




A FAMILY OF 
REFORMED CHURCHES 

IN AFRICA

Remarkable stories of  
GOD’S GRACE

Gideon van der Watt & Mariëtte Odendaal 
(Editors)



iv

©  Christian Literature Fund Publishers

Private Bag X19

Wellington

7654

publisher@clf.co.za

www.clf.co.za

021 873 6964

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 
or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or 

otherwise, without any prior written permission of the publisher.

Design and layout by Amanda Carstens

Cover photo: CCAP church building at Nkhoma, Malawi

Printed by Print-on-Demand

First print: 2017

Second revised print: 2017

Third print: 2017

ISBN: 978-1-86804-407-8

This publication was made possible with the financial contribution from:

DRC General Synod 

Witness Ministry DRC Family Cape Region

Partners in Mission DRC Free State



v

CONTENTS

Foreword          vi

1. Introduction          1

2. Planted on the southern tip of Africa and spreading to the north:  
The Dutch Reformed Church (DRC)        5

3. Characterised by the Belhar Confession:  
The Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa (URCSA)   14

4. Rebuilding after a tragic schism:  
The Dutch Reformed Church in Africa (DRCA)     23

5. The Evangelical sister in the Family:  
The Reformed Church in Africa (RCA)     31

6. The conversion of the Bakgatla Chief Lentswe:  
The Dutch Reformed Church in Botswana (DRCB)    38

7. A church reaching out across borders:  
The Church of Central Africa Presbyterian (CCAP Nkhoma Synod) in Malawi  43

8. ‘We are a living church serving God to his glory’:  
The Church of Central Africa Presbyterian (CCAP), Harare Synod, Zimbabwe  50

9. Planted by black and white missionaries working together:  
The Reformed Church in Zimbabwe (RCZ)     56

10. Humble beginnings under a tree:  
The Reformed Church in Zambia (RCZ)     62

11. The vibrancy of the Universal Reformed Christian Church in Nigeria:  
The Nongo u Kristu u i Ser u sha Tar (NKST)     69

12. When a church is born the Lord takes care of it:  
The Igreja Reformada em Moçambique (IRM)     76

13. God used migrant farmers to sow the seeds:  
The Reformed Church of East Africa (RCEA)     84

14. A small but caring church:  
The Swaziland Reformed Church (SRC)     90

15. The adopted sister of the Family: 
The Igreja Evangélica Reformada de Angola (IERA)    96

16. A network for supporting theological training institutions:  
Network for African Congregational Theology (NetACT)                   100 

17. Brothers and sisters in Christ: A personal testimony                   105

Abbreviations                       108

Bibliography                        110



vi

Foreword
Do you have a family? How big is your family? What can you tell us 
about your family? 
These are the three most frequently asked questions I had to respond to 
when meeting people for the first time, especially when visiting western 
countries. During my first visit abroad, I was bored, because almost 
everyone I met asked me these questions. It was not until I returned 
home and started receiving communications from the people I had met 
that I realised the importance of the three questions. Each person 
greeted the members of my family by name and they showed a keen 
interest in my children’s progress in school. Whenever they say, ‘We are 
praying for your family and your ministry every day,’ I am sure this is  
the truth.

The book you are about to read has been conceived with these 
three questions in mind and the contributors are in a way responding to 
these questions. The book combines stories of churches that were 
directly and indirectly established by the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC). 
In other words, it is a book showing a family tree of churches in the 
(Dutch) Reformed family.

Do you have a family?
No one can write a book on Christianity in Africa without writing a 
considerable number of pages about the tremendous work of the Dutch 
Reformed Church and its sister churches. The (Dutch) Reformed family is 
one of the biggest church families in Africa. No matter the age or size of 
the churches, they belong to one family. As a family, we remain united 
and focused on our calling, that is, to advance the Kingdom of God.

How big is the family?
In Africa, there are fourteen Reformed denominations with their roots in 
the Dutch Reformed Church. Many of these churches are called ‘mainline 
churches’ in their respective countries, for example, the Church of Central 
Africa Presbyterian (CCAP), Nkhoma Synod in Malawi, the Reformed 
Church in Zambia and the Reformed Church in Zimbabwe (both 
abbreviated to RCZ in their countries) to mention a few. The members of 
the Reformed church family can be found in South Africa as well as in 
Central, East and West Africa. The membership of the Reformed church 
family in Africa comes to more than seven million people!
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What can you tell us about your family?
This book does not only list the names of churches belonging to our 
family, but it also tells how the churches were established, it describes 
their growth and gauges their impact on their countries. The churches in 
the Reformed family have contributed hugely to the African continent; 
spiritually, socially as well as economically.

It is our hope that you will be eager to learn more about this family 
of Reformed churches after reading our book.

Rev. Vasco Kachipapa  
(CCAP, Nkhoma Synod, Malawi)

Chairperson: Reformed Family Forum
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NIGERIA: NKST ‐ 1911/1957 
KENYA: RCEA ‐ 1944/1963

SOUTH AFRICA: DRC ‐ 1652/1824 

SOUTH AFRICA: URCSA ‐ 1895/1881/1994
SOUTH AFRICA: DRCA ‐ 1862/1963 

SOUTH AFRICA: RCA ‐ 1946/1968 

BOTSWANA: DRCB ‐ 1877/1979 

MALAWI: CCAP Nkhoma ‐  1889/1956 

ZIMBABWE: CCAP Harare ‐ 1905/1965

ZIMBABWE: RCZ ‐ 1891/1952 

ZAMBIA: RCZ ‐ 1899/1943/1966 
MOZAMBIQUE: IRM ‐ 1908/1977 

SWAZILAND: SRC ‐ 1945/1991 

ANGOLA: IERA ‐ 1922 

Dates of birth of the different churches in the 
Reformed Family in Africa

It is quite difficult to determine the exact dates: did the church only 
begin when the first missionaries arrived, or perhaps earlier? Should the 
date of the establishment of the first organised congregation be taken 
as date of birth? In many cases the embryonic church was already in 
existence when missionaries, evangelists or sick-comforters arrived. On 
the map we indicate the approximate date of birth of each church, 
followed by the date when the synods had their first meetings.
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Introduction

The story about the planting, sprouting and spreading of the family of 
Reformed churches in Africa tells of miracles! It speaks of so many 

missionaries and their loved ones who dedicated their whole lives to 
carrying God’s message to all parts of Africa and making disciples all 
over the continent. It is also a story of the enthusiastic reception of  
the message and of how many recipients faithfully engaged in the 
continuous process of making new disciples. This was done regardless of 
suffering and often in the face of strong resistance. It is the story about 
how God gathered his church, how God nurtured it and allowed it to 
blossom and bear abundant fruit. The church grew despite the fallibility 
of the missionary enterprise, so that the story is ultimately about God’s 
mission of grace.

The Reformed Family Forum’s meeting in August 2016 in Senga Bay, Malawi.  
Front row, f ltr: Rev. Godfrey Betha (URCSA), Rev. Libias Boloma (CCAP Harare),  

Rev. Timoteo Fabiao (IRM Mphatso), Rev. Vasco Kachipapa (CCAP Nkhoma),  
Dr Gustav Claassen (DRC General Synod); 2nd row: Dr Gideon van der Watt (DRC 

Free State), Dr Andries Hoffman (DRCA), Rev. Jonah Lagat (RCEA Kenya),  
Rev. Joao Herbath (IRM Tumbine Synod), Dr William Zulu RCZ (Zambia),  

Rev. Gabriel Marata (IRM Novo), Elder Kgosi Tlhowe (DRC Botswana); back row:  
Rev. Kovilan Moodley (RCA), Ms Charmaine Stoffberg (CLF), Prof. Jurgens Hendriks 

(NetACT) and Dr Kobus Odendaal (Witness Ministry DRC Family Cape Region).
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Today, the churches in the Family are often surprised to (re)- 
discover that they are indeed part of a wonderful family, that they are 
sister churches, inextricably bound by a shared history, a communal 
confessional identity and a joint calling. What an encouragement and 
comfort this is for the sisters to realise they are part of a big and  
caring family!

We celebrate this kinship with all the churches in our family with 
gratitude and joy in this publication. This book invites the members  
of the Family to take hands and to persevere in the service of our  
Lord, despite challenging times and difficult contexts. It is a plea for 
greater visible unity so that the world can come to belief and can  
have hope.

Most of the younger churches became autonomous in the 1960s 
and 70s. The process of changing from being ‘mother’ and ‘daughter’ to 
becoming ‘sisters’ or equal partners has not always been easy. Yet, 
despite tensions at times, the sisterhood has prevailed. 

After becoming autonomous, the individual churches in the Family 
have sought different concrete ways of expressing their unity. From 1960 
to the middle 70s, the Family’s unity has been structured by way of a 
Federal Council, but that body was eventually dissolved due to the 
inability of the Dutch Reformed Churches within South Africa to unite. 
Several bilateral and multilateral partnership agreements have been 
formed since. Much mutual assistance has also been given. But it is true 
that for some years the Family did not manage to get together as a 
whole. It was thus a cheerful family reunion in Stellenbosch in 2004 when 
representatives of most of the sister churches could convene for a 
conference on “Mission in Africa”. They rediscovered one another and 
listened to each other’s stories. This valuable conference was followed 
by a conference in 2009 in Johannesburg on “Partnerships”, arranged 
by the United Ministry for Service and Witness of the domestic sister 
churches in South Africa. 

Upon the initiative of Dr Kobus Gerber (General Secretary of the 
DRC) and with the support of Dr Kobus Odendaal (Director of Witness 
Ministry DRC family Cape Region), Dr Gideon van der Watt (Secretary of 
Partners in Mission, DRC, Free State) and Prof. Jurgens Hendricks 
(Network for African Congregational Theology or NetACT) it was 
arranged for the general secretaries of the sister churches to convene at 
the Justo Mwale University in Lusaka in 2015. The meeting was 
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generously hosted by the Reformed Church of Zambia and most sister 
churches attended. 

In 2016 another meeting took place in Salima, next to the beautiful 
Lake Malawi. This meeting was hosted by the Church of Central Africa 
Presbyterian (CCAP), Nkhoma Synod. At this meeting the Reformed 
Family Forum (Encontro da Familia Reformada) was established, 
consisting of churches with historical links with the Dutch Reformed 
Church. We foresee that initially only the general secretaries of the 
respective churches will meet, but that other leaders will later join in 
too. This publication was commissioned by the Reformed Family Forum 
to celebrate the members in this family of Reformed churches. We see 
this book as part of our Reformation 500 celebrations because it is, after 
all, the remarkable story of a Reformed church family!

Apart from brief histories of the churches, a glimpse of their  
current circumstances is also given. The miraculous growth inside the 
churches, especially after acquiring autonomy, is described.  
Churches like the Reformed Church of Zambia (RCZ), the Church of 
Central Africa Presbyterian (CCAP) Nkhoma Synod and the Universal 
Reformed Christian Church (NKST) in Nigeria grew exponentially.  
There are also accounts of perseverance despite unimaginable 
hardships due to violence, civil wars, poverty and social injustice in many 
of our Southern African countries. Attacks by fundamentalist Islamic 
groups in Nigeria and Kenya as well as severe droughts have had a huge 
impact on the churches in these areas. We clearly need one other, we 
have to take hands in addressing the challenges of our continent and 
we must pray for one another.

The sister churches face very similar challenges in their ministry and 
there is a definite need for partnerships and structures such as the 
Reformed Family Forum to address issues such as the following:
• Partnering in the joint calling to transformational community 

development for the healing of our broken and wounded communities 
in a region with increasingly perforated borders and huge migrant 
populations.

• Supplying suitable literature for ministries through organisations 
such as the Christian Literature Fund (CLF).

• Theological training at training institutions with the valuable support 
and networking structures of NetACT.

• Reflecting together on our Reformed identity in the face of  
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challenges posed by neo-Pentecostal and charismatic trends (new 
kinds of prophetic ministry, prosperity faith, the commercialisation  
of Christianity, and so on). The Reformed Family Forum agreed  
to deliberately work towards the missional transformation of  
our churches.

• Reflecting on transformational leadership models focusing on 
servanthood and priesthood of all believers also in our times.

• Finding ways to engage in meaningful dialogue with one another 
even about matters where we as separate churches hold  
different views.

• Finding ways to engage in prophetic dialogue with role-players in 
our respective socio-political, economic and ecological contexts and 
of bearing witness to people of other faiths.

The accounts given in this publication include most of the countries in 
Southern Africa. Namibia and Lesotho are exceptions as the sister 
churches in these countries are not ‘independent’ in the same way as the 
other sister churches; they form part of general synods of the DRC Family. 
A ‘new’ sister in our family is the Evangelical Reformed Church of Angola 
(Igreja Evangélica Reformada de Angola or IERA). The Lesotho 
Evangelical Church in Southern Africa (LECSA), established by the Paris 
Mission Society, has very close historical ties with the DRC Family. 
Consequently, LECSA could be drawn closer to our family which always 
remains open and welcomes fellowship with other Christians!

We greatly appreciate the contributions of the following colleagues 
to this publication. They either provided valuable information or wrote 
parts (some even large parts) of the respective chapters: 

Dr Gustav Claassen (DRC); Rev. Godfrey Betha, Rev. William Julius 
and Dr Dawid Kuyler (URCSA); Dr Andries Hoffman (DRCA); Rev. Kovilan 
Moodley (RCA); Dr William Zulu (RCZ, Zambia); Rev. Vasco Kachipapa, 
Prof. Martin Pauw (CCAP, Nkhoma Synod); Rev. Gabriel Marata,  
Rev. Timoteo Fabiao and Rev. Joas Herbath (IRM); Rev. Jonah Lagat 
(RCEA); Rev. Libias Boloma (CCAP, Harare Synod); Rev. Charles Juro 
(RCZ, Zimbabwe); Rev. Peter G. Azuana (NKST); Rev. Arnau van 
Wyngaard (RCS); Dr Kobus Odendaal (Director of Witness Ministry DRC 
Family Cape Region) and Prof. Jurgens Hendriks (IERA and NetACT).

Gideon van der Watt and Mariëtte Odendaal 
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Planted on the southern tip of 
Africa and spreading to the north

The Dutch Reformed Church (DRC)

The Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) in South Africa is the oldest church 
in the family of Reformed churches and, in the past, it was referred to 

as the ‘mother church’. Today it prefers to play the role of one of many 
sisters, even if it is the role of ‘elder sister’ to the others. The DRC is still 
a vibrant church with many congregations and a variety of ministries. It 
constantly adapts to changing times and new challenges. Recognising 
its deep roots in the Low Countries of Europe, it also sees itself as a 
church that has been (re)planted in Southern Africa to which it was  
called, so that its roots have grown equally deep in the African soil.

In 1652 the first group of Dutch settlers, led by Jan van Riebeeck, 
arrived in three sailing ships at the southern tip of Africa to establish a 
refreshment station for the United East India Company, also known as 
the Dutch East India Company (DEIC), whose ships sailed past the 
southern tip of Africa to do business with Asian countries. The 
refreshment station on the southern tip of Africa became a permanent 
settlement, expanding northward into the interior of the continent. The 
history of what was to become the independent and democratic South 
Africa of today started to unroll as the descendants of the settlers 
engaged with the indigenous peoples of the Cape as well as with black 
ethnic groups migrating from further up on the continent of Africa 
towards the south. 

The first settlers also brought a church with them, a Dutch church. 
While the word Dutch here refers to the geographical area of the  
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Low Countries, comprising the Netherlands, Belgium and north- 
western Germany, it also signals a particular culture, a language and a 
Reformed church tradition.

South Africa today
After many years of struggle against racial inequality, South Africa 
became a fully democratic republic in 1994. Today, the Republic of South 
Africa is populated by more than 50 million people. The capital cities are 
Cape Town (legislative capital) and Pretoria (executive capital), while the 
largest city is Johannesburg. The country has 11 official languages, viz. 
Afrikaans, English, isiNdebele, isiZulu, Sepedi, Sesotho, Setswana, 
siSwati, Tshivenda, Xitsonga and isiXhosa. 

Christianity is the religion of the majority of people while much 
smaller percentages of the population practise Islam, Hinduism, 
traditional African religions and Judaism. South Africa’s gross national 
income (GNI) per capita is of the highest in Africa. South Africa exports 
gold, diamonds, iron, coal, other metals and minerals, and agricultural 
products while there is also a strong manufacturing industry. 
Unfortunately, the country is, like some of its neighbours, also hampered 
by corruption, violent crimes, unemployment, inequality and poverty.

A brief  histor y of  the Dutch Reformed Church
Initially, the ministry in the settlement was taken care of by visiting 
ministers and the spiritual workers employed by the DEIC called 
ziekentroosters or ‘comforters of the sick’. In 1665 the first full-time 
minister, Rev. Johannes van Arckel, arrived. The first Dutch Reformed 
congregation was established in Cape Town that same year and later 
housed in the building today called the Groote Kerk that was built in 
1704. As the settlement gradually expanded into the interior, more 
congregations were established and they were served by Dutch  
ministers in the employment of the DEIC. So, in 1686, Stellenbosch was 
the second congregation to be established. From 1688 quite a number 
of Huguenot families fleeing from violent oppression in France due to 
their Protestant faith arrived in South Africa. They established the third 
congregation called Drakenstein (today’s Paarl and Franschhoek areas) 
and they distinctly influenced the church.
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The broad and very descriptive name for the church, that is, the 
Dutch Reformed Church (DRC), only came into frequent use after the 
first synod of the church convened on 2 November 1824. 

Another distinct influence on the church was effected by the 
number of Scottish ministers arriving at the Cape from 1818. Especially 
the descendants of Rev. Andrew Murray who arrived in 1820, had a 
marked effect on the church. These Scottish ministers had a strong 
missionary thrust and their Evangelical influence converged with the 
Reformed tradition from the Low Countries. In 1826 the DRC sent out its 
first ordained missionary, Rev. Leo Marquard, who worked among the 
Khoisan people in the Clanwilliam area, with many more to follow.

During the Great Trek that started in 1836, a large part of the white 
population moved into the interior of Southern Africa to settle in the 
regions that later became the Orange Free State, Natal and the 
Transvaal. Many new congregations were established and the need for 
qualified ministers increased. This led to the establishment of the first 
theological seminary in 1859 in Stellenbosch. In 1937 a second training 

The Groote Kerk building in Cape Town hosts the oldest congregation of the  
Dutch Reformed Church.
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institution for ministers, the Faculty of Theology at the University of 
Pretoria, was established. The third institution, the Faculty of Theology 
at the University of the Orange Free State (now the University of the 
Free State), was established in 1978.

The churches in the Orange Free State, Natal and the Transvaal 
began as independent denominations and were also separate from the 
historical Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa (Cape Colony). For 
many years the four churches collaborated in a federal system and they 
only merged into one general synod in 1962. Different regional synods 
were established, including one in Namibia and another in Zimbabwe 
(although the last mentioned was later on dissolved).

The Church experienced an Evangelical revival in the 1860s and 
initiated several local missionary endeavours, but also in other African 
countries. The missionary approach was influenced by the missionary 
principles of the time. This comprised a comprehensive approach, that 
is, the proclamation of the Word, but also diaconal services including 
educational, medical and agricultural support and development with an 
eye to establish separate, indigenous and autonomous churches for 
each race- and language group. 

Hundreds of missionaries were sent out all over Africa (Botswana, 
Malawi, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Mozambique, Nigeria, Kenya, etc.) during 
the latter part of the nineteenth century and throughout the twentieth 
century and the missions were remarkably blessed. At the peak of DRC 
missionary activity in the 1960s, the Church supported about 1  000 
missionaries and 10  000 teachers, spiritual workers, “indigenous” 
ministers, etc. It further established and supported 3 660 schools with 
220  000 pupils. Several special schools for deaf and blind learners as 
well as a number of orphanages were established. Besides this, the 
Church has been involved in the establishment of 38 mission hospitals 
with a total of 8 000 beds and many institutions for theological training 
were established in order to address the spiritual needs of people. 

The success of the missionary enterprise has become visible in a 
family of churches the DRC always saw as part of the broader DRC 
Family. These churches include, in South Africa itself, the Dutch 
Reformed Church in Africa (DRCA), the Uniting Reformed Church in 
Southern Africa (URCSA) and the Reformed Church in Africa (RCA) while 
they also include churches in Botswana, Malawi, Zimbabwe, Zambia, 
Mozambique, Kenya, Nigeria, Namibia, Swaziland and Lesotho. 
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It is, however, not possible, neither financially nor practically, that all 
the missionary activities and the facilities discussed above could be 
maintained by the ‘mother church’. It was difficult to cede the activities 
and full autonomy to the so-called ‘daughter churches’ and to celebrate 
their coming of age with them when the time came in the 1960s. But by 
God’s grace it all worked out well and the growth of the churches after 
becoming fully autonomous and independent mostly increased 
exponentially. God blessed the missionary endeavours abundantly, 
despite the imperfection of the missionary church itself.

From the late 1980s and early 1990s, and especially after the DRC 
confessed that its theological justification of and practical collaboration 
with the apartheid system was a sin, the drive to reunite at least the 
domestic churches has increased. This is, sadly, not yet a success story. 
However, the DRC continues to express its sincere eagerness to work 
towards greater visible unity, not only with the domestic sister churches, 
but also within the broader family. The DRC also continues to strive to 
establish close partnerships and develop warm relationships as a step 
on the way of realising the ideal of unity.

The United Seminary of the Faculty of Theology, Stellenbosch University, was 
established in 2012. This Seminary group was enjoying a camp at Disakloof in 2014. 

Photo: Alex Fisher
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The development of  a DRC identity
The Nicaean Creed, the Athanasian Creed and the Apostle’s Creed 
together with the three Reformed confessions of faith or the ‘three forms 
of unity’, that is, the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism and 
the Canons of Dort form the basis of the Christian faith as taught in the 
Dutch Reformed Church. In 1962 the first General Synod of the DRC 
decided on a church order that would be a modernised version of the 
1619 Church Order of Dort, that is, it was to be a Reformed, “synodical-
presbyteral” polity, aimed at safeguarding the governance of Christ in 
his church through his Word and Spirit.

The DRC has been influenced by different theological streams. 
From the Netherlands came the influence of the Dutch Second 
Reformation (Nadere Reformatie or Further Reformation) with a strong 
emphasis on the Reformed confession, experiential knowledge of God, 
intellectualism and even liberalism. In the early nineteenth century the 
Scottish ministers brought with them an openness to a certain pietism, a 
revivalism, a holiness as well as Pentecostal influences. This resulted in a 
church that harbours devotional diversity.

The two Anglo-Boer Wars (The First Transvaal War of Independence 
of 1880-1881 and the South African War of 1899-1901) had, together 
with the First and Second World Wars, a profound influence on the 
members of the DRC. The DRC turned away from Anglo-Saxon churches 
towards the Dutch and even the American theological worlds. The 
German missions’ focus on volkstümlichkeit (separate churches for 
separate races) and the philosophy of the Dutch political and theological 
leader Abraham Kuyper all contributed to the developing identity of the 
Dutch Reformed Church as a church for Afrikaner people and its 
subsequent uncritical acceptance of apartheid.

During the 1920s and 30s tensions developed in the DRC due to  
the application by Prof. Johannes du Plessis of higher criticism (critical 
sciences) to reading the Bible. This opened the DRC to influences  
by the Reformed Church of the Netherlands as well as teachings  
at Princeton University in the U.S.A. and at the Free University of 
Amsterdam. These influences led to a more confessional and cerebral 
approach to spiritual life in the DRC, an approach that is today 
challenged on various sides, especially on the side of charismatic and 
neo-Pentecostal movements with their emphasis on experiential faith.
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During the twentieth century opinions in ecumenical circles 
exercised an influence on the views of the DRC. In the first half of the 
twentieth century the DRC was actively involved in bodies such as the 
International Missionary Council, the World Council of Churches, the 
Reformed Ecumenical Synod and so on. But, because of its support of 
apartheid policies in South Africa, the DRC was excluded from these 
bodies and only allowed to return during the 1990s. It is again playing a 
significant role in ecumenical bodies, especially in the South African 
Council of Churches and the World Communion of Reformed Churches.

Current focus
The DRC is currently striving to rediscover and enhance its missional 
identity as a core aspect of church life. As the Church also celebrates 500 
years since the Reformation, it also deliberately works towards the 
rediscovery and enhancement of its Reformed identity in the context of 
modern-day Southern Africa. It would like to be a church in Africa and for 
Africa, embracing diversity in the unity of the body of Christ. After more 
than 350 years of existence, the DRC still confesses to be a Reformed 
church that adheres to the authority of Scripture and that is missional in 
character in its Southern African context. Much emphasis is thus placed 
on the missional ministry of local congregations.

Holy Communion in the historic Winburg church as part of the DRC Free State Synod’s 
150 years celebration in 2015. Photo by Keisuke Sensei, a visiting minister of the 

Reformed Church in Japan.   
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Apart from the many facets of DRC activities inside congregations, 
the DRC also tries to serve communities more broadly through 
community development programmes. Throughout the years the DRC 
has been known for its compassionate services or diaconal ministry. 
Diaconal work is part of the Church’s proclamation of God’s grace and 
love in the world. The basic approach of the social services programmes 
of the DRC is holistic as it also includes caring and relief work, as well as 
transformational development and healing of the communities, families 
and individuals. There are service stations and residential facilities  
(old age homes, homes for children, Early Childhood Development 
centres, etc.) to be found all over South Africa, in all communities, from 
deep rural areas to cities. These service stations are seen as centres of 
hope. In the 2015/2016 book year social service programmes of the 
regional synods provided services to 1 389 773 people. If the impact of 
these services is measured, it reached about 5 559 092 people. The DRC 
is probably the biggest provider of social services in the country after 
the government.

The church does a lot to reach out to the youth, for example, by 
creating opportunities to make the young feel at home in the church. It 
strives for continuous theological development of ministers and aims  
to support congregations in their endeavours to make ministries fruitful 
in an increasingly modern, urbanised and secularised context. It 
provides various forms of literature and programmes to equip members 
for the ministry. 

Statist ics and structures
The Dutch Reformed Church consists of ten synods, of which nine are  
in South Africa. The tenth synod is in the neighbouring country of 
Namibia. The borders of the synods are drawn along those of the various 
provinces of South Africa and the country of Namibia.

Every synod has its own regional structure, with a head office 
situated in the main town or city of the province where it is situated. 
Every synod has full jurisdiction over its own affairs. There are 1  134 
congregations in total and they are geographically organised into 144 
presbyteries or circuits. There are 1  531 ministers and the total 
membership of the DRC comes to 757 058. At local (congregation) level, 
the church council, together with the ministers or pastors of the 
congregation, is responsible for pastoral care and ministry.
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The General Synod Meeting of the Dutch Reformed Church in October 2015.

Every four years the synods meet as the General Synod of the Dutch 
Reformed Church. The office of the General Synod is in Pretoria in the 
Gauteng Province, while other more administrative components, mainly 
communication, media and archives, are situated in Bellville, Wellington 
and Stellenbosch in the Western Cape Province.

Contact: 
Dr Gustav Claassen (General Secretary: DRC General Synod)

gustavc@ngkerk.org.za
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3

Characterised by the Belhar 
Confession

The Uniting Reformed Church in  
Southern Africa (URCSA)

The Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa (URCSA) is today 
indeed a multiracial and multilingual church with congregations 

situated all over South Africa, Namibia and Lesotho. In terms of 
membership, it is the largest of all the churches with historical ties with 
the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC). The present URCSA was formed in 
1994 when the much older Dutch Reformed Mission Church (DRMC), 
already established in 1881, and the Dutch Reformed Church in Africa 
(DRCA) merged. As a continuation of the older DRMC, it is therefore  
also the second oldest church in the wider (Dutch) Reformed church 
family. URCSA is characterised by the deliberate embodiment of 
the Belhar Confession of 1986.

A diverse heritage
The historical context of the DRCA and its relation to URCSA will receive 
more attention in the next chapter. On the other hand, the DRMC 
account focuses mainly on the christening of the so-called “coloured 
people” whose history is marked by the blending of the indigenous 
Khoisan, European colonists, imported slaves from the East, black tribes 
that migrated from the African interior towards the south and other race 
groups. Today, the white and brown population groups respectively 
represent about 8% and 9% of the country’s population of around  
53 million, and 86% of both groups call themselves Christians.1 
1  The editors regret the need of using racially distinctive concepts like white, black, brown or 
coloured, but it is a historical fact that churches have been divided along racial/colour lines.  
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Since the confrontation between the first European colonists and 
the indigenous Khoisan, throughout the era of slavery at the Cape in the 
seventeenth to early nineteenth century, during the colonialist expansion 
of European settlers into the interior, and during the political system of 
apartheid until the struggle for a liberated democracy in the latter part 
of the twentieth century, the history of the “coloured” people is 
characterised by injustice and displacement, but also by remarkable 
resilience. The tragic life story of the first convert from the indigenous 
population, Krotoa who was later baptised as Eva, and her descendants 
symbolises something of this struggle.

A brief  histor y of  the DRMC’s origin
During the early phase of the Dutch settlement at the Cape, 
ziekentroosters (comforters of the sick), spiritual workers that were not 
ordained as ministers, and later on some of the first ordained ministers, 
like Rev. P. Kalden (1695-1707) of the Cape Town congregation of the 
DRC, spontaneously reached out to the indigenous population and the 
slaves. Those who converted were baptised and became full members 
of the existing DRC congregations. This practice was followed for at 
least a century.

During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, different 
mission societies from Europe and America began with deliberate 
mission work among the indigenous population in Southern Africa.  
The Moravian Mission Society was the first to come here, when  
Georg Schmidt started his work at Genadendal in 1737. In 1799 the 
London Missionary Society sent Dr J. T. van der Kemp and others to 
work in the eastern parts of the Cape Colony. They were followed by the 
Wesleyan, the Glasgow and the Church Missionary Society and other 
mission societies from Britain; the American Board of Commissioners 
for Foreign Missions from the USA; the Rhenish and Berlin Mission 
Societies from Germany and the Paris Evangelical Missionary Society 
from France and Switzerland. These organisations were supported  
by mission minded DRC ministers like Rev. H. R. van Lier and  
Rev. M. C. Vos. Under their initiative, they founded the South African 
Missionary Society as a DRC initiative in 1799 and erected a church 
building in Long Street in Cape Town in 1804. The building is called Het 
Zuid-Afrikaansche Gesticht (the South African Established Communion) 
and is one of the oldest church buildings still in existence. In the late 
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1960s to early 1970s, when the inhabitants of District Six, a suburb close 
to the inner city of Cape Town, were forcefully removed and resettled at 
Belhar in the Cape Flats, the Gesticht congregation lost most of its 
members and, since then, the building is used as a museum. Since this 
first communion (faith community), many ministries among indigenous 
people, alongside the existing DRC congregations, but not independent 
from them, took root. But members of these ministries were full 
members of the DRC. Until the first independent synod meeting in 1824, 
the local DRC congregations were governed and the ministers paid  
for by the Dutch East India Company’s authorities and colonial 
government. The DRC Synod meeting of 1826 decided to send out its 
first missionary, Rev. L. Marquard. In the next decades many more 
missionaries followed, especially after the spiritual revivals of the  
1860s and the establishment of the Mission Institute in Wellington in 
1877 by Dr Andrew Murray.

The oldest URCSA church building in Long Street Cape Town, Het Zuid-Afrikaansche 
Gesticht (The South African Established Communion). When the people of District Six 
had to be moved to the Cape Flats, this congregation also moved to the suburb, Belhar.
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In 1857, the DRC Synod took a very important, albeit controversial 
decision regarding separate celebrations of the Lord’s Supper. Some 
complaints were received from white DRC members about joint 
celebrations of the Lord’s Supper. Although the Synod acknowledged 
that, in principle the Lord’s Supper should be a celebration of the 
oneness in the body of Christ confirming the equality of believers, it was 
decided that ‘for the sake of the weak ones’, that is, the white members 
who complained, separate celebrations could be arranged. This 
decision had far-reaching implications. It gave impetus to the notion of 
racially divided churches and led to the establishment of a separate 
church in 1881: the Dutch Reformed Mission Church (DRMC). This 
church was not yet independent in that the DRC could veto decisions 
taken by the DRMC. In those pioneering days of the church,  
Rev. J. C. Pauw who served four times as moderator played a vital role.

The DRMC grew steadily over the years, also when some 
congregations planted by other missionary organisations were 
transferred to the DRMC. The church eventually spread to all parts of 
South Africa and even into Namibia. It formed a separate identity; it was 
Reformed, but also with a distinct piety of which the Sionsgesange hymn 
book, prayer meetings and compassionate work in the communities 
were markers.

A training school for evangelists and one for ministers were 
established in Wellington in 1917 and 1929 respectively. The first two 
ordained ministers from inside the DRMC were Rev. A. D. Andries and 

The Choir of URCSA Heidedal-South, Bloemfontein.
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Rev. P. Solomon in 1932. Rev. J. M. N. Breedt (five times moderator) and 
Rev. C. J. Kriel, played important roles in the training of ministers and 
evangelists in Wellington. In 1965 the training of ministers was moved 
from Wellington to the campus of the University of Western Cape in 
Bellville. Several other institutions for education, a church magazine  
(Die Ligdraer), charitable services like homes for children, homes for the 
handicapped, rehabilitation centres for substance addicts and so on 
were established. Dr H. M. Beets was the first full-time secretary 
coordinating all the diaconal projects. 

The church also took the calling of evangelisation very seriously. The 
first full-time secretary for the Witness Ministry was Rev. J. J. F. Mettler. 
The church founded its own synod offices in Bellville South, that is, in 
Belhar, from where all projects of the synod were coordinated.  
Rev. D. P. Botha also played a vital role as moderator during the 1970s 
and 80s, a challenging period of transformation.

The struggle for a unif ied church
In 1978 the DRCM followed in the DRCA’s footsteps in declaring the 
ideal of racially divided churches to be without any Biblical foundation 
– it was thus regarded a theological fallacy. However, with young ministers 
graduating from the University of Western Cape, some of whom also 
studied overseas, a new approach dawned on the DRMC. The approach 
was characterised by an urgent struggle against apartheid as imposed 
by both the state and the church. The DRC family had to be reunited! 
Thus, in 1982, the World Reformed Alliance, an international ecumenical 
body of which Dr Allen Boesak was the moderator at the time, decided 
to declare a status confessionis regarding apartheid. Apartheid was  
seen as a heresy threatening the very core of the gospel. Later that year, 
in the context of the turmoil of the struggle against apartheid in the 
1980s and 90s, the DRMC synod drafted a concept confession that was 
officially accepted in 1986 as the Belhar Confession. It confesses that the 
church belongs to the Triune God; that the church of God is and should 
be one, but that there must be space for diversity within this unity; that 
God has called the church to be a reconciled community compelled to 
bring reconciliation amongst division and hatred; that the church should 
imitate God in seeking compassionate justice and standing with the 
poor as well as with those in need and those who are wronged; and, 
finally, that the church should obey God rather than human authorities.
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The Belhar Confession, ‘a cry from the heart’, became very precious 
to the DRMC. It became the basis for the unification of the DRCA and 
DRMC from which the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa 
(URCSA) was formed in 1995. The DRC and RCA, however, then decided 
not to accept the invitation for unification and some of the DRCA 
congregations did not follow through with the process.

Current focus
URCSA is a confessional church, marked by the Belhar Confession. 
URCSA is also actively involved in ecumenical bodies such as  
the South African Council of Churches, the International World 
Communion of Reformed Churches and the World Council of Churches. 
Prof. Mary-Ann Plaatjies van Huffel, the first woman to be elected 
moderator of URCSA, also served as one of the 8 presidents in  
the executive committee of the World Council of Churches as a 
representative of Africa.

Over the years URCSA established various institutions such as the 
Minnie Hofmeyr College for social workers, the New Hope Centre for 
people with hearing disabilities in Worcester, the Nannie Home for 

Badisa, the joint organisation of URCSA and DRC Western and Eastern Cape focusing 
on diaconal services. 
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young mothers, the Toevlug Centre for Alcohol & Drug Dependence, 
and many more. All these institutions merged into Badisa, a non-
government organisation jointly administered by URCSA and the DRC 
Western and Eastern Cape synods. 

The ministers of URCSA are trained at the Faculty of Theology of 
the University of Stellenbosch, the Faculty of Theology of the University 
of Free State in Bloemfontein and the Northern Theological Seminary in 
Pretoria. Social and youth workers are trained at the Huguenot College 
in Wellington.

The Church has about a million members and there are 743 
congregations, 89 presbyteries and seven regional synods distributed 
all over South Africa, Namibia and Lesotho. 

In a recent strategic plan of URCSA, eight focus areas have been 
identified:
1. Unity, reconciliation and justice

URCSA congregations, presbyteries and synods must deliberately work 
towards greater unity, while simultaneously making space for and 
celebrating the diversity of its members. A programme to assist 
congregations in this has been launched. Ministries and institutions must 
deliberately strive to embody the Belhar Confession.

2. Leadership and the building of capacity

Present ministers should be equipped through workshops for the 
challenges they are currently facing. URCSA would like to join hands with 
other Reformed churches to engage with the challenges to ministry in 
Southern Africa.

The Women’s Ministry plays a vital role in the church.


