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ABSTRACT.

In this thesis, privatization means the restriction of the Christian
Gospel to the private, spiritual concerns of the individual. A privatised
Gospel -is a dualistic, individualistic, spiritualised, and a-contextual
distortion of the Christian faith. It either deliberately avoids the public
sphere or responds to it in an uncritical and ineffective manner, thus, it
is vulnerable to manipulation by group interests.

The term the "South African Baptists" includes the 19th century
pioneers who formed the Baptist Union (BU) in 1877 and those Baptists who
have since been either full members of the BU or Associations of it. It also
includes those groups who have since broken away from the BU such as the
Transkei Baptist Union and the Baptist Convention of Southern Africa. For
reasons of space, this thesis concentrates on the white and African
components of the South African Baptists.

Chapter _one provides an explanation of what is meant by privatization
and who the South African Baptists are. Chapter two outlines and defends the
sociological, historical and theological methodologies employed in the
thesis. Chapter three elucidates the Reformation roots of the Baptist
tradition and, in particular, the importance of the influence of the
Anabaptist tradition. Chapter four shows that only certain of the more
privatised English Baptist traditions have been stressed by South African
Baptist writers, whilst the important elements of social involvement and
radicalism have been ignored or neglected. The fifth chapter of the thesis
argues that the 19th century South African Baptists perpetuated a Euro-
centric and privatised form of the Christian faith and conformed to
colonialism. Chapter six deals with the period between 1892-1977 and shows
that despite their verbal censure of the government, the BU propagated
segregation and white domination within its own structures. Chapter seven,
reveals that whilst many within the BU have exhibited reactionary or
reformist approaches, the Fellowship of Concerned Baptists and the Baptist
Convention, in particular, have resisted the privatised theological praxis
that has dominated the BU for so long. Chapter eight, finally, proposes that
the Baptists learn from their past and develop a more holistic theological
praxis.
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PREFACE.

The writing of this thesis has been a complex and rigorous academic
exercise. But because I myself am a Baptist, this study has also involved
something of a personal journey. For many years I have been concerned about
the apparent unwillingness, or inability, of many Baptists (especially those
within the Baptist Union) to address their faith to the burning cultural,
socio-economic, and political issues of contemporary South Africa. The
subject of this thesis was, in a sense, born out of my desire to investigate
the nature, origins and determining features of South African Baptist social
ethics. This has 1ed me to attempt to re-interpret the rich Baptist heritage
in relation to the context within which modern Baptists in South Africa find
themselves. Therefore, this study differs from the traditional Baptist
histories in that it seeks to do more than "tell the story". Although the
thesis does, indeed, include historical narrative, it seeks to analyse the
South African Baptists’ story within the varying social contexts that have
directly influenced Baptist theological praxis. It is my sincere hope that
this thesis will play some small role in helping Baptists who experience the
same disquiet and frustration that I do, to develop a new and vibrant vision
of their Christian faith.

A great many people have assisted me over the past four and a half
years. My supervisor, Professor Charles Villa-Vicencio has been a markedly
sympathetic, conscientious and competent guide though the historical,
theological, and sociological labyrinth I so precipitately entered. I have
learnt a great deal from him and appreciate his dedication as a teacher. My
colleague at UNISA, Dr Greg Cuthbertson, prevented me from perpetrating a
great many historical follies. The responsibility for any errors or
inaccuracies that may remain can, however, not be laid at their door. To
several South African Baptists, and to Rev Sydney Hudson-Reed in particular,
I owe a great debt. Their writings provided me with much that was
informative and helpful, and I trust that they will not be offended by the
fact that I came to rather different conclusions. I would also like to bear
testimony to the influence that the life and writings of the late Professor
David Bosch had on my own theological and personal development.

In addition to my academic colleagues, my long-suffering friends and
family members have both endured my single-mindedness and helped in me in a
host of ways, including providing food and sympathy, preparing the
bibliography, proof-reading, typing, photostatting, etc. To my mother,
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Rhoda, my sister, June, and Margie, all three of whom stood by me from the
outset of the thesis, to Una, Zani, Reneé, Judy, Brenda and, particularly to
Philip, who assisted me with the final revisions, my heart-felt thanks.

The members of the UNISA library have also been most helpful. In
particular, Monica Strassner assisted me to obtain many books and references
and Audrey Williams inspired me to be far more consistent in the preparafion
of my bibliography than would otherwise have been the case.

The financial assistance of the Institute for Research Development
towards this research is hereby acknowledged. Opinions expressed in this
work, or cohc]usions arrived at, are those of the author and are not to be
attributed to the Institute for Science Development.
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INTRODUCTION.

The term "privatization" is often used in South Africa today but, like
so many other words, its meaning is dependent on the context in which it is
used. In an economic sense, privatization refers to the transfer of economic
assets or operations from State to "private" control. In this thesis,
privatization means the limitation of the Christian Gospel to the private,
spiritual concerns of the individual.

A privatised Gospel is inherently dualistic, individualistic and
vulnerable to manipulation by group interests. It dilutes the meaning of the
Gospel and it restricts the application of the very concepts it claims to
enshrine, namely, salvation, spirituality and the mission of the Church. In
short, a privatised Gospel either deliberately avoids the public sphere or
responds to it in an uncritical or ineffective manner. A privatised Gospel
both fails to bring about holistic spiritual renewal in the lives of
individual believers and it is unable to promote either ecclesiastical or
social transformation.

The phrase "the South African Baptists" is used in this thesis to refer
to the churches established by the early Baptist pioneers in South Africa,
which subsequently formed themselves into the South African Baptist Union in
1877. It also includes those groups {eg the Indian and African Baptists) who
were "in association" with the Baptist Union, as well as those Baptists who
broke away from the Union in 1986 to form the independent Baptist Convention
of Southern Africa. For reasons of space, particular emphasis is given in
this thesis to the largely white (Baptist Union) and African (Baptist
Convention) components of the South African Baptist group.

This thesis is not a circumscribed study of a particular person, period
or doctrine; it stretches over a large historical and theological canvas.
But, though it deals with an extended period, from the Reformation to the
present day, it is not a purely historical analysis. Rather, it is concerned
with the emergence of a privatised theology within the Baptist tradition.
Although the thesis, of necessity, includes information about the Anabaptists
and the English American and German Baptists, it is not concerned with these
groups per se, but only with the influence that these groups have had,
directly or indirectly, on the South African Baptists of the 19th and 20th
centuries. Therefore, the Baptist tradition as a whole is discussed only to
elucidate the manner in which South African Baptists have interpreted their
theological heritage. In the earlier chapters, some examples of the
privatised nature of the South African Baptist tradition are provided, but



Introduction.

tHé‘bulk of the evidence for this dilution and distortion of the Gospel is
presented in chapters five to seven.

In short, then, the aims of this thesis are to provide evidence to
indicate the nature and extent to which South African Baptists (either
actively or by default) espouse and practice a privatised form of the
Christian faith. Secondly, to uncover the causes and historical development
of this distortion of the Gospel. These include ignorance, a limited
theological vision, and the determining influence of white group interests.
Finally, this thesis seeks to outline the consequences of privatization for
the life and witness of the Baptist churches in South Africa since 1820.

The terms "privatization" and "South African Baptists" have already
been briefly defined and are discussed further in chapter one. Certain other
definitions now require explanation. The term "South Africa" refers to the
area pre§ent1y officially part of the Republic of South Africa as well as the
so-called "independent homeland states" of Transkei, Ciskei, Bophuthutswana
and Venda. The term "Southern Africa" has been avoided (unless demanded by
the context of the discussion) because it commonly includes areas such as
Botswana, Swaziland, Namibia and Lesotho.

Also included in the title of this thesis is a reference to the
privatization of "the Christian faith". This means that the phenomenon of
privatization, which is both an aspect and consequence of secularization, is
discussed specifically in relation to the Christian faith and not in relation
to the much broader category of "religion". Further, the terms "Christian
faith" and "Christian Gospel" are used synonymously to refer to the Christian
tradition as encapsulated in the O1d and New Testaments, as well as the on-
going theological interpretation (both academic and popular) of these
scriptures in the changing contexts within which Christians experience and
explain their faith. This means that the term "Christian faith" is not a
static one; it is part of the task of each successive generation of Baptist
believers and theologians to discover for themselves what is central or
peripheral to their faith and its expression in the personal and social

circumstances of life.

At least five reasons can be cited to indicate the value _of this
analysis of the South African Baptists. Firstly, even though the Baptists
are a relatively small group within South Africa, world-wide they are the
largest Protestant denomination. Baptists are heavily engaged in missionary -
work and theological education in many parts of the world. American
Baptists, in particular, are both active and influential throughout Africa,
including South Africa. This raises the question of how Baptists (both

2



Introduction.

overseas and in South Africa) should respond to the socio-religious
challenges of their time. In short, by analysing the microcosm of the South
African Baptists’ context, both the historical Baptist tradition and present-
day Baptist theological praxis can be reviewed.

A second reason for embarking on this study is the hope that other
Christian churches can benefit from this analysis because privatization is
by no means restricted to Baptist churches. South African Baptists, together
with many other churches in South Africa, claim to be Evangelicals. But many
Evangelicals in this country practice a conservative form of Evangelicalism
that is characterised by a dualistic, individualistic and spiritualised
version of the Christian Gospel. This raises the question : is such a
privatised understanding of the Gospel compatible with historical and
contemporary Evangelical thinking?

Thirdly, although a number of critical studies on South African

churches have been recently completed, these books contain little or no
specific analysis of the Baptist churches.
Consequently, it has not yet been clarified whether Baptist churches should
be regarded as one of the "English speaking churches" or whether their
racially divisive structure 1links them more closely to the "Afrikaans
speaking churches", especially the Dutch Reformed Church. More generally,
do white churches (at either the synod or congregational levels) tend to be
united primarily by their socio-political commitments rather than divided by
their denominational differences? And, amongst which, if any, of the
prominent ecclesiastical groupings should the South African Baptists be
classified?

A fourth reason for writing this thesis is that it departs from the
traditional theological perceptions and methodological approaches of South
African Baptist writings. It differs from the earlier general works of Batts
and Hudson-Reed, for example, in that it is not a step-by-step description
of the numerical growth of churches, the erection and improvements of church
buildings and the individual ministries of various pastors. Further, this
thesis deliberately endeavours to be conscious of its own methodology, agenda
and ideological limitations. It seeks to produce a form of religious history
that avoids the pitfall of theologising without simultaneously analysing the
contexts within which Baptist theology in South Africa developed. It also
Fecognises that much of what has passed for South African Baptist theology
has all too often been confined within a white, male, middle-class and
. clerical perspective.
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The fifth justification for this thesis is the hope that it will
contribute to the emerging "alternative" Baptist tradition within South
Africa. A number of articles and other studies have appeared in recent years
which exhibit a common desire to develop a form of Baptist theological praxis
and spirituality that can make a contribution to the search for personal and
social well being in addition to political, ecclesiastical and economic
liberation in South Africa. In my view, the National Awareness Workshop held
in Barkly West in June 1990 was a major step forward in this regard, and I
trust that this thesis will become part of that process.

In view of the five reasons cited above, it is inevitable that wh1lst
some may be encouraged by what I have written, certain individuals and groups
will be offended. Therefore, it is important for me to state that this
analysis is not intended as a personal attack on, still less as a denigration
of, the important contribution that other South African Baptists have made
over many years. This study is my attempt to combine rigorous academic
analysis, theological conviction, and personal experience. I have been
closely associated with Baptist churches (either as a member or adherent) for
nearly 20 years, and during this time I have been alternatively encouraged,
challenged and appalled. As a white, middle-class South African, I share the
complicity of this group in the deceit and destructiveness of Apartheid. As
a woman, I am part of an oppressed majority within my own church. And as a
theologian, I need to answer the question : what function has the South
African Baptist tradition performed in relation to individual believers, the
Baptist community, and within the broader South African social context?

Some of my methodological starting points, such as a concern for the
social, historical, and theological contexts of Baptist thought and
experience, have already been indicated. Other methodological parameters now
require mention. As outlined in chapter two, this thesis seeks to combine
the insights of the sociology of religion, modern historical methodology and
theological analysis. Extensive use has been made of both Baptist material
(eg newspapers, Handbooks, Centenary documents and unpublished material) and
a range of other literature pertinent to this analysis. A questionnaire was
also circulated at the 1989 Baptist Union Assembly, the results of which are
discussed in chapter seven.

Concerning terminology, a few brief comments are in order. Throughout

"this thesis I have sought to use inclusive (non-sexist) Tanguage and to avoid
racist terms. Where these occur in direct quotations, however, I have
faithfully reproduced them both in the interests of historical accuracy and
to stress the extent to which we all are haunted by our past. As far as

4
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spelling is concerned, I have followed the British rather than the American
spellings of words such as analyse and privatised. An exception is made in:
the case of technical terms such as privatization and secularization because
they are more commonly spelt in this way.

0f what, then, do the seven chapters consist?

Chapter one is concerned with the task of answering two questions : who
are the Baptists and what is privatization? It thus expands on the brief
definitions already given and provides exémp]es of the privatised theological
praxis of the South African Baptists. ,

Chapter two is primarily a methodological excursus in which the
sociological, historical, and theological approaches employed throughout the
thesis are outlined and defended. .

Chapter three deals with the Reformation period and seeks to uncover
the theological roots of the Baptist tradition. Are these to be found in the
English Baptist tradition of the 17th century, or must one Took further back
to the magisterial Reformers or the Continental Anabaptists of the 16th

century?

Chapter four continues this historical and socio-theological analysis
by elucidating the various streams of thought amongst the English Baptists
of the 17th to 19th centuries. These historical analyses are important
precisely because people’s perceptions of the past are crucial (in both
psychological and sociological terms) to their perceptions of present
realities and future possibilities. For example, the realization that
Baptist origins are closely linked to the social radicalism of the 16th and
17th centuries should cause modern Baptists to question their present

theological and social conservatism. .

The fifth chapter concentrates on the 19th century roots of the
Baptists in South Africa and the influence of the English and German Baptist
tradition on Baptist churches in this country. It is here that many of the
problems bedeviling present-day Baptist churches (such as Euro-centrism and
white domination) first found expression. Settler ideologies, the political
and economic consequences of colonialism, racial attitudes and cultural -
prejudice all had a role to play in the development of 19th century Baptist
theology, ecclesiastical structures and missionary policy.

Chapter six deals with the period between the establishment of the
South African Baptist Missionary Society (1892) and - the Centenary
celebrations of the South African Baptist Union (1977). It is argued here
that, contrary to the official version propagated by the Baptist Union,
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segregation and white domination were perpetuated within both Baptist circles
and the country as a whole. : '

The seventh chapter covers the most recent developments within Baptist
churches in South Africa, that is, the period 1978-1990. It argues that
reaction, reform and resistance constitute the three main Baptist responses
to current social and ecclesiastical circumstances. Why did the black
Baptist Convention of Southern Africa, for example, decide to break its
associational ties with the South African Baptist Union, and what hope is
there of a rapprochement between these two bodies?

~ The eighth, and final, chapter sums up the central arguments of the
preceding chapters and indicates some possible directions that South African
Baptists could and, in my view, should take. In short, what does the future
hold for Baptists in South Africa and how can we be enabled to move into a
less divisive and more united and Tiberated future?
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- CHAPTER 1

WHAT IS PRIVATIZATION
AND WHO ARE
THE SOUTH AFRICAN BAPTISTS?

During 1987, a Baptist Church in the Eastern Cape stated the concerns
of its members as follows :

We are looking for a Church where the Bible is preached, not

politics; where our money is not given to the ANC; where we can

grow spiritually and where our children get taught God’s

word . (! :
According to the same newspaper report, in response to the criticism this
Baptist church had received from some other churches, the Pastor observed :

As a church we are here to meet the needs of our people - first

of all, the spiritual need - and many people are frustrated with

the situation in churches where politics are emphasised instead

of the word of God.

This distinction between spiritual and socio-political concerns is not
simply restricted to a single church; it is reflected throughout South
African Baptist theology, denominational structures, and the 1lack of
concerted Baptist involvement in social transformation. Especially at the
local congregational level, the illusion that politics and religion can be
separated has certainly not been dispelled. As is argued later in this
chapter, whilst the leaders of the Baptist Convention.are seeking to develop
a renewed, contextually orientated Baptist vision, the leaders of the Baptist
Union have not moved beyond a suﬁerficia] statement of the social
implications of the Gospel they propound.

But what are the origins of the notion that religion can be relegated
to the private sphere and separated from the public sphere? In order to
answer this crucial question, one must first answer the question "what is
privatization"? This is accomplished below by defining secularization;
noting the relationship between secularization and privatization; and
outlining the distinguishing features of privatization as it is manifested

today. ,
The second aim of this chapter is to explain what is meant by the
phrase "the South African Baptists". To this end, Baptist 16th, 17th and
18th century roots are briefly outlined; 19th century South African Baptist

1.

Daily Dispatch, 11 November, 1987.



Chapter 1 : Privatization & Baptists Defined.

traditions are noted; important institutional developments amongst South
African Baptists are explained; and, finally, the relationship between South
African Baptists and the English and Afrikaans speaking churches as well as
Evangelicals and Baptists elsewhere are discussed. This first chapter,
therefore, provides an introductory analysis of the central motifs of the
thesis.

A. WHAT IS PRIVATIZATION?

The present day manifestations of privatization cannot be properly
understood without reference to the process of religious secularization and
the historical development of privatization. To beginwith, then, inwhat
sense is the term "secularization" used in this thesis?

1. Secularization defined.

At the outset, secularization needs to be distinguished from
secularism. This is necessary because as the process of secularization
proceeded, it became increasingly identified with the rejection of religion
common to secularism.®® Glasner has diStinguished between secularization

and secularism in the following way :

The latter is often regarded as actively non-religious, and even
intolerant of any religious viewpoint, while the former implies
a process of religious change, whose end result may involve the
absence of re]iqi?n, but which is not hostile to the idea of
religion itself.‘?

Secularization, in short, does not necessarily result in the antipathy

towards religion that is the essence of secularism.
Etymologically, the Latin root of the English word "secular" is

saeculum. Originally it was a term which had a variety of meanings : a

generation”, "the span of a century", or "the spirit of an age."“) During

2. See 0 Chadwick’s fascinating discussion in The Secularization of the
European Mind in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge : University Press,
1975). :

3. P E Glasner, "The Social Sciences and the work of the Churches II.

Secularization : its limitations and usefulness in Sociology" Exp T
83 (October 1971) p 19. See also P A Micklem, The Sacred and the
Secular (London : Hodder and Stoughton, 1948) p 163.

4. L Shiner, "The Concept of Secularization in Empirical Research" Journal
of the Scientific Study of Religion 6 (1967) p 208.
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the Middle Ages, the term was often used neutrally meaning a very long time
but, after the Reformation, secularization was used in a technical and legal
sense signifying the transfer of land from ecclesiastical to civil control.
But, by the 19th century, the "militant" sense of the word began to feature
more prominently and was used in the sense. of secularization being a
philosophy either actively opposed to or indifferent to ré]igion.(”
Secularization could, therefore, be defined as a "growing tendency in mankind
to do without rg]igion or to try to do without religion."“) In the 20th
century, it is claimed, this process of secu]arization has continued,
extending its influence over politics, education, welfare, science and
- medicine. The term secularization also appears in the writings of early
sociologists such as Ernst Troeltsch and Max Weber, where it is used as an

analytical and descriptive term.

The debate concerning secularization is a Tong and complex one, and its
ramifications are not the direct concern of this thesis. It is necessary,
however, to note its main features in order to determine the meaning and
origins of privatization. Larry Shiner’s excellent article entitled "The
Concept of Secularization in Empirical Research" provides a useful summary
of the debate.!”) He analyses a variety of views amongst sociologists, eg,
that secularization is inevitable, improbable or impossib]e.(a) He notes,
further, that the reaction from theologians to the notion of secularization
as the "decline of religion" has ranged from a total rejection of the thesis
(eg by Greely) to a broad acceptance (eg by Harvey Cox).w) He also points
out that during the 20th century, several different meanings of the term have
been employed. Shiner outlines six basic meanings of the term seculari-
zation:

The decline of religion

Conformity with "this" world

The disengagement of society from religion

The transposition of religious beliefs and institutions
The de-sacralization of the world

O B WP -

5. Shiner, ibid, p 208.
6. 0 Chadwick, op cit, p 17.
7. Shiner, op cit, pp 207-220.

8. See M Hill, A _Sociology of Religion (London : Heinemann, 1973), p

228.

9. cf Andrew M Greely, Unsecular Man : The Persistence of Religion (New
York : Delta, 1972) and H Cox, The Secular City (New York : Macmillan,
1965).
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6. The movement from a "sacred" to a "secular" society

The first and third of these definitions, namely the "decline of
religion" and the "disengagement of society from religion" are directly
relevant to this thesis.

Secularization can be understood in thé sense of the "decline of
religion". This sense of the term is close to that of secularism for its end
result would be a "religionless" society.“o) It cannot be denied that,
in certain areas, religious decline (in terms of personal religious adherence
and social influence) has occurred. (1) Nevertheless, despite the evidence
collated concerning matters such as the decline of church attendance,
' decrease of respect for clergy, and doubts concerning doctrine, there are
some difficulties that are associated with this definition of secularization.
For example, at which point did the decline begin and how can one measure
this decline? Can one really speak of the 12th (or any other) century as a
"golden age of faith"? To put it differently, the widespread practice of
conventional religion must not be confused with deep or genuine religious
commitment . 12

A further critique of the "decline of religion" thesis has come from
the pen of D Lyon.“3) He both describes and criticises (what he terms)
the "strong secularization thesis" and points out that criticisms of this
thesis have come from thinkers such as Mary Douglas and Thomas Luckmann. The
question must be asked : has the theory of secularization not been imposed
on the historical data? Douglas, for example, argues that the notion that
we, as "moderns", are totally different to our forefathers, is a result of

"tribal myopia". David Martin points out that to ignore the differences
between the degrees of secularization in different countries - such as in
America and Sweden - is to distort the available evidence.!'  These

critiques by Douglas and Martin are supported by Greely’s book, Unsecular

10. . Shiner, op cit, p 209. N

11. B Wilson, Religion in_Secular Society (London : Watts, 1966) p xiv
quoted in Hill, op cit, p 232 and Glasner, op cit, pp 19ff.

12.  Shiner, op cit, p 210.

13. D Lyon, "Secularization : the fate of faith in modern society"
Themelios, 10:1 (Sept 1984) pp 14-22.

14. Mary Douglas, "The Effects of Modernization on Religious Change"
Daedalus 111 : 1 (1982) pp 1-19 and David Martin, A General Theory of
Secularization (Oxford : Blackwell, 1978).
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Man, in which he shows that in the USA, at least, one cannot speak of
secularization as if it were a foregone conclusion. (% Finally, the
"decline of religion"” thesis takes insufficient cognisance of the so-called
new religious movements. These include a resurgence of Evangelicalism, the
Charismatic movement and also a broad range of cults, beliefs and movements
linked with traditions other than the Christian tradition. For all these
reasons, Lyon has concluded :

The result of a proper integration of history and sociology
should be that notions of secularization being 1rrevers1b1y one-
directional are jettisoned. Hlstory is much messier; the tide
of secularization ebbs and flows.!

In short, there can be no confident claims that the modern world is now a
"religionless society”.

There is, however, an increasing tendency to define secularization in
terms of the social decline of religion. Brian Wilson speaks of a process
"by which religious institutions, actions and consciousness, lose their
social significance."(ln This understanding of the decreasing social
influence of religion <can be Tlinked with Max Weber’s work on
"rationalization."” In The Protestant Fthic and the Spirit of Capitalism, he
showed that initially the ideas of Puritanism were indirectly linked with
early capitalism, but that these Puritan values were later "submerged" as
capitalism progressed.(la) Consequently, religion has become socially
irrelevant, it is a "residual remnant" and has been confined to the privéte
sphere.“g) In brief, secularization refers to the declining, direct

public influence of the Gospel.

What evidence can be cited in defence of secularization defined as the
decline of the social power of religious beliefs and institutions?

The Renaissance was a crucial period in Western history for it gave to
Western thought the definite secular shape which was to become ever more
pronounced as time went on. During the Renaissance, the synthesis between

15. Greely, op cit.
16. Lyon, op cit, p 19.

17. Lyon, ibid, p 17 and B Wilson, Religion in Soc1o1oq1ca1 Perspect1ve
(Oxford : | Un1vers1ty Press, 1982) p 149,

18. M Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (London :
George Allen and Unwin, 1930).

19. Lyon, op cit, pp 17-18. According to Lyon, other versions of the
strong secularization thesis can be found in the writings of Durkheim,
Marx and Vernon Pratt.
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the sacred and the secular which had so characterised the Constantinian unity
of Church and State during the Medieval period, was undermined by the new
forms of thought emerging within Western society.®®

Subsequently, the Reformation, by both destroying the church’s unity
and weakening its temporal power, contributed (albeit indirectly) to the
expropriation of church property and financial control. In this sense, the
Reformation, by breaking up the age-old unity of "Christendom" was certainly
.an agent of secularization. (?V Berger has argued that Christianity has
been its own ‘"grave-digger" in that by encouraging differentiation
(especially from the Reformation onwards) it has contributed to its own

demise.(?®

The series of religious wars that troubled Europe during the 16th
century resulted in both moral and intellectual confusion. Terry Pinkard has
argued that, particularly in France, the sbvereignty of the ruler filled the
political and moral authority vacuum created by the conflicts between
Protestants and Catholics.!® Henceforth, religious perceptions and
contributions were increasingly relegated to the private sphere.

A further repercussion of the long-term religious conflict engendered
by the Reformation was that it compelled the various churches to give urgent
attention to the formulation of their own doctrinal systems and defend
themselves against the influence and ambitions of the others. This meant
that the urgent task of revising their social ethics in the light of
important social changes was largely neglected. Increasing numbers of
Europeans pursued their political, cultural and economic purposes without
reference to religious principle or prescription.

Thereafter, the gradual emergence of a money economy, the growth of the
new entrepreneurial class, the development of the secular states and
philosophical rationalism heralded a new order, one which was to have
profound implications for the traditional structure of Western society and
the power and influence of the Christian Church. Similarly, the subsequent
rise of modern science was, at times, characterised by the attempt of

20. P A Micklem, op cit, p 134.

21. CVilla-Vicencio, "Protestantism, Modernity and Justification by Faith"
Scottish Journal of Theology 38 (1985) p 372.

22. P Berger, The Social Reality of Religion (Harmondswdrth : Penguin,
1967) pp 116ff, esp 132.

23. T Pinkard, Democratic Liberalism and -Social Union (Philadelphia
Temple University Press, 1987) pp 53-63.
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scientists to throw off the stifling yoke of ecclesiastical prescription and
intransigence and pursue their work using the evidence provided by the
natural (secular) world alone.

During the 17th and 18th centuries, Deism contributed to secularization
in the sense that the Deists began by separating God from the physical world
and then went on to banish God from earthly concerns into some far-away
transcendent realm. (Later, arques Wilson, the 19th and 20th centuries
completed the process by removing the idea of God a]together).‘zﬂ

‘The failure of the Christian Churches to adapt and respond to the
social changes generated by the collapse of Feudalism, the Industrial
Revolution and the new political structures, meant that they increasingly
became social anachronisms. By the 19th century, the social responsibility
of the Christian was increasingly overshadowed by the self-interest and
spiritual introspection of the re]igion of the middle classes.(® Thus,
during the 19th century missionary heyday, the majority of missionaries
tended either to support colonialism or to withhold social comment
altogether. By the mid-20th century Europe, at least, was regarded by many
as a "post-Christian" society.

Of what relevance is this debate to the present thesis? " In South
Africa, as compared to European countries such as Britain or Sweden, the
number of people attending church services is relatively high and even non-
' churchgoers may be heard to subscribe to some sort of Christian ethic. In
South Africa, whilst religion has declined in the 1lives of certain people and
in some spheres of 1life, one cannot speak of a "religionless" society.
Furthermore, in this country, the religion of the so-called English speaking
churches was closely associated with British imperialism, whilst the
Afrikaans speaking churches for years both provided the central religious
legitimation for Apartheid and imposed their "Christian National” philosophy
on the entire country.®®  Christianity, then, has played a vital (and
often destructive) role in South Africa’s recent history. It is significant,
however, that the South African Baptists have privatised their religious

24. Cf Wilson, op cit pp 11-12.

25. Villa-Vicencio, "Protestantism, Modernity and Justification by Faith"
ibid, p 376-377 and H Richard Niebuhr, The Social Sources of
Denominationalism (New York : Meridian, 1929/1957) pp 77-105.

26. Arguably, the amalgam of Christianity and Colonialism contributed
largely to the "de-sacralization" of the African world, whilst
Afrikaner unity of church and volk created a self-serving civil
religion.
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faith and, thus, "disengaged" it from the social milieu. By withdrawing, the
South African Baptists have contributed to the process of secularization
rather than combatting this process with a prophetic and vital social
expression of their faith within the broad South African context.

2. The Relationship between Secularization and Privatization.

Although the term "privatization" is not often used within the
sociology of religion, the basic understanding of religion as something which
operates on a purely private and personal level frequently finds expression.
Most often, the terms "disengagement" or "differentiation" are employed, and
these are regarded as aspects of the much broader, and exceedingly
complicated procesé of secularization already alluded to above. (?7)
,Privatization, then, is both an aspect and a result of secularization. This

is because privatization involves the "disengagement" from the secular world
and is a result of the withdrawal of religious thought and involvement from
"the world". Shiner defines "disengagement" as follows :

Society separates itself from the religious understanding which

has previously informed it in order to constitute itself an

autonomous reality and consequently to limit religion to the

sphere of private life. The culmination of this kind of
secularization would be a religion of a purely inward character,

influencing neither institutions nor corporate action, and a

society in which re]igi?gsmade no appearance outside the sphere

of the religious group. )

In this process, religious authority is first opposed by the growing secular
powers, then becomes more and more alienated from social affairs and is,
finally, limited to the existential realm of individual persons. Amongst
other things, this withdrawal results in a truncated faith and a false
dichotomy between personal and social ethics.

The central point is that religion is Timited "to the sphere of private
life." As the influence of religion becomes diminished, the social authority
and power of religion is reduced and religion is restricted to the private
sphere. In short, religion becomes privatised. A similar definition of this
process of privatization (or "disengagement") can be found in Hill’s

discussion of secularization. He puts it like this :

27. For a discussion of differentiation, see Hill, op cit, p 239 and
Shiner, gp cit, p 214.

28. Shiner, op cit, p 212.
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Instead of religion’s function being that of a primary source of

legitimation for the whole of society, it becomes increasingly

a matter of private choice, restricted to the sphere of

religiously interested participants. As a consequence of this

process religion loses its public role, and as a corgllary

society looks elsewhere for the source of its authority.(®
Research into this form of secularization has been popular especially with
historians who have sought to trace both its intellectual-existential and the
institutional-social forms. The institutional-social type of disengagement
is usually linked to the rise of the secular state. Secularization is
measured in terms of the "take-over" - abrupt or gradual - of various
functions which were previously the domain of religious institutions. This
"dfsengagement" argument places a lot of emphasis on the fact that so many
of the educational and welfare services previously provided by the churches
are now supplied by the secu]ar'state,‘ The intellectual-existentijal form
of disengagement involves the attempt to.separate fields of knowledge, such
as scientific knowledge, from the presuppositions of religious faith. The
same process may be detected in other aspects of culture such as art,

business, politics and social structures. '

Both the institutional-social and the intellectual-existential aspects
of "disengagement" are relevant to this thesis. In the following pages it
is ascertained to what extent the South African Baptist Churches can be
regarded as having become "disengaged" from the intellectual and social
institutions of South African existence. Ironicalily, this withdrawal into
the private religious sphere has resulted in both spiritual poverty and de
facto support for the status quo, in the interest of the dominant white group
within the Baptist Union. Rather than witnessing to or challenging "the
world", Baptists have been almost entirely conformed to South African
patterns of social prejudice and structural exploitation.

3. The distinquishing features of Privatization.

Thus, privatization, or disengagement, developed over a long period of
time in Western history. As a result of colonialism and the subsequent
influence of the West over Africa (and other parts of the world), the social
process of secularization and, thereby, the privatization of religion, are
no longer restricted to the West. Certainly, secularization and

29. Hill, op cit, p 238.
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privatization are a pertinent socio-religious phenomena in South Africa
today.

Privatization, says Cook, "is a process by which there is a cleavage
between the private and public spheres of life, (30 In this sense,
privatization is virtually synonymous with quietism (sometimes termed
pietism) which refers to a type of theological praxis which fails to
encompass the socio-political and economic implications of the Christian
faith.®Y  privatization is also used to mean the removal of the "critical
and creative functions" of theology "from public scrutiny and their
confinement to a narrow few in the church".(%? .

A privatised religion is a form of faith in which individuals turn to
religion precisely in order to either escape, or to withdraw from, the
pressures and problems of social reality. Whereas in previous centuries, the
clergy were the educators, the protectors of community’s morals, the social
workers, the legal advisors, the literate minority, and the advisors of
rulers, their ministry is now much more circumscribed :

The Presidency that the Church once exercised over social life

has gone, as other agencies have assumed the functions that it

once fulfilled. Instead of being the local centre of community

life, the Church has become more narrowly an? specifically a

religious centre, segregated and encapsulated.

Religion, having been largely evacuated from the social, secular realm,
has concentrated its energies on the existential needs of the individual.
Thus, according to Micklem,

. the prevailing characteristic of the modern age is not the
repudiation of religion as such, but its relegation to a private

and domestic sphere, as the other-worldly refuge of the

individual soul, and its tacit renunciation of any claim to be

a main 1nforpiyg and determining influence in the wider fields
of activity.34

30. D Cook, The Moral Maze (London : SPCK, 1983) p 6.

31. The modern use of the term "pietism" is confusing because it often
fails to note that the 17th century pietism of von Zinzendorf (in
Germany) and Fox (in England) sought to apply the Gospe1 to the broader
social ills of their times.

32. See R A McCormick and R P McBrien, "Theology and Public responsibility”
America 165:8 (28 Sept 1991) p 184.

33. VWilson, Contemporary Transformations of Religion, p 16.

34. Micklem, op cit, p 173, and cf Wilson, ibid, p 7.
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Within the South African situation, the privatization of the Christian
faith has meant that vast numbers of Baptists are not actively seeking to
promote their faith in the context of social reality. Extreme forms of
privatization completely deny the social content of the Christian Gospel (and
unconsciously propagate a reactionary form of religion and politics), whilst
the more moderate forms proclaim the Gospel as the solution to social ills
without realising the full structural or societal implications of their own
theological assertions. As is argued in chapters six and seven, this has led
to the situation whereby Baptists verbally and theologically decry Apartheid,
whilst assiduously implementing it throughout the structures of their
denomination.

What, then, are the dominant features of privatization? Firstly, a
privatised theology is inherently dualistic. It separates reality into
different spheres whereby the influence of religion is thought to bear upon
the private but not the public sphere. Dualism operates on several levels:
between the spiritual and the material; the secular and the sacred; the
saving of souls and social involvement; theological statements and political
activism, etc. )

Dualism is based on an apocalyptic, world-denying approach'accordihg
to which the secular world will pass away completely and be replaced by a new
world. There is, therefore, no point in the attempted salvation of society
or the natural world. This approach does not take into cognisance the
transforming vision of Romans 8, for example, in which the present creation
groans in anticipatibn, not of its destruction, but of its deliverance. It
also proceeds from an extremely circumscribed view of the Gospel, sin,
salvation, the mission of the Church and the Kingdom (rule) of God.

Dualism results in an artificial separation between personal and social
ethics. A dichotomy is created between "secular" concerns, on the one hand,
and "spiritual” concerns on the other. Thus, to "save souls" is the mission
of the church, but to engage in the active, structural transformation of
society is not conceived of as part of the Church’s mission. At most, the
duty of the Church is conceived of as verbally proclaiming the social
implications of the Gospel to the governing authorities. Thus, to encourage
the spiritual growth of individuals is laudable, but to seek to ‘improve the
material lifestyle of communities by restructuring the educational system,
the laws of the country and the economy, is seen as unnecessary, even
counter-productive, to the essential task of converting individuals. Thus,
within the South African Baptist Union members are encouraged to give money
for the relief of victims of floods and droughts, but are not encouraged to

17
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ask questions about the root causes of poverty or the reasons why certain
people are housed in areas vulnerable to periodic floods. To critique and
transform the political and economic systems that lead to the lack of
dignity, land, skills and opportunity is, for many Baptists, completely
unrelated to the "Good News"

Dualism, then, seeks to separate the Gospel and social concerns. But,
in so doing, it renders itself victim to reactionary ideological influences
of which it is not even aware. The "Social Gospel" is seen as a threat to the
“real Gospel". Views such as these are particularly common amongst those on
the "right" of the Baptist spectrum, but also occur across the board because
of the mistaken belief that one’s conception of the Gospel can be free from
ideological influence. This made it possible for Baptist ministers to
believe that "politics should not be mixed with religion" whilst
simultaneously urging their members to "pray for our boys on the border".
As D Walker puts it :

It creates an otherworldly form of faith in which it is

frighteningly possible to be "sp1r1tua1“ and racist at the ‘same

time because the po]1t1ca1 §1de of Tife is kept separate from the

higher ’spiritual side’.

A further important element of privatization is the spiritualization
of the Gospel. For example, much of the 01d Testament as wel]l as the Luke
4.18-20 passage is spiritualised, whilst passages such as Matt 25.31-46 -are
generally neglected. Poverty, blindness, hunger, and thirst are understood
in terms of spiritual needs. Sin is primarily conceived of as alienation
from God; salvation therefore means "getting right with God". Consequently,
sin and salvation are treated as having exclusively vertical (God-human)
(36) Reconciliation between people, if touched upon at all,

implications.
is largely restricted to inter-personal or inter-family categories, and
seldom extended to social categories. Exploitation, discrimination, and
injustice are, thus, social rather than religious problems. This leads to
a restricted, one-dimensional form of faith that falls far short of the
holistic spirituality of the Gospel of Jesus Christ.®”) A distinction can

35. D Walker, "The vision of an alternative Baptist commun1ty" (Unpublished
paper, 1990) p 5.

36. This practice is not restricted to Baptists : see A Nolan’s discussion
in God in South Africa (Cape Town : David Philip, 1988) pp 108 ff.

37. Cf E 0'Connor, Journey Inward, Journey Outward (New York : Harper and
Row, 1968) and K Leech, An Introduction to Christian Spirituality
(London : She]dgn Press, 1980).
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tﬂﬁ; be made between spiritualization (which restricts the content and
//implications of the Gospel) and a genuine, Christian spirituality (in which
the spiritual, personal, and social dimensions of the Gospel are integrated).

A further aspect of privatization is a lack of contextual analysis.
Theological doctrines (such as Jjustification by faith) are isolated from
their original socio-historical context and uncritically imposed on the
present context. This Tack of contextual awareness can be seen also in
popular theology such as pulpit preaching. Sermons at the annual Baptist
Assemblies are seldom rooted in concrete social reality. The subject of the
Church, for example, is dealt with in an idealistic and conceptual way, and
the facts of a divided Church within a divided South Africa are simply
glossed over, ’

This Tlack of contextual awareness has at least two aspects, an
intellectual and a social "disengagement". Baptists have distanced
themselves, intellectually, from the thinking of academic theologians,
especially from South African contextual theologians, and from social
sciences such as sociology, history and psycho]ogy.“g) Socially, white

Baptists are distanced from the exploitation, poverty, fear, and lack of
opportunity that is the daily experience of black Baptists. Equally, they
are isolated from the black consciousness and resistance movements.
Consequently, the white members of the Baptist Union are largely detached
from the intellectual and social context of black Baptists and are, thus,
able to perpetuate a privatised and inward looking "laager" mentality.

A1l of this reinforces the individualism that is so characteristic of
the dominant Baptist Union’s theoTogica] tradition.. White South African
Baptists share in the assumptions of_ Western philosophy in which the
individual is given pride of place. As further outlined in chapter three,
individualism results from the false assumption that the evangelical emphasis
on the personal appropriation of the Gospel of salvation implies that the
implications of salvation are purely personal. This is an unwarranted
conclusion. Urbanisation, industrialisation and education all encourage
competition, and have contributed to the isolation of individuals from
community orientations and involvement. This concentration on individual
ethics has precluded the development of an effective Christian social ethic.

Embedded within this privatization of the Christian Gospel is an

38. Concerning psychology, see Morton T Kelsey, The Other Side of Silence .
(New York : Paulist Press, 1976) pp 190 & 207; also O’Connor, op cit,
pp 1-27 and 52-61.
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unwillingness, or inability, to recognise the ideological content within any
conceptualization of the Christian Gospel. Self-interest, group allegiances,
and social conditioning are not taken into atcount, and the myth of a "pure"
Gospel is simply perpetuated. The definition of the Gospel as given by the
leaders of the Baptist Union becomes the yardstick against which all other
definitions are measured. To question this tradition is, thus, not to
question one interpretation of the Gospel, but to question the Gospel itself.
This is seen as constituting dis]oya]fy,-even unbelief. In other words, the
prophetic witness which precedes any reformulation or contextualization of
the Christian faith is silenced.

A critique of privatised religion is neither a criticism nor a
rejection of personal salvation. (But it 1is a vrejection of an
individualistic understanding of the Christian faith). It is not the value
and importance of the personal appropriation of the message of salvation that
is at issue here. What is at issue is the fact that for so many Christians,
this is where their faith ends. But, as shown in Eph 2.8-10, good works must
inescapably follow conversion, and where else are good works performed if
they are not performed in the context of social reality? An essential
aspect of the problem is that the very doctrines of sin, salvation, the
church and mission are privatised. Consequently, the social aspects of these
doctrines are virtually unknown to Baptist members. Tragically, salvation
is understood primarily (if not exclusively) as the justification and
sanctification of the individual. Even conversion is conceived of as
beginning and ending with the individual’s relationship with God. But
conversion is not something that only affects the intérna] and spiritual
aspects of the converted person’s nature; it must go on to affect the
physical and social aspects of the person as well. Moreover, these converted
persons make up a large community. This should mean that the social
influence of Christians should include not only the impact of individual
Christians (in various spheres such as the home, education, industry,
agriculture, etc) but also the combined effect of group strategies and the
moral force of the Church as an institution. Privatization, however, has
deprived the Christian Church of the cumulative social impact of its members.

Traditionally Baptists have all too readily accepted the naive dictum:
/‘the renewal of the individual automatically reforms society.” This dictum
is, however, inadequate because it seriously under-estimates the power of .
corporate evil., Sin is to be found not only in the personal Tives of
individuals, but also in the structures of society which have been developed
and established by sinful humanity. Both individual and corporate sin have
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to be radically dealt with before society can even begin to conform to God’s
perfect will for\it. For this reason, philanthropic acts, while good and
essential, are insufficient as a means of dealing with the sin that pervades
the entire structure of life.

The inadequacy of the view that the renewal of the individual
automatically reforms society is further demonstrated by the South African
situation. In a country in which the majority of the population claims some
sort of Christian allegiance, the evil policy of Apartheid has been
propagated for over forty years, both by staunch church-goers and many
Afrikaner theologians. For several decades (and, to a limited extent, even
now) individual Christians, including Baptists, have resisted the radical
reform of society, either actively or by default. Clearly, individual
conversions do not automatically lead to the restructuring of society.

In conclusion, the words of Gerhard Ebeling are extremely pertinent :

Christianity is constantly in danger of becoming pagan precisely
where it seeks to be most pious ... the spiritual realm is then
made into a world on its own, a separate reality which passes by
the world as it really is, instead of engaging with it ... The
extreme possibilities of separation join hands : atheistic and,
as it were, purely religious, purely spiritual talk of G?d Both
leave the wor]d without God and God without the world.

If what Ebeling says here is true, it means that a "spiritual" theo]ogy, in
its attempt to escape the corruption of the world by withdrawing from the
world, gives this corruption full heign. In short, the Church itself
deprives the world of God’s presence and saving power. Rather than
withdrawing from the world (or simply conforming to it), the Christian Church
must apply its intellectual, spiritual, moral and practical energies to
resisting the abuse of secular power, social injustice, moral anarchy and
rampant technology. It must counter-act the privatization of religion, the
de-personalization of humanity, and the repudiation of God’s power and
concern in relation to the alienated and degenerate state in which the human
race finds itself. In South Africa, this is particularly important in the
1light of the fact that privatization will only result in the Church becoming
even more quietistic and ineffective. Privatization will also leave ample
room for those who wish to pursue pragmatic, amoral and unjust policies.
After this\‘brief"discussion of the key terms secularization and
privatization, an attempt can now be made to identify precisely who the South

African Baptists are.

39. Quoted by Villa-Vicencio, op cit, p 381 from G Ebeling, Word and
Faith (Philadelphia : Fortress Press, 1963) p 358. My emphasis.
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B. WHO ARE THE SOUTH AFRICAN BAPTISTS?

Because of the Baptist emphasis on voluntary association,

congregational government and freedom of religious conscience, the South
African Baptists always speak of themselves -as members of a union of
Baptists, and not as the Baptist Church of South Africa.®®)  This makes
definition of the phrase "the South African Baptists" a difficult task.

For the purposes of this thesis, the phrase "the South African
Baptists" will include the early English and German Baptist settlers and all
those member churches (mainly white) who established the Baptist Union in
1877 and have since been part of this Union. It also includes the early
African Baptist'churches established by the work of the National Black
American Baptists which were later incorporated into the Union as a separéte
association called the Bantu Baptist Church (1927). Other associations
within the Baptist Union have inc]uded:the Afrikaanse Baptiste Kerk (ABK),
the Indian Baptist Mission (IBM) and the Natal Indian Baptist Association
(NIBA).(“) The black Baptist Convention withdrew its associational status
from the Baptist Union in 1987 and now forms an independent group called the
Baptist Convention of Southern Africa. For reasons of space, however,
particular emphasis will be given in this study to the predominantly white
Baptist Union and the predominantly black Baptist Convention.

In an attempt to define who the South African Baptists are, various
avenues could be pursued. For examp]é, Baptists could be defined in terms
of their theology, history or structures. Or they could be compared to other
South African churches. Arguably all of these are valuable means.
Therefore, in this subsection the following aspects of Baptist identity are
briefly examined : 16th to 18th century Baptist roots; the 19th century South
African Baptist origins; South African Baptist institutional developments;
and the relationship between South African Baptists and other South African
churches, Evangelicals and Baptists.

Whilst this may seem a simple task it is, in fact, prob]ematic in the
extreme. This is because a wide discrepancy exists between what may be

40. See C W Parnell, "The detailed history" in (ed) S Hudson-Reed, Together

: for a Century : History of the Baptist Union of South Africa, 1877-1977
(Pietermaritzburg : SA Baptist Historical Society, ¢ 1977), p 63.
(Hereafter, Together). .

41. Cf S Hudson-Reed, By Taking Heed : fhe history of Baptists in South
African, 1820-1977 (Roodepoort : Baptist Publishing House, 1983) pp 207
ff & 272 ff. (Hereafter By Taking Heed).
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termed the "official" version of the Baptist Union of South Africa and an
emergent, alternative tradition in Baptist circles within South Africa.(*?
Traditional Baptist writings operate on the Western philosophical perception
that theory and practice, or ideas and their application, can be neatly
distinguished. However, theory (or theology) more often than not emerges out
of concrete experience, so that praxis is the creative interplay of theory
(or ideas) and practice. Theological praxis, then, is the interwoven and
dynamic pattern of religious experience, socio-cultural, political and
economic realities, and theological formulation. Baptist doctrine,
therefore, cannot be separated from the historical, psychological and social
context of Baptist believers, because its development and expression are

inevitably influenced by these factors.

1. 16th to 18th century Baptist theological roots.

Traditionally, South African Baptists have traced their historical and
theological roots to the English Baptists of the 17th century. This
perception is open to dispute for at -least three reasons. Firstly, on the
grounds that any discussion of Baptist roots must begin with a consideration
of the Continental and, especially, Dutch Anabaptists. As argued in chapter
three, there were both historical and theological 1links between the early
English Baptists and the Anabaptists. .

Secondly, the English Baptist tradition itself is not a simple or
monolithic one. As is shown in chapter four, between 1612 and 1820, the
English Baptists experienced war, peace, revolution and persecution. They
responded by variously participating in social revolution, withdrawing from

social involvement, and in being part of the nonconformist movement. They
experienced both religious decline and revival. Of which of these aspects
of their tradition were the 1820 Baptist settlers aware, and how did they,
in turn, respond (both theologically and socially) to their new environment?

Thirdly, a proper consideration of South African Baptist origins must
include mention of the German Baptist roots. The modern German Baptist
churches originated with the revivals initiated by Gerhard Oncken (1834
onwards). This raises a further question : how did the German Baptist

42. See L Kretzschmar, "A Theology of Dominance : An alternative history
of the South African Baptist Union" in (eds) D Hoffmeister and B
Gurney, Barkly West National Awareness Workshop (Johannesburg
Awareness Campaign Committee of the Baptist Convention of Southern
Africa, 1990) pp 24-32. (Hereafter, Barkly West).
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43. Quoted in full in the Appendix, Enclosures 1 & 3.
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relationship between Church and State or the Christian’s social
responsibility, despite the fact that the Baptist churches emerged during the
socio-economic, political and religious crucibles of the Reformation and the
English Civil War. It would appear that those who drew up, or assented to,
this "Statement of Belief" conceived of their faith as an intellectual assent
to a set of abstract and unchanging theological formulations, despite the
. fact that these very doctrinal formulations arose out of, and effectively
addressed, particular contexts. This makes it easy for modern Baptists to
forget the controversial (and contextual) nature of their theological
heritage. For example, in Europe, the writings of Luther were greeted with
the same mixture of either horror (by those wielding political and religious
power) or delight (by those who hoped for a change in their religious and
political circumstances) as were the pages of the Kairos Document (1985)
during the State of Emergency in South Africa.

Also absent from this Statement of Belief is any mention of the early
20th century theological conflicts between Conservative Evangelicals and
Liberal theologians, giving the impression that there was no particular
theological context out of which this statement of faith emerged in
1924.%4  In addition, no reference is made to the social context within
which South African Baptists lived in this country. Consequently, this
Statement of Belief was re-printed year after year in the South African
Baptist Handbooks, without significant revision, despite an ever-changing
social context. To date, this Statement of Belief has not been revised by
the Baptist Union.

It is significant that the next major theological formulation to be
produced by the Baptist Union was the Statement of six Baptist Principles
1987. Here a preamble was provided but it contained only a summary of the
earlier Statement of Belief and no explanation as to why such a statement of
Baptist Principles was deemed necessary at that time. Further, no
references were made to Baptist history or theological roots, let alone to

44 For this information see J Vink, "A critical study of the Relevance of
Sociology in the training of Baptist ministers in-South Africa" (UNISA,
MA, 1990) pp 70 ff. Sadly, Vink does not discuss the social function
of the SA Baptist faith and he maintains a traditional, even
fundamentalist, Baptist view of the Bible, ministry and mission.

45. The two clauses added to this Statement by the FCB were concerned with
the issues of human rights, social relationships and nature. (See the
Appendix, Enclosure 1).
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the context of modern South African Baptists (In 1987 the State of Emergency
was in force).

This Statement of Baptist Principles refers to the "distinctive
emphases arising out of our understanding of the Scriptures"”, but reveals no
understanding of the modern hermeneutical debate, especially the influence
that the contexts of the modern interpreter(s) have on biblical
interpretations. In this document, the doctrines of the Church, believer’s
baptism, congregational government and the priesthood of believers are all
affirmed without any reference whatsoever to the social, cultural or
political context within which Christians live. Rather than producing a
bold, relevant and challenging affirmation of Christian faith, the authors
of this document (as in the case of the earlier Statement of Belief) simply
fell back on traditional formulations; by seeking to be uncontroversial they
ended ‘up with a dated, rigid and largely irrelevant document. Not that the
clauses are false or unimportant in themselves; on the contrary. But their
formulation and range ignore the burning questions of our day. Thus, 20th
century controversies concerning the Holy Spirit, the Ecumenical Movement,
more holistic definitions of Christian mission, the African context of faith
and witness, richer forms of worship, a preferential option for the poor, and
both ecological and gender concerns, are entirely absent. Despite the world-
wide religious debate concerning women, this statement uses exclusive
language and its formulation of the doctrine of the priesthood of all
believers contains no hint as to the role of women in the Baptist churches
of the 20th century.

This Tack of contextual awareness is even more evident in relation to
the last two clauses of the Statement of Baptist Principle. The principle
of religious Tliberty, for which thousands of Anabaptists were drowned and
torn asunder, is completely abstracted from the civil liberties for which
they died. Thus, at a time when many Christians were being harassed by the
State for their struggle for the civic liberties of black South Africans, the
predominantly white Baptist Union Assembly ratified a privatised and abstract
formulation of the doctrine of the separation of Church and State.
Similarly, the Union’s understanding of this doctrine is overly simplistic
since it closely follows Luther’s easily abused and misunderstood "two
kingdoms" doctrine and fails to explain the relationship between the
Christian faith and social reality. Whilst certain other English speaking
churches were declaring the Nationalist government an unjust regime, the
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(white) Baptists were blithely side-stepping the concrete socio-economic and

political issues facing Christians in South Africa in the mid-1980’s.{*®
ﬁ/// The validity of these criticisms was borne out by the establishment of
the Fellowship of Concerned Baptists (FCB) by a group of disenchanted

///éaptists during the 1986 Baptist Assembly. In December 1987, Baptist
Convention of Southern Africa declared itself independent of the Baptist
Union. The aims and objectives of the FCB (and the reasons for the decision
of the Baptist Convention) are discussed in chapter seven, but it should be
noted here that these two events signalled serious disagreement with Baptist
Union theology, policy and religious practice.

In essence, the vital and challenging historical and theological

origins of the Baptists have been emasculated by the privatised
interpretations of white, 19th and 20th century South African Baptists.

2. The 19th Century Roots of the South African Baptists.

Historically, the South African Baptist origins date back to the
churches established in the Eastern Cape by the 19th century English and
German Baptist settlers.”)  The English Baptist settlers were part of a
Wesleyan party led by Rev W Shaw. En route to South Africa, several Baptists
grouped themselves under W Shepherd and, on landing, formed a Baptist church
at the Assegai Bush river (Salem). This was followed by the establishment
of the Grahamstown congregation (1823) under Rev W Miller, later pastored by
Rev William Davies (c 1833 onwards). After the Grahamstown church had been
built and the erection of a church begun at Kariega, building operations were
halted by a succession of Frontier wars (1834 ff). Subsequently, a series
of new churches were established : Port Elizabeth (1854); Durban (1864);
Alice (1874); and Cape Town (1876).

The second wave of settlers (1857-59) was that of German soldiers
(originally recruited for the Crimean War), followed by groups of German
civilians.*®  Included in this group were five Baptists, one of whom,
Carsten Langhein, was ordained by the English minister Rev Hay in 1861. By
the end of that year, the German Baptists numbered 61 members. Between 1861-

46. See C Villa-Vicencio, Between Christ and Caesar : Classic and
Contemporary Texts on Church and State (Cape Town : David Philip, 1986)
pp 225-269. :

47. S Hudson-Reed, Together, p 11 ff.

48. C W Parnell, "The detailed History", in Together, pp 18 ff.
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1867 German Baptist membership grew from 61 to nearly 300. Meanwhile, an
appeal for help was directed towards G Oncken and, in 1867, Carl Hugo Gutsche
and his wife Mary arrived in King William’s Town. Between 1876 and 1892,
Gutsche established 25 churches, all of which were opened free of debt . (49
In 1867, an Afrikaans (Dutch) farmer by the name of J D Odendaal was baptised
by the German Baptists. He was ordained by them in 1875 and later became the
founder of the Afrikaanse Baptiste Kerk (ABK).

These are identifiable as the "facts" of these early beginnings. But,
facts are never entirely objective items of data. Inevitably they are both
selected and interpreted. Thus, to narrate the "simple facts" of early
Baptists beginnings without reference to the context within which the
settlers operated, is actually to distort the historical roots of the South
African Baptist denomination.

A traditional approach to the origins of the South African Baptist
churches recognises the fact that this denomination was established here as
a direct consequence of the 1820 English and 1857-59 German settlers’
occupation of the Zuurveld in the Eastern Cape.“o) Less often mentioned,
let alone rigorously analysed, are the implications of these origins for the
Tater theological and institutional growth of these churches. For instance,
because these were settler churches, Baptist church members identified with
the ambitions and fears of the settlers and were part and parcel of the
colonial occupation of Xhosa land. The negative effects that these 19th
century roots had on 20th century relations between different racial groups
within the Baptist Union, cannot be overestimated.

The very limited size of the Baptist groups'meant that they were,
sociologically speaking, a rather threatened group. Not only did they have
to survive in a climatically hostile environment but, as shown in more detail:
in chapter five, they were also embroiled in military and social conflicts.
Therefore, this period of South African Baptist history was characterised by
the attempt of a young, small and struggling church to establish itself on
the sub-continent of Africa. These struggles were intensified by the fact
that the English Baptist settlers were given very little financial or other
support by Baptists "at home" and they existed somewhat precariously. Having
also experienced periods of persecution (and social ostracism) in both
England and Germany, the Baptists tended to form tightly-knit social and

49, See Hudson-Reed, Together, p 21.
50. See S Hudson-Reed, By taking Heed, pp 15ff.
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ecclesiastical groups. Their memory of persecution and their relative
numerical insignificance led to social isolation and an emphasis on internal
ecclesiastical affairs. Baptist nonconformity was restricted to religious
affairs and certainly did not extend to the socio-political realm.
Furthermore, churches separated by language, culture and doctrine were the
norm. Even when the Baptist Union was formed in 1877, a great many of the
German Baptists did not join largely because they were opposed to the
- practice of "open communion". Nearly a century later, most of the Border
churches were members of the German Bund rather than the Baptist Union and,
only in 1955, did the Bund amalgamate with the Union. Later institutional
developments, as a result of the conversion of Afrikaners and blacks,
continued this tradition of having separate churches for separate language
and cultural groups, with the additional factor of race later assuming

enormous significance.

3. South African Baptist institutional developments. _
An analysis of these structural deve]opménts is vital because, despite
Baptist insistence on congregational government, decisions regarding the
structures within the Baptist Union have had an enormous effect on its
theological praxis. At least three periods of institutional development can
be discerned, namely 1820-1892 (early beginnings); 1893-1977 (white control
over the Baptist Union); and 1978-1991 (resistance to domination and

privatization).

(a) Early Beginnings (1820-1892).

As much has already been said above concerning this period, only a few
additional points require mention. The Baptist Union was officially
constituted in 1877. By 1886, the ABK was accepted into membership with the
Union. Thereafter, between 1888 and 1900, certain churches in Port Elizabeth
and Cape Town reported work amongst the "coloured" people and in 1892, the
South African Baptist Missionary Society (SABMS) was founded. (%) By the
end of the 19th century, the stage was set for continued white domination
over the doctrines, structures, missionary policies and aims of the Baptist

Union.

(b) 1893-1977 : Baptist Union Control.

51. See C W Parnell, "The Detailed History", op cit, p 74.
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This period of institutional development begins with the establishment
of the SABMS in 1892 and ends with the centenary year of the establishment
of the Baptist Union in 1977.

In 1902, a Rev T Rangiah of India had (on his own initiative and not
that of the Union) arrived in South Africa to work in Natal. Only in 1923
was he accepted as a minister of the Union when the Indian Baptist
Association (later the Natal Indian Baptist Association, NIBA) became
affiliated with the SABMS.?)  In 1911, Sunday School work and the
ministers’ Pension Fund were begun. The following year, the Baptist Women’s
Association (BWA) was formed out of the existing Ladies League.

Between 1919 and 1968, the Baptist Union concentrated its efforts on
evangelism, church growth, financial stability, ministerial training and
administrative improvements.“3) But, by the late 1960’s, Baptist leaders
recognised that the Union was becoming unwieldy. In 1968 and 1976 committees
were established to investigate the structures of the Union. Several years
of discussion regarding the associations followed. Despite their efforts,
in 1977, 14 Associations existed : seven territorial (Natal, Border, etc);
two General Associations (the Men’s and Women’s Associations) and five
"special" or linguistic and ethnic associations (the Afrikaans, Coloured,
African ("Bantu") and two Indian Associations).“4) Again, in 1982, new
structures were devised, without meaningful participation from black
Baptists, and the problematic distinction between the special (now te}med
"general") and territorial associations remained.

In the light of the above, can the South African Baptist Union be
regarded as a meaningful title? In a limited sense it was. Unity and
"brotherly" love were certainly promotéd within this Union of churches, and
a number of scattered churches were brought together.  The Union obtained
trained pastors from overseas and delegated responsibility to its leaders to
travel in pursuit of the establishment of new churches and the encouragement
of old churches. These successes have been well documented in the writings
of leading Baptist commentators such as Batts and Hudson-Reed.
Unfortunately, the available evidence supports the view that "unity" was not
understood to be a unity that transcended racial and cultural lines and, in
this sense, the Baptist Union’s aims of "unity, brotherly love and mutual

(o

52. Ibid, p 86.
53. Ibid, pp 92-132.
54. Ibid, p 138.

=
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assistance" were certainly not achieved. This is evidenced by the fact that,
as late as 1975, no black churches were member churches within the Union
itself, but fell under the jurisdiction of the SABMS.® In other words, -
South African social patterns of stratification were duplicated within church
structures. Co-operation occurred between white Baptists, but relationships
between white and black churches (including the African, Coloured and Indian
congregations), were either non-existent or extremely circumscribed. 58

A further comment can be made concerning the low status and dependent
roles of women within the Baptist Union. In this area the Baptists were no
different from the other denominations, and it is only recently that the
feminist challenge has become effectively directed towards the churches in
South Africa. Nevertheless, in view. of the Baptist emphasis on the
priesthood of all believers, their "non-sacramental" theology of ordination,
and their belief in congregational government, their failure to include over
half of their members in the Union’s decision-making processes must be noted.
It is interesting, for example, that whilst the Baptist Men’s Association
(BMA) was disbanded because of lack of interest, the Women’s Association
(BWA) went from strength to strength. The reasons for this were that men
were already incorporated into the structures of the Union whilst the women
committed themselves to the only avenue open to them, the BWA. In effect,
consciously or unconsciously, women were recruited for service without the
white, male power base being effected one iota.

Concerning the Baptist Union’s institutional developments up to 1977,
the following conclusions can be drawn. For over a century the Baptist Union
grew slowly but steadily. Many churches were established and organisational
structures were developed to meet the perceived needs of the member churches.
During this period, as is shown in chapter six, the Baptist Union also
engaged in evangelism, welfare, and medical and relief work amongst black
South Africans. Nevertheless, these efforts were pursued on white terms
according to a white agenda. This resulted in marked divisions along
racial, class and gender lines. As an institution, the Baptist Union is
seriously restricted with regard to its membership, Tleadership,
organisational mechanisms and vision. This explains why it has been unable
'to transform itself so as to satisfy the genuine grievances of many black
Baptists.

55. Cf Hudson-Reed, Together, p 135.

56. Cf (eds) Hoffmeister & Gurney, Barkly West, especially pp 24-67.
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(c) 1978-199]1 : Resistance to the Baptist Union.
The preceding section has shown that the structures of the Baptist

Union enforced paternalistic relationships between "white" and "black".
Baptists. But, during the 1980’s, black Baptists (and some white Baptists)
have broken away from these structures in a deliberate attempt to end this
pattern of dominance. Three basic trends are discernible during this period.
The first is the formal secession of the Transkei Baptist Union (TBU) in
1982. The second is the theological and political shift towards the left on
the part of the FCB and the Baptist Convention, together with the structural
separation of the Convention from the Union in 1987. The third, and less
easily discernable, trend has been the way in which the Baptist Union has
swung first to the right and then to the left in conformity with developments
within the country. As all these events are discussed in some detail in

chapter seven, only a few comments are required at this stage.

The formation of the FCB in 1986 and the breakaways of the TBU and the
Baptist Convention in 1982 and 1987 respectively all form part of a pattern
of resistance to the Baptist Union. By the 1980’s there were many
dissatisfactions, but no mechanisms existed within the Union through which
these could be effectively addressed. In the late 1970’s, a series of
"merger" talks commenced between the lead