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INTRODUCTION I

Christian Conquest, 
Christian Division 

in
South Africa

In 1820, the Methodist missionary William Shaw wrote to his 
London committee that there was only one mission station 
between his place of residence and the northern extremity of 
the Red Sea. There were ‘no people professedly Christian, with 

the exception of those in Abyssinia’.1 At that time Shaw was living 
about 40 km south of Grahamstown in the Eastern Cape, South 
Africa, and as his words indicated, Christianity was then a very 
minor religion in sub-Saharan Africa, practised mainly by white 
settlers on the southern margins of the continent.

Had he been able to enter a time capsule and travel into the fu
ture, Shaw would no doubt have been gratified by the progress of 
Christianity in Southern Africa, even during his lifetime. By 1850 
12 mission societies were active in the region; by 1900 the num
ber had risen to 3 0 .2 Thereafter, their numbers grew at such a 
pace that some missionaries began to see this as too much of a 
good thing. ‘When I came here in 1905 I was happy to get 
acquainted with every new society, thinking the more of these there 
are the better,’ the Rev J  Sandstrom told the General Missionary 
Conference in 1921. ‘Today, having suffered more severely every 
new year from rivalry, overlapping and false competition . . .
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I wish that God would put half of us in a big aeroplane and drive 
us to Central Africa.’3 However much people like Sandstrom de
plored the exploding number of mission societies, Christian pro
fession expanded enormously among the African population in 
the mid-twentieth century.

The 1946 census showed that the Christian proportion of the 
population had passed 50  per cent and the growth continued un
abated until 1970 as the figures set out in Table 1 show:

TABLE 1: Christian popu lation  1946 to 1970

Y ear
C h r is t ia n  p e rc e n ta g e  

o f
A fr ic a n  p o p u la t io n

C h r is t ia n  p e rc e n ta g e  
o f

w h i te  p o p u la t io n

C h r is t ia n  p e rc e n ta g e  
o f

to ta l  p o p u la t io n

1 9 4 6 5 2 9 4 63
1 9 6 0 6 7 9 7 7 4
1 9 7 0 71 93 7 5

Thus, 150 years after Shaw had penned his letter, the advance of 
Christianity in South Africa had been spectacular, particularly 
when compared with Asian mission fields such as India, China 
and Japan where it made much less headway against the ancient 
and entrenched religions of Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism 
and Taoism. However, perhaps even more significant than this 
numerical advance was that after 150 years, black4 Christians, 
whose forebears had been the object of missionary work, had fi
nally broken free of that chrysalis, and were throwing off white 
tutelage and dominance. They were moving into leadership posi
tions in the churches, and taking control of their direction and 
destiny. Their quest for black ecclesiastical selfhood would also 
have an important effect on the quest to challenge, and even
tually defeat, the political system of apartheid (Afrikaans for 
‘segregation’).
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This movement can best he appreciated by looking at the way the 
membership of the leading ecumenical organisation at that time, 
the South African Council of Churches (SACC), was changing. 
Developments in South Africa, in which autonom ous black 
churches were emerging to replace the work of mission societies, 
were far advanced by 1970. It was over the next five years, how
ever, that those developments came to their full fruition. As is 
detailed later in this work, the significance of the early 1970s in 
this regard was most clearly encapsulated by the move into full 
m em bership  o f the co u n c il by the b lack  N ed erd u itse  
Gereformeerde Kerk in Afrika (NGKA) (‘Dutch Reformed Church 
in Africa’) in 1975. That signalled that not only had the composi
tion of the Council altered radically, but that it was also ready to 
move in bold new ideological directions. It is for this reason that 
1975 has been chosen as the ‘cut-off date’ for this work, although 
the momentous developments in the last 25 years of the twentieth 
century are touched on in the last chapter.

How would one account to William Shaw for the spread of Chris
tianity in South Africa? No doubt he, along with many modern 
scholars, would attribute it to the work of missionaries. By the 
end of the nineteenth century, South Africa had become one of 
the most intensively worked mission fields anywhere in the world.J 
However, it was not the plethora of missions which made the major 
contribution to the expansion of Christianity evident in the fig
ures as cited in Table 1. This is indicated by the fact that the great
est advance of Christianity did not happen during the ‘great cen
tury of missions’ which very roughly coincided with the nineteenth 
century. During that era, Christianity grew relatively slowly; the 
1921 census showed that only about a third of the black popula
tion had become Christians by that date. It was over the next 50  
years when missions had lost their drive for converting the ‘hea
then’ and were in decline, that the Christian proportion of the 
black population leapt from 33 to 75 per cent.
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Much more important to the growth of Christianity than the mis
sions were the activities of locally based churches; both those of 
the ‘mainline’ variety and also the enormous number of ‘African 
Independent’ or ‘Africa Initiated Churches’ (AICs) which emerged 
as breakaway offshoots of mission societies and major denomina
tions from the late nineteenth century onwards. The mainline de
nominations, particularly the Anglican and Methodist Churches, 
as well as the Roman Catholic Church and the Nederduitse 
Gereformeerde Kerk (NGK), had two major advantages over the 
mission societies. Firstly, as is detailed in Chapter Two, they were 
able to deploy much larger resources of personnel and finance. 
Secondly, they worked on a countrywide basis. Crucially, this en
abled them to be active in the burgeoning urban centres, which 
grew rapidly after the discovery of diamonds and gold, and as a 
result of concomitant industrialisation. Another major factor ac
counting for the success of these churches was their dominance 
of education, which lasted for over a century and which was only 
brought to an end when the State took it over in 1954. Schools 
were an extremely effective tool for expanding church member
ship, and working out of this and a multiplicity of other bases, the 
churches were able to set in motion a ‘snowball effect’ of conver
sion, in which local indigenous people themselves played a major 
role. An anecdote from the early twentieth century serves to illus
trate the point. Canon E Farmer of the Church of the Province of 
South Africa (CPSA) reported that when he set about organising 
theological training for Africans in the Transvaal, he found some 
60 African men who had been converted to Christianity while 
working as migrant labourers in urban areas. On returning to their 
homes, ‘instead of falling away, as might have been expected, with
out a thought of pay . . . they set to work to preach the Gospel to 
their fellow creatures’.6

With nothing like as large resources or as many schools, the 
mission societies tended to work on a more limited geographical 
basis, and to focus on rural areas. The AICs, of course, had even



XV

fewer financial resources, but they benefited from the spread of 
the mainline churches, which prepared a seedbed of Christian 
belief and organisation, particularly in urban areas. This enabled 
the AICs to sprout and flourish widely, particularly  after 
industralisation began to erode the social cohesion provided by 
tribal structures. Those who found the mainline churches and 
missions unsatisfying and stultifying could find in the AICs a sense 
of belonging they had lost as older traditional societies crumbled 
both in urban and rural areas. The number of AICs proliferated 
enormously across the country, so that what these churches lacked 
in financial resources, they more than made up for in their sheer 
numbers. Thus this movement too was operating from a mul
tiplicity of bases.

That churches rather than missions dominated the South African 
mission field is a point of major importance. Had this not been 
the case, the advance of Christianity would probably have been 
much slower. The domination of the churches set the country apart 
from mission fields in most other parts of the world and, as will 
be pointed out, from the missionary movement as a whole. 
Moreover, it is further argued in this study that the dominance of 
churches in the South African situation was to have profound 
consequences for patterns of race relations, not only in the 
churches, but also in the broader political sphere.

Christ divided
While Shaw might have been gratified that efforts to bring Christ 
to South Africa had been so successful, he might have been 
unsettled to find that by the mid-twentieth century Christ was 
deeply and bitterly divided between opposing blocs of Christians. 
Those divisions were not based on the old theological and doctrinal 
divisions of Europe and North America (although they certainly 
were present). Here the issue centred on the differing responses 
of missions and churches to a simple yet fundamental question: 
What is the best, the most ‘Christian’, way of dealing with racial
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and cultural differences among believers? The answer of one group 
of Christians was that while these differences were real, none the 
less they needed to be subordinated to the broader unity 
proclaimed by St Paul when he said: ‘There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, male nor female, bond nor free, for all are one in Christ 
Jesus’ (Galatians 3 :1 1 ). This theology was realised in unitary 
church structures which, in theory, were colour-blind and did not 
take account of racial difference. This may be described as the 
integrationist or assimilationist position. In contrast, those who 
held the opposite position believed that ethnic difference had been 
ordained by God and should therefore be hallowed not only on 
theological grounds, but also needed to be given concrete, 
structural expression. In terms of this theology, churches were 
segregated on racial and ethnic lines and, it is argued by some 
scholars such as Kinghorn, white politicians took a lead from this 
model when they created the apartheid State. Thus this can be 
described as the segregationist or as the apartheid  position.

These are very broad categorisations and each contains within 
itself many permutations and qualifications. For instance, a major 
mission theology, which went under the name of the ‘three-self 
formula’ and which originated in Britain and the United States of 
America (USA) during the nineteenth century, promoted the 
planting of separate ethnic churches not for theological but for 
purely pragmatic reasons. That approach could not in fairness be 
described as supporting an ideologically segregationist position, 
although it did give comfort to more overt supporters of apartheid 
during the twentieth century. Then there is the difficulty of slotting 
the AICs into either of the two positions as discussed later. These 
were exclusively black churches, but again, they could hardly be 
described as supporters of segregation, let alone apartheid.

In theory, neither the adherents to the integrationist/assimilationist 
nor the segregationist/apartheid theologies would have claimed 
their positions to be absolute. Those of the integrationist persua-
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sion would not have denied either the existence or the impor
tance of cultural and ethnic difference, and those in the segrega
tionist camp would not deny the need for an overarching unity 
among Christians. None the less, the seemingly life-and-death 
nature of the struggle which developed between them tended to 
make the partisans of both sides absolutise their positions and to 
accuse each other not only of theological error, but, in time, of 
actual heresy.

This study, it needs to be said at the outset, does not attempt to be 
a comprehensive history of Christianity in South Africa. Instead, 
it focuses on that group of churches which adopted the integra- 
tionist/assimilationist position and which came to be com pre
hended in the term liberalism . As is explained in Chapter Three, 
liberalism in this sense applied to issues concerning race relations 
and was seen to be the opposite pole to racial segregation or as it 
later became known, as apartheid. However, the liberalism of these 
churches was also strongly associated with a philosophy favouring 
racial assimilation which held up white, Western culture as an 
ideal type of ‘civilisation’ to which people of all other cultures 
were expected to aspire and attain. The investigation and dissec
tion of this brand of liberalism is, as its title suggests, a major 
objective of this book.

That issue is dealt with mostly on an institutional level. Little at
tempt is made to delve into personal and individual histories or 
even the collective history of people at the grass-roots level of the 
churches and it must be frankly admitted this constitutes a lack. It 
can only be pointed out to future scholars that an investigation of 
the thinking and theologies of ordinary members of churches con
stitutes a rich and colourful tapestry waiting to be woven. This 
has already been done to some extent for the members of the 
AICs and the fascination of their stories has already produced a 
vast corpus of literature. However, although seemingly less ‘ro
mantic’, the stories of members of the mainline churches should
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be no less fascinating because here can be tested whether the meta- 
Christian narrative propounded by these churches has indeed fun
damentally changed the age-old spiritualities of Africa or whether 
it has been merely a ‘berg wind’, forcing the grasses of the plains 
to bow before it, only for them to spring back again once its en
ergy is expended.

The Ecumenical Bloc and liberalism
Table 2 sets out the names of the churches which came to be iden
tified with the liberal position. They are also often comprehended 
under the collective title of the English-speaking churches, since 
the most prominent among them sprang from the English-speak
ing, Protestant British Isles. The largest o f these were the 
Methodist and the Anglican CPSA, while the much smaller Pres
byterian Church and the Congregational Union of Southern Af
rica were also of British origin. However, to describe all churches 
in this grouping as English-speaking would be a misnomer, be
cause a good number of them originated in Continental European 
mission societies. The earliest of these was that of the Moravians 
whose activities began in the eighteenth century and who, in time, 
founded two local Moravian churches, those of the Eastern and 
Western Cape. Other Continental missions included the Rhenish 
Mission which established itself in South Africa in 1829, the Ber
lin M ission (1 8 3 4 ) and the Herm annsburg M ission (1 8 5 4 ). 
Between them they founded the four Lutheran churches specified 
in Table 2, while the Tsonga Presbyterian Church was founded by 
the Swiss Reformed Mission. None of these missions and churches 
had any white membership apart from German and French-speak
ing missionaries. Moreover, while English was the official language 
and lingua franca of those churches that originated in Britain, it 
was not the home language of the great majority of their mem
bers, who were black.

Rather than language, it is suggested, a more important distin
guishing characteristic of these churches is that they subscribed
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TABLE 2: Membership o f  the South African Council o f  Churches, 1975
Black churches 

founded by 
mission societies

African
independent

churches

Multiracial 
with a

black majority

Multiracial 
with a

white majority

White
churches

Mission
societies

Bantu Presbyterian 
Church

Evangelical 
Lutheran Church 
Cape/Orange

Evangelical 
Lutheran Church 
South Eastern 
Region

Evangelical 
Lutheran Church 
Transvaal

Evangelical 
Lutheran Church 
Tswana Region

Moravian Church 
Eastern Cape

Moravian Church 
Western Cape

Nederduitse 
Gereformeerde 
Kerk in Afrika

Tsonga Presbyterian

United Methodist

United Evangelical 
Lutheran Church 
of South West Afica*

National
Baptist
Church

African
Baptist
Church

African
Methodist
Episcopal
Cnurcn

Church of the 
Province of 
South Africa

Methodist 
Church of 
South Afica

United Con
gregational 
Church of 
South Afica

Roman
Catholic*

Presbyterian 
Church of 
South Afica

Salvation
Army

Society of
Frienas
(Quakers)

Baptist
Union*

Evangelical
Lutheran
(Transvaal)*

Paris
Evangelical
Mission

Key: * These were observer member churches which while having full rights of participation and
speech in the organisation, did not have voting rights on its committees or national conference

to, and were officially associated with, the ecumenical movements, 
both on a local level and in the international sphere. Thus the 
collective term I have chosen to apply to these churches is the 
E cum enical B loc. It was these churches that were among the core 
members of the first national ecumenical body -  the General M is
sionary Council (GMC) founded in 1904 -  as they were of its 
successor bodies the Christian Council of South Africa (CCSA) 
founded in 1936 and the SACC, established in 1968. They also
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had strong links to international ecumenical bodies such as the 
International Missionary Council (IM C), the Faith and Order 
movement, the Life and Work movement, which emerged in the 
period between the world wars and, of course, after 1948, with 
the World Council of Churches (WCC). These ecumenical links 
have had a continuous and profound effect on the churches of 
this bloc, but their liberal philosophy and theology also affected 
the nature of ecumenism in South Africa which tended to run on 
a parallel, yet distinct, track to that of the international ecumeni
cal movement for most of the twentieth century. This led to a 
rising clash between the two, which was resolved in the fateful 
years of the early 1970s as a result of the takeover of the Ecu
menical Bloc by black South African churchmen.

What is evident from Table 2 is that by far the majority of the 
member churches of the SACC had their origins in mission soci
eties, which might seem to contradict what was said before about 
the dominance of churches in the mission field. However, statis
tics would show that the membership of the Anglican CPSA and 
the Methodist Church had always dwarfed that of other missions 
and churches in the Ecumenical Bloc. It was the theology and mis
sion policy of these two churches that dominated the thinking of 
that bloc, although the much smaller missions and churches based 
on Congregationalism and Scots Presbyterianism were also to make 
a significant contribution to the liberal ideology which emerged in 
this bloc.

The Ecumenical Bloc, as mentioned earlier, comprised for most 
of the period under review Protestant denominations and mission 
societies, and it was these which both on a local and on the inter
national level constituted the driving force of the ecumenical move
ment. It is for this reason that the Catholic Church hardly figures 
at all in this study. Although it had done very powerful missionary 
work in South Africa -  which, by 1970, had gained it 1.3 million 
African members and therefore had to deal with the questions of
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ethnicity and culture as much as any other denomination -  it was 
perhaps the most assimilationist of any in the positions it adopted 
on this score. However, for over a century it did not take any 
significant part in the debate over racial issues which raged be
tween Ecumenical Bloc churches and those which supported the 
segregation/apartheid position.' The Catholic Church remained 
aloof from the ecumenical movement as a whole and also the in
stitutional expressions of that movement until after the Second 
Vatican Council in the early 1960s. Only in 1967 did the Catholic 
Church begin to associate itself more closely with the Ecumenical 
Bloc, and then only as an observer member of the CCSA. It did 
take a much more prominent role in the struggle against apart
heid after 1975, but that it falls outside of the timeframe of this 
book is another reason for the Catholic Church not receiving any 
major attention in this work.

The Ecumenical Bloc, comprising 40  per cent of all Christians in 
South Africa, was larger than any of the other three major group
ings of churches. These I have chosen to call the D utch R eform ed  
B loc , the A1C B loc  and the Pentecostal B loc. Because the major 
focus of this study is on the Ecumenical Bloc, none of the other 
blocs are dealt with in the same historical detail and they are con
sidered only insofar as they impacted on the Ecumenical Bloc it
self. However, some basic facts and figures about these blocs need 
to be set out here.

The Dutch Reformed Bloc and apartheid
This comprised the Afrikaans-speaking’ churches, directly de
scended from the Reformed Church of the Netherlands brought 
to South Africa by Dutch settlers and colonists from the mid sev
enteenth century onwards. It was much smaller than the Ecumeni
cal Bloc, with only around ten per cent of the total number of 
those who professed Christianity in South Africa. However, in 
terms of wealth and power it easily matched the resources of even 
the largest churches of the Ecumenical Bloc, particularly because
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after 1948 the members of successive apartheid-supporting Na
tionalist governments, practically without exception, were mem
bers of these churches. The close collusion between Church and 
State was reinforced by the fact that the leading members of both 
the Nationalist government and the Dutch Reformed churches 
belonged to the secret society known as the A frikaner B roederbond, 
or the ‘Band of Afrikaner Brothers’. That body was widely and 
popularly believed to be the em inence grise guiding the policies 
and particularly  the apartheid  policies o f the N ationalist 
government.

There were, and are, both black and white churches in the Dutch 
Reformed Bloc. These were:

The NGK, with two-and-a-half million white members, was the 
largest of the three. This was, in fact, the oldest, autonomous de
nomination in South Africa, having become independent of its 
‘mother church’ in the Netherlands in 1824. It commenced mis
sion work among the indigenous peoples of South Africa in 1826, 
as a result of which the three black churches of this bloc were 
created. They were:

-  The Nederduits Gereformeerde Sendingkerk (NGSK) (the ‘M is
sion Church’) which comprised people of mixed race, known 
both officially and popularly as co lou reds , founded in 1881, and 
with a membership of 573 4 00  in 1970.

-  The NGKA for African people, founded in 1963 as an offshoot 
of the NGSK with a membership of 924 000. In 1994 it should 
be said, these two churches attempted, once more, to join to
gether in the Uniting Reformed Church of Southern Africa.

-  The Reformed Church in Africa (RCA) for Indian people, 
founded in 1968. Its membership totalled only a few thousand.

From 1959 onwards, these churches were linked in a ‘Federal 
Council of Dutch Reformed Churches’, the member churches of



which met for consultation every four years. In 1982 this body 
was transformed into a General Synod with some limited jurisdic
tion and which, from then on, met every two years.8 As will be 
seen, its member churches were separated on ethnic lines. This, 
of course, was very much in line with the doctrines of apartheid, 
although these ethnic divisions were also in line with that strand 
of thinking in the international missionary movement which 
favoured the creation of ‘three-self’ churches. Still, while they 
were born of apartheid thinking, in time, the black Dutch Re
formed churches were to reject it decisively. This was expressed 
in the 1994 formation of the Uniting Reformed Church which 
attempted to bring the NGSK and the NGKA together in one body. 
However, earlier than this, these churches had made clear their 
rejection of apartheid by moving into membership with the SACC. 
They were to play a crucial role in forcing the abandonment of 
apartheid in both Church and State in the last two decades of the 
twentieth century.

The two other white churches in the Dutch Reformed Bloc were 
both offshoots o f the N G K . They were the N ederduitsch  
Hervormde Kerk (NHK), founded in 1855, the membership of 
which originally comprised those Boers who had trekked away 
from the Cape Colony in 1838 and the Gereform eerde Kerk 
(‘Dutch Reformed’) (NG) which, in turn, broke away from the 
NHK in 1857, because it deemed that church to be too theologi
cally liberal. One of its most famous members was President Paul 
Kruger of the Transvaal, while the last white president of South 
Africa, F W d e Klerk, was also a member of this church.

These churches will receive minimal attention, since they were 
much smaller than the NGK and their mission work was negli
gible. The main differences between the three churches were on 
points of organisation and theology. One issue on which they did 
agree was in their support of both segregation and apartheid. That 
put them at odds, not only with the churches and organisations of
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the Ecumenical Bloc, but also with international ecumenical 
organisations in which they held membership. These included the 
W C C, the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) (a 
grouping of churches with a Calvinist base) and the much smaller, 
more conservative, Reformed Ecumenical Synod. In time, they 
were either suspended or felt themselves obliged to withdraw from 
these bodies.

The AIC Bloc and the search for black selfhood
The AICs began to emerge in the 1880s and a century later com 
prised almost half of all blacks who professed Christianity in South 
A frica .9 H ow ever, w hile num erically pow erful, they were 
fissiparated among 4 000 and 6 000 different bodies -  some, like 
the Zion Christian Church (ZCC) numbering their adherents in 
millions, but a very large number having no more than 20  to 30 
members. Their history, beliefs and practices have been docu
mented extensively elsewhere and therefore need not be covered 
here.10 W hat is important from the viewpoint of this study is their 
raison d ’etre  and where they fit into the two broad categorisations 
relating to ethnic and cultural identity discussed earlier.

This im m ediately indicates the difficu lties posed by those 
categorisations, because as already stated, using them in a simple 
sense would place the AICs in the segregationist camp, since these 
churches overwhelmingly saw themselves as exclusively African 
expressions of Christianity and seldom tried to include any ethnic 
groups apart from Africans in their membership. However, it could 
be said that their segregationist approaches were not due to any 
racist consciousness; rather, they arose from a search for, and as 
expression of, African selfhood. This did not involve notions of 
racial superiority or rejection of other races or of churches con
taining, and even dominated by, members of other racial groups. 
As will be demonstrated, practically from the outset many AICs 
sought to associate themselves with ecumenical organisations such
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as the GM C and in the later part of the twentieth century, with 
bodies such as the Christian Institute (Cl) and the SACC, even 
when they were white dominated.

The AICs do not figure largely in this study because, for one thing, 
they never actively concerned themselves with the great and bit
ter debates over race and culture which raged between the other 
two blocs. While especially the ‘Ethiopian’ sector of these churches 
did have an impact on the politics of South Africa, their political 
concerns waned after the 1930s, according to Pretorius and Jafta. 
Today, they write, the attitude of one of the largest of the AICs, 
the ZCC, ‘of urging its adherents to be obedient citizens repre
sents much political opinion among the AICs’.11 None the less, as 
will be seen from the following pages, the AICs played an impor
tant part as a touchstone which measured changes in thinking of 
churches in the other two blocs with relation not only to ques
tions of cultural difference, but also to black nationalism, since 
again, to quote Pretorius and Jafta, ‘indigenous church leaders 
themselves and researchers have demonstrated the influence of 
millions of AIC members on socio-political developments’.12

The Pentecostal Bloc and the quest to be 
‘apolitical’
O f increasing numerical importance towards the end of the pe
riod under study were the Pentecostal and charismatic churches, 
such as the Apostolic Faith Mission and the Pentecostal Protes
tant Church. These were white dominated, both numerically and 
in terms of leadership. While they did develop a significant black 
following with the passage of time, their teaching and theology 
were very individualistic, and officially they claimed to be apoliti
cal.13 Anderson, however, shows that the Apostolic Faith Mission 
was strongly racist and that whites retained tight control over it 
for most of its existence. That meant that this, the largest of the 
Pentecostal churches, was inevitably giving moral support to apart-



Introduction
xxvi

heid. Their black memberships often stepped out of line on this 
score; a pastor in the Apostolic Faith Mission, the Rev Frank 
Chikane, became a leading anti-apartheid campaigner, the first 
director of the radical Institute for Contextual Theology (ICT) 
and then General Secretary of the SACC. That the apartheid gov
ernment arrested and tortured him, and later targeted him for 
assassination was just one indication that he had by no means 
interpreted his Christian profession in the same way as the white 
leadership of his church.

Still, these churches were mostly silent in the great debates over 
race and culture between the three major blocs described ear
lier,14 which means that they receive no attention in this study.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *

Whatever the consequences in the form of the divisions described, 
the advance of Christian profession in South Africa in the 150- 
odd years after William Shaw was writing to his London Commit
tee, constitutes a notable historical development. Being a man of 
his time, Shaw might not have been very perturbed to learn that 
Christianity made its most rapid strides among the black popula
tion in that era in which whites exercised dominant political con
trol, something which he would probably have equated with the 
spread of ‘civilisation’. In contrast, many late twentieth-century 
scholars, particularly those of the neo-Marxist revisionist school, 
took a much less positive view. They argued that mission work 
had prepared the ground for white conquest and helped consoli
date white control.15 Mills, for instance, asserts: ‘The three Cs 
(Christianity, civilisation and commerce) were closely interlinked 
and reinforced each other’ and that ‘by the end of the [nineteenth] 
century, Christians were much more inclined to see empire and 
Christianity as complementary entities than they had been at the 
beginning.’16
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While it is difficult to deny this point, there is another dimension 
to this history, because it is also true that the products of missions 
and missionary work, particularly those of the Dutch Reformed 
Bloc, were at the forefront of the struggle which wrested political 
control from the whites in the late twentieth century. This would 
have surprised Shaw, while Dutch Reformed missionaries would 
have found it even more disconcerting; it was certainly not some
thing they had anticipated when they set out to ‘convert the hea
then to Christ’. However, that endeavour was to produce all kinds 
of unintended consequences all over the world -  perhaps nowhere 
more so than in South Africa.
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