








It would appear that the factors described have tended
to inhibit the development of a stable social structure to
replace the rurally-oriented traditional institutions which have
become irrelevant to town life. On the contrary, we find that
they have fostered the more severe manifestations of social
disorganisation such as adult and juvenile crime, drug addiction
and traficking, moral delinquency, disruption of family life,
and disease. It is pot surprising, under these conditions,
that the Zast Bank population appears to be an amorphous human

conglomerate rather tham a stable community.

One of the central theoretical problems with which we
are concerned, then, is the role of the Church in this
particular urban situation, This has necessitated a somewhat
different approach from thaut ol a study of religion in tribal
society. It is clear from the abupdant literature on African
societies that where contact with Europeans has been minimal and
desultory, religious systems are relutively homogeneous and are
closely interrelated with other social and cultural institutions.
Christianity, White rule, and other agencies of westernisation
have, however, brought about considerable change in both the
function and content of religion. Thus, for example, factors
such as the introduction of an improved technology, and the
power of white authorities to curtail religious rites which they
have found repugnant, have cast doubt on the effectiveness and
validity of many traditional beliefs and practices. The
canversion of some people to Christianity has broken down the
former religious homogeneity and the religious life is now
divided among Christians, pagans and the large number of
marginal individuals who are neither completely one nor the
other. Although both the traditional religion, and even
Christianity, are present and maintain scome degree of integra-
tion with other institutions, religion no longer pervades every
aspect of tribal life, but becomes more a matter of individual

choice and behaviour. Consequently, deviation from religious
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practices is possible beyond the relatively narrow limits

previously tolerated.

This individualistic approach is most obvious in urbanmn
african populations where iptegration of religion with other
institutions becomes more difficult to define. Iln fact, as
we state ip relation to the East Bank location, the emergence
of a discernable urban social structure and culture pattern
has not parallelled the breakdown of traditiomal rurally-
oriented socio-cultural institutions. The function of religion
or, more specifically, of the Church cannot, therefore, be
easily related to the society as a whole in such a situation.
Rather, religion must be related to individuals and groups

of individuals.

t'or this reason, one cannot speak of 'the Church' in
the Kast Bank as if it were a unit. Individual churches
differ in both the nuture and scope of their activities, so
that the role which they play in the lives of their adherents
depends on specific characteristics selected from a wide variety
of possibilities. While, of course, this '"selection" is largely
determined by basic doctrinal and structural characterigstics as
well as by lecal leadership, the overall pattern affects the
vitality and attractiveness of the church for its adherents.
In this study, therefore, we have attempted to define the
churches in terms of what we consider to be their most important
aspects: race attitudes and policies, leadership, self-expression
through worship and church activities, and in terms of the church
as a social group. This background is necessary in order to
appreciate the special characteristics of the Bhengu movement.
In Part 1 we describe and classify the churches in the East
Bank in terms ol the characteristics mentioned. ln Part II, we
analyse in detail the structure and role of the Assembly of God

in terms of these same, and other, ch.racteristics.






perhaps, because it is the one basically western institution
which had already beccme, in the rural setting, an intrinsic
part of the life of converts. Since by its very nature, the
Church lays down widely ramitying standards of behaviour, it
could provide the starting peint for social, moral and cultural
improvement in town, by offering more adequate alternatives to

irrelevanl traditional institutions.

It is this aspect of the role of the Last Bank churches
which has largely determined the approach of this study. Vhen
field-work began in the East Jank, it was pointed out by two
investigators* who had preceeded the autheor, that reference to
*Bhenguts Churclhi' had frequently cropped up in the course of
their own enquiries and that this church might be a useful
starting point. It was soon ascertained that 'Bhengu's Church'
was a local congregation of a relatively autonomous african
section within the Assemblies of God wovement. Although it had
vnly been established some seven years before, it had built up
the largest active adherence i1m the township. As research
progressed, it was found that mewmbers had been drawn largely
from the nominal adherence ¢f other churches as well as from the
pagan section of the population. The congregation exhibited a
high degree of cohesion and solidarity, while members appeared to
maintain relatively high standards of living in both the material
and pon-material sense. As comparative cata on other lecal
churches were collected, it became clear that the vitality of the
.ssemhly and its hold over adherents stood out sharply against a
background of general decline in church influence. The question
'Why has the Assembly succeeded?, led naturally to its corollory
'why are the other churches losing ground; what is the essence
of their failure?’. Qur material, we helieve, suggests at

least tentative answers to these guestiions.

* Dr. D.H. Reader and frofessor FP. layer, to hoti of whose work
references have been made in this study.
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I NTRODUCTION

There appears to be an increasing disinterest in
Christianity and the Church among urban africans in South
Africa. Despite this, the Assemblies of God, a revivalist
movement under the leadership of Zulu evangelist Nicholas
Dhengu, has in recent years built up a large adherence in
many parts of the country. The present study is a detailed
examination of the Assembly of God in the kKast Bank African
location, East London, against the background of the total
church situation in the township. Stuted in the most general
terms, what we are concerned with is the adaptation of religious

institutions and organizations to an urban environment.

From the standpoint of its racial ecology, East London
has much in common with other South African towns. It is the
smallest of the four major coastal cities in the country,
with a total population of about 100,000. Of these 100,000
more than half are Africans who, in the main, have come [rom
the Transkei and Ciskel Native Territories and belong to the

Xhosa and related tribes.

A8 is general in South Africa, the Africans in East
London are residentially segregated in locations. The largest
of these is the kast Bank, to which, as we huve said, the
present study is conflined. Housing and sanitary conditions
in this location leave much to be desired. Apart from those
living in municipal and government housing schemes, a large
proportion of the population is housed in wood-and-iron
dwellings, most of which are in a chronic atate of disrepair
and are grossly overcrowded. Sanitary facilities in the wood-
and-iron sections are entirely inadequate, since although

communal water-taps, ablution blocks and toilets are provided,
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these are too few and are in many cases filthy and
dilapidated.* This harsh physical environment is both a
symptom and a symbol of the social, political and economic
colour bar which confronts the African and compounds the
universal social and psychological problems of adjustment

facing the rural immigrant to town.

In the Reserves (Native Territories) the african
hius comparatively little contact with Whites, and is minimally
affected by discriminatory laws and practices. In town, how-
ever, his freedom of movewent and aectioun is strictly regulated,
while closer contact with Whites and comparison of their
living conditions with his own, serve as a constant rewinder
ol his inferior status. Although to many Africans the town
represents the mainspring of 'European' culture and has the
facilities for the satisfaction of acquired needs and desires,
they are constantly f{rustrated either by law, convention or

economics.

Also tending to aggravate problems of adjustment and
adaptation are the traditional officiul policy regarding urban
Africuns, as well as the latters' own attitudes to town life.
On the one habd the migrant is officiully discouraged from, or
forbidden to bring his fawily to town; on the other, many
Africuns themselves regard their stay in town as tewporary, while
at the same time bejing reluctant to expose wives and children
to the 'evil influences' of urban life. They therefore leave
their families in the rural areas to which they look forward to
eventual retirement. This, together with the fact that they
can be expelled from town by the authorities for a variety of

reasons, has given the Africans little real stake in the township.

* A full report of the conditions described, was drawn up jointly
by the East London Medical Officer of liealth and the Manager of
Native Administration, and presented to the African affairs
Coomittee of the City Council on 6th February, 1953.



CHaPTER UONE

RACL  AND  lLi ONSIBILITY  IN THe  AFRICAN  CHURCH

Race or colour is a line of cleavage which ruas through
every aspect of life in south .\frica - secial, political and
economic. In the midst of this highly colour-conscious socicty,
the Church is in un awmbivalent position. Based on the beliefl in
'the universal fatherhood of God und brotherheod of wan'y it is
the one institution in which Whites deliberutely encuurage African
participation. Yet while ¥hite Christiuns profess to subscribe
to these fundamental principles of equality, they uphold racial

discrimination in other spheres ol life.

This inconsistent attitude, the policy of successive
governments not to interfere with the religious life of the
people, and the concern with which .hite churchmen vicw any
threat of African withdrawal frowm the mission churches, gives
africans a unique opportunity for expressing their dissatisfaction
and hostility towards onhite domination. They wmay resort to
three altcrnative courses of action; they may pursue their
struggle for equality within the multiracial mission churches;
they may form indepcndent uniracial sects) or they may withdraw
completely from Church life in protest against its ineffectiveness

in promoting African advancement.

The Church, as ap institution, 1s thus an important arena
for the playing out of the ruce conflict in sovuth africa. To an
important degrec, african support of any clhurch is affected by the
extent to which discriminatory practices are absent in the church
itself, as well as by the stand which it takes on the ruce question
in South .frica as a whole. we may therefore regurd the race
attitudes of euch church, at a particular time anu pluce, as pro

tem. adjustments to the constant struggle between the races.



The dypamic nature of these adjustments has generally been
blurred by the traditional classification of churches, in both off-
icial and acpdemic writings, into two dichotomous categorics: church-
es established by hhite missionaries, and which are generally world-
wide and multiracial; and independent {or separatist) African
churches which have been established through secession. In
classifying the East Bank churches, therefore, we find that it is
more useful to place them along a continwm which ranges through
varying degrees of European control and iniluence to, finally, the
independent syncretistic sects. I'he advantages of this form of

clagssification are, we feel, that:

{(a} it preserves the dynamic character of a situation
which, for convenience, we view as static;

{b) it allows for the reflection of local variations of
general practice;

(¢) it makes it possible to indicate differences, where
they exist, between 'real' and 'ideal' patterns of race relations

in the administrative structure of any church.

Qur discussion of this and other aspects of the East Bank
churches, is based on duta obtained from interviews with ministers
of twenty-four religious organizations®. These organizations

represent, roughly, one half of the total number operating in the

*Mission/Buropean connected: lndependent/3eparatist:

Roman Catholie Zion apostolic Ch. of s5.a.
Anglican Bantu Independent

Order of .thiopia Holy Church of Christ

Methodist Ch. of Christ United

Moravian Ch. of Christ Mission+

Berlin lLutheran Mission Presb.Ch.of Africa (Mzimbals)
Seventh Day Adventist African Congregational

Bantu Presbyterian Mat:ive lndependent

Bantu Baptist BDantu Methodist ('Donkey‘'Ch.)
Congregational Union Ibhandla leka krestu (Limba's)
Assemblies of God (Bhengu's) African Sthiopian (Topiya Poyo)
Full Gospel African Meth. Episcopal (a.M.E.)

(+ A mission church, though almost entirely African. In the East
Bank the congregation has split and recognition has been with-
drawn from the minister included in our sample)



location which, as far as we were able to ascertain from both

official records and our own investipations, incluued some twenty-

four goverament-recognised churches and ut least as wany non-

recognised sects*. Qur sample includes u similar proportion of

each type and embraces most of the lurger churches**,

1n Table I, which follows, we huave classified the Lust Bamnk

churches in terms of their racial cowpesition and control. he

shall then describe the various factors which deterwine the race

attitudes uand policies of the churches.

»

*e

while the Union wovernment has been reluctant to interfere with
the african sjeparatist churches, it has shared the alarm of white
churchmen over the proliferation of these sects. It has there-
fore promulgated regulations relating to the recognition of
churches. These regulations define certain advantages which only
recognised churches may enjoy: grunting of church sites in urban
and Trust arcas; licepsing of ministers us marriage officers;
pranting concessions to ministers on the railways; relative free-
dom of moveuwent for ministers and others engaged on churcih business;
pranting of permission to hold churchb conferences; permitting the
purchase of sacramental wine. flecognition may ne pruunted, at the
discretion of the rel vant State )Minister, if certain conditions
pertuibing to membership, aumber of congregations, training of
ministers, etc., drec fulfilled. In practive recognition has been
confined largely to the \hite mission churches, only a few
independent .frican churches having received it. It is the
policy of the Government to withhold recognition of independent
churches as far as possible and thereby, indirectly, to curtail
their activities.

see .appendix C for tables of Church affiliation.
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I Independent Churchesl
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TABLE 1. The Racial Composition and Control of Churches represented
in the East Bank Location

(N.B. *This sign indicates that the classification reflects only the
position in East Bank Location, and %a not necessarily church
pelicy; signifies church policy; signifiea generai practice.,

{a) European Control of ¥Whoie Church. European minister of local
African Congregation®

Roman Catholic Moravian Lutheran

(b) European Control of Whole Church. European supervigor over
local African minister

Moravian® Lutheran® Anglicano
(c¢) As (b), but supervisors are African
Full Gospel

(d) European Control of Whole Church. Separate Autonomous African
Section to mspecified level

Order of Ethiopla Congregational Union
Seventh Day Adventist

(e) European Control of Whole Church through disproportionate in-
fluence, franchise, or both. Highest positions generally held

by Europeans, but may be held by africanas though this rarely
oceurs
Methodist® Congregational Union (at integrated level)o

Seventh Day aAdveptist(at integrated level)
(f) Equal Partnership in whole Church. {(Separate CongregationsoJ

Assembly of God (almost complete)® Methodist” .
Anglican Rnnan Catholic” Seventh Day Adventiat
Congregational Union*

{(g) Separation into Autonomous Uniracial Sister-Churches by Mutual
Agreement, with greater or lesser degree of contact gt highest
levels

Bantu Baptist Bantu Presbyterian (Dutch Reformed')

(h) Independent African Churches. Modelled closely on a particular
misaion Church

Nstive lndependent African Ethiopian African Methodist Episcopal
African Presbyterian Bantu Independent Bantu Hethodist
African Congregational Holy Church of Christ”

Fj) Independent Africaw Churches with no direct Mission counterpart.
Some syncretic tendencies

Zion Apostolic Church of South Africa
Ibhandla leka Krestu Holy Church of Christ
Church of Chriast United Church of Christ Mission
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The Mission Churches

ln the mission churches (see Table I, a-g), the extent of
European control and influence depends largely on the official policy
of each church regarding the amount of responsibility which African
members are permitted to assume within its hierarchy. These
official policies take one of two fundamentally different forms:
thut which repgaurds the Church as being non-racial; and that which

fuvours the development of uniracial segments within the same church.

The [irst point of view does not, theoretically at least,
recugnise race, colour or culture as a valid basis for diiterentiation.
a8 such, it officially opposes any forw of segregation or discrimina-
tion and maintains that, all Clhristians being of equal status, con-
trol of the Church should not be raciully determined. ‘the
attitudes of these churclhes emerge clearly from their periocdic
pronouncements on apartheid and the traditional application in

south africua of the colour-bar, as the following eXamples illustrate:

n In October 1955, a confcrence of the Methodist
Church stated its belief, that in the application of
the principle o! apartheid through successive legis-
lutive acts, the potentialities of men and women as
individuals had been ignored. Differentiation wade
had been mass differentiation on the ground of colour
alone. In such circumstances, injustice was inevit-
able. Failure openly to recognise the fuact thut the
non~Luropean wds already an integral part of our gen-
eral populatiovn und essential to our economy had led
to a form of apartheid which operated just so far as
it suited the needs of the Europeans.'

(A Survey of ace Relations ip south africa 1953 - 51, p.8,
puh., by The South .frican Institute of dace aulutions}

" In 19,2 the Catiolic Bisheps of south slrica issued
a statement on race relations which emphasized the
evil of colour discrimipation and the injustices which
flow from it, This statement maintained that non-
Europeans in south .. JIrica had a strict right in ju.tice
to evelve towards full participution in the political,
economic and cultural life of the country ......
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" Five years have gone by since this statewment was
issued. buring that time there has been no change
of direction in South africa's racial policy....

" To our beloved Catholic people of white race, we
have a special word to say. The practice of segrega-
tion, though officially not recognised in our churches,
characterises nevertheless many of our church
societies, our schools, seminaries, convents, hospitals
and the social life of our pecople, In the ligbt of
Christ's teaching this cannot be tolerated forever.

The time has cowe to pursue more vigorously the
change of heart and practice that the law of Christ
deinands. he are hypocrites il we condemn apartheid
in south African society and coundone it in our own
institutions."

(Africa south, Jan. - March 19538, page 13. 'Roman Catholic Dishops
on the Blasphemy of Apartheid'.)

" Summing it all up, (Archbishop Cluyton)} declured:
‘what I am really conccerned with is thut no churchman
who goes to an anglican Church in this diocese with
the intentiun of worshipping God there shall be exclud-
ed because of his race or colour.!'

" This is not to deny that for reasons of convenience,
for differences of language, for lack of accoummodation,
for suitable times and matters of distance, services may
be held where at one an attempt is made to meet the needs
of the Whites, at another those of the Coloured church-
folk, at a third those of the Africuns.

" But these arrangements are for reascns of conven-
ience and there is neither compulsion nor exclusion.
Fellowing the gullant lead given by our own Mother
Church in Cape Town, I can do nc better than repeat the
words thut stand so bravely outside its muin entrance:
' This church is open for all services to all people
of all races.' "

{Daily Jespatch, itast Londen 4/12/1958. Report of aArchibishop Joost
de Blank's address to the Cape >ynod of the Anglican Church.)

The second point of view holds thuat while all Christians are
spiritually equal, there is ample justification for physical sep-
aration of the races in Church. These churches peint out that race
differences are a fact of nature - and therefore Divinely ordained,
that separation is traditional in South africa, that each racial
group has its own interests which do hot specifically affect the

other groups, and that each groupy bhas the right to develop its
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institutions 'along its own lines'. In most cases this attitude
has been applied more specifically at the lower levels of church
organisation - such as in the Congregational Union and wseventh Day
Adventist churches - whereas at the highest levels integration is
favoured. In the East Bank, only the Bantu Presbyterian and

Bantu Baptist Churches have taken this policy to its logical
conclusion. Its most vigorous proponent, however, is the Dutch
Reformed Church, whose attitude was summed up by Dr. G.d.A.Gerdener

in an article in the Journal of the south african Institute of iluce

Relations (Vol. XVII, Nos. 1 - 2. '*The butch Retormed Church and

the Racial situation in Joutlh Africa').

" There certainly is abundant biblical justification
for the origin and continued existence, even beyond the
end of time, of 'tribe and tongue, people and nation'.
As every individual has a sense of calling and respon-
sibility, so is it true of every racial group.....

" In thinking of separate development, it should
hardly be necessary to say that the D.R.C. is not think-
ing ol something negative, not of aloofness, neglect or
repudiation. The history of our mission and educational

work for more than a century should give pause to any
such misconception.

" Ve are, however, fully convinced thal any proup of
our non-Luropean commupity can only get a square deal 1T
its development proceeds from within, takes account of
racial aptitudes, and allows euach group to make its full
contribution to the common good.....

" In the meantime there must be no doubt on the
spiritual egquaiity of all men before God - be they bond
or free, man or woman, white, yellow or black. That,
however, does not wipe out the natural differences which
no time can efface nor spiritual communion obliterate.™

The two segregutionist churclies in our sauwple - the Hantu

Presbyterian and Hantu Baptist - have achieved their goal of
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