of apartheid. 
Since apartheid equals racism, it was thus rejected as a principle for the social 
organisation of South Africa.101 

De Villiers points out five factors that influence such opposing ethical 
evaluations.102 The first is different analyses of the situation: Bavinck sees the fear 
of a minority group that attempts to maintain its distinct identity; the WCC sees 
institutionalised white racism which seeks ideological expression in socio-political 
arrangements. A second factor is one’s preferred strategy in addressing a problem: 
Bavinck prefers dialogue; the WCC finds confrontation to be the only option. 
Dialogue implies that (1) arguments that appeal to the dialogue partners are used; 
(2) arguments that offend the partners are left aside; (3) valuable or meaningful 
aspects in the partners’ point of view are highlighted; and (4) a friendly, 
reconciliatory attitude is maintained. A confrontational strategy inclines toward 
the opposite: (1) a negative evaluation of the opposition policy is given in order to 
justify one’s own drastic steps; (2) any attempts by the opponent at change is 

                                                 
100 E. de Villiers, ‘Tussen simpatie en veroordeling. Buitelandse kerklike kritiek teen 

apartheid 1948-1985’ in: P.F. Theron and J. Kinghorn (eds.), Koninkryk, kerk en kosmos. 
Huldigingsbundel ter ere van Prof W D Jonker, Bloemfontein 1989, 144-163. 

101 De Villiers, ‘Tussen simpatie en veroordeling’, 145-149. 
102 De Villiers, ‘Tussen simpatie en veroordeling’, 149-160. 
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rejected as meaningless or deceptive; (3) negative developments are highlighted; 
and (4) a strong condemning tone is maintained. 

A third factor that influences one’s evaluation of political policy is one’s 
worldview. Bavinck came from the Gereformeerde Kerk in Nederland, which shared 
strong historical and theological ties with the DRC. In contrast, the WCC became 
increasingly influenced by political theologies from the Third World, with its 
emphasis on social and political justice. A fourth factor is one’s interests, priorities 
and commitments. Bavinck shared the interests of many Dutch people in 
maintaining contact with Afrikaners, whereas the WCC shared the interests of the 
Third World against racism, colonisation and exploitation by the West. A final 
factor is historical events. After the devastation of the South African War many 
sympathised with Afrikaner attempts to regain economic and political power. Half 
a century later the wave of post-colonial independence in Africa and especially the 
violent repression of black resistance by the South African government between 
1960 and 1990 convinced the WCC of its evaluation and impelled many (also in the 
Netherlands) who still harboured some sympathy for apartheid towards 
condemnation of it. 

Both sympathetic critique and confrontation emerged in the anti-apartheid 
theology of the DR family. Initially there were some guarded criticisms from 
theologians and ministers within the DRC and these were largely of sympathetic 
nature. Early critical statements by the three younger churches in the family were 
also largely sympathetic and aimed at dialogue with the DRC. Only towards the 
late 1970s and especially during the 1980s did more confrontational stances 
emerge. It must be kept thoroughly in mind that the relationship between the DRC 
and the younger churches was always intertwined, largely because the young 
churches were financially dependent on the DRC. With this financial grip the DRC 
could therefore make sure that it kept a strong hold on the leadership in the 
DRMC, the DRCA and the RCA. Moreover, most leaders in the young churches 
were white missionaries appointed by the DRC and many of them firmly 
supported apartheid. Those coloured and black ministers who did rise to positions 
of power were often also conservative and cautious about upsetting their 
superiors. Only when a younger generation who had experienced first-hand the 
government’s repression rose to power did the protest from the ‘daughter 
churches’ gain a more confrontational character. It is therefore no surprise that, 
whereas the church struggle was in full swing from the 1960s, condemnation of 
apartheid from within the DR family only started to emerge a decade or more later.  

The peculiarity of the DR family was that both apartheid theology and anti-
apartheid theology were present in a single church family with a shared 
theological background in Reformed Calvinism. As one may expect various other 
theological, political and socio-historical factors also cultivated an emerging anti-
apartheid voice in the DR family. This section will investigate these factors to 
determine whether one may indeed draw out some themes that were typical of 
anti-apartheid theology in the Dutch Reformed family of churches. It is important 
to remember that the proposed method here is argumentative analysis of the 
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discourse. The aim is not to write a history of the anti-apartheid movement in the 
DR family, but to learn what were the theological themes and topics that pervaded 
Dutch Reformed anti-apartheid theology. 

4.1 Critique within the DRC 
As with the church struggle in general it was again up to a few individuals to 
speak out against apartheid as church bodies were generally not prepared to 
criticise the government. The names that stand out are those of the Stellenbosch 
professors Johannes du Plessis and B.B. (Bennie) Keet and Pretoria professor B.J. 
(Ben) Marais. The most outspoken figure, however, was Beyers Naudé.  

Much has been written on the influence of Johannes du Plessis and the so-called 
Du Plessis affair of the 1920s and early 1930s.103 Du Plessis had become impressed 
by modern trends in theology and science and saw a need to reconcile this with 
Biblical interpretation. At the time intellectual debate in Afrikaner circles was 
distinctly anti-modern and he was rejected by his colleagues. The battle resulted in 
Du Plessis being suspended from the seminary and ended in a court case that was 
fought primarily on theological grounds. Although Du Plessis won the case, he 
was not permitted to teach again. However, he remained influential, particularly 
with students who sided with him.  

It has been suggested that part of the reason for Du Plessis’ suspension was his 
opposition to the nationalist stance on the ‘native question.’104 Little of this is 
reflected in the public debate and the court proceedings, but it could very well 
have played a role. He was, for instance, very interested in missions in Africa and 
had travelled extensively throughout the continent and published various 
influential works. He shared the missionary ideal of the cultural and intellectual 
development of Africa’s peoples. This placed him in line with the stream of 
Reformed evangelicalism referred to earlier, although in his case with less 
emphasis on individual piety and more on development.  

Following the Du Plessis affair the DRC Seminary at Stellenbosch became very 
cautious about appointing any person who might be considered to have ‘modern’ 
beliefs, with the result that the staff consisted mainly of neo-Calvinists and 
nationalists.105 This helped to lead the church toward its support for apartheid as 
outlined above, firmly supporting the state by the 1950s. The initial close bond 
between church and state would remain strong for many years, but over time the 
ethical orientation towards development in the DRC referred to earlier would 
weaken this bond. In a study of the DRC Acta Synodi, the church newspaper Die 
                                                 
103 See, for instance, A.R. Olivier, Die kerk en die Du Plessis-saak, D.Th. thesis, Stellenbosch 

University, Stellenbosch 1990. The proceedings of the Supreme Court case – which often 
entailed fundamental theological debate – was published shortly after the case: J. du 
Plessis, Die Kerksaak tussen prof J du Plessis en die Ned Geref Kerk in Suid-Afrika, Cape 
Town 1932. 

104 See for instance Ryan, Beyers Naudé, 26.  
105 Kinghorn, ‘Modernization and apartheid’, 138 
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Kerkbode and a range of other journals and publications the historian J.J. Lubbe has 
identified three phases in the church-state relationship during National Party rule: 
a period of consolidation (1949-1957); a period of growing confrontation (1959-
1978); and the turn of the tide (1979-1990). This division will be adopted here. 

4.1.1 Consolidation (1949-1957) 
The first decade of Nationalist rule can be called a period of consolidation. The 
victory that many Afrikaners and thus many in the DRC had hoped for had been 
achieved. This gave the DRC greater influence in matters of policy. The first piece 
of legislation was indeed the Act on the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages, for which 
the church had been pleading for decades.106 However, already in 1949 the aim of 
separate development was explicated to mean the development and upliftment of 
nations (for which the DRC played the self-appointed role of ‘guardian’) and not 
suppression or ascriptions of inferiority.107 Various national Volkskongresse 
(People’s Congresses) followed in which the church sought to find the solution to 
the country’s “Native Problem”, the first of which was held in Bloemfontein in 
April 1950. Territorial segregation was affirmed but an ethical responsibility 
towards the development of other nations was also emphasised. The DRC was 
satisfied that it had found a sound route, but criticism from two sides made it clear 
that its position needed to be refined: on the one hand, the Prime Minister D.F. 
Malan rejected its appeal to development as being too optimistic and impractical; 
on the other hand, the 1954 Tomlinson Report called for much greater and drastic 
action to alleviate the social conditions of black people in the Bantustans. This 
report was the outcome of a commission of inquiry led by a professor of 
agriculture, T.J. Tomlinson. It found that territorial segregation was impacting 
negatively on the social conditions of the black population.108 

Discomfort with the policies of apartheid started to emerge in the church. One of 
the first voices that gave expression to this was a DRC minister from Pretoria, 
Barend J. (Ben) Marais.109 Marais had voiced his opposition to the scriptural 
justification of apartheid repeatedly at the Transvaal Synods of 1940, 1944 and 
especially 1948.110 He travelled abroad frequently and in 1950 he received a study 
grant to spend a year at Yale University in the USA. This led to the publication of 
                                                 
106 Lubbe, ‘About 1948’, 29. 
107 This was expressed at both the Federal Council meeting and the Cape Synod of that 

year, as cited by Kinghorn, ‘Modernization and apartheid’, 145 and Lubbe, ‘About 
1948’, 31, respectively. 

108 The commission was apointed by the government in 1950 to develop a blueprint for 
apartheid. Although its findings clearly demonstrated the unfeasibility of territorial 
segregation, it nevertheless proceeded with recommendations on how to make 
apartheid (or separate development) work. 

109 For a recent contribution on Marais, see H.S.A. Engdahl, Theology in Conflict. Readings in 
Afrikaner Theology, Frankfurt am Main 2006. Engdahl compares Marais with the 
apartheid theologian F.J.M. Potgieter in a close reading of their texts. 

110 P.J. Maritz, Ben Marais (1909-1999). The influences on and heritage of a South African prophet 
during two periods of transformation, D.D. thesis, University of Pretoria, Pretoria 2003, 47. 
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his book Die Kleur-Krisis en die Weste (translated as Colour. Unsolved problem of the 
West) in 1952.111 He warned that apartheid could only succeed with “a radical 
policy of huge dimensions, one embracing economic and territorial segregation.” 
Consequently, “if extensive territorial segregation is finally impossible, or of the 
whites cannot or will not apply it because our whole industry and economy have 
been built on the labour of the native … then there is no honourable manner in 
which we as Christians and democrats will in the long run be able to deny [non-
whites] political and other rights.” The only alternative is therefore a “policy of 
integration” which “will and must in the long run lead to the loss of white 
leadership in Church and State.”112 These were prophetic words, drawing the 
implications – even if to his own discontent113 – of a policy that had at base an 
ethical orientation towards development and equality.  

Apart from these more practical considerations, he also discussed apartheid and 
the church and rejected any form of racial discrimination and segregation in the 
church as based in Scripture: 

The Bible definitely gives no such stipulation, and it is even doubtful to what 
extent it is permitted by Scripture. … Personally I have always been 
convinced that we can take a step of that nature only for weighty practical 
reasons. The majority of Christian leaders would not even be prepared to 
grant as much.114 

He included an appendix with the answers of thirteen well-known theologians in 
Europe and North America to a questionnaire on the biblical defence of racial 
segregation that he had prepared. These included Karl Barth, Emil Brunner, J.H. 
Bavinck, and H. Berkhof, who unanimously rejected racial segregation in the 
church as unscriptural. If some in the Afrikaans churches had doubts about 

                                                 
111 B.J. Marais, Die kleur-krisis en die Weste. ’n Studie insake kleur en kleurverhoudings in die 

Amerikas, Johannesburg 1952. His study focused on segregation policies in North and 
South America, and only towards the end does he draw some conclusions for the policy 
of apartheid in South Africa. Although the book seems patronising by today’s 
standards, his critique was far-reaching at the time. 

112 B.J. Marais, Colour. Unsolved problem of the West, Cape Town 1952, 323-324. 
113 He states earlier that “total territorial segregation … is the only real solution” (Marais, 

Colour, 323), almost as if admitting that there are, in fact, no just solutions to the 
maintenance of white power. This ambiguity between sharing the Afrikaner ideal of 
self-maintenance, on the one hand, and exposing the injustice of the situation, on the 
other, emerges throughout the book. He states it thus: “Here lies our dilemma as white 
men in South Africa: To maintain ourselves, but not to do it in such a way that the non-
whites and their aspirations will be the victims of our selfishness and self-interest” 
(Marais, Colour, 70). Elsewhere he alludes to the eschatological differentiation between 
the Christian ideal and the sinful reality. Both a “radical principle” of challenging the 
status quo and a “conservative principle” of recognising it must be present in Christian 
deliberation on the matter, he argues (Marais, Colour, 297). 

114 Marais, Colour, 292. 
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Marais’s own views, this blunt rejection of biblical apartheid by major theologians 
certainly spoke to the conscience of many. 

One of the persons who came out in support of Marais was B.B. Keet. His concern 
was primarily the scriptural foundation of separate development. Already in 1950 
he wrote a letter to Die Kerkbode in which he criticised the 1949 Synod’s 
“prejudiced” reading of Scripture in its justification of the practice of separate 
development. In response he was attacked by the Pretoria theologian A.B. du Preez 
for his “humanistic claim for equalisation.”115 Two camps emerged in the DRC. On 
the one hand were those who saw apartheid as not only a practical and righteous 
solution, but also as Biblically founded. On the other hand were those who 
accepted it as a practical policy given the circumstances, but not scripturally 
grounded. It is important to notice that Keet also saw it as a realistic policy and 
that his main concern was about the use of the Bible.  

When A.B. du Preez published a book on the Skriftuurlike grondslag vir rasse-
verhoudinge (Scriptural foundation for race relations) in 1955 he repeated the 
pseudo-Kuyperian notions of creation ordinances. Keet responded by publishing a 
short book entitled Whither, South Africa? (a translation of his Suid-Afrika, 
Waarheen? of 1955). In this it became clear that he did not think along the lines of 
creation ordinances and denounced separation according to race. In the first 
chapter, “What is the origin of our colour prejudice?” he explained how “the 
accident of colour” rather than character and behaviour “has become the measure 
of what is civilised or uncivilised.”116 He continued: 

It is indeed tragic to see how on all sides colour has become the dominating 
factor in our assessment of human relationships. It is hardly an exaggeration 
to say that a man’s [sic] worth is often measured not by his innate qualities, 
but by the colour of his skin. … What makes colour and race prejudice so 
unreasonable and so sinful, is that a man is condemned for what he has no 
control over (as if he had chosen his ancestors), while for that which he can 
change, his character, he receives no recognition.117 

Given this prejudice, he went on to criticise “our traditional policy of apartheid” as 
a separation of “colour from colour” rather than “barbarian from civilised.” 

We must acknowledge the fact that colour, after all, is not of fundamental 
importance in human relations; that the war we have waged is not between 
white and black, but between civilisation and barbarism, or, if you will, 
between Christianity and heathenism. The antithesis – white v. black – which 
is really senseless in human relations, senseless even as a symbol, must make 
way for the only antithesis that makes sense: that between good and evil, 
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justice and injustice, one which concerns both black and white, and in which 
they can fight shoulder to shoulder.118 

He concluded the chapter by denouncing apartheid for bringing about not peace, 
but “ever greater estrangement and hostility” and that this was not the way for a 
Christian nation to proceed.  

Since we believe that God brought us to this country and has permitted us to 
live side by side with the non-white races for more than three hundred years, 
it seems unthinkable that the only solution for our difficulties must be ever 
greater separation. Such a solution is no solution but a flight from reality, an 
admission that there are human relationships, the breaking off of which alone 
can give us peace.119 

In his second chapter, “Holy Scripture and apartheid”, Keet sought to find out 
what the Scriptures say about “the principles that must govern the relations 
between races and nations.” This was essentially a critique of pro-apartheid 
readings of the Bible to show that such interpretation arises only because “we want 
to justify the existing state of affairs and so look for (and find) this justification in 
the Bible.”120 He engaged with the typical arguments offered. Against the 
argument that God had willed that there should be separate nations, he pointed 
out that while there are different nations, these are not to be separated as apartheid 
endeavours to do and moreover that in Christ such separation falls away. 
“Therefore it is our duty as Christians to wipe out lines of division.”121 On the 
argument against mixed marriages he simply responded “surely all human beings 
can adapt themselves to one another, because they are all of one blood,” adding 
that “marriage depends on very different and far greater considerations than those 
of race and colour.”122  

Keet clearly harboured no static views on human divisions and this also came to 
the fore in his discussion of one of the central texts in apartheid theology, namely 
Acts 17. He placed this within the context of Paul’s visit to Athens and his whole 
ministry. The god of whom Paul preaches is the One God who created all nations 
and who in Christ now brings mercy unto all people. Keet drew the implications 
frankly: 

Thus the whole emphasis is on the unity of the human race as opposed to the 
multiplicity stressed by the heathens, which necessarily implies the 
multiplicity of Gods and of ways of salvation. All his life, in fact, St Paul 
preached this truth, that the wall of separation that divided Jew from Gentile 
had been destroyed, and he describes the fact that the gospel is now preached 
to the heathens also… It is very difficult indeed to see how this 
pronouncement in Acts 17 can be quoted as proof of the necessity for 
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apartheid among nations. For the opposite is true: as far as the gospel is 
concerned no difference is made between Jew and Gentile; all belong to the 
human race, which is of one blood.123 

He continued by admitting that differences are not hereby erased. “Diversity there 
has always been and will always be, but diversity does not imply separation, and 
apartheid is separation.”124 He repeated this with reference to Galatians 3 and 
Colossians 3: 

St Paul certainly does not imply that differences will be wiped out, but he 
says clearly that differences do not mean separation. Diversity is an essential 
part of God’s creation, among men as among things; but a separation in which 
Jew and Greek, bondman and free, man and woman and placed in opposition 
to one another, the one valued above the other, rights given to one that are 
withheld from the other—this distorted relationship between people is taken 
away in Christ. Just as there is a very great difference between a man and a 
woman, which yet does not prevent them from living in closest union … so in 
Christ there is no opposition between Jew and Greek, circumcised and 
uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or freeman. Though each retains his 
own distinct status—and this is not an unchangeable one, else the abolition of 
slavery would have to be labelled as unscriptural—they must be regarded as 
one in Christ and of equal value. And this unity is not “only spiritual”; it 
touches our life at all points in its expression and relationships.125 

Therefore, not only did Keet reject the idea of apartheid as Biblical and unity as 
purely spiritual, but he also opposed the primordialist tendencies of apartheid 
theology. This placed him beyond the thinking of many of his contemporaries, as 
their reactions also attested. G.J.A. Gerdener criticised him for generalising and 
undervaluing “the work that was being done for the benefit of other population 
groups” and F.J.M. Potgieter responded with the familiar references to Genesis 11 
and the Kuyperian interpretation of the pluriformity of creation and of the 
church.126 Neither of these two, as indeed most respondents, therefore took on the 
challenge of the New Testament, which Keet had formulated as follows: 

[T]he scriptures, as contained in the Old and the New Testament, draw no 
dividing lines and erect no walls between nations. Everyone, according to the 
Bible, is my neighbour, of whatever race, people or nation he may be, and if 
he is my neighbour I must be able to associate with him. It is above all the 
poor, the underprivileged, the submerged who need our help, help that can 
only be given through personal contact. I am inclined to think that the priest 
and the Levite, in the parable of the good Samaritan, used the argument of 
social apartheid to avoid contact with the victim of robbery and violence: 
“They saw him and passed by on the other side. However that may be, the 
gospel recognises no social apartheid except on grounds of faith. It does not 
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125 Keet, Whither, South Africa, 27-28, emphasis added. 
126 Lubbe, ‘About 1948’, 33. 
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ask what communion has Jew with Greek or white with non-white, but: 
“What fellowship has righteousness with unrighteousness? And what 
communion has light with darkness? And what concord has Christ with 
Belial? Or what part has he that believes with an infidel?” (2 Cor. 6: 14, 15).127 

With this Keet put his finger on the fallacy of Biblical apartheid: the Biblical charge 
of unity could only be overcome by thinking of blacks as unrighteous heathens and 
whites as righteous believers, because only ‘on the grounds of faith’ could such 
separation be tolerated, according to the Bible. Where this fallacy was unmasked, 
apartheid could no longer be justified by Scripture, no matter what amount of 
good was being done in its name. It is also important to note Keet’s emphasis on 
the Bible’s concern for “the poor, the underprivileged, the submerged” as this is a 
theme that would return strongly in DR anti-apartheid theology later in the 
century.  

Despite the strong critiques of Marais and Keet, the two camps in the DRC 
remained. Some progress was noted in the fact that by the end of the 1950s 
references to the Tower of Babel and to the people of Israel were no longer made to 
justify political apartheid and the focus was more on the position of church in 
apartheid society. This reflected some uncertainty in the church’s official support 
for apartheid, and consequently, some discord in church-state relations. However, 
as a 1957 report of the Council of DR Churches shows, the notions of the diversity 
of creation and the pluriformity of the church remained. This translated into a 
compromise between the Biblical demand for unity and the socio-historical 
context. Nothing therefore changed in the actual practice of ethnically segregated 
church formation, but the step away from founding this on Scripture and a new 
focus on ecclesiology signalled a significant shift in thinking.128 

4.1.2 Growing confrontation (1959-1978) 
From 1959 onwards a younger generation of theologians and church leaders took 
up the challenge of the position of the church in apartheid society. A series of 
publications reflected this newfound concern. Lubbe refers to various dissertations 
that focused on church unity and the DRC’s relations to its ‘daughter churches’.129 
Of note was also the 1960 book by D.P. Botha on the coloured people, Die Opkoms 
van ons Derde Stand (The rise of our third class),130 in which he argued for greater 
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thesis, University of Stellenbosch, Stellenbosch 1959 and G.J. Swart, Die vraagstuk van die 
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130 D.P. Botha, Die opkoms van ons derde stand, Cape Town 1960. The book includes an 
enthusiastic preface by the renowned Afrikaans poet and writer N.P. van Wyk Louw, in 
which he expresses the wish to see the coloured person not simply as labourer, but also 
“as shop-owner, scholar, administrator, statesperson, clerk, doctor … ; above all as 
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recognition of the close historical bond between Afrikaners and coloured people. 
His assertion that coloured people are not a separate nation but part of the 
Afrikaner nation met with much disapproval.131 

The prevailing mood of crisis was severely intensified with the Sharpeville 
massacre in March 1960 and the consequent state of emergency and banning of the 
ANC and PAC. The DRC called a national Day of Prayer on Sunday, April 10, 
1960. Members of the DRC Synodical Commission expressed sympathy with the 
victims of Sharpeville and pleaded for calm on all sides. The DRC once again 
expressed its conditional support for apartheid in Die Kerkbode of 13 April 1960, as 
cited by Lubbe, namely “that the church could condone and approve the policy of 
independent, autogenous development, provided that it was applied in a just and 
honourable manner, without impairing and offending the dignity of people.”132 
The continued support for apartheid was met with increasing outrage in the 
English-speaking churches. As mentionted the Anglican Archbishop of Cape 
Town, Joost de Blank, criticised the Afrikaans churches severely. 

Against this background a group of eleven moderate Afrikaans theologians and 
ministers felt it important to move away from self-defence to faithful reflection and 
to reiterate for the Afrikaans churches that apartheid could not be justified on the 
basis of Scripture. The group included professors Albert Geyser (of the Nederduits 
Hervormde Kerk), Ben Marais and B.B. Keet. They published Delayed Action! (to 
signify that such action had long been forthcoming) in 1960, each contributing an 
essay. The focus was on “the nature of the Church and its calling by virtue of this 
nature, in our multi-racial land.”133 In Keet’s essay “The Bell has already Tolled” he 
warned that apartheid is condemned not only by coloured races but by white races 
also, and not only by the unchristian world, but by the Christian world also. He 
wrote: “In the world of today we stand completely on our own.”134 As far as the 
calling of the church goes, he recommended that “the time has come that our 
Afrikaans-speaking Churches should let the state know that they no longer see 
their way clear to continue with the apartheid policy.” If the state was not willing 
to accept this, “the Church must undertake on its own … by means of mutual 
discussions and planning, to find a better solution to our problems” and then “go 
to the state and lay its findings before it.”135 In many of the subsequent essays the 
unity of the church is taken as point of critique against racial segregation in the 
Afrikaans churches.  

                                                                                                                            
normal human being amongst fellow humans” (Van Wyk Louw in Botha, Die opkoms 
van ons derde stand, vii). 
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With so many leading theologians criticising apartheid in church and society it 
seemed that the DRC was on the verge of giving up its support for the state. An 
opportunity arose to do just this when church leaders from the eight South African 
member churches of the WCC met for the Cottesloe Consultation in December 
1960. As mentioned earlier the final declaration was based on a study document 
that the Cape DRC had drawn up in preparation for the consultation. This 
document included a number of far-reaching statements. It warned that current 
policy and legislation create differentiation and separation between population 
groups. This leads to discrimination against non-white people on the grounds of 
colour and race. The danger, it warned, is that contact between the groups would 
continue to decrease. The report then, paradoxically, affirms the ideal of separate 
development, namely that, as the ‘Bantu’ increasingly share in Christian principles 
and civilisation, they must gain the rights and privileges that whites have – but in 
their own areas. However, it continued, where blacks remain in white areas, this 
must occur together with whites, i.e. along the route of complete integration. As far 
as scriptural guidelines are concerned, the report affirms that nobody may be 
excluded from the church on grounds of colour or race. Therefore, if any non-white 
person wishes to worship with a white church community, to listen to the sermon 
or partake of the Eucharist, than this may not be denied the person. Other far-
reaching statements included the following: any policy that denies non-whites the 
right to have a say in government is not justifiable; there are no scriptural grounds 
to prohibit mixed marriages; and a just labour policy is required that will ensure 
better housing, decent wages and better relations between employer and 
labourer.136  

This signalled growing support in the DRC for a shift on apartheid. However, the 
reaction against Cottesloe in the Afrikaans press showed that the majority of 
Afrikaners were not prepared to give up apartheid. This was sealed by Verwoerd’s 
New Year’s message and the eventual withdrawal of the DRC from the WCC. An 
important opportunity had been missed – not only to repair the deteriorating 
relationship with the English churches, but also to acknowledge to black Christians 
the humiliation that apartheid had brought. If the DRC had heeded the call from 
amongst its own ranks to step away from its support for apartheid and to seek the 
unity of the church in South Africa, it would have been propelled into the struggle 
for justice in South Africa. Instead it chose to step back into line with the state, in 
effect choosing what would become thirty years of self-isolation. This was hardly 
surprising as by now Afrikaner power had become consolidated and centralised, 
with most of the influential church, political and business leaders sharing 
membership in the Afrikaner Broederbond, a secret organisation of Afrikaans 
political, business and church leaders. 

Although it had become difficult to continue criticism against apartheid in the 
DRC, some younger theologians persisted. J.J.F. (Jaap) Durand completed his 1961 
dissertation at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam on the dangers of church 
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segregation implicit in Kuyper’s notion of pluriformity.137 A year later W.D. 
(Willie) Jonker, who had also received his doctoral degree from the Vrije 
Universiteit and had been elected as aktuarius (registrar) at the 1961 Transvaal 
synod, published a booklet on the missionary policy of the Transvaal DRC. His 
emphasis was on the unity of the church as the body of Christ and the lack of such 
unity in the DRC’s relationship with the younger DR churches. He wrote that all 
believers invisibly belong to Christ and therefore to the invisible church, “but the 
visible church must, as far as possible, be nothing else than the visible appearance 
of the invisible church!”138 He expounded this with numerous Biblical references 
and also criticised the misuse of the notion of pluriformity to justify segregation in 
the church. Because of the way the term had become tainted, he preferred to speak 
of “the unity-in-diversity and the diversity-in-unity that ought to be revealed in the 
church.”139  

Since the mission policy also referred to the independence of the local church as 
argument against unity, Jonker devoted much attention to this. For him the 
starting point of this principle must always be that all authority in the church 
belongs to Christ alone and thus to the Word of God alone, and never to human 
beings. He explained that the ‘independence’ of the local church, as expounded by 
the reformers, does certainly not mean that every congregation has its own 
(human) authority over and against other congregations, but that “Christ himself 
and personally governs the local church through his Word and Spirit, and that the 
local church requires no other authority … that the local church in its bond with 
Christ possesses a certain peculiar quality, a quality that is not and cannot be given 
from the outside: the quality that it is church.”140 The independence of the local 
church, Jonker continued, therefore refers to the fullness of church given to each 
and every gathering of believers around the Word, so that one might rather speak 
of the ‘completeness’ (“volwaardigheid” or “volledigheid”) of the local church as 
Church of Christ, or as some have formulated it, the ‘Christonomy’ of the church. It 
therefore does not refer to separating congregations in a denomination or 
questioning the authority of presbyteries or synods as these are where 
representatives of the local churches gather in communal debate. Of importance, 
however, is that one local church may not rule over another and that one 
denomination may not rule over another denomination; in being bound to Christ 
every church is freed from any other authority.141 

In the light of this Jonker drew some pertinent conclusions for the relationship 
between the DRC and its mission churches. The mission policy suggests that the 
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mission churches are to grow towards independence. “When does a church 
become independent?” he asked. “Independence is not something that the church 
needs to receive or gain over time, but is given to the church at its birth by the fact 
that Jesus Christ is the head of the church.” There is no such thing as a ‘dependent 
church’ – this would be a contradiction in terms. As far as Jonker was concerned, 
Gustav Warneck, Henry Venn and Johannes du Plessis therefore erred in speaking 
of the young church as growing towards independence (selfstandigwording). Such 
views focus too much on organisation and too little on the fact that every church is 
fully church. Every young church stands directly under the authority of Christ and 
never under that of a ‘sending’ or ‘mother’ church from which it must eventually 
receive independence. As such the notion of ‘guardianship’ so often used by the 
DRC is also suspect. Naturally a young church may need assistance and guidance 
and the older church must always keep the needs of the young church in view. 
“But,” wrote Jonker, “this assistance may not mean that the independence of the 
young churches be infringed upon.” This must be understood by both the older 
and the younger churches and to avoid this temptation the ideal is that the young 
churches become increasingly independent of such assistance. Finally, “any 
assistance that is given in the church of the Lord must be offered in love and may 
under no circumstances ‘buy’ influence over the assisted church.”142 

For all these reasons Jonker criticised the relationship between the DRC and its 
mission churches, particularly the DRMC. The mission church, he asserted, was 
dependent (onselfstandig) in various respects, including the following: the mother 
church retains firm control of the mission church through a constitution which 
governs the relationship of mother church and mission church and which can only 
be amended by the mother church; the mother church controls the mission church 
through representatives of the mother church (with veto rights) on the presbyteries 
and synods of the mission church; the position of the white missionary clearly 
indicates the dependence of the mission church, in that the missionary is both 
ordained minister in the mission church, yet also member of the mother church – 
which alone retains discipline over the missionary. Finally, the mission church is 
also financially dependent on the mother church and through its financial 
assistance the mother church assumes authority over the mission church.143 

In a brief final section Jonker made three recommendations in line with the 
foregoing. Firstly, neither Scripture nor Reformed church polity allows for 
segregated Dutch Reformed Churches. He explicated this as follows: 

The Dutch Reformed family after all holds to the same confession and the 
same Reformed church law. There is a spiritual bond that binds all together as 
one. This unity must find expression also in a denomination [kerkverband] that 
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includes all the different population groups. The borders of the church cannot 
coincide with the borders of language, colour or race.144 

Secondly, each and every young church ought to be recognised as independent, 
just as any ‘mother’ congregation. This implies the independence of the 
presbyteries and synods also. The mother church must relinquish any veto rights 
over the young churches and representation of the mother church in the young 
church is not necessary. Any mission work must be conducted together with the 
young churches and never without their consent. Furthermore, younger 
congregations must be allowed to call whom they wish for ministry and the 
mother church must consider it a privilege and an honour to offer financial 
assistance. In time, ownership of the church property ought also to be handed over 
to the young churches.145 

Finally, missionaries must be full members of the congregation where they 
minister and also fall under the discipline of the young church. Moreover, as 
Jonker mentioned in his second recommendation, the young congregation must be 
given the freedom to call whomever it wishes, whether it can pay a minister’s 
salary or not. The ideal is that the congregation calls someone who understands the 
culture and speaks the language of the congregants and that the congregation 
reimburses the minister fully, but as long as such ministers and funds are 
unavailable, they must have the freedom to call a missionary and request financial 
assistance.146 

These were far-reaching recommendations at the time and given the post-Cottesloe 
anxiety in the church they were not well received, also by theologians at 
Stellenbosch as is confirmed in a letter to Die Kerkbode.147 Lubbe writes: “with the 
curse of Cottesloe hanging over them, the official [DRC] discussion on the racial 
issue lost momentum.”148 For over a decade the newly formed General Synod of 
the DRC deliberated on the matter without much progress, until it finally adopted 
its Ras, Volk en Nasie document in 1974. This was, as stated before, a continuation of 
the ambiguous position and a compromise attempt to win consensus in the DRC – 
something in which it succeeded to a great extent. 

The 1960s and 1970s was therefore a period in the DRC that showed little tolerance 
of dissident voices. The case of Beyers Naudé bears witness to this. By the early 
1960s Naudé had become a prominent leader in the Transvaal DRC. He had been a 
Broederbonder since shortly after completing his theological training at Stellenbosch 
University. In fact, his father had been one of the founding members of the 
Afrikaner Broederbond and its first president in 1918. Naudé’s life seemed from 
early on to head towards a position of great power and influence in Afrikanerdom. 
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He was jubilant when the National Party gained victory in 1948 and by 1958 he 
became assessor or vice-chairman of the Transvaal synod. By this time, however, 
his reservations about apartheid had tempered his confidence in the route his 
church was taking. 

A number of important events took place in Naudé’s life over the course of the 
1950s that would shape his eventual stance against apartheid. His emerging ideas 
placed him amongst a small but growing group of young Afrikaner theologians 
who shared increasing misgivings about the DRC’s nationalist-Reformed 
paradigm. According to David Bosch, many of these dissident voices were strongly 
shaped by Reformed evangelicalism, the third theological current in the DRC 
mentioned previously.149 Through their commitment to mission they had frequent 
contact with the younger DR churches. In Naudé’s case an emerging ecumenical 
awareness also brought him to question the DRC’s growing self-isolation. Bosch 
maintains that, although Naudé “only very gradually emerged as the major 
challenger of the system from within the Afrikaner churches,” many of the 
dissidents would come to rally around him in the late fifties and the early sixties.150  

Ben Marais had been one of Naudé’s colleagues in the Pretoria East congregation 
and a contemporary from his student days. Despite the protest against Marais’s 
1952 book, Die kleur-krisis en die Weste, Naudé studied the book and, although he 
disagreed in certain respects, he was struck by so many leading theologians’ 
condemnation of apartheid.151 The fact that B.B. Keet, whom he had regarded as his 
favourite professor, came out in strong support of Marais also had an impact 
on him.  

After this Naudé vowed to improve his knowledge of theology and for the first 
time seriously considered the works of Karl Barth (who was at the time 
disregarded in DRC theology) and other contemporary German and Dutch 
theologians. It was during this crucial period that he undertook an extensive six-
month overseas study tour to Europe and North America as chairperson of the 
Kerkjeugvereniging, a DRC youth body that he had helped to establish. The aim was 
to gather ideas for youth work, but wherever he went people questioned him 
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about the political situation in South Africa. Initially Naudé tried to defend 
apartheid, but soon realised that his theological arguments were flawed and easily 
refuted. He realised that apartheid could not be justified by Scripture.152 In the final 
report on the tour, however, he made no mention of this new awareness. He felt 
incompetent to take up the task and fearful of the consequences should he 
speak out.153 

In 1955 Naudé accepted a call to Potchefstroom. He ministered to working class 
people and realised that “our Afrikaner people of the platteland [rural areas]” 
would not be able to comprehend a critique of apartheid and that his misgivings 
about the biblical justification of apartheid “would come as a terrible shock.”154 
Throughout the fifties Naudé also remained a loyal member of the Broederbond. 
Yet, his doubts about apartheid never left him and after he read B.B. Keet’s 
Whither, South Africa? he was determined to find clarity on the matter. 

A decisive event during his years in Potchefstroom was the meeting of the 
Reformed Ecumenical Synod (RES), which took place there in August 1958. He 
attended the public sessions and was deeply troubled to notice the gulf that had 
opened between the DRC theologians and the world Reformed community on the 
matter of church and apartheid.155 This strengthened his conviction that his church 
was gravely mistaken in its biblical defence of apartheid. He discussed the matter 
privately with trusted minister-friends, and even with other Broederbond church 
ministers. More often than not the replies that he received came as warnings: not to 
‘play with fire’ and ruin his career with foolish declarations; that the ‘time was not 
yet ripe’ for such statements.156 

When Naudé was elected as assessor of the Transvaal synod, young ministers who 
as students had known him during his time in Pretoria felt encouraged to come 
and seek advice on their own reservations about apartheid. In this way Naudé 
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came to hear of the problems and frustrations of black communities from young 
missionaries.  

They told me about the problems they were experiencing and about the 
growing resistance of African, Coloured and Indian Christians to the stand 
the white NGK [DRC] was taking on apartheid. These people were 
challenging the white ministers by saying, “How do you justify what is 
happening to us on the basis of Scripture?” The ministers invited me to come 
and share their experiences with them. And when they told me what they 
were experiencing, I said to them: “I have to accept that you are telling me the 
truth, but I cannot believe it.” And so they invited me to come and look for 
myself. And I did. And what I found was a shattering experience.157 

Naudé went on four or five visits to segregated Indian townships, to black mining 
compounds and to coloured slum neighbourhoods, experiencing the considerable 
division, strife and hardship that apartheid had brought to people’s lives. He told 
himself, “If this is what apartheid is all about, it is evil, it is inhuman, it is 
something which can never be supported.” He visited the South African Institute 
of Race Relations (SAIRR) and for the first time studied the apartheid race laws. “It 
brought me to the conclusion, not only on theological grounds, but also on 
practical grounds, on the grounds of justice, these laws were even less 
acceptable.”158 He knew that the church’s race policy had to change and that in 
order to accomplish this he would need to gather support from enough fellow 
ministers to lead such change. When he received a call to the new Aasvoëlkop 
congregation in Johannesburg, he used the opportunity of being back in the city to 
initiate a number of Bible study groups with the express aim of leading the church 
away from apartheid. Initially these consisted of only DRC ministers, but soon 
black and coloured ministers, also from other denominations, joined some of 
the groups. 

As mentioned, Sharpeville and Cottesloe brought an abrupt end to the tolerance of 
critical voices within the DRC. After Verwoerd’s warning in his New Year’s 
message, it came as no surprise when the Transvaal synod of April 1961 did not re-
elect Naudé as assessor and unanimously condemned Cottesloe. The Cottesloe 
delegates were summoned to the front of the hall and asked to explain their 
support for the Cottesloe statement. Of the six responses, five were apologetic or 
even openly critical towards Cottesloe. Beyers Naudé saw this as a turning point in 
his life: 

I had to decide – would I because of pressure, political pressure and other 
pressures which were being exercised, give in and accept, or would I stand by 
my convictions which over a period of years had become rooted in me as firm 
and holy Christian convictions? I decided on the latter course … I could not 
see my way clear to giving way on a single one of [the Cottesloe] resolutions, 
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because I was convinced that they were in accordance with the truth of the 
gospel.159 

The synod voted on Cottesloe. It rejected all its findings and reaffirmed its support 
for the government’s policy of ‘differentiation.’ Its decision to withdraw from the 
WCC came without debate and at their synod six months later the Cape DRC 
followed suit. Naudé had been the sole Cottesloe delegate to stand by the Cottesloe 
Declaration. After the synod he faced an increasingly uncertain future. He was still 
deeply committed to his church and his people, but he was unsure how they 
would react to his stance of conscience.  

Shortly afterward Naudé arranged for the WCC representative at Cottesloe, Robert 
Bilheimer, to address one of the ecumenical Bible study circles. Bilheimer 
emphatically expressed the need for ecumenical contact between the races. Naudé 
discussed this need with a number of trusted Bible study friends – amongst others 
Albert Geyser of the Nederduits Hervormde Kerk, Fred van Wyk of the SAIRR and 
Willie Jonker. They decided to launch an Afrikaans theological journal that would 
address apartheid’s violation of the gospel and promote change in the DRC 
towards greater unity with other churches. Naudé was chosen as editor. The first 
issue of Pro Veritate was prepared in Naudé’s parsonage, the friends using their 
personal savings to cover the expenses. It appeared on 15 May 1962 and was sent 
to DRC ministers countrywide, in the hope that it would attract enough 
subscriptions to continue monthly issues. Continue it did, but among a different 
readership than Naudé had intended. Broederbond members soon voiced their 
protest against the journal. Reaction from Die Kerkbode, who had been vociferous 
about Cottesloe, was hostile, and the Afrikaans secular press followed suit. 
Following this, Naudé and his colleagues decided to set up an ecumenical institute 
where Afrikaans Christians could consider and voice opinions opposed to 
apartheid, as was described earlier.  

Naudé’s congregants at Aasvoëlkop – as probably the majority of Afrikaners – 
were baffled by these endeavours. Those DRC members and theologians who did 
comprehend or support Naudé’s motives and concerns often appealed to him to 
work for change ‘from the inside’ rather than disrupting the – albeit lengthy – 
process of change and in the event jeopardising his own future. But for Naudé an 
ecumenical body was vital for the church and he pressed ahead and established 
Christian Institute in 1963. Fred van Wyk was appointed as administrator and 
Naudé was offered the position of director. However, by the end of 1963 events in 
the DRC meant that this offer would be of major consequence for Naudé’s 
relationship to his church. 

Against Naudé’s wildest expectations he was elected as moderator of the newly 
formed regional synod of the Southern Transvaal in March 1963. This was all the 
more surprising as he had just handed in his resignation from the Broedebond – a 
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step that sent shockwaves through the Afrikaner establishment.160 He was 
uncertain how his election could have come about, but made sure to chair the 
fourteen-day synod meeting with utmost dedication and composure. However, on 
the second last day the matter of Pro Veritate was tabled. Naudé stepped down 
from the chair for the discussion and listened as one speaker after another opposed 
this new critical voice from outside the church. A motion was passed that office 
bearers dissociate from Pro Veritate and rather support the church’s own 
newspaper. Naudé was called on to resign as editor of the journal, upon which he 
responded that he needed time and would respond within a few weeks. He started 
to suspect that his election as moderator had been a ploy (possibly by the 
Broederbond) to persuade him to quit his protest against apartheid and follow the 
illustrious career that his church could offer him. However, since the Cottesloe 
meeting Naudé’s mind had been made up that he would no longer compromise his 
own convictions and in the editorial of 15 May 1963 he announced that he would 
not resign as editor.161 

When Naudé was offered the position of director of the CI a few months later, a 
storm broke loose over his involvement in these ‘extra-ecclesial’ bodies. Even his 
own church board requested that he resign from the CI and Pro Veritate. His 
brother-in-law, Dr Frans O’Brien Geldenhuys, who had supported Naudé through 
much of the preceding events, pleaded with him not to accept the CI position but 
to try, as hard as it may be, to change the thinking of the church from within. 
Naudé’s response was that he would only consider declining the position if he 
could gather enough support to take on this challenge from within – if there would 
be, in his words, “enough ministers who would be prepared to stand with me, not 
by me, but with me, in order to challenge the NGK on our biblical understanding 
of its prophetic task at this point in history.”162 Two days before Naudé had to 
make his decision on the directorship, he called Geldenhuys and asked whether 
there were, say, ten ministers who were prepared to commit to such a course. 
O’Brien Geldenhuys answered, “But Bey, you know that after all that has 
happened since Cottesloe it will be virtually impossible to find ten such brothers.” 
For Naudé this was enough of an answer. He would take up the position at the CI. 

On 22 September 1963 he delivered what would become a famous sermon from 
Acts 5:29 to inform his congregation of his decision. As Naudé would be taking up 
employment outside the DRC, he had to apply to his church for retention of his 
status as minister. His request was refused without reason. He understood then 
that his resignation from the congregation would also mean the end of his ministry 
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in the DRC. He gave an emotional farewell sermon on 3 November and the very 
next day started his new ministry with the Christian Institute. His inaugural 
address on 15 December was delivered in the Central Methodist Church in 
Johannesburg. It was entitled Versoening (Reconciliation). For many years Naudé 
would remain in the DRC. 

Naudé had now rid himself of the shackles of Afrikanerdom and was free to 
pursue the struggle against apartheid with like-minded clergy. Although Pro 
Veritate remained an independent journal, for all practical purposes it became the 
mouthpiece of the CI. John de Gruchy observes that the gradual shift in the 
theology of the CI can be traced through a careful analysis of the journal. “It was 
always ecumenical in emphasis, but for most of the sixties its theological 
orientation was Reformed and its main source of inspiration was the Confessing 
Church struggle in Nazi Germany. Towards the end of the sixties until its demise, 
its orientation was more influenced by black and liberation theology.”163 The CI 
can thus be characterised as a prophetic and ecumenical movement in the light of 
the Afrikaans churches’ failure to address racism and injustice in South Africa. 
Naudé himself typified the CI as a step towards a Confessing Church in South 
Africa in an article in 1965. It was initially primarily driven by and directed 
towards white anti-apartheid concerns. However, as the Afrikaner establishment 
mounted its criticism and rejection of the movement (and particularly of Naudé), 
and as CI members were increasingly exposed to the particular needs of black 
churches, its direction gradually changed to a more contextual theology, as was 
discussed earlier. 

It is clear that Naudé was the first DRC minister who stated his opposition not only 
in words but also in deeds, with grave consequences for his own career and life. He 
has described his seven years of restriction after the banning of the CI as his ‘seven 
lean years’, but his persistence and his sacrifice made him ‘the most trusted white 
man in South Africa’, as he was often called by those in the liberation struggle. His 
contribution to anti-apartheid theology is immense. He was not concerned about 
writing on white prejudice or the scriptural base of apartheid or the principles of 
Reformed church polity. His was a theology of engagement which emphasised 
three aspects: (1) an openness towards others no matter their beliefs and practices; 
(2) a commitment to Christian reconciliation and unity; and (3) a fearless search for 
justice and equality for all people. By not simply pleading for this theology but also 
living according to it, he gave a shape (and a face) to anti-apartheid theology as 
nobody else did in the DRC. 

While Naudé and the CI were engaging in the lives of Christians throughout the 
country and abroad, the DRC remained in its self-isolated and static position. At its 
1978 General Synod the DRC conclusively rejected a long-standing plea by the 
Federal Council to form an over-arching synod for all the churches in the DR 
family – this would only lead to ‘integration’, warned the hard-liners. Yet, since the 

                                                 
163 De Gruchy, ‘A short history of the Christian Institute’, 17. 
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Soweto Uprisings in 1976, some within the DRC realised that the church had to 
change. This inaugurated the third period identified by Lubbe. 

4.1.3 The turn of the tide (1979-1990) 
What started as isolated voices of protest against the actions of the state – Lubbe164 
mentions papers by J.A. van Wyk, J.J.F. Durand and W.S. Vorster, who critically 
analysed Ras, Volk en Nasie, as well as a collection of essays on the unity if the 
church, edited by P.G.J. Meiring and H.I. Lederle165 – soon swelled to a wave of 
protest. The two camps in the church, who by now had become called the verligtes 
(liberals) and the verkramptes (conservatives), were raising the stakes. At the 
regional synod meeting of the Cape DRC in 1979 a resolution was accepted to the 
effect that, in the light of the ethical norm of love for one’s neighbour and the 
equality of all people before God, “all forms of racial discrimination are in conflict 
with the Word of God.” According to the outspoken anti-apartheid journalist 
Hennie Serfontein, the final resolution was a watered-down version prepared by 
ten theologians, which “contained the most forthright rejection of racialism ever 
made by an official organ of the [DRC].”166 The original report not only rejected 
racial discrimination, but also proposed that attitudes and institutions that were 
racially discriminatory be exposed. Dr Koot Vorster, brother of the then prime 
minister B.J. Vorster and powerful conservative in the DRC, rejected the original 
report for not taking enough cognisance of “differentiation” and a compromise 
proposal was accepted. The final report, however, once again made little difference 
in practice. 

                                                 
164 Lubbe, ‘About 1948’, 44. 
165 P.J.G. Meiring and H.I. Lederle (eds.), Die eenheid van die kerk, Cape Town 1979. The 

book contains essays by theologians from all four DR churches, including David Bosch, 
Flip Theron, Ben Marais, Chris Loff, Lucas Mabusela, Jaap Durand, Shun Govender, 
Allan Boesak and Bernard Lategan. All contributed with the aim to stimulate debate 
and finally achieve unity in the DR family. On the topic of unity it is important to 
highlight the doctoral dissertation of Flip Theron, which appeared in published form 
just a year earlier and had most likely been read by many of these theologians. He 
argued that the church carries the responsibility of being a sign of the peace of God, that 
is, of the “God-willed order of creation … where humanity’s relationships to God, to 
the neighbour, to the self, to nature and to the structures within which humans live are 
in accordance with the will of God” (P.F. Theron, Die Ekklesia as kosmies-eskatologiese 
teken. Die eenheid van die Kerk as ‘profesie’ van die eskatologiese vrede, Pretoria 1978, 16, 
translated). Peace therefore implies unity in relationship. This peace is given in the 
death and resurrection of Christ. Since the church carries this sign, since it is called the 
body of Christ, it must embody this peace in its holiness (i.e. its relationship with God), 
in its unity (i.e. its relationship with the neighbour), in its catholicity (i.e. its relationship 
to creation) and in its apostolicity (i.e. that these relationships must be in accordance 
with God’s will). Theron therefore emphasised the universality of the unity of the 
church, i.e. a unity that relativises every confessional tradition. See Theron, Die Ekklesia 
as kosmies-eskatologiese teken, 99-102. 

166 Serfontein, Apartheid, change and the NG Kerk, 136. 
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A year later, on 31 October 1980, eight Stellenbosch and Pretoria lecturers issued a 
Hervormingsdaggetuienis (Reformation Day Witness). This followed a year of debate 
in the DRC on black attendance at church services and funerals, conservatives 
claiming that mixed worship is not allowed and liberals claiming that this would 
contradict the 1974 and 1978 synod decisions. The DRC leadership refrained from 
giving a clear direction on the matter, stating that the “principle of non-mixed 
services” remains, but that local church councils may give permission for special 
mixed services.167 The Hervormingsdaggetuienis responded to this situation and read 
as follows: 

In the spirit of Reformation Day, we as believers in the Reformed Faith, wish 
to make the following witness: 
1. Together with genuine gratitude for what has been done and achieved 

in the church sphere, we wish to express our deep concern about the 
apparent powerlessness of the institutionalised church in South Africa 
a. to carry out its divine calling of reconciliation on a meaningful and 

credible basis in a situation of increasing tension and polarisation 
between the various population groups in our country; 

b. to give spiritual leadership to the authorities and community by 
means of clear and consistent witness to the promises and 
demands of God’s Kingdom as far as social reality is concerned; 

c. to resist mutual estrangement and exclusivity among Christians 
and so to work against the division of the church which shame the 
communion of saints. 

2. In all humility, we plead as members of the DRC with our fellow 
Christians and office bearers charged with oversight of church policy 
and action, to reason together and strive for 
a. the elimination of racist and loveless attitudes and actions which 

cause hurtful incidents and not the message of God’s reconciling 
grace of its power; 

b. to demonstrate the solidarity of Christian love with all those who 
are placed in positions of helpless suffering and need by social 
practice, economic oppression and political policy; 

c. a form of church unity in which the oneness of believers adhering 
to the same confession can take visible form. 

3. We are convinced that the DRC can, together with other churches, 
through these channels, make a God-honouring contribution towards: 
a. the advance of mutual trust and acceptance among the different 

population groups of our country, the indispensable founding of a 
peaceful community; 

b. a deeper consciousness of the demands of God’s Word under 
which both the authorities and their subjects are called to reform 
the present order, so that every individual can be given the scope 
to realise their potential as the bearer of the image of God; 

c. a concrete witness that existing group differences between people 
need not be a source of friction because of prejudice, self-interest 
and defensiveness, but can, through the power of God’s renewing 
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grace, be developed into something that provides for mutual 
enrichment and the upholding of each other in the one body of 
Christ.168 

The themes of reconciliation between groups, unity in the church and justice for 
every person appear prominently. What was less prominent in the careful 
formulation was the attack on the DRC leadership for failing the Word of God and 
on the government for the suffering caused by its political and economic policies. 
Although apartheid was not named, this was the target, not only on the level of 
racist attitudes and selfishness, but also as apartheid policy. Yet it still fell short of 
declaring the DRC’s provisions against joint worship as contrary to the Bible, and 
did not stipulate what it meant by reconciliation and unity. The 
Hervormingsdaggetuienis attracted lively debate from both liberal and conservative 
camps for many months. Conservatives accused the eight of promoting 
‘integration’, while from the left (particularly from the ‘daughter’ churches) they 
were attacked for the document’s vagueness. The document finally led to a DRC 
‘peace conference’ in March 1981 outside Pretoria. According to Serfontein, the 
DRC moderature demanded that the eight apologise for their ‘mistake’. Dr Johan 
Heyns, one of the signatories, emphatically defended the Hervormingsdaggetuienis 
and warned that relations in the DR family were becoming fragile. He received a 
standing ovation from the 600 DRC ministers who attended.169 Although the 
Hervormingsdaggetuienis therefore made little actual progress toward change in its 
formulation, it at least demonstrated to the conservative leadership that opposition 
from within was mounting. 

At the end of that year a new publication continued the controversy. This was a 
book edited by Prof. Nico Smith from Stellenbosch, Dr Frans O’Brien Geldenhuys, 
who had recently resigned from the DRC moderature, and Dr Piet Meiring, a 
Pretoria minister. It was titled Stormkompas (Storm compass) and included twelve 
essays and twelve responses by DRC theologians, ministers and members alike.170 
In general the essays warned that the DRC had jeopardised its integrity by aligning 
too closely with the Afrikaner people, the National Party and the Broederbond, 
and that apartheid had caused much harm and suffering. These sentiments were 
summarised in forty-four statements compiled by the editors at the end of the 

                                                 
168 As cited in Serfontein, Apartheid, change and the NG Kerk, 270. The signatories were 

Pretoria theologians C.F.A Borchardt, A.B. du Toit, J.A. Heyns, Stellenbosch theologians 
W.D. Jonker, B.A. Müller, H.J.B. Combrink and Stellenbosch philosophers W.P. 
Esterhuyse and H.W. Rossouw. 

169 Serfontein, Apartheid, change and the NG Kerk, 155-156. 
170 N.J. Smith, et al., Stormkompas. Opstelle op soek na ’n suiwer koers in die Suid-Afrikaanse 

konteks van die jare tagtig, Cape Town 1981. Contributors included D.J. Bosch, D.P. Botha, 
J.J.F. Durand, D.A. du Toit, J.A. Heyns, B.C. Lategan, D.J. Louw, W. Nicol, P.F. Theron, 
amongst others. Not all contributors agreed with one another in their criticism of 
apartheid and on the way forward, however. 
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book.171 The statements started with some remarks on the church as based on the 
Word alone. This makes it a new community “which is neither built on, nor arises 
from material factors such as blood, soil, culture, language, class or profession.” As 
such the unity of the church belongs to its essence (wese), not to its wellbeing 
(welwese). This leads to an important conclusion and a reproach (statements 5 and 
6): 

A Christian may never unreservedly identify with his volk, group, class or 
culture. There must always be a certain distance. The highest loyalty of 
believers is exclusively to Jesus Christ as their Lord. 
Because of the role of the DRC in the political and social maturation of the 
Afrikaner, the church is too closely identified with the syndrome of Afrikaner 
unity. Thereby Afrikaner unity is often elevated by the church above church 
unity. 

This was followed by seven sections that criticised the DRC on various levels: for 
not embodying reconciliation and admitting guilt172; for resisting unification in the 
DR family173; for jeopardising its missionary witness174; for identifying too closely 
with the state175; for relinquishing its social responsibility with regards to black 
suffering176; for supporting the political policies of apartheid177; for its close ties 

                                                 
171 Translated by Serfontein, Apartheid, change and the NG Kerk, 271-274. Citations to follow 

are from this translation. 
172 Statement 12: True reconciliation between population groups in SA cannot take place 

without a deep recognition and admission of guilt by all believers towards each other. 
The DRC ought to take the lead in this regard to confessing in humility and repentance 
for the injustice which has been committed over a long period by whites against blacks. 

173 Statement 16: The existence of separate NG Churches for different population groups 
has developed into an artificial and ideological separation of people. This enforced 
separation of people on the grounds of race and colour is in essence based on the 
conviction of the fundamental irreconcilability between people and is as such in conflict 
with the Gospel. 

174 Statement 20: The white DRC has, sociologically speaking, become a middle class 
church which defends the status quo, and particularly the group interests of the 
Afrikaner. Missionary work is for some church members therefore only acceptable if, 
and insofar as it does not affect that interest, but promotes it. 

175 Statement 23: The government is a servant of God and therefore also compelled or 
obliged to submit itself to the demands of the Word of God. The church has the 
responsibility as the bearer of the divine Word of presenting or stressing the demands 
of the Word upon the government. Therefore the church has also a special 
responsibility with regards to politics. This demands that it must never as such become 
entangled with a specific political policy direction so that it loses its freedom to testify 
against such a policy when that becomes necessary. 

176 Statements 28 and 29: Neighbour-love embraces not only doing what you would have 
others do for you, but also that you will not allow anything to be done to another that 
you would not want done to yourself. In South Africa this means, among other things, 
that the Christian cannot be indifferent to the more than half-million black people who 
have been relocated in terms of government policy whether they agreed or nor; the 
sociological and other results of the system of migrant labour; the millions of people 
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with the Broederbond178; and finally for not attending to the “increasing frustration 
among young people in South Africa” (Statement 43). 

These were far-reaching points of criticism. However, differences between some 
contributors arose during the extensive debate after the publication of the book – 
four contributors denied having a share in the drafting of the forty-four statements 
and the Broad Moderature of the DRC criticised the press for its provocative 
presentation of the book. Many letters in newspapers criticised the book for casting 
aspersions, particularly its allegations of DRC-Broederbond ties.179 It seemed that 
once again the hegemony of Afrikanerdom had managed to defuse a confrontation 
between church and apartheid. 

Before the Stormkompas debate had quietened, however, another controversy 
followed. At a large ecumenical conference in January 1982, the well-known 
UNISA (University of South Africa) theologian, David Bosch, attacked the DRC for 
propagating ‘heresy’ in its policy of racial segregation. Conservative DRC leaders 
reiterated their support for apartheid. This led to emotional confrontations by 
liberals in the DRC and English-speaking theologians and ministers, while the 
Afrikaans press criticised the conference for creating ‘confusion’ among church 
laity about the position of the church on apartheid.180  

Less than six months later, on 8 June 1982, one hundred and twenty-three DR 
ministers and theologians signed an Ope Brief (Open Letter) which categorically 
rejected the scriptural foundation of apartheid in church and society. Although less 

                                                                                                                            
who are crowded into black living areas, largely without basic amenities; the wage 
structure which, in spite of reforms, still holds sway in South Africa. 

 The church in South Africa does not have the primary function of working for human 
rights, but of working for the human worth of all people. Human worth means that 
scope must be given to a person to fulfil his destiny as bearer of the image of God. 
Inhumanity involves all those factors in and outside the individual which hinder them 
from fulfilling that destiny. 

177 Statements 35 and 38: It is time that the DRC said clearly that the policy of apartheid in 
South Africa has many harmful consequences, in spite of the good intentions of the 
authorities about allowing population groups to develop separately. The church needs 
to state clearly that the Christian cannot support this policy without question.  

 The NGK must prepare its members for the fact that the white man [sic] clearly cannot 
forever exercise control in South Africa. Thus, it will have to teach them in a Christian 
way, how they should live and act as Christians in a minority situation… 

178 Statements 40 and 41: Because the activities of a powerful opinion-forming body like 
the Afrikaner Broederbond take place in secret, the free formation of public opinion is 
hampered. Fear of damage to future careers of its members restrains them from open 
and unrestricted questioning of the political and social order in South Africa, and from 
expressing a bold Christian witness. 

 The close links between members and officials of the Afrikaans churches with the 
Broederbond and the links between the Broederbond and the National Party and the 
government, does serious damage to the credibility of these churches. 

179 Serfontein, Apartheid, change and the NG Kerk, 174-175. 
180 Serfontein, Apartheid, change and the NG Kerk, 176-180. 
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than half of the signatories were DRC members or ministers,181 this still 
represented the broadest rejection of apartheid from within the DRC at the time, 
and as such of the government. In a covering letter the writers offer the Open 
Letter as a contribution to discussions already taking place in the church. They 
explain that they had handed it to the DRC moderature for advice, but were told 
that “according to church policy the letter could not be received.”182  

The contents of the letter started as follows: “We, ministers and ordinands of the 
NGK, state as our conviction that genuine reconciliation in Christ between 
individuals and groups is the greatest single need in the Church and so also in our 
country and society.” It then discussed two topics. Firstly, reconciliation between 
people and visible unity in the church is “a fortiori our responsibility.” Factors that 
threaten this unity, such as “heterodoxy, lovelessness, self-righteousness, 
exclusivism, prejudice and the giving of preference to personal or group interests” 
are to be opposed. Diversity must be recognised, but unity is primary: “The unity 
is normative and is confessed (the Apostles’ Creed and Nicene Creed), the 
diversity not so.” This implies: 

1.2.1 That no particular church (denomination) can afford to do without 
discussion and fellowship with other churches, or close its doors to 
others 

1.2.2 that the church may lay down no condition for membership other than 
the confession of true faith in Jesus Christ (Belgic Confession, Art. 27) 

1.2.3 that the various churches within the family of the Dutch Reformed 
Churches (NGK) who in any event adhere to the same Confession of 
Faith and historically emanated from the same church, ought to do 
everything within their powers to give visible expression to the unity 
which they confess. 

1.2.4 that with immediate effect, while negotiations for clearer structural 
unity are under way, all members of churches within the family of 
Dutch Reformed Churches (NGK) should be welcome at any meeting 
of any of these churches 

1.2.5 that members of the one Body of Christ accept one another as brothers 
and sisters without questioning one another’s Christianity, concern 
themselves with each other’s welfare, esteem the other higher than 

                                                 
181 Serfontein has identified many of the other signatories as academics and members of 

one of the DR ‘daughter’ churches, Serfontein, Apartheid, change and the NG Kerk, 184. 
The letter had been initiated by many who had contributed to Stormkompas, including 
Piet Meiring, David Bosch, Nico Smith, Willem Nicol, Adrio König and Frans O’Brien 
Geldenhuys. 

182 This was a reference to the events that led to the publication of the letter. The writers of 
the letter had presented the signed letter to the moderature in order to submit it for the 
upcoming General Synod later that year. The whole moderature, with one exception, 
had voted against this, stating procedural difficulties. The writers were advised to “put 
the letter in a drawer for the sake of peace”, but decided a month later that debate 
would be best served if they published it (Serfontein, Apartheid, change and the NG Kerk, 
185-186). 
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oneself, bear one another’s burdens, show mutual love in word and 
deed and intercede for one another in prayer. 

Secondly, the prophetic calling of the church extends “to the entire life of society.” 
As such “an arrangement of society based on the fundamental irreconcilability of 
individuals and groups cannot be accepted as a basic point of departure for the 
ordering of society.” Furthermore “the church has a wonderful opportunity to be 
God’s experimental garden in the world. This means that God wants to 
demonstrate something to the world, through the life of the church, concerning 
that unity, mutual love, peace, understanding, sharing and justice, which God 
intends to be present in the whole of society.” The implications drawn from this 
included: 

2.2.2 that a social order which elevates irreconcilability to a principle of 
societal living and which alienates the different sections of the South 
African population from one another is unacceptable 

2.2.3 that such a system makes it virtually impossible for the inhabitants of 
South Africa to really learn to know one another, to trust one another 
and to be loyal to one another 

2.2.4 that the laws which have become symbols of this alienation, among 
these being those concerning mixed marriages, race classification and 
group-areas, cannot be defended scripturally 

2.2.5 that justice, and not simply law and order, shall be the guideline and 
point of departure for the ordering of society. We believe that the 
incidence of the forced removal of people, the disintegration of 
marriage and family ties as a result of migrant labour, the inadequate 
expenditure on black education, insufficient and inadequate housing 
for black people and the low wages paid to such people cannot be 
reconciled with biblical demands for justice and human dignity 

2.2.6 that all people who regard South Africa as their fatherland ought to be 
included in the process of negotiating a new order for society 

2.2.7 that this system ought to be built on order and peace which is the fruit 
of justice. This means that all people ought to enjoy equal treatment 
and opportunities. 

Like Stormkompass, the Open Letter was therefore clear in its rejection not only of 
the scriptural justification of apartheid, but also of the political and social policies 
of the state and of public institutions. Both documents also emphasised the unity of 
the church as normative. The Open Letter was, however, more explicit in its 
conviction that change in church and society was required. Public debate followed 
immediately with letters in Die Kerkbode criticising the Open Letter as an attack on 
the church and the government. The DRC leadership condemned the letter writers 
for not following proper procedure and for causing confusion in the church. There 
were also letters and articles in the Afrikaans press in support of the Open Letter 
and its rejection of apartheid. However, the debate was drawn away from the 
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actual rejection of apartheid and of the government. The DRC leadership managed 
to soften its critical edge by casting it as a ‘cry of distress’ from within the DRC.183  

The year 1982 would, however, deliver even greater blows to the DRC 
establishment. The declaration of a status confessionis by the Ottawa meeting of 
WARC at the end of August and the subsequent suspension of the DRC’s 
membership shocked the church. To add to this, the DRMC at its September 
general synod meeting likewise labelled apartheid a sin and a heresy, declared a 
status confessionis and scripted the Belhar Confession. The Afrikaans establishment 
was also experiencing a political rift when a National Party leader and former DRC 
minister, Andries Treurnicht, led a breakaway group in parliament to form the 
Conservative Party. Given the tumult, the DRC General Synod of October was 
expected to provide perspective and direction, but other than repeating that racism 
was a sin, it reacted negatively to the Ottawa decisions for providing a “one-sided 
picture of the DRC” and reiterated its support for current apartheid legislation, 
including the prohibition against mixed marriages. It did not respond to the Open 
Letter, the status confessionis or the Belhar Confession in any constructive way. The 
synod therefore failed to take any prophetic lead. It did, however, decide to make a 
“penetrating revision” of its 1974 Ras, Volk en Nasie document and appointed a 
commission for the task.184 

Lubbe describes the Cape DRC regional synod of 1983 as the first official signal of 
the ‘turn of the tide’. The synod declared that faith only was the ground for 
membership in the church, that the prohibition against mixed marriages – as 
indeed the policy of separate development – was not scriptural and, moreover, that 
separate development must be condemned as sin insofar as it led to racial 
discrimination.185 When the General Synod convened in 1986, this was echoed in 
the revision report of Ras, Volk en Nasie. It was entitled Kerk en Samelewing 
(published in English as Church and Society a year later). After some introductory 
socio-historical remarks about South Africa, it discusses, firstly, “basic scriptural 
principles” and, secondly, “the practical implications” of this.  

In the first part it affirmed the need for a proper interpretation of the Bible as the 
church’s sole yardstick, and then focused on the nature and calling of the church. 
The church, it said, “is a unique and miraculous creation by God in an old, fallen 
world”; and “God made a new beginning, bringing into being a unique creation: 
his Church.”186 Since its origin is in the Triune God, the unity of the church is 
emphasised: it is a unity that transcends diversity and that must be made visible. 
Therefore “we may never be content with disunity among the churches, especially 
among those with the same Reformed confession, but must acknowledge and 
confess it as sin.”187 

                                                 
183 Lubbe, ‘About 1948’, 45; Serfontein, Apartheid, change and the NG Kerk, 186-189. 
184 Lubbe, ‘About 1948’, 45. 
185 Lubbe, ‘About 1948’, 46. 
186 Church and Society. A testimony of the Dutch Reformed Church, Bloemfontein 1987, 8. 
187 Church and Society, 16. 
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In a subsequent section on “group relations” it stated that the concepts of race and 
nation do not override the unity of the faithful and that Genesis 11 and Acts 17:26 
do not pertain to “national policies or abrogation of national identity.”188 This 
means that, although church and nation are “closely interrelated,” they may never 
be “equated” and the church as church of Christ may never surrender its 
“prophetic task with regard to the nation.” The “Biblical-ethical guidelines” (i.e. 
“consistent ethical directives to be found throughout the Bible” rather than “texts 
selected atomistically”) that must govern “inter-personal and group relations” are: 
Christian love for one’s neighbour; righteousness and justice; compassion; truth; 
and respect for the God-given dignity of human beings.189 In a sub-section on 
marriage in a multi-racial society it declared: “As far as racially mixed marriages 
are concerned, the fact is that according to the Bible they are permissible.” Finally, 
the church’s responsibility “with regard to group relations” lies first and foremost 
with the Kingdom of God and the proclamation of the Word of God and not with 
the establishment or maintenance of social structures. Consequently, all 
“unchristian ideologies as well as all forms of injustice must be firmly rejected.”190 
Also, following the example of Christ, the church must perform ministries of 
compassion in society to people in “material, social, psycho-social, physical and 
spiritual need.”191 

In the second part on practical implications Church and Society first discussed the 
relationship between the DRC and other churches in South Africa, stating that the 
family of DR churches is “essentially one church,” yet “institutionally separate,” 
but that the church must “strive for a greater expression of the unity of the 
family.”192 Faith must be the only condition for membership and as such “the 
membership of the DRC is open” to members of the other DR churches. The local 
church has the authority to decide about matters of membership and mixed or joint 
worship (i.e. this would no longer be prescribed by church laws).193 Secondly, the 
relationship between the DRC and “other spheres of life” (that is, the Afrikaner 
people, politics, government, society, marriage and education) was discussed. The 
DRC, it declared, is not a “national church.” With regards to apartheid it then 
stated: 

… the conviction has gradually grown that a forced separation and division of 
peoples cannot be considered a biblical imperative. The attempt to justify such 
an injunction as derived from the Bible, must be recognised as an error and be 
rejected. 

                                                 
188 Church and Society, 20. 
189 Church and Society, 20-22. These five guidelines are subsequently expounded. Under the 

discussion of human dignity, human rights are also recognised as in accordance with 
the Biblical demand for love and the view of human beings as the image of God.  

190 Church and Society, 31-32. 
191 Church and Society, 35. 
192 Church and Society, 40. 
193 Church and Society, 41-42. 
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The DRC is convinced that the application of apartheid as a political and 
social system by which human dignity is adversely affected, and whereby one 
particular group is detrimentally suppressed by another, cannot be accepted 
on Christian-ethical grounds because it contravenes the very essence of 
neighbourly love and righteousness and inevitably the human dignity of all 
involved. 
The suffering of people for whom the church has concern must, however, not 
be attributed solely to the system of apartheid but to a variety of factors such 
as economic, social and political realities in which persons of different 
communities have not been accepted by one another. To the extent that the 
church and its members are involved in this, it confesses its participation with 
humility and sorrow.194  

Finally, the church and believers have the responsibility to obey the authority of 
the state, but the government, in turn, must fulfil the God-given calling of the state 
to care for the welfare of all citizens. Where this does not occur, the church must 
“proclaim the Word of God to the government.” When the government “displays 
such a measure of injustice that its legitimacy is altogether suspect … that 
government ought to be replaced by another.” Peaceful reform remains the norm, 
however, and “extreme measures” such as violence, disinvestment, sanctions or 
boycotts are rejected.195 

When reviewing Church and Society it is clear that this document took a decisive 
step away from apartheid theology. Where previously creation provided the basis 
for church organisation, the church as God’s unique creation and the Kingdom of 
God now formed the point of departure. Its criticism of the national character if the 
DRC and its appeal for unity within the DR family indicated a clear break with 
apartheid. However, public reaction focused on the more evocative declarations of 
open membership and the rejection of “the application of” apartheid (granted that 
this was a somewhat ambiguous formulation). This led to a reactionary breakaway 
in the church the following year to form the Afrikaanse Protestantse Kerk (Afrikaans 
Protestant Church), where strict apartheid theology continued and membership 
remained limited to whites only. In the meantime liberal voices could take the 
initiative in the DRC and when the Rustenburg Convention took place in 1990, 
Professor Willie Jonker – almost thirty years after publishing his critique of the 
mission policy of his church – confessed and asked forgiveness for the DRC’s 
complicity in the establishment and the maintenance of the policy of apartheid. 
Apartheid theology in the DRC had officially come to an end. 

Without doubt the rapid changes of the 1980s came very quickly for many in the 
DRC and the question has been raised whether there was indeed broad support for 
the rapid shift after 1982. It is difficult to determine this, but after 1990 it was clear 
that a return to apartheid was not possible. The continued resistance from within 
the DRC to unite with the other churches in the DR family does, however, raise the 
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question as to how far apartheid theology has been defeated in the church. This is 
not the place to discuss these questions. 

A final conclusion that can be drawn about anti-apartheid theology in the DRC 
concerns the two diverging strategies of sympathetic critique and confrontation. It 
is clear that the majority of criticism from within the DRC was of the former type. 
In fact, where some of the earlier criticisms – those of Keet, Naudé and Jonker, for 
instance – tended towards confrontation, the critiques of the 1980s seem very 
guarded. This illustrated the hegemony that had emerged in Afrikaner society, 
partly in response to the mounting opposition to apartheid in South Africa and 
abroad. For those, therefore, who were convinced that apartheid had to be 
confronted, the DRC provided little space from the mid-seventies onwards. As a 
result a number of DRC ministers grew increasingly frustrated with the – in their 
eyes – slow progress in their church and chose to quit their positions, often to join 
one of the other churches in the DR family.  

Various individuals could be singled out. Someone who played a significant role in 
the DRCA was Frikkie Conradie, who after his training for ministry in the DRC 
continued his studies at Kampen in the Netherlands. Here he came into contact 
with anti-apartheid theologians, including Allan Boesak, and decided that he could 
not serve in the DRC. When he returned he became the first white minister to be 
ordained in the DRCA with neither DRC intervention nor a DRC-sponsored salary. 
He was ordained as minister of the Mamelodi congregation in 1976 and later 
served in the Alexandra congregation.196 During his restriction Beyers Naudé also 
finally decided to leave the DRC and became a member of the Alexandra DRCA in 
March 1980. Shortly afterwards, Dr Frans O’Brien Geldenhuys resigned from a 
high-profile position as Chief Executive Officer and Director of Ecumenical 
Relations of the DRC in September 1980. He had resigned from the Broederbond in 
1963 (at the same time as Beyers Naudé) and had harboured “inner conflicts and 
qualms of conscience while serving in the church.” He resigned in protest at the 
DRC’s self-isolation, its paralysis in addressing the growing conflict between racial 
groups in South Africa and its refusal to criticise the injustices of apartheid.197 Also 
of note was the decision of Stellenbosch theologian, Nico Smith, who in an 
unprecedented move resigned from the Faculty in December 1981 to become 
minister of the DRCA congregation of Mamelodi in Pretoria.198 These were people 
who identified with the growing confrontation against apartheid and the DRC 
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from within the so-called ‘daughter churches’ of the Dutch Reformed family of 
churches. 

4.2 Critique from the ‘daughter’ churches 
The paternalism of the so-called ‘mother’ DRC over against its ‘daughter’ churches 
has been a cause of great frustration in these churches since the mid-twentieth 
century, if not before. In the early 1980s Hennie Serfontein, in his provocative style, 
described the situation as follows: 

The white DRC is extremely proud of the existence of three ‘daughter’ DR 
churches inside South Africa, and those produced by its missionary effort 
elsewhere in the subcontinent. These churches are a visible monument to the 
success of its missionary policies, which began when the DRC first brought 
the Word of God to the indigenous ‘heathen’ 150 years ago. 
However, regardless of what they say publicly, most of the younger churches 
resent the situation. They see themselves locked into a spiritual and financial 
bondage to the ‘mother’ church – a phrase they deeply resent because it 
reflects the paternalism and an attitude of white superiority in the DRC, in 
their view.199  

Serfontein demonstrates this statement with a number of remarks made by DRCA 
and DRMC ministers at conferences and during sermons. These were remarks 
made during the years after the 1978 DRC General Synod’s rejection of the Federal 
Council’s plea for an overarching synodical unity amongst the churches in the 
family.200  

When one reviews the literature on the resistance of the young DR churches to 
apartheid, it becomes clear that their subordinated position to the DRC shaped 
their response decisively. On the one hand, they were disempowered from acting 
and speaking out against apartheid in the manner and force of other black 
churches in the country.201 Yet, on the other hand, their criticism of apartheid was 
directed particularly against this subordination and against the arguments often 
employed to maintain segregation and subordination within the DR family. At the 
risk of generalising, one may say that the former was particularly true of the 
DRCA, while the latter was particularly true of the DRMC. In the previous chapter 
reference was made to Kinghorn’s description of the DRCA as “always in the 
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shade of self-proclaimed ‘guardians,’ always cast in the role of grateful 
beneficiaries of white benevolence.”202 The DRC kept a stranglehold on all the 
young churches over a long period.  

The first of the young churches to loosen itself from the DRC was the DRMC. It 
was chiefly in the DRMC, therefore, that one eventually found an anti-apartheid 
response that was particularly directed against the DRC. This was also the oldest of 
the three DR ‘daughter’ churches in South Africa. Indeed, already at its 
establishment in 1881 the missionary Paulus Teske of Beaufort West objected to the 
constitution of the new church as it endorsed submission to the DRC, as was 
discussed in the previous chapter. The ruling that most violated the principles of 
Reformed church polity was Article 226 of the Constitution, which stipulated that 
“no decision or decree of the leaders of the mission church would have the status 
of law, nor could it be implemented as such, before it had been approved by the 
Commission for Inland Mission [of the DRC].”203 

Here one finds one of the ironical features of anti-apartheid theology in the DR 
family: in as far as it was motivated by theological arguments, it drew mainly from 
the same theological tradition as that of the DRC. Whereas the DRC often used the 
principle of the independence of the local congregation to support segregation in 
the DR family, the DRMC used the same principle to protest its position of 
dependency. Initially the protest was therefore directed towards achieving greater 
independence from the DRC. From about the 1970s, however, another direction 
was introduced that seemed contrary to this: the search for greater unity between 
the churches in the DR family. This came about chiefly as a result of the young 
churches’ mounting rejection of the policy of apartheid in society and – by 
implication – in the church. The Confession of Belhar and the unification of the 
DRCA and the DRMC in 1994 therefore signified the culmination of, in the words 
of Chris Botha, “a century-old protest.”204 This section will trace this protest in an 
effort to identify the theological arguments that underlie anti-apartheid theology in 
the younger churches of the DR family. 
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4.2.1 Against inhibiting dependency 
It was noted in the previous chapter (section 7.1) how the young churches 
gradually sought independence from the DRC, eventually replacing the respective 
constitutions granted it by the DRC with Deeds of Agreements (Aktes van 
Ooreenkoms). The DRMC, however, objected to this in 1982 and withdrew from the 
process altogether, thus effectively ending DRC dominance in its organisation. An 
important aspect of this decision had to do with the position of white ministers in 
the DRMC.205 The 1915 constitution (the Wetboek) of the DRMC had already 
stipulated that the presbyteries of the DRMC would have supervision of their 
respective congregations, but that the ministers would remain under the 
supervision of the “Mother Church” and her church order.206 At this stage all 
ministers in the DRMC were white missionaries, trained and employed by the 
DRC for ministry in the DRMC. Only the DRC could appoint missionaries, who 
were consequently considered to have ‘double membership’, both of the DRC and 
the DRMC, although under supervision only of the DRC. Missionaries seldom 
lived within the boundaries of the congregations they served, choosing to settle 
with their families in adjacent white areas.207 The same practice would apply in the 
DRCA and the RCA after they were established. 

The office of missionary was different to that of ‘evangelist’. Evangelists were 
trained but non-ordained coloured or black co-ministers who assisted the 
missionaries, but remained under supervision of the young church. In 1924 the 
DRC established yet another office in the DRMC, namely that of ‘Kleurlingleraar’ 
or coloured minister. Two ministers completed their three-year training at 
Wellington in 1932, of which one was ordained in Retreat, Cape Town, in 1935. 
Initially the DRC retained control of the training as well as the ordination – 
congregations had to obtain approval from the DRC Commission for Mission 
before ordaining a coloured minister. Two DRMC delegates were, however, 
granted seating in the Curatorium (the DRC commission for training of coloured 
ministers). In 1958 the DRMC decided to use the term ‘minister’ rather than 
‘coloured minister’ and in 1962 the DRC decided that missionaries would in future 
also be ordained as ministers, thereby ending the distinction between the offices of 
missionary and minister. By this time the practice of training ‘evangelists’ had 
ceased. White ministers, however, retained their double membership. It was this 
matter of double membership that altered the course of the negotiation for a Deed 
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of Agreement in 1982. It had become, according to C.J. Botha, “the focal point of 
the struggle of the DRMC to procure its autonomy.”208 At the 1978 synod the deed 
of agreement was discussed and a proposal that the final authority of discipline lay 
with the DRC was rejected in favour of a proposal that simply stated “all members 
of the DRC (i.e. white ministers) serving in the DRMC are members of the DRMC 
after having presented their credentials.” At the 1982 DRMC synod a proposal 
contrary to the 1978 decision was made that ministers who so preferred may 
remain members of the DRC. This proposal was rejected and an amendment was 
adopted to the effect that Synod: 

a)  expresses its concern about the way in which the permanent committee 
on legal matters handled the decision of synod 1978 on the act of 
agreement. 

b) decides as one of the contracting parties in the agreement to withdraw its 
participation and commissions the permanent committee on legal matters 
to negotiate the termination of the contract. 

c)  decides that this committee, after this has been attained,  
i. reports back to the synodical committee; 

ii. notifies the ministers of the DRC serving in the DR Mission Church 
of the development and gives them the option of continuing their 
service under the new dispensation; 

iii. advises church councils and [presbyteries] about the implications of 
the choice made by these ministers.209 

Hereby the DRMC had chosen to throw off the yoke of the DRC. This was, of 
course, also the synod that would become known for the Belhar Confession, as will 
be discussed. The DRMC would henceforward regulate its own matters 
independently, and when the DRMC and the DRCA united in 1994 the new church 
adopted a church order of its own.210 

A second aspect apart from church governance that also demonstrates the young 
churches’ dependence was the organisation of their theological training, as 
discussed in Chapter Three. As was noted, the theological school for the DRMC in 
Wellington was moved in 1965 to a venue adjacent to the terrain of the new 
coloured-only University of the Western Cape in Bellville and in 1973 it joined the 
University to become a Faculty of Theology. After years of protest against DRC 
control of the training, the DRMC voted only at its 1978 synod to take over control 
of the theological school. This was finally ratified by the DRC in 1982. The DRC, 
however, retained minority representation on the various commissions for the 
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training of coloured ministers.211 The DRC retained similar control over the 
training of black and Indian ministers for the DRCA and RCA respectively. 

Finally, the young churches were also financially dependent on the DRC. The DRC 
often referred to the fact that it contributed a large percentage of its budget to 
“mission work” in the young churches. Serfontein wrote in 1982 that eighty 
percent of the budgets of the DRMC and the DRCA came from the DRC.212 It was 
particularly the DRCA that experienced financial dependence. Both black and 
white ministers were paid a salary by the DRC – in the case of black and coloured 
ministers the salary would often be paid to the local DRC presbytery, who would 
then pay the minister. The salaries between white and black were unequal, white 
ministers being paid according to the salary levels of the DRC, while black 
ministers were paid considerably less. The amount of control that this gave the 
DRC over black and coloured ministers cannot be overstated. In countless accounts 
one hears of ministers whose salaries were cut or even cancelled due to 
involvement in political matters – when, for instance, it came to light that a 
minister was a member of the CI. Many ministers continued their ministry 
notwithstanding, surviving on the little support their congregants could provide or 
by taking on part-time jobs elsewhere.213  

One unfortunate consequence of the financial dependence of some ministers, 
congregants and indeed black or coloured persons in general was their 
involvement in state action in return for remuneration. It became standard practice 
of the state security police in the 1970s and especially the 1980s to recruit informers 
in churches, as in other spheres of society, to pass the names of individuals who 
engaged in anti-apartheid activities to the security police. When it became known 
that someone was an informer, such a person would naturally be avoided and 
often assaulted, or in extreme cases even killed. A sign that this indeed occurred in 
the DRMC was a decision by its 1978 synod to urge its “ministers, church 
councillors, and members not to be used under any circumstances as security 
agents.”214 

This also points to a very important aspect of the theologising within the young 
churches, namely that many of these ministers, their congregants and the youth in 
the congregations endured the political and socio-economic conditions that 
apartheid had created in their communities. A theology born from such an 
experience differed from that of scholarly or intellectual debate as one often found 
in the DRC. This difference must be borne in mind when tracing anti-apartheid 
theology in the younger churches of the DR family of churches. Simultaneously, 
many ministers were discouraged from taking part in any activities that might be 
deemed ‘political’ in nature, as the church was not considered a place for ‘politics.’ 
This was partly a result of the evangelistic and pietistic spirituality that one found 
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in the DRC (and particularly in its missionary activity), which emphasised a 
vertical relationship to God above a horizontal awareness of society. It was also 
partly due to the reactionary response of the DRC and conservatives in the young 
churches to any opposition against apartheid in the church.215 This further explains 
to some degree the initial sluggish response to apartheid in the young churches, 
and makes their subsequent reaction all the more remarkable. 

4.2.2 Against apartheid 
The very first protests from within the young churches already demonstrated the 
kind of obstacles that any attempts to criticise apartheid might evoke from the 
DRMC leadership and from the DRC. When the National Party won the 1948 
election on a manifesto that it called ‘Apartheid’, much debate took place about the 
meaning and possible future impact of this policy. This debate was also conducted 
within the coloured communities of the Cape. The DRMC naturally picked up on 
this and responded to church members’ queries and fears. 

4.2.2.1 The DRMC Synod of 1950216 
In the months after the 1948 election a Cape teachers’ union, the so-called Teachers 
Educational and Professional Association (TEPA), sent a letter to the Wynberg 
Presbytery to ask its guidance on the matter of apartheid – “whether the policy is 
in all its aspects Christian or unchristian.” The presbytery appointed a commission 
to deal with the matter and met in October 1948. The report of the commission was 
“heavily debated” and agreed on the following decision: 

1. The Presbytery declares that they find no grounds in the Holy Scripture 
for colour apartheid. 

2. This body objects to the proposed apartheid legislation and makes an 
earnest appeal to the government not to apply any ‘compulsory’ 
apartheid laws. 

3. Also the Presbytery asks the government kindly to accept as a matter of 
principle that it will always consult Coloured leaders with respect to 
proposed legislation that affects Coloureds and that the cooperation of 
Coloureds will be a prerequisite in policy considerations. 

The Presbytery guarantees that the Christians within the Presbytery will pray 
that the government may be guided to treat all colour groups in our country 
in a Christian manner.  

This meeting also drew up a discussion point for submission at the next DRMC 
synod to be held in 1950, asking Synod “to make a judgment on the policy of 
apartheid and especially to demonstrate how far there are scriptural grounds 
for it.” 
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Almost a year later, in September 1949, the presbytery again discussed apartheid, 
this time in the context of the new government legislation against mixed marriages. 
It adopted a report with seven statements. Firstly, it was saddened to take note of  

… the general and profound worsening of the relationship between the 
Whites and the Coloureds as result of the unbiblical and unchristian 
application of the policy of enforced apartheid, which leads to discrimination 
against the Coloureds and hence destroys the attitude of Christ amongst 
Colour groups. This not only impacts negatively on society in general in the 
country, but is already causing a break in the bond between the Mother 
Church and the Mission Church which, if it develops further, may prove to be 
unhealable. The Presbytery is very concerned about this especially, since it is 
of the conviction that this bond may under no circumstances be broken. 

A more conciliatory tone followed to the effect that it was concerned “about the 
rapid spread that is made by the communism under Coloureds,” but again, that it 
felt “that the friction and bitterness caused by the mentioned application of 
apartheid is mainly responsible for this.” The third statement was on mixed 
marriages – that it acknowledged, again rather appeasingly, that “mixed marriage 
has never been advantageous to anyone in this country, least of all the descendants 
of such marriages,” but “that the law against mixed marriages will not reach its 
goal,” because “extra-marital relationships will not be eradicated”; “mixing 
[verbastering] will anyway not be avoided”; “the ethical life of the people will 
decline because transgression of the law will increase”; and “the Coloured 
population will, as in the past, suffer under it.” The following three statements 
were an appeal against the discrimination the coloured people were suffering: 

4. The Presbytery mourns the fact that specific expressions like ‘Hotnot’, 
‘Koelies’ and ‘Kaffers’ [used] by responsible persons worsens the mutual 
relationship. Such expressions hurt the Coloured people very, very much and 
even make them embittered.  

5. The Presbytery feels that the application of the policy of enforced apartheid 
has so far been only negative, which has meant humiliation, insults and loss 
for the Coloureds.  

6. The Presbytery desires sincerely that the government, despite what has been 
promised to voters, will take account of the fact that the Coloureds form an 
indispensable part [noodsaaklike deel] of our society. The whites are just as 
dependent on the Coloureds as the Coloureds are on the whites; and while we 
believe in the fatherhood of God, we must also accept the Christian 
Brotherhood of the human being. The Presbytery pleads for the sake of the 
weaker part of our society, especially when we hear God’s Word: ‘He who 
does wrong will receive back the wrong that he has done, and there is no 
acceptance of the person.’217 

Finally, DRMC members are commended for their calm in these “distressing 
circumstances” and encouraged towards “serious prayer and intercession for the 
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government and to live out the attitude of Christ, while they keep their eyes 
directed unto God in the trust that He will affect a change.” 

This document is remarkable for several reasons. It is unyielding in its 
condemnation of “the application of enforced apartheid” as unbiblical and 
unchristian. By distinguishing between apartheid as concept or policy, and the 
‘enforced application’ of apartheid, some measure of ambiguity is introduced. 
Presumably it assumed a voluntary form of racial segregation could be tolerated, 
but when legislation leads to discriminatory and unjust practices, this would be 
against “the attitude of Christ” and “Christian Brotherhood.” Apart from the 
reference to Colossians, no attempt is made to provide further Biblical references 
against apartheid. Furthermore, the document expresses genuine concern about 
the hurt that apartheid brings to coloured people. Yet it appears paternalistic at 
times, as if the Presbytery were speaking “for the weaker part of our society”, that 
is the coloured community. Finally, it is clear that a conciliatory approach was 
preferred, although the condemnation of (the practices of) apartheid are stated 
explicitly. In its conciliatory stance, however, it seems to presuppose a closer bond 
between the coloured and white communities than between other groups. 

The meeting decided to send a copy of the report to the Prime Minister and to the 
press, but for unspecified reasons it voted against sending a copy to the 
moderature of the DRMC. This may have been because members of the Presbytery 
were aware of a letter that the moderature had already sent to the government in 
1948, which stated: 

The Moderature of the DR Mission Church in SA has taken note of the 
apartheid policy of the Government, and since so much unpleasantness has 
already been caused between white and coloured, the Moderature decides to 
kindly request the Government to go about with care and dignity [versigtig en 
menskundig] because: 
a) The tempers of some members of the Mission Church are very upset 

because of what has already happened.  
b) The agitators powerfully exploit these things against the Mother 

Church and the Mission Church.  
c) The Mission Church is already extremely burdened [ontsettend benadeel] 

in its uphill struggle that it must carry out virtually alone.  
 
Furthermore the Moderature wants to urgently request the Government to 
protect the Coloured population because: 
a) Coloured labourers’ existence on farms, towns, cities and in factories 

are endangered by the uncontrolled influx of Blacks [Naturelle].  
b) Coloured women and daughters become the victims of detribalised 

Blacks [ontstamde Naturelle].  
c) Coloured craftsmen [vakmanne] become hard-pressed because of the 

immigration of foreign craftsmen.  

Here the differentiation between coloured and black was more explicit, and it 
prompted a similar sentiment from the Prime Minister, D.F. Malan. He answered 
the moderature in a letter, which included the following comments: 
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I wish to grant you the assurance that the Government policy with regard to 
the Coloured population aims for the best interests of the Coloured as well as 
the white population and will in due course lead to the cultivation of greater 
independence and national self-respect for the Coloured and to a general 
friendly relationship and mutual esteem between both racial groups. The 
blessed fruits that the establishment of a separate Mission Church has 
produced in this regard for the Coloured community is an indication of what 
we can expect of the Government policy. 
I further wish to assure you of our intention to place the Coloureds, in the 
area mainly inhabited by them, in a privileged position above the blacks 
[naturelle] and to protect them there, both with regards to their own 
neighbourhoods and their employment. 

Compared to the report of the Wynberg Presbytery the letter of the moderature 
was less explicit in its condemnation of apartheid and maintained a more 
conciliatory tone towards the government. This enabled Malan to cast the DRMC 
and the coloured community into the role of beneficiaries and de facto supporters of 
the policy of apartheid. 

One other series of events also warrants mention. In September 1948 the Presbytery 
of Wellington was requested by the Immanuel congregation in Paarl to take a 
stand on the policy of apartheid. The matter of apartheid was also tabled at a 
church council meeting of the Wellington congregation earlier that month. When 
the Presbytery met at the end of September, however, it decided not to express any 
view on apartheid, since it could not “take part in politics”, but still decided “to 
ask the Moderature [of the DRMC] to request the Government to keep the history, 
the feelings and the future of the Coloured in mind in its policy.” Subsequently the 
congregation of Wellington sent a discussion point of its own to Synod, which was 
a result of a church council meeting of March 1950. At this meeting an elder, 
Maurice Friedling, said that he did “not wish to discuss the political side of 
apartheid”, but he did want to discuss “the Mother Church’s attitude” towards 
apartheid. For him there were “no Scriptural grounds” for apartheid and therefore 
it must not be “justified by the Mother Church.” He requested the upcoming synod 
to “ask the Mother Church to withdraw from any support for the Government 
policy.” The meeting discussed this and the chairperson, Eerwaarde C.J. Kriel, 
proposed that he and Friedling draw up a discussion point to be approved by the 
following meeting. The final discussion point as it appears in the 1950 Acta Synodi 
contained four points, firstly expressing the DRMC’s gratefulness towards the 
“Mother Church” for its supervision and support since the founding of the Mission 
Church. Secondly it emphasised that the DRMC had accepted the mission policy of 
the DRC, since it saw in it the “earnest Christian striving and goal of the Mother 
Church on spiritual and educational terrain” and since the DRMC “never saw in 
this [mission] policy … the goal of suppression or explicit degradation [doelbewuste 
afskuiwing].” Consequently the third and fourth points proposed: 

c) That the apartheid policy of the government is a party political matter 
and if the Mother Church supports such a policy, it will cause 
considerable damage to the Mission Church.  
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d) The Mission Church calls on the Mother Church to: 
i. Withdraw from any support with regards to the political policy of 

apartheid in order to not place a stumbling block in the way of the 
Church of Christ, particularly the DR Mission Church in SA, or to 
strain or injure her spiritual work. The Mission Church assures the 
Mother Church that to stay away from the political terrain 
concerning this troublesome affair will certainly benefit the 
spiritual wellbeing of the Mission Church; 

ii. Use her strong and enriching Christian influence to form a 
counterweight against the political policy of apartheid which, as 
mentioned, harms the work [of the church]. 

The distinction between the mission policy of the DRC and the political policy of 
apartheid is noteworthy. Again this seems to distinguish between general and 
voluntary segregation in church and society, on the one hand (as also reflected in 
the mission policy), and the enforced legislation of segregation (i.e. the political 
policy of apartheid), on the other hand. It suggests that the former may be 
tolerated, but the DRC was asked to give up support for the latter. One may 
suppose that the hand of Kriel, a white missionary, was strong in the drafting of 
the discussion point – during the preceding church council discussions he had 
already mentioned that “the current apartheid issue is a curse born from party 
politics.” 

When the DRMC Synod convened in October 1950, the description points of the 
Wynberg Presbytery and the church council of Wellington were tabled. A ‘Special 
Commission on Apartheid’ was appointed, chaired by J.A.J. Steenkamp (who was 
also vice-chair of the Synod) and which included two other missionaries (C.J. 
Liebenberg and D.P. Botha), a ‘coloured minister’ (W.A. September) and two elders 
(A.C. Goliath and M. Friedling). Its report was tabled on the very last day of the 
Synod. The lengthy report endorsed the distinction between apartheid as “political 
cry [politieke kreet]” and “separate development and evolvement [eiesoortige 
ontwikkeling en ontplooiing] on ecclesial terrain as it has been accepted for years in 
the Mission Church.” It then stated: “With regards to the much-discussed political 
aspect of the matter, this Most Honourable Synod refrains from entering the 
political terrain by approving or rejecting a political policy and in so doing 
carrying the spirit of the political arena into the highest Meeting of the Church.” 
This was further supported with the statement, “the Word of God is not a 
Textbook that provides a useful formula or a Recipe book that provides a handy 
recipe for every political difference between people.” It then endorsed the ideal of 
separate development with references to the DRMC’s “God-given task of the 
upliftment of the Coloured population on spiritual, moral-social [sedelik-
maatskaplike] and educational level” and to “every nation’s right to express itself 
freely on ecclesial-religious terrain.” This was even based on the unity of the Body: 
“Each population group can, through self-realisation and self-evolvement 
[selfverwerkliking en selfontplooiing], deliver the best contribution to the body of 
Christ on earth. ‘Because as our one body has many members, and the members do 
not all have the same function, so we are all one body in Christ and everyone 
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separately members of each other’ (Rom 12: 4 and 5).” The coloured population 
was further called upon to “strive upwards” and whites were asked to assist them 
in this, as the one group needs the other. 

Many of the main tenets of apartheid theology were present in the document. 
There was no response to the original request, that the Synod take a stand on 
apartheid (that is, in its political form). This demonstrated the stronger hand of 
missionaries who supported apartheid in the leadership of the DRMC. In fact, it 
came to light later that Steenkamp, who was primarily responsible for the drafting 
of the report, was also a member of the Afrikaner Broederbond.218 Immediately 
after the report was read, a proposal was made that the report be accepted as is, 
without debate, because “the discussion of such a matter may lead the church into 
the dark labyrinth of political argumentation where the light of many a church has 
already darkened.” Despite some grievances, the moderator of the synod, P.P. 
Joubert, put the proposal to the vote as a motion of order (i.e. without discussion) 
and it was approved with a large majority. 

The coloured voice of protest against the legislative and social impacts of the policy 
of apartheid was thus effectively silenced in the DRMC – and would remain thus 
for almost three decades. The only exception to this was a movement within the 
DRMC under the leadership of one of the first coloured ministers, Rev I.D. Morkel 
of Rondebosch. When the National Party came into power, he voiced his protest 
and helped to organise a meeting of DRMC members. The 116 members from 28 
congregations met in September 1948 in Crawford and decided to send a letter to 
the DRMC moderature.219 It stated that they had “decided that apartheid is 
unchristian and that it must be rejected as policy in state and church” and that the 
church must “take up the fight against apartheid in this spirit and with this 
view.”220 They also elected a committee to take up discussions with the DRMC 
leadership. Morkel became well-received in church and social circles and the daily 
Cape Times published columns written by him. He approached the DRC 
Commission for Mission for support for his views, but they refused to “voice an 
opinion on political apartheid.” He organised a prayer meeting on 16 December 
1949 – the day that Afrikaners gathered en masse for the inauguration of the 
Voortrekker Monument in Pretoria – to pray “for redemption from the affliction of 
apartheid.” One of his concerns – as has been noted in other DRMC statements 
against apartheid – was that it did not adequately differentiate between coloured 
and black. Botha writes: “[Morkel] founded his objections against apartheid on the 
fact that it removed the spontaneous relationship between brown [coloured] and 
white people. He could not accept a policy that equated black and brown, because 
he believed that the coloureds had strong cultural bonds with the whites.”221 
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In retrospect one may assume that Morkel’s protest provided much impetus for the 
various statements against apartheid that DRMC presbyteries and congregations 
had issued. Despite these actions, Morkel became increasingly dissatisfied with the 
leadership of his church and their refusal to support him in his rejection of 
apartheid. He was most likely aware in advance of the position of the moderature 
as expressed in the report of the synod’s ‘Special Commission on Apartheid’, 
because days before the convening of the 1950 DRMC Synod, on 30 September 
1950, he announced that he and 26 members of the Rondebosch congregation were 
leaving the DRMC. Two reasons were given: to protest against apartheid as it 
would ruin race relations between coloured and white; and to protest the 
guardianship of the DRC, which was no longer necessary or acceptable, “because 
we have come of age and feel capable of taking care of our own affairs.”222 Morkel 
gave his farewell sermon on 8 October (at an open-air service – he had been 
forbidden by the DRMC moderature to use the Rondebosch church building) and 
formed a new church, the Calvyn Protestantse Kerk (Calvin Protestant Church), on 
15 October 1950 – during the session of synod.223 

Morkel’s decision to break away did not lead to a large-scale split in the DRMC. It 
did, however, remove a critical voice from the DRMC, as many persons who were 
unhappy with apartheid and the DRMC’s stance towards it could now voice their 
protest by leaving the DRMC for the Calvyn Protestantste Kerk. This explains to 
some degree the silence of the DRMC on the matter of political apartheid for the 
next 28 years. The first salvo, however, would come – surprisingly – from the 
DRCA at its general synod of 1975. 

4.2.2.2 The DRCA Synod of 1975 
The quotation from Kinghorn above on the nature of the DRCA points to the fact 
that the hand of its white leadership was even stronger than in the DRMC. By the 
time that the National Party took control, the DRCA had not yet been established. 
It was only in 1963 that the DR Bantu Church merged with three other Mission 
Churches to form the DRCA (see previous chapter, section 6.2). Only in 1967 was 
the first black minister elected to its moderature. However, black representation in 
church leadership gradually increased and at its fourth synod in 1975 the first 
black moderator, Rev. E.T.S. (Ernest) Buti was elected. Adonis describes Buti as a 
person with exceptional leadership qualities and someone who played a very 
important role in the development of the church.224 This would be an important 
synod, since it was the first time that the DRCA would take a stand against 
apartheid as unscriptural. 
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The remarkable thing about the 1975 synod was that it was at all willing to criticise 
apartheid. The church was completely dependent on the DRC for its finances and 
knew that the DRC would not take lightly to such a stance. This had already been 
proven by the many instances where the salaries of black ministers in the DRCA 
were cut after the DRC found out that they belonged to the CI or the 
Broederkring.225 Yet membership of these bodies was in all likelihood the very 
reason why some black leaders in the DRCA were willing to speak out; they found 
in the CI and the Broederkring the support of like-minded Christians as well as a 
conviction of the unscriptural basis of apartheid. This was also the period when the 
Black Consciousness Movement started to impact on the churches’ response to 
apartheid. 

The Acta Synodi of the 1975 DRCA Synod reflects something of the growing conflict 
between the more conservative missionaries and the more progressive black 
leaders. Various reports contained pro-apartheid sentiments and acknowledged 
DRC guidance. For instance, many commissions congratulated the newly 
‘independent’ Bantustans, while the ‘Commission for Liaison with Government’ 
assured synod that “in most cases your Commission worked together with the 
DRC Commission for Liaison with Government.”226  

At the same time certain decisions were taken that opposed DRC policy. When the 
customary Petition [Versoekskrif] of the DRC to the DRCA synod (drafted by F.E. 
O’Brien Geldenhuys, P.E.S. Smith and J.M. Cronjé) was tabled, a surprising 
decision was taken. The Letter dealt with, among other things, the decisions of the 
1974 DRC General Synod with regards to the position of the missionaries. The 
double membership of missionaries – as “lent by the Mother Church to the 
Daughter Church” – was reaffirmed; their supervision and discipline would fall 
under both churches, although the “final stage of discipline, that is withdrawal of 
legitimation and discharge” remains in the hands of the DRC.227 Under the rubric 
of ‘Decisions’ the Acta then states synod’s decision on “The position of the 
missionary” as follows: 

The Synod decides: 
Since the DRCA is a full, independent [vol, selfstandige] church of Christ, it has 
three functions: 
1. It must work independently under Christ. 
2. It must in the name of Christ appoint all ministers in the church. 
3. It must in the name of Christ exercise discipline over all ministers and 

workers. 
This is the principle upon which the church is built. In practice this also 
applies to the ‘missionaries’ of the DRC. 
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1. There can no longer be ‘missionaries’, only ministers [predikante], since 
the DRCA is not subordinated to the DRC. 

2. Christ reigns directly in the DRCA and therefore all ministers stand 
under the supervision of this church and not under the supervision of 
the DRC. 

3. When ministers work in the DRCA, they must be members only there 
and not also in the DRC. 

4. Just as the whites in the DRC may come over to the DRCA, so ministers 
of the DRCA must be able to go over to the DRC, otherwise it is 
racist.228 

These forthright statements contrasted with the elaborate arguments that were 
characteristic of the apartheid theology of the DRC. They set out the principles of 
Reformed church polity and drew the implications for the DRCA and its 
relationship to the DRC in simple terms. It reflected much of what Jonker had 
made clear in his booklet on the missionary policy of the DRC – one can only 
assume that Jonker’s work played an important role in formulating these 
significant statements. 

The 1975 DRCA Synod is most remembered, however, for two other decisions, 
namely its adoption of a report by an Ad hoc Commission on the Bible and the 
Relationships between Races and Peoples, and its decision to apply for 
membership of the South African Council of Churches. As far as the latter is 
concerned, the representative of the DRCA on the SACC, Rev. H.J. Möller, 
reported that he and Rev. T.A. Mofokeng (together with the representatives of the 
RCA and the DRMC)229 attended the annual meeting of the SACC in August 1974 
and were largely impressed by the proceedings and the decisions. The 
controversial Resolution on Conscientious Objection of this meeting of the SACC 
was not discussed in the report, other than mentioning that an emotional debate on 
chaplains and soldiers in the army had taken place. The report ended with the 
recommendation that Synod decides to consider applying for membership of the 
SACC.230 This recommendation was repeated in the report of the Temporary 
Commission for Ecumenical Matters, which had made an intensive investigation of 
the activities and the programmes of the SACC. In its recommendation it 
mentioned two problems of membership – that it could harm relations between the 
DRCA and the DRC, and that whites could lose faith in the DRCA (“the DRCA 
could lose its exceptional position as communication point between black man and 
white Afrikaner”) – as well as three advantages of membership – that it will signify 
identification with the black ecumenical movement in South Africa, that it will 
mean participation in the benefits and programmes of the SACC, and that the 
DRCA would have the opportunity to make a ‘Biblical contribution’ to the work of 
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the SACC (as some commission members were wary of the lack of ‘Evangelical 
depth’ within the SACC).231 Synod considered these reports and decided that the 
DRCA will apply for full membership of the SACC. The representatives on the 
Federal Council were instructed simply to “give notice to the Federal Council of 
this decision.” As motivation for applying, it stated the three advantages of 
membership identified in the report of the temporary commission.232 

Finally, the report of the Ad hoc Commission on the Bible and the Relationship 
between Races and People was tabled and evoked earnest, candid discussion 
among many members of the synod.233 The commission had eight members – Revs 
S.M. Makhetha (chair), I.T. Lekhula, L.W. Mazamisa, S. Ntilane, Professors J.J. 
Burden, P.R van Dyk, D.R. de Villiers and J.A. van Wyk – and produced a major 
report containing eight chapters.234 The investigation was initiated at the 1971 
synod as a response to the study being conducted by the DRC (which had led to 
the Ras, Volk en Nasie report of 1974). A number of editorial changes were made by 
the DRCA synod, after which the report was accepted. A translation of the report 
was made and published under the title The Bible and the relationships between races 
and peoples.235 This final publication consisted of an introduction and six further 
chapters. The introductory chapter explained that the matter was investigated by 
searching the Scriptures, but also by moving beyond a theoretical level “to the 
circumstances in which members of the NGKA were living in order to apply the 
Scriptural information concretely.” Furthermore, the report was intended not as a 
final word on the matter, but “as a contribution to an honest and frank debate 
between the churches of the DR family of Churches and their members.” Because 
as long as this debate continued, it concluded, “the hope continues that this family 
of churches may in future speak with one mouth and with one voice on these 
matters.”236 

The following chapters considered the concepts of people, race and nation in the 
light of Scripture; race relations in Biblical perspective; the position of the church 
amongst the nations; Biblical-ethical norms for relations between people; obstacles 
in the relations between people in the South African context; and the task of the 
church and the state in human relations in South Africa. After brief etymological 
and conceptual remarks on the terms race, people and nation, the second chapter 
affirmed that ‘race’ does not appear in the Bible. The terms ‘people’ (volk) and 
‘nation’ do appear, but never in a “clear technical sense.” Some hermeneutical 
principles were derived from this to guide the remainder of the study. Firstly, 
Scripture was not a scientific handbook. Secondly, “Scripture is primarily 
concerned with the relationships between God and [human beings], with the 
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proclamation of the way of salvation and the coming of the Kingdom.” Finally, this 
implies that “the acts of the people of God must be seen in this light, and cannot 
simply be transferred to any existing people in its relationship to other peoples.”237 

The third chapter comprised the major part of the report. It affirmed the “unity of 
the human race” as a fundamental principle throughout the Old and New 
Testaments. This is expressed in the creation narratives and in the various 
genealogies of the Old Testament. Throughout these, common descent and “the 
complete equality of the generations” were maintained, which led to the statement: 
“Ethnocentrism is broken down here.” The “God-willed differentiation” between 
people “never erases the fundamental unity and there are no races or peoples who 
are fundamentally inferior or different in comparison with others.”238 This is 
maintained in the New Testament. The chapter then devoted much attention to 
Genesis 10 and 11; the unity of the nations as they fill the earth (Gen 10) remains 
primary, it stated, since it is a fulfilment of God’s blessing on Noah in Genesis 9:1 
to be fruitful and multiply. This is also not denied by the New Testament which, it 
stated, “combines the unity and diversity of nations in Acts 17:26.” The sin of the 
Tower of Babel was therefore not the striving for unity, but “the aims of the 
builders, i.e. ‘… and let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be scattered abroad’ 
… they did not regard God in this.” Therefore humanity was dispersed, but Israel 
would remain the focus point of history: “Israel, the people of God, in other words, 
the Church, has a special task in bringing about the unity of the nations,” as also 
emphasised by the outpouring of the Spirit in Acts 2.239  

The remainder of the chapter deals with the history of Israel and of the prophets in 
so far as it related to relations between peoples. Various conclusions were drawn, 
including that diversity in Scripture was not absolute and that boundaries between 
nations could change (and when it did “the principle of justice must be taken into 
account”). Mixed marriages were also found not to be against Scripture and 
therefore “Synod requests the Government to repeal the law [prohibiting mixed 
marriages] on fundamental grounds.”240  

In the fourth chapter the special calling of “the Church amongst the nations” was 
stated to be the unity in Christ – “a fellowship in faith that transcends all barriers” 
– as both indicative and imperative. The church did not deny diversity; “the 
natural diversity of peoples and nations remains within the church of Christ, but is 
sanctified by him … [diversity] will never lead to spiritual separation.” As such, 
pluriformity in the church relates to the diversity of gifts in the church which 
remains in the service of the unity of the church. In preserving both diversity and 
unity, the priority remains to establish the Kingdom of God in every community. 
Where this means that groups establish their own church organisations, the 
chapter concluded, “care must be taken that no harm is done to the unity of the 

                                                 
237 The Bible and the relationships, 9-10. 
238 The Bible and the relationships, 11-12. 
239 The Bible and the relationships, 12-16. 
240 The Bible and the relationships, 39-41. 



ANTI-APARTHEID THEOLOGY IN THE DUTCH REFORMED FAMILY OF CHURCHES 
 

178 

church,” because “differentiation in the church must not lead to separation.” 
Therefore, “church services must be open to all who sincerely wish to worship.”241 

The fifth chapter discussed a range of biblical norms “as basis of all human 
relations.” The church had the task of instilling these norms in its members and 
proclaiming them in society. The first of these was human dignity and equality, as 
based on the image of God (Gen 1:28). As such, any sense of human superiority or 
inferiority is condemned. Further principles were love (ahab, Matt 22:37-40), justice 
(sedaka, in the sense of letting justice be done, e.g. Deut 14:34, but also the 
righteousness of Christ and compassion, e.g. 1 Cor 1:30; 2 Cor 5:21), truth (‘emet, in 
its meanings of steadfastness, sincerity, honesty, e.g. 2 Kings 20:19, Prov 12:19, but 
also in the more judicial sense of justice and righteousness, e.g. Zech 7:9) and 
finally peace (sjalom, meaning well-being, also in a socio-political sense, e.g. Num 
6:26).242  

Chapter six provided a brief outline of the South African context “against its 
historical background,” focusing on the division and awarding of land, the 
political exclusion of blacks and major social problems such as migrant labour, 
wage structures and black dependency. The norms outlined above were then 
applied to critique this situation: that discrimination and inequality contradicts 
human dignity, that opportunities withheld from blacks contradict justice and that 
“the existence of reservations during mutual contact” contradicts truth. 
Negotiations had to continue, stated the report, and “no one must hesitate to 
witness to the state on Biblical grounds.”243 

The final chapter discussed the different tasks of the church and of the state. The 
task of the church, it said, is firstly to proclaim the gospel to its members, but 
secondly to proclaim this in all spheres of life and also to the state. This implies the 
need to “warn whenever injustice is done in the implementation of current policy 
and in the application of the laws of the country.” The task of the state was to 
maintain order and ensure justice for all in accordance with the norm of love. The 
church’s relation to the state must be one of obedience to its authority, “provided 
the legal order does not conflict with the Word of God.” In conclusion, five tasks of 
the church were reiterated: the church has a proclamation task, which includes a 
prophetic witness; it has a serving or diaconical task, which includes becoming 
involved in people’s political aspirations (also “giving help and pastoral care to the 
families of political prisoners”); it also has “a koinonial task or a calling to 
communion”, which implies that the reconciliation of Christ be made visible in the 
church and the community; it has an intercessory task; and finally, concluded the 
report, the church must obey the state and pray for the state, which in return has 
the task of bringing about a state of peace.244 
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The report was ahead of its time in many ways; it sought a thorough investigation 
of the interpretation of Scripture, especially on the texts that were typically used to 
defend apartheid. This led to its emphasis on the unity of the church as 
fundamental ecclesiological principle. It also had a clear hermeneutical character 
by surveying the socio-political conditions of its members in South Africa 
(criticising the state’s policy for endorsing inequality and discrimination against 
black people) and also by emphasising the need for further discussion and 
negotiation. Of great importance was also the report’s stance on what it called the 
“unity of the human race”. It gave an interpretation of the concepts of diversity 
and pluriformity that presumed fluid boundaries between ethnic groups – in direct 
contrast to apartheid theology’s (primordialist) notion of creation orders. With 
these arguments the DRCA gave a strong impetus to the lively debates that would 
indeed follow within the DR family over the course of the following decade. 

4.2.2.3 The Broederkring 
An important source for the development of anti-apartheid arguments in the 
young churches was a body that called themselves the Broederkring (BK; Circle of 
Brothers or Fraternal). This body was born of the desire amongst black ministers in 
the DRCA for some form of organisation against apartheid within the DR family. 
They were soon joined by coloured colleagues in the DRMC. This desire emerged 
during Bible study gatherings of ministers (or ministers’ fraternals). According to 
Adonis, these gatherings would often make use of the Bible studies discussed in 
the monthly issues of the CI’s journal Pro Veritate, thereby sharpening their 
conviction of the unbiblical nature of apartheid.245 A number of black ministers, 
including Sam Buti, Piet Moatshe, Lukas Mabusela and Llewellyn Mazamisa also 
had frequent contact with Beyers Naudé and the CI. It was, therefore, to a large 
extent the influence of the CI that led to the decision in 1974 (during a fellowship 
meeting in Bloemfontein of ministers from various regions) to establish a 
‘Broederkring’ as “a seriously considered and concerted effort to organise for a 
biblical, Reformed and relevant witness in the struggle for justice, liberation and 
reconciliation within the DRC family context.”246 Membership would be open to 
ministers, lay people and lecturers from any of the four churches in the DR family. 

The emphasis on a Biblical response to the day-to-day experiences of apartheid in 
church and society was prominent in many of the discussions of the BK. In time 
they organised into different regional bodies and whenever a meeting was held it 
would start with Bible study, but then specifically to read the Bible from within 
their context of oppression and struggle against injustice. This emphasis on the 
Bible found expression in the main vision of the BK, namely the unity of the DR 
family of churches. The goals of the BK were expressed in five points: (1) to work 
towards organic church unity in the DR family on the levels of congregations, 
presbyteries and synod (and not merely on synodical level as was discussed in the 
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Federal Council); (2) to earnestly consider the prophetic office of the church with 
regards to the oppressive structures and laws in South Africa, as well as the 
priestly office with regards to the sacrifices that these unchristian politics bring, 
which includes the oppressor who lives in the grip of fear; (3) to make the Kingly 
reign of Christ triumph over the ideology of ‘apartheid’ or ‘separate development’ 
or any other ideology, so that all inhabitants of South Africa may live in human 
dignity; (4) to bring about the gospel’s liberation of the church and the state, which 
includes liberation from injustice, inhumanity, alienation and lovelessness; and (5) 
to support the ecumenical movement in establishing the Reign of Christ in all areas 
of life, and beyond that to lend support to all organisations inside and outside 
South Africa who aim for the above goals.247 Elsewhere the aims of the BK have 
been summarized as “achieving structural church unity, helping to dismantle 
apartheid in society, and doing so as part of the ecumenical movement in South 
Africa”.248 

The emphasis on the unity of the church as well as the purpose of the church in 
especially its prophetic, but also in its priestly and kingly offices, show that 
ecclesiological concerns were central to the thinking of the BK. It seems, however, 
that this was never systematically developed, most likely because time and 
circumstances allowed little time and incentive for theological debate. The BK 
meetings mostly dealt with daily events in the townships.249 The BK executive did, 
however, issue statements from time to time. In 1979 they issued a ‘Theological 
Declaration’ as a statement of faith for their members. It was in the form of a 
confession and included four statements: 

1. We believe in the God and Father of Jesus Christ who upholds the whole 
universe by his Word and Spirit. He struggles for his own righteousness 
with regard to God and fellow man. In this respect God chooses constantly 
for his own righteousness and consequently stands on the side of those who 
are victims of injustice. 

2. We believe that God reveals Himself in his Word as the One who 
throughout history in his relationship to men binds Himself to his own 
justice in order to make the world a place to live in. His life-giving Word 
became man in Christ Jesus, through whom He breaks the power of 

                                                 
247 Nordholt (ed.), Apartheid und Reformierte Kirche, 28, translated. 
248 J.N.J. Kritzinger, ‘From Broederkring to Belydende Kring. What’s in a name?’ in: S.P. 

Govender (ed.), Unity and Justice. The witness of the Belydende Kring, Braamfontein 1984, 
8. 

249 Hannes Adonis recalls: “When we gathered there were certain matters that we spoke of, 
but these were the things with which we were confronted on a daily basis. But then not 
only about how they had again locked up our people and such, but we also spoke about 
how we understand Scripture when we are confronted with these things and out of this 
flowed that we spoke somewhat theological about the things. But as far as I know, this 
[theologising] was not our number one or our number two. … When you are the only 
minister in the congregation and you are confronted with these types of things many 
people did not have tolerance for all this talking – our children are being beaten and 
shot!” (Adonis, Interview). 
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injustice. By His Spirit He gives people the possibility to again live in 
obedience to his Word. 

3. We believe that God gathers for Himself in this world a new people who 
consist of men and women He has liberated from oppressive powers 
through Jesus Christ. This people of God has the responsibility to live as the 
one undivided body of Christ. As God’s property the church must be busy 
standing where God stands viz. against injustice and with those who are 
denied justice. To fulfil this task it is necessary that the church should 
constantly search after the truth of God’s Word. This is true especially 
because we owe greater obedience to Christ than to human governments, 
power or ideologies. 

4. In our South African situation this means that we as part of the church of 
Christ in this world should unflinchingly persevere for establishing God’s 
justice. The church may, in faithful allegiance to its Head, Jesus Christ, come 
into conflict with human authorities. If the church has to suffer in the 
process we know that this is part of the way of God’s people through 
history and that the word of Christ remains in force, ‘I will never leave you 
or forsake you.’ (Heb. 13:5)250 

Here the purpose of the church was identified strongly with the justice of God, 
which implies unity (“to live as the one undivided body of Christ”) and taking the 
side of the oppressed (“standing … against injustice and with those who are 
denied justice”) even when this brings the church “into conflict with human 
authorities.” A key argument here was the Reign of Christ over all spheres of life – 
not only the spiritual but also the social and political. The emphasis on the victims 
of injustice was not new in the DR family, but here this was most likely borrowed 
from South African Black Theology and African Theology. African Theology had 
been born from attempts by black Christians and theologians to relate the gospel to 
their specific socio-historical and cultural contexts. This had taken place from the 
19th century and in South Africa during the 20th century naturally focused on the 
effects of apartheid. Although South African Black Theology would come to share 
certain themes with African Theology, American Black Theology and Latin 
American Liberation Theology, it developed chiefly through “a dynamic interplay 
between the South African situation itself, and the creative application of both local 
and external insights to it.”251 Since the BK created a space where black DR 
ministers and theologians could engage with their counterparts from other 
churches, it is no surprise that they took over some themes from South African 
Black Theology. 

The BK came to function as a stage where black, coloured and white ministers 
could freely express their true convictions concerning apartheid. While the 
leadership in the young DR churches included pro-apartheid conservatives who 

                                                 
250 Broederkring: Theological Declaration, Online: http://www.ngkerk.org.za/abid, 1979 

[Accessed 15/06/2005]. 
251 L. Kretschmar, The voice of black theology in South Africa, Johannesburg 1986, 22. The 

influence of South African Black Theology on anti-apartheid theology in the DR family 
will be briefly discussed in the following chapter. 
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inhibited open dialogue, these gatherings provided a safe space that operated 
separately from the formally organised presbyteries and synods. BK members 
made a point of attending the various synods to support their colleagues in their 
protests against apartheid. This led to suspicions and accusations from the side of 
synodical leaderships that the BK was attempting to manipulate church decisions. 
The response to this accusation of a BK member, J.N.J Kritzinger, is illuminating: 

The important thing to state here is that the members of the BK make up only 
a small minority at synodical meetings of any of the black churches, and their 
effectiveness is therefore rather limited. If they have been able to ‘manipulate’ 
synod into taking certain decisions, then it must be either because they are the 
natural opinion formers or because the majority didn’t need convincing! … 
Most ministers in the black churches agree intellectually with the decisions of 
their churches [against apartheid], but often lack the moral courage to put 
them into practice, since that inevitably causes tension with the white NG 
church which subsidises their congregation financially.252 

It was due to these and other accusations of exclusivity that the Broederkring 
decided in 1983 to change its name to ‘Belydende Kring’ (‘Confessing Circle’, thus 
keeping the acronym BK). Kritzinger cited four reasons for this, namely in rejection 
of male exclusivism (and identification with the struggle against not only racism 
but also sexism), in rejection of clericalism (i.e. to move away from the practice of 
minister’s fraternals that were open only to ordained ministers) and in rejection of 
a secretive image (as the name also echoed that of the Broederbond). Finally the 
concept ‘belydende’ (confessing) affirmed the task of the church as that of resisting 
injustice. Kritzinger wrote: 

The expression ‘Belydende’ in our name quite naturally also reminds one of 
the “Confessing church” (Bekennende Kirche) in Germany at the time of 
Hitler. The BK very clearly is not a confessing church, but the parallels with 
the German situation are obvious and need some elaboration. In this year 
[1984] of celebrating the 50th anniversary of the Barmen Declaration it is fitting 
to ask what it means for our situation in South Africa, especially in the N.G. 
[D.R.] Churches. … [The Barmen Declaration of 1934] is a clear affirmation of 
the Lordship of Christ over every area of life … and a clear rejection of any 
Christian theology or practice which allows narrow group interests to share 
[sic, shape] church and society.253 

The Christological emphasis found in many of the BK’s work was an important 
contribution to anti-apartheid theology in the DR family. The notion of the 
Lordship of Christ would find increasing emphasis. By the time that Kritzinger 
wrote these words, however, the Belhar Confession of the DRMC had already been 
drafted. This was the result of a series of events that started at the DRMC synod of 
1978. 
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4.2.2.4 The DRMC Synod of 1978 
The 1978 General Synod of the DRMC is most remembered for the fact that, for the 
first time after the protests leading up to the 1950 synod, the church officially 
opposed the policies of apartheid – in both their ecclesial and political forms. The 
synod could simply no longer ignore the effects of apartheid legislation and the 
actions of the police against its members. The Soweto Uprising of 1976 and the 
subsequent response of the state had created turmoil throughout the country. 
Students on the campus of the University of the Western Cape took part in the 
protests and many were taken into custody.254  

Two discussions at the 1978 synod illustrated the growing grievances in the 
church, namely about the Group Areas Act and the state’s policy of detention 
without trial.255 The DRMC congregation of Blanco in George had already in 1974 
expressed its concern to the moderature regarding the proclamation of the area 
where the congregation was established as a white area. Accordingly, the 
congregants, who were coloured, were to be relocated to the coloured area of 
Pacaltsdorp. The moderature had repeatedly requested an interview with the 
Minister of Community Development, but this was turned down by his 
department.256 At the 1978 synod a lengthy discussion on the matter was held. A 
proposal by J.J.F. Mettler and F.W. Jacobs was tabled and amended to eventually 
form three separate decisions: (1) that synod rejected the Group Areas Act and the 
way that it was being applied, and calls on the government to repeal the law; (2) 
that synod urgently called on the Minister of Community Development to 
deproclaim the area of Blanco which has historically and traditionally been the 
living place of the community concerned; and (3) that synod called upon the DRC 
to, jointly with the DRMC, inform the government of the sorrow that this law was 
causing.257  

The discussion on detention without trial followed after a study report by J.J.F. 
Durand, entitled ‘Legal practice [Regspleging] in the Holy Scripture’ was tabled.258 
                                                 
254 The report of the DRMC moderature for the 1978 synod tells how on 15 August 1976 

the Bellville congregation had waited in vain for a theological student to deliver a 
sermon, only to hear that the security police had arrested him earlier that morning. The 
community was deeply shocked by this and by other actions of the police. Students at 
the UWC were also deeply upset by the fact that the DRC remained silent “over against 
the injustice that they and everyone who is not white suffers under the system of 
separate development” (Acta Synodi NGSK 1978, 38-39). 

255 Adonis, ‘Bevryding tot eenwording en getuienis’, 19. 
256 According to the report of the moderature the department stated in a letter in January 

1978 that the area of Blanco “could not be economically developed to make provision” 
for the coloured inhabitants and that a hearing with the Minister will therefore be 
meaningless. The moderature was advised to accept the relocation of coloured families 
as final (Acta Synodi NGSK 1978, 13). 

257 Acta Synodi NGSK 1978, 476-477. 
258 Acta Synodi NGSK 1978, 49-51. The document refers to legal practice in Israel as 

reflected in Old Testament texts – that justice is a gift of God (Isa. 30:18; Ezek. 34:16) and 
that it therefore takes special care to defend the vulnerable: the orphan and the widow 
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Detention without trial was a measure that gave the state the right to detain and 
imprison people who were suspected of participation in anti-apartheid activities 
for unspecified periods of time and without granting them the right to defence in 
the court. Durand had prepared his study on instruction of the moderature, and it 
prompted a thorough debate on the matter. The decision of the synod as proposed 
by J.J.F. Mettler and A.A. Boesak, raised its “strongest objection” against the law on 
detention without trial and rejected it as “totally unchristian.” The reasons 
provided for this decision was six-fold: 

1. since the law [die reg] carries in the first instance the character that God 
grants justice to those who suffer; 

2. since the law is a gift from God and therefore a gift of His Love; 
3. since the law concerns at its deepest level the honour of God, the salvation, 

conservation and welfare of people; 
4. since God is just in his judgments, worldly judges must also strive to just 

judgments; 
5. since the Holy Scriptures place much emphasis on the role of witness and 

witnesses so that a just judgment may be reached; 
6. since the Holy Scriptures teach that human legal practice reflects the just 

legal pronouncement [regverdige regspraak] of God.259 

Loff points out that with these two sets of decisions the synod contradicted its own 
decision of 1950 to neither approve nor reject any political policy.260 Furthermore, 
the increasing emphasis on justice and the position of those who suffer was a 
noteworthy development. 

Of even greater impact than these decisions against particular aspects of apartheid 
legislation, however, was the adoption of a decision against the policy of apartheid 
in its entirety. This decision came as a result of the incorporation of the DRMC 
seminary into the University of the Western Cape in 1973. The theology students 
were taught about Black theology and encouraged to critically reflect and debate 
on apartheid. Whereas the students were exposed to much political protest against 
apartheid on the campus, these classes helped to shape their theological critique 
against apartheid. The arguments became constructed around the concept of 
reconciliation. One of the students, Russel Botman, has told the story as follows: 

Unknown to many, modest discussions in a class of Prof. Jaap Durand … 
played a formative role in the embryonic phase of the debate on reconciliation 
and apartheid in South Africa. Jaap Durand was then professor of Systematic 
Theology and taught a class of which I was a member. On a certain day in 
1978 a discussion ensued where we asked what the theological crux of the sin 
of apartheid was. We had spent many hours before then debating the ethical 

                                                                                                                            
(Deut. 27:19; Isa. 1:17), the poor (Ex. 23:6; Amos 5:11) and the slave (Ex. 21:20, 26). This 
is also the basis of New Testament legal practice: human legal action operates by divine 
authority (Joh. 19:11; Rom. 13:4) and therefore must reflect the justice of God, as also 
expressed in the final judgment (Rev. 20:12-13). 

259 Acta Synodi NGSK 1978, 503. 
260 Loff, Bevryding tot eenwording, 249-250. 
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injustices of apartheid and now wanted to trace all of that knowledge to its 
theological centre. From this debate emerged the proposal ‘that apartheid was 
inherently against the gospel’ and the reason for this was found in its ‘point of 
departure’. ‘Apartheid,’ we said, ‘[proceeds] from the irreconcilability of 
people’. Needless to say Jaap Durand played a formative role in constructing 
the text in our thoughts.261 

The notion that apartheid had the irreconcilability of people as its point of 
departure – as opposed to the Gospel’s emphasis on the reconciliation of all people 
in Christ – resonated in the circles of the young churches of the DR family. It 
became a central motif also in the anti-apartheid theology within the DRC, 
recurring in Stormkompas and in the Open Letter of 1982. 

After their debate the students wished to see their proposal taken further. Durand 
then approached J.J.F. Mettler and I.J. Mentor, two established leaders in the 
church, who agreed to sign a discussion point to synod drafted by Durand. The 
discussion point 152 on “Apartheid Policy” was referred to a temporary 
commission, which suggested minor editorial changes. The final decision, which 
was approved by synod after discussion, read as follows: 

The DRMC reconfirms its deepest conviction that the Church ought not design 
or prescribe party political policy. According to its prophetic calling the 
Church is however obliged to criticise and object when a government follows 
a policy or policies that cannot uphold the demands of the gospel, especially if 
the government claims to be a Christian government. 
The Church wants to express its conviction that the apartheid policy and/or 
separate development, as maintained by the government, is contrary to the 
gospel: 
1) because over and against the gospel of Christ’s directedness on the 

reconciliation of human beings with God and with one another, the forced 
separation of people on grounds of race and colour is based at the deepest 
level on the conviction of the fundamental irreconcilability between 
people who are thus separated; 

2) because the system that has arisen out of such a policy necessarily had to 
and did lead to an increasing polarisation between people, especially 
since the practice has irrefutably shown that within the system one 
population group, namely the whites, is advantaged and that 
consequently the gospel’s demand of justice for all is not fulfilled; and 

3) because thereby the human dignity of not only the disadvantaged 
populations, but the human dignity of all involved is affected.262 

Immediately after approving this decision, another proposal was made on the 
policy of the government. It repeated the statement that the church ought not to 
prescribe party political policy, but that the church has a prophetic calling and 

                                                 
261 H.R. Botman, ‘Narrative challenges in a situation of transition’ in: H.R. Botman and 

R.M. Peterson (eds.), To remember and to heal. Theological and psychological reflections on 
truth and reconciliation, Cape Town 1996, 39-40.  

262 Acta Synodi NGSK 1978, 399-400, 559, 618-619. 
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therefore “seriously calls on the government, in the formulation and execution of 
its policy, to always maintain and where needed to restore the dignity of the 
human person as crown of God’s creation.” It ended with the statement, “in the 
execution of this extremely complicated and delicate task the Synod assures the 
Government of its sincere and steadfast intercession.”263 No mention was made to 
apartheid or to the demands of the gospel.  

The fact that both these decisions were approved by synod demonstrates that two 
tendencies in anti-apartheid theology may be identified in the DRMC by the 
second half of the 1970s: on the one hand, a more conservative voice that sought to 
criticise but not to confront, and on the other hand, a predominantly younger voice 
that demanded change and was prepared to confront the authorities.264 The 
difference was not in their goal (to remove discrimination and injustice in South 
Africa), but in their strategy to reach that goal. The then moderator of the DRMC, 
David Botha, confirms this in an interview: “There was a split about strategy. I 
think everyone will admit that there was not between us a difference on where we 
were heading. Of course you had some extreme people on this side and that side 
and in the Mission Church some of our ministers – and not only whites – were 
definitely more conservative in a nationalist sense. But you will find very few who 
did not truly strive towards removing discrimination and apartheid so that we 
may have a free society. It was a matter of strategy: how must the church act?”265 

One of the emerging leaders in the younger, more confrontational group was A.A. 
(Allan) Boesak. He had completed his studies in the Netherlands266 by 1976 and 
was appointed campus minister for the UWC students. As such, he had a 
tremendous influence on students also. His charismatic leadership and his control 
of theological argumentation ensured that he became elected to leadership 
positions within the church struggle. When ABRECSA was founded in 1981, he 
was elected president. The ABRECSA Charter included the following declaration: 
“We, as members of ABRECSA, unequivocally declare that apartheid is a sin, and 
that the moral and theological justification of it is a travesty of the Gospel, a 
                                                 
263 Acta Synodi NGSK 1978, 559. 
264 It is interesting to note an addition to the report of the moderature on the WCC’s 

Programme to Combat Racism. The report by and large criticised the PCR for not 
consulting with the DR churches and for supporting violence. In an addendum some 
remarks on apartheid by J.C. Adonis are given as his personal view. He described 
apartheid as violence [’n stuk geweld]: “Apartheid affects the non-white in his deepest 
being: in his humanity. … We find here the violence of legislation that forces families 
apart; the violence of forced relocation to bantustans; the violence of unequal 
opportunities; the violence of detention without trial; the violence of restrictions and 
deportations, to mention but a few” (Acta Synodi NGSK 1978, 32-33). The fact that these 
remarks were not included in the report itself, again demonstrates a divergence in 
strategy when criticising apartheid. 

265 D.P. Botha, Personal Interview, February 19, 2005. 
266 He had completed his doctorate at the Kampen Theological University: A.A. Boesak, 

Farewell to innocence. A social-ethical study on black theology and black power, D.Th. thesis, 
Theological University Kampen, Kampen 1976. 
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betrayal of the Reformed tradition, and a heresy.”267 Boesak was invited as 
president of ABRECSA by the World Alliance of Reformed Churches to attend 
their general assembly in Ottowa in 1982. The DRMC decided to delegate him as 
representative of the church also, together with the moderator D.P. Botha.  

4.2.2.5 WARC and the DRMC Synod of 1982 
It has been mentioned previously how ABRECSA delegates (some of whom were 
also members of the BK and some who had contacts with the LWF) ensured that 
apartheid was given a central position in the discussions of the WARC Assembly 
of 1982. In a statement at the founding conference of ABRECSA entitled ‘Black and 
Reformed’ a section dealt specifically with ‘The WARC and its role in South 
Africa.’ It argued that declarations and statements were no longer adequate in 
resisting apartheid: “What is now required is a programme of action based on the 
rejection of apartheid on the theological grounds contained in the [WARC’s] 
previous statements.” It also suggested that the WARC Assembly “scrutinize very 
closely all the arguments used by the Dutch Reformed Churches in South Africa to 
justify apartheid. Whenever and wherever these arguments take on a theological or 
moral dimension contradicting the Gospel truths and betraying the Reformed 
tradition, the WARC and its members should not hesitate to dissociate themselves 
from such false interpretations.”268 

The 21st General Council of WARC took place from 17 to 27 August 1982 in 
Ottawa, Canada. This meeting is remembered primarily for its declaration on 
apartheid as sin and the theological justification of apartheid as a heresy.269 
Delegates of the DRC and the Nederduits Hervormde Kerk, who were still members 
of WARC, were also present. Ten South African delegates placed the South African 
situation at the heart of the conference when they abstained from participating in 
the Eucharist at the opening worship service. Instead, they issued the following 
statement: 

There are some South Africans who have participated with pain up to this 
point in the service, and who now feel constrained not to take part in the 
Lord’s supper, which is the essence of Christian fellowship (Mt 5:23-24). The 
reasons for this refusal are threefold. 
1) In our country, by custom and by church decisions which are defended 

theologically, black people are not permitted to partake of the Lord’s 
supper in the NGK [DRC] and the NHK.  

2) The theological heresy which undergirds apartheid racism finds its origin 
in separate communion. Our refusal to participate is a choice for 
righteousness and a refusal to reinforce the Christian roots of our 
oppression. These churches, which are members of WARC, have 
consistently refused to have genuine reconciliation with us black 
Christians, through a confrontation with the evil of apartheid and by 

                                                 
267 In De Gruchy and Villa-Vicencio (eds.), Apartheid is a heresy, 162. 
268 In De Gruchy and Villa-Vicencio (eds.), Apartheid is a heresy, 167. 
269 See the summary on the website of the WARC, Where do we come from?, Online: 

http://www.warc.ch/where/, n.d. [Accessed 16/06/2005]. 
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participating in the search for justice and peace and true humanity. To 
share communion with those who represent this disobedience to the 
gospel would mean eating and drinking judgement upon ourselves. “For 
if he does not recognise the meaning of the Lord’s body when he eats the 
bread and drinks from the cup, he brings judgement upon himself as he 
eats and drinks.” (1 Cor 11:29).  

3) Our refusal to participate anticipates the day of our freedom when we 
shall all – black and white – drink from one cup and eat from one loaf.270 

This was a reference to the 1857 DRC synod’s decision to allow for separate 
worship in the church. Loff describes these delegates’ action not merely as a 
protest or as a boycott, but as a confession of faith: “The Lord’s Supper is a 
community meal, and as such it ought to give expression to the unity that 
Christians have with one another.”271 Allan Boesak played a decisive role in the 
proceedings. He was subsequently elected as President of the Alliance. 

When the conference debated the matter of apartheid it issued a ‘Resolution on 
Racism and South Africa.’272 The point of departure was human dignity and 
reconciliation in Christ. “The gospel of Jesus Christ,” it stated, “demands ... a 
community of believers which transcends all barriers of race – a community in 
which the love for Christ and for one another has overcome the divisions of race 
and colour. The gospel confronts racism, which is in its very essence a form of 
idolatry.” From this perspective apartheid in society and church was discussed as 
one such “pseudo-religious ideology,” which, it said, was in direct contradiction to 
the promises of God for his world and for his church. “These promises, clearly 
proclaimed by the prophets and fulfilled in Christ, are peace, justice and liberation. 
They contain good news for the poor and deliverance for the oppressed, but also 
God’s judgment on the denial of rights and the destruction of humanity and 
community.” Churches of the Reformed confession therefore had the responsibility 
for the “concrete manifestation of community among races, of common witness to 
injustice and equality in society, and of unity at the table of the Lord.” In this the 
DRC and the NHK, “in not only accepting, but actively justifying the apartheid 
system by misusing the gospel and the Reformed confession,” were judged to 
“contradict in doctrine and in action the promise which they profess to believe.” 
Thus, the meeting declared “that apartheid (‘separate development’) is a sin, and 
that the moral and theological justification of it is a travesty of the gospel, and in its 
persistent disobedience to the word of God, a theological heresy.” 

                                                 
270 This is also available on the website of WARC, Declaration of 10 South African delegates, 

Online: http://www.warc.ch/where/21gc/safrica/, n.d. [Accessed 16/06/2005]. 
271 C.J.A. Loff, ‘The history of a heresy’ in: J.W. de Gruchy and C. Villa-Vicencio (eds.), 

Apartheid is a heresy, Cape Town 1983, 10. 
272 The document is available in De Gruchy and Villa-Vicencio (eds.), Apartheid is a heresy, 
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The sin of apartheid was fourfold: 

a) it is based on a fundamental irreconcilability of human beings, thus rendering 
ineffective the reconciling and uniting power of our Lord Jesus Christ;  

b) in its application through racist structures it has led to exclusive privileges for 
the white section of the population at the expense of the blacks; and  

c) it has created a situation of injustice and oppression, large-scale deportation 
causing havoc to family life, and suffering to millions.  

d) apartheid (“separate development”) ought thus to be recognized as incurring 
the anger and sorrow of the God in whose image all human beings are created.  

Up to this point the resolution mirrored to some extent the statements made by the 
DRMC (that apartheid presumed the irreconcilability of people), ABRECSA (that 
apartheid was a sin and heresy) and the LWF (that apartheid in the church 
constituted a status confessionis). It then came to a decisive conclusion: 

Therefore, the general council, reluctantly and painfully, is compelled to 
suspend the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk (in the Republic of South 
Africa) and the Nederduitsch Hervormde Kerk van Afrika from the privileges 
of membership in WARC ... until such time as the WARC executive 
committee has determined that these two churches in their utterances and 
practice have given evidence of a change of heart. They will be warmly 
restored to the full privileges of membership when the following changes 
have taken place: 
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 reject apartheid and 

commit the church to dismantling this system in both church and politics.  

Barely a month after the WARC Assembly, on 22 September, the General Synod of 
the DRMC convened for its 23rd meeting at its Church Centre in Belhar, Cape 
Town. The reports and discussions of the Standing Commission for Ecumenical 
Relations and the Temporary Commission for Ecumenical Relations reflect to a 
large extent the discussion that dominated this synod. In the report of the Standing 
Commission273 two points and their respective appendixes dealt with the SACC 
(also in its relation to the WCC) and the Programme to Combat Racism of the 
WCC. The representatives for the SACC, J.C. Vermeulen and F.W. Jacobs, 
recommended that the DRMC apply for full membership of the SACC (as by this 
time the DRCA, the RCA and the BK had already done). This, they argued, would 
open the communication channels with other churches and create the space to 
“jointly search for the truth despite mutual differences.” The fact that the SACC 
might support a theology that differed from that of the DRMC was therefore not 
considered a stumbling block (as had often been argued): “We cannot wait with 
ecumenism [die ekumene] until there is complete agreement among all participants 
                                                 
273 Acta Synodi NGSK 1982, 410-469, including addenda. 
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on the theology of the SACC.” Furthermore, membership will serve as an 
expression of the unity of the church and it will provide the opportunity to be a 
prophetic voice within the South African situation. An illuminating comment 
against the objection that the SACC was dominated by the English-speaking 
mainline churches stated that “our being part of the DR family of churches does 
not mean that we share in the historical conflict between Afrikaans and English-
speaking churches; to the contrary, precisely these matters that are keeping the 
DRC out of the SACC, namely their position on race-relations and the unity of the 
church – these matters are the same as those that threaten to bring alienation 
between the DRC and its daughter churches.”274 

The separate study about the PCR, entitled ‘Die Ekumeniese Beweging en die 
Probleem van Rassisme’ (The ecumenical movement and the problem of racism)275 
by Allan Boesak (assisted, according to the commission report, by H.M. Beets, D.J. 
Smit and G.D. Cloete), contained a historical survey of the ecumenical discussion 
on racism during the twentieth century, followed by a largely sociological 
evaluation of racism. In apartheid such racism claimed a Christian basis, and this 
was rejected on theological grounds: “Racism, (therefore: also apartheid) is sin … 
[since it] denies the basic Scriptural truth that all people are created in the image of 
God.” To be created in the image of God was argued to mean that a functional, 
dynamic relationship exists between God and human beings and that the 
responsibility to rule over creation implies service to God, to creation and to other 
human beings. Racism claims this rule for one group, thereby denying others the 
status of being an image-bearer of God, and as such “[racism] is a form of 
idolatry.” “Above all,” the report said, “racism is a denial of the liberating, 
reconciling work of Jesus Christ.” It continues: 

Through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, He has 
reconciled people with one another, with their own humanity and with God, 
He has broken down the dividing wall, and in so doing He has become our 
peace (Eph. 2:14) – he brought [people] together, despite race and colour and 
descent, united in the one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father 
(Eph. 4:5, 6). 

Apartheid, it concluded, was a distortion of the gospel – not only a political 
ideology but also a pseudo-gospel. Therefore apartheid “has become for our 
church a status confessionis: it is for the church a matter of faith and confession to 
take a stand against this evil.”276 

                                                 
274 Acta Synodi NGSK 1982, 413, 422-431, 474-475. 
275 Acta Synodi NGSK 1982, 443-469. 
276 As the report intended to discuss the PCR, it also contained a discussion on the church 

and violence. Different viewpoints were stated and the churches were urged to keep in 
mind the complexity of the matter when evaluating violent resistance, whether in 
support or in opposition to such action. In a situation of systemic violence, it argued, 
some people are captives of violence. However, for the church “violence delivers no 
contribution to the coming of the kingdom of God. We may say that there are situations 
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The synod discussed the report of the Standing Commission for Ecumenical 
Relations on the 29th of September. The debate on the SACC report caused some 
division. This was demonstrated by the fact that three separate proposals were 
made with regard to membership of the SACC: to let the decision stand over until 
the commission for funds has delivered its report (presumably in order to object on 
the grounds of the unaffordability of membership fees); not to apply for 
membership of the SACC, given its ties with the WCC; and to apply for 
membership. The first and second proposals were rejected, while the third was 
approved. After this the Scriba Synodi (P.W.L. Sinclair) requested that his 
opposition to the decision be minuted; fifty-five delegates followed suit.277  

The report on the ecumenical movement and the problem of racism was referred to 
the Temporary Commission for Ecumenical Relations. The report of this 
commission278 dealt extensively with the decision of the WARC Assembly. It 
contained five sections. First was the response to the report of the two delegates to 
WARC (D.P. Botha and A.A. Boesak). Their recommendation was that the decision 
on racism and South Africa is to be endorsed by Synod and its implications for the 
DRMC expounded. This was the task that the Temporary Commission undertook 
in the remainder of their report. Section two, ‘The DR Mission Church and 
apartheid’, restated and further developed the principle of irreconcilability that 
underlies apartheid and how especially the church, more than any other body, had 
to oppose this: “Indeed, irreconcilability stands over and against the idea of 
reconciliation, [which is] the life artery [hartaar] of the Christian gospel and 
therefore the life artery of the existence and the proclamation of the church.” The 
emphasis was therefore on the church as “a reconciled community of people, a 
united community [eenheidsgemeenskap]”, which bears witness to “new hope and a 
new possibility for the world.” Of particular interest was a refusal to base this 
rejection of apartheid on single Bible verses; this was explained as follows: 

We do not offer one or more Bible texts. One can jump around too easily with 
Bible texts, so much so that it was even possible for years to maintain that 
apartheid is Scriptural on the grounds of only two [texts]: the story of the 
tower of Babel (Gen. 11:1-9) and Acts 17:26. 
No! The touchstone for apartheid is the central biblical message of 
reconciliation. If it fails here, single disparate texts cannot save it. In fact, then 
the traditional exegesis of such texts also becomes fundamentally 
questionable. 

The further points of critique against apartheid of the 1978 synod – that apartheid 
polarised society by advancing the interests of one population group to the 

                                                                                                                            
in which people can do no other, but in terms of the kingdom of God this brings no 
progress. … The church – who else? – must remain a witness of God’s peace, that peace 
which is brought about by justice.” 

277 Acta Synodi NGSK 1982, 590-591. 
278 Acta Synodi NGSK 1982, 704-720. Citations to follow are from this source, translated, 

unless otherwise stated. 
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disadvantage of others – was restated as against the gospel’s demand of equal 
justice for all people. This also affects the human dignity, not only of the deprived, 
but of all involved. Racism, the section continued, “fosters a false feeling of 
superiority and is based on the presupposition that character and ability are 
determined by race.” As such it “disavows the reconciling and humanising work 
of Christ” and therefore apartheid “is a pseudo-religious ideology as well as a 
political policy.” The ideology of apartheid prevents the ninth article of the 
Apostolic Confession – ‘I believe in the one holy catholic apostolic church, the 
community of saints’ – to “determine the practice of church structure.” This 
“secular gospel of apartheid,” the report concluded, “structures the being and the 
bond of the Dutch Reformed Churches in South Africa.” From this the section 
proposed that the decisions of WARC on a status confessionis be endorsed – 
apartheid was a sin, its moral and theological justification made a mockery of the 
gospel and its continued disobedience to the Word of God was a theological 
heresy. 

This decision was repeated in section three of the report. Here a historical 
overview was provided of the DRC’s role and involvement in the establishment 
and maintenance of apartheid between 1935 and 1979. It studied various synodical 
and policy reports of the DRC and concluded that the DRC “believes in the gospel 
[this term was replaced by ‘the ideology’ during synod] of apartheid which is in 
direct contrast with the Gospel message of reconciliation and the unity of the 
church.” As such the DRMC could, “with deepest regret,” do nothing other than 
“accuse the DRC of theological heresy and idolatry.”  

The fourth section contained four minor editorial changes to the formulation of the 
WARC resolution in apartheid. Section five finally made some recommendations 
for ‘the relationship between the DRMC and the DRC in terms of the status 
confessionis.’ It made four proposals: (1) that the DRMC’s decision on a status 
confessionis be officially handed to the DRC at their next General Synod (which was 
to take place only weeks later); (2) that relations with the DRC will not be broken 
provided that the upcoming General Synod and the following regional synod 
meetings of the DRC clearly stated their remorse “for providing a moral and 
theological justification for the policy of apartheid,” as well as their willingness “to 
work out the consequences of their confession of guilt in church and state”; (3) that 
the DRMC will act out its prophetic and priestly role over against the DRC with 
pastoral sensitivity and “will employ all ways and channels available in order to 
lead the DRC to recognition of her part and guilt in the establishment and 
maintenance of the pseudo-religious apartheid ideology and political policy, which 
robbed people of their humanity and caused unmentionable sorrow and suffering 
for many people, and continues to do so”; (4) that, with reference to 2 Chronicles 
7:13-14, the DRMC confesses its own guilt and part in the “unreconciledness 
between believers in our family” and that “we owe you nothing but the love, 
because that is the fulfilment of the law” (Rom. 13:8). The section and the report 
closed as follows: “We address you as our sister in this language, because the 
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gospel of LOVE that was proclaimed to us, remains our guide and source of 
comfort. Sola Scriptura.” 

On the 1st of October the report of the Temporary Commission for Ecumenical 
Relations was presented to synod.279 Section two of the report (which proposed 
that WARC’s decisions on apartheid be endorsed) evoked much debate – very little 
of which is reflected in the minutes. Finally it was decided that two separate 
proposals be tabled – one on the status confessionis and one on the declaration of 
apartheid as sin and heresy. On the first matter a counter-proposal was made that 
the matter be referred for further study. This was rejected and the original proposal 
of the report was put to the vote and passed. On the second matter a counter-
proposal was again made, namely to replace the words ‘mockery’ and ‘heresy’ 
with ‘denial of the gospel’ and ‘threat to our common witness’. This was also 
rejected and the original formulation was put to the vote and also passed.280 

At this point G. Bam, a professor at the University of the Western Cape, addressed 
the meeting. He called this a ‘holy moment’ and stated the implications of 
announcing a status confessionis. It means, he said, “to find myself in a situation 
where I either confront and fight against the powers that threaten to neutralise my 
confession of faith, or remain silent and collapse to nothing.” However, there is a 
second implication, continued Bam, namely the need for confession. The 
confessions of the church were all born from a status confessionis: the faith was 
confessed over and against false doctrine – with particular reference also to the 
1934 Declaration of Barmen. Therefore, “status confessionis asks of the church clear 
confession and clear rejection. A symbol must be created that becomes part of the 
confession of the church and whereby the church declares here and now a 
confession against which the heresy may be known.” Bam therefore recommended 
that an ad hoc commission be appointed to formulate a confession and to present it 
to this synod. He reiterated Karl Barth’s four requirements for confession: (1) 
confession must never occur with any ulterior motives, such as “gaining this or 
that profit or battling this or that political dispensation” – it may only be about the 
honour of God; (2) confession is not a personal opinion or even a firm conviction, 
but “a protest of faith when it is confronted and questioned by life … and therefore 
status confessionis does not simply fall back on old confessions, but creates new 
confession”; (3) confession is not “a lyrical effusion or emotional unburdening [’n 
liriese ontboeseming of emosionele ontlading]”, but “an act of provocation and 
conflict”; and (4) confession is a free act “under compulsion of the Holy Spirit [and] 
seized by the Word of God” and not through the “instigation of worldly 
opinion.”281 After his address an unopposed motion was passed that an ad hoc 
commission be appointed by the Moderature. Five delegates, all highly respected 
                                                 
279 Synod discussed the report for two days, as reflected in the Acta Synodi NGSK 1982,  

602-612. 
280 After both these decisions the Scriba Synodi and a number of other delegates – 41 in the 

first instance and 53 in the second instance – requested that their opposition to the 
decision be minuted. 

281 Acta Synodi NGSK 1982, 605, translated. 
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theologians within the church, were appointed. They were I.J. Mentor (Moderator), 
A.A. Boesak (Vice Chairperson), D.J. Smit, J.J.F. Durand and G. Bam (Chairperson). 

The discussion of the report of the temporary ecumenical commission continued 
with section three – the historical study of the DRC and apartheid. A proposal was 
made that the concluding accusation against the DRC omit the words “and 
idolatry.” This was narrowly defeated282 while the original proposal of the report 
was approved. Hereafter the editorial recommendations of section four of the 
report were accepted. The final section on the relationship between the DRMC and 
the DRC in terms of the status confessionis was taken into discussion during the 
evening session. A number of proposals on the first point were rejected and it was 
finally decided that the decisions of the 1978 synod on apartheid and on the status 
confessionis will be handed in person to the DRC synod during their session. Also 
on the second point (that relations with the DRC be maintained provided that the 
DRC expressed its remorse for supporting apartheid) a proposal was made to refer 
the decision, which was rejected. At this moment in time the meeting adjourned 
and continued the following morning. Presumably much deliberation had taken 
place in the meantime and a carefully formulated amendment to point two was 
proposed. The conditional element in the relationship to the DRC was removed, 
although the DRC was urged to confess its guilt and show its remorse for the 
theological justification of apartheid, as this was the only way towards 
reconciliation. This proposal was accepted as decision to replace the original 
proposal of the commission. This seemed to allay much of the discontent among 
those who had voted against the previous decisions. Points three and four of the 
section as well as the Ottawa declaration were accepted in full. A final decision – 
that Synod expresses its gratitude to members and ministers within the DRC who 
are prepared to deliver a prophetic voice against apartheid and towards church 
unity – was made. After this the report of the Temporary Ecumenical Commission 
could finally be adopted. 

4.2.2.6 The Confession of Belhar 
During the course of the following days the ad hoc commission for the drafting of 
a confession met and on the 6th of October their report was tabled. The report 
contained three sections, namely what it called ‘The Confession 1982’, an 
‘Accompanying Letter’, and a brief report on the work of the ad hoc commission.283 

                                                 
282 Once more the Scriba Synodi and this time 78 other delegates noted their opposition. A 

reason was provided, namely that “brotherly negotiations ought first to be conducted 
with the DRC about the declaration of a status confessionis” – to make clear that the 
opposition was not in support of apartheid. 

283 Acta Synodi NGSK 1982, 749-753. The 1982 draft confession was circulated among 
DRMC congregations and comments were requested. All responses were in support of 
the confession and after minor editorial changes the Confession of Belhar was accepted 
as confession of the church at the 1986 synod meeting. The text that is discussed below 
is the initial English translation of the final 1986 version. An official English translation 
was adopted by the General Synodical Commission of the URCSA in 2006. 
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The brief report indicated that the commission had followed 1 Peter 3:15-16 as 
guide for their work, i.e. that Christ was their sole motive.284 It suggested that the 
procedure as outlined by the temporary legal commission be followed, namely that 
this be accepted as a draft confession for approval by the presbyteries and 
congregations during recess, after which the following meeting of the synod may 
endorse it as full confession of the church. It also suggested that the Accompanying 
Letter always be presented together with the confession. The Accompanying Letter 
was crucial to understanding the contextual nature of the Confession. It contained 
four paragraphs. The first explained the severity of the current situation of status 
confessionis and confessed the church’s own role in the establishment of these sinful 
circumstances: 

1.  We are deeply conscious that moments of such seriousness can arise in 
the life of the Church that it may feel the need to confess its faith anew in 
the light of a specific situation. We are aware that such an act of 
confession is not lightly undertaken, but only if it is considered that the 
heart of the gospel is so threatened as to be at stake. In our judgement, 
the present church and political situation in our country and particularly 
within the Dutch Reformed Church family calls for such a decision. 
Accordingly, we make this confession not as a contribution to a 
theological debate nor as a new summary of our beliefs, but as a cry from 
the heart, as something we are obliged to do for the sake of the gospel in 
view of the times in which we stand. Along with many, we confess our 
guilt, in that we have not always witnessed clearly enough in our 
situation and so are jointly responsible for the way in which those things 
which were experienced as sin and confessed to be so or should have 
been experienced as and confessed to be sin have grown in time to seem 
self-evidently right and to be ideologies foreign to the scriptures. As a 
result many have been given the impression that the gospel was not 
really at stake. We make this confession because we are convinced that all 
sorts of theological arguments have contributed to so disproportionate an 
emphasis on some aspects of the truth that it has in effect become a lie. 

The second paragraph placed the truth of the gospel and the church as central 
motives, emphasising that ulterior motives may play no role – Christ is the only 
motive. This called for humility in making such a confession. 

2.  We are aware that the only authority for such a confession and the only 
grounds on which it may be made are the Holy Scriptures as the Word of 
God. Being fully aware of the risks involved in taking this step, we are 
nevertheless convinced that we have no alternative. Furthermore, we are 
aware that no other motives or convictions, however valid they may be, 
would give us the right to confess in this way. An act of confession may 

                                                 
284 The text reads as follows: “but in your hearts [have] reverence [for] Christ as Lord. 

Always be prepared to make a defence to any one who calls you to account for the hope 
that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence; and keep your conscience clear, 
so that, when you are abused, those who revile your good behaviour in Christ may be 
put to shame” (RSV). 
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only be made by the Church for the sake of its purity and credibility and 
that of its message. As solemnly as we are able, we hereby declare before 
everyone that our only motive lies in our fear that the truth and power of 
the gospel itself is threatened in this situation. We do not wish to serve 
any group interests, advance the cause of any factions, promote any 
theologies or achieve any ulterior purposes. Yet, having said this, we 
know that our deepest intentions may only be judged at their true value 
by Him before whom all is revealed. We do not make this confession 
from his throne and from on high, but before his throne and before other 
human beings. We plead therefore, that this Confession should not be 
misused by anyone with ulterior motives and also that it should not be 
resisted to serve such motives. Our earnest desire is to lay no false 
stumbling blocks in the way, but to point to the true stumbling block 
Jesus Christ the rock. 

The third paragraph sought to allay personal confrontation. What is confronted is 
an ideology, not a person or a church. The hope was that any person blinded by 
this ideology may be liberated from it, may join in self-examination and may 
repent for the wrong it has caused.  

3.  This confession is not aimed at specific people or groups of people or a 
church or churches. We proclaim it against a false doctrine, against an 
ideological distortion which threatens the gospel itself in our church and 
our country. Our heartfelt longing is that no-one will identify themselves 
with this objectionable doctrine and that all who have been wholly or 
partially blinded by it will turn themselves away from it. We are deeply 
aware of the deceiving nature of such a false doctrine and know that 
many who have been conditioned by it have to a greater or lesser extent 
learnt to take a half-truth for the whole. For this reason we do not doubt 
the Christian faith of many such people, their sincerity, honour, integrity 
and good intentions, and their in many ways estimable practice and 
conduct. However, it is precisely because we know the power of 
deception that we know we are not liberated by the seriousness, sincerity 
or intensity of our certainties, but only by the truth in the Son. Our 
church and our land have an intense need of such liberation. Therefore it 
is that we speak pleadingly rather than accusingly. We plead for 
reconciliation, that true reconciliation which follows on conversion and 
change of attitudes and structures. And while we do so we are aware that 
an act of confession is a two-edged sword, that none of us can throw the 
first stone, and none is without a beam in his own eye. We know that the 
attitudes and conduct which work against the gospel are present in all of 
us and will continue to be so. Therefore this Confession must be seen as a 
call to a continuous process of soul-searching together, a joint wrestling 
with the issues, and a readiness to repent in the name of our Lord Jesus 
Christ in a broken world. It is certainly not intended as an act of self-
justification and intolerance, for that would disqualify us in the very act 
of preaching to others. 
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The final paragraph continued in the same vein, stating that such repentance, 
remorse and confession may involve pain and fear, but that the aim is 
reconciliation and unity, and ultimately salvation. 

4.  Our prayer is that this act of confession will not place false stumbling-
blocks in the way and thereby cause and foster false divisions, but rather 
that it will be reconciling and uniting. We know that such an act of 
confession and process of reconciliation will necessarily involve much 
pain and sadness. It demands the pain of repentance, remorse and 
confession; the pain of individual and collective renewal and a changed 
way of life. It places us on a road whose end we can neither foresee [nor] 
manipulate to our own desire. On this road we shall unavoidably suffer 
intense growing pains while we struggle to conquer alienation, bitterness, 
irreconciliation and fear. We shall have to come to know and encounter 
both ourselves and others in new ways. We are only too well aware that 
this confession calls for the dismantling of structures of thought, of 
church, and of society which have developed over many years. However, 
we confess that for the sake of the gospel, we have no other choice. We 
pray that our brothers and sisters throughout the Dutch Reformed 
Church family, but also outside it, will want to make this new beginning 
with us, so that we can be free together, and together may walk the road 
of reconciliation and justice. Accordingly, our prayer is that the pain and 
sadness we speak of will be pain and sadness that lead to salvation. We 
believe that this is possible in the power of our Lord and by his Spirit. We 
believe that the gospel of Jesus Christ offers hope, liberation, salvation 
and true peace to our country. 

What these paragraphs emphasised was that status confessionis refers to a concrete 
situation and moment in time in which the truth of the gospel itself is at stake.285 
Without formulating it explicitly, the Accompanying Letter made clear that such a 
concrete moment had indeed been reached in South Africa with the DRC’s support 
for apartheid. The polemical nature of the confession could not be doubted. 
Furthermore, it placed the confession in line with the Reformed understanding of 
confession, namely that confession witnesses to the gospel itself and that no other 
motive is to play a more important role. 

What would become known as the Confession of Belhar contained five sections, 
namely a confession of faith in the Triune God, followed by three articles and a 
conclusion. These three articles were respectively (1) on the unity of the church; (2) 
on the church’s calling with respect to the reconciliation of Christ; and (3) on the 
church’s calling with respect to the justice of God. Throughout textual references 
were added to support the individual parts of the confession. The opening 
paragraph read as follows: 

                                                 
285 For a detailed overview of the history and meaning of status confessionis and its 

application in the DRMC, see D.J. Smit, ‘What does status confessionis mean?’ in: G.D. 
Cloete and D.J. Smit (eds.), A moment of truth, Grand Rapids 1984, 7-32. 
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1. We believe in the triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, who gathers, 
protects and cares for his Church by his Word and his Spirit, as He has done 
since the beginning of the world and will do to the end. 

The first article emphasised that the church is the space where Christ’s gift of 
reconciliation must be most earnestly pursued, that is, through unity. This unity is 
explained, and its consequences and conditions are clarified. The article concludes 
with a rejection of any doctrine that contradicts this confession. It rejects the 
‘absolutisation’ of diversity. This could also be understood as a rejection of a 
primordialist understanding of cultural or ethnic differences. 

2. We believe in one holy, universal Christian Church, the communion of saints 
called from the entire human family.  
We believe: 
- that Christ’s work of reconciliation is made manifest in the Church as the 

community of believers who have been reconciled with God and with one 
another (Eph 2:11-22); 

- that unity is, therefore, both a gift and an obligation for the Church of 
Jesus Christ; that through the working of God’s Spirit it is a binding force, 
yet simultaneously a reality which must be earnestly pursued and sought: 
one which the people of God must continually be built up [sic] to attain 
(Eph 4:1-16); 

- that this unity must become visible so that the world may believe that 
separation, enmity and hatred between people and groups is sin which 
Christ has already conquered, and accordingly that anything which 
threatens this unity may have no place in the Church and must be resisted 
(Joh 17:20, 23); 

- that this unity of the people of God must be manifested and be active in a 
variety of ways: in that we love one another; that we experience, practice 
and pursue community with one another; that we are obligated to give 
ourselves willingly and joyfully to be of benefit and blessing to one 
another; that we share one faith, have one calling, are of one soul and one 
mind; have one God and Father, are filled with one Spirit, are baptised 
with one baptism, eat of one bread and drink of one cup, confess one 
Name, are obedient to one Lord, work for one cause, and share one hope; 
together come to know the height and the breadth and the depth of the 
love of Christ; together are built up to the stature of Christ, to the new 
humanity; together know and bear one another’s burdens, thereby 
fulfilling the law of Christ that we need one another and upbuild one 
another, admonishing and comforting one another; that we suffer with 
one another for the sake of righteousness; pray together; together serve 
God in this world; and together fight against all which may threaten or 
hinder this unity (Phil 2:1-5, Cor 12:4-31, Joh 13:1-17, 1 Cor 1:10-13, Eph 
4:1-6, Eph 3:14:20, 1 Cor 10:16-17, 1 Cor 11:17-34, Gal 6:2, 2 Cor 1:3-4); 

- that this unity can be established only in freedom and not under 
constraint; that the variety of spiritual gifts, opportunities, backgrounds, 
convictions, as well as the various languages and cultures, are by virtue of 
the reconciliation in Christ, opportunities for mutual service and 
enrichment within the one visible people of God (Rom 12:3-8, 1 Cor 12:1-
11, Eph 4:7 13, Gal 3:27-28, Jas 2:1-13); 
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- that true faith in Jesus Christ is the only condition for membership of this 
Church; 

Therefore, we reject any doctrine 
- which absolutises either natural diversity or the sinful separation of people in 

such a way that this absolutisation hinders or breaks the visible and active unity 
of the church, or even leads to the establishment of a separate church formation; 

- which professes that this spiritual unity is truly being maintained in the bond of 
peace whilst believers of the same confession are in effect alienated from one 
another for the sake of diversity and in despair of reconciliation; 

- which denies that a refusal earnestly to pursue this visible unity as a priceless gift 
is sin; 

- which explicitly or implicitly maintains that descent or any other human or 
social factor should be a consideration in determining membership of the Church. 

The second article points to Christ and his reconciliation as special gift and calling 
of the church. God grants victory over division and enmity, which opens up hope 
and new possibilities in the world. The church is instrument of this (which is 
illustrated with various images) and must therefore oppose forced separation 
between people. Again, in conclusion, any doctrine that sanctions such separations 
in the name of the gospel or of God is rejected. 

3. We believe that God has entrusted to his Church the message of reconciliation 
in and through Jesus Christ; that the Church is called to be the salt of the earth 
and the light of the world; that the Church is called blessed because it is a 
peacemaker; that the Church is witness both by word and by deed to the new 
heaven and the new earth in which righteousness dwells (2 Cor 5:17-21, Mt 
6:13-16, Mt 5:9, 2 Pet 3:13, Rev 21-22). 
- that God by his life-giving Word and Spirit has conquered the powers of 

sin and death, and therefore also of irreconciliation and hatred, bitterness 
and enmity that God, by his life-giving Word and Spirit will enable His 
people to live in a new obedience which can open new possibilities of life 
for society and the world (Eph 4:17, Eph 6:23, Rom 6, Col 1:9-14, Col 2:13-
19, Col 3:1, Col 4:6); 

- that the credibility of this message is seriously affected and its beneficial 
work obstructed when it is proclaimed in a land which professes to be 
Christian, but in which the enforced separation of people on a racial basis 
promotes and perpetuates alienation, hatred and enmity; 

- that any teaching which attempts to legitimate such forced separation by 
appeal to the gospel, and is not prepared to venture on the road of 
obedience and reconciliation, but rather, out of prejudice, fear, selfishness 
and unbelief, denies in advance the reconciling power of the gospel, must 
be considered ideology and false doctrine. 

Therefore, we reject any doctrine which, in such a situation sanctions in the name of 
the gospel or of the will of God the forced separation of people on the grounds of race 
and colour and thereby in advance obstructs and weakens the ministry and experience 
of reconciliation in Christ. 

Thirdly, the principles of justice and peace are introduced as central to the 
character and purpose of God. This justice is granted especially to the vulnerable 
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and to those from whom justice is withheld in society. To this the church must also 
be true, and therefore any ideology that legitimates injustice is rejected. 

4. We believe that God has revealed himself as the One who wishes to bring 
about justice and true peace among people; that in a world full of injustice and 
enmity He is in a special way the God of the destitute, the poor and the 
wronged and that He calls his Church to follow Him in this; that He brings 
justice to the oppressed and gives bread to the hungry; that He frees the 
prisoner and restores sight to the blind; that He supports the downtrodden, 
protects the stranger, helps orphans and widows and blocks the path of the 
ungodly; that for Him pure and undefiled religion is to visit the orphans and 
the widows in their suffering; that He wishes to teach His people to do what is 
good and to seek the right (Dt 32:4, Lk 2:14, Joh:27, Eph 2:14, Is 1:16-17, Jas 
1:27, Jas 5:1-6, Lk 1:46-55, Lk 6:20-26, Lk 7:22, Lk 16:19-31, Ps 146, Lk 4:16-19, 
Rom 6:13-18, Am 5); 
- that the Church must therefore stand by people in any form of suffering 

and need, which implies, among other things, that the Church must 
witness against and strive against any form of injustice, so that justice 
may roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing 
stream; 

- that the Church as the possession of God must stand where He stands, 
namely against injustice and with the wronged; that in following Christ 
the Church must witness against all the powerful and privileged who 
selfishly seek their own interests and thus control and harm others. 

Therefore, we reject any ideology which would legitimate forms of injustice and any 
doctrine which is unwilling to resist such an ideology in the name of the gospel. 

In conclusion the church is called to do these things even when authorities or laws 
forbid them. This stood over and against those who held that the church must 
remain obedient to the laws of the state. The church’s foremost obedience is to 
Christ. 

5. We believe that, in obedience to Jesus Christ, its only Head, the Church is 
called to confess and to do all these things, even though the authorities and 
human laws might forbid them and punishment and suffering be the 
consequence (Eph 4:15-16, Acts 5:29-33, 1 Pet 2:18-25, 1 Pet 3:15-18). 
- Jesus is Lord.  
- To the one and only God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be the honour and 

the glory for ever and ever. 

The Confession was read to the synod and, after brief procedural comments by 
Gustav Bam, it was enthusiastically accepted as draft confession. The 
Accompanying Letter and the report of the ad hoc commission were also 
approved. One of the delegates, a white minister, noted his appreciation of the 
careful, conciliatory tone of the confession. He told synod how after the 1978 
decision on apartheid and particularly as a result of the “crass language” used 
against “our sister church [the DRC]”, he and his wife had considered leaving the 
DRMC. “Yet, after having prayerfully read the Confession,” he continued, “and 
especially having taken note of the genial Christian tone of love contained in it, my 
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wife and I are willing to walk the road that lies ahead together with you.” This 
may seem a trivial remark, but its importance lies in the fact that the Confession of 
Belhar and its Accompanying Letter had managed by and large to unite the 
proponents of the two contrasting strategies. Those who preferred a 
confrontational strategy were satisfied that its condemnation of the ideologies that 
apartheid supported was expressed clearly enough, while those who sought 
reconciliation with the DRC found the confession to be sympathetic enough in 
nature. Nowhere was the word “apartheid” mentioned, yet no one doubted that in 
the current situation of status confessionis it was the target. This also gave the 
confession a wider application than only the historical situation of apartheid South 
Africa. As such it could take its place as confession within the Reformed tradition 
together with the other confessions of the church. It also added a new emphasis in 
its third article, namely on justice, which was not present in the other confessions 
of DR family. Indeed, as John de Gruchy comments: 

This was an historic document. Not only was it the first time since the 
Reformation period that a Dutch Reformed church had adopted a new 
confession, but it was also a confession which made ethical commitment to 
justice central to Christian faith and church unity. The legitimation of 
apartheid by those within the Dutch Reformed family of churches was no 
longer tenable; it had lost any moral and theological grounding that it had 
previously claimed.286 

The Confession of Belhar was adopted as full confession by the 1986 synod of the 
DRMC. The process of church unification between the DRMC and the DRCA that 
followed on this was described in the previous chapter. The unification must be 
understood as part and parcel of the young churches’ critique against apartheid. 
Their separation was in the first place a result of the ideology of separate 
development. Belhar had provided much of the impetus for this process of 
unification. Indeed, in Belhar the anti-apartheid theology of the young DR 
churches had found a culmination point. As such, it was the end of an important 
stage in the history of the church. D.J. Smit wrote shortly after the 1982 synod that  

[the draft confession] is the final result of a development in the life of the DR 
Mission Church in which the role of the church’s own sons [and daughters] 
can hardly be overestimated. The time of voicelessness was past. The DR 
[Mission] Church has gradually taken the initiative, in the Dutch Reformed 
church family as well as in ecumenical circles, to bear a clear and authentic 
witness. A historical moment in the process had now dawned. 

It was also, continued Smit, “only a starting point, a first small step on an 
unknown but decisive road.”287 The history of this road is still unfolding. More 
than two decades after the Confession of Belhar had been drafted unity in the DR 

                                                 
286 De Gruchy, ‘Political landmarks’, 20. 
287 D.J. Smit, ‘In a special way the God of the destitute, the poor, and the wronged’ in: G.D. 

Cloete and D.J. Smit (eds.), A moment of truth. The confession of the Dutch Reformed Mission 
Church, Grand Rapids 1984, 64. 
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family of churches had not yet been achieved. Many will argue that reconciliation 
and justice (particularly economic justice) also remains to be accomplished. These 
are histories to be studied in a separate study on post-apartheid theology in the DR 
family of churches and lies beyond the scope of this work. 

5. CONCLUSION 
This chapter has attempted to trace the development of apartheid theology within 
the Dutch Reformed family of churches. The aim was to carry out an 
argumentative analysis of the theological discourse against apartheid. In order to 
do this it provided a brief outline of apartheid in church and society in South 
Africa, as well as of the churches’ response to apartheid. This set the stage for a 
discussion of anti-apartheid theology within the DR family. What has emerged is 
that two strategies were present in the DR family. On the one hand there was what 
may be called a more sympathetic critique of particularly the Biblical justification 
of apartheid and of the effects of apartheid policy on black living conditions. This 
critique came largely from within the DRC and from missionaries in the young 
churches. After Cottesloe this critique was largely silenced for almost two decades 
and only a number of individuals continued their critique – of which Beyers 
Naudé (with the CI) and Willie Jonker (with, amongst other things, his booklet on 
the mission policy) were probably the most influential. Only during the 1980s did 
DRC theologians and ministers openly start to criticise apartheid. 

On the other hand, there was a more confrontational approach that wished to 
speak not only against the Biblical justification of apartheid, but also against the 
political and social policies of apartheid. This group arose in the DRCA and the 
DRMC, in part due to individual ministers’ contact with the CI and the SACC, 
which in turn had been shaped to some extent by the Black Consciousness 
Movement and black theology. This group became outspoken during the second 
half of the 1970s in their churches. This was important as the sympathetic line of 
critique – significant as it may have been for criticising the pro-apartheid reading 
of the Bible – was not making further inroads against the execution of the policy of 
apartheid. The further demands of the Bible for reconciliation and justice and its 
implications for church and society needed to be expressed more forcefully.  

Although some conflict arose in the churches between those who preferred a 
sympathetic approach and those who preferred a confrontational approach, their 
goal was a shared one. This was demonstrated by the unanimity with which the 
Confession of Belhar was accepted in the young churches. As such the Belhar 
Confession can be seen as the culmination not of the one or the other strategy, but 
of the joint goal that both strategies aimed at.  

A number of theological arguments and themes can be identified in the discourse 
against apartheid in the DR family. In the DRC early voices focused on 
ecclesiology. Marais and Keet argued that Scripture does not allow any form of 
racial discrimination in the church. For them it was clear that the church may not 
exclude people on the basis of race and that in this sense the DRC was at fault in its 
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practice of different churches for different races. Against apartheid theology they 
emphasised that church unity is not a purely spiritual matter. The only basis for 
membership may be faith, as Keet argued. On the socio-political front, however, 
both Marais and Keet allowed for practical considerations in social organisation 
and therefore did not openly express opposition to the apartheid policies of the 
state. Keet’s non-primordialist view of group differences – that such differences are 
not unchangeable – is noteworthy, as is his emphasis on the Bible’s concern for the 
poor, underprivileged and downtrodden. In these respects his thinking was ahead 
of his contemporaries. 

The attention that Delayed Action! gave to the unity of the church was important 
since apartheid theology did not give adequate consideration to ecclesiology. Its 
ecclesiology was overshadowed by a creation theology that argued from the 
pluriformity of creation. In so doing it elevated creation above recreation and 
above the unity of the church. It was Jonker, however, who spelled out the 
unacceptability of the consequences of the DRC’s policies of segregation in the 
church – unacceptable according to both Scripture and the Reformed tradition. 
This was important since the DRC had always considered itself a worthy 
representative of the Reformed tradition. Jonker’s explicit criticism of certain 
practices in the DR family – amongst others, of the dependent relationship of 
young churches with the DRC and the double membership of missionaries – was 
unprecedented. As was pointed out, his work played a very important role in the 
young churches. 

Beyers Naudé represented somewhat of a different tradition compared to that of 
Jonker. His conviction that apartheid was unacceptable was born not so much from 
a study of the Reformed tradition as from an ethical commitment, especially after 
having witnessed the suffering that apartheid was causing. For him apartheid was 
wrong not only on theological grounds, but also and especially on grounds of 
justice. This ethical commitment originated partly from his Reformed evangelical 
background. However, during his work with the CI he cultivated an ecumenical 
awareness that would bring him in contact with South African black theology. 
Although his contribution was not so much to develop theological arguments 
against apartheid, he played a pivotal role in bringing together the white and black 
experiences in the DR family. Many DRC missionaries also straddled these worlds, 
but he personally identified with black theology to the extent of courageously 
acting against apartheid in word and deed. His was an embodied theology of 
justice and reconciliation. This was an immense contribution to anti-apartheid 
theology in the DR churches. 

This emphasis slowly emerged also within the DRC. When the so-called verligte 
voice in the DRC finally started to speak out in the 1980s, the known ecclesiological 
theme of unity in the church was reiterated and strengthened. The church, said 
Stormkompas, was based on the Word alone and its highest loyalty was to Christ. 
However, references to reconciliation and justice also became more frequent as 
criticism started to go beyond church organisation to the political and social 
policies of apartheid. These were the beginnings of a Christological emphasis 
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which had not yet been properly heard in the public discourse of the DRC. Church 
and Society took an important step away from apartheid theology by arguing from 
the perspective of the Kingdom of God rather than from creation. However, this 
Christological argument was never properly developed – at least not in public 
discourse. For instance, the Kingdom of God was not explicated to mean the reign 
of Christ over all areas of life. Furthermore, no mention of apartheid as 
fundamentally opposed to the truth of the gospel – as sin and heresy – is to be 
found in DRC discourse. These were themes that would be developed in the young 
DR churches. 

The first protests against apartheid in the DRMC were indeed against the impact of 
the policies and laws of apartheid. Neither the Wynberg nor the Wellington 
documents of 1949 and 1950 made any specific reference to the unity of the church. 
This already indicated a different orientation to the anti-apartheid arguments 
found in the DRC. It was, namely, a theology born from the perspective of 
suffering. 

When the DRCA issued its 1975 report, however, a set of well-developed 
theological arguments were offered in addition to the experiences of black people 
in South Africa. They included important hermeneutical considerations on the use 
of Scripture and offered decisively anti-apartheid interpretations of Genesis 11 and 
Acts 17. The unity in the church was argued to be a Biblical imperative, based on 
the unity in Christ. It also demonstrated a non-primordialist understanding of 
ethnicity and based this on Scripture, arguing that boundaries between nations (i.e. 
between ethnic groups) were not fixed and could change – adding that when such 
change occurs, justice must be upheld. The church, it continued, was always in the 
service of establishing the Kingdom of God in every community. In its criticism of 
the practical effects of apartheid, further theological principles were identified, 
namely human dignity and equality, love, justice, truth and peace. With this report 
a new range of theological themes were introduced within anti-apartheid discourse 
in the DRC. 

In the work of the Belydendekring the unity of the DR churches was again regarded 
as central. However, it developed the Christological argument by emphasising the 
reign of Christ over all spheres of life. This meant that the church was to stand 
against injustice and with the oppressed. The notion of a confessing church – i.e. a 
church that confesses the Lordship of Christ above any other interests – was also a 
significant contribution to anti-apartheid theology in the DR family. The idea of 
confessing the truth of the gospel against injustice was to play a crucial role in the 
culmination of anti-apartheid theology in the young churches. 

This culmination took place largely in the DRMC in the short period between 1978 
and 1982. The notion that apartheid was inherently against the gospel of Christ 
was the key. Christology did not function exclusively - the argument that 
humanity was created in the image of God continued to play an important role. 
The 1982 report on the ecumenical movement and the problem of racism, for 
example, argued that racism removed the responsibility and the dignity of beaing 
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an image-bearer of God from some and thus opposed the Gospel. Christology, 
however, became a central theme in the theological critique of apartheid as such. 
This was because apartheid denied the reconciling work of Christ by proceeding 
from an assumption of the irreconcilability of people. Furthermore, apartheid 
denied the gospel’s demand of justice for all and it affected the human dignity of 
people. Here Christology rather than ecclesiology or creation theology became the 
basis of anti-apartheid theology. The ecclesiological fault in the DRC’s support for 
segregation along colour lines was due to a more fundamental Christological error. 
It represented a contradiction of the heart of the gospel. This was why ABRECSA 
could declare apartheid a sin and its theological justification “a travesty of the 
Gospel, a betrayal of the Reformed tradition, and a heresy.” 

WARC recognised the Christological concern as the basis of apartheid’s error. The 
gospel of Christ stood against any ‘pseudo-religious ideology’ that raised divisions 
of race and colour above faith. Therefore apartheid constituted a status confessionis 
for the church. That this entailed judgment was demonstrated by the Assembly’s 
decision to suspend the DRC’s membership. Apartheid was more than a political 
ideology; it was also a pseudo-gospel. These notions were repeated and 
expounded at the 1982 DRMC Synod. Reconciliation is the life artery of the gospel 
and therefore of the church. Repeatedly it was affirmed that there is a central 
Biblical message, a fundamental truth to the gospel which is at stake with 
apartheid. The division in the church was due to this contradiction of the gospel. 
This was why apartheid jeopardised the ninth article on the notae ecclesiae – again 
the ecclesiological error of apartheid was understood to follow on a more 
fundamental Christological error. This was an error, indeed, which constituted no 
less than disobedience to the Word of God and theological heresy. 

The Confession of Belhar was a response to this error and heresy. The purpose of 
the confession was to identify the specific, concrete error of apartheid so that the 
heresy may be known, resisted and avoided. The accompanying letter signalled 
that the confession was not an ahistorical document, but deeply involved in a 
power struggle against the ideology of apartheid. Since the division of the church 
is the concrete result of this ideology, the first article emphasised unity. The unity 
of the church is the measure of how earnestly Christ’s gift of reconciliation is 
sought in the church. The second article formulated the heart of the matter: the 
reconciliation in Christ through which God grants victory over division and 
enmity. Any teaching or action that contradicts this, contradicts the gospel. Finally, 
the third article emphasised the meaning of the reign of Christ: justice and peace to 
all in all spheres of life. The implication of this was made clear, namely that God 
stands in a special way on the side of those from whom justice and peace are 
withheld. The correlation of justice and peace (sjalom, the peace of God) is 
significant, as this provided a theological depth to the concept justice that it lacks 
in general legal and human rights discourse. 

As mentioned, Belhar constituted a culmination of anti-apartheid theology in the 
DR family of churches. Apart from being a confession of faith in the Reformed 
sense of the word, it was also a theological summary of DR anti-apartheid 
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discourse. At the heart of it was the Christological affirmation of God’s 
reconciliation. This implied unity in the church. In addition, the Lordship of Christ 
implied justice in all of life, based on the peace of God. Where anti-apartheid 
theology in the DRC focused largely on ecclesiological concerns, the young 
churches were able to formulate the sin of apartheid on Christological basis. They 
were convinced that the Bible taught a central truth and that this truth was being 
jeopardised by apartheid. 
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Chapter 4 
Re-interpreting Dutch Reformed  

anti-apartheid theology 

1. INTRODUCTION 
In Chapter One John Thompson’s depth-hermeneutical model was proposed as a 
suitable model to analyse and interpret anti-apartheid theology in the Dutch 
Reformed family of churches. His method was an attempt to re-interpret the 
everyday conceptions and emotions surrounding certain symbolic forms. Here one 
may think of the diverging ways in which the Confession of Belhar was received in 
the DR family – and indeed of the way that the various documents, statements, 
publications and other utterances against apartheid were received. In his method 
Thompson argues that depth hermeneutics must be preceded by an ‘interpretation 
of doxa’. This is study of how the symbolic forms under investigation are 
understood by individuals and groups in their day-to-day lives – what experiences 
they evoke and what beliefs and opinions are held about them. In the context of 
DR anti-apartheid theology the negative associations around the status confessionis 
and the Confession of Belhar in white DRC circles need to be acknowledged. Anti-
apartheid theology was often disregarded as ‘political theology’ or ‘liberation 
theology’ which opposed the gospel. A re-interpretation of anti-apartheid theology 
would mean to also address these perceptions.  

As was noted, the depth-hermeneutical method occurs in three steps for 
Thompson, namely social-historical analysis, formal or discursive analysis, and 
what Thompson calls interpretation/re-interpretation. The first phase – social-
historical analysis – aims to reconstruct the social and historical conditions of the 
production, circulation and reception of symbolic forms. This was attempted in 
Chapter Two. The second phase aims to examine the meaningful constitution of 
symbolic forms. Symbolic forms are complex constructions that serve to convey 
certain meanings, and understanding these structures and their meanings requires 
formal or discursive analysis. In this case the appropriate way to analyse the anti-
apartheid documents under discussion was through discursive analysis, and more 
sprecifically, argumentative analysis. This seeks to reconstruct the chains of 
reasoning that link themes and topics together. The focus is not on formal logic and 
identifying fallacies, but on the patterns of inference that direct one theme to 
another. This was attempted in Chapter Three. 

These analyses, then, provide the material with which to approach the third and 
final phase of depth hermeneutics, namely interpretation/re-interpretation. This is a 
creative process of synthesis and of the reconstruction of possible meaning. In a 
sense interpretation is already implicit in formal analysis. When analysing 
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symbolic forms, an analyst has in mind some possible meanings to which they 
point. Interpretation, however, focuses specifically on the referential aspect, on the 
transcending character of contextually situated symbolic forms. The meaning that 
is proposed in this stage may diverge from the pre-interpretation of the subjects 
themselves. Such re-interpretation may propose different meanings than those in 
everyday understanding, and therefore it could lead to disputes and conflict. This 
chapter is presented with a proper awareness of this possibility. 

In the previous chapter a number of theological themes were identified in Dutch 
Reformed anti-apartheid theology. Various principles were derived from Scripture, 
such as the image of God, human dignity and equality, love, justice and peace. 
However, broadly speaking, anti-apartheid arguments focused on the doctrines of 
ecclesiology and Christology. It appears that ecclesiology – the unity of the church 
– was the principal argument against apartheid in the DRC, whereas in the young 
DR churches Christology – reconciliation and justice – formed the basis of their 
opposition to apartheid. 

An important step in Thompson’s conception of depth hermeneutics is to identify 
any ideological motives that may underlie discourse. If the purpose here were to 
analyse apartheid theology, various modes and strategies of ideology could have 
been identified and discussed. In Chapter Two and in the very brief study of 
apartheid theology offered in Chapter Three one can already identify the modes of 
dissimulation (e.g. the concepts gelykstelling and ‘weakness of some’), legitimation 
(‘separate development’), fragmentation (‘the nations’) and reification (‘creation 
ordinances’). When analysing DR anti-apartheid theology, the different modes that 
Thompson identifies also occur, but rarely do they serve to establish or sustain 
relations of domination.1 This is already implicit in the fact that it was opposed to 
an ideology of ethnic differentiation. Ethnicity did function in a negative sense in 
anti-apartheid theology, that is, in the attempts to depart from ethnic identity as 
organising principle in church and society. This is to be expected, since apartheid 
theology very clearly employed ethnicity (under the term ‘nation’ or ‘volk’) as one 
of the creation ordinances according to which church and society were to be 
differentiated. Anti-apartheid theology in the DR churches consistently 
emphasised the scriptural imperative for the unity of the body of Christ to oppose 
segregation in the church. 

                                                 
1 Two cases of possible ideological construction may be mentioned here. The strategy of 

fragmentation occurs in the DRMC Moderature’s 1948 appeal to D.F. Malan to protect 
the coloured population from blacks (Thompson would call this strategy the expurgation 
of the other). This kind of argument does not resurface in DRMC anti-apartheid 
discourse during the 1970s and 1980s. Another more subtle strategy in especially some 
early forms of DRC anti-apartheid theology was rationalisation. It was noted how Ben 
Marais (see Chapter 3, note 113) distinguished between the Biblical justification of 
apartheid (which he rejected) and the reality of segregation (which he deemed 
necessary on practical grounds). Again, these types of reservations did not form part of 
the final shape of anti-apartheid theology in the DR family of churches. 
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One may proceed to ask whether any other motives – apart from ideological 
motives – played any decisive role in shaping DR anti-apartheid theology. 
Naturally, all those who argued against apartheid and its theological justification 
wished to see an end to the system, laws and effects of apartheid. Many others in 
South Africa and elsewhere also pursued this goal. Therefore it could rightly be 
asked whether secular arguments against apartheid were not simply copied into 
theological language in order to strengthen the anti-apartheid movement. One 
possible secular source could very likely have been the human rights discourse 
which had become prevalent during the 20th century, also in the theological 
discourse of, for instance, the World Council of Churches. The frequent references 
to human dignity in anti-apartheid arguments certainly suggest that human rights 
did resonate in anti-apartheid theology – as it did in the struggle against apartheid 
at large.2 The use of human rights arguments in theology, however, does not 
necessarily mean that human rights discourse is the prime motive in such 
theology. Individual theological arguments that employ human rights categories – 
such as the ‘biblical norms’ outlined by the 1975 DRCA document (see Chapter 3, 
section 4.2.2.2) – must be read within the larger context of anti-apartheid theology 
as such. When one does this – as the previous chapter has attempted to do – it soon 
becomes clear that human rights categories find their place within a broader 
theological argument that does not hesitate to utilise secular categories. Human 
rights has been a controversial subject in theology in South Africa – it was, of 
course, rejected by apartheid theology – but in anti-apartheid theology human 
rights was understood to correspond to the biblical norms of dignity and equality 
of all people, and therefore of justice, with the qualification that justice is based on 
sjalom, the peace of God.3  

                                                 
2 This was certainly the case in the work of the SACC. Frequent references to apartheid as 

a violation of the human dignity and the human rights of people were made – see, for 
instance, the SACC publications B. Johanson (ed.), Human Rights in South Africa, 
Johannesburg 1974 and Human Rights and repression in Southern Africa: the apartheid 
machine grinds on, Johannesburg 1989. 

3 The German ethicist Michael Haspel formulates such an understanding of the 
relationship between theology and human rights as follows: “Since Human Rights are 
addressing human dignity and justice, theology and the church should be concerned 
with them also, since the theologumenon of the human beings made in the image of God 
(imago Dei) is a basic proposition of Christian anthropology implying dignity and 
equality of all people (proprium humanum). Being the image of God draws on the ancient 
oriental concept of the king being the image of God. Besides its rather democratic 
implications in Gn 1:26, this concept also implies the function of being the steward of 
creation, including especially to enforce the rule of law (denoting: God’s law). Thus 
sedaka (faithfulness to the community) and shalom (peace and justice) are to be realised 
by the images of God. The New Testament concept of justification is basically 
confirming this concept. Through God’s grace by faith human beings are restored in 
their relationship with God. From this it follows (necessarily) that believers are enabled 
by the spirit to act according to the commandment on love, which aims on justice 
(shalom/eirene). An adequate Christian understanding of Human Rights would thus 
emphasise all three substantial principles of Human Rights: freedom, equality and 
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From the evidence one cannot, therefore, conclude that human rights discourse is 
the hermeneutical key to understanding anti-apartheid theology in the DR 
churches. The analysis in the previous chapter frequently came across the 
affirmation that no other motives apart from serving Christ may play a role in the 
organisation of the church. In this it sought to earnestly study the Word of God to 
ascertain the truth of the gospel for church and society in South Africa. Indeed, the 
dire effects of a theology that had allowed other motives to become more 
important than the gospel were foremost in the minds of anti-apartheid 
theologians. As such, their work was never explicitly based on political or social 
theories, but was always carefully worked out with reference to their biblical 
significance. Anti-apartheid theologians opposed apartheid because apartheid 
contradicted what they read in the Bible. One may argue that at least in their self-
understanding, anti-apartheid theologians believed they were busy with Biblical 
theology over and above any form of natural theology.  

This is particularly true of anti-apartheid theologians in the Dutch Reformed 
tradition. Whereas other black theologians may have used a broadly Marxist-
socialist liberation approach (for example, the Roman Catholic Buti Thlagale and 
the Methodist Itumeleng Mosala) or a more Africanist cultural approach (for 
example, the Methodist Gabriel Setiloana), Reformed and some Lutheran black 
theologians were committed to establishing a confessing theology. One may find 
exceptions (for instance, the DR theologian Takatso Mofokeng4) and black 
theologians often borrowed arguments from one another, but it is clear that people 
such as Allan Boesak, Manas Buthelezi and the ABRECSA theologians became 
increasingly interested in the idea of a confessing church.5  

                                                                                                                            
participation” (M. Haspel, Economic, Social and Basic Third Dimension Rights: What 
Protestant Theology and the Ecumenical Church can contribute to Human Rights discourse and 
culture, Presented at BNC Consultation, Stellenbosch 2004). It is therefore neither a 
matter of founding one’s theology on human rights, nor of providing a theological 
justification for human rights, but simply of affirming that the secular vision of human 
rights corresponds in many respects to the Christian vision of the Kingdom of God. 

4 Mofokeng includes Marxist analysis in his ‘methodology of Black Theology’, but the 
authority of Scripture is nevertheless emphasised: “Structurally, Black Theology 
became a theology which, having started as a theoretical reflection on praxis in the light 
of scripture alone quickly and inevitably developed into a theology in which the light of 
the specific praxis of committed blacks falls on the Bible, on the one side, making it 
comprehensible. On the other side the transforming light of scripture falls on liberation 
praxis criticising it when and where criticism is due, affirming it where credit is due to 
it, making it qualitatively better as well as driving it forward” (T. Mofokeng, ‘The 
evolution of the Black Struggle and the role of Black Theology’ in: I.J. Mosala and B. 
Tlhagale (eds.), The unquestionable right to be free, Johannesburg 1986, 123). 

5 Although this is not the place to analyse the works of black theologians (as the 
emphasis here is on anti-apartheid theology, which was not exclusively black), the 
intersections and confluence of black theology makes for fascinating research. Suffice to 
say that black theology is no simple construction based on one or more clear principles 
(such as liberation or African culture), but a complex set of arguments that sometimes 
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De Gruchy argues that the events at WARC in 1982 and the Belhar Confession 
demonstrate this interest – but moreover that it must be expected from a tradition 
that had historical ties with the Barmen Declaration. When someone like Beyers 
Naudé learnt about the confessing theology of Barth and particularly of 
Bonhoeffer, he propagated the idea of a confessing church in South Africa. This 
resonated with Reformed theologians, because confession became increasingly 
understood to imply and necessitate resistance.6 The notion of a status confessionis 
therefore found a growing audience after Manas Buthelezi expressed it for the first 
time in 1977. But confession also implied searching for the heart of the biblical 
message – that which is to be confessed. When ABRECSA was formed in 1981, it 
already included such a confession in its charter in a section entitled ‘Theological 
Basis.’ Here six theses were put forward, each as critique against existing apartheid 
theology and as inspiration for what a true Reformed theology ought to look like. 
The first affirmed the Word of God as the supreme authority (against subjecting 
the Word of God to a cultural or racist ideology); subsequent theses affirmed that 
Christ is the Lord of the whole of life (against confining his lordship to a narrow 
‘spiritual’ realm); that Christians bear responsibility for the world in its totality 
(against denying their role in political matters); that obedience to earthly 
authorities is only obedience in God (against uncritical loyalty to the state as 
divinely instituted); and that the unity of the church must be visible (and not only 
invisible or mystical).7 

These theses were in fact articulated by Allan Boesak at the conference where 
ABRECSA was founded. He delivered an address entitled Black and Reformed: 
contradiction or challenge? in which they were elaborated. On the first principle, the 
supremacy of the Word of God, he stated: 

In the Reformed tradition it is the word of God that gives life to our words. It 
is the word of God that shapes life and provides the church with a basis on 
which to stand. Scripture is the indisputable foundation of the life and witness 
of the church in the world and it is the guiding principle of all our actions. 

                                                                                                                            
interlink with, and sometimes contradict, one another. Any attempt at providing a 
definition of black theology therefore needs to remain broad, such as the following by 
Allan Boesak: “Zwarte Theologie wil Gods handelen in de wereld vertalen in terme van 
de zwarte ervaring, wil zich bezighouden met de herontdekte (tegelijk ook nieuwe) 
ervaring dat God er is voor de onderdrukte, de arme, de zwarte mens, en hoe God er is 
voor de zwarte mens” (A.A. Boesak (ed.), Om het zwart te zeggen. Een bundel opstellen 
over centrale thema’s in de zwarte theologie, Kampen n.d., 8). Many publications have 
appeared on the topic, amongst others, Kretschmar, The voice of black theology in South 
Africa; I.J. Mosala and B. Tlhagale (eds.), The unquestionable right to be free. Essays in Black 
Theology, Johannesburg 1986; B. Moore (ed.), Black Theology: the South African voice, 
London 1973; and B. Goba, An agenda for black theology. Hermeneutics for social change, 
Johannesburg 1988. 

6 J.W. de Gruchy, Bonhoeffer, Bethge and Oom Bey, Presented at BNC Public Lecture, 
Stellenbosch 2005. 

7 De Gruchy and Villa-Vicencio (eds.), Apartheid is a heresy, 161. 
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Manipulation of the word of God to suit culture, prejudices, or ideology is 
alien to the Reformed tradition. But the way in which Reformed Christians in 
this country have used the Bible to justify Black oppression and white 
privilege, the way in which the gospel has been bypassed in establishing 
racially divided churches, the way in which scripture has been used to 
produce a nationalistic, racist ideology, is the very denial of the Reformed 
belief in the supremacy of scripture. The word of God is the word that gives 
life. It cannot at the same time be the justification of the death that comes 
through oppression and inhumanity. It is the word that speaks to our total 
human condition and offers salvation that is total, complete. For us today this 
means that, although the Bible is not a handbook for politics or economics, it 
nonetheless reveals all we need to know about God’s will for the whole of 
human existence, including the spiritual, political, economic, and social well-
being. The church believes that the Bible provides us with the fundamental 
principles of justice, love, and peace which we in the making of our societies 
ignore or deny at our own peril. It is this word of God that is the critique of all 
human actions and that holds before us the norms of the kingdom of God.8 

This emphasis on the word of God as most fundamental principle of the Reformed 
tradition – the manipulation of Scripture by ulterior motives as the very denial of 
the Reformed faith – leads one to suggest that the (what has been called) scopus of 
Scripture, the central Biblical affirmations for the Christian life in all human 
spheres, may be the most prominent hermeneutical key through which anti-
apartheid theology attempted to interpret the world. One may ask as to individual 
persons’ private aspirations or personal quarrels in order to identify ulterior 
motives, but such investigation will only lead to speculation. What is clear is that 
the ‘ulterior motives’ of apartheid theology were challenged from a Reformed 
perspective – from the very perspective that apartheid theology claimed to confess. 
As such it necessarily sought to be self-critical of any ulterior motives that anti-
apartheid theology itself might have harboured.  

Again, therefore, in so far as their self-understanding was concerned, Reformed 
anti-apartheid theologians, ministers and church members believed that they were 
embodying the Reformed confession of the supremacy of Scripture in all of life. 
One may surely criticise some of their applications of Scripture as naïve at times, 
maybe even Biblicist. Yet the recognition that the Confession of Belhar has enjoyed 
in various parts of the world suggests that in the long process of rereading the 
Bible and searching its meaning for Christians in South Africa, Dutch Reformed 
anti-apartheid theology struck at the heart of what many Reformed and other 
Christians believe to be some of the central affirmations of the word of God for 
their time. 

A difference was noted between the anti-apartheid theology of the so-called verligte 
voices in the DRC and the anti-apartheid theology in the younger DR churches. At 
the risk of simplifying the matter, one may argue that, although both these voices 

                                                 
8 A.A. Boesak, Black and Reformed. Apartheid, liberation and the Calvinist tradition, 

Johannesburg 1984, 94-95. 
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agreed on the centrality of Scripture, their Biblical emphasis came from different 
sources in the Christian tradition. Three such sources or origins may be identified, 
namely Reformed evangelicalism, critical realism and Reformed biblical theology. 
These will be discussed here in order to determine which played the more decisive 
role in the eventual shaping of anti-apartheid theology in the DR family of 
churches. 

2. REFORMED EVANGELICALISM 
As explained previously, Bosch identified three major forces that shaped Afrikaner 
civil religion between the late 18th and early 20th century, namely Reformed 
evangelicalism (as introduced by Andrew Murray Jnr), Kuyperian neo-Calvinism, 
and neo-Fichtean romantic nationalism.9 The first was the oldest, whereas the 
influence of neo-Calvinism and German Romanticism was only really felt by the 
1930s and 40s. This coincided with the rise of Afrikaner nationalism which had 
accelerated after the defeat against the British and the subsequent restoration of 
Afrikaner power in 1910 with the formation of the Union of South Africa. Young 
Afrikaners who had studied in the Netherlands and Germany after the 1930s were 
influenced by Kuyperian concepts of creation ordinances (of which the nation was 
one such ordinance to be preserved) and the National Socialist emphasis on the 
purity of the ethnic nation. These contributed to Afrikaner nationalism and racial 
differentiation in South Africa. 

Of relevance here is the oldest theological tradition, namely Reformed 
evangelicalism. It was noted how the influx of Scottish ministers with their 
evangelical piety led to renewed interest in mission in the DRC during the 
nineteenth century. Bosch maintains in his 1984 publication that orthodox 
evangelical piety provided a “negative preparation for Afrikaner civil religion” by 
drawing attention away from the believer’s ‘horizontal’ relationships to the 
believer’s ‘vertical’ relationship with God.10 Yet, in his 1985 contribution to the 
festschrift for Beyers Naudé, Bosch writes that Beyers Naudé and the younger 
theologians of the 1950s and 1960s who opposed apartheid came out of this very 
evangelical tradition.11 

Jaap Durand, in the same volume, explained this almost paradoxical situation in a 
very insightful essay on Afrikaner dissent. He makes clear that, for obvious 
reasons, no dissidents against apartheid emerged from the neo-Calvinist and 
nationalist theological currents. In the evangelical current he distinguishes three 
groups by the turn of the century – “a smaller, more pietistic and revivalistic 
group, a bigger group that was less revivalistic but nevertheless evangelistic in its 
approach, and thirdly a group that actually cut across the first two groups, 
comprising a substantial number of ministers and church members who took the 

                                                 
9 Bosch, ‘The roots and fruits’, 25-32. 
10 Bosch, ‘The roots and fruits’, 25-26. 
11 Bosch, ‘Fragmentation of Afrikanerdom’, 68. 
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missionary calling of the church seriously…”.12 For the first group, the vertical 
relationship with God indeed prohibited much interest in social matters, whereas 
the second group largely aligned themselves with the idea of a volkskerk (where 
social concern was limited to their own group). 

It was therefore only from the third evangelical group, where the “missionary 
spirit of Van Lier and De Vos” was still alive, that dissent against apartheid arose.13 
The ambiguity of Reformed evangelical piety lies in the fact that its missionary 
orientation (despite its at times paternalistic undertones) forced Christians to 
confront social matters. Two aspects converged in this spirituality that cultivated 
in its adherents a deep concern for the welfare of others, namely a firm adherence 
to the supremacy of Scripture and a strong missionary orientation. Moreover, 
when they had to respond to social and political matters, they were reluctant 
simply to apply Scriptural principles, as the ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ spheres were 
to remain distinct. They therefore sought answers that would respond to the real 
problem at hand, rather than timeless principles. Durand explains: 

The pietist’s response to [social, cultural and educational] problems was 
usually a practical one, because his [sic] type of ‘vertical’ spirituality kept him 
from going to Scriptures too readily to find a normative answer to problems 
outside the religious sphere. … [The] weakness of pietism can also be its 
greatest strength in a situation of social development and change. The pietist 
will be less likely to justify his social actions by an appeal to unchanging 
biblical principles or to use the historical situation in which he finds himself 
as a grid for biblical interpretation.14 

The result is therefore that those from this third group in the Reformed evangelical 
tradition, as identified by Durand, gained a greater awareness of history and 
society, and the forces that shape them. To this group belonged Johannes du 
Plessis, with whom Naudé sympathised, B.B. Keet and B.J. Marais. Naudé found 
their views appealing largely because he had been shaped by the same tradition: 
an evangelical piety that acknowledged the supremacy of Scripture coupled with a 
missionary spirit that extended beyond ethnic boundaries. Whereas a number of 
young theologians of the 1950s and 1960s shared this vision, Beyers Naudé was 
probably its most shining proponent. In him, to quote Durand again, “the 
realisation that the social and political implications of the gospel transcend the 
narrow confines of self-interest, and embrace all people” was most forcibly 
present.15 

Of particular interest here is, once again, the position and role of Scripture and its 
application in day-to-day situations and events. Although pietism harbours in it 
the danger of a subjectivist reading of Scripture, the appeal to return to the 
“simplicity” of the Bible (as critique against the objectification of Scripture in 

                                                 
12 Durand, ‘Afrikaner piety and dissent’, 43. 
13 Durand, ‘Afrikaner piety and dissent’, 44. 
14 Durand, ‘Afrikaner piety and dissent’, 48-49. 
15 Durand, ‘Afrikaner piety and dissent’, 49. 
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Protestant orthodoxy) revived something of the Reformers’ own understanding of 
Scripture as the living word of God. One may presume that through the 
missionary influence of Durand’s third group of evangelicals, this appeal was also 
heard and accepted in the younger DR churches. Whereas the neo-Calvinist and 
nationalist theological currents gained a firm foothold in the DRC, Reformed 
evangelicalism kept alive a critical evaluation of apartheid. However, taken on its 
own, Reformed evangelicalism does not yet explain the eventual Christological 
and ecclesiological character of anti-apartheid theology. It may have provided an 
early impetus to criticise aspects of apartheid theology, but other sources must be 
sought if one is to understand the shape of DR anti-apartheid theology. 

3. CRITICAL INTERPRETATION IN THE DRC 
In a very authoritative study the South African Biblical scholar Ferdinand Deist has 
investigated the various underlying methodological and epistemological points of 
departure that DR theologians employed in their readings of Scripture.16 This 
relates to all theologising in the DRC and not only to apartheid theology, but it is 
interesting to note that all those DR theologians who criticised apartheid theology 
seem to have fallen within what Deist called a more critical group. His analysis 
may provide some further explanation for the shape of anti-apartheid theology in 
the DR family of churches. 

Deist also identifies three theological influences in the early 20th century, although 
they are somewhat different from those of Bosch. Before 1900 the theology of DRC 
theologians oscillated between more critical-realistic and more naïve-realistic 
positions. Both positions were largely tolerated within theological discourse. For 
example, the first two professors of the Stellenbosch Seminary, Andrew Murray 
and J.H. Hofmeyr, held a more naïve-realistic and a more critical-realistic position 
respectively.17 Deist defines these two epistemological points of departure as 
follows: both positions agree that references to God and the divine have realistic 
value, i.e. they relate to reality. This stands over and against the rationalistic liberal 
theology of the 19th century (which had a very limited impact on theologians in the 
DRC). A naïve-realistic theological epistemology furthermore assumes that any 
person with good, common sense has direct access to the truth as presented by the 
Bible (which explains why this position was also called ‘common sense realism’). 
Any person who interprets reality differently or who problematises the truth is 
considered a reckless rationalist. In contrast, a critical-realistic epistemology 
accepts that human reason cannot encapsulate the divine and that human language 
(including Biblical language) cannot provide a direct reflection of the truth. Despite 

                                                 
16 F.E. Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode in Skrifuitleg. ’n Wetenskaps-historiese ondersoek na 

Skrifuitleg in die Ned. Geref. Kerk 1840-1990, Pretoria 1994. 
17 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 325-326. Deist argues that there was very little conscious 

reflection on the choice between these two methods, and therefore they could function 
alongside one another without much disagreement; individual theologians even 
employed both methods in different parts of their theology. 
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God’s revelation, we cannot directly observe or know God. This does not mean (as 
in extreme rationalism) that there is no correspondence between observation 
(religious experience, intuition) and the object of observation (the divine). It merely 
means that this correspondence is not complete or absolute. Therefore knowledge 
about God, on the one hand, does not exist only ‘in the mind’ – it relates to reality – 
but, on the other hand, this knowledge is always preliminary and partial.18 

The naïve-realist and critical-realist approaches, argues Deist, stemmed 
respectively from Reformed orthodoxy, on the one hand (which would find 
expression in the ‘Afskeiding’ and the ‘Doleansie’ in the Netherlands as well as in 
American fundamentalism), and the ethical (and more evangelical) theology of the 
Utrecht school, on the other. These so-called ‘early ethicists’ were not as anti-
rationalist as orthodoxy was, and attempted rather to include, apart from reason, 
religious experience as a source of knowledge. Reason therefore has a place in 
investigating and systematising religious knowledge, but religious knowledge can 
never be founded on reason. Only one’s religious intuition and religious 
commitment could be the basis of religious knowledge. Scripture is then not seen 
as a source of supra-historical truths, but as a historical document that gives 
account of people’s (limited) experience of the divine revelation.19 The emphasis on 
religious experience often encouraged forms of revivalism in this approach, as 
indeed occurred in the Netherlands (‘Nadere Reformasie’), Germany (Pietism) and 
Scotland.20  

Where Utrecht (as well as Germany and Scotland) had a strong influence during 
the 19th century, with many DRC ministers (including Hofmeyr and Murray) 
having studied there, events during the early 20th century effected a change to a 
more orthodox direction. Deist describes how the political and socio-economic 
conditions after the South African War provided the incentive for such a switch in 
the DRC. Resistance to the policy of Anglicisation created suspicion of the Scottish 
DRC ministers who had been imported to South Africa. The Kuyperian emphasis 
on group sovereignty also found a growing audience as Afrikaner national 
awareness mounted. Kuyper’s ideas had already been introduced by S.J. du Toit 
towards the end of the previous century. When Kuyper’s Gereformeerde Kerk in 
Nederland (GKN) gave its support to the Afrikaners in the war, while the 
Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk remained passive, allegiance in the DRC shifted to the 
former. The so-called ‘poor white problem’ (armblankevraagstuk) coupled with 
large-scale urbanisation also strengthened the need for the kind of ‘simple 
theology’ that orthodoxy and naïve realism provided, as opposed to the more 
‘academic theology’ of the ethical school and critical realism. A theology that 
safeguarded the nation as divine creation ordinance was more attractive in these 

                                                 
18 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 10, 323-324. 
19 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 321. 
20 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 34. 
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circumstances than the idea of the nation as a voluntary association of free 
individuals.21  

The DRC increasingly identified with the plight of Afrikaners and this is reflected 
also in its choice of affiliations abroad. As allegiance shifted to the GKN, students 
started to pursue postgraduate studies at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (which 
had been established by Kuyper in 1880) rather than at Utrecht as before. 
Theological institutions in the United States also agreed to receive South Africa 
students and in this way a number of students attended the equally conservative 
Princeton Theological Seminary. Johannes du Plessis, editor of De Kerkbode and 
later professor at Stellenbosch, was one of the first theologians to openly protest (in 
1910) against this shift of allegiance from the DRC’s traditional ‘Réveil-direction of 
Bilderdijk, Da Costa and Capadose’ to the ‘Confessional direction of Kuyper and 
Bavinck’. By the 1920s this parting of the ways in the DRC had become established. 
In 1923 Du Plessis started a journal called Het Zoeklicht in which support for the 
more ethical and evangelical Utrecht school was clear. In response, D.R. Snyman 
launched the journal Die Ou Paaie in 1926, which supported the more conservative 
and confessional Amsterdam school.22 

The three influences of Utrecht-Amsterdam-Princeton co-existed relatively 
peacefully in the DRC for the first two decades of the century, according to Deist. 
There was room for both personal religious experience and critical evaluation of 
this faith according to historical information. Historical criticism was therefore part 
of the theological training at Stellenbosch, although religious experience and the 
witness of the Holy Spirit in the heart of the believer clearly had precedence. After 
1920 this tolerant attitude was replaced with growing opposition between the 
critical realism of the Utrecht school and the naïve realism of the Amsterdam and 
Princeton schools. A number of social and political motives (and not so much 
theological and epistemological factors) favoured a shift towards the Kuyperian 
model. This was driven further in response to the protest by Du Plessis and others 
against fundamentalism and Kuyperianism, which led to the sensational ‘Du 
Plessis Trial’ of the 1930s. The result was that naïve realism would eventually 
become the dominant paradigm in the DRC.23 This would ultimately find 

                                                 
21 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 35-42, 348-351. 
22 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 42-47. 
23 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 47-63. The Stellenbosch Biblical scholar Bernard Lategan 

has argued that the theological direction of the DRC after the Du Plessis affair partly 
explains why the theological justification of apartheid could be maintained for so long. 
Du Plessis represented a “spirit of intellectual inquiry and open debate” by maintaining 
the unity of all knowledge and a philosophical optimism characteristic of the 
Enlightenment. During his time at Stellenbosch hermeneutical debates on the 
relationship between religion and science were followed with keen intellectual interest 
and “theology was respected as an equal partner in this process”. His banning created a 
“structural deficit in DRC hermeneutics,” but “the more enduring and long-term legacy 
was the loss of a critical consciousness. Theology at Stellenbosch no longer functioned as 
the conduit for scientific inquiry and intellectual ferment – elements so characteristic of 
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expression in the Dutch Reformed version of Calvinism (and eventual apartheid 
theology) of the mid-1930s onwards.24 

Calvinism combined a political Kuyperian ideal with a fundamentalist approach to 
Scripture. Ironically both Kuyperianism and American fundamentalism arose out 
of resistance to the liberal theology (called ‘modern theology’ in America) of the 
19th century. Although this debate had reached South Africa in the 19th century, its 
application in 20th century South Africa served different purposes. Whenever any 
person opposed the Kuyperian-fundamentalist scheme, they were blindly accused 
of ‘modernism’ – the whole Utrecht-direction became increasingly (albeit 
incorrectly) identified with liberal theology. More and more any form of 
empiricism was resisted, while Biblical revelation was defended as objective 
certainty. Ironically, this line of argument drove the Kuyperian fundamentalist 
direction closer to the rationalist origins of liberal theology that it denounced so 
vehemently. Its approach to Scripture was deductive as opposed to the Utrecht 
direction’s more inductive line of argumentation, whereas faith was no longer faith 
in Christ, but faith in an infallible and historically reliable Bible. This admixture of 
rationalism and naïve realism made for a closed system that practically denied any 
distinction between faith and reason. Deist remarks: 

This mixture resulted in a particularly ‘hard’ system of thought. Both the 
fundamentalism and the Kuyperianism are exclusivist and therefore imperialist 
systems and since they were so closely related, the merging that occurred in 
South Africa was all the more exclusive and imperialistic.25 

The defence of the system became of central importance, whereas the debate on 
approaches to Scripture and theological hermeneutics was relegated to 
meaningless or even dangerous intellectualism. Truth was considered a simple 
matter: Scripture provided the objective Archimedes point beyond the cosmos and 
source of all knowledge, while the testimonium Spiritus Sancti ensured that the 
subject who read was provided with objective exegesis. The content of Scripture 
was thus objectively given and presented, necessitating an organic inspiration 
theory of Scripture. The Reformed confessions were considered summaries of the 
principal truths in Scripture and therefore equally authoritative – and equally 

                                                                                                                            
Du Plessis’s tenure at the Theological Seminary. More than anything else, this shaped 
the attitude of the DRC towards change and prepared a mentality that instinctively 
sided with the status quo” (B.C. Lategan, ‘Preparing and keeping the mind-set intact. 
Reasons and forms of a theology of the status quo’ in: W. Weisse and C. Anthonissen 
(eds.), Maintaining apartheid or promoting change? The role of the Dutch Reformed Church in 
a phase of increasing conflict in South Africa, Münster 2004, 57). 

24 For a thorough and detailed overview of how the epistemological and hermeneutical 
differences between the Utrecht direction and the Amsterdam/Princeton direction 
developed over the period 1920-1935, see Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 63-75 (for the 
former) and 83-145 (for the latter). 

25 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 104, translated. 
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defended. Any critical approach to the content of Scripture was considered an 
attack on the whole system.26 

The specifically Kuyperian political and cultural contribution to the system was to 
encourage a Christianisation of science and of society. This included the 
Christianisation of the nation (as religious category), which produced the double 
goal of ‘Christian-Nationalism’. The counsel of God was understood to mean the 
preservation of the Afrikaner nation. Church and nation, and with it church and 
state, became inseparable.27 The nation was considered the fruit of the general 
revelation as this was revealed in the common experience. This natural experience 
therefore became the basis upon which the Bible was investigated for confirmation. 
The 1935 Mission Policy clearly reflected this when it pronounced that social 
mixing between black and white was undesirable and based this simply on the 
‘traditional Afrikaner fear of equalisation’. Thus a popular conviction, born from 
experience, was elevated to timeless scriptural principle. In this way apartheid 
became a creation ordinance and Scriptural principle. The confluence of general 
revelation and special revelation meant that nature and grace were no longer 
distinguished. Any defence of the status quo was considered part of the general 
grace of God, which also made such defence ‘Scriptural’. The naïve approach to 
Scripture was very suited to this purpose. Recreation was acknowledged, but it 
was considered an eschatological deed of God beyond this dispensation.28 

It is clear that while Calvinism claimed in theory to proceed from Scripture to 
confession, history and finally to experience, the opposite was true in practice: 
experience informed the interpretation of history, from where the confessions and 
finally the Bible was interpreted. This leads Deist to conclude: 

The need that the Calvinist system of thought catered to was chiefly of a 
political-social nature and revolved around the preservation of Afrikaner 
values. Since Afrikaans speakers were urbanising at a rapid rate, traditional 
values came under strong pressure. Competition in the workplace also 
pushed the desire for ‘no equalisation’ to the forefront more than ever. It was 
into this breach that Calvinism stepped and which finally made Calvinism the 
paradigm of the Dutch Reformed Church.29 

                                                 
26 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 162-168. 
27 This emphasis on nation was so strong that even in arguments for the unification of the 

three Afrikaner churches national interests had prominence over and above the Biblical 
demands for the unity of the church in Christ. This contrasted sharply with the biblical 
point of departure in the anti-apartheid demand for unification between the DR 
churches. See for example the reference to S.H. Rossouw in Deist, Ervaring, rede en 
metode, 176. 

28 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 173-188. For a discussion of how this theological 
approach was worked out in order to actively support the policy of apartheid, see Deist, 
Ervaring, rede en metode, 403-415. 

29 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 230, translated. 
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This does not mean that the more critical direction completely faded away. Indeed, 
much of the literature surveyed in the previous chapter stemmed from the ethical-
evangelical school. People such as B.B. Keet and B.J. Marais criticised the naïve-
realist reading that found a justification for apartheid in the Bible. At the time, 
however, these and other voices were not part of the mainstream DRC theology. A 
number of events in the late 1950s would see a gradual shift in this situation. Deist 
mentions a number of factors that influenced this change: wider ecumenical 
contact and students starting to study elsewhere than the Vrije Universiteit; the 
impact of the debate in the Netherlands on views of Scripture and Kuyperianism; a 
change from a mechanistic worldview to a more biological and psychological 
approach in the social sciences; the growing independence of the Biblical sciences 
from the church (also as independent departments of Biblical Studies were 
established at universities); the changing political situation as apartheid became 
fully implemented and more critical voices against the policy arose (as with 
Cottesloe); the impact of black and liberation theology with their more material 
hermeneutical basis; and a new generation of theologians at faculties of theology. 
The period after 1960 and particularly after 1970 can hardly be categorised under a 
single label, argues Deist. It was a time of many approaches and much debate 
between them.30  

As far as Deist is concerned, however, one can identify two general approaches for 
this period, namely a more conservative and a more critical approach. The former 
stemmed largely from the orthodox Kuyperian-fundamentalist tradition, whereas 
the latter related to the ethical tradition. The conservative tradition defended the 
authority of the Bible as objective revelation and objective truth. Exegesis was 
aimed at explaining what the Bible said, which would then be applied directly to 
modern life. However, certain new developments in Biblical Studies could not be 
avoided and therefore the grammatical-historical method of study was proposed 
and it was acknowledged that certain texts in the Bible were less normative than 
others. This created difficulties, as it was hard to defend the traditional orthodox 
view of the authority of Scripture once one acknowledged the importance of 
context and conceded that some Biblical texts were less normative than others.31 

At base the more critical approach differed from the conservative direction in the 
way that it understood the Bible to be the Word of God, namely not as a static 
entity, but as a ‘contemporary happening.’ This, says Deist, was supported by the 
increasingly popular Barthian approach to Scripture, but also by the older Dutch 
Reformed interpretation of the reader as ‘enlightened by the Spirit.’32 Consequently 
the historical nature of Scripture is granted more credence, while the role of human 
subjectivity in both writing and reading gains greater attention. The more critical 
approach initially found expression in two streams of interpretation, namely a 
                                                 
30 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 261-269. 
31 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 270-279. See for instance Deist’s critique of an article by 

Johan Heyns that attempted to fit contemporary Bible interpretation methods into the 
orthodox framework – unsuccessfully, according to Deist. 

32 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 280. 
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literary and a historical. The former read Scripture more synchronically and 
focused on its narrative character, while the latter read more diachronically and 
focused on historical research. Not unexpectedly, New Testament scholars 
preferred the literary approach and Old Testament scholars the historical. The 
literary approach, warns Deist, does run the risk of separating text and reality, so 
that the history that Scripture tells of (and tells for) may be lost from view. In other 
words, while it could break with the conservative approach that understood 
Scripture to refer directly and objectively to reality, the literary approach 
understood it to refer only intra-textually. This required a corrective.33  

Such a corrective came partly from black theology and liberation theology, which 
emphasised the historical circumstances of the exegete. Where the literary 
approach can be said to emphasise the ‘world of the text’ and the historical 
approach the ‘world behind the text,’ this approach emphasised the ‘world in front 
of the text.’ With this new emphasis any claim for ‘neutral’ or ‘objective’ exegesis 
was decisively rejected. Deist considers this a key contribution to Reformed 
hermeneutics and to DR theology: 

The very fact that the Biblical exegesis of Reformed liberation theology differed 
so radically from that of traditional theologians – since their socio-political 
‘standing place’ differed radically from the traditional reformed [standing 
place] – revealed the weaknesses in the classical idealistic reformed 
hermeneutic. … The realisation that Scriptural interpretation must be 
evaluated relative to the time-period and circumstances of the exegete 
gradually became accepted in the more traditional Dutch Reformed 
theology.34  

The corrective was important, since it related text and reality to each other, 
although now Scripture became understood to refer functionally or metaphorically 
rather than objectively. This raised another, more fundamental debate, namely 
how to evaluate the truth-quality of the Bible and the validity of exegesis. 
Theoretical reflection on the philosophy of science could no longer be avoided.35 

If one asks which of these various theological currents informed anti-apartheid 
theology in the DR family of churches, the following suggestion may now be 
considered: anti-apartheid theologians in the DRC (Keet, Marais, Naudé, Jonker) 
approached Scripture more critically. Deist’s study shows that the more critical 
direction stemmed from the older ethical school in the DRC, which in turn 
stemmed from the ethical Utrecht school. In this direction religious knowledge was 
not founded primarily on reason, but on religious experience and religious 

                                                 
33 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 284, 294. 
34 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 300, 301, translated. 
35 Deist, Ervaring, rede en metode, 303. Deist refers to the important contribution of the 

systematic theologian Wentzel van Huyssteen in this regard. See for instance J.W. van 
Huyssteen, Teologie as kritiese geloofsverantwoording. Teorievorming in die sistematiese 
teologie, Pretoria 1986, translated as J.W. van Huyssteen, Theology and the justification of 
faith. Constructing theories in systematic theology, Grand Rapids 1989. 



ANTI-APARTHEID THEOLOGY IN THE DUTCH REFORMED FAMILY OF CHURCHES 
 

222 

commitment. This would correlate with the suggestion by Bosch and Durand that 
the anti-apartheid theologians in the DRC came from the (more socially aware) 
evangelical stream in the DRC. Deist seems to argue that this influence was further 
amended with the insights of South African black theology. It introduced a more 
materialist interpretation and a strong focus on the socio-historical position of the 
exegete.  

Could it be that this combination of a critical realist reading of Scripture and the 
hermeneutic insights of black theology can explain the eventual shape of anti-
apartheid theology in the DR family of churches? In so far as the DRC was 
concerned, the critical realist reading of apartheid may explain its ethical 
orientation. A critical reading would also have strengthened the Biblical imperative 
of the unity of the church, over and against the emphasis on Old Testament 
creation motives. This therefore also partly explains the ecclesiological emphasis of 
anti-apartheid theology in the DRC. However, critical realism does not yet explain 
the urgency with which theologians in the younger churches approached 
apartheid. It does not yet explain why they felt that apartheid opposed the core of 
the Biblical message – indeed, that it was a heresy and required confession. 

This urgency was born from the conviction that the truth of the gospel was at 
stake. It was not simply about interpreting Scripture properly, but about defending 
what the gospel proclaimed. It was not simply their own convictions, born from 
their experience, which motivated them to oppose apartheid theology. In this sense 
the critical realist emphasis on religious experience as source for religious truth 
claims does not fully apply to anti-apartheid theologians in the young churches.36 
It was rather their conviction of the truth of the gospel that motivated them. Their 
theology might have been motivated by experiences of apartheid, but their 
theological opposition to apartheid was born from the Biblical motive of the 
Lordship of Christ. 

                                                 
36 The risk of simplifying the distinction between anti-apartheid theologians in the DRC 

and those in the younger churches must be born in mind. There were, without a doubt, 
anti-apartheid theologians in the DRC whose theology may rightly be understood as 
‘biblical theology’. The distinction refers rather to the reception that such theology 
found in the churches. The DRC seemed to be more receptive to critical realism, while 
the younger churches were drawn to the confessional base of biblical theology. The 
impact of Willie Jonker’s booklet on the missionary policy of the Transvaal DRC in the 
DRMC and the DRCA has been noted, as was Jaap Durand’s role at the University of 
the Western Cape. Other influential persons were the UNISA theologian David Bosch 
and the Stellenbosch philosopher Hennie Rossouw (who, like Jonker, was a former 
student of G.C. Berkouwer at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam). The theology of these 
white anti-apartheid theologians may rightly be called Skrifteologie (Scriptural 
theology), which was how Jonker described the theology of his former professor 
Berkouwer. This concept will be discussed in the following section. 
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4. BIBLICAL THEOLOGY 
To speak of the truth of the gospel is, however, no simple matter. As was explained 
above, for orthodoxy (i.e. naïve realism) the truth to which the gospel witnesses is 
metaphysical and supra-historical. Biblical texts are read (selectively) to fit into this 
objective system of knowledge. The Reformed dictum sola scriptura simply 
strengthens the objectivity of Scripture. This, however, was not how the Reformers 
understood the authority of Scripture. For them the truth of Scripture is an 
historical event. Scripture witnesses not to a timeless set of metaphysical truths, 
but to human experiences of the revelation of God in Christ. 

In the period after the Reformation a growing polarisation took place between 
those who emphasised the objectivity of revelation (as in orthodoxy) and the 
subjectivity of faith (as in the theology since Schleiermacher). Both wanted to 
defend central tenets of the Reformation, respectively the authority and truth of 
Scripture (sola scriptura) and the existential nature of the knowledge of God (sola 
fide). Both, however, transgressed the boundaries of Scripture by adding to the 
contents of Scripture – either through human reason that posits an objective system 
of knowledge, or through subjective human experiences and general religiosity.  

This was precisely the danger that W.D. Jonker, one of the DR theologians who 
had a strong impact on anti-apartheid theology in the young DR churches, wanted 
to address. In his festschrift article for his doctoral supervisor at the Vrije 
Universiteit, G.C. Berkouwer, Jonker describes Berkouwer as Skrifteoloog 
(Scriptural or Biblical theologian). Jonker’s own definition of such ‘biblical 
theology’ was that it not merely views Scripture as the unicum principium 
cognoscendi that speaks to the content of theology, but that it also reflects on the 
consequences of the sola scriptura for the method of theology.37 Jonker suggests two 
such methodological consequences: (1) acknowledging the freedom of Scripture to 
govern and correct our thinking through continual prayer; and (2) acknowledging 
that the boundary of Biblical speech is also the boundary of theological reflection, 
against any ‘additive’ speculation. Where this boundary lies is no simple matter, 
but must be considered hermeneutically, listening to the complete scriptural 
witness in all its connections and relations.38  

Dogmatic knowledge, says Jonker, is never anything other than faith-knowledge 
(geloofskennis) about living as sinners coram Deo. In this sense scholasticism and 

                                                 
37 He formulates this as follows “… Berkouwer [het] in alle erns probeer doen … wat 

volgens Ebeling nog nie met sukses in the reformatoriese teologie gedoen is nie, nl. om 
nie net die Heilige Skrif te beskou as die unicum principium cognoscendi wat die 
inhoud van die dogmatiese uitsprake betref nie, maar óók om ‘die Bedeutung des sola 
scriptura für das Verfahren der Theologie methodologisch durchzureflektieren’” (W.D. 
Jonker, ‘Dogmatiek en Heilige Skrif. Enkele opmerkinge oor die plek van die Skrif in 
die teologie van G.C. Berkouwer’ in: Septuagesimo Anno. Theologiesche opstellen 
aangeboden aan Prof. Dr. G.C. Berkouwer ter gelegenheid van zijn afscheid als hoogleraar, 
Kampen 1973, 86). 

38 Jonker, ‘Dogmatiek en Heilige Skrif’, 92-97. 
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reformed orthodoxy erred by positing a universal and objective system of 
knowledge and by understanding Scripture simply as the revelation of these 
timeless truths. Scripture, then, is not a source of objective information which one 
simply has to ascertain, but the living words of God through the Holy Spirit.39 
This, continues Jonker, was precisely what the Reformers had in mind when they 
rejected both the Neo-Platonic-Augustinian and the Aristotelian-Thomistic 
conception of theology. Instead, they chose a most practical conception of theology 
as reflection on the saving Word (heilswoord) by which the believer lives. Theology 
is therefore essentially a hermeneutical activity, “but then in the light of the 
reformed maxim: Sacra Scriptura sui ipsius interpres.”40 

The attitude of listening to the Word of Scripture and of being open to its otherness 
is crucial to understanding the nature of the authority of Scripture. Theology can 
never be complete or completed, says Jonker, but must always remain open for a 
new and concrete listening to Scripture.41 Respecting the boundary of Scripture 
does not mean that one may not use new categories or concepts to reflect on the 
contents of Scripture. Such a conclusion reveals a naïve or Biblicist understanding 
of the nature of the authority of Scripture. The boundary of Scripture is merely the 
starting point of a proper reflection on Scripture. Such reflection, however, must 
always remain within the meaning of Scripture, which means that it must listen to 
the complete Scriptural witness in all its connections and correlations.42 

This opposes the scholastic and orthodox theology in its attempt to design a 
complete image of reality. As such, theology is simply knowledge of the objective 
being of God and reality, just like (idealistic) philosophy – except that theology 
claimed to have access to a number of supernatural truths from Scripture on which 
to construct its system that philosophy did not have. This was what the Reformers 
wanted to oppose in their criticism of Roman Catholic scholasticism, but in the 
post-Reformation period the Reformed orthodoxy made the same mistake as 
scholasticism. Orthodoxy wanted to safeguard religious knowledge by casting it in 
a rational, scientific form. This required that a metaphysical system be designed 
anew. Biblical material would form the abstract, timeless building blocks of this 
rational system. Simultaneously, the authority of Scripture would be safeguarded 
in a metaphysical order. Commenting on Jonker’s article, Jaap Durand writes that, 
as such, “Scripture is increasingly viewed as the infallible source of supra-natural 

                                                 
39 “Die aard van die Skrif is dat dit nie ’n bron van objektiewe informasie is, waarvan ’n 

mens op ’n intellektuele vlak ’n ‘bloot formele “apriorische Vergewisserung”‘ ontvang 
nie, maar die lewende spreke van God self deur die Heilige Gees wat korreleer met die 
gelóóf” (Jonker, ‘Dogmatiek en Heilige Skrif’, 104). 

40 Jonker, ‘Dogmatiek en Heilige Skrif’, 105-106, translated. 
41 Jonker, ‘Dogmatiek en Heilige Skrif’, 91. 
42 Jonker, ‘Dogmatiek en Heilige Skrif’, 96. 
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truths that provide the principia for the theologian as subject who, in a rational 
process of objectification, can come to so-called bonae consequentiae.”43  

The danger here is clearly that of subjectivism: the subject gains an overbearing 
role in the process of objectification, in the process shutting down the freedom of 
Scripture to govern and correct the subject’s thoughts. However, orthodoxy eludes 
this glaring problem by emphasising, apart from (its particular understanding of) 
the infallibility of Scripture, another Reformed dictum, namely the testimonium 
Spiritus Sancti. Orthodox theologians realised that the freedom of the subject had to 
be curtailed in order to safeguard the authority of Scripture, and they also realised 
that the Holy Spirit had a crucial role in this sense. However, now the witness of 
the Holy Spirit becomes an internal witness that guides the subject so as to receive 
the objective truth of Scripture properly. The subjective moment in the correlation 
between religious knowledge (faith) and objective truth (revelation) is conceived of 
as an objective process. By so doing, however, subjectivism is simply strengthened 
– and in a more radical, systematic manner than in the experiential theologies of 
Schleiermacher and others.44 

The separation of subject and object as two poles in the process of correlating faith 
and revelation points to a number of key differences between orthodoxy and 
Reformation. Orthodoxy views the objective revelation of the Word and the 
subjective enlightenment by the Holy Spirit as two separate moments. For the 
Reformers God’s revelation and the work of the Spirit were essentially the same 
act. The correlation between faith and revelation is given in faith. Jonker describes 
this central aspect of Berkouwer’s theology (his so-called ‘correlation principle’) as 
follows: “the faith correlates on the Biblical Word [Skrifwoord], which by its nature 
can only be received and understood in faith.”45 It is only in faith that knowledge 
of the divine (and accordingly, knowledge of oneself) can be gained. Religious 
knowledge is therefore not the unveiling of abstract, metaphysical concepts and 
timeless truths that speak to reason, but existential knowledge of a sinner whose 
relationship with God is restored.46 Simply stated, religious knowledge is not 
metaphysical knowledge. 

                                                 
43 J.J.F. Durand, ‘Skrifgesag, heilsgeskiedenis en subjek-objek-polariteit’ in: D.J. Smit (ed.), 

Teks binne konteks. Versamelde opstelle oor kerk en politiek, Bellville 1986, 65, translated. 
44 Durand, ‘Skrifgesag’, 65-66. 
45  Jonker, ‘Dogmatiek en Heilige Skrif’, 104-105. 
46 Jonker (Jonker, ‘Dogmatiek en Heilige Skrif’, 105) elaborates as follows: “Vir die 

teologie beteken dit dat die kennis waarmee die teoloog besig is, eenvoudig 
geloofskennis is. Die teoloog kan nie op ’n ander plek gaan staan, op ’n plek buite die 
geloof wat op die Skrifwoord korreleer, as hy [sic] in die teologie met die Skrif besig is 
nie. Hy staan nie op ’n ander plek as die gewone gelowige, naamlik voor Gods aangesig 
nie. Sy kennis waarmee hy werk, is die heilskennis wat met sy ‘pro me’-karakter alleen 
reg verstaan kan word in die geloof en deur die geloof. Dié kennis is egter nie bereken 
om die abstrakte en objektiewe wat-vraag van die metafisiese interesse van die mens te 
beantwoord nie, maar die religieuse vraag van die mens as sondaar coram Deo. Dáárom 
gaan dit in die Skrif en dáárom gaan dit dus ook in die teologie.” 
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Hennie Rossouw, in his highly regarded doctoral dissertation Klaarheid en 
Interpretasie, addresses this very matter. He writes that the Reformation was not 
interested primarily in the question of the metaphysical backdrop of humanity and 
reality. It rather wanted to reflect on the concrete human person coram Deo as 
revealed in God’s living Word. “The reformation rediscovered the Revelation in its 
Word-character, as the voice of God who wants, through his promise and his claim 
[toesegging en aanspraak] to create community between God as Speaker and the 
human person as hearer.”47 This promise and claim are central to the Revelation. It 
is not a secondary actualisation that follows on the Revelation. Therefore the 
Reformation placed great emphasis on the preaching of this living Word, because 
only in the preaching would the Revelation, through the work of the Holy Spirit, 
become actualised; and then “actualised in such a way that it again makes history – 
true history, i.e. the history of God’s communion with human beings in Word and 
answer [Woord en antwoord].”48 

When theology studies the Revelation as Word, this is different to studying 
supernatural truths about God and the divine as medieval scholasticism 
attempted. Rather, it studies the contingent events of God’s “strange acquittal 
[vreemde vryspraak]”, of God’s promise that reveals the person as sinner and God’s 
call that is to be answered in faith. The Word of Revelation carries concrete content 
to which God remains true, and which therefore can be preached, believed and 
confessed with certainty. The contents of the Word had a cognitive dimension for 
the Reformers and this could be expressed and formulated as doctrine. The quest 
was for true and clear doctrine (doctrina), as opposed to a system of dogmatic 
truths that was to be presented to human beings as codes of belief (credenda). As 
doctrina the truth was “a message, a promise that had to be proclaimed, preached, 
in order to call people to community in faith and love, in obedience and prayer.”49 

What was this doctrina, this history-making truth that the Reformation 
rediscovered in the revealed Word? For Rossouw the answer is clear: “The heart of 
the Christian religion is the forgiveness of sins through which the human person is 
concretely called by name unto personal communion with God in Jesus Christ.”50 

                                                 
47 H.W. Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie. Enkele probleemhistoriese gesigspunte in verband 

met die leer van die duidelikheid van die Heilige Skrif, DTh thesis, Vrije Universiteit, 
Amsterdam 1963, 282, translated. 

48 Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie, 283, translated. 
49 Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie, 284, translated. Rossouw continues as follows: “Die 

wete, die sekere kennis waarom dit vir die reformasie gegaan het in die geloof (in sy 
korrelasie met die doctrina van die Woord), was daarom ’n kennis wat gehoor is, ’n 
kennis wat opgekom het nie uit die teoretiese blik op ’n bonatuurlik-bemiddelde 
depositum fidei nie, maar opgekom het uit die concretissimum van die lewende 
heilsgemeenskap tussen God en mens, gestig deur Gods heilshandeling in Jesus 
Christus, die vleesgeworde Woord. Hierdie kennis in sy betrokkenheid op hierdie 
religieuse heilsituasie van die mens coram Deo – dít het vir die reformasie die ware tema 
van die teologie geword.” 

50 Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie, 166-167, translated. 
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This gift – this Grace – is given in the Revelation. It is not mediated by a 
sacramental institution to which the truth (as credenda) had been revealed and who 
now dispenses it according to its own criteria. Grace is not an objective treasure 
deposited into the church. Grace “is none other than the saving mission within 
history [heilshistoriese sending en koms] of Jesus Christ.” Only in the living 
communion with Christ is this grace received, so that Rossouw may conclude: 
“Over and against the Medieval extra ecclesiam nulla salus – one could say – stands 
the reformed extra Christum nulla salus.”51  

For the Reformers the church was the sphere where this communion with Christ 
took place. The rediscovery of the Revealed Word, says Rossouw, was also a 
rediscovery of the true church – namely whoever stands in Christ before God. The 
church is a creation of the gospel. When any person is called by the Word to 
communion with God in Christ, such a person is simultaneously part of the 
community of the church. As such the church has no existence in itself, but exists 
by the Word. “Only where the gospel is preached and heard, there is the church.”52 
The church was not founded once and for all by an ‘original’ revelation or 
epiphany. Such a conception separates time and eternity, or heaven and earth. It 
assumes an original supernatural deposit into the church after which eternity 
withdraws from time until the end, leaving the church as only representative on 
earth of God’s eternal rule. The Reformation re-established the link between time 
and eternity by conceptualising God’s reign within history. With Christ’s coming 
and with his death and resurrection this coming aeon, the Eschatos, is concretised 
within history. This coming is repeated in the daily coming of God’s Word to the 
sinner, “which is new every morning.” The communion of Christ – the church – is 
the space of this coming on earth, but it is a space of expectation, of living between 
the ‘already’ and the ‘not yet’ of God’s reign.53 

The truth of the doctrina, says Rossouw, is therefore an historical-eschatological 
truth [heilshistories-eskatologiese waarheid]. It is the truth about God’s providence and 
Covenant, and their concretisation in history. It is, namely, the truth of Jesus 
Christ, “the crucified but risen and therefore living Lord in whom God revealed 
the truthfulness of his eternal election and the trustworthiness of his eternal 
Covenantal love.”54 The truth is not, as mentioned, truth about God and the divine. 
The truth of the Revelation is the revealed Godself. This truth, this doctrina, is the 
content of Scripture. Only in Scripture (sola Scriptura) are faith and Revelation 
correlated, because it is only in Scripture – in the historical words of human beings 

                                                 
51 Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie, 168, translated. 
52 Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie, 169. 
53 Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie, 173-175. Here ecclesiology is therefore read from the 

perspective of Christology, as was discovered in the anti-apartheid theology of the 
young churches. Other anti-apartheid theologians who also read in this order included 
Theron, Die Ekklesia as kosmies-eskatologiese teken, W.D. Jonker, Om die regering van 
Christus in Sy kerk, Pretoria 1965, and D.J. Bosch, The church as alternative community, 
Potchefstroom 1982. 

54 Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie, 176. 
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– that the history of Jesus is witnessed. “The truth which is Jesus Christ is not 
independent from the witnessing transmission of apostles and prophets.” Scripture 
therefore relates truth, but truth as doctrina, received in faith. Faith, says Rossouw, 
is therefore about cognitio. It has content and this content is learned from Scripture. 
Faith-knowledge is not about individual findings, but about universal truth – “the 
truth about God-in-his-Revelation.”55  

The content of Scripture is therefore “clear and lucid [klare and heldere] knowledge – 
knowledge that can be dogmatically confessed.” The clarity (klaarheid) of this 
content means that it is sufficient to correlate Revelation and faith. It establishes 
trust in the truth of the coming Eschatos. This gives to Scripture an apocalyptic 
function, since it reveals the historical-eschatological truth. On the one hand, it 
reveals the ‘already’, the entry of the eschaton, while on the other hand, it provides 
a proleptic vision of the full reality of the coming Kingdom. This revelation and 
this vision are given in the one Name, “the Name of Jesus Christ, the Messiah that 
has come and the Judge that will come … Jesus Christ is the clarity [klaarheid] of 
Scripture.”56 

Rossouw calls this the scopus of Scripture – the Canon within the canon, the central 
matter and the main content of Scripture. When Christ is removed from Scripture, 
it becomes obscure. But with Christ Scripture becomes accessible to us. Scripture 
interprets itself to us from the perspective of its own content and clarity.57 This 
conviction was shared by Willie Jonker. In an article in a festschrift for Jonker, one 
of his students, D.J. Smit, writes that Jonker never doubted that Scripture has “a 
message, a unity, a scopus, a directedness, a content.” Smit writes that for Jonker, 
“the heart of the Scriptures is Christ. And to practice theology is to learn to know 
Christ…”58 This does not mean that theology is reduced to Christology and to the 
justification of the sinner. Theology for Jonker, continues Smit, is about the honour 
of God, the sanctification of life and all creation. Yet, the only entry to this 
knowledge lies with the Son, and not with the Father or the Spirit. When theology 
is based on the first article, according to Smit, it easily leads to the un-Christian 
creation and ordinance theologies. When theology is based on the third article, it 
easily leads to liberal, anthropological, subjectivist experience theologies. “Both 
these are variations of ‘natural theology’. Opposed to this stands the possibility of 
‘revelation theology’, on the basis of Christ of the Scriptures.”59 

                                                 
55 Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie, 178. 
56 Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie, 181. 
57 Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie, 186. 
58 D.J. Smit, ‘“Om saam met al die Heiliges Christus te ken...” Persoonlike indrukke van ’n 

ekumeniese waarheidsoeke’ in: P.F. Theron and J. Kinghorn (eds.), Koninkryk, kerk en 
kosmos, Bloemfontein 1989, 16, translated. 

59 Smit, ‘Om saam met al die Heiliges’, 16. Smit continues as follows: “In Christus word 
die Skrifte ontsluit, sien ons die hart van die Vader, herken ons die werkinge van die 
Gees, verneem ons Gods heilswil, roem ons in die verkiesende genade, word ons betrek 
in die trou van die verbond. In Christus hoor ons die evangelie waarvan die Skrifte 
getuig. Daarom is alle prediking ook Christusprediking.” 
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If the clarity of Scripture is Christ and if any reading of Scripture that interprets 
from another basis than Christ leads to dangerous forms of natural theology, then 
the need for a proper understanding of interpretation is apparent. As mentioned, 
Jonker emphasises that theology is essentially a hermeneutical task.60 The clarity of 
Scripture does not erase the need for interpretation. It rather confirms and 
strengthens this need. It is not clarity of the grammatical sense or logical meaning, 
but clarity of the subject matter. This subject matter is brought to expression in 
Scripture, but then as human expression and in human language. Yet, it is only 
through these expressions of Scripture that the matter of the subject – Jesus Christ – 
can be made present for faith through the work of the Holy Spirit. What is clear in 
Scripture, says Rossouw, is its scopus, its central message, namely that Christ has 
reconciled humanity with God. He continues: 

The scopus of Scripture is the restoration of the community between Creator 
and creature and with this a restoration of the true knowledge of God and the 
true knowledge of self. By actualising this scopus, Scripture guarantees its 
unity. Scripture guarantees its unity in the fact that this unity is present in the 
proclamation as the one Word of God which is heard in faith as promise, a 
promise that in this hearing is simultaneously fulfilled as salvation. Scripture 
itself therefore brings understanding by actualising salvation. This means: 
Scripture interprets itself. In this sense the teaching of the clarity of Scripture 
is at the same time a hermeneutical thesis. Scripture must be understood from 
within itself. Scripture is its own hermeneutical authority. In the doctrine of 
the clarity of Scripture the Reformation therefore also gives the “rules” for the 
interpretation of Scripture to the church. For the church the doctrine of the 
claritas scripturae therefore positively means: hermeneutics.61 

The self-interpretation of Scripture occurs in faith and therefore in the community 
of believers. The community of believers, the ekklesia, is simultaneously constituted 
by Scripture. The authority of Scripture refers to the self-referential character of 
Scripture. The community that Scripture constitutes is effected by the work of the 
Holy Spirit. However, the Spirit does not operate in a mystical-spiritualistic 
manner. It uses human beings and human means. The Spirit effects the self-
interpretation of Scripture in the proclamation of the ekklesia, but this proclamation 
is never anything but the interpretation of the Word for the world. This is the task 
of the church: to proclaim the Word; to translate the text of Scripture in such a way 
that the world may understand. Interpretation is therefore about making Scripture 
understandable. It does this in service of the content of Scripture and through the 
work of the Spirit, but always in human language. If the saving Word could not be 
spoken in language, it would not have been understandable. Such is the nature of 
grace that the truth of Scripture is given to cognition, i.e. it is given in language.62  

The urgency with which anti-apartheid theologians in the young churches 
opposed apartheid theology can be explained from the perspective of Biblical 
                                                 
60 Jonker, ‘Dogmatiek en Heilige Skrif’, 96, 106. 
61 Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie, 249, translated. 
62 Rossouw, Klaarheid en interpretasie, 250-251. 
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theology. Christ – the scopus of Scripture – was at the heart of anti-apartheid 
theology. They understood that once Christ is removed from Scripture, it becomes 
obscure. This is essentially what apartheid theology did by systematically 
excluding the reconciliation and the justice of Christ’s reign. This was the ideology 
and the false doctrine that called for confession. 

When reviewing anti-apartheid theology in the Dutch Reformed family of 
churches, one may conclude that, whereas Reformed evangelicalism and critical 
realism played a constructive role in criticising apartheid theology, particularly in 
the DRC, it was in the end the (re)discovery of Reformed Biblical theology that 
could hit at the heart of the ideology of apartheid theology. 

5. CONCLUSION 
This chapter has sought to offer a (re)interpretation of anti-apartheid theology in 
the Dutch Reformed family of churches. It has been argued that Biblical theology 
lay at the heart of anti-apartheid theology in the Dutch Reformed tradition. It was 
the recognition of the scopus of Scripture – namely the reconciliation and justice of 
Christ – and the implications of this for church and society that finally formed the 
theological core of the critique against apartheid. The other influences discussed in 
this chapter – reformed evangelicalism and critical realism – were important 
insofar as they convinced many in the DRC that the Bible cannot be used to justify 
apartheid. The urgency of anti-apartheid theology, however, came from a more 
Barthian revelation theology – what Jonker has described via Berkouwer as Biblical 
theology.  

From a certain perspective63 it can be argued that the theology of Belhar found 
some of its deepest theological roots not in liberation theology or black theology as 
some would assume, but in Dutch Reformed theology. In the circumstances it was, 
however, ministers and theologians in the young DR churches who better 
understood the work of theologians like Jonker, Rossouw, Durand and Bosch. It 
was they who could draw the implications of a Biblical theology for their own 
theological debates as they struggled with the theology of apartheid. 

 

                                                 
63  In other words, not to boast but rather to confront those in the DRC who will not accept 

Belhar as their own confession.  
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Chapter 5  
Conclusion 

The methodology that was proposed for this study was John Thompson’s depth 
hermeneutics. Thompson developed this method as a critical method, i.e. as a 
method to evaluate symbolic forms within their particular socio-historical 
circumstances and to expose any ideological meanings that such symbolic forms 
may carry. One may therefore argue that an analysis of anti-apartheid theology 
does not accord with Thompson’s method, since it contains what Thompson calls 
contestatory symbolic forms that are directed against ideology and therefore 
cannot be ideological. 

Such a conclusion would be based on a misunderstanding of the depth-
hermeneutical method. In this concluding chapter two sets of issues will be 
addressed, namely a number of methodological concerns surrounding the study of 
ideology and ethnicity, and a number of theological considerations on church and 
society. 

1. METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
Chapter One closed with three remarks on the methodology that was proposed for 
this study. In retrospect – i.e. after applying the proposed method to a study of 
anti-apartheid theology in South Africa – it could be interesting to return to these 
three remarks. The first and the second addressed issues of ethnicity and ideology 
respectively. These will be discussed here, whereas the third remark on theology 
will be discussed in the next section. 

1.1 Religion and ethnicity revisited 
The first remark dealt with the relationship between ethnicity and religion. It 
presented three scenarios for this relationship, namely (1) religion as constraining 
primordial force that serves to maintain and strengthen ethnic boundaries; (2) 
religion as mobilising force that serves to challenge ethnic ideology; and (3) 
religion as substitute or marker for an essentially ethnic conflict. The South African 
situation as it has been presented here provides cogent examples of the first and 
the second scenarios. The third scenario did not occur – at least not in the DR 
family – since the divisions between the DRC and the young churches were openly 
based on ethnicity, not on religion. 

Apartheid theology was based on a primordialist understanding of ethnicity. It 
developed an idea of nations as separate ‘creation ordinances’ with distinct 
boundaries that had to be respected. In terms of Fredrik Barth’s definition of 
ethnicity, this was a clear case of social organisation and boundary maintenance. 
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Apartheid theology was therefore essentially about ethnicity and as such provided 
an example of the first typical relationship of religion and ethnicity, namely 
religion as constraining primordial force. 

The second typical relationship of religion and ethnicity can also be found in South 
Africa, namely in anti-apartheid theology. No-one will doubt that all the various 
forms of anti-apartheid theology shared one goal, namely the abolition of the 
(ethnic) ideology of apartheid. In Dutch Reformed anti-apartheid theology, which 
was studied here, apartheid theology’s emphasis on the separation of ‘nations’ in 
church and society was criticised in terms of Reformed ecclesiology and 
Christology. Anti-apartheid theology attempted to replace the emphasis on 
boundary maintenance with an emphasis on the unity of humankind and 
especially on reconciliation in the church. As such it was a form of religion as 
mobilising force in a situation of social transformation. 

A difficulty arises here, because if one is to follow Barth’s definition of ethnicity as 
boundary maintenance, anti-apartheid theology can only be conceived of as ‘non-
ethnic’ or ‘anti-ethnic’. However, anti-apartheid theology dealt very much with 
ethnicity, precisely by arguing for, as it were, lowering the boundaries between 
ethnic groups in the church. To say that anti-apartheid theology was not about 
ethnicity would therefore be a mistake. In addition, it would strengthen the notion 
that ethnicity is only a feature of communitarian societies, whereas liberal societies 
are presumed to be without ethnicity (in so far as apartheid may be considered 
communitarian and post-apartheid liberal). This raises a question about the 
conception of ethnicity as it was developed in Chapter One. Barth’s initial 
reluctance to deal with the “cultural stuff” inside the boundary was noted, even 
though he later admitted that he might have overstated the contrast between 
cultural content and boundary. It is therefore necessary to reconsider the role of 
cultural content in ethnic identity. 

One such attempt is made by Eric Kaufmann, a British political scientist, in an 
article on what he calls ‘liberal ethnicity’.1 He wishes to address the distaste for 
ethnicity amongst liberals (or so-called cosmopolitans). The difficulty with the 
dissolution of ethnic identity is twofold: that the presumed ethnic-less identity of 
cosmopolitans does indeed include ethnic symbols, mainly of Western culture2 
(transmitted by modern mass media), and that it often leads to “a counter-
movement of ethnic revivalism.”3 In other words, whether groups and individuals 
claim to be communitarian or cosmopolitan – whether in defence of a particular 
ethnic identity or in opposition – particular cultural markers remain instrumental.4 
Kaufmann’s proposal is to think of ethnicity not only in terms of boundary 
maintenance, but in terms of both ‘core’ and ‘boundary’. The symbolic core 

                                                 
1 E. Kaufmann, ‘Liberal ethnicity: beyond liberal nationalism and minority rights’ in: 

Ethnic and Racial Studies 23 (6), 2000, 1086-1119. 
2 Kaufmann, ‘Liberal ethnicity’, 1099. 
3 Kaufmann, ‘Liberal ethnicity’, 1098. 
4 Kaufmann, ‘Liberal ethnicity’, 1100. 
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represents an ideal type (in the Weberian sense) of the ethnic identity to which 
individuals in the group may aspire. This ideal type may be culturally thick, i.e. it 
may include clearly set out cultural values and characteristics (religion, language, 
myths, phenotype, material culture). On the other hand, the symbolic boundary of 
the ethnic group represents “the maximal points of variation from the ideal type 
that are permissible before an individual is no longer considered to be a member.”5 
The symbolic boundary represents the entry criteria of the ethnic group. Kaufmann 
summarises his notion of liberal ethnicity as follows: 

… the cultural imperative behind ethnicity seeks to increase the symbolic 
density of its ideal-type. However, we also know that symbolic density leads 
to the alienation of those who do not fit such criteria. In order to surmount 
this conundrum, what is required is not the reduction of the ideal-type down to 
its most abstract, inclusive symbols, as current liberal theory requires. Instead, 
it is the boundary-type, or entry criteria, which must be thinned to a minimum.6  

This idea may provide a way to think of ethnicity in relation to anti-apartheid 
theology. Dutch Reformed anti-apartheid theology proposed that the boundary 
type be ‘thinned’ or attenuated so as to not create divisions and separation in 
church and society along ethnic lines. Yet, this need not mean that anti-apartheid 
theology wished to deny or dissolve ethnic identity, since various ideal types may 
be accommodated within church and society. Kaufmann provides very interesting 
conceptual material with which to think about ethnic identity in post-apartheid 
South Africa. 

1.2 Thompson in South Africa 
The second remark at the end of Chapter One addressed, amongst other things, the 
matter of symbolic forms that oppose ideologies – recall Thompson’s statement 
that “contestatory symbolic forms are not ideological.”.7 It was argued then that 
this does not imply a “blanket amnesty” for the oppressed, but rather that every 
instance of symbolic production and transmission, whether from the side of the 
oppressor or the oppressed, requires a distinction between those meanings that 
may serve relations of domination and those that oppose domination. Therefore, 
the arguments used in anti-apartheid theology ought to be analysed to identify any 
possible meanings that may serve to establish or sustain relations of domination. In 
the event it was found that very few, if any, such arguments exist in the final shape 
of DR anti-apartheid theology. This raises a more fundamental question about the 
depth-hermeneutical method. To what extent is a critical method such as depth 
hermeneutics applicable to analysing a discourse which is also of an essentially 
critical or non-ideological nature? This question will be briefly explored here. 

                                                 
5 Kaufmann, ‘Liberal ethnicity’, 1106. 
6 Kaufmann, ‘Liberal ethnicity’, 1106-1107. 
7 Thompson, Ideology and modern culture, 68. 
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Not long after the publication of Ideology and modern culture John Thompson was 
invited by the Stellenbosch philosopher, Anton van Niekerk, to visit South Africa. 
This took place in 1993 and Thompson gave lectures across the country and 
participated in a workshop on his theory of ideology. At this workshop various 
critiques and questions were put to Thompson, including the question on the 
status of symbolic forms that serve to challenge relations of domination. Three of 
the papers read at the workshop as well as Thompson’s reply to them were 
subsequently published.  

In his contribution the political scientist, André du Toit, addresses the complex 
interrelations of ideological forms and the “non-ideological” contestatory or 
emancipatory forms that seek to challenge and disrupt the ideological meanings. 
He refers to Afrikaner nationalism, which may be considered from one perspective 
as oppressive and ideological, while from the perspective of its opposition to 
British imperialism, may be considered contestatory and non-ideological.8 Du Toit 
acknowledges that Thompson’s framework allows for a distinction between two 
levels of analysis, namely the general methodological framework of depth 
hermeneutics (the analysis of symbolic forms within their socio-historical contexts) 
and the interpretation of ideology “as a much more specific inquiry, focused on 
those specific features of symbolic forms, or aspects of their understanding, 
especially related to the establishing and sustaining of relations of domination.”9 
Depth hermeneutics therefore operates independently from the critical conception 
of ideology and therefore does not pose a problem when applied to a critical 
discourse such as anti-apartheid theology. The aim in the third step of depth 
hermeneutics is then not necessarily to interpret possible ideological motives, but 
to offer a (re)interpretation of any motives that underlie the discourse. In 
Thompson’s response to this and other critiques, he reiterates the point: 

… depth hermeneutics is a general methodological framework for cultural 
analysis, that is, for the analysis of symbolic forms embedded in social-
historical contexts. But this framework can also be used for the purposes of 
analysing ideology. The analysis of ideology, on my account, is a particular 
version of the depth-hermeneutical approach: it is depth hermeneutics with 
critical intent.10 

This would satisfy the question on the applicability of depth hermeneutics to anti-
apartheid theology. The depth-hermeneutical method is a suitable method for the 
analysis of anti-apartheid theology and therefore does not pose a problem for the 
way it was applied in the present study. However, Du Toit’s concern about the 
easy distinction between ideological and non-ideological forms remains 
unaddressed. He argues that a critical perspective ought to be applied to the 
contestatory forms as well. The ideological and the non-ideological are “part of the 

                                                 
8 A. du Toit, ‘On ideology?’ in: South African Journal of Philosophy 13 (3), 1994, 114. 
9 Du Toit, ‘On ideology’, 114. 
10 J.B. Thompson, ‘Communication and power. A response to some criticisms’ in: South 

African Journal of Philosophy 13 (3), 1994, 137. 
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same historical dialectic in a single field of inquiry.”11 He refers to the Indian social 
scientist Partha Chatterjee’s depiction of Indian colonial nationalism, which at one 
level “appears to oppose the dominating implications of post-Enlightenment 
European thought”, while at another level accepts the basic distinction between 
“the East” and “the West”. Therefore, Indian nationalism “produced a discourse in 
which, even as it challenged the colonial claim to political domination, it also 
accepted the very intellectual premises of ‘modernity’ on which colonial 
domination was based.”12 Du Toit concludes that the same applies to African 
nationalism or ‘Black Consciousness’ in South Africa. 

This criticism challenges the conception of ideology that Thompson employs. More 
specifically, it emphasises the precariousness of distinguishing ideological from 
non-ideological forms in a specific situation. This is a challenge that Anton van 
Niekerk also puts to Thompson. Van Niekerk is wary of the position that the 
analyst assumes when analysing symbolic forms for their possible ideological 
content. On what basis does the analyst decide what is ideological and what not, or 
more specifically how can the framework from which this judgment is made 
presume non-ideological status? “My question”, writes Van Niekerk, “concerns the 
status of the interpretative frame of reference from which the assessment that 
power relations are systematically asymmetrical, is or can be made.”13 He 
illustrates this with an example of a lecturer grading a student’s work – this is also 
a systematically asymmetrical relationship, i.e. a relationship of domination, but 
this would hardly be considered ideological. Thompson acknowledges this 
problem, which arises, he explains, “because I define ideology in terms of relations 
of domination, and I allow for the possibility that some relations of domination 
may turn out, in the course of normative deliberation, to be justifiable.”14 However, 
Thompson is prepared to accept this inconsistency, because to introduce the 
normative question of the justifiability of domination would be to overburden the 
analyses of ideology: “I accept that there is a price to be paid for maintaining this 
distinction … But I am not convinced that the price is too high.”15 

Van Niekerk and Du Toit therefore both consider Thompson’s definition of 
ideology in terms of relations of domination to be problematic. The critical analysis 
must be extended beyond ideological forms in this strict sense to all symbolic 
forms within a particular situation of domination, be they ideological or 
contestatory. Furthermore, such analysis must acknowledge that the analyst is 
embedded within the socio-historical world which he or she is attempting to 
analyse. Any analysis and interpretation must therefore be critically examined in 
an ongoing process of inquiry and reflection. The process of interpretation cannot 

                                                 
11 Du Toit, ‘On ideology’, 116. 
12 P. Chatterjee in Du Toit, ‘On ideology’, 116. 
13 A.A. van Niekerk, ‘Meaning in the service of power. John Thompson on ideology’ in: 

South African Journal of Philosophy 13 (3), 1994, 109. 
14 Thompson, ‘Communication and power’, 136. 
15 Thompson, ‘Communication and power’, 136. 
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reach any final form, because the analyst always approaches the object of study 
from a limited and subjective point of view. 

From this perspective anti-apartheid theology must be critically analysed as well, 
because it belongs to the “same historical dialectic” and forms a “single field of 
inquiry” with that of apartheid theology. Anti-apartheid theology cannot claim to 
have stood above or beyond the power struggle that was taking place in the church 
and in society in South Africa. The polemical nature of the Accompanying Letter of 
the Belhar Confession demonstrated how the confession was used as a tool in a 
struggle for power. Over time it may therefore become necessary to analyse how 
the arguments and symbols that were developed in anti-apartheid theology (much 
of which occurred in the mode of what Thompson calls legitimation) were used in 
the church during and subsequent to their articulation. At a different level the 
worldview or symbolic universe within which both apartheid and anti-apartheid 
theology operated may also be analysed for possible ideological motives. These are 
projects that lie beyond the scope and design of this study. 

The analysis presented here concluded that anti-apartheid theology may be judged 
as non-ideological (in the sense of not establishing or maintaining relations of 
domination) and that it was largely based on Biblical theology. What will by now 
be clear from the above considerations is that theological arguments, including 
those that appeal to the authority of Scripture, are also social constructions that 
require ongoing critical analysis. To call anti-apartheid theology Biblical theology 
does not safeguard it from becoming ideological at some point. This adds to the 
need for ongoing analysis and interpretation. At the end of this conclusion a 
proposal will be made as to how such ongoing analysis can proceed. It will be 
suggested that the problems around the normative element in Thompson’s 
methodology as highlighted by Van Niekerk and Du Toit may be overcome by 
incorporating the insights of rhetorical hermeneutics into the ongoing process of 
analysis. 

But before that, the third remark at the end of Chapter One will be discussed. This 
remark raises the matter of the relationship between Christian faith and socio-
historical processes. The question is: how are we to approach instances where the 
church and theology become involved in processes of social transformation? 

2. THEOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
The research presented here suggests that two doctrines featured prominently 
within the anti-apartheid theology of the Dutch Reformed Churches, namely the 
doctrine of the church and the doctrine of Christ. It was suggested that in the DRC 
attention was focused largely on the unity of the church as Biblical imperative as 
well as on the proper relationship between the DRC and the young churches, 
according to Reformed church polity. According to this line of discourse, the 
volkskerk ideal that apartheid theology proposed could be justified neither from 
Scripture, nor from the Reformed tradition. 
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It was further argued that the young churches, particularly the DRMC, developed 
a more decisive Christological focus in their critique against apartheid theology. 
The meaning of Christ as head of the church, but also as ruler over all spheres of 
life, provided a strong foundation from which to criticise apartheid theology. This 
criticism characterised apartheid not only as unbiblical, but as contradicting the 
essence or the truth of the Christian faith, namely the reconciliation and the justice 
of Christ’s reign. Since the truth was at risk, a confession was needed, and thus the 
Confession of Belhar gave expression to three concepts at the heart of anti-
apartheid theology in the DR Family, namely the unity of the church, the 
reconciliation in Christ and the justice of God. 

Finally, it was argued that the sources of these two emphases – ecclesiology and 
Christology – might be sought in what was termed critical realism and Biblical 
theology respectively, with the deeper roots of Reformed evangelicalism informing 
both. On the one hand, the development of a critical realist approach to 
interpreting Scripture eventually gained strength in the DRC during the late 1970s 
and 1980s, and placed greater emphasis on the Biblical imperative of the unity of 
the church, over and against the emphasis on Old Testament creation motives. On 
the other hand, Biblical theology as initially developed by Jonker, Rossouw, 
Durand and others gave a greater sense of urgency to those who opposed 
apartheid. Apartheid contradicted the very essence of the Gospel. The struggle was 
not merely to achieve church unity or to overcome injustice in society, but to 
safeguard the central thrust, the scopus and the doctrina of what the Bible taught. 
The central teaching of the Bible was, namely, the grace of Christ’s forgiveness of 
sins and the restoration of the personal relationship with God and with the other. 
Any dogma that contradicted this was heresy. How the scopus is to be understood 
in every historical situation is a matter of interpretation; as regards apartheid, the 
truth of the gospel was understood to be at stake. 

A number of concluding remarks will be made about these two doctrines here as 
suggestions for ongoing study and debate. Firstly, the doctrine of the church will 
be related to the problem of ethnicity; secondly, the doctrine of Christ will be 
related to the question of Christian involvement in society. Finally, an approach in 
which such involvement may be conceived will be proposed by means of the 
concept of rhetorical hermeneutics.  

2.1 Church and Volk 
The initial problem which this study of anti-apartheid theology approached was 
that of ethnicity – or more precisely of ethnic ideology. The goal was to learn how 
anti-apartheid theology addressed and challenged the problem of ethnic ideology in 
church and society. It was argued in the opening chapter that the question of faith 
and ethnicity poses a problem when religious and ethnic meanings combine to 
serve relations of domination in specific contexts. From the early voices such as 
those of Keet and Marais through the following generation of Naudé, Jonker and 
others and finally in the protests during the late 1970s and the early 1980s the 
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critique against church segregation along ethnic lines was in effect criticism of the 
problem of faith and ethnicity in the Dutch Reformed Church. Pleas for unity in 
the DR family were made repeatedly. The church could not be the church of only 
one ethnic group – or in the words of Willie Jonker, “the borders of the church 
cannot coincide with the borders of language, colour or race.”16 Jonker’s booklet on 
missionary policy, like many other documents, warned strongly against the 
dominant power relationship between the ‘mother church’ and the ‘daughter 
churches’. This was an important assertion and in the young DR churches 
especially this assertion was further expounded and founded more fundamentally 
on Christology – that through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ 
humanity is reconciled to God and to each other.  

For anti-apartheid theology this was a sufficient enough argument against the 
union of church and nation (volk) during apartheid and against racial segregation 
in the church. One may, however, argue that the question of the proper 
relationship between church and society was not positively addressed. It was 
addressed negatively – stating what this relationship ought not to be and criticising 
apartheid theology for identifying church with a closed social group – but the 
debate about the proper relationship between church and society, or between 
church and state rarely progressed beyond general statements about the need for 
some kind of critical distance from the side of the church. It was clearly affirmed 
that the church’s primary allegiance is only to Christ, in obedience to the Word, 
and not to any social or political authority. 

When one proceeds from this conviction – a conviction that was at the heart of 
anti-apartheid theology and of Reformed theology – how must one think about the 
relationship between church and society in a positive sense? What must be the 
relationship between church and society, between church and state, or between 
church and politics? If this question is not adequately addressed, the danger of 
new forms of union between church and society will continue to trouble the 
church. This is the danger of civil religion and of natural theology, often expressed 
with the term volkskerk (national church). The question is therefore: how must we 
think about the relationship between church and society in order to avoid the 
ideology of volkskerk? 

This is a topic for a study on its own. A few useful remarks to clarify some of the 
terminology for such a study is offered in the work of the German theologian and 
ethicist Wolfgang Huber. In an essay titled ‘Welche Volkskirche meinen wir?’17 he 
attempts to clarify the various and conflicting meanings that the term carries, 
particularly in its German context, over the past two centuries. He identifies five 
such meanings.18 The first meaning, argues Huber, was when Friedrich 
Schleiermacher coined the term in the 1820s as a polemical term against the state 

                                                 
16 Jonker, Sendingbepalinge, 52, translated. 
17 W. Huber, Folgen christlicher Freiheit. Ethik und Theorie der Kirche im Horizont der Barmer 

Theologischer Erklärung, Neukirchener-Vluyn 1985, 131-145. 
18 Huber, Folgen christlicher Freiheit, 133-138. 
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church. The state churchdom (Zwangsstaatskirchentum) was to be replaced by a 
church of the people (Kirche des Volks), where the priesthood of all believers and 
the sovereignty of the local congregation would be respected. Thus the first 
meaning of Volkskirche according to Huber is Kirche durch das Volk (church by the 
people). This meaning was developed over the following century so that by the 
time of the Weimar Republic (1919) the term retained its polemical meaning by 
emphasising the freedom of the church from the state, the authority of every local 
congregation and the nurturing of faith through the preaching and mission of the 
church. 

From the mid-19th century, however, a second meaning started to emerge 
alongside the first, when the Lutheran theologian J.H. Wichern called for the 
church to reach out to the whole German nation. It was to incorporate all ranks of 
society, also those of lower standing who had been estranged from the church. The 
aim of this “inner mission” was care for those in need. This was the goal of being 
Volkskirche, or what Huber defines as Kirche hin zum Volk (church towards the 
people). But such a meaning, he continues, easily leads to an identification of 
church and nation. Where Wichern intended that Volkskirche would inspire 
believers to be the agents of care, church members soon understood themselves to 
be recipients or objects of care. As such, the church becomes a social body in the 
service of the nation. In Germany Wichern’s ideal eventually led to a form of social 
theocracy. 

Since social theocracy identifies social organisation with religious organisation, it is 
but a small step to linking the church to ethnic identity. In the German case social 
organisation took the form of a striving towards national unity and the church was 
soon placed in the service of this. This gave rise to the third meaning of Volkskirche, 
namely Kirche eines Volks (church of a specific nation or ethnic group). The more 
the German church took on the role of national church, the more the term 
Volkskirche lost its polemical function as critique against state churchdom. During 
the First World War and particularly in the Weimar period the identification of 
ethnic group (Volkstum) and national church (Volkskirche) reached a high point. The 
notions, writes Huber, of ‘German, Christian, national’ became synonymous – as 
did its opposite, namely ‘un-German, unchristian, international’.  

It is almost a given that when, in such a situation, the state is compromised, so too 
will be the church. With the German state this was inevitable after the Second 
World War. The German national church had to give way and once again the term 
Volkskirche was to be transformed. During the second half of the 20th century, 
writes Huber, both labourers and intellectuals left the church. In the face of the 
industrial and technological developments of this era, church and theology 
withdrew to an inner sphere of religiosity. In this sphere Volkskirche no longer 
functions as ideal or expectation (Sollensbegriff), but as an expression of the being of 
the church (Seinsbegriff), namely that of ministering to the people. The people – das 
Volk – is now the main object of priestly care and the emphasis is on the diaconate 
of the church. As such, the church is Kirche für das Volk (church for the people). The 
focus is on the functions of the church and on how its ‘functionaries’ are to guide 
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and serve their members. The church as church for the people has a double task, 
says Huber, namely to represent and mediate fundamental values and to 
accompany those in crises or those at important junctures in their lives.  

Many churches in our day and age understand themselves to be church for the 
people in this functional sense. Huber, however, proposes a fifth meaning of 
Volkskirche. This meaning, which has emerged since the 1930s, carries a public 
character by claiming that the task of the church is to proclaim the law of God as 
measure and guideline for every nation and for all people. This public claim 
(Öffentlichkeitsanspruch), however, must in our current era be presented to a 
pluralistic society. This means that various forms of piety and various worldviews 
must be accommodated within the church. The Volkskirche then becomes a space of 
integration for the various fields and problem areas of social life. Volkskirche in this 
sense is for Huber Kirche mit Integrations- und Öffentlichkeitsanspruch für 
dasVolksganze (church with a public claim to play an integrative role with regards 
to the whole of society). It signifies the responsible presence of the church in all 
spheres of society. The church is the point of reference for the integration of human 
experiences and attitudes in modern societies. It holds together different value 
systems that might otherwise compete and lead to the fragmentation of society. As 
such, Huber rather speaks not of Volkskirche, but of Gesellschaftskirche (church of the 
society). 

Huber’s insights and clarification (especially in the light of Kaufmann’s 
understanding of ethnic core and boundary types) are helpful to understanding the 
South African context. Trends similar to post-war Germany can be noted in post-
apartheid South Africa, with the difference that Volk initially referred not to all 
inhabitants of South Africa, but to the Afrikaner ethnic group. During the 20th 
century the second, third and fourth meanings identified by Huber developed in 
close succession: after the devastating effects of the South African War and again 
during the recession of the 1930s the church endeavoured to be church towards the 
Afrikaner people; this soon developed into being church of a people as Afrikaner 
nationalism and Christianity fused to form a civil religion. After the end of 
apartheid the Afrikaans churches were (and often still are) heavily criticised for 
their role in apartheid. In addition, since 1990 it seems that a technocratic and 
materialist paradigm (coupled with a secular constitution and a liberal market 
economy) rather than religious membership is becoming the primary symbol of 
identity. These processes have contributed to a steady decline in membership of 
mainline churches in South Africa.19 

                                                 
19 At the same time, however, the Pentecostal movement has emerged vigorously in South 

Africa (alongside and sometimes incorporating the older evangelical piety present in 
the Protestant churches), while African Independent Churches continue to grow 
unabatedly, as demonstrated by H.J. Hendriks, ‘Census 2001: Religion in South Africa 
with denomination trends 1911-2001’ in: J. Symington (ed.), South African Christian 
Handbook 2005-2006, Wellington 2005, 27-85. It would be interesting to explore whether 
these developments may be interpreted in the light of Huber’s five types. 
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In all such changing conceptions of the church a question that emerges is to what 
extent the idea of the church is driven by social and political factors, rather than by 
what it means to be church.20 This is also the case in South Africa. The internal 
struggle about ecclesiology, writes the South African theologian D.J. Smit, “is a 
struggle over the question whether the church belongs to the volk or to Jesus 
Christ.”21 There can be little doubt that apartheid theology was an example of a 
volks ecclesiology. The question then arises: was anti-apartheid theology in the DR 
churches simply a reversed volks ecclesiology, or was it an attempt to be church of 
Christ for South Africans? Did it oppose apartheid out of a theological and Biblical 
conviction or was the Bible simply a vehicle used to oppose apartheid? It is clear 
that for many people in the church the aim was to end apartheid, mostly because 
they had to endure the physical and mental effects of apartheid on their lives. 
However, this study has suggested that, wherever a conscious attempt was made 
to formulate the motives behind anti-apartheid theology in the DR churches, little 
proof can be found for a notion of Volkskirche in Huber’s third sense. From the 
contributions of Naudé, Jonker, Theron, Boesak and others it is clear that they were 
concerned about the threat that apartheid posed to the gospel. This threat was 
understood to entail a status confessionis and elicited a conviction that was 
pertinently expressed in the first article of the Belhar Confession: “we reject any 
doctrine … which explicitly or implicitly maintains that descent or any other 
human or social factor should be a consideration in determining membership of 
the Church.” 

Whether this conviction is fully embodied in the church in South Africa today may 
be doubted by some. What seems clear, however, is that where descent, ethnicity, 
political affiliation or other social factors are considerations for membership of the 
church, anti-apartheid theology and Belhar cannot be held responsible for this. 
Rather, these are cases where the church continues to fail to measure up to the 
convictions expressed in Belhar. 

Admittedly, to simply state this conviction does not yet answer the question about 
how we ought to think about the relationship between church and society. It is one 
thing to say that the church must be the church of Christ rather than the church of 
the people. It is quite another thing to ask how the church must be Christ for the 
people. It means being Christ not just for a people (or an ethnic group), but being 
Christ for every nation and for all people – as formulated in Huber’s fifth type, his 
proposed Gesellschaftskirche. This question ultimately asks who Christ is for the 
world, today. 

                                                 
20 Huber, Folgen christlicher Freiheit, 139. 
21 D.J. Smit, Transformation of the church? South African experiences of volkskerk and apartheid, 

Presented at the Annual Meeting of the International Research Consortium on 
Congregational Mission and the Social Sciences at the Norwegian School of Theology, 
Oslo 2006, 3. 
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2.2 Christ and cosmos 
Anti-apartheid theology in the DR family often linked the meaning of Christ to 
reconciliation and justice in the world. These were not terms reserved only for the 
not-yet-present Kingdom of God, but were understood to have socio-historical 
implications in the world as signs of the eschaton entering this reality. With Christ 
this new reality (the ‘not yet’ of the Kingdom) had been announced (the ‘already’ 
of the Kingdom) and it was the task of the church to make this reality increasingly 
present in the world. Since Christ was also understood to have authority over all 
areas of life – over the whole cosmos – this new reality was to be made true.  

The theme of Christ’s lordship over all spheres of life was not unique to South 
African anti-apartheid theology. The Dutch theologian Martien Brinkman has 
argued that the South African version was borrowed from the Reformed tradition 
in the Netherlands. He draws the line as far back as Abraham Kuyper, who at the 
opening of the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam in 1880 insisted on the sovereignty of 
Christ “over every inch of human life”. This includes, says Brinkman, the political, 
social and economic spheres, and it is the task of the church to proclaim this 
lordship in all these spheres.22 It ought to be noted that for Kuyper this statement 
was secondary to his notion of pluriformity and of the doctrine of the sovereignty 
in each sphere (‘Souvereiniteit in eigen kring’). Where apartheid theologians 
emphasised the sovereignty in each sphere in order to advocate separation in 
church and society, Kuyper’s concept of Christ’s sovereignty in all spheres – so 
argues Brinkman – was to play an important role in the church struggle in South 
Africa. This conviction was, for instance, expressed in the Kairos Document:  

The Bible does not separate the human person from the world in which he or 
she lives; … A truly biblical spirituality would penetrate into every aspect of 
human existence and would exclude nothing from God’s redemptive will. 
Biblical faith is prophetically relevant to everything that happens in the 
world.23 

Brinkman finds it also elsewhere in anti-apartheid theology. David Bosch, for 
instance, has distinguished between two church models. On the one hand, there 
are those churches “who consider it their only task to save human souls for the life 
to come”, while on the other hand, there are churches whose preaching and 
ministry “concern both the life to come and the here and now.”24 Such a church 

                                                 
22 Brinkman, ‘State and church in Calvinistic perspective. Recent South African 

developments’ in: Exchange 21 (3), 1992, 275. Kuyper’s words were: “er is geen 
duimbreed op heel ‘t erf van ons menschelijk leven, waarvan de Christus die aller 
Souverein is, niet roept: ‘Mijn’.” 

23 Cited in Brinkman, ‘State and church’, 276. 
24 Brinkman, ‘State and church’, 280. Bosch distinguished between these two models by 

labeling the former “evangelicals” and the latter “ecumenicals”, but at the same 
pointing out how the line between them has become blurred over the second half of the 
twentieth century. See D.J. Bosch, ‘“Ecumenicals” and “Evangelicals”. A growing 
relationship?’ in: Ecumenical Review 40 (3-4), 1988, 458-472. 
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interferes in social and political matters, and therefore may come into conflict with 
the state – the Extra-Calvinisticum kept firmly in mind. Bosch then defends the 
social involvement of the SACC with reference to the Calvinistic tradition:  

One of the pillars of this [Calvinistic] tradition says that there is no area of life 
which may not be measured by the Word of God. The Calvinistic tradition is 
based on the idea that God has assigned the church to exercise a prophetic 
service for the whole of society and to become the mouthpiece of those who 
are in distress.25 

Brinkman also finds signs of Kuyper’s phraseology in Allan Boesak’s defence 
during a court case against him in the mid-1980s. The state prosecutor had asked 
Boesak “whether his political activities did not go well beyond his call as a 
minister”, upon which Boesak answered: “I belong to a tradition, the Reformed 
tradition, which confesses that there is not one square centimetre of this world 
which does not belong under the lordship of Jesus Christ.”26 

If the church in the Calvinistic tradition therefore understands itself to be present 
in society, how is this presence made evident? Was apartheid theology not also an 
example of the church becoming involved in the social and political organisation of 
a country? Brinkman quotes another work of David Bosch which might help one to 
answer these questions. In an essay published in 1991, Bosch refers to the danger of 
this comprehensive approach: “Calvinism’s penchant for advocating a total 
strategy of reform has often degenerated into a form of totalitarianism. Calvinists 
frequently attempt to remake the world into their own image and often fail to think 
about how they might live together with those with whom they disagree.”27 

There is another, more subtle danger in the comprehensive approach of the 
Calvinistic tradition. This is namely when the “total strategy” – to use Bosch’s 
terminology – becomes not totalitarian (and thus implicating the church in an overt 
situation of injustice), but when it becomes realised. The total vision that the 
church upholds may be that of a democratic society with just participation by all 
citizens. Such a vision hardly has a totalitarian tendency and could hardly be said 
to implicate the church in unjust practices. Yet, the danger exists precisely in the 
fact that when the church has aligned itself completely with this vision – when it 
becomes no more than an agent of this vision – it becomes obsolete the moment 
when this vision is realised in society. 

The Dutch theologian A. van de Beek argues that this was the case for the church 
in the Netherlands. From the 16th to the mid-19th century there existed a close bond 
between church and state, united in the Dutch struggle for liberation from Spain 
and from Catholicism. In 1848 a new constitution separated church and state, and 
over the course of the following century and a half the state increasingly distanced 
itself from the church. However, the Dutch church (and particularly the Hervormde 

                                                 
25 Cited by Brinkman, ‘State and church’, 281. 
26 As related by N. Wolterstorff, cited by Brinkman, ‘State and church’, 283. 
27 Bosch, cited by Brinkman, ‘State and church’, 282. 
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Kerk) held onto its calling for the whole of society, especially after the Second 
World War. This was symbolised by the new Church Order of 1951 in which the 
“apostolate” of the church was emphasised.28  

For Van de Beek two visions of this comprehensive strategy can be identified in the 
Dutch church. One was the theocratic ideal advocated by A.A. van Ruler, amongst 
others, namely the vision of a Christianised (Reformed) society such as Calvin’s 
Geneva. The second was that of Karl Barth, whose essay Christengemeinde und 
Bürgergemeinde29 portrayed the church as the primordial example for the state. The 
church, says Barth, receives the light of Christ its centre, and reflects this light unto 
the rest of society. Moreover, the light of Christ – the Covenant – is the inner 
ground of creation (and thus of human society) and the church has a prophetic task 
to make this explicit on all terrains of life.30 Together with the priestly calling of the 
church there was thus a kingly calling (Van Ruler) and a prophetic calling (Barth) 
which formed the basis of the church’s calling for the whole of society. This calling 
was carried out in various social and political movements, most visibly in the work 
and actions of the World Council of Churches. Van de Beek writes: “In the 
Christian faith it was no longer about winning souls for the life hereafter, but about 
changing the world to become a place of justice.”31 

The outcome of all of this, says Van de Beek, was that the church became a 
minority. This happened because the church as advocate for social justice became 
substitutable with any other social or political body with similar goals. For a 
quarter of a century the work of the church played a vital role in society, but from 
the 1960s onwards secularisation relegated the church to “one of the many lifestyle 
interest groups which can claim no special position.”32 

Is this the fate of the post-apartheid church in South Africa? It is interesting to note 
the influence that Van Ruler, Berkouwer and Barth had amongst South African 
Dutch Reformed anti-apartheid theologians. References to these theologians are 
frequently found in the work of South African theologians such as Durand, Bosch, 
Jonker, Adonis, Boesak and others. Another Dutch theologian who impacted on 
especially those South African theologians who studied in the Netherlands during 
the late 1960s and early 1970s was the missiologist Johannes Verkuyl. He was also 

                                                 
28 A. van de Beek, ‘De kerk in een seculiere maatschappij’ in: Ned. Geref. Teologiese Tydskrif 

43 (1&2), 2002, 142. 
29 See K. Barth, Rechtfertigung und Recht. Christengemeinde und Bürgergemeinde, Zürich 1979, 

49-82. 
30 Van de Beek, ‘De kerk in een seculiere maatschappij’, 142-143. 
31 Van de Beek, ‘De kerk in een seculiere maatschappij’, 143, translated. 
32 Van de Beek, ‘De kerk in een seculiere maatschappij’, 143, translated. He continues on 

page 144: “Komend vanuit een corpus christianum en een situatie van grote 
maatschappelijke en culturele betrokkenheid van de kerk is dat erg wennen. We weten 
ons er eigenlijk niet goed raad mee. De grote idealen van weleer zijn heengegaan. Ze 
bleken luchtballonnen, die zijn meegevoerd in de storm van de tijd. We zijn terug by af: 
de kerk als een kleine gemeenschap van mensen aan de rand van de samenleving en 
van de grote cultuur.” 
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J.C. Adonis’s supervisor for his doctoral studies at the VU. His 1971 book, Breek de 
muren af!,33 made the connection between Christ and reconciliation amongst 
human beings explicit. In a section entitled “Jesus has broken down the wall”, 
Verkuyl writes with reference to Ephesians 2 and 3: 

To confess Christ is to witness to the conquest of separation, segregation, 
apartheid, and of all ghettoes. We build all sorts of walls to serve as barriers 
between people and races, but our comfort is this: none of these walls has any 
status with God. God’s work in Christ cannot be undone. He has in fact 
integrated humanity. … Now that Christ has broken down the wall and 
prepared the way for man to become one man, anyone trying to build the wall 
up again is a saboteur. The job now is to be co-workers with God in the 
spread of His integration policy.34 

The Barthian notion that the church possesses a deeper insight into how society is 
to be organised is clearly present here. In so far as this notion impacted on anti-
apartheid theology in the DR churches, one may indeed ask whether the DR 
churches are not at risk of becoming relegated to the sidelines and substituted with 
other socio-political interest groups. This is not a simple question to address. To 
compare only this one aspect of socio-religious life in the Netherlands and in South 
Africa would be to ignore a myriad of other social, political and economic 
differences in the histories of these countries. Van de Beek acknowledges this by 
referring to other similarities, such as the role of Enlightenment thinking in post-
apartheid South Africa, the prevalence of materialism, the emphasis on human 
initiative, the impact of migration on religion, diversity in ecclesial life, the 
emergence of the congregation as social club, and theological denials (or 
simplifications) of the problems of life.35 

There is, however, another aspect that one needs to consider when deciding about 
the future of the church in South Africa compared to the Netherlands or any other 
country. That is, namely, the warning of Bosch with respect to the strategy in 
which the church approaches the world. When the strategy is a total strategy, in 
other words, when it aims to develop a comprehensive, all-inclusive vision of life 
on earth, then the church is at risk of falling in the trap of historicism. What Bosch 
has in mind is therefore not the question whether the church ought to engage with 
the socio-historical realities of the world, but how this engagement must take place.  

Here the distinction of the 20th-century British philosopher, Karl Popper, between 
piecemeal and utopian social engineering might be useful. The basic belief behind 
Popper’s distinction is that social institutions emerge as unintended consequences 

                                                 
33 Translated as J. Verkuyl, Break down the walls. A Christian cry for racial justice, Grand 

Rapids 1973.  
34 Verkuyl, Break down the walls, 48-49. 
35 Van de Beek, ‘De kerk in een seculiere maatschappij’, 150. 
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of rational actions. They are not the result of ‘design’, but of ‘growth’, or what he 
also calls ‘piecemeal tinkering’.36 He writes: 

The characteristic approach of the piecemeal engineer is this. Even though he 
[sic] may perhaps cherish some ideals which concern society ‘as a whole’ – its 
general welfare, perhaps – he does not believe in the method of re-designing it 
as a whole. Whatever his ends, he tries to achieve them by small adjustments 
and re-adjustments which can be continually improved upon. His ends may 
be of diverse kinds, for example, the accumulation of wealth or of power by 
certain individuals, or by certain groups; or the distribution of wealth and 
power; or the protection of certain ‘rights’ of individuals or groups, etc. … 
The piecemeal engineer knows, like Socrates, how little he knows. He knows 
that we can learn only from our mistakes. Accordingly, he will make his way, 
step by step, carefully comparing the results expected with the results 
achieved, and always on the look-out for the unavoidable unwanted 
consequences of any reform; and he will avoid undertaking reforms of a 
complexity and scope which make it impossible for him to disentangle causes 
and effects, and to know what he really is doing.37 

In contrast to the small adjustments and re-adjustments that piecemeal engineering 
makes in light of the achieved results compared to the expected results, ‘utopian’ 
or ‘holistic’ social engineering “aims at remodelling the ‘whole of society’ in 
accordance with a definite plan or blueprint.” Its attempt is to gain power over all 
forces of history and ultimately over history itself, so as to control what the future 
society will look like. One of the problems of this approach, according to Popper, is 
that it ignores the human factor. It ignores that human beings act according to their 
own needs and goals. Therefore, “the uncertainty of the human factor must force 
the Utopianist, whether he likes it or not, to try to control the human factor by 
institutional means, and to extend his programme so as to embrace not only the 
transformation of society, according to plan, but also the transformation of man.” 
Put differently, the new society that utopian social engineering aims at first 
requires new human beings who will fit the new society. This, says Popper, 
“removes any possibility of testing the success or failure of the new society. For 
those who do not like living in it only admit thereby that they are not yet fit to live 
in it.” Thus, he concludes, utopian social engineering rejects the principles of 
scientific method a priori.38 

The threat of Calvinism’s tendency to design a ‘total strategy’ lies precisely in the 
fact that it contradicts human nature. It ignores that fact of human uncertainty and 
the reality of incomplete knowledge in our decisions and actions. Put in theological 
terms, it ignores the fact that human beings are not perfect, but fallible. It ignores 
that we are blinded by our sinful nature as to the range of unintended 
consequences that our words and our deeds may have. This is a reality from which 
the church is not exempt. Wherever the church engages the world, it will always be 

                                                 
36 K.R. Popper, The poverty of historicism, London 1961, 65. 
37 Popper, The poverty of historicism, 66-67. 
38 Popper, The poverty of historicism, 69-70. 
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with incomplete knowledge of the consequences that may follow from the 
engagement. This does not, however, mean that the church must retreat from the 
world in order to avoid unwanted or sinful consequences.39  

Another theologian who has had, and continues to have, an influence on much of 
South African theological discourse, especially on this matter, is Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer. In his Ethics Bonhoeffer criticises the separation of church and world 
into two distinct spheres. They are part of the one reality of God as the ultimate 
reality. This ultimate reality has entered into the reality of the world in Jesus 
Christ. This means that, although the church is not co-extensive with the world, it 
is also not separate from the world. It is, namely, in the world. The South African 
theologian E.M. Conradie explains Bonhoeffer’s position as follows: 

The church occupies a certain space in the same way that God’s revelation in 
Jesus Christ occupied space in the world. … The church can be described 
sociologically; it is not a purely spiritual entity. In Jesus Christ God occupied 
space in the world (even though there was not place in the inn and no space 
for the Son of Man to sleep) in order to embrace the whole reality of the 
world. On this basis, Bonhoeffer can maintain that “the church of Jesus Christ 
is the place (Ort) – that is, the space (Raum) – in the world where the reign of 
Jesus Christ over the world is to be demonstrated and proclaimed.”40 

This demonstration and proclamation take the form not of suggesting solutions to 
the social, economic and political problems of the world, least of all propagating an 
alternative and new world order. Rather, it takes the form, says Bonhoeffer, of 
proclaiming the redemptive word of God for the world in Jesus Christ.41  

In the light of Popper’s distinction one can say that the reign of Christ over the 
world does not refer to any socio-political ideal to be achieved within history. The 
light that the church reflects for the world (to use Barth’s phraseology) is not a 
model of socio-historical organisation. The meaning of God’s redemptive word in 
Christ points, rather, to the specific way in which the church ought to look at any 
socio-historical context. Christ is the viewpoint from which the church judges the 
world. Christ opens the eyes of believers to look at and engage the world from a 
new perspective. This perspective has many labels – the reign of Christ, the 
Kingdom of God, or the eschaton. It is a perspective that supposes some form of 
distance from the world, yet simultaneously being part of and engaging the world, 
or the cosmos.  

                                                 
39 It is a curious fact – if Bosch is correct in his contention – that the tendency towards a 

‘total strategy’ lies within Calvinism, since this is the very tradition that emphasises 
human fallibility and the reality of sin. Designing a blueprint for society would 
therefore contradict an important foundation of Calvinism – as was indeed the case 
with apartheid theology. 

40 E.M. Conradie, The oikos metaphor in ecclesiological perspective, Presented at the Annual 
Meeting of the Theological Society of South Africa (to be published in Scriptura 95), 
Pietermaritzburg 2006, 10, quoting from Bonhoeffer’s Ethics. 

41 Conradie, The oikos metaphor, 11. 
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This tension for the church between cosmos and eschaton has been expressed in 
various ways. One such is offered by the German theologian Geiko Müller-
Fahrenholz,42 who distinguishes between two terms that have gained prominence 
in this debate. Both derived from the Greek term oikos (house or home), namely the 
church as paroikía (stranger or resident alien) and the church as oikodomé (building 
up or constructing). The former emphasises that the church consists of strangers 
who have their home elsewhere. They have died to the world with Christ and now 
live a new life beyond this world with Christ. The community of believers is seen 
as an eschatological community that serves as a ‘sign’ of the Kingdom for the 
world. The reason for this emphasis is precisely to guard against the danger of the 
church becoming a “mere replica of other social movements in the context of civil 
society.”43 

However, there is an opposite danger, namely of developing an escapist 
spirituality in the church that neglects the mission of the church in the world. For 
Müller-Fahrenholz, the metaphor paroikía is merely a corrective to the oikodomé of 
the church – the calling of the church to construct communities of believers (as the 

                                                 
42 Also cited by Conradie, The oikos metaphor, 5-6. The reference is to Müller-Fahrenholz’s 

1995 book God’s Spirit. Transforming a world in crisis. 
43 Conradie, The oikos metaphor, 6, with reference to the South African theologian Flip 

Theron’s preference for the paroikía metaphor. Theron has been and remains an 
important proponent of this position. As was mentioned before (see note 165 of Chapter 
3), his doctoral dissertation already explored (the continuity and discontinuity in) the 
relationship between cosmos and eschaton by understanding the unity of the church as 
eschatological sign for the cosmos. Elsewhere he has eloquently explained how the 
coming of Christ, of faith and of the Gospel, cannot be claimed by the church as 
possessions, but rather lays claim of the church and thus creates God’s paroikía. In this 
the cross stands central as it is the cross that creates the “communion of sinners saved 
by the sacrifice of their Saviour.” Theron then continues: “Quite understandably the 
church is always tempted to lay another foundation than the ‘one already laid’ namely 
the crucified Christ (1 Cor. 3:11). That happens when it becomes fascinated by the 
isolated form of creation instead of focusing on the trans-forming and therefore critical 
character of the creative Word of the cross. It then loses its paroikia character and 
becomes nothing more than a reflection of society.” The application on apartheid 
theology is clear: “This fatal fascination with the isolated and therefore absolutized 
form has lured the Re-formed (!) ecclesiology in our country away from the Word and 
held us captive for many a decade. … The apartheid ideology manifests itself in the 
policy of separate churches for different races. The emphasis on segregation resulted in 
a total integration of the church within society. We fell victim to the fatal attraction of 
the form and the danger of indulging in ‘natural theology’ with an appeal to Scripture. 
Eventually it dawned on us that community of the church is constituted not by our 
black or white fathers, but the heavenly Father; not by the blood in our veins, but the 
blood of Christ; not by the spirit of our culture, but the Holy Spirit; not by our (sinful) 
past, but by God’s promised future” (P.F. Theron, ‘The church as paroikia and ‘higher 
critical’ theological training’ in: A. van Egmond and D. van Keulen (eds.), Church and 
ministry, Kampen 1999, 61-63). 
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Body of Christ) who will participate in God’s oikodomé.44 This may be related to the 
increasing popularity of the term missio Dei during the latter half of the 20th 
century. According to the proponents of this term, mission is seen as central to 
God’s plan and the church participates in this. David Bosch has written extensively 
on this and states: 

[Mission] is not primarily an activity of the church, but an attribute of God. 
God is a missionary God. … Mission is thereby seen as a movement from God 
to the world; the church is viewed as an instrument for that mission. There is 
church because there is mission, not vice versa. To participate in mission is to 
participate in the movement of God’s love toward people.45 

In the further development of the term the universal purpose of God’s mission and 
love for the world, for the whole cosmos, was expounded, so that missio Dei was 
understood to affect all people in all aspects of their existence. Despite some 
reservations about the implications of missio Dei for the position of, and indeed the 
necessity for, the church in God’s plan, Bosch is largely supportive of the concept 
and its meaning: 

[It] cannot be denied that the missio Dei notion has helped to articulate the 
conviction that neither the church nor any human agent can ever be 
considered the author or bearer of mission. Mission is, primarily and 
ultimately, the work of the Triune God, Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier, for 
the sake of the world, a ministry in which the church is privileged to 
participate. Mission has its origin in the heart of God. God is a fountain of 
sending love. This is the deepest source of its mission. It is impossible to 
penetrate deeper still; there is mission because God loves people.46 

Two implications of Bosch’s support for this notion may be explored here. Firstly, 
since the missio Dei is not human work but God’s work, Bosch’s warning about 
“Calvinism’s penchant for advocating a total strategy of reform” may be 
reconsidered. According to the missio Dei, the mistake of any ‘total strategy’ when 
pursued by the church is that – apart from its historicist or utopian tendency – it 
considers the work of the church as human works. The church becomes a 
substitutable social organisation whenever human beings attempt to take control of 
the church’s mission in the world. Whenever this occurs, it becomes necessary to 
highlight that the church is also pariokía, a community of strangers who receive 
their calling for the world from elsewhere. Paroikía may thus be understood as the 
counterpart of missio Dei and of oikodomé, rather than as competing terms when 
describing the nature of the church. 

This does not remove the difficulty of the matter of church involvement in socio-
historical events. Even though the church is called to perform God’s mission in the 

                                                 
44 Müller-Fahrenholz, with reference to 2 Cor. 13:10, Rom 14:19 and Eph. 2:21, cited by 

Conradie, The oikos metaphor, 5. 
45 Bosch, Transforming mission, 390. 
46 Bosch, Transforming mission, 392. 
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world and not its own mission, this calling is still directed to human beings who 
respond to it through concrete words and deeds in the world. How do they ensure 
that their words and deeds do not come from their own motives, but are rather 
responses to God’s motives? On the simplest level one way would be to ask 
whether their words and deeds are examples of ‘utopian’ or ‘holistic’ social 
engineering. Do their actions aim at remodelling the whole of society in accordance 
with a definite plan or blueprint? If this is the case, their attempts may be rejected, 
not only on scientific grounds (as explained by Popper), but also on theological 
grounds as no person can claim to know the mind or the purpose of God 
completely. Put differently: no person has direct access to the truth.  

What the followers of Christ do have, however, is knowledge of the revealed heart 
of God. Here lies the second implication that one may draw from Bosch’s notion of 
missio Dei. For Bosch the “heart of God” is a “fountain of sending love” which 
flows from God’s love for humanity. This is the deepest that human beings can 
penetrate the being of God, says Bosch. What he implies is the possibility of 
gaining knowledge about the deepest purpose of God. This knowledge is gained 
through the sending of Christ and of the Spirit, because in this the ‘sending love’ of 
the Triune God for humanity became clear. In Christ God is revealed as the God 
who creates relationship and community. The North American theologian Daniel 
Migliore has articulated this relational nature of the Triune God. The self-giving 
love of God creates community between Father, Son and Spirit as they indwell 
each other (perichoresis). This community is opened up to humanity, which is 
created in the image of God and who, as sinners, are invited into this community 
through the grace of God, the incarnation of Christ and the indwelling of the 
Spirit.47  

The sending love of God – God’s grace of community through Christ and the Holy 
Spirit – is the viewpoint from which the church – situated between cosmos and 
eschaton – ought to engage with the world. This is the heart and the central thrust, 
or what has been termed the scopus of the Gospel. The scopus has been called the 
central matter and main content of Scripture, its directedness and content. 
Furthermore, the scopus was related to Christ as this centre, the main point of entry 
of knowledge about God. It is interesting to note how the debate about the term 
scopus developed in the Netherlands – where it originated – compared to South 
Africa. In the Netherlands the main proponent of the term was G.C. Berkouwer. 
For him scopus was not to be understood as a kind of thematic reduction or 
summary of the Bible. Rather, scopus referred to the directedness, the goal, the 
purpose or the intention of the words.48 

In a comprehensive comparison of three famous Dutch theologians, A. Kuyper, H. 
Bavinck en G.C. Berkouwer, the theologian Dirk van Keulen argues that 
Berkouwer took the concept of the intention of the text from the so-called ‘new 

                                                 
47 See, for instance, his chapter on the Triune God in D.L. Migliore, Faith seeking 

understanding. An introduction to Christian Theology, Grand Rapids 1991, 56-79. 
48 See, for instance, G.C. Berkouwer, Holy Scripture, Grand Rapids 1975, 124-126. 
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theology’ of Roman Catholicism. The ‘new theology’ was an attempt to offer an 
interpretation of the intention of official church declarations with reference to its 
historical context. Berkouwer applied this approach to all texts, including that of 
Scripture. The Biblical text, he argued, was also written with a certain goal and 
intention. Without an understanding of this intention, Scripture cannot be 
understood. Furthermore, says Berkouwer, one must guard against arbitrarily 
ascribing meaning to the scopus; human matters ought not to impose on Scripture. 
The scopus can only be determined by the contents of Scripture – Sacra Scriptura sui 
ipsius interpres.49  

Within the Dutch context – as represented by Van Keulen – Berkouwer’s concept of 
scopus attracted much criticism. The main point of criticism was that the meaning 
or the content of scopus was understood mainly in a Christocentric manner. This 
means that for Berkouwer all of Scripture ought to be read from the viewpoint of 
Christ. This was problematic for Biblical scholars and systematic theologians who 
were confronted with the pluriformity of Scripture.50 A further problem that has 
been articulated (although not explicitly discussed by Van Keulen) is that the 
scopus may become a summary or a principle from which all of Scripture is 
interpreted. This would be no different than the Reformed orthodox attempt to 
posit an objective truth to which Scripture witnesses and from where Scripture is 
read. This is the same danger that a confession carries, in the sense that a 
confession can be considered by some as a complete summary of the ‘main truths’ 
of the Gospel. In effect the confession then replaces the Gospel (with its multitude 
of possible meanings in different contexts) with a single set of truths of principles 
(to be applied in all contexts). 

Although this danger must never be lost from sight, it is interesting to note that the 
scopus concept seemed to achieve greater acceptance in the South African 
Reformed context than in the Netherlands. The question is therefore: were these 
dangers (or misunderstandings) of the concept not noticed? Or was the concept of 
scopus further developed to avoid such misuses of the concept? The research 
presented here suggests that the danger of shaping the scopus into a set of objective 
principles were largely avoided in the DR anti-apartheid theology. This was done 
partly by expanding the Christocentric concentration of the concept to a more 
Trinitarian understanding. Christ need not to be read into all Biblical texts, but 
Christ is the entry point to a proper understanding of all texts and to avoiding the 
danger of natural theology, as was explained by D.J. Smit in his tribute to Willie 
Jonker.51  

                                                 
49 D. van Keulen, Bijbel en dogmatiek. Schriftbeschouwing en schriftgebruik in het dogmatisch 

werk van A. Kuyper, H. Bavinck en G.C. Berkouwer, Kampen 2003, 527. 
50 Van Keulen, Bijbel en dogmatiek, 528-529. He writes: “De christocentrische invulling [van 

Berkouwers skopusgedachte] komt te vanzelfsprekend over en lijk bij een concrete 
confrontatie met het bijbelse tekstmateriaal moeilijk houdbaar.” 

51 See previous chapter section 4. 
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However, in the eventual culmination of anti-apartheid theology within the DR 
churches, the focus was very strongly Christocentric, rather than Trinitarian. This 
is also clear in the Belhar Confession, where the meaning of Christ was articulated 
in terms of reconciliation and justice. This focus must, however, be understood 
against the context within which the theological discourse against apartheid 
developed. Apartheid theology was implicitly non-Christocentric in its emphasis 
on creation ordinances, to the effect that division and injustice could be tolerated 
and condoned in church and society. Like all confessions, Belhar must never be 
read separately from its socio-historical context. It cannot become a summary or set 
of principles to be applied to all contexts and to all interpretations of Scripture. 
This is a danger of which the churches in South Africa must be very aware. The 
identification of Christ with reconciliation and justice ought therefore never to be 
understood as a timeless construct. It must be understood as having served a 
specific purpose, namely to expose the theological fault at the base of apartheid 
theology. 

For the post-apartheid period the identification of Christ with reconciliation and 
justice ought to be continually revisited. It would, for instance, seem that a more 
explicitly Trinitarian formulation of the relationship between God and humanity 
would offer a valuable contribution to post-apartheid theological discourses in 
South Africa. The question ought to be asked: does the identification of Christ and 
reconciliation still serve the purpose of resisting a theological heresy? Or does the 
danger exist that it could become a construct (or symbolic form) that seeks to 
establish new relations of domination – i.e. that it could become ideological? More 
generally, the tendency in Calvinism to construct a total strategy for society – in 
this case post-apartheid society – must be avoided.  

These are matters that raise questions about the functions and purposes that 
language, also theological language, serves. As a final contribution to the post-
apartheid theological debate it might be useful to briefly explore a relatively recent 
development called rhetorical theology. Jonker, Rossouw, Durand and others 
emphasised the fact that practising theology is essentially a hermeneutical task. 
Texts must be understood within their contexts. Rhetoric takes this a step further 
by acknowledging that texts also serve certain purposes within those contexts. 
Texts always carry a persuasive character. This also applies to theological texts and 
discourses, including the DR theological discourse against apartheid. 

3. HERMENEUTICS AND RHETORIC 
Rhetoric is not a new field of study. Since the 19th century, however, a level of 
disdain towards the concept has developed. It has only been in the last half century 
that it is again attracting great interest in philosophy and theology. The 
contemporary revaluation of rhetoric, however, is firmly rooted within the 
contemporary hermeneutical tradition. The contribution that rhetoric brings to the 
hermeneutical debate is to shift the focus of attention from meaning to action. 
Words do not only mean something; they do something. 
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Classical rhetoric, as formulated by the Greek (Aristotle) and Roman (Cicero and 
Quintilian) masters and adopted by early Christian theology (Augustine), took 
seriously the fact that discourse is primarily aimed at persuasion. For this reason 
students were to be trained in the art of rhetoric (ars retorica), which was the art of 
speaking and writing both well (ars bene dicendi) and convincingly (ars persuadendi). 
The current retrieval of rhetoric is especially interested in the latter aspect. Since 
discourse has a persuasive character, all discourse can be said to political in nature. 
Much of hermeneutics has focused on the meaning conveyed or produced by the 
text – be it to “uncover” the intention of the author and the message that is being 
conveyed, to locate meaning solely in the text or to trace the meaning that texts 
take on in specific reader situations. Rhetorical hermeneutics shifts the focus to the 
practical, social purposes that the text serves. Discourse is therefore understood as 
a form of political and moral behaviour. 

A recent book with the title What is Rhetorical Theology? by the American theologian 
Don Compier52 provides a very helpful and concise overview of rhetorical 
hermeneutics and its applicability to systematic theology today. He argues that 
rhetorical hermeneutics provides a way to navigate between the extremes of the 
objectivism of the New Criticism and the relativism of reader-response criticism. 
To simplify, reader-response theory holds that “the text is what the reader makes 
it”, while New Critical formalism says “the structure of the text imposes one 
correct interpretation.”53 Rhetorical hermeneutics is an attempt to locate the text as 
an “irreducible objective pole within the overall process of interpretation” without 
falling back upon the foundationalism of New Critical theory.54 Rhetoric avoids 
this pitfall not by denying the existence of objective realities, but by focusing “on 

                                                 
52 D.H. Compier, What is rhetorical theology? Textual practice and public discourse, Harrisburg 

1999. Compier’s book includes an impressive bibliography on the topic. 
53 Compier, Rhetorical theology, 30. New Criticism arose in the 1940s and 1950s as an 

attempt to defend the autonomy of the text against 19th and early 20th century attempts 
to understand texts with the help of extrinsic material such as the intention of the 
author and the situations and experiences that gave rise to its production. The difficulty 
with this approach was that, in the words of Anthony Thiselton, “it rested on the model 
of an autonomous self-contained text which addresses a reader who, in misplaced 
hermeneutical innocence, presupposed that with uncommitted neutrality, he or she 
could understand the text purely on its own terms.” This “innocent objectivism” 
prompted a move away from the text to the context, though now “not the context of the 
author and the author’s situation,” but “the context of the reader or the audience” (A.C. 
Thiselton, New horizons in hermeneutics. The theory and practice of transforming biblical 
reading, Grand Rapids 1992, 59-60). Important proponents of this move were Hans 
Robert Jauss and Wolfgang Iser in Germany (Reception theory) and Stanley Fish, David 
Bleich, Wayne Booth, and others in America (Reader-response theory). They formulated 
their position by referring to the reader ‘in’ the text, to how readers ‘make’ (the 
author’s) meaning, how they ‘perform acts’ when reading. 

54 Compier, Rhetorical theology, 31. 
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the awareness of human cognitive limits that prevent us from laying unmistakable 
hold upon the truth.”55 

3.1 Rhetoric and philosophy 
It is clear that Compier aims to liberate rhetoric from the pejorative meaning that it 
has acquired, especially since the end of the 19th century. He is part of a steady 
stream of authors in the social sciences over the second half of the 20th century to 
revive the positive contribution of rhetoric to philosophy and the hermeneutical 
tradition. A very insightful overview of the centuries-old encounter between 
rhetoric and its rivals is provided by the Belgian philosopher Samuel IJsseling in 
his Rhetoric and Philosophy in Conflict.56 Rhetoric, he argues, had held a prominent 
position in liberal education right through from ancient Greece until the 19th 
century. After the Greeks and the Romans early Christianity adopted it for its 
proclamation of the gospel. During the Middle Ages rhetoric remained part of the 
education curriculum and around the 16th century it regained wide-spread 
prominence among the Italian humanists. The impact of the Renaissance 
preference for rhetoric on Protestantism is also evident when one studies some of 
the early Reformers.57 

Yet, all along rhetoric has also been in conflict with much of Western philosophy. 
Plato expressed his hostility towards rhetoric in the dialogue Giorgias, where 
“Socrates remarks that rhetorical or persuasive speech can impart no actual insight 
or no real knowledge (episteme) but only urges on us convictions or opinions 
(doxa).”58 Giorgias and other Sophists like him were held in high esteem in the 
Greek polis, because it recognised the power of the word – as it was practised 
especially in the defence of one’s rights and property (therefore, in politics). Plato’s 
concern was precisely this power that the orator held. He was aware of the 

                                                 
55 Compier, Rhetorical theology, 41. Although Compier mentions him only in passing (Ibid, 

77), the close proximity to the work of the German philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer is 
evident here. Both the text and the reader (or partners in a discussion) bring with them 
certain presuppositions. In the ‘conversation’ that ensues these two ‘horizons’ meet in a 
mutual search for truth. The dialogue is characterised by recognition of our own 
fallibility and openness for the strengths of other participants’ positions. “At issue is not 
the intention behind a person’s saying … but its possible truth” (Warnke, Gadamer. 
Hermeneutics, tradition and reason, 100). One may argue that the focus here is still on 
meaning and not on action, but as far as one’s understanding of truth impacts on 
society and is challenged by praxis, the Gadamerian conversation certainly carries a 
political character. For an overview of the impact of Gadamer’s thought on theology 
(and especially on ecumenical theology), see J.C. Pauw and D.J. Smit, ‘“The 
conversation that we are …” - reflections on ecumenical hermeneutics’ in: South African 
Journal of Philosophy 22 (1), 2003, 19-39. 

56 S. IJsseling, Rhetoric and philosophy in conflict. An historical survey, The Hague 1976. 
57 IJsseling refers to the impact of Luther and Schleiermacher on preaching – understood 

as the Word of God accomplishing faith and sanctification with the hearers (IJsseling, 
Rhetoric and philosophy, 76-78). 

58 IJsseling, Rhetoric and philosophy, 7. 
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ambiguity and the “concealing character and violence of the word.” To remedy 
this, said Plato, one must turn from the ‘sensible’ to the ‘intelligible’ order, that is, 
from “the world of appearances, presentation, opinion (doxa) and physics” to the 
“world of true being, ideal and essence, knowledge (episteme) and metaphysics.” 
With this, says IJsseling, Plato broke the power of rhetoric and established the 
tradition of Western metaphysics – a metaphysics that “affirms a reality detached 
from (absolved from) any word or speech about it and thus becomes an absolute 
reality.”59  

The Roman orator Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 BCE) rejected this dualism of the 
sensible and the intelligible. For him eloquence is “the offspring of the 
accomplishments of the most learned men [sic].”60 His student Marcus Fabius 
Quintilian (40-95 CE) included in his curriculum “civil law, history, literature, all 
areas of philosophy, the sciences, and the principles of rhetoric, accompanied by 
frequent practice in declamation.” Importantly, Cicero and Quintilian saw 
eloquence as “the most useful virtue for the maintenance of healthy human 
societies.” The education of the orator into a ‘good person’ with the highest ethical 
and moral conduct would counter Plato’s concern for the potential harmful power 
of the word. For the Romans the “character of the speaker significantly affects the 
audience’s willingness to be won over.”61 Underlying this is Cicero’s conviction 
that philosophy and politics were originally one and that the “absurd” distinction 
between philosophy and rhetoric was a later development. Philosophy without 
political significance was “useless” and “objectionable”. IJsseling writes as follows 
on Cicero: 

… Politics is a power game and this is also the context in which Cicero thinks. 
It is impossible for man [sic] – the philosopher included – to withdraw from 
this game, since he is often involved in a concealed manner. … Cicero 
regarded insight as essentially connected with desire, in the conviction that 
man’s judgment is formed by love, hate, joy, fear, or whatever motive rather 

                                                 
59 IJsseling, Rhetoric and philosophy, 14-15. 
60 Cicero, in Compier, Rhetorical theology, 4. IJsseling, Rhetoric and philosophy, 15-16, cites a 

remarkable extract from Cicero’s De Oratore (III, 16, 59-61): “In a survey of the history of 
ancient Greece, one immediately perceives a number of prominent figures who fulfilled 
an important role in politics on account of their rhetorical skill. One also notices certain 
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witness of his day, excelled all other Greeks through his keenness of mind, lucidity of 
thought and his ability to introduce subtle distinctions, thereby revealing his 
magnificent erudition and sheer eloquence (eloquentia)… He separated lingua (the 
external and material word of the rhetorician) and cor (the internal word of the heart or 
the real meaning). This distinction (discidium) is quite absurd, useless and objectionable 
since it implies that some people would teach us to know and others would teach us 
to speak.” 

61 Compier, Rhetorical theology, 4-5. 
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than by truth or a system of rules. Knowledge for him is always interested 
knowledge and one can influence knowledge by influencing the interest.62 

In contrast to many other contemporary revaluations of rhetoric, Compier chooses 
to draw primarily on the Roman tradition rather than on the “scientifically 
respectable” Aristotle.63 For one thing, Aristotle’s Rhetoric was not widely available 
until the Renaissance, with the effect that the works of Cicero and Quintilian 
enjoyed much greater influence. More decisively, Compier finds that “the Greek 
treatises offer a lukewarm endorsement of the rhetorical programme.” Aristotle 
seems ambivalent towards appealing to listeners’ emotions, suggesting that 
rhetoric is “a condescension to general human inability to sustain the rigor of 
rationality.” Finally, Aristotle draws a distinction between “‘forms of knowledge of 
certain underlying facts’ and rhetoric, which has knowledge ‘only of speech’”.64 As 
with Plato, one sees a similar dichotomy emerging between ‘mere speech’ and 
‘certain knowledge’. 

As mentioned earlier, this dichotomy fundamentally shaped Western philosophy 
and epistemology. All knowledge was to be drawn from an objective reality 
outside of time and human interaction. This objective reality provided ‘first’ or 
‘basic’ or ‘general’ principles which our senses or reason could perceive, provided 
that we make the effort to accomplish this. Knowledge was not, as with Cicero, 
understood as interested knowledge, but as impartial knowledge. Furthermore, 
knowledge became the domain of specialists.65 

The three so-called ‘masters of suspicion’ – Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche and 
Sigmund Freud – shattered this static image of knowledge. Knowledge is 

                                                 
62 IJsseling, Rhetoric and philosophy, 35, emphasis added. 
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of his rhetorical strategy. Aristotle distinguishes between three kinds of eloquence, 
namely: “judicial eloquence (genus judiciale), related to the past and concerned with 
laws, having a positive aspect of defence and a negative aspect of accusation”; 
“deliberative eloquence (genus deliberativum), related to the future and concerned with 
pragmatic order, having a positive aspect of persuasion and a negative one of 
discussion”; and “epideictic eloquence (genus demonstrativum), concerning the aesthetic 
order and having a bearing on the present” with a positive aspect of praise and a 
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whatever is to be asserted; dispositio, putting order in what has been discovered; elocutio, 
the wording; actio, the delivery; memoria, learning by heart” (IJsseling, Rhetoric and 
philosophy, 29-30). 

64 Compier, Rhetorical theology, 2-3. 
65 Compier describes the various names under which this epistemological position may be 

identified: “objectivism, because truth has a status independent from individual 
knowers; foundationalism, because the central axioms form a reliable basis for all human 
knowing; analytic, because once the general principles are identified, virtually all true 
knowledge can be deduced from them; and universalism, because presumably anyone 
with sound mental and sensual faculties enjoys certain access to reality” (Compier, 
Rhetorical theology, 41). 
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constituted by temporal factors such as the class divisions that exist within society 
(Marx), the will to power that motivates all action (Nietzsche), or the human 
subconscious that exerts an influence on all behaviour (Freud). All three 
recognised the rhetorical nature of all texts.66 It was especially Nietzsche who 
attacked philosophy as a construction that seeks to arrest and shore up power for 
itself. As such, it is nothing other than a “hidden and subtle” rhetoric. And the 
reason for this “is that philosophising is a matter of language, interpretation, and 
formulation, that philosophy consists exclusively of a network of words and 
clauses, and that language as such is naturally rhetorical”.67 In clear contrast to 
Plato’s understanding, then, Nietzsche sees no objective knowledge, only opinion, 
as the following paragraph by Nietzsche demonstrates: 

… it is not difficult to prove that what is called ‘rhetorical,’ as a means of 
conscious art, had been active as a means of unconscious art in language and 
its development, indeed, that the rhetorical is a further development, guided by 
the clear light of the understanding, of the artistic means which are already found 
in language. There is obviously no unrhetorical ‘naturalness’ of language to 
which one could appeal; language itself is the result of purely rhetorical arts 
… language is rhetoric, because it desires to convey only a doxa [opinion], not 
an episteme [knowledge].68 

3.2 Rhetorical theology 
With this background it is possible to understand why Compier is compelled to 
relate rhetoric also to theology. If language by its very nature carries a persuasive 
character, the same holds for theological and religious discourse. And if 
knowledge is always interested, knowledge about God, creation and the church is 
too. Indeed, the Bible itself must be understood as aiming to achieve something – 
the term scopus acknowledges this. 

However, as philosophy became metaphysical after Plato, so too did theology. This 
was especially true for Reformed orthodoxy: God became the Absolute, detached 
and independent from human utterances about God. Knowledge of God became 
separated from confessing proclamations – proclamations that were intended to 
situate believers within temporal relations to others and to God. IJsseling writes: 

Theology was originally a poetic and mythical saying, a eulogy and 
glorification, proclamation and celebration, thanksgiving and praise. It is 
primarily a matter of believing in the sense of praising God and creation. Only 
within this eulogy and believing proclamation can God appear as God, 
revealing reality as His creation.69 
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Where the metaphysical tradition relegated preaching to a secondary position in 
relation to theology, i.e. as mere expressions of the objective truths (unaffected by 
faith and proclamations) that theology uncovers for it, rhetorical theology places 
preaching, confession, proclamation and celebration at the heart of the revealing or 
the uncovering of truth. Scripture attests to this truth, yet rhetorical theology 
acknowledges that we can never lay unmistakable hold upon the truth. Precisely 
for this reason the theologian “will use every possible rhetorical means – perhaps 
even violence – to lead others to this realm.”70 The terrible fact is that Christian 
theology has throughout history used violence and other unjust means to proclaim 
or defend religious commitments or social and political ideals. Often such means 
were justified because theology held to a firm belief that it possessed truth, rather 
than acknowledging the fallibility of its grasp of the truth. Rhetorical theology is 
characterised by this modesty and is alerted to the unjust and often violent 
outcomes that religious discourse may unleash.  

Compier provides an important historical overview of the rise of rhetorical 
theology in the 20th century. He distinguishes seven characteristics of Roman 
oratory (“the rhetorical ethos”) and demonstrates how each of these can be seen to 
impact on contemporary theology:71 

1. Rhetoric’s scope is practical. “Its practitioners share a concern for the safety 
and health of the commonwealth.” Conversely, theological method as 
practical and political is represented by for instance Karl Barth who “wrote 
his massive dogmatics for preachers” and said that theologians “should do 
their work with the Bible in one hand and today’s newspaper in the other.” 

2. Rhetoric possesses a popular or public nature. It eschews “discursive 
elitism.” Similarly various recent theologians have “found ways to write in 
language that persons in the pew and street can understand.” 

3. Rhetoric is active, comprising “a form of praxis, a way of effecting desirable 
private and public consequences.” Latin American and black liberation 
theologians have laid particular emphasis on the “primacy of praxis,” but so 
too has George Lindbeck pointed to the “active nature” of religious 
“language games.” 

4. Rhetoric must be contextual. It “demands constant adjustment to ever-
changing audiences and causes.” Theologians such as Robert Schreiter have 
emphasised our “historical and cultural situatedness” within increasingly 
multicultural contexts. 

5. Rhetoric must be contingent. The reality is that “in human affairs decisions 
must usually be made before all the facts are in.” Such decisions are the 
outcome of mutual agreement “based on probability, not certainty, and 
‘informed opinion,’ not ‘scientific demonstration.’” This 
“antifoundationalist” epistemology is also evident in much of contemporary 
theology. 

6. Rhetoric is polemical. It carries a “combative tenor” and urgency in its 
vocation as defender of individuals and the state. Liberation and feminist 
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theology’s struggle against oppression insists that theologians inevitably 
take sides, “so that a polemical stance cannot be avoided.” 

7. Rhetoric is holistic. It resists “narrow academic specialization” and it 
“appeals to the whole person in rational, emotional, aesthetic, ethical, and 
volitional terms.” In theology the “unity of the affective and intellectual 
dimensions of human existence” is also evident, particularly in the renewed 
interest in Schleiermacher’s work. 

Compier continues to discuss in brief detail three contemporary theologians who 
have explicitly drawn on rhetoric, namely David Tracy,72 David Cunningham73 
and Rebecca Chopp74. He finds, however, that both Tracy and Cunningham fail in 
the end to shift the focus from the meaning of texts to the political nature of 
discourse. With Chopp this is accomplished, particularly through the influence of 
Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza.75 Compier sees his own position as building upon 
that of Rebecca Chopp (whom he describes in the preface as his mentor). He 
stresses the ‘interested’ character of the study of texts (beyond, for instance, the 
reader-response theory discussed above). Quoting Frank Lentricchia, he 
writes that: 

‘the point is not only to interpret texts, but in so interpreting them, change our 
society.’ [Lentricchia] defines the test by which this textual procedure asks to 
be judged: ‘Does one’s approach to the text enable or disable – encourage or 
discourage – oneself and one’s students and readers to spot, confront, and 
work against the political horrors of one’s time?’76 

He goes further to show how rhetorical hermeneutics is not only a recent discovery 
in Protestant theology, but has in fact been a characteristic feature of Reformed 
theology. He does this by discussing John Calvin’s doctrine of sin,77 which he 
considers “an all-out assault on the papal regime.” Calvin’s Institutes shows many 
of the characteristics of rhetorical theology, most prominently in Book IV. Compier 
argues that Calvin’s hamartiology cannot be summarised with reference to 
predestination and a pessimistic view of humanity. He rather explicates the 
doctrine of sin to expose the evils of the papacy and the late medieval abuse of 
penitence. Throughout his work, according to Compier, “Calvin followed a 
tripartite method of rhetorical hermeneutics” by presenting “an interpretation of 
human experience, of the traditions of the church, and especially of the Holy 
Scriptures” and then supplementing this with “explicit political polemics.”78  
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Compier draws on the work of the literary scholar Steven Mailloux,79 who gives an 
account of rhetorical hermeneutics as a “practical dialogue between the rhetorical 
horizon of the interpreter and the rhetorical horizon of the text.”80 In this dialogue 
the interpreter “simply and rigourously [sic] argues for a counterinterpretation, 
making such rhetorical moves as pointing to the text, citing the author’s intentions, 
noting the traditional reading, and invoking the consensus.” This counter-
interpretation is of course just as contingent and contextual, resisting recourse to 
foundationalist theory. But, continues Mailloux, this is “truly the only ground it 
can have … that is all we can ever do.”81 

This is the basis of Compier’s position. Yet, a disturbing realisation comes into 
view. If this truly is “all we can ever do”, then the best measure against unjust 
interpretation is “invoking the consensus” of the interpreting community – and 
this has not proven to be a very reliable measure. Compier is well aware of this, 
stating for instance how his study of the Holocaust has reinforced his “doubts 
about accepting the existence of the ‘interpretive communities’ as a sufficient 
guarantee against nihilism.”82 Here Cicero’s emphasis on the complete formation 
(Bildung) of the orator who is “committed to the never-ending quest for truth and 
devoted to the common welfare” becomes important. In Christian terms this may 
be reformulated in Albert Schweitzer’s “ethic of reverence for life” with the 
“fundamental regulative principles [being] love of God and love of neighbours.”83 

Nevertheless, Cicero acknowledges that even the most ‘well-formed’ orator does 
not overrule the authority of the consensus gentium, the communal conviction. For 
Cicero it was vital “to reach a certain actual consensus with regard to the 
fundamental questions of human existence.” The danger here is evident: if the 
general consensus has the highest authority for deciding human affairs, what 
prohibits the community from agreeing on unjust courses of action? Plato’s 
concern about the power of the word therefore comes back to haunt rhetorical 
hermeneutics. Apartheid and Nazism were only two of the many historical 
instances of the potential violence of the word. 

Is there a way to discern when language takes on an unjust or ideological 
character? It is at this point that John Thompson’s insights on ideological language 
become significant. Discourse, as was explained in the first chapter, is comprised of 
symbolic forms or symbolic constructions. Symbolic forms are linguistic and non-
linguistic expressions or utterances, meaningful actions, texts, images and objects 
that come to symbolise (or to ‘mean’) something. By now it is clear that rhetoric 
focuses both on the symbolic forms (particularly linguistic symbols or words) and 
on the social-historical contexts within which they are employed (how they impact 
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on society). Thompson’s depth hermeneutic encompasses both these aspects and 
enables a strategy that is likely to identify those instances where language becomes 
ideological. When one accepts the validity of rhetorical hermeneutics in theology, 
the hermeneutical analysis of ideological discourse becomes more than mere 
intellectual exercise. It becomes, rather, the only way to determine whether the 
Bible is being used to pursue unjust causes in society. At the same time rhetorical 
theology adds a corrective to John Thompson’s methodology by emphasising the 
interested and polemical nature of all discourse. All discourse must be analysed 
critically, because all discourse aims to achieve something within particular 
circumstances. The critical question must always be: what does this text, symbol or 
form aim to achieve? 

4. CONCLUSION 
It was argued in the previous chapter that ‘Biblical Theology’ lay at the heart of the 
Dutch Reformed theological discourse against apartheid. From the analyses in the 
foregoing chapters it became clear that, unlike apartheid theology, anti-apartheid 
DR theology was not an attempted total strategy to re-design society according to a 
blueprint. It recognised that truth is not a set of principles or codes of belief 
(credenda) as presupposed by scholasticism and orthodoxy, but a message and a 
promise (doctrina) as discovered by the Reformers. This correlated to the 
philosophers’ distinction between knowledge (episteme) and convictions (doxa). 
Rhetorical hermeneutics unmasks this distinction as false. All human knowledge, 
according to rhetorical hermeneutics, must be recognised is doxa. No person can 
claim to have a firm grasp of the truth, of episteme or credenda. Finally, rhetorical 
hermeneutics acknowledges that doxa has a transformative character – that words 
are deeds.  

Reformed Biblical theology claims the same for the knowledge (doctrina) about 
God: to know Christ as the crucified and resurrected means the forgiveness of sins. 
It means the communion with God and people as the entry of God’s Kingdom into 
our present reality. This entails concrete changes to our social, political and 
economic structures and relations. These changes occur in communion – in the 
interpreting community that is created by the ‘sending love’ of the Triune God and 
that continually seeks to expose symbols and language that may obscure the 
central thrust or scopus of the gospel. Even Biblical theology as defined here must 
be assessed continually to ensure that the goals it serves do not in some contexts 
serve to establish unjust relations of domination. Such continual, communal re-
assessment of the strategies and goals of religious discourse will be the ongoing 
and precarious task of the church in post-apartheid South Africa. 
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Summary in Dutch (Samenvatting) 

Titel: Anti-apartheidstheologie in de Nederduitse Gereformeerde Familie van 
Kerken. Een dieptehermeneutisch onderzoek 

Deze thesis biedt een analyse van het theologische discours tegen de apartheid 
zoals dit zich ontwikkelde binnen de verschillende kerken van de Nederduitse 
Gereformeerde Familie van Kerken in Zuid-Afrika. Hiertoe behoren de NG Kerk 
(NGK), de voormalige NG Sendingskerk (NGSK), de NG Kerk in Africa (NGKA), 
de Reformed Church in Africa en de Verenigende Gereformeerde Kerk van Suider 
Afrika (VGKSA).  

Aangezien de anti-aparheidstheologie een reactie was op de etnische differentiatie 
van de apartheidstheologie biedt hoofdstuk één een conceptuele analyse van de 
termen etniciteit, identiteit en ideologie. Verschillende opvattingen van etniciteit 
worden besproken, namelijk primordialisme (etniciteit als tijdloos gegeven a-
priori), instrumentalisme (etniciteit als functie van de sociaal-politieke belangen 
van een groep a posteriori) en constructivisme (etniciteit als sociaal-historisch 
gegeven, dat voordurend gereconstructureerd wordt). De laatstgenoemde 
opvatting kan worden verhelderd door het concept sociale identiteit. Identiteit, 
hetzij collectief of individueel, behelst een dialectiek van interne en externe 
identificering. Dit is volgens de Britse socioloog Richard Jenkins een voortgaande 
en gelijktijdige synthese van (interne) zelfidentificatie en (externe) definities van 
het zelf door anderen. Identiteit is dus niet een statisch gegeven maar het behelst 
een proces van symbolische constructie. Derhalve laat de definitie van Jenkins toe 
dat de rol van macht en institutionele overheersing in de identiteitsvorming in 
rekening gebracht kan worden. Etnische identiteit als een specifieke vorm van 
groepsidentiteit is dus eerder een proces van interactie dan een statisch gegeven. 
De Noorse sociale antropoloog Frederik Barth definieert etniciteit als sociale 
organisatie van culturele verschillen. Dit gaat niet zozeer over de culturele 
kenmerken van een groep, maar over de instandhouding van de grens die leden 
van een groep onderscheiden van andere etnische groepen. Zo kan etniciteit 
(oftewel in- en uitsluiting) makkelijk voor politieke doeleinden gemobiliseerd 
worden.  

Gegeven de vatbaarheid van etniciteit voor politieke mobilisering en dus voor 
machtsoverheersing door en onderdrukking van de ene etnische groep door een 
andere is de volgende stap, dat er aandacht geschonken wordt aan de rol van 
ideologie binnen etniciteit. Ideologie wordt in de lijn van de Britse socioloog John 
Thompson in een kritische zin gebruikt, namelijk waar er sprake is van 
overheersingsrelaties. Betekenis wordt volgens Thompson gedragen door 
symbolische vormen (verbale en niet- verbale communicatie, symbolen, beelden, 
tekens, riten enzovoort). Wanneer symbolische vormen binnen bepaalde sociaal-
historische omstandigheden betekenissen dragen die systematisch asymmetrische 
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machtsverhoudingen bewerkstelligen of handhaven, dan is er sprake van 
ideologie. Waar onderdrukking in termen van etnische onderscheiding 
functioneert, heeft men te maken met een etnische ideologie. Apartheid is hiervan 
een voorbeeld.  

Thompson stelt een driedelige methode voor om ideologische vormen bloot te 
leggen. Hij noemt dit dieptehermeneutiek. Hierbij worden symbolische vormen 
geanalyseerd om de betekenis, die ze binnen een bepaalde context hebben, te 
interpreteren. Alvorens deze analyse te doen, is het belangrijk de algemeen 
aanvaarde betekenis van de symbolische vormen binnen de context waarin zij 
functioneren, te onderzoeken. Hierna volgen drie stappen die ten doel hebben de 
betekenis van de symboolvormen te interpreteren, namelijk (1) een sociaal-
historische analyse (waarbij de context, waarbinnen de symbolische vormen 
functioneren, geanalyseerd wordt); (2) een formele of discursieve analyse (waarbij 
verschillende aspecten van de symbolische vormen zelf geanalyseerd worden); en 
(3) een interpretatie of herinterpretatie van de mogelijke betekenis van de 
symbolische vormen. Deze derde stap is de creatieve fase van de 
dieptehermeneutiek. Hier wordt dikwijls een betekenis aan de symbolische 
vormen gegeven die contrasteert met de algemeen aanvaarde betekenis daarvan. 
Hier wordt ook mogelijke ideologische betekenissen onthuld aan de hand van een 
aantal typische kenmerken van ideologische vormen. Het waardevolle van 
Thompson’s methode is dat deze toegepast kan worden op alle symbolische 
vormen om hun betekenis te analyseren. Het is niet alleen van toepassing op de 
interpretatie van ideologie, aangezien de ideologie pas geïdentificeerd wordt nadat 
de betekenis is geïnterpreteerd.  

De methode van Thompson wordt vervolgens gebruikt om de anti-
apartheidstheologie binnen de NG Kerkfamilie te interpreteren. Waar de algemeen 
aanvaarde betekenis van anti-apartheidstheologie dikwijls gekoppeld wordt aan 
concepten zoals bevrijdingstheologie en Afrikatheologie – concepten die vreemd 
zijn aan de Reformatorische traditie – biedt deze thesis een herinterpretatie van de 
anti-apartheidstheologie binnen de NG Kerkfamilie, die juist het Reformatorische 
erfgoed waaruit zij put beklemtoont. De drie stappen van Thompson’s 
dieptehermeneutiek worden over drie hoofdstukken verdeeld. (1) Hoofdstuk twee 
biedt een historisch overzicht over het ontstaan van etnisch onderscheiden kerken 
binnen de NG traditie in Zuid-Afrika. (2) Hoofdstuk drie, dat het hart van dit 
onderzoek vormt, biedt een analyse van het theologische discours tegen de 
apartheid zoals die zich ontwikkeld heeft binnen de verschillende kerken in de NG 
Kerkfamilie. (3) Hoofdstuk vier biedt een herinterpretatie van de anti-
apartheidstheologie, gebaseerd op de voorafgaande analyses. Ter afsluiting biedt 
hoofdstuk vijf een reeks gedachten van respectievelijk methodologische, 
theologische en hermeneutische aard.  

De sociaal-historische omstandigheden waarbinnen de etnische ideologie van de 
apartheidstheologie is ontstaan, wordt in hoofdstuk twee op chronologische wijze 
besproken. Na een overzicht van de eerste twee eeuwen van het bestaan van de 
NG Kerk in Zuid-Afrika wordt specifiek aandacht gegeven aan de groeiende 
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etnische differentiatie binnen de kerk vanaf de vroege negentiende eeuw. Het blijkt 
dat rassenvooroordelen de overwegende factor was bij de stichting van aparte 
gemeentes voor zwarte lidmaten. De aanloop tot het bekende synodebesluit van 
1857 wordt besproken, zowel als de uiteindelijke stichting van een aparte kerk 
voor niet-blanke NG leden aan het einde van de 19e eeuw. Dit patroon van aparte 
NG Kerken voor de onderscheiden etnische groepen is voortgezet tijdens de 
twintigste eeuw en het tijdperk van de apartheid. De uiteindelijke doorbraak van 
deze zogenaamde ‘dochterkerken’ met de hereniging van twee van deze kerken in 
1994 vormt de laatste afdeling van dit hoofdstuk.  

Hoewel de apartheid veel van de sociaal-historische omstandigheden van het 
ontstaan van aparte etnische kerken in de NG Kerk heeft bepaald, vormt apartheid 
als ideologie en theologie pas in hoofdstuk drie het spilpunt van de analyse. De 
apartheidstheologie heeft zich aangesloten bij de sociaal-politieke formule van 
‘afzonderlijke ontwikkeling’. De vooronderstelling was dat de leden van een 
etnische groep hun potentieel maximaal zouden ontwikkelen indien zij onder alle 
omstandigheden afgezonderd zouden worden van leden van andere etnische 
groepen. Deze theologische inkleding argumenteerde vanuit de 
scheppingsverhalen (vooral het verhaal van de toren van Babel) en enkele Nieuw 
Testamentische teksten, die de godgegeven ordening van aparte etnische groepen 
of ‘volken’ beklemtoonden. Hierin heeft men aansluiting gevonden bij het concept 
van de scheppingsordeningen van de Nederlandse theoloog Abraham Kuyper, 
waarin “het volk” als zo’n scheppingsordening wordt gezien. De gevolgtrekking 
was dat etnische groepen, ook wat hun geestelijke ontwikkelingen betreft, 
gescheiden moesten worden door hen in afzonderlijke kerken onder te brengen.  

De kerkstrijd tegen apartheid in Zuid-Afrika richtte zich aanvankelijk op het 
overtuigen van de onrechtmatigheden van apartheid in de kerk en in de 
samenleving. De Cottesloe Convensie van 1960 en het vroegere werk van het 
Christelijk Instituut (onder leiding van Beyers Naudé) en de Zuid-Afrikaanse Raad 
van Kerken volgden deze weg. Toen bleek dat apartheid niet op deze wijze 
afgebroken zou worden heeft het Christelijk Instituut en de Zuid-Afrikaanse Raad 
van Kerken hun gewicht in de schaal geworpen ter ondersteuning van de 
pogingen van de zwarte leiders van de Zwart Bewustheidsbeweging (Black 
Consciousness Movement) in hun strijd om bevrijding van de onderdrukking. Een 
verschuiving van theologische argumentatie naar politieke actie vond plaats in de 
kerkstrijd. De oproep van het Kairos Document (1985) aan christenen om actief 
deel te nemen in de strijd tegen apartheid maakte dit accent duidelijk.  

Binnen de NG Kerkfamilie is het theologische debat tegen apartheid echter verder 
gevoerd. In de NG Kerk waren het enkele individuen die aan dit debat deelnamen, 
terwijl de jongere NG Kerken (de NGSK, NGKA en RCA) vanaf midden jaren 
zeventig daadwerkelijk vorm begonnen te geven aan het theologische discours 
tegen de apartheidstheologie. De eerste theologen in de NGK die zich tegen de 
bijbelse rechtvaardiging van apartheid en tegen rassen-vooroordelen uitspraken 
waren onder meer Ben Marais en B.B. Keet in 1950. Voor Keet was de enige 
maatstaf voor lidmaatschap van de kerk geloof en niet kleur of etniciteit. Zij waren 
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ook twee van de elf Afrikaanse theologen die de publikatie Delayed Action! 
publiceerden over de eenheid van de kerk. Deze ecclesiologische nadruk zou een 
kenmerk worden van de anti-apartheidstheologie in de NGK. Het was vooral 
Willie Jonker die de praktijk van etnisch gescheiden kerken binnen één familie als 
onaanvaardbaar heeft beklemtoond. De ecclesiologische argumenten zijn 
mettertijd aangevuld met verwijzingen naar verzoening en gerechtigheid zoals in 
de jaren 80 in het document Stormkompas en Kerk en Samelewing zou blijken. Van 
een expliciete Christologische benadering van het discours tegen de apartheid en 
een daadwerkelijke afwijzing van apartheid als zonde was er echter geen sprake in 
de NGK. Dit zijn thema’s die in de jongere kerken ontwikkeld zouden worden.  

Na aanvankelijke bezwaren in de NGSK in verband met de apartheidswetgeving 
in de late jaren 40 en 50 kwam er verder weinig kritiek op apartheid vanuit de 
jongere NG Kerken. Pas in 1975 maakte de NGSK een doorbraak door een reeks 
thema’s toe te voegen aan het discours tegen apartheid, vooral door de verwijzing 
naar het koninkrijk van God. Dit stond in contrast met de klemtoon van de 
apartheidstheologie op de schepping van God. De heerschappij van Christus over 
alle levensgebieden en Christus’ verzoening zou mettertijd een centraal thema 
worden in de jongere kerken. Het werk van de Belijdende Kring toonde dit aan, 
zoals de reeks gebeurtenissen tussen 1978 en 1982 in de NGSK. In 1982 had de 
Wereldbond van Gereformeerde Kerken een status confessionis tegen apartheid 
uitgesproken: de NGSK had dit besluit beaamd en als reactie daarop de belijdenis 
van Belhar opgesteld. Belhar kan beschouwt worden als de culminatie van het 
theologische discours tegen apartheid in de jongere kerken. De driedeling van de 
belijdenis van kerkeenheid, verzoening in Christus en Gods gerechtigheid biedt 
een goed overzicht van de belangrijkste thema’s van anti-apartheidstheologie 
binnen de NG familie van kerken.  

Hoofdstuk twee en drie vertegenwoordigen dus de eerste twee stappen van 
Thompson’s dieptehermeneutiek. De derde stap, namelijk (her)interpretatie van de 
fundamentele betekenissen van de anti-apartheidstheologie wordt in hoofdstuk 
vier aangepakt door te vragen naar de motieven die ten grondslag liggen aan het 
discours van de NG Kerken tegen apartheid. Een aantal seculaire motieven wordt 
overwogen, namelijk etniciteit, mensenrechten, of enige opvallende ideologische 
motieven. Uit deze analyse blijkt echter dat deze dingen geen overwegende 
factoren waren in de NG anti-apartheidstheologie. Waar begrippen, die typerend 
waren voor de mensenrechten verschenen, werd dit altijd aangeboden in bijbelse 
termen. Het zoeken naar leiding vanuit de Schrift als vertrekpunt en norm voor het 
hele leven blijkt uiteindelijk de meest doorslaggevende factor te zijn in het discours 
tegen apartheid. Drie van deze theologische motieven worden geïdentificeerd, 
namelijk Gereformeerd evangelicalisme, kritisch realisme en Schrifttheologie. 
Respectievelijk zouden deze drie motieven vorm geven aan anti-
apartheidstheologie in de NG familie van kerken.  

Het Gereformeerd evangelicalisme in de NG Kerk vindt volgens David Bosch zijn 
oorspong in de evangelische vroomheid, die door Schotse predikanten zoals 
Andrew Murray werd ingevoerd. In sommige van deze evangelische kringen was 
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er een sterke nadruk op zending en dus op sociale betrokkenheid bij de levens van 
zwarte mensen in Zuid-Afrika. Deze betrokkenheid opende de ogen van mensen 
voor de praktische gevolgen van de apartheid en zorgde voor een grotere 
bewustwording van de sociale omstandigheden en geschiedenis van het land. De 
bijbel werd niet gelezen als een reeks tijdloze beginsels, maar als deel van een 
zoeken naar concreet ingrijpen in de levens van mensen. Dit theologische motief 
was beperkt tot een aantal individuen binnen de NG Kerk, van wie Beyers Naudé 
waarschijnlijk de meest uitgesproken persoon was.  

Het tweede motief – ook beperkt tot de NG Kerk en andere Afrikaanse kerken – 
was wat Ferdinant Deist het kritisch realisme noemt, ter onderscheiding van het 
naïef realisme. Kritisch realisme meent dat geen enkele persoon direct of volledig 
toegang heeft tot de werkelijkheid en dat kennis – ook kennis van God – daarom 
altijd voorlopig is. Waar de gereformeerde orthodoxie de Schrift beschouwde als 
openbaring van een reeks tijdloze waarheden, erkent het kritisch realisme (in het 
spoor van de Reformatie) dat de Schrift een historisch document is, dat vertelt over 
de (beperkte) ervaring van mensen van de goddelijke openbaring. Na de 
rechtszaak tegen Johannes du Plessis in de jaren 30 werd het naïeve realisme de 
dominante leer in de NGK. Dit zou uiteindelijk leiden tot het gesloten en rationele 
karakter van apartheidstheologie. Opnieuw waren het enkele individuen die een 
meer kritische leer voorstonden, onder andere Marais en Keet. Sedert de jaren 60 
en vooral de jaren 70 vond er, in aansluiting bij de opkomst van de historische 
kritiek en de literaire theorie, een merkbare verschuiving plaats van het naïeve 
naar het kritische realisme onder Zuid-Afrikaanse Bijbelgeleerden. 

Het Gereformeerd evangelicalisme en kritisch realisme verklaart veel van de 
kritiek op de bijbelse rechtvaardiging van apartheid. Uit hun kritiek volgt de 
afwijzing van scheiding op grond van etniciteit en de oproep tot kerkeenheid in de 
NG Kerkfamilie. Dit ecclesiologische argument was het zwaartepunt van de anti-
apartheidstheologie in de NGK. Dit verklaart echter nog niet de aandrang 
waarmee theologen in de jongere NG Kerken hun theologische verzet tegen 
apartheid naar voren brachten. Deze dringendheid volgde namelijk uit de 
overtuiging dat apartheid een bedreiging voor het hart van het evangelie 
betekende. De overtuiging dat de Schrift een centrale boodschap, focus, richting of 
skopus heeft, noemde Willie Jonker Schrifttheologie. Deze scopus duidt op de 
betekenis die de incarnatie van Christus en zijn sterven en opstanding heeft voor 
mensen die hun levens op verschillende plekken en in verschillende tijden als 
zondaars coram Deo leven. Dit veronderstelt een hermeneutische omgang met de 
Schrift als een levend Woord, wat lijnrecht tegenover apartheidstheologen staat die 
de Schrift rationalistisch en exclusivistisch gebruiken. De thesis van deze studie is 
dan ook dat Schrifttheeologie, die in het licht staat van het onderscheid tussen 
credenda (een systeem van leerstellige waarheden) en doctrina (het levende Woord 
dat tot het geloof spreekt), het meest grondliggende motief was voor de anti-
apartheidstheologie in de NG familie van kerken. Om deze reden was de centrale 
leerstelling in dit theologische discours tegen apartheid niet in de eerste plaats de 
ecclesiologie maar de Christologie.  
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Het slothoofdstuk biedt allereerst een reflectie op de methodologie door de 
gebruikte definitie van etniciteit en de toepassing van Thompson’s 
dieptehermeneutiek in ogenschouw te nemen. Voorstellen voor een meer passend 
verstaan en gebruik van beide termen, etniciteit en ideologie, worden gedaan. Ten 
tweede wordt een aantal theologische kwesties die door deze studie zijn 
opgeroepen, aangeraakt, namelijk de kwestie van de verhouding tussen kerk en 
volk en de kwestie van de verhouding tussen geloof en geschiedenis (of meer 
specifiek: hoe christenen bij processen van sociale transformatie betrokken 
raakten). De derde en laatste afdeling van dit hoofdstuk introduceert het 
theologische debat rondom de retorische hermeneutiek als een logische en 
belangrijke piste waarlangs het theologische discours tegen apartheid (of tegen 
enige vorm van theologisch absolutisme) verder gevoerd kan worden in de context 
van post-apartheid. 
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