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ABSTRACT 

The issue of decolonising the Reformed church polity in Africa and South Africa has its 

roots in the history of colonialism and missionary activity on the continent. The black 

Reformed churches in South Africa still operate primarily from within the Europe 

mindset especially in terms of church polity which implies that any region outside of 

Europe must follow the European model for conducting all religious activities. The 

utilisation of aims objectives and research questions facilitated to the elucidation of the 

problem and the development of strategies aimed at the decolonisation of Reformed 

church polity. This process enhances its relevance and imbue it with an African 

perspective. The study primarily concentrated on the methodology of a literature review, 

utilising the information collected to integrate African decolonial theories and the praxis 

framework into the polity of the Reformed church. The literature review provides a 

comprehensive analysis of current scholarly discourse and research pertaining to 

relevant subject matter. The study's population of interest was comprised of individuals 

dyads groups organisations or other churches who seek to comprehend the present 

system and to whom the study outcomes can be extrapolated or applied. Given that the 

study was theoretical and interpretive in nature it is unnecessary to seek informed 

consent. The study aims to employ a praxis-based approach in conjunction with a 

theoretical framework to devise a potentially pertinent decolonised church polity that can 

ensure effective governance and order in the black Reformed churches of South Africa. 

 The focus of chapter one introduced the study on the reformation of church polity in the black 

Reformed churches of South Africa (RCSA) with a specific focus on employing an African 

decolonial perspective. The main focus of chapter 2 of this study involved a 

comprehensive assessment of relevant academic literature and church documents. The 

purpose of chapter 2 was to enhance understanding of the phenomenon being 

investigated, specifically the evaluation of the decolonisation strategy in reforming the 

Reformed Church governance within the black RCSA. The main aim of chapter 3 was to 

investigate the origins of the decolonisation notion and to assess the importance of 

these objectives in current discussions surrounding the decolonisation of the black 

Reformed church government. The primary objective of chapter 4 was to analyse the 
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theories proposed by theologians from Western and African backgrounds to develop a 

full comprehension and theoretical framework for the concept of Reformed church 

polity. Chapter 5 was the conclusion where the researcher summarised chapters 1-5 

with the aim of developing the decolonised church polity for the black Reformed 

Churches in South Africa. 

 The discovery pertaining to the structure of church governance represents a fusion of 

Biblical tenets and human cognitive viewpoints, harmoniously culminating in a 

framework that governs and steers the whole functioning of the church. The present 

study has revealed the significance of incorporating Frantz Fanon's theory on 

decolonising the mind and the liberation of oppressed individuals within the context of 

the black RCSA (racialised and colonised social and academic) community. The 

present study has discovered that the notion put forth by Ngugi wa Thiong'o on the 

decolonisation of literature possesses considerable potency and the capacity to effect 

profound change. The black RCSA would benefit from a church polity that facilitates 

effective communication, addresses their unique challenges and concerns, and also 

accommodates their native tongue. 

A highlevel overview of the proposals for a decolonised form of government in an Africa

n context that can assist the black RCSA. There is a desire for the black Reformed 

Church in South Africa (RCSA) to adopt a decolonised church polity, thereby ensuring 

its alignment with the specific needs and context of the black church community. 

KEY WORDS 

Reforming, Reformed, church polity, African, decolonial approach.  
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CHAPTER 1 

STUDY ORIENTATION 

 

1.1. Introduction 

 

The history of colonialism and missionary activity on the continent is the root of the 

problem of decolonising the Reformed church polity in Africa and South Africa (Tshaka, 

2014:4). Cox (2007:3) states that European colonial powers such as Britain and the 

Netherlands brought Christianity to Africa during the 19th century as part of their efforts 

to spread their influence and establish control over the continent. 

Initially the missionaries who arrived in Africa aimed to impose their own religious 

beliefs on the African population often through force and coercion (Nkomazana & 

Setume, 2016:33). According to Maluleke (2017:20) they saw the traditional African 

religions and spiritual practices as primitive and inferior and believed that African people 

needed to be "civilised" through Christianity. 

However, over time African people began to embrace Christianity in their own unique 

ways incorporating traditional African beliefs and practices into their new faith. The 

amalgamation of Christianity with African culture is commonly referred to as 

decolonisation or Africanisation and has significantly contributed to the evolution of 

Christianity in Africa. 

In the case of the black Reformed churches in South Africa (RCSA)1 decolonisation has 

been a controversial issue according to (Mweshi, 2016:461).  Van Wyk (2017:9) argue 

that the decolonisation of these churches is necessary for them to become more 

relevant to the needs of African people and to truly reflect their unique cultural identities. 

Williams & Bentley (2020:2) argue that decolonisation could dilute the core teachings of 

these churches and lead to a loss of their original character. The researcher concurs 

 
1  In the context of this study, the black Reformed churches are commonly denoted by the acronym 

RCSA, whereas the white Reformed churches in South Africa are commonly referred to as GKSA. 
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with Van Wyk (2017) that decolonisation is vital and requisite; nonetheless, he contests 

the viewpoint of Williams & Bentley (2020) asserting that it will not undermine the 

fundamental teachings but rather enhance their relevance for Black individuals. 

 

The issue of decolonisation also had political implications particularly in South Africa. 

Fortein (2022:1) postulates that during the apartheid era the white-dominated Dutch 

Reformed Church (DRC)2 was closely associated with the government and supported 

policies of racial segregation. As a result, many black South Africans rejected the DRC 

and formed their own independent churches which tended to be more open to 

decolonisation. 

Since the end of apartheid in 1994 there has been a renewed focus on decolonisation in 

the South African context. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission recommended that 

the DRC should embrace African culture and spirituality to promote reconciliation 

between different racial and cultural groups in the country. 

Overall, the issue of decolonising Reformed church polity in Africa and South Africa is a 

complex and multifaceted one. The matter prompts significant inquiries regarding the 

correlation between Christianity and African customs in addition to the functions that 

these religious institutions fulfil within South African communities.  

1.2. Problem Statement 

 

The black RCSA takes significant pleasure in the historical, confessional, theological, 

and ecclesiastical governance inherited from the Synod convened at Dordrecht in 

1618–1619. By implication the Black RCSA inherited and carried church polity baggage 

from Euro-western Christianity resulting in a lack of African flavour and tradition that is 

inappropriate and highly unacceptable to black people.  The question of reforming 

RCSA polity using an African decolonial approach is a critical one to the African black 

 
2  The Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) refers to the Dutch settlers who migrated to South Africa prior to 

the establishment of the Reformed Church in South Africa (RCSA) in 1859. 
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people. The problem to be examined in this study is broad. The black RCSA lack the 

African background and that is why there is a need to employ the African decolonial 

approach to reform this structure (Kuperus, 201:279). Van de Merwe (2016:570) 

elaborates this by putting it clearly that for centuries the European missionaries’ 

endeavour was to Christianise the Africans but now it is the right time for the expression 

of African consciousness where they aim to Africanise Christianity through 

decolonisation and de-Westernisation of Christianity. The operation of the black RCSA 

up to date is still centred in Europe particularly on church polity which implies that any 

other area outside of Europe must adhere to the European style of conducting all 

religious proceedings. The questions of how, why, what, when, and where must be 

analysed and elucidated within the South African context and the prevailing 

circumstances of the black RCSA. Church order must be functional to help the church 

grow which they cannot do if they are not in an African context.  

1.3. Research Aim 

 

1.3.1. To reform the church polity of the Reformed churches through a decolonial 

lens so that it is relevant and appropriate for Africans in South Africa. 

1.4. Research Objectives 

 

1.4.1. To describe the historical context and evolution of Reformed Church Polity. 

1.4.2. Describe the obstacles encountered in reforming the Reformed Church polity 

in South Africa to fit the African context. 

1.4.3. Define appropriate methods for ensuring reformation and decolonisation in 

the Reformed Church polity in South Africa. 

 

1.5.   The Research Questions 

A research question delineates the specific population under investigation and the 
anticipated outcome. Defining a clear research question is the first and most important 
part of the project (Wilson, 2014). Zina (2020:42) adds that research questions define 
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an investigation and provide direction, but it is up to the researcher to define and 
redefine questions so that they can most appropriately accomplish these tasks. 

1.5.1. The Primary Research Question 

 

1.5.1.1. To what extent is the decoloniality approach in reforming the Reformed 

Church polity necessary and appropriate in South Africa? 

1.5.2. The Secondary Research questions 

 

1.5.2.1. What is the historical context and evolution of Reformed Church polity? 

1.5.2.2. How is the Reformed Church in South Africa structured? 

1.5.2.3. How is the Reformed Church adhering to the African setting especially in South 

Africa? 

1.5.2.4. Why is it necessary to reform the black Reformed Church in South Africa 

according to the African context? 

1.5.2.5. What are suitable ways that can be employed to ensure reformation and 

decolonisation in the Reformed Church in South Africa? 

1.6. Limitation of the Study 

 

The Vhembe District of the province of Limpopo will be the site of this investigation. This 

investigation, which falls under the umbrella of church history, will be constrained by its 

use of an African decolonial viewpoint. Because there hasn't been much academic 

research on the decolonisation of church polity in the African context and tradition, this 

study will be restricted to that. Decolonisation advocates3 concentrate on other aspects 

 
3 Kalu who wrote an on African Christianity: from the world wars to decolonisation.  

Gardner who wrote on praying for Independence the Presbyterian Church in the Decolonisation of 

Vanuatu. 
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of the church rather than the Reformed church's polity. Because of this the researcher 

hopes that his research will close the current gap. The study will rely on the data 

gathered from African academics, Synod minutes and theologians to be pertinent 

meaningful and appropriate to Africans. 

1.7. Defining terms 

1.7.1. Church polity  

 

According to Chetachi (2014:2) the term "church polity" pertains to the organisational 

and administrative framework of a Christian denomination or church. Furthermore, the 

term pertains to the hierarchical organisation of a religious institution and the distribution 

of authority among different congregations. There exists a significant correlation 

between ecclesiology the field of study concerned with the doctrine and theology 

 
Williams and Bentley who wrote on the need for continued decolonisation and Africanisation of ordination 

in the Methodist Church of Southern Africa. 

 

Zungu and  Mpofu who wrote on Rethinking theological training as ministerial empowerment for 

contextual mission: A case of the Uniting Presbyterian Church in Southern Africa 

Kgatla who wrote on the decolonisation of the mind - Black Consciousness community projects by the 

Limpopo Council of Churches. 

Smit who wrote on the decline of reformed church polity in South Africa. 

Strauss who wrote on What are the consequences of sola scriptura for a Reformed polity. With reference 

to the Dutch Reformed Church Order of 1962.  

Coertzen who wrote on Dordt and South Africa. The nature and challenges for Reformed Church polity in 

South Africa.  

Strauss who wrote on Church polity in a changing South Africa: a study of two Reformed churches.  

Zgambo who wrote on, Rethinking church polity structure in pluralism for the 21st century: A case study of 

the Reformed Churches in South Africa (GKSA). 

 

Hill who wrote on the regulation of Christian churches: Ecclesiology, law and polity.  
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pertaining to the organisation of the church and the practise of politeness and civility. 

Each religious institution has its own unique system in place to regulate and maintain 

order within the church community. Chetachi (2014) aims to further elucidate the 

concept of church government in a following chapter, as 1 Corinthians 14:40 asserts 

that: “But all things should be done decently and in order.” 

1.7.2. Decolonisation  

 

According to Oelofsen (2015:131) decolonisation refers to the process by which 

formerly colonised nations achieve political independence from their former colonisers. 

Nevertheless, the process of decolonisation extends beyond the attainment of political 

autonomy. The configuration of governmental and institutional frameworks the way a 

nation's economy is structured, and the cognitive patterns instilled in former colonial 

subjects are frequently influenced by the former colonial powers in post-colonial nations 

owing to the economic and cultural dominance they exert. Ramantswana (2017:5) 

define decolonisation:  

“As a call to not run away from our own things or our own vhufa (heritage). 

The deliberate move not to abandon our own heritage is to reject the 

Western cultural imposition that places Western culture as the universal to 

which the rest have to adhere.”  

The researcher concurs with Ramantswna's definition as it aids in addressing the aims 

and objectives of the present study. Nevertheless, the researcher intends to elaborate 

on this concept in the following chapter. 

1.8. Importance of the Study 

This study is of great importance to the black RCSA its leaders and the congregants. 

Exploring the reformation of Reformed Church polity in South Africa`s black RCSA 

using the African decolonial approach examines how the church may help South 

Africa's social transformation objective by acting as a reformation instrument. Reformed 

theological reflections will contribute significantly to the numerous problems 

experienced by South Africans both locally and internationally. The study is also 
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important in the sense that it brings awareness of the situation in Africa and how 

Reformed theology may enforce its methodology indiscriminately. Thus, it promotes 

theology that is African-Reformed acknowledging and promoting African culture equality 

and interconnectedness. The religion will recognise and address the concerns that are 

crucial to the black African societies.  

1.9. Literature Review 

 

1.9.1. The Historical Background of the Reformed Church in South Africa in 

relation to Dordrecht Synod in 1618-1619 

 

The RCSA has a long and complicated history that began in the 17th century with the 

arrival of Dutch settler communities at the Cape of Good Hope. The historical 

background of the RCSA provides a rich and interesting narrative reflecting the 

challenges and opportunities of colonial expansion and the growth of Christianity in 

Southern Africa. 

According to Hutchinson (2018:377) the roots of the RCSA can be traced back to the 

arrival of Christian missionaries from Europe who sought to spread the teachings of the 

Reformation across the globe. The DRC which arrived in South Africa in 1652 with the 

establishment of a Dutch settlement at the Cape of Good Hope was the first Protestant 

church to have a lasting impact in the region. The DRC brought with it a strong 

Reformed theology which was influenced by the teachings of Calvin and other 

prominent theologians of the time (Van der Westhuizen & Swart, 2015:732). 

As the DRC spread across South Africa it sought to establish new congregations and 

expand its influence particularly among the indigenous African population. However, as 

colonialism and apartheid took hold in the 19th century the DRC became closely 

associated with the developing oppressive policies of the South African government 

(Kuperus, 2011:279). This association led to the emergence of new movements such as 

the Native Church movement which sought to establish African-led churches that were 

free from colonial influence (Adogame et al, 2016). 
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The RCSA emerged from this context except the issue of Hymn book which led to the 

beginning of RCSA in 1859 Rustenburg. RCSA might be characterised as a 

consequence of the tensions arising from the Hymn conflict that resulted in its 

formation. According to Rodriguez (2012:44) the RCSA played a significant role in the 

anti-apartheid struggle with many of its members and leaders actively opposing the 

oppressive policies of the government. Beyers Naudé one of the church's most 

prominent leaders was deeply committed to the struggle for justice and equality and he 

saw his faith as an integral part of this struggle. Naudé was eventually expelled from the 

DRC due to his opposition to apartheid and he went on to become a leading figure in 

the RCSA (Vosloo, 2010:6-7). 

The RCSA was also significant in the development of African theology a theology rooted 

in the African context and culture. The church sought to adapt and contextualise its 

theology to the specific needs and challenges of African Christians and it sought to 

provide a theological framework that reflected the experiences and perspectives of 

African people (Ramantswana, 2015:11). 

In recent years the RCSA has continued to evolve and change as it strives to remain 

relevant in a rapidly changing South African society. According to Sekhaulelo (2014:2) 

the church has sought to address issues such as poverty unemployment and the 

HIV/AIDS epidemic and it has played a key role in promoting social justice and 

reconciliation. 

1.9.2. The trends in the development and growth of the Reformed Church in South 

Africa 

 

 The RCSA was founded in the nineteenth century in South Africa. The church has 

experienced significant growth and development since its inception and this study aims 

to explore the trends in the development and growth of the RCSA. 

In recent years the RCSA has experienced significant growth. This growth can be 

attributed to several factors including increased evangelism efforts an emphasis on 

community involvement and a focus on youth ministry (Du Toit, 2022:7). The church has 
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also made efforts to adapt to modern technology by using social media platforms to 

reach a broader audience. 

One of the significant drivers of growth in the RCSA has been an increased focus on 

community involvement. The church has started several community programmes to 

help the less fortunate such as feeding schemes education initiatives and healthcare 

services. This focus on community has led to increased membership among those who 

are looking for a sense of belonging and a way to make a difference in their 

communities. 

Another trend that has contributed to the growth of the RCSA is the emphasis on youth 

ministry. The church recognises that young people are the future of the church and has 

made efforts to develop programmes specifically aimed at engaging and empowering 

youth. These programmes include youth camps bible study groups sports events and 

social gatherings designed to create a sense of community among young people. 

In addition to community involvement and youth ministry the RCSA has also increased 

its evangelism efforts (Beukes & Van Huffel, 2016:226). The church has made a 

concerted effort to spread the gospel to areas where there are few or no Christians. 

This evangelism has been particularly successful among rural communities where the 

church has been able to establish new congregations. 

1.9.3. Challenges Facing the RCSA 

 

Despite the significant growth and success of the RCSA the church still faces several 

challenges. The most significant challenge facing the church as purported by Smit 

(2018:321) is the decline in church attendance. This decline can be attributed to various 

factors including changing attitudes towards religion a lack of relevance to modern-day 

society and competition from other religious groups (Van der Westhuizen & Swart, 

2015:740). 

Another challenge facing the RCSA highlighted by Pali (2017:3) is the need to adapt to 

changing demographics. The South African population is becoming more diverse and 

the RCSA must adapt its approach to accommodate this diversity. The church must find 
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ways to appeal to people from different cultures and backgrounds if it is to continue to 

grow and thrive (Benadé, 2019:201). 

1.9.4. The Structure of the black Reformed Churches in South Africa 

 

The RCSA was established in 1859 in Rustenburg South Africa. According to Scholz 

(1972:393) the church follows a Presbyterian form of governance where the authority is 

vested in hierarchy  structures comprising of the consistory, Classis, regional, national 

and General Synod. These structures are responsible for overseeing the church's 

activities, regulating its doctrine, and deciding on matters of discipline, administration, 

and finance. 

Scholz (1972:392) explained the Reformed Church in South Africa`s hierarchical 

structure which can be broken down as follows:  

Consistory:  is a church council made up of the pastor or pastors of the Word Deacons 

and elders.  

Classis:  is a gathering of neighbouring churches each of which sends a minister and 

an elder or two elders if no minister is present to represent them. 

Regional Synod: The regional synod is a convocation of adjacent ecclesiastical 

districts wherein each district appoints an equivalent number of clergymen and lay 

leaders as prescribed by the regional synod. 

 

National Synod: The national synod is a convocation comprising all the regional 

synods or minor assemblies involved wherein an equivalent number of ministers of the 

Word and elders are deputed by each regional synod or minor assembly as stipulated 

by the national synod. 

 

General Synod: is a gathering of neighbouring classes to which each classis delegates 

an equal number of ministers of the Word and elders as determined by the general 

synod. 
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Within the framework of black churches, the structure holds no pertinence. The 

Consistory and General Synod were the sole structures that proved to be efficacious in 

the Soutpansberg Synod. At present the organisational frameworks operational in the 

Soutpansberg region comprise of Consistory, Clasisis and General Synod. This affirms 

the notion that the current church polity's structure is not pertinent or advantageous to 

the black RCSA. 

According to Koffeman (2015:2) the RCSA is one of the largest and oldest Reformed 

churches in South Africa with a conservative theological perspective. Furthermore 

Plaatjies-Van Huffel & Vosloo (2013:473) postulate that the church's governance is 

based on the DRC principles which is known for its hierarchical structure and 

conservatism. The RCSA is considered a conservative church with regards to its stance 

on issues such as the role of women in leadership positions and the ordination of 

women (Van Wyngaard, 2020:134). 

Smit (2013:130) analysed the governance system of the RCSA and identified several 

challenges confronting the church. One of the challenges mentioned was the issue of 

race which has been a recurring theme in the church's history. The RCSA, since its 

inception, continues to exhibit the history of racial segregation and injustice within the 

church. 

Another challenge highlighted by the researchers was the issue of gender inequality 

particularly in leadership positions. The church is known for its conservative views on 

the role of women in ministry and this has led to women being underrepresented in 

leadership positions. The study also highlighted the need for more transparency and 

accountability in the church governance structure. 

In a more study by Van der Riet & Verwoerd (2022:2) analysed the governance 

structure of the RCSA in light of the challenges facing the church. Further argued that 

the church needs to adapt to the changing social and cultural context in South Africa. 

The researcher suggested that the RCSA needs to adopt a more inclusive approach to 

governance and be more responsive to the needs of its members. 
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1.9.5. The advantages of maintaining the current organisation of the Reformed 

Church in South Africa 

 

The RCSA is an established Christian denomination in the country with a rich history 

and a significant membership base. Over the years the organisation has faced various 

challenges including internal dissension and external pressures from the secular world 

among others (Pali, 2017:2). Nevertheless, scholars and church leaders have 

advocated for the maintenance of the current RCSA structure citing its advantages for 

the church's mission and vision. 

One of the primary advantages of the current RCSA structure discussed by Manetsch 

(2012:145) is its firm biblical foundation. The denomination is anchored on the Calvinist 

theological tradition which emphasises the sovereignty of God, the authority of Scripture 

and the centrality of the gospel message. This theological orientation has guided the 

denomination's teachings practices and governance ensuring that the church remains 

faithful to its core mission of proclaiming the gospel to all nations (Hoehner 2021:2). As 

such the current RCSA structure provides a stable and coherent theological framework 

for the church's operations enabling it to fulfil its spiritual mandate effectively. 

Another benefit of maintaining the current RCSA organisation is its decentralised 

structure which allows for high levels of community engagement and participation 

(Grobler et al, 2012). The denomination's governance is based on a four-fold office 

structure of pastors’ elder’s deacons and members. This structure empowers all 

members of the church to participate in decision-making processes church discipline 

and pastoral care among other activities. As a result, Beukes & Van Huffel (2016:231) 

agree that such decentralisation fosters a sense of ownership and belonging among the 

members promoting their spiritual growth and the church's overall health. 

Furthermore Ramantswana (2015:12) asserts that the current RCSA structure has a 

rich history and cultural heritage that serves as a source of pride and identity for its 

members. Thus, the denomination has played a significant role in shaping the religious 

landscape of South Africa particularly among the Afrikaans-speaking communities 

(Sekhauelelo, 2014:1). Therefore, it is worthy to note that maintaining the current 
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organisation provides continuity with its past ensuring that future generations will 

continue to cherish the denomination's values traditions and legacy. 

1.9.6. The disadvantages of the existing structure of the Reformed Church in 

South Africa 

 

One of the most significant issues with the existing organization of the Reformed 

Church in South Africa is its outdated and inflexible structure (Soko 2010:47). The 

Church's hierarchical system is highly centralised with decision-making power 

concentrated in the hands of a few individuals (Van Huffel & Vosloo, 2013: 442). This 

can make it difficult for the Church to respond quickly to changing circumstances or to 

be open to new ideas and approaches. 

Another challenge is the lack of diversity in leadership positions (Grobler et al. 2012). 

The Church has historically been led by a homogenous group of white men which has 

resulted in limited representation of the broader population in decision-making positions 

(Pali, 2017:3). This has led to a lack of understanding and empathy towards the unique 

challenges experienced by marginalised groups leading to their continued 

marginalisation and exclusion from the Church. 

Furthermore, Van Wyngaard (2020:134) argues that the Church's traditional 

conservative values have made it difficult for it to appeal to younger generations. Young 

people tend to be more accepting of diverse cultures and lifestyles which can be at odds 

with the Church's more rigid beliefs. This has resulted in a decline in membership and a 

lack of engagement with the broader community. 

 Benadé (2019:92) contends that the Church has not been immune to allegations of 

corruption and misconduct which have resulted in a loss of trust and credibility in the 

eyes of the general public. This has been compounded by a lack of transparency and 

accountability which has made it difficult for the Church to address these issues 

effectively. 

1.9.7. The nexus between the Reformed Church in South Africa and Africanity 
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The RCSA has a complex history with Africanity. The church has been present in South 

Africa since the 17th century and its Dutch Reformed roots influenced its early theology 

and practices (Potgieter & Jooste, 2020:2) According to (Landman, 2019:11-12) during 

the colonial period the church supported the apartheid regime and was complicit in 

perpetuating racial segregation and discrimination.  

However, in the 20th century there was a growing consciousness among black South 

Africans about their cultural heritage and identity which they called Africanity (Mashau, 

2018:6). This movement challenged the dominant white culture and its institutions 

including the church. Many black South Africans felt that the Reformed Church did not 

affirm their African identity or cater to their spiritual needs (Mashau, 2018:3). 

To address these concerns du Toit (2022:7 highlighted various initiatives that were 

launched to promote Africanity within the Reformed Church. For example, the church 

encouraged the use of African languages in worship and allowed for the incorporation of 

African music and dance. The church also established theological seminaries that 

catered to black students and trained them in theology that was relevant to their cultural 

context.  

Despite these efforts the Reformed Church in South Africa still faces criticism from 

some quarters for its past complicity in apartheid and ongoing struggles with 

representation and inclusivity (Van Wyk, 2016:5). However, efforts are underway to 

reconcile with these issues and move towards a more diverse and inclusive church that 

embraces Africanity. 

In the African context the Church has been involved in different activities such as 

community development education healthcare and social justice projects. Additionally, 

the Church has worked towards engaging with African traditions while also maintaining 

its own identity and theology. 

One notable achievement in positioning the Reformed Church in South Africa along with 

the African context is the establishment of the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern 
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Africa (URCSA)4.This Church is a collaboration between the Dutch Reformed Church in 

South Africa and the German Reformed Church in South Africa. In 1994 the URCSA 

was formed as a way to unite various RCSA that had been separated due to apartheid. 

According to Masemola (2020:68) URCSA has been able to creatively engage with 

African traditions and its liturgy includes African songs and dances and it’s preaching 

often includes elements of African spirituality such as the use of proverbs or stories. 

URCSA has also worked on reconciling with marginalised communities promoting social 

justice and community development and addressing issues related to poverty.  

Another achievement of the Reformed Church that was highlighted by John (2021:8-9) 

in South Africa in the African context is the church's involvement in interfaith dialogues. 

The church has engaged with other religions such as Islam Judaism and various African 

traditional religions. This has helped the Church to understand and appreciate the 

different religious perspectives and to promote religious harmony in South Africa. 

The Reformed Church in South Africa has achieved admirable feats in positioning itself 

in the African context through the establishment of URCSA engagement with African 

traditions promoting social justice collaborating with marginalised communities and 

interfaith dialogues. 

1.9.8. The challenges faced in contextualising the Reformed Church polity in 

South Africa into the African setting 

 

The contextualisation of the Reformed Church in South Africa into the African setting 

has been a challenging process. One of the main challenges is the historical association 

of the Church with colonialism and apartheid (Bentley, 2013:3). This association has led 

to a general scepticism among African people towards the Reformed Church which has 

hampered efforts to contextualise the Church. 

 
4  The Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa (URCSA) refers to a group of black Reformed 

churches that were founded with the primary objective of promoting racial unity between black and white 

individuals. 
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Another challenge is the diversity of African cultures which requires the Church to adapt 

its message and practices to the different cultural contexts (Fortein, 2022:6). This 

requires a deep understanding of the African cultures in order to avoid the imposition of 

foreign values and practices. 

The Reformed Church also needs to address issues of social justice economic 

inequality and political liberation in the African context (Vosloo, 2010:6). This requires a 

deeper engagement with the social and political realities of African people which can be 

difficult for a Church that is mainly composed of people from privileged backgrounds. 

Lastly Henry-Robinson (2021:27) posits that the Reformed Church needs to be more 

inclusive and welcoming to diverse groups of people including women youth and 

marginalised communities. This requires a deliberate effort to break down barriers that 

exclude these groups from participating fully in the life of the Church. 

1.9.9. Importance of creating an African oriented black Reformed Church polity in 

South Africa 

 

The idea of creating an African oriented black RCSA has been a topic of discussion for 

many years. This concept is vital for various reasons primarily because it would provide 

a platform for African people to express their faith in a way that resonates with their 

culture and identity (Ramantswana, 2015:12). This type of church would be different 

from the traditional Reformed Church in South Africa which has been rooted in white 

Afrikaans culture and traditions of Europe for many years. 

One of the main reasons why an African oriented black RCSA is important is that it 

would allow for the widespread inclusion of African people in the church (Baloyi, 

2016:2). According to du Toit (2022:7) the current RCSA has a long history of excluding 

black people from full participation in the church. The creation of an African oriented 

black RCSA would provide a space where African people can feel comfortable welcome 

and fully included in the religious community (Sandal, 2011:930). 

Additionally, Grobler et al. (2012:3) highlight that creating an African oriented black 

Reformed Church would lead to a much-needed revival of the Reformed Church in 
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South Africa. Over the years there has been a significant decline in church attendance 

and participation (Pali, 2017:6). This decline can largely be attributed to the church's 

failure to adapt to the diverse and evolving demographics of South Africa (Smit, 2008). 

An African oriented black Reformed Church would offer a new and relevant experience 

for African people encouraging them to engage with the church in a more meaningful 

way. 

Moreover, an African oriented black Reformed Church would help to promote local 

leadership and empowerment in South Africa (Nkomo and Kriek, 2011:454).  By 

creating an African oriented black Reformed Church African people would be provided 

with a platform to lead and direct their religious communities (Knoetze, 2020:2). This 

would allow them to establish their unique identity within the church and have a more 

significant voice in its direction and development. 

In addition, Heuser et al. (2004) state that an African oriented black Reformed Church 

could serve as an alternative to the often-commercialised and foreign-centric version of 

Christianity that has become prevalent in South Africa. By creating a church that is more 

culturally inclusive the church's teachings would become more relevant and authentic to 

African people helping them to connect with their spirituality on a deeper level. 

Finally, an African oriented black Reformed Church in South Africa would serve as an 

example of African leadership and empowerment to the world (Smit, 2008:95). Many 

countries and regions are struggling to overcome the legacy of colonialism and 

imperialism. An African-oriented church that is led by Africans and reflects their culture 

and traditions would be a positive step towards building a more inclusive equitable and 

just society in South Africa and beyond. 

1.9.10.  Methods that can be used to promote an African Oriented Reformed 

Church in South Africa 

 

Reformational theology has had a significant impact on the global church's development 

particularly in South Africa (Pillay, 2017:9-11). The following literature review will 
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discuss various tactics that may be used to promote an African-oriented Reformed 

church in South Africa.  

1.9.10.1. Understanding Culture 

Culture plays a crucial role in the success of promoting an African-oriented Reformed 

Church. To promote a Reformed Church that is aligned with the African culture one 

needs to have an in-depth understanding of African culture customs and practices 

(John, 2021:2). This includes understanding how African cultures define tradition 

worship authority and spiritual leadership (Rah, 2010:61). For example, traditional 

African worship practices may include dance drumming and other rituals which may not 

be present in the Western church. 

1.9.10.2. Empowering Local Leaders 

Empowering local leaders is essential in promoting an African-oriented Reformed 

Church. This means recognising and nurturing indigenous leaders rooted in their 

cultural context and placing them in leadership positions within the church (Adogame et 

al, 2016). Empowering local leaders helps to ensure that the church remains relevant to 

the culture in which it exists, and it also promotes ownership of the church within the 

cultural context. 

 1.9.10.3. Contextualising the Gospel 

Contextualising the gospel is critical in promoting an African-oriented Reformed church. 

Essentially this involves interpreting the scripture through the lens of African culture 

traditions and customs. This approach is rooted in the African worldview that values 

community and orality and emphasises the role of storytelling in the transmission of 

theological truths. 

1.9.10.4. Encouraging Worship Diversity 

Encouraging worship diversity is also an essential method in promoting an African-

oriented Reformed Church. This may include incorporating African hymns dance or 

even traditional dress in worship services. This approach helps to create a sense of 

familiarity and belonging for members of the African community. 
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1.9.10.5. Fostering Community Development 

Fostering community development is also a vital method in promoting an African-

oriented Reformed Church. According to Van der Westhuizen & Swart (2015:741) in this 

approach the church recognises that it is part of a broader ecosystem that includes 

social economic and cultural issues that affect the lives of the people within the 

community. 

1.10. Research methodology  

 

The research approach will exclusively involve a comprehensive examination of existing 

literature. The investigator intends to perform a comprehensive examination of the 

current body of literature pertaining to the topic. To undertake the process of 

decolonising the Reformed church polity a comprehensive range of resources will be 

utilised including books, Bible, journals articles, doctoral theses, conference papers, 

church polity documents, confessional documents and Synod minutes. 

1.10.1.  Ethical considerations 

 

The study on reforming Reformed church Polity will be theoretical and interpretative. As 

such there will be not much ethical hurdles or challenges.  

 

1.11. Overview of the chapters  

 

1.11.1.  Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.11.2. Chapter 2: The historical context and evolution of Reformed Church polity  

Church polity of John à Lasco (1499 –1560)  

The Church Polity of John Calvin 

Church order of Dort 1618-1619 

Development of church order within ecclesiastical assemblies 1559-1619 

Dutch Reformed church polity 1816  
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Church polity in GKSA 1859-present (White) 

Church polity in Soutpansberg 1963-present (Black) 

1.11.3.  Chapter 3: Decolonisation. 

Origin of decolonisation         

Key Theories and Debates on decolonisation  

Preceding concepts of decolonisation        

Towards a definition According to Western and African Scholars  

Relevance of the decolonisation 

Advantage of the decolonisation 

Disadvantage of the decolonisation 

Decolonisation and Christianity 

Decolonisation of the Reformed Church 

Decolonisation of the Polity in Reformed Churches  

1.11.4. Chapter 4: What is Reformed church Polity.  

 Prof. Spoelstra Bouke 

Rev.  Idzerd Van Dellen  

Prof. Martin Monsma  

Prof. Jakobus Martinus Vorster 

Prof. Herman Hanko 

1.11.5. Chapter 5: Summary, findings and recommendations 

 This chapter will encompass the outcomes of the research suggestions and 

prospective domains for further investigation.  

1.12. Conclusion 

 

 For the smooth operation of the black RCSA this research primarily focused on 

reforming church polity using Decolonised African literature and Decolonising Christian 

polity.  African religious customs and indigenous knowledge systems were disregarded 

by the Western Christian colonisation of Africa particularly in terms of church polity. We 

could use research questions to enhance the problem's description and suggest 
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remedies in order to decolonize Reformed church polity from an African perspective. 

The newly developed methodology will be suitable to improve the standard of church 

governing principles.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

2.1. Introduction  
 

The previous chapter was an introductory chapter whereby the orientation of this study 

was highlighted. In this current chapter the focus is to review related scholarly work and 

church documents to have broader understanding of the phenomenon under 

investigation, which is to assess the performance of the decolonisation approach in 

reforming the Reformed Church polity in the black RCSA. In this chapter the researcher 

discusses previous church changes as well as a gap that has emerged but has not 

been addressed in any earlier research investigations.   

2.2. The Historical Context and Evolution of RCSA Church Polity  
 

The RCSA polity is based on the principle that ecclesiastical governance should be 

vested in a group of elders or presbyters, rather than a solitary hierarchical authority. 

This type of governance was rooted from the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century 

which were supported by John Calvin (Rutoro, 2007:54).  Calvin believed that the 

church should be organised according to that guideline of the early Christian Church 

which acknowledged that elders should oversee spiritual welfare of the congregation. 

This system obscured the abuse of power and promoted accountability among the 

leaders (Baloyi, 2020:91). 

Later the Reformed Church polity was merged by many Protestant churches in Europe 

and in America, with some differences in specific roles and duties of ministers, elder and 

deacons (Helper, 1993:212). Ordained ministers and elders served as the governing 

bodies in the Presbyterian churches whilst in the other denominational churches elders 

might serve pastoral responsibilities. The polity has continued to change, with the 

emerging of new systems such as presbyteries, Classis, and Synods, to facilitate 

decision-making and communication among various denominations and beliefs. 
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However, the principal belief in the importance of the word of God and accountability 

remains at the core of Reformed Church polity (Woodberry & Shah, 2004:47). 

 

2.3. The Church polity of John à Lasco (1499-1560)  
 

John a Lasco (Jan Laski) was a Polish Protestant elder who significantly contributed to 

the establishment of leadership structures within the Reformed Church. Lasco's 

perspectives on ecclesiastical organisation and governance, along with his practical 

experiences in establishing churches, remain influential throughout Protestant 

institutions today. This section will provide an overview of Lasco’s life and work and will 

focus on his approach to governance of the church, which is known as ‘’à Lasco’s 

polity’’ (Springer, 2016:41). 

2.3.1. Early Life and Influences  
 

John à Lasco was born in Poland into a noble family in 1499. Attended his education in 

cradles of humanism such as Cracow and Louvin, where he discovered about 

Renaissance. Early 1525 he joined the Lutheran family and made friends with Martin 

Luther, Melancchthon, and other leading reformers, he left Poland for England in fear of 

persecution and began a reformation movement in 1539 (Springer, 2016:41). 

He (à Lasco) took a position as superintendent of the Strangers’ Church congregation of 

Dutch and Flemish immigrants living in London. Due to this position at church, he 

developed the guidelines of church governance that were known as ‘‘à Lasco polity’’. 

This model rose to become the most influential model within protestant churches in 

England and Europe (Lambert, 2022:762). 

2.3.2. The Church Polity of John à Lasco 
 

The central principle of à Lasco’s polity was implementation of a consistory, or council 

elders, to govern the church. The system bore resemblance to John Calvin’s ideology, 

which was propagated within the Reformed tradition, albeit with distinct characteristics 
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(Spohnholz, 2017:2). A Lasco pursued to establish a church polity which was both 

Congregationalist and Presbyterian; that is, it gave authority to local congregation, while 

providing for the oversight of elders (Dunthorne, 2007:2). 

Strangers’ Church in London was a good context in which to develop such a policy 

because  of the immigrant nature of the congregation. There was no state power or 

authority, and the church was relatively free from the interference of the English Crown 

of Church. This allowed ‘a Lasco freedom to model a new organisational structure, 

which later became known as the “Lasco polity” (Springer, 2016:43).  

2.3.3. Ecclesiastical Consistory   

 

The elders or consistory Church Council was the leading body in à Lasco model of 

governance of the church. He argued that the congregation should be led by a group of 

priests who were elected by the members and who provided leadership and authority 

over matters of doctrine over matters of dogma, discipline, and administration 

(Spohnholz, 2017:20).  

The Church Council of Elders had several powers: it determined the order of worship; it 

took care of church discipline; and decided disputes within the community 

(Davis,1982:54). A Lasco believed that this form of church leadership was more biblical 

than any other and was a model of servant leadership in which each elder saw himself 

as a servant leader rather than a king ruling over the people as in the Roman Catholic 

hierarchical model. A Lasco argued that each municipality was autonomous with this 

state system (Kang, 2011:6). To prevent the churches from falling into disunity or heresy 

A Lasco tried to set up regional and international Synods. This would allow consistorial 

leaders from different regions or countries to work together on difficult theological or 

practical issues and offer each other advice and support. The resulting ecclesiastical 

consistory persisted in many churches that adopted it after à Lasco's death. In adopting 

this model, churches tended to decentralize governance processes to smaller regional 

groups, allowing for better decision-making. 
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2.4. The English Reformation  
 

 A Lasco had a significant influence on the English Reformation which began with Henry 

VIII's separation from the papacy and the founding of the Church of England. A Lasco 

became a leading advocate of reform within the Church of England encouraging many 

of its clergy and laity to embrace the principles of Reformed theology. A Lasco further 

promoted the à Lasco model of politics in England when he founded an independent 

church at Gainsborough in 1547. This church used an ecclesiastical consistory and 

practised baptism by immersion in addition to Reformed theology. Although that church 

was ultimately dissolved the ecclesiastical order of the à Lasco community endured in 

the many churches that adopted it (Feldmeth et al, 2022). 

2.4.1. His influence in the English Reformation  
 

A Lasco's influence extended beyond England to the various continental regions 

particularly in the Netherlands, Germany, Switzerland, and Poland. In the Netherlands 

the à Lasco policy model influenced Dutch Reformed churches like the Walloon 

churches. In Germany, à Lasco's model influenced the various reform church policies 

there eventually leading to the publication of the Heidelberg Catechism in 1563 

(Muylaert, 2020:63). 

In Poland, à Lasco was called to work with reformers like Mikoaj Rej and both led the 

Polish Reformed Churches. The Polish Reformed Churches followed the structure that 

à Lasco had developed in England (Muylaert, 2020:63). Although he returned to 

England in the late 1550s and died there in 1560 his influence lingered beyond his time. 

John à Lasco was a key figure in the development of the Reformed Church in England 

and beyond. His vision of a consistory-led church governance model recognised the 

importance of preserving local autonomy while promoting consistency of faith and 

cooperation among churches. This idea of shared leadership served as an important 

touchstone for many Reformed churches in the years that followed and the polity of à 

Lasco continued to influence the way Protestant churches organised and governed 

themselves. To this day his model remains a cornerstone of Reformed church polity and 

offers a unique perspective on how to run the church most effectively (Grell, 2017:1). 
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2.6. The Church Polity of John Calvin (1509-1564) 

 

John Calvin (1509-1564) was a French theologian and reformer who was influential in 

modelling the theology and practice of Protestant Reformation particularly in the 

development of Reformed theology and church polity. Calvin’s theology of the authority 

of God and the supremacy of scripture would help establish the Reformed Church as 

one of the most substantial Protestant movements of all time. This part will discover 

Calvin’s polity, including the creation and implementation of a Presbyterian form of 

church government (Kang, 2011:6-7).  

2.6.1. Early Life and Influences  
 

John Calvin was Born in Noyon, France in 1509. Calvin received humanist education 

and he studied law the University of Orléans and later theology in Paris. In association 

with Reformed Protestant leaders such as Luther and Zwingli, he joined the 

development of Reformed Church by 1536 he has published the first edition of his work, 

Institutes of the Christian Religion, that provided a summary of the Reformed theology 

of his time (Braghi, 2021:200).  

2.6.2. Development of Church Polity  

 

Calvin’s beliefs were centred on the biblical structure of church governance, which 

included four offices: pastors, elders, deacons, and doctors, with pastors responsible for 

the teaching doctrine, elders for the spiritual oversight of members and all deacons for 

the of poor (Janssen, 2000:16). Doctors were theological educators. Calvin believed 

that the local church should be governed by elders, a system known as 

Presbyterianism. This was in opposition to the hierarchical structure of the Roman 

Catholic Church, which had a centralised authority under the Pope (Janssen, 2000:19).  
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2.6.3. The Consistory  
 

Calvin’s approach to church governance was through the development of a consistory. 

The consistory was a body of pastors and elders, imbued with the duty of the spirituality 

of the members and church administration. The counsel regulated the morality of the 

congregants to ensure the church lived up to Reformed standards of conduct. This 

permitted the Elders and Pastors to remove disciplined members if they violated certain 

moral laws or rejected church doctrine (Pollmann, 2010:29).  

He also thought that the Elders should be accountable and transparent, and this was 

achieved by making meetings open to the church members (Dever, 2012: xxv). This 

permitted the church members to have input into the measures and decisions made by 

the consistory creating a more communal approach to church ruling.  

2.6.3. Centralisation of Governance  
 

Calvin was persistent in his advocacy for a centralised governance system. He thought 

that for the church to run smoothly and efficiently it required pastors and elders who 

were responsible to a higher church board that could monitor and evaluate and control 

abuse of power. The centralisation of power enabled Calvin to oversee the conduct of 

the local elders. He would appoint ‘’visitors’’ who moved in local bodies to ensure the 

proper conduct of consistency. This dogma allowed him to maintain some control over 

many churches that aligned with the Reformed culture (De Gruchy, 2013:45). 

2.6.4. The Huguenot Church  
 

 Calvin’s idea on church governance were enforced in the Huguenot Church, the French 

Reformed Church, which he helped to establish (Murdock, 2017:81). He fled there in 

1534, after refusing to follow Catholic orthodoxy, and soon be became their leader. His 

leadership was strong, and many Huguenot congregations followed his approach in 

church polity.  

His church polity model was implemented although with differences in local churches. 

The consistory was central to church polity, with responsibility for superintending moral 
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behaviour. This was enforced through the threat to dispel or a punishment that could 

have significant social and economic reparations for individuals subject to it (Feldmeth 

et al, 2022).    

2.6.4. Legacy  

 

Calvin's teachings on church leadership and government had a significant impact on 

Protestant ecclesiology (Rodriguez, 2009:155-156). His emphasis on the centrality of 

Scripture and community-led governance contributed to the development of 

Presbyterian, Congregational, and Baptist church structures. Calvin's views on church 

leadership were also adopted by many Dutch Reformed churches in the Netherlands 

where they continue to shape the church's approach to leadership and decision-making. 

John Calvin's teachings on church polity were instrumental in shaping the Reformed 

Church and its approach to governance. His centralisation of church governance and 

accountability mechanisms in the consistory helped ensure members' adherence to 

Reformed doctrine and allowed a degree of control over the various churches' 

adherence to those doctrines. Calvin's ideas continue to shape the broader Protestant 

tradition and are an integral part of the legacy of the Reformed Church today (Leiden, 

2021:763). 

2.6.5. The Church polity of Dort 1618-1619 
 

The Synod of Dort was a Reformed Protestant Synod of national significance that took 

place in the Dutch city of Dordrecht during the period of 1618-1619. The Dutch 

government called for a convocation to address doctrinal discrepancies that had arisen 

within the Dutch Reformed Church. Following the resolution of discrepancies, the Synod 

ultimately resulted in the establishment of the ecclesiastical regulations of Dort (De 

Jong, 2019:1). This section provides an overview of the Synod of Dort and the 

ecclesiastical order there, including its development, structure, and importance in the 

history of the Protestant Reformation.  

2.6.6. Context and Background 
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The Dort Synod followed the Arminian dispute which was a theological dispute within 

the DRC over the extent of God's sovereignty in the salvation of individuals (Milton 

2005: xvii). At the heart of the controversy were the teachings of Jacobus Arminius a 

Dutch theologian who had challenged the prevailing views of predestination and 

election. Arminius' teachings emphasised free will and human responsibility, leading to 

intense debate within the Dutch Reformed Church. In response to the controversy, the 

Dutch government convened the Synod of Dort to establish the correct interpretation of 

Scripture and establish a standard of unity within the Dutch Reformed Church. The 

Synod of Dort was attended by representatives of Reformed churches from across 

Europe, England and Scotland, making it a significant event in the history of the 

Protestant Reformation (Ryrie, 2022:25).  

2.6.7. Development of the Church polity of Dort  
 

The Dort Church polity was developed during the Synod of Dort to regulate the 

administrative structure of the Dutch Reformed Church. Following the Synod's 

pronouncement of Arminianism as heretical, the ecclesiastical body proceeded to refine 

the church's governance structure and enact certain modifications to better align with 

the prevailing conditions of their nation. The preservation of the Calvinist system of 

church governance was upheld to ensure proper ecclesiastical organisation within the 

Church of Christ (Nel, 2019:2-4). 

 The purpose of the Church polity was to set a standard for church governance and to 

describe the organisational structure of the church and its various offices, duties, and 

responsibilities. The order was to set the rules for the conduct of worship, discipline 

within the church, and the relationship between church and state (Kooi, 2020:290). 

2.6.8. Structure of the Church polity of Dort  
 

There were six articles or sections to the Church polity of Dort, each dealing with a 

different aspect of church rule. The articles discussed matters such as church 

governance, the duties of church officials, church assemblies, doctrine, sacraments and 

discipline (C.F. Coetzee, 2018).  
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The ecclesiastical polity delineated the functions of pastors, elders, deacons, and 

professors within the church. The ecclesiastical structure was founded on the following 

entities: Consistory, Classis, Particular Synod, and General Synod (National 

Assembly).Through the formation of regional Classis which were geographically based 

regions with multiple local churches, the Church polity established a system of 

governance. The Classis were tasked with verifying church officials, providing guidance 

and advice to regional churches, and offering a space for discussing issues (C.F. Kooi, 

2020). 

The Church polity of Dort also affirmed the role of civil authorities in the governance of 

the church (Audi, 2011:39). Members of the DRC were obligated to adhere to civil 

authority laws and commands regarding public worship, discipline, and church office. 

This validated the church's position in the wider social and political sphere of Dutch 

society.  

2.6.9. Significance of the Church polity of Dort  
 

The Church polity of Dort played a crucial role in the Dutch Reformed Church's 

development by regulating ecclesiastical governance and practice. The Church polity 

not only affirmed the Reformed theology but also established regulations on worship 

church officers and sacraments. The Dutch Reformed Church's unique organisation 

practices and governance structure solidified its status as a distinct entity. The Church 

polity of Dort had a wider impact on the Protestant tradition shaping the structure and 

practice of other Reformed groups (Nel, 2019:23-24). For example, the Presbyterian 

Church adapted the principles of church governance established by the Church polity 

into its own Presbyterian polity. To this day the Church polity of Dort remains a key 

document in Reformed ecclesiology providing guidance on how to organise and 

manage all reconstituted churches across the globe. The Reformed movement is 

characterised by their profound engagement with the scriptural teachings of the church 

its biblical structure for governance and its historical relevance in setting the standard 

for many reconstituted churches to define their ecclesiological identity (Goudriaan & van 

Lieburg, 2010:313). 
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2.7. The Development of Reformed Church polity within ecclesiastical assemblies 

1559-1619  
 

The Reformed Church polity refers to a group of rules and guidelines that rule the 

functioning of the Reformed Churches. It includes requirements on the organisation of 

the church gatherings the process of ordaining pastors and discipline of members. The 

development of Reformed Order was a substantial aspect of the Protestant Reformation 

which challenged the Roman Catholic Church’s power and endorsed the principle of the 

priesthood of all believers. The examines the development of Reformed Church polity 

within ecclesiastical assemblies from 1559 to 1619 (Van Lieburg, 2018:100). 

2.7.1. Background  

 

During the Reformation various Protestant denominations emerged all seeking to reform 

the church. The Reformed Church also known as the Calvinist Church was one of the 

significant denominations that emerged. It was founded by John Calvin in the mid-16th 

century. Calvinism emphasized the sovereignty of God predestination and the authority 

of scripture (Van Lieburg, 2019:1-2). 

The Reformed Church was organised around the Presbyterian system (McGoldrick, 

2012:1). This system was based on the idea of governance by elders. Unlike the 

Anglicans who had a hierarchical system with bishops at the top the Reformed Church 

did not have episcopal government. The idea was that the church was governed by 

elders chosen by the local congregation. These elders would then oversee the church's 

functioning and be responsible for its discipline. This Presbyterian system was designed 

to ensure that the church operated autonomously with no outside influence or authority. 

Reformed churches were organised to protect members from interference by the state 

and other religious institutions (Goudriaan & van Lieburg, 2010:24).  

2.7.2. Development of the Reformed Church polity within ecclesiastical 

assemblies 
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 Since the Synod of Emden in 1571 the Reformed Church polity has developed within 

ecclesiastical assemblies. In addition to Germany Switzerland and England Reformed 

Churches from other regions participated in the Synod of Emden. In the Synod the 

Reformed Churches tried to establish uniform ecclesiastical organisations. During the 

Synod guidelines were developed to govern the functioning of the Reformed Churches 

(Van Lieburg, 2011:2). 

The guidelines established a Presbyterian form of governance as one of their key 

elements (Doe, 2015:140). This system was based on the idea that the church was 

governed by a body of elders who were chosen by the local congregation. In this case 

the elders would oversee the functioning of the church and be responsible for 

disciplining it. The guidelines also specified the process for ordaining ministers and the 

role of the church in discipline.  

The Synod of Dordrecht (Dort) in 1618-1619 was a significant milestone in the 

development of Reformed Church Order. In the Dutch Reformed Church controversies 

had arisen over theological issues. The Synod was attended by representatives from 

Reformed Churches in Europe and America. The Synod took several decisions that had 

a lasting impact on the Reformed Church Order (Kooi, 2020:289). 

One of the key decisions made by the Synod was the adoption of the Canons of Dort. 

Theological disagreements over the predestination theory led to the development of the 

Canons of Dort. In contrast to the Arminians the Reformed Church's position on 

predestination was upheld by the Canons of Dort. The Synod also decided on the 

procedure for ordination of ministers and the dismissal of unqualified clergy. The Synod 

also made important decisions regarding the creation of Classis and Synods. While 

Synods were national conferences of representatives from the group’s Classis were 

regional assemblies of churches. A venue for discussing theological and disciplinary 

concerns that occurred in the Reformed Churches was provided by the classis and 

Synods (Van Lieburg, 2011:7). 

2.7.3. The Impact of Reformed church polity 
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The expansion of the Reformed Church polity had a substantial influence on the 

operational procedures of the Reformed Churches. The Reformed Church Order 

established a Presbyterian system of government whereby a body of elders was 

responsible to the local congregation for overseeing the church (Small, 2003:04). This 

system facilitated efficient and organised church management.  

A forum for discussing theological and disciplinary difficulties that occurred in the 

Reformed Churches was provided by the institution of Classis and Synods. With the 

help of this system, the Reformed Churches were able to make decisions that were 

consistent with their theological beliefs and founded on the principles of the Bible 

(Spohnholz, 2019:49).  

The Reformed Church polity had a great influence on how the Reformed Churches 

thought of themselves. Order and discipline were very important to the Reformed 

Churches. The Reformed Church's perspective on discipline was based on the notion 

that if the church was conducted effectively and obediently it would be a good example 

to the outside world (Black, 2001: 649).  

An important part of the Protestant Reformation was the growth of Reformed Church 

polity inside ecclesiastical assemblies from 1559 to 1619. The Calvinist Church put a 

strong focus on order and discipline which made it run more smoothly. The 

establishment of Classis and Synods gave the Reformed Churches a forum for 

discussing theological and disciplinary matters. The Reformed Church polity had a 

profound effect on how the Reformed Churches perceived themselves and related to 

the outside world. Overall, the Reformed Church polity was an important advance in 

ecclesiastical assembly that made sure the Reformed Churches stuck to their 

fundamental stances (Borgdorff, 2008:15).  

2.7.4. The DRC church polity 

 

The DRC is Protestant church that was formed in Netherlands in the 16th century. The 

organisation’s governance or system of administration passed through various changes 

over the years and evolved into current organisation. In this section the researcher will 

discuss the DRC polity in 1816 which is a period of significant changes in the history of 
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the church. Specifically, the section will examine the church's structure leadership 

decision-making process and its relations with the state (Kooi, 2020:298). 

2.7.5. Background and Historical Context  
 

In the Netherlands the DRC was founded after the Protestant Reformation in the 16th 

century. John Calvin a French theologian and reformer founded the church. He 

introduced several theological principles that have since become canonical beliefs of 

the movement. These beliefs include among others the notions of predestination and 

salvation by grace alone (Oliver & Oliver, 2020:112).  

In the 17th century after being acknowledged by the Dutch government the DRC was 

made the official state church of the Netherlands. As a result, the Dutch state's structure 

and administration were deeply entwined with the church's polity and the Dutch 

government had a sizable impact on the church's doctrine and practices (De Gruchy, 

2013:34).  

The subsequent years however saw several confrontations because of this intimate 

relationship between the church and the state. The discussion surrounding the Arminian 

heresy in the early 17th century was one of the most important confrontations. Jacobus 

Arminius, a Dutch pastor and theologian who questioned several parts of Calvinist 

theology, was at the centre of the debate. The church separated for several years 

because of the Dutch state siding with Arminius (Small, 2003:55). 

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries the DRC witnessed substantial transformations 

particularly after the French conquest of the Netherlands in 1795 (Bacon, 2019:3). The 

politics and organisation of the church were significantly impacted by a few liberal 

changes that the French made. They eliminated the official state religion for instance 

they eliminated the government's oversight over church business. Because of this the 

church had to modify its polity and organisational structure to respond to the situation.  

The DRC changed its government and organizational structure in 1816 to match the 

evolving social and political climate. As we will see in the next sections this new polity 
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significantly affected the church's leadership decision-making procedures and 

relationships with the state (Meissner, 2014:5).  

2.8. Structure and Governance  
 

The polity of the DRC in 1816 was characterised by a democratic system that granted 

local congregations and regional Synods a great deal of authority. The local Consistory 

Classis, Regional Synod and National Synod were the four governing bodies that made 

up the church (Janssen & Koffeman, 2014:2-3). The local congregation which was the 

lowest tier of government oversaw running the church's operations in a particular area. 

A consistory made up of elder’s deacons and pastors chosen by the congregation 

oversaw the congregation. The church's financial management sacrament 

administration and pastoral care of members fell within the purview of the consistory 

(Janssen, 2000:24). 

The Classis which made up the second level of government comprised many local 

congregations in a certain area. Elders and pastors from the nearby churches who 

oversaw managing the church's activities in their area led the classis. The Classis 

oversaw resolving any conflicts that emerged within the local congregations as well as 

offering support and direction to them (Borgdorff, 2008:170). 

The regional Synod which represented numerous Classis in a specific province was the 

third level of government. The Synod oversaw managing the church's operations in the 

area resolving Classis conflicts and handling any doctrinal concerns that emerged within 

the church (Borgdorff, 2008:262).  

Additionally, the Synod had the authority to censure specific preachers who disobeyed 

church doctrine and principles. All the regional Synods in the nation were represented at 

the national Synod which was the highest level of government. The national Synod 

oversaw establishing the beliefs and rules of the church choosing new elders and 

ministers and resolving any disagreements that might have arisen amongst the regional 

Synods. Individual ministers and elders who disobeyed the church's doctrine and beliefs 

could also be punished by the national Synod (CRC church order, 2020:95). 
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2.9. Leadership and Decision-Making  
 

A representative democracy the Dutch Reformed Church's polity in 1816 saw 

churchgoers elect officials at all levels of government. The leadership of the church was 

divided among the several levels of government with each level in charge of managing 

the business of the level under it. A consistory made up of elder’s deacons and pastors 

chosen by the congregation oversaw the local church. The consistory oversaw 

overseeing all aspects of the local church's operations including finances pastoral care 

and sacrament administration. Additionally, the consistory had the authority to punish 

specific members who disobeyed its tenets. Elders and preachers from the nearby 

congregations who had been chosen by the congregations they represented. The local 

congregations' support and direction as well as the resolution of any conflicts that might 

arise between them were all under the classis's jurisdiction (Van Rooi, 2010:89). 

A delegation of elders and ministers from the local Classis chosen by the classis they 

represented led the regional Synod. The Synod oversaw managing the church 

operations in their area, settling disagreements amongst the classes and dealing with 

any doctrinal problems that emerged within the church. All the regional Synods in the 

nation sent representatives to the national Synod which was the highest level of 

government. The regional Synods they represented chose the members of the national 

Synod. The national Synod oversaw establishing the beliefs and rules of the church 

choosing new elders and ministers and resolving any disagreements that might have 

arisen amongst the regional Synods (Murdock, 2000 :199). 

2.10. Relations with the State  
 

The changes brought about by the French occupation in the late 18th century 

profoundly affected the Dutch Reformed Church's relationship with the state 

Knippenberg. The French withdrew the government's oversight of church matters and 

abolished the official state church which had a profound impact on how the church was 

governed (Knippenberg, 2006:254-255). 
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In 1816 the Dutch state did not directly supervise the operations of the DRC because it 

was a separate legal organisation (Bornewasser, 1981:155-156). However, the state still 

had a big impact on how the church operated, especially in terms of social welfare and 

education. Certain facets of social welfare such as the treatment of the underprivileged 

ill and aged fell under the purview of the Dutch Reformed Church. The church received 

financial assistance from the state to do these responsibilities, but in exchange, the 

state demanded that the church abide by its rules and regulations. 

The DRC had a huge impact on the nation's educational system, and the state also had 

a large role in children's education. Many of the schools and universities in the nation 

were run by the church and the state gave these establishments financial support. The 

polity of the DRC in 1816 was the outcome of several centuries of development and 

change. The church was governed by a representative democracy that gave local 

congregations and regional Synods much power. Each level of government oversaw 

one of the leadership positions inside the church with each level responsible for 

overseeing the affairs of the level below it (Bornewasser, 1981:506-507). 

2.11. The Church Polity in GKSA51859-present  
 

Any religious organisation's church polity is essential to its governance organisational 

structures and level of authority. The researcher will go into detail on the GKSA 

Reformed church's polity in this part focusing on how it has changed over time since its 

founding. I will give some historical context, look at the main aspects of its polity, talk 

about the difficulties it has encountered, and emphasise the church's potential moving 

forward (Rutoro, 2007). 

2.11.1. Historical Background  

 

In the 19th century the Dutch Reformed Church in the Cape Colony incorporated a 

novel hymnal after its inception in the Netherlands. A considerable number of musical 

compositions were found to conflict with the established doctrines of the Heidelberg 

 
5 The abbreviation GKSA is be used to refer to the white Synod, that is, the Gereformeerde Kerk in Suid-
Afrika Potchefstroom Nasionale Sinode. 
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Catechism the Belgic Confession and the Canons of Dort which were collectively ratified 

during the Synod of Dort in the years 1618 and 1619 (Duff, 2018:336).  

The tenets in question are rejected by conservative Christians who subscribe to the 

teachings of John Calvin. The individuals in question were subjected to the prospect of 

excommunication if they persisted in their refusal to execute the hymns. The genesis of 

the denomination can be traced back to the region surrounding Rustenburg situated in 

the Transvaal. In 1859 a cohort of 15 siblings departed from the Dutch Reformed 

Church. A meeting was convened on February 10th, 1859, whereby a group of 15 

individuals assembled under a seringboom in Rustenburg. At this assembly a total of 

300 individuals affiliated themselves with the GKSA. A monument has been erected at 

the location to commemorate the Syringa Tree (Beets 1909:25 & C.F.Van Deventer, 

2005)  

Regarding the governance and organisational structure of the church or church polity 

the Gereformeerde Kerke in Suid-Afrika (GKSA) commonly known as the Reformed 

Church in South Africa has experienced several changes in its ecclesiastical 

governance since its inception in 1859 as the church polity of Dort accommodate that in 

Article 86.  Notably in 1559 before the establishment of RCSA Rev. Dirk Postma drafted 

an amended Church Order which he amended to suit the circumstances in the country 

at that time which was later rejected by the Synod held at Reddersburg in 1862 which 

decided to accept the Church Order of Dort of 1618/1619 for church governance (C.F. 

Church Order book of the Gereformeerde Kerke in Suid-Afrika, 2018:7). 

2.11.2. Key Features of the Church Polity 

 

 Based on the Reformed tradition, which emphasises the authority of the Scriptures, 

God's omnipotence, and the priesthood of all Christians, the GKSA has a polity. Several 

guiding principles are the foundation for the church polity's structure and administration. 

These tenets include the primacy of the Scriptures, the office-bearer's governance of 

the church, the church's unity, and the autonomy of the local church (Van Wyngaard, 

2020:141). 
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The church polity in the GKSA is founded on the idea that the Bible alone is 

authoritative. For the life and ministry of the church the Bible is considered as the final 

authority. As a result, the Bible is the final authority on matters of faith and conduct. The 

explanation and use of the Scriptures are carried out by the office-bearers who are 

chosen by the associates of the church (Zgambo, 2018:83). 

 The office-bearers who oversee the congregation's pastoral care and spiritual direction 

are the ones who control the church in GKSA. Pastors, elders and deacons are among 

the several positions held by church members. The sacraments, pastoral care, and 

preaching and teaching of God's Word are all the pastors' responsibilities. The deacons 

care for the needy and the impoverished while the elders oversee the congregation's 

spiritual direction (Grobler, 2007:58). 

Another key tenet of the GKSA church governance is the oneness of the church. The 

members of the church are called to uphold the unity of thought and action within the 

body. The church is likewise devoted to the advancement of harmony and peace in the 

society. An important aspect of the church polity in the GKSA is the local church's 

autonomy. Each congregation is independent and possesses the power to run itself in 

accordance with the values of the Reformed tradition. The local church oversees 

managing its finances electing its office holders and administering the sacraments. The 

larger church organisation however also holds the local church responsible (Zgambo, 

2022:9) 

2.11.3. Challenges Faced by the Church Polity in GKSA 
 

Over the years the church governance in GKSA has encountered numerous difficulties. 

The problem of racism and apartheid has been one of the biggest obstacles. The 

church was involved in apartheid politics and many churchgoers backed the oppressive 

government. The church experienced a huge rift as a result and some members left to 

found alternative denominations (Baloyi, 2016:1).  

The question of women's ordination has been one of the problems the church 

governance in GKSA has had to deal with. The church has come under fire for refusing 

to appoint women to the positions of minister and elder. As a result, a movement 
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supporting the ordination of women has grown resulting in conflict within the church 

(Van Deventer, 2005:686-687).  

 The church has also encountered difficulties with leadership and administration. There 

have been claims of financial mismanagement and corruption which have damaged the 

church's reputation. Concerns have also been raised over the power disparity between 

the officeholders and the congregation, with some members feeling alienated and 

disenfranchised (Witte, 2022:19-20). 

2.11. 4. The potential future developments of the Church's governing structure 

 

There are opportunities for the future despite the difficulties the church polity in GKSA is 

currently facing. The church has proven to be resilient in the face of difficulty and 

adaptable to changing circumstances. Additionally, the church has taken action to 

address some of the problems that have sparked conflict and dissension among the 

congregation. The problem of reconciliation and social justice is one of the main areas 

of attention for the future of the church government in GKSA. The church has taken 

action to encourage healing and reconciliation after admitting its involvement in 

apartheid. The church has also worked on social justice causes like eradicating poverty, 

fighting AIDS, and promoting education (Swartz, 2006:562). 

The problem of governance and leadership is another topic of attention for the future of 

the church polity in GKSA. The church has acknowledged that its governing 

mechanisms require more accountability and openness. With a stronger focus on 

participatory democracy and congregational engagement the church has also taken 

attempts to reduce the power disparity between the officeholders and the membership 

(Witte, 2022:15). 

2.12. The Church Polity in Soutpansberg Synod 19636-present 

 

 
6 The abbreviation RCSA is be used to refer to the black Synod, that is, Reformed church in South Africa, 
Synod Soutpansberg.  
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Upon the commencement of the Synod of Soutpansberg the matter of establishing an 

independent church polity or amending the current church polity was not deemed a 

priority. The Synod Soutpansberg had a prolonged duration during which it did not 

establish its own ecclesiastical framework. The individuals initiated a discussion 

regarding the necessity of establishing a distinct ecclesiastical arrangement that is 

tailored to their specific circumstances and could facilitate their future operations despite 

the prevailing circumstances no substantial alterations were implemented.  However, a 

duplicate of the GKSA church order was created, albeit translated into the Venda 

language. During this process, the Synod decided to utilise the 2006 version as a 

starting point, despite their intention to implement modifications. RCSASNS (2014:54) 

for a considerable duration the individuals refrained from discussing the establishment 

of their distinct ecclesiastical system. In 2014, the deputies entrusted with the 

responsibility of offering legal counsel were granted the authority to provide guidance to 

the Synod in relation to the Church Order Articles that require modifications. The 

proposal entails recommending guidelines or supplementary materials to the Synod for 

the purpose of implementing certain articles (RCSASNS, 2014:55). Upon fulfilling their 

mandate deputies for legal advisors have recommended the amendment of Article 29 to 

read as follows: " there are the following kinds of church assemblies: the church council 

classis and general synod". The new formulation of Article 29 necessitated alignment 

with other articles of the church order. The Church Order includes additional provisions 

that make mention of the "regional synod" and "national synod”, and these will be 

revised to conform to the changes. The articles feature the following references that 

require modification: 4, 11, 12, 15, 31, 36, 41, 45, 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 79 and 86 

(RCSASNS, 2017:200).  

 However, the proposal was dismissed by the Synod due to the deputies' failure to 

collaborate with their mandated peers as stipulated by Article 49 of the Church Order. 

After 2017, the Synod abstained from further deliberation concerning the alteration or 

the exigency of alteration of the 2006 iteration of ecclesiastical governance to conform 

to the circumstances of the Synod Soutpansberg.  
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2.12.2 Historical Context  
 

The Synod of Soutpansberg was founded in 1963 and its first meeting took place in De 

Hoop (RCSASNS 1963:1). There were only three ministers of the word according to 

Ramantswana (2015:7) S. Mugeri (Soutpansberg) S.P.M. Moshapo (De Hoop) and B.J. 

Maselesele (Hosiyata). During that period black churches were completely dependent 

on white churches for their pastors' stipends. During this period no ministers were 

supported financially by their local churches (Baloyi, 2016:7). As a result, the black 

Reformed churches refrained from challenging the apartheid regime as it was nearly 

unthinkable for the black church to confront the individuals responsible for their 

stipends. Due to lack of financial independence the black churches inherited many 

things including church order from the white churches. In terms of ministerial stipends, 

the black Reformed congregations under Synod Soutpansberg became financially 

independent from 1980 onwards where some of the churches was growth in the manner 

it sustains itself (Mutale acts, 1980:3).  

2.12.3 Structure and Governance  

 

The Synod continues to employ GKSA 2006 version publication as their ecclesiastical 

ordinance, which contains Church Council, Classis, Regional, National and General 

Synod (RCSASNS, 2014:55). From 1963 to 2009, the Synod of Soutpansberg 

comprised solely of two organisational entities, namely the Church council and the 

General Synod. The duties that were intended to be carried out in the Classis, regional 

Synod and national Synod were executed within the General Synod. The introduction of 

the Classis in 2010 resulted in a structural expansion from two to three (RCSASNS, 

2006:29). The Synod Soutpansberg has not functioned as a regional or national Synod 

to date and the likelihood of adopting such a framework appears slim given the 

expansion of the affiliated churches comprising the Synod Soutpansberg. The 

researcher posits that it is imperative to establish a church framework that is tailored to 

the present circumstances of black churches enabling them to function within three 

distinct structures: Church council, Classis and General Synod. The implementation of 
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this measure will facilitate the effective functioning of Synod of Soutpansberg with 

regards to the ecclesiastical administration.  

2.12.4 Leadership and Decision Making  
 

The Synod of Soutpansberg has suffered significant damage in terms of leadership and 

decision-making due to its failure to render the church policy document pertinent and 

address its concerns. The Synod of Soutpansberg has experienced a significant loss of 

clergymen who have opted to pursue secular vocations, albeit ones that are closely 

aligned with their ministerial duties (RCSASNS, 2014:229). The Synod Soutpansberg 

was observed to have requested that the minister in question make a choice between 

pursuing academic endeavours and continuing with their ministry.7 This request was 

deemed to be unfair as both the Bible and confessions permit the pursuit of secular 

work that is related to ministry (RCSASNS, 2014:146-147). In addition, the Synod of 

Soutpansberg presents an instance of certain clergymen who serve both in the 

academic and ecclesiastical domains thereby raising concerns about the impartiality of 

the ruling on this matter. The Synod was presented with a review on this matter by Elder 

Bologo KP in 2022 and it remains unresolved as the Synod has yet to conclude its 

deliberations on the subject. Nonetheless the main factor contributing to the inability to 

reach a resolution is the divisive nature of this issue within the Synod (RCSASNS, 

2022:117). This review corroborates the notion of equity given that there exist 

individuals who concurrently engage in ministerial and academic pursuits. Reviewing 

the Synod's resolutions and adopted resolutions reveals that the main cause is the lack 

of a relevant meaningful and locally formed church polity. This is because the primary 

document was formulated externally by people who were answering their problems and 

challenges not our situations. The matter of certain Articles being incongruous with the 

context holds significant importance as there exists a disparity in the comprehension 

and interpretation of church polity among the leadership. Consequently, they engage in 

disputes during the Synod deliberations due to their divergent interpretations and 

perceptions of the ecclesiastical governance. The proposed solution involves the 

 
7 This in line with Calvin fourth order of the ministry of doctor. 
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decolonisation of the existing church polity to align it with contemporary circumstances 

and facilitate efficient church management. 

2.12.5 Relation with the State 
 

 The Synod Soutpansberg acknowledges the importance of the church's compliance 

with and respect for governing authorities as well as the cultivation of positive 

relationships with said authorities. The Synod of Soutpansberg since its establishment 

in 1963 to present is vested with deputies who are tasked with the responsibility of 

engaging the government on matters that are deemed to be incongruous with the 

principles of the Kingdom of God (RCSASNS, 1963-2022). The deputies in Synod 

Soutpansberg are encountering difficulties in establishing communication with the 

government despite making numerous unsuccessful attempts. The South Africa Synod 

Soutpansberg was unable to effectively combat the systemic injustices of apartheid and 

colonialism throughout the nation's history due to its lack of a platform capable of 

influencing government policy. In addition, it should be noted that Synod Soutpansberg 

has not affiliated with the South African Council of Churches and currently has no 

intentions of doing so in the foreseeable future. By becoming a member of the South 

African Council of Churches the Synod will have ample opportunity and time to exert its 

influence on the government. Due to its relatively small size the Synod Soutpansberg 

faces challenges in effectively advocating for important issues as compared to larger 

religious organisations such as the ZCC or AIC which possess a greater number of 

members capable of exerting influence on governmental policies. 

2.13 Chapter Summary 

 

In accordance with the study's objectives the chapter conducted a review of the relevant 

literature. The literature explored the RCSA polity's history and background beginning 

with à Lasco's church government and extending to the days when John Calvin 

acquired à Lasco's view. This history and context were covered from à Lasco's church 

governance to the time of John Calvin. This chapter also featured an assessment of the 

church's organisational structure in South Africa England France and the Netherlands. 
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The difficulties that the South African church is facing and how this affects its 

relationship with the state.   
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CHAPTER 3 

DECOLONISATION 

2. Introduction  

 Decolonisation refers to the multifaceted process by which a state relinquishes its 

status as a colony and attains independence or autonomous governance. Within 

academic circles, there has been a considerable amount of discourse surrounding the 

origins, significance, and interpretation of the term "decolonisation". Through an 

exploration of the historical significance and multifaceted social, political, economic, and 

religious factors that play a role in its genesis. The objective of this chapter is to 

examine the origins of the concept of decolonisation and to analyses the significance of 

these goals in contemporary discussions pertaining to the decolonisation of Reformed 

church polity.  

3.1 The Origins of Decolonisation  

 

Decolonisation as a term has its origins in European imperialism throughout the late 

19th and early 20th centuries. European nations established territories in Africa, Asia, 

and the Americas throughout this time, imperilling the expatriate peoples to their 

political, economic, and cultural systems. Europeans used a white supremacist ideology 

that depicted other races as inferior to them and in need of civilization to defend this 

colonial process (McFadden, 2023:548-549). This philosophy was supported by racial 

segregation that established natural racial categories like "white" and "black" and 

maintained the idea of European cultural and moral superiority (Bay, 2000:13).  

The colonies had lost their sovereignty. The loss of social and cultural operations and 

the exploitation of their resources were only a few of the catastrophe’s effects of 

colonisation. After recognition of a shared imperial experience and the influence of 

nationalist movements in Europe led to an increase in the anticolonial struggle and call 

for sovereignty in the late 19th century. These actions supported the rights of colonial 

peoples to determine their rule of law and promoted the concepts of autonomy and 

power (Nagel, 2008:72). 
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The process of decolonisation increased in the years following World War II, when the 

British, French, Dutch, and other European powers give-up control of their colonial 

territories because of a variety of factors, including shifting geopolitical dynamics, 

growing anti-colonial movements, and external pressure. Factors such as leaders and 

groups, which involved political parties, guerilla soldiers, social movements and 

international organisations led to the sped-up process of decolonisation in the African 

and Asian countries in quest for independence (Rystad, 2018:39).  

 

3.2 Key Theories and Debates on Decolonisation 

 

To define and study the process of decolonisation and its effects on global politics, 

economy, culture, and society, a variety of ideas and frameworks have been produced. 

Some of these theories (Quijano, 2000 & Mignolo, 2011) point out the psychological and 

cultural effects of colonialism on the colonized territories and the necessity of an 

ongoing process of epistemic and ontological decolonisation. Some researchers focus 

on to the institutional and structural impacts of colonialism on the world order, such as 

the survival of colonial power relations in the post-colonial era and the necessity for a 

transformation in the political economy of the world (Grosfoguel, 2013:74). 

Fanon (1961) in Sinha (2015) is one of the academia’s who has advanced our 

acquaintance of decolonisation and its impact. The book entitled “The Wretched of the 

Earth”, by Fanon, published in 1961, is a substantial work that offers a potent critique of 

colonialism and reparations and contends that the process of decolonisation involves 

not only a political and economic fight but also a psychological and cultural one. Fanon 

stresses the need for a "decolonisation of the mind" that contests the predominant 

colonist discourses and descriptions and creates fresh forms of resistance. The growth 

of postcolonial theory, which aims to understand how imperialism affected global power 

structures and cultural creation, has been influenced by Fanon's work (Sinha, 

2015:201). 
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Quijano 2000 is a significant scholar who also added to our thoughtful of decolonisation. 

He developed the phrase "coloniality of power" to characterize the long-lasting 

consequences of imperialism on global institutions and structures. Quijano argues that 

colonialism was turned into a system of world power relations that perpetuates patterns 

of dominance and subordination rather than coming to an end with the process of 

political decolonisation. The work of Quijano (2000:216) has prompted the growth of 

critical race theory and offers a valuable framework for probing the institutional and 

structural aspects of decolonisation.  

Mignolo (2011) established the concept of "decoloniality," a framework of study 

designed to emphasize the necessity of changing the ontological and epistemological 

underpinnings of knowledge and culture. According to Mignolo (2011:27) patterns of 

exclusion and marginalisation are strengthened by the prevalent modes of cultural 

symbolism and knowledge creation since they are so deeply associated with the legacy 

of imperialism. A framework for studying decolonial theory and epistemological aspects 

of decolonisation is provided by Mignolo's work, which has had a substantial impact on 

the advancement of decolonial theory (Mignolo, 2011:118). 

Grosfoguel (2013:75) has created a theoretical framework he describes as the "trans 

modernity/decoloniality paradigm" that includes aspects of critical race theory, post-

colonial theory, and decoloniality. According to Bastia et al (2023:461) the process of 

decolonisation demands a fundamental restructuring of the power relations that shape 

the world order, which include those based on race, class, gender, and sexuality. In 

addition to pointing the need for a multifaceted and intersectional understanding of the 

process. His work offers a valuable synthesis of the numerous traditions that have 

evolved to explain decolonisation. 

 

3.3 Preceding Concepts of Decolonisation  

 

The history of imperialism is strongly associated with the idea of decolonisation. 

Colonisation is the act of taking authority, power dominion of resources and populace 
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for the benefit of the imperialist (Kwet, 2019:6). Decolonisation is the process of ending 

this connection and it also entails the removal of colonial authorities and the granting of 

independence to the colonised people. Decolonisation is a deep extensive procedure 

which includes aspects of politics, economics, society, culture (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 

2018:18).  

It's important to remember that the idea of decolonisation was not entirely original. Its 

roots lie in pre-colonial resistance to imperialism and foreign occupation. For example, 

the Haitian Revolution of 1791, crushed by Toussaint Louverture, was a precursor to 

decolonisation efforts (Kaisary, 2012:197). As a result of the revolution, Haiti became 

the first black-led country in history and the site of the last victorious slave rebellion. 

Decolonisation was an idea that arose before the uprising against Spanish colonial rule 

in Latin America, led by Simon Bolivar and José San (Brown & Paquette, 2013:2). Anti-

colonial ideas, on the other hand, emerged as more overt political movements calling for 

decolonisation (Hack, 2022:3). 

The goal of anti-colonialism was to overthrow the political, economic, and social 

institutions of colonialism. It evolved from the resistance movements of colonised 

peoples. As argued in Edward Said's book Orientalism, the anti-colonial movement 

challenged the Western imagination, which saw the colonised world as inferior and in 

need of enlightenment. Anti-colonial projects therefore aimed at restoring the culture 

and dignity of the colonised peoples (Akanmori, 2019:117).  

The civil rights and black power movements in the United States also had a significant 

influence on decolonial rhetoric. A new era in American politics prioritising minority rights 

and social justice for disadvantaged groups was ushered in by the civil rights movement 

to combat systemic racism and racism in the country (Bliss, 2012:1-2). Similarly, the 

Black Power Movement, led by Malcolm X, Stokely Carmichael and others, emphasised 

the urgent need for self-determination and autonomy for the African American 

community (Rickford, 2016:3).   

This research will examine the historical background of decolonisation as well as the 

models and debates that have been propounded and how we perceive it. 
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3.3.1 Historical Context of Decolonisation  

 

The idea of decolonisation first emerged when the colonised peoples started to rebel 

against the colonialism that had been forced upon them in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries. The colonists exploited the wealth and resources of the colonised people 

while imposing their own will on the local people. As a result, a gap developed between 

the colonists and the colony, and this gap caused the people to revolt against their 

tyrants. Imperialism and its consequences, including the slave trade, the imposition of 

Christianity, the scramble and partition of Africa, and the partitioning of the world into 

economic spheres, are frequently recognised as major contributors to instability and war 

in several contemporary nations (Wolfe, 2023:388). 

As a result of the wave of independence movements that swept over Africa, Asia, and 

other regions once ruled by colonial powers in Europe in the 20th century, the idea of 

decolonisation gained popularity. The Mau Mau Uprising in Kenya, the Algerian War of 

Independence, the African National Congress (ANC) in South Africa, and the Indian 

Independence Movement all battled for their freedom from exploitation and for the 

recognition of the autonomy of the colonised peoples (Chigozie, 2018:16-19). 

3.3.2 Theoretical and Philosophical Frameworks Related to Decolonisation  

 

There have been several academic and philosophical interpretations of the idea of 

decolonisation. Understanding the various facets and intricacies of decolonisation 

requires these frameworks. The most popular philosophical and theoretical 

decolonisation frameworks are discussed here. 

3.3.2.1 Fanon’s Concept of Decolonising Mind  

 

In his groundbreaking book Black Skin, White Masks (1952) and in Bulhan’s (2004:90) 

article titled ‘Frantz Fanon and the psychology of oppression’ Frantz Fanon makes the 

case that colonialism forces a "white" worldview on the conquered population. In 
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accordance with the theoretical framework proposed by the author, colonialism not only 

exerts control over the physical bodies of the colonised individuals but also extends its 

influence on their cognitive faculties. According to him, the process of decolonising 

one's mindset is deemed essential for the complete eradication of lingering vestiges of 

colonialism among the colonised populace. This involves dismantling the existing 

colonial structures and constructing alternatives that repudiate the colonial legacy.  

The development of postcolonial theory, which underscores the imperative of acquiring 

a comprehensive understanding of the cultural, political, and economic aspects of 

decolonisation, has been shaped by the contributions of Fanon. 

 

3.3.2.2 Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Concept of Decolonising Literature  

 

 Wa Thiong'o (2014) an eminent scholar, has made substantial contributions to the 

discourse surrounding the concept of decolonisation. According to WaThiong'o 

(2014:44) there is a pressing need for the decolonisation of African literature. Thiong'o 

argues that African literature, as it stands, reflects the colonial mentality of its authors, 

and portrays Africa in a disparaging manner. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o asserts that it is 

imperative for literature to be extensively disseminated and published in language that 

accurately reflects the cultural identity of the populace it portrays. 

The proliferation and diffusion of African literature throughout the continent have been 

shaped by the impact of Wa Thiong'o's contributions to the decolonisation of literary 

expression. 

3.3.2.3 Quijano’s Concept of Coloniality of Power  

 

 The concept of the "coloniality of power," as introduced by Quijano (2016:13-15) 

elucidates the ongoing manifestation of colonialism in contemporary times, wherein 

various systems of power are intricately interconnected. Quijano argues that colonialism 

should be understood as a structural system that has exerted a profound influence on 

our contemporary global reality, rather than being solely regarded as a historical event. 
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The concept of the "coloniality of power" refers to the enduring influence of colonialism 

on contemporary political, economic, and power structures. The concept of the 

coloniality of power is of utmost importance in understanding the process of 

decolonisation, as it highlights the need for a fundamental restructuring of global power 

dynamics. 

3.4. Towards Definitions According to Western Scholars  

 

The concept of decolonisation has been defined and examined by scholars representing 

diverse academic disciplines and perspectives. The Western perspective, situated 

within its own vantage point and historical context, interprets the phenomenon of 

decolonisation. This research delves into the conceptualisation of decolonisation as 

perceived by Western scholars, encompassing an exploration of the various arguments 

in favour of and in opposition to this definition. 

3.4.1. Definition of Decolonisation according to Western Scholars  

 

The phenomenon of decolonisation, as perceived from a Western standpoint, pertains 

to the progression by which indigenous populations residing in territories formerly under 

the control of Western powers achieved political and economic autonomy. According to 

Gopal (2021:877) the process by which colonial nations achieved formal independence 

from imperial powers is widely acknowledged and accepted. As per this interpretation, 

decolonisation refers to the series of actions undertaken by a colonial power to 

relinquish its control over a specific territory, granting it full sovereignty and facilitating its 

pursuit of political and economic autonomy. 

The anti-colonial movements and conflicts that transpired during the 1940s and 1950s 

exerted a profound influence on the Western perception of decolonisation. These 

movements and conflicts culminated in the dismantling of several colonial empires, 

most notably those of the British, French, and Dutch. According to Thomas & Thompson 

(2014:159) the phenomenon of decolonisation, which marked the conclusion of 
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imperialism or colonialism, is often regarded from a Western standpoint as a crucial 

period in the advancement of the contemporary global landscape. 

However, Western perspectives have also faced criticism for their limited understanding 

of decolonisation. Many scholars from the Global South argue that the prevailing 

Western perspective on decolonisation focuses primarily on achieving political 

independence, while neglecting the broader and more comprehensive process of 

decolonisation. According to Maldonado-Torres (2007:250) the broader process of 

decolonisation involves the reorganisation of the economic, cultural, and social 

frameworks established by colonialism. From a more expansive standpoint, 

decolonisation can be understood as an ongoing endeavour that involves the 

transformation of structures, discourses, and practices that have been shaped by 

colonialism. 

3.4.2. Debates Surrounding the Definition of Decolonisation  

 

The definition and interpretation of decolonisation are subject to ongoing scholarly 

discourse, particularly when examined through the lens of Western perspectives. The 

phenomenon of decolonisation is often perceived through a Western lens as a 

transformative process leading to liberation and triumph, rather than being 

acknowledged as a process characterised by significant and profound alterations (De 

Sousa, 2018:4). The argument posits that the Western perspective often portrays 

decolonisation in a manner that emphasises celebration while downplaying critical 

examination of the inherent challenges and complexities associated with this 

transformative process.  

Maldonado-Torres (2018:65) argues that the Western understanding of decolonisation 

often overlooks the profound impact of colonialism on the contemporary global 

framework. In an alternative perspective, critics argue that the Western perspective on 

decolonisation exhibits a narrow focus and neglects to recognise the ongoing impact of 

colonialism on the global system, specifically in the realms of economics, politics, and 

culture (Mbembe, 2016:5). As per the analysis presented in this critique, it is argued that 

the prevailing Western conceptualisation of colonialism necessitates a more profound 
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reconfiguration of the current global power dynamics prior to the realisation of 

decolonisation.  

3.4.3. Towards Definitions According to African Scholars  

 

Decolonisation, as posited by African scholars, refers to the progressive reclamation of 

political autonomy, territorial control, intellectual capital, and cultural distinctiveness by 

nations that were previously subjected to colonial rule. The establishment of a novel 

political, economic, and social framework that encapsulates the aspirations and 

principles of the indigenous populace necessitates a challenging undertaking. 

Decolonisation encompasses a multifaceted process that extends beyond the mere 

transfer of power from colonial authorities to the indigenous population. It encompasses 

the reclamation of cultural identity that has been eroded or suppressed, the exercise of 

the inherent right to self-determination, and the pursuit of socio-economic prosperity 

within a liberated society (Oh, 2023:427). 

According to African scholars, the process of decolonisation holds significant 

importance in the restoration of African nations, the elimination of the repercussions of 

colonialism, and the promotion of a more equitable and fair global society. The 

researcher intends to conduct a comprehensive analysis of significant scholarly works 

pertaining to the topic to explore the conceptualization of decolonisation as perceived by 

African academics in this study. The researcher intends to utilise a diverse range of 

scholarly resources, such as books, journal articles, and relevant online sources, in our 

investigation.  

 The researcher identifies a significant inclination towards the elimination of cultural 

vestiges of colonialism, as evidenced by the study conducted by (Bahlil & Aaid, 2021:5) 

which emphasises the importance of Ngugi Wa Thiong'o's work "Decolonizing the 

Mind." According to the scholarly perspective of Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, the historical 

phenomenon of African colonialism engendered the process of cultural erasure and 

assimilation within African societies. Bahlil & Aaid (2021) utilises personal anecdotes to 

illustrate the historical period in which English, French, and other European languages 

predominated as the primary modes of communication in Africa. This linguistic shift 
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resulted in the gradual erosion of the African oral tradition, cultural identity, and 

repositories of knowledge.  

 In a similar vein, Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni presents a framework for decolonisation in 

his work titled "Colonialism and Violence in Zimbabwe." This framework centres around 

dismantling the intricate network of power dynamics known as "coloniality," which 

persists even after the physical presence of colonialism has ceased. According to 

Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013:305) the process of decolonisation involves the critical 

examination and questioning of prevailing knowledge systems, the dismantling of 

imposed hierarchies and the transformation of power dynamics. 

 In "Towards a Post-Colonial Theory of Decolonisation," Achille Mbembe presents a 

compelling case for the prioritisation of restoring power, pride, and selfhood among 

colonised populations as a crucial aspect of the decolonisation process. The Mbembe 

(2012)  offers a critique of the Western-centric perspective on the concept of 

decolonisation. According to the scholarly work of Mbembe (2012:23) the focus of 

decolonisation endeavours should be directed towards dismantling colonial structures 

and reclaiming cultural assets that have been lost. 

3.4.4. Contemporary, Definitions of Decolonisation  

Considering persistent endeavours for equity and emancipation, alongside the critical 

reassessment of the enduring impacts of colonialism in present-day communities, 

contemporary notions of decolonisation have emerged. In contemporary discourse. The 

concept of decolonisation has evolved to encompass a broader objective beyond the 

mere attainment of political independence. Presently, it primarily concerns the 

restoration of power, pride, and dignity to populations that were previously subjected to 

colonial rule. 

 In their article titled Decolonising the University, Bhambra, Gebrial, and Nişancıoğlu 

(2018) argue that contemporary decolonisation efforts require the recognition of the 

colonial foundations of knowledge generation. It is argued that the epistemologies and 

concealed biases that originated in a colonial setting persist within the Eurocentric 

knowledge systems that underpin contemporary global society. The authors argue for 
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the establishment of a pluralistic and inclusive knowledge system that accurately 

represents the contributions made by all countries and cultures (Bhambra et al. 2018:1). 

In an article titled Decolonisation and Intersectionality: Exploring the Linkages in 

Transnational Feminist Perspectives, Benson (2018) argues that the process of 

decolonisation necessitates the examination and resolution of power dynamics that 

exist within and among different social groups. According to Benson (2018:353-354) for 

the decolonisation process to be truly inclusive and transformative, it is imperative to 

incorporate the concept of intersectionality which refers to the examination of how 

different aspects of identity and marginalisation interact with one another. 

According to Corntassel (2008:663), the global decolonisation movement is intricately 

connected to the collective struggles of Indigenous communities across the globe. From 

his perspective, contemporary decolonisation is founded upon endeavours to attain 

sovereignty and self-determination, necessitating the reinstatement of territorial ntegrity 

across political, cultural, and physical dimensions. In the article titled "Decolonisation 

are not a metaphor, authored by Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, the central argument 

posits that decolonisation should not be interpreted merely as a metaphor or an abstract 

concept, but rather necessitates concrete actions involving the redistribution of power 

and resources.  

Tuck and Yang (2012:63) argue that the process of decolonisation necessitates the 

recognition of the proactive involvement of indigenous communities in historical and 

contemporary endeavours for emancipation and self-governance. 

3.5 Relevance of Decolonisation 

  

The significance of decolonisation has grown in prominence within the contemporary 

discourse surrounding social justice and equality on a global scale. The ongoing 

challenges faced by states and societies in the aftermath of colonialism have prompted 

the emergence of decolonisation as a strategic approach to contest prevailing power 

structures, revive cultural heritage, and strive for a more equitable future. In this section, 

the researcher will assess the suitability of decolonisation by conducting a 
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comprehensive analysis of pertinent scholarly works. The research methodology 

incorporates a diverse range of scientific sources, encompassing scholarly books, peer-

reviewed journal articles, and pertinent online resources. 

 Bacon (2019:59) contends that the origins of racism, sexism, and various other forms 

of discrimination can be traced back to the societal frameworks established to uphold 

colonial dominance. Furthermore, the authors assert that the impact of colonialism and 

its consequences permeate all facets of existence. This implies that the process of 

decolonisation is crucial in the deconstruction of these systems and the establishment 

of more equitable societies. 

According to Gopal (2021:882) the process of decolonisation necessitates 

acknowledging the persistent ramifications of colonialism and undertaking measures to 

redress the resulting social disparities. The Gopal (2021) posits that decolonisation 

should be understood as a multifaceted procedure involving the exploitation and 

restitution of appropriated territories, cultures, and heritage.  

 Crawford et al. (2021:22) assert that the process of decolonisation necessitates a 

reevaluation of research methodologies and the production of knowledge. According to 

the author's perspective, the current knowledge and research systems possess inherent 

colonial characteristics, resulting in the marginalisation of alternative epistemologies 

and understandings of the world. The process of decolonising knowledge entails giving 

precedence to indigenous knowledge, indigenous customs, and traditional knowledge. 

 Dillon et al. (2018:202) state that the existing discourse on diversity and inclusion fails 

to adequately address the primary factors contributing to inequality and marginalisation. 

Diversity programmes should prioritise decolonisation efforts by actively engaging with 

and challenging prevailing norms that contribute to the perpetuation of systemic 

marginalisation within academia and other spheres.  

3.6 Advantages of Decolonisation  

3.6.1 Political Advantages of Decolonisation  

 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



58 
 

One of the primary advantages of the process of decolonisation is the attainment of 

political sovereignty and self-determination for the colonised populace. Du Bois (2005: 

viii) posited that colonialism constituted a socio-political framework wherein the 

dominant power systematically exploited, subjugated, and devalued the inhabitants 

subjected to its governance. Decolonisation facilitated the restoration of agency and 

self-determination for colonised individuals, enabling them to reclaim their inherent 

humanity and shape their own destinies. Post-colonial governments successfully 

established their own political institutions, laws, and governance frameworks, 

considering their unique traditions and beliefs. According to Kohn and Reddy (2006:2) 

consequently, a proliferation of newly established nation-states emerged, each 

characterised by distinct flags, anthems, and constitutions that were reflective of the 

aspirations and collective identities of their respective populations. 

According to Fay (2018:50-51) the process of decolonisation effectively terminated the 

political marginalisation and discriminatory treatment experienced by the colonised 

individuals.  Numerous colonies implemented a system of apartheid, which resulted in 

the systematic denial of essential political rights, such as suffrage, to the indigenous 

population. The process of decolonisation encompassed the eradication of 

discriminatory practices, an augmentation of political engagement, and a fortification of 

democratic principles (Schilling-Vacaflor, 2011:3). This facilitated the indigenous 

population's ability to engage in the political mechanisms of their respective new 

governments, thereby enabling them to pursue their interests and ideals. 

Decolonisation led to the dismantling of imperial ideologies that perpetuated the 

perception of colonised individuals as inferior and subjected to the authority of 

colonisers. The emergence of autonomous states compelled Europe to acknowledge 

the unjust and unnecessary nature of its hegemonic control. According to Shilliam 

(2016:726) the process of decolonisation allowed colonised individuals to liberate 

themselves from the oppressive, degrading, and humiliating remnants of colonialism by 

constructing novel political and social frameworks that are rooted in their own unique 

experiences and cultural backgrounds. 
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3.6.2 Social Advantages of Decolonisation  

 

The process of decolonisation encompasses a broad spectrum of social consequences, 

spanning from the reinstatement of human dignity to the establishment of novel social 

dynamics founded upon principles of egalitarianism and reverence. Colonialism 

constituted a socio-political framework characterised by the exploitation and infliction of 

brutality upon the colonised populace, wherein the colonisers systematically deprived 

them of fundamental liberties and rights. The individuals in question were successful in 

reclaiming their rights and establishing societies that upheld their dignity because of the 

process of decolonisation. The subsequent enumeration delineates several societal 

advantages associated with the process of decolonisation. 

The process of decolonisation facilitated the revival of indigenous cultures and 

languages. The process of colonisation compelled the colonised individuals to relinquish 

their customs and traditions, thereby embracing European modes of living. 

Consequently, this led to the assimilation and homogenization of their cultural identities. 

According to Goeman (2008:28) the process of colonisation resulted in a profound 

feeling of alienation and dislocation among the colonised societies. This was primarily 

due to the deprivation of their historical, linguistic, and cultural heritage. The process of 

decolonisation facilitated the revitalisation of cultural identities, encompassing 

languages, customs, and rituals. The decolonised nations successfully engaged in the 

preservation and promotion of their cultural treasures, thereby enabling them to 

commemorate and uphold their valuable cultural heritage. 

The termination of colonial rule led to the eradication of social inequalities between the 

colonisers and the colonised populace. The process of colonisation resulted in the 

establishment of a social stratification wherein indigenous populations occupied the 

lower rungs, while the colonisers occupied the upper echelons (Wolfe, 2006:388). 

Furthermore, the process of colonisation resulted in the establishment of a society 

characterised by racial segregation, wherein individuals were categorised into distinct 

groups based on the pigmentation of their skin. The process of decolonisation led to the 

dismantling of existing social hierarchies, paving the way for the emergence of novel 
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social connections founded on principles of mutual respect and egalitarianism. This 

development facilitated the establishment of civilizations that prioritised citizenship over 

racial or ethnic affiliation. 

Decolonisation made it possible for the displaced inhabitants to return. Millions of 

people were compelled to abandon their ancestral countries and migrate to other places 

because of colonization Spickard (Beltrán & Hooton, 2022:11). These individuals were 

given the chance by decolonisation to go back to their homes, regain their belongings, 

and start over again. This strengthened the communities who had been resettled sense 

of identity and connection to their ancestry. 

3.6.3 Economic Advantages of Decolonisation 

 

Decolonisation's economic effects are crucial because they affect post-colonial 

governments' chances of becoming self-sufficient and economically sustainable. 

Resources were exploited because of colonisation, and the colonisers took the riches of 

the colonies and sent it back to their own countries. Decolonisation gave post-colonial 

states the chance to counteract these tendencies and use their resources for economic 

growth. These are the financial benefits of decolonisation. 

The process of decolonisation facilitated the establishment of systems for ownership 

and management of resources. Glenn (2015:52) posits that colonisation engendered a 

socio-economic framework wherein the indigenous populace assumed the role of 

labourers for the colonisers, who maintained control over the available resources. 

Decolonisation facilitated the restoration of local inhabitants' ownership and control over 

their resources, thereby empowering them to utilise said resources for the purpose of 

economic advancement. 

The process of decolonisation played a pivotal role in fostering the expansion of 

regional enterprises. Colonial establishments were primarily established with the 

objective of producing essential commodities to cater to the economic requirements of 

European nations. According to Stokes (2017:506) the process of decolonisation 

afforded post-colonial regimes an opportunity to foster economic diversification through 
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the promotion of domestic sectors capable of generating employment and financial 

resources for their respective populations. This development facilitated the nations' 

ability to independently produce essential goods and services, thereby diminishing their 

dependence on colonial trade networks. 

The process of decolonisation facilitated the emergence of new markets. Colonial 

endeavours were predominantly driven by the objective of providing raw materials to the 

industrial centres of the colonising nations, often without due regard for the dynamics of 

local markets. According to Copelovitch & Ohls (2012:81) the process of decolonisation 

created a favourable environment for the emergence of fresh markets and facilitated 

equitable trade between post-colonial governments and other nations. Consequently, 

the diversification of the countries' export bases led to an augmentation in earnings, 

foreign exchange, and overall economic growth. 

3.6.4 Cultural Advantages of Decolonisation  

 

The cultural ramifications of decolonisation are of paramount importance as they 

significantly influence the prospects of post-colonial nations in establishing unique 

cultural identities. The process of colonisation engendered a culture of dominance 

whereby the colonisers imposed their own cultural norms upon the colonised populace, 

effectively eradicating their indigenous culture and traditional practices. The cessation of 

colonial rule presented indigenous communities with an opportunity to engage in 

cultural revitalisation, commemoration, and conservation. The subsequent advantages 

of decolonisation for culture are as follows. 

The process of decolonisation led to the acknowledgment and validation of the distinct 

identity and cultural heritage of the colonised population. The process of colonisation 

resulted in the establishment of a cultural dynamic characterised by subordination, 

wherein the colonised individuals were coerced into relinquishing their own identities 

and cultural practices in favour of adopting those of the colonisers (Marc, 2001:84). The 

process of decolonisation afforded colonised populations the opportunity to reclaim their 

inherent sense of pride, respect, and dignity, thereby empowering them to assert their 

agency and resist the imposition of foreign cultural values. 
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The process of decolonisation facilitated the resurgence of cultural diversity. The 

imposition of European cultural norms by colonisers led to the homogenisation of 

society, resulting in the suppression of regional cultural expressions. According to Thong 

(2016:8-9) the process of Decolonisation facilitated the resurgence of cultural diversity, 

enabling nations to acknowledge and promote local customs, traditions, and practices. 

3.7 Disadvantages  

 

In light of the systemic injustices perpetuated by colonial governance, the process of 

decolonisation has been widely regarded as imperative and morally justified. 

Colonialism, as a political and economic system, was characterised by the usurpation of 

indigenous power and resources, the imposition of foreign institutions, norms, and 

values, and the subjugation of colonised populations. Hence, the process of 

decolonisation was perceived as a means to redress these disparities, validate cultural 

identity, and attain self-governance and economic autonomy. The process of 

decolonisation yields various benefits in the realms of politics, economics, society, and 

culture; however, it is not without its limitations. This essay examines the negative 

consequences associated with the process of decolonisation, specifically focusing on 

the social unrest, political and economic instability, and challenges in development that 

arise as a result. 

3.7.1 Political Instability  

One of the most significant drawbacks associated with decolonisation is the emergence 

of political instability. According to Johnson (2016:2) the post-colonial period is often 

characterised by power struggles among different factions competing for authority over 

newly independent states, leading to violent conflicts and warfare. The instability arises 

as a consequence of specific communities experiencing political and economic 

marginalisation either during the decolonisation process or in the immediate aftermath 

of colonial rule. After the process of decolonisation, there are various factors that can 

contribute to political instability. 

 The legacies of colonialism may potentially give rise to political instability. When the 

existing institutional structures are inadequate or insufficient to meet the needs of a 
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newly formed nation, the assumption of power by emerging elites can potentially lead to 

political instability. For example, Van de Walle (2018:1057) discovered that newly 

independent African republics face institutional obstacles that hinder the establishment 

of effective governance. Colonial administrations often provided limited opportunities for 

local involvement in the governance of their territories. The concentration of power in 

the central government of the newly established African states was heightened as a 

result of the political systems inherited from colonial powers. The exacerbation of this 

issue can be attributed to the historical marginalisation of indigenous or minority 

populations, as the emerging power elites often prioritise the advancement of their own 

ethnic group's interests while simultaneously solidifying their own positions of authority. 

According to Duncan (2007:713) Political instability often arises due to the inherent 

challenge of attaining mutually beneficial political agreements that align with the 

interests of divergent factions. 

3.7.2 Economic Instability  

The process of decolonisation is not without its drawbacks, particularly in relation to the 

economy. The occurrence of economic instability following independence from colonial 

authority is often attributed to the questionable economics underlying anti-colonial 

uprisings and a limited degree of economic diversification (De Long, 2015:944). The 

aforementioned instability is often characterised by the incapacity to sustain economic 

growth and unwarranted government intervention in the economy. There exist various 

factors contributing to the economic instability experienced by former colonies. 

 The matter of economic liberalisation presents a significant impediment to the process 

of decolonisation. Advocates of decolonisation advocated for the establishment of 

nationalised enterprises in order to foster economic autonomy, as they perceived 

capitalism as a significant instrument of colonial exploitation. The recurring financial 

crises in these nations can be attributed to their economies' lack of diversification, which 

is a consequence of their overreliance on oil, minerals, or other primary products due to 

state control over resources. The examination of nations that have implemented state-

led economic restructuring, such as Venezuela, the former Soviet Union republics, Iraq, 

Bolivia, and other comparable countries, offers valuable insights into the process by 
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which the state can be transformed into a commodity. This transformation occurs when 

a select group of individuals assumes control over state institutions and utilises the 

available resources solely for their own personal gain (C.F. O'Donovan, 2020). 

The persistent presence of the former colonisers constitutes a significant factor that 

contributes to economic instability during the post-decolonisation period. Despite the 

intended objective of decolonisation to entail the relinquishment of political authority 

from colonisers to indigenous populations, it is noteworthy that a significant proportion 

of industries, mining operations, and plantations remained under the ownership and 

control of former colonisers. In many instances, the resultant decline in employment 

opportunities and the dearth of investment capital give rise to adverse economic growth, 

persistent balance of payment challenges, and inflationary tendencies. According to 

Jackson et al. (2020:4) the allocation of economic assistance to postcolonial states is 

often portrayed as a long-term remedy for their economic challenges. However, this aid 

is frequently contingent upon unrealistic conditions rooted in the neo-liberal economic 

paradigm, which disregards the underlying structural issues contributing to the 

persistent underdevelopment of these economies. 

3.7.3 Social Unrest  

 

 Social unrest represents an additional adverse consequence of the decolonisation 

process, contributing to further areas of disadvantage. The presence of racial, ethnic, 

and religious disparities stemming from colonialism often undergo exacerbation during 

the process of decolonisation. The animosity harboured by the colonised population 

towards their former colonial powers contributes to a climate characterised by instability 

and unpredictability, which in turn serves as a catalyst for acts of violence. The 

decolonisation processes have been characterised by the emergence of racial 

polarisation, religious conflicts, and ethnic conflicts. Blunt & Wills (2010:882) argue that 

the benefits of colonialism have been deliberately integrated into the constitutions, 

institutions, and political frameworks of the colonised nations. However, the enduring 

effects of colonialism persist. 
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 The persistent implementation of policies based on race subsequent to achieving 

independence represents a notable drawback of the decolonisation process, particularly 

due to its contribution to social unrest. The genesis of anti-colonial sentiments and 

resistance movements can be attributed to the perceived injustice inherent in 

discriminatory policies. Nevertheless, it is often observed that these laws consistently 

impeded the individuals they were intended to protect from accessing the necessary 

resources for societal advancement. African states stand out as prominent examples of 

decolonisation failures in this context. Post-independence African states, instead of 

promoting cultural diversity, adopted monocultural policies that led to the exacerbation 

of ethnic, religious, and regional divisions (Oduro et al, 2014:363). The exacerbation of 

the issue arises from the recurrent exploitation of intricate divisions by power elites in 

order to consolidate power within their own ranks. The aforementioned situation has 

resulted in social and political instability in various African nations, namely Nigeria, the 

Democratic Republic of Congo, and Sudan. Consequently, these countries have 

experienced internal conflicts, secessionist movements, and even instances of 

genocide. 

3.7.4 Development Challenges  

 The process of decolonisation often entails challenges related to development. Marxist 

theorists place significant emphasis on the role of class dynamics and economic power 

as fundamental factors contributing to the economic exploitation of the global south by 

the North. The imperative for decolonisation arises from the pressing issue of severe 

poverty and underdevelopment experienced by the nations comprising the global south, 

which have proven to be formidable challenges to effectively mitigate. The subject of 

decolonisation, which seeks to tackle issues of economic inequality and poverty, is a 

multifaceted economic matter that poses challenges for advancement. 

 The development of institutional capacity is a crucial requirement for the process of 

decolonisation, often found to be lacking. As stated by Vuković (2012:324) post-colonial 

territories often face deficiencies in institutional structures and governance capacities, 

which hinder their ability to effectively govern and establish the necessary regulatory 

framework for fostering economic advancement. Furthermore, individuals who 
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previously occupied leadership positions and were perceived as the project's custodians 

exhibited a deficiency in the requisite knowledge and proficiency required to effectively 

administer a governing body. Consequently, the aforementioned emerging ruling 

classes often encountered difficulties in formulating necessary policies for facilitating the 

efficient functioning of urban areas, infrastructure initiatives, and even the establishment 

of effective frameworks for overseeing industrial activities. 

According to Walker (2019:227) the development issues resulting from decolonisation 

are further intensified by the divergent interests of the recently established independent 

governments. Competition among states is a prevalent phenomenon, particularly 

observed among less powerful states, thereby exacerbating the challenges associated 

with formulating regional economic strategies. The implementation of developmental 

strategies is often hindered by political conflicts and competition among opposing 

groups, leading to instances of mutual sabotage, ineffective coalition building, and in 

some cases, armed conflicts.  

 3.8 Decolonisation and Christianity  

 

The phenomenon of colonialism and its subsequent imposition of Christianity by 

colonisers and missionaries exerted a profound influence on the livelihoods, cultural 

customs, and religious rituals of the colonised populations. The imposition of cultural 

and religious perspectives by colonisers led to the erosion of traditional values, 

customs, and beliefs within the colonised population. The enduring impact of colonial 

Christianity remains significant in the post-colonial era, akin to the enduring legal, 

political, and economic ramifications of colonialism. The theological endeavour of 

decolonising Christianity is widely regarded as essential, aiming to dismantle the 

imperialistic mechanisms inherent within the institution. This study examines the 

importance of decolonisation within the context of Christianity, the importance of 

acknowledging non-Western traditions, the need to prioritise voices that have 

historically been marginalised by the Western Church, and the necessity of a 

theologically grounded decolonisation movement. This study examines the importance 

of decolonisation within the context of Christianity, emphasising the recognition of non-
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Western traditions and the need to prioritise the voices that have historically been 

marginalised by the Western Church. Furthermore, it underscores the necessity for a 

decolonisation movement that is grounded in theological principles. 

3.8.1 The Critique of Western Christian Imperialism  

 

The phenomenon of colonialism, coupled with the coerced adoption of Christianity by 

both conquerors and missionaries, exerted a significant influence on the livelihoods, 

cultural customs, and spiritual rituals of the indigenous populations under colonial rule 

(Sanneh, 2015:33). The imposition of cultural and religious beliefs by the colonisers 

resulted in the erosion of traditional values, customs, and beliefs among the colonised 

population. Similar to the profound impact of colonialism on social, cultural, and political 

aspects, the enduring influence of colonial Christianity continues to be strongly 

experienced in the post-colonial era. The theological pursuit of decolonising Christianity 

is widely regarded as a crucial endeavour aimed at dismantling the imperialistic 

mechanisms inherent within the institution. 

 A notable critique of Christianity pertains to its imposition upon non-Christian 

civilisations. The perception of Christianity in Africa and Asia often involved a process of 

'othering', whereby it was commonly regarded as inferior to the supposedly 'superior' 

European Christian faith in terms of cultural attributes. According to Okeke (2022:62) 

the syncretic nature of Christian religious practices observed in these continents 

hindered its recognition as an authentic manifestation of Christianity. This perspective 

fostered the notion of a prevalent Christian orthodoxy throughout Europe. The issue of 

Christian imperialism had particularly adverse effects on the African continent. The 

colonial enterprise facilitated the introduction of Christianity to the African continent, and 

the subsequent influence of Western imperialism has significantly shaped its 

subsequent trajectory, often disregarding the unique African context. The current state 

of affairs has led Africans to experience a deep sense of alienation and disappointment 

towards Christianity. 

 According to Nath & Phil (2015:84) Christianity was regarded as a mechanism for 

exerting political and social influence. The primary objective of Christianity during the 
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early church era was to establish unity among traditions that were perceived as 

barbarous or culturally inferior, rather than to advocate for liberating principles or the 

emancipation of individuals. The imposition of Christianity led to the erosion of 

traditional spiritual practices and cultural identity. African scholars such as John Mbiti 

and Kwame Bediako have argued that the Western Church failed to establish 

meaningful connections with the cultural values and traditions of African communities. 

Instead, it imposed European Christian doctrines upon them (Mbiti 1991). The process 

of decolonising Christianity necessitates the recognition and appreciation of the cultural 

importance and spiritual practices found within non-Western societies. 

3.8.2 Affirming Non-Western Traditions  

 

The decolonisation of Christianity necessitates a reimagining of Christian worship and 

faith by incorporating non-Western Christian traditions (Ngong, 2017:256). Christians 

hailing from non-Western cultures argue that traditional Christian doctrine and practises 

are fundamentally centred around European perspectives. Non-Western cultures 

encounter difficulties in establishing a connection with Western Christianity due to 

disparities in language, music, and imagery employed within the religious context. 

Consequently, perspectives held by non-Western Christian communities are 

systematically marginalised, prioritising those espoused by European Christians. The 

suitability of indigenous spiritual practices has emerged as a significant element within 

this strategy. The marginalisation of indigenous spiritual practices has ensued from 

perceiving the gospel as being antithetical to these practices. Consequently, the voice 

and influence of the local church were effectively stifled. Prominent scholars such as 

John Mbiti and Kwame Bediako demonstrated a strong commitment to the promotion of 

an indigenous Christian faith that actively engaged with the perspectives and 

experiences of the local believers. This worship style demonstrates an acknowledgment 

of the significance attributed to African traditions of worship, particularly in relation to 

music and dancing. The potential for Christianity to expand its influence in Africa could 

be enhanced through the acknowledgment and appreciation of the intrinsic worth of 

traditional African customs. 
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3.8.3 Centering Marginalised Voices  

 

 The imperative to amplify the voices that have been historically marginalised by the 

Western Church, particularly those belonging to women and minority groups, constitutes 

an essential element of the process of decolonisation. Baffoe et al. (2014:13). 

Historically, the Western Church has exhibited a prevailing emphasis on male 

leadership, resulting in women occupying subordinate roles within Christian leadership 

structures. The correlation between Western imperialism and the marginalisation of 

minority communities is evident, as the tendency to overlook or deny the negative 

aspects of history perpetuates this phenomenon. Christian communities in developing 

countries often grapple with a multitude of complex economic, social, political, and 

cultural challenges. These collectives often experience a sense of powerlessness and 

desolation due to their vulnerability to oppressive governing bodies. Religious 

institutions have played a crucial role in promoting the requisite catalyst for change in 

such circumstances through the provision of hope. To foster a climate of engagement 

and empowerment, a decolonised form of Christianity ought to reinstate the agency of 

marginalised individuals within the framework of decision-making. 

3.8.4 A Theological Liberating Christian faith  

The significance of decolonisation is fundamentally rooted in the imperative of achieving 

a theologically emancipatory Christian faith, as argued by (Niemandt 2017:211). 

Theologies represent unique cultural inheritances that are disseminated within specific 

contexts and possess a discernible cultural inclination. The cultural background of 

individuals can potentially impose limitations on the expression of Christian beliefs 

within specific cultural contexts, thereby posing a risk to the theological narratives 

constructed within these contexts. The concept of decolonised Christianity 

encompasses a diverse range of theological perspectives and religious observances. 

The concept of a universal Christian orthodoxy has endured within Western Christianity, 

whereby individuals who deviate from this established norm are often stigmatised as 

being "unChristian." The utilisation of a colonialist mindset has often been employed as 

a tool of oppression and violence, as it systematically marginalises religious narratives 
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originating from non-Western cultures. Hence, the process of decolonisation calls for a 

reevaluation of liberation theology, taking into account the diverse manifestations of 

oppression experienced by individuals from different cultural backgrounds. 

3.9. Decolonisation of the Reformed Church in RCSA 

 

 The significance of the decolonisation process within the RCSA lies in its examination 

of the historical impact of colonialism on the church and the subsequent implications for 

its future trajectory. The influence of colonialism and the subsequent process of 

decolonisation in Africa have exerted a significant and far-reaching effect on Reformed 

Churches, resulting in profound implications for both the Church and society at large. 

The process of decolonisation is comprehensive and seeks to address various aspects 

of the RCSA's way of life, encompassing cultural, economic, political, and social 

dimensions. This study aims to examine the significance of decolonisation within the 

Southern African Reformed Churches, with a focus on the academic discourse 

surrounding this topic. Additionally, a comprehensive list of sources will be provided to 

support the research findings. 

Decolonisation refers to the systematic and deliberate process of liberating a colony 

from the dominion and influence of a foreign power, which can be achieved through 

either nonviolent means or a transformative and potentially violent course of action. The 

decolonisation movement advocates the establishment of impartial political institutions 

that aim to reform society and enhance the overall welfare of all citizens. This objective 

extends beyond the mere attainment of independence or self-governance. 

Decolonisation encompasses the eradication of political, economic, and cultural 

frameworks that have been imposed by colonial powers, with particular emphasis on 

dismantling structures that perpetuate racial and socioeconomic disparities. According 

to Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2015:487) this discourse pertains to the continuous process of 

altering political, social, and economic structures, ultimately leading to a society that is 

less dependent on colonial ideologies and paradigms. Reformed churches have a long 

history of involvement in colonialism, which has shaped how they make decisions, run 

their governments, and practise law.  
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The Church's cooperation with political entities exerted a substantial influence on the 

phenomenon of colonialism. The Church's involvement in colonialism can be 

understood as a means to maintain its power, wealth, and significance. The Church was 

perceived as a supportive entity in promoting the imposition of colonial values and 

facilitating the expansion of colonial rule over indigenous lands and populations. Due to 

this enduring historical connection, the Church's legacy within RCSA remains 

entrenched, impeding its capacity for autonomous operation. The objectives of 

Decolonisation, as outlined by Cilliers (2015:56) encompass the redefinition of this 

cultural legacy and the restoration of the Church's position within the RCSA community.  

Decolonisation is a cognitive and purposeful procedure that involves the ongoing 

deconstruction and reconstruction of institutions, systems, and their interconnections 

both internally and within society (Sakupapa, 2018:407). 

3.9.1 Reclaiming Cultural Identity  

The process of colonialism in Africa was characterised by its oppressive nature, as it 

sought to suppress African history and identity, thereby fostering a distorted perception 

of cultural superiority. Considering the significant impact of cultural identification on 

individuals' behaviour and worldview, it remains imperative to acknowledge the pivotal 

role of African cultural identity in the process of decolonisation. The Church made a 

substantial impact on the redefinition of African cultural identity by emphasising the 

superiority of Western culture over African traditions within the context of the RCSA. 

This was done as an effort to address the consequences of colonialism and assert 

agency through the pursuit of development objectives. Consequently, decolonisation 

holds significance in this context.  

3.9.2 Reforming Theological Education  

The theological education within the RCSA has been significantly shaped by the 

enduring legacy of imperialism, resulting in a theological perspective that is biased 

towards the African context. The process of decolonisation within the realm of religious 

instruction entails a critical reassessment of African heritage and indigenous belief 

systems. This evaluation advocates the reformation of the dogma pedagogy in order to 

establish a novel doctrine that accurately represents the African presence, identity, and 
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reality. Hence, the significance of decolonisation in RCSA aims to adapt doctrinal 

teachings to the African context and eliminate the narratives that uphold the enduring 

influence of imperialism in doctrinal instruction (Cilliers, 2015:51-52). 

3.9.3 Redressing Social Injustices  

 

The RCSA has been significantly influenced by the propagation of social injustice 

through imperialism. Consequently, the process of decolonisation aims to rectify these 

injustices and establish a fair and equitable societal framework. The church has been 

recognised for its role in perpetuating and disseminating social inequity, particularly 

within segregated and economically disadvantaged communities. The objective of 

decolonisation in the RCSA is to address social inequities, encompassing the 

rectification of historical injustices that have marginalised specific societies, including 

women. The processess of decolonisation is of utmost importance in dismantling 

barriers and promoting social integration within the context of the RCSA. 

3.9.4 Reorienting Economic Development 

According to Michalopoulos & Papaioannou (2020:7) the concept of economic growth in 

different regions of Southern Africa has often been shaped by colonial ideologies, 

resulting in the perpetuation of underdevelopment and economic underperformance. 

The objective of decolonisation is to redirect economic development in the RCSA 

towards sustainable and equitable outcomes by adopting African-centered growth 

strategies. The significance of decolonisation within Southern African Reformed 

Churches lies in the cultivation of economic frameworks that foster autonomy and self-

sufficiency, thereby liberating Africans from subjugation and bestowing upon them the 

ability to exercise economic self-determination. 

3.10. Decolonisation of the Church Polity in Reformed Churches  

 

  It is imperative to adhere to specific principles within the ecclesiastical domain, while 

concurrently interpreting and elucidating them within the framework of the South African 

milieu, taking into account the prevailing challenges encountered by the church in the 
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present era. The necessity of a purpose-driven and growth-oriented nature of church 

law is evident. Given that it does not derive from the biblical scriptures or the legal 

codes of the ancient Medes and Persians (refer to the Book of Daniel, chapter 6). 

Church orders are authored by individuals with the intention of promoting the progress 

of the church, rather than causing its demise.  Vorster (1999: 148) affirms this concept 

in Articles 86 of Reformed church order:  

These Articles, relating to the lawful Order of the Churches, have been so drafted and 

adopted by common convent that they, if the profit of the Churches demands otherwise, 

may and ought to be altered, augmented, or diminished. However, no particular 

Congregation, Classis, or Synod shall be at liberty to do so, but they shall show all 

diligence in observing them until it be otherwise ordained by the General Synod. 

  The researcher suggests that the RCSA consider the appointment of Deputies to 

review certain articles while considering the challenges and issues faced, as well as the 

contextual and circumstantial factors currently encountered by the synods. To ensure 

the efficient management of our religious institutions, it is crucial to adopt methodologies 

that promote the expansion of congregations and maintain the ethical standards of the 

church. 

The imperative to decolonise the polity of the RCSA necessitates a critical examination 

of the colonial legacy embedded within the church's governance structures. The 

historical period of colonisation, which played a significant role in shaping the political 

framework of RCSA, has resulted in enduring political, social, and economic limitations 

that continue to influence the Church's governance and leadership in the present day. 

The perpetuation of racial and social disparities was facilitated by the organisational 

framework of the Church, which was established with the intention of furthering colonial 

aims. The objective of decolonisation is to enhance democratic processes and establish 

frameworks that promote social equity and justice by implementing structural 

modifications within the church. 

3.10.1 The Decolonisation of the in Reformed Churches in Southern Africa 
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 The process of decolonising the polity entails implementing mechanisms that enhance 

efficient governance, prioritising the interests of African populations, and rectifying 

structural inadequacies that perpetuate colonialism. RCSA aims to enhance its 

governance framework with the objective of addressing the requirements and 

aspirations of individuals from the African continent effectively. The imperative for the 

Church to undergo a transformation in its governance and leadership structures is 

rooted in the need to move away from colonial origins towards a more contemporary 

and adaptable framework that aligns with Africa's evolving trajectory. The significance of 

decolonisation for the Reformed Churches in Southern Africa lies in its endorsement of 

a governance system that is characterised by democracy, efficacy, and adaptability to 

the present and future needs of the African populace (Van Wyngaard, 2020:1). 

 To achieve a comprehensive implementation of decolonisation within the RCSA polity, it 

is imperative to reassess the institutional and governance frameworks that perpetuate 

the remnants of colonialism. Additionally, efforts should be made to mitigate the impact 

of colonisation on the Church's polity and consider the challenges faced by its 

leadership in establishing a more introspective system of governance. Within the 

context of the Religious Colonial Structures in Africa (RCSA), the process of 

decolonisation encompasses a substantial reconfiguration of the Church's 

administrative structure, achieved through the implementation of democratic 

mechanisms that aim to empower Africans with increased control and decision-making 

authority. For the Church to embrace local ownership and participation, it is imperative 

to reassess its association with political authority and undertake the decolonisation of its 

theological framework, governing structures, and leadership paradigms. De Gruchy 

(2015:46) is a reference to a specific source in an academic context. 

3.11 Relevance of Decolonisation in the Polity in Reformed Churches in Southern 

Africa  

 

The significance of decolonisation within the polity of the Southern African Reformed 

Churches lies in its examination of the Church's historical complicity in colonialism, as 

well as its endeavour to establish more democratic frameworks that promote social 
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equity, justice, and transparency. Within the governance structure of the Church's RCSA 

the significance of decolonisation remains pertinent due to the following justifications. 

3.11.1 Promoting Democracy 

 

The governance structures of the Reformed Churches in Southern Africa have 

undergone substantial influence from colonialism, resulting in a concentration of power 

among a limited number of individuals. These forms of government that are 

characterised by lower levels of democracy persistently perpetuate the marginalisation 

and exclusion of African populations. The process of decolonisation aims to establish 

democratic frameworks that promote greater inclusivity in member representation and 

facilitate equitable decision-making. The process entails the establishment of 

hierarchies that align with the aspirations and requirements of the African populace, 

while also ensuring the inclusion of all church members in decision-making processes. 

Decolonisation holds significant importance within the Reformed Churches of Southern 

Africa as it seeks to promote the advancement of democratic processes that are 

inclusive, equitable, and just. 

3.11.2 Inclusive Leadership 

The historical trajectory of leadership within the RCSA has consistently exhibited a 

pattern of significant marginalisation and a notable absence of diversity. The 

organisational framework of the leadership was intentionally devised to promote the 

objectives of the colonial elite. In order to foster inclusivity and promote the involvement 

of diverse perspectives, it is imperative to consider making modifications to the 

governance system of the Church, thereby ensuring that leadership is accessible to a 

wider range of individuals. In order to facilitate the process of decolonisation, it is 

imperative to have leadership that is representative of the diverse African context, while 

also ensuring adequate participation in decision-making processes. The objective of 

decolonisation within the realm of church governance is to establish institutional 

frameworks that empower Africans with leadership authority, while also facilitating the 

inclusion of marginalised communities in the decision-making process. In order to foster 
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inclusivity in leadership, representation, and participation, it is imperative to undertake 

reforms within RCSA.  

3.11.3 Improving Efficiency  

The imperative to decolonise the polity within Southern African Reformed Churches 

necessitates the reconfiguration of the church hierarchy in order to enhance its efficacy, 

efficiency, and accountability. Democratic governance practices are known to facilitate 

progress, enhance accountability, and enable the exercise of informed decision-making. 

The significance of decolonisation in the context of the Regional Comprehensive Socio-

economic Agreement (RCSA) lies in its ability to facilitate the establishment of 

governance structures that are efficient, appropriate for their intended objectives, and 

capable of promoting socioeconomic progress. In order to facilitate the optimal 

utilisation of resources and promote socio-economic development within the African 

context, it is imperative to modernise the Church's outdated and inefficient governance 

frameworks. Consequently, it is imperative to consistently evaluate and restructure the 

Church polity in order to align with contemporary circumstances and promote efficiency.  

3.11.4 Creating Social Justice  

The enduring impact of colonialism is evident in the persistence of social injustice, 

which has deeply penetrated various aspects of society and ecclesiastical governance. 

The primary objectives of the RCSA's decolonisation of the political system encompass 

the mitigation of social inequality and the establishment of democratic mechanisms that 

foster social equity. Acknowledging the importance of addressing social issues, such as 

gender, in order to establish a fair and equitable society within the Church is a relevant 

consideration for church policy. The relevance of decolonisation to the polity of 

Reformed Churches in Southern Africa lies in its potential to promote social justice, 

address historical inequities, and foster inclusivity within society. 

3.12 Chapter Summary  

The chapter expounded upon the concept of "decolonisation" as a transformative 

progression in which a nation or state relinquishes its position as a protectorate or 

colony, thereby attaining autonomy and sovereign authority. The primary objective of 
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this study is to examine the historical origins of the concept of decolonisation. Previous 

research has sought to address various inquiries pertaining to the origins, significance, 

and interpretation of the concept of "Decolonisation." Through an examination of its 

historical backdrop and the multifaceted social, political, economic, and cultural factors 

that played a role in its genesis. The aforementioned theories, such as Fanon's Concept 

of decolonizing the mind (1952), Ngugi wa Thiong'o's concept of Decolonising Literature 

(1986), and Quijano's Concept of Coloniality of Power (2000), were developed with the 

aim of elucidating their respective interpretations of decolonisation. The process of 

decolonisation presents both advantages and constraints in relation to a nation's 

functioning and governance. Furthermore, scholarly investigation has identified the 

economic, political, social, and cultural ramifications that ensue within the state. This 

passage elucidates the role of the church, particularly the Dutch Reformed Church, in 

the colonisation of Southern African nations. It posits that the church served as an 

influential agent that contributed to the continuation and perpetuation of imperialism in 

Africa and other regions globally. The literature under review examines the significance 

of decolonisation and its pertinence in fostering principles of justice and equality among 

individuals within a society. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE CHARACTERISATION OF REFORMED CHURCH POLITY 

 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter aims to examine the theories put forth by Western and African theologians, 

to establish a comprehensive understanding of the concept of Reformed church polity. 

These include Prof. Spoelstra Bouke, Rev. Idzerd Van Dellen, Prof. Martin Monsma, 

Prof. Jakobus Martinus Vorster, and Prof. Herman Hanko. The researcher aims to 

develop a comprehensive theory on Reformed church government by integrating 

perspectives from Western and African theologians. This approach seeks to achieve a 

balanced framework that effectively elucidates the subject matter, aligning with Western 

tradition while taking account of the unique African setting. The current chapter is 

organised in the following manner: 

The researcher will initially address the rationale behind selecting these specific 

theologians. Subsequently, the researcher will delve into the elucidation of Reformed 

church polity. Following this, an examination will be conducted to ascertain the value 

and significance of the Reformed church's polity. Last, the researcher will conclude by 

evaluating the theories proposed by the theologians and endeavouring to provide a 

concise definition of Reformed church polity, if feasible. Taking into consideration the 

aforementioned factors, the researcher holds the belief that the objectives outlined in 

this chapter can be successfully accomplished. 

4.1.1.  Prof. Spoelstra Bouke 

 

Professor Spoelstra Bouke is a highly esteemed scholar in the disciplines of religious 

studies and theology. The individual in question has devoted his entire life to the 

scholarly investigation and comprehension of the Reformed Church, a distinct 

denomination within the broader context of Protestant Christianity. Throughout his 

career, Professor Bouke has made noteworthy contributions to the field of Reformed 

Church studies and its societal implications. 
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The emergence of the Reformed Church, sometimes referred to as the Calvinist 

Church, took place in the 16th century as a result of the Protestant Reformation (Picken, 

2012:7). The establishment of the Roman Catholic Church was attributed to John 

Calvin, a prominent French theologian, who embarked on a mission to bring about 

reformation inside the institution (Picken, 2012:8). The foundational tenets of the 

Reformed Church are derived from the theological doctrines espoused by John Calvin 

and his exegetical understanding of the Scriptures. Professor Bouke has conducted 

comprehensive research on the theological and historical dimensions of the Reformed 

Church. The primary area of inquiry in his research centres around comprehending the 

doctrines and beliefs of this denomination, with their impact on religious and societal 

shifts. 

The Reformed Church places significant importance on the concept of predestination, 

which is the idea that God has predetermined specific individuals for salvation 

(McCleary, 2007:53). Professor Bouke has conducted an analysis of the theological 

issues associated with this theory and its influence on the Reformed Church's 

perspective on the concepts of God's sovereignty and human accountability. 

Additionally, McCleary (2007) investigates the influence of this concept on the customs 

and conduct of individuals affiliated with the Reformed Church. 

In addition, Professor Bouke thoroughly examines the historical progression of the 

Reformed Church, meticulously following its evolution from the era of Calvin to the 

contemporary era. Spoelstra (2004) examines the various difficulties encountered by 

the Reformed Church across different historical epochs, including instances of political 

turmoil, wars, and disagreements. Professor Bouke's research provides insight into the 

ways in which the Reformed Church has undergone adaptations in response to evolving 

societal and cultural circumstances (Spoelstra, 2004:272). 

Professor Bouke is actively engaged in the Reformed Church community, alongside his 

scholarly pursuits. He previously assumed the role of facilitating seminars and 

workshops, actively involving both members of the clergy and the laity in order to foster 

a constructive discourse pertaining to the theological principles and operational 

methodologies of the Reformed Church. His endeavors were directed at cultivating a 
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more profound comprehension and admiration of the extensive cultural legacy 

associated with this religious sect (Spoelstra, 1986:6). 

 

The Reformed Church has exerted a substantial influence on diverse facets of society. 

Professor Bouke's research focuses on examining the impact of the theological 

doctrines of the Reformed Church on various aspects of society, including ethics, 

education, and governance. Smylie (1996:15) examines the impact of the Reformed 

Church's emphasis on duty, accountability, and the priesthood of all Christians on 

several aspects of human existence. 

In addition, Professor Bouke conducts an analysis of the Reformed Church's 

involvement in advancing social justice and humanitarian endeavors.  The extent to 

which this religious group has actively engaged in resolving matters pertaining to 

poverty, inequality, and human rights, influenced by the Reformed doctrine that 

emphasises the inherent value and significance of all individuals (Du Plooy, 1993:163). 

Professor Bouke's scholarly endeavours involve the critical examination and questioning 

of prevailing myths and stereotypes pertaining to the Reformed Church. He underscores 

the diversity of the denomination, highlighting its global reach and the multitude of 

branches it encompasses. Du Plooy (1993:167) emphasises the significant role played 

by the Reformed Church in fostering ecumenical communication and actively 

addressing contemporary cultural and socioeconomic issues. 

4.1.1.1. Rationale behind selecting Prof. Spoelstra Bouke 

 

Professor Spoelstra Bouke holds a prominent position within the Reformed church 

owing to his substantial scholarly contributions to the field of Reformed theology. By 

virtue of his extensive research, written works, and active participation in theological 

education, he has exerted a profound and enduring influence on the comprehension 

and application of the reformed tradition. 

Prof. Bouke's significance stems from his profound knowledge and expertise in the field 

of reformed theology.  His extensive understanding of the historical progression, 
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fundamental theological tenets, and present-day concerns pertaining to the reformed 

tradition has established them as a highly regarded authority within this domain. The 

ideas and viewpoints of this individual are highly esteemed by scholars and theologians 

due to their foundation on a comprehensive comprehension of reformed thought. 

 The scholarly contributions and research conducted by Professor Bouke have 

significantly influenced the continuous progress and enhancement of reformed theology. 

The author's books have extensively examined different facets of the reformed tradition, 

encompassing its doctrines, ethics, worship, and spirituality. Additionally, Professor 

Bouke's achievements transcend the realm of academics. He has been actively 

involved in pastoral ministry, providing support and guidance to pastors and church 

leaders within the reformed church. According to Du Plooy (1993:164) his proficiency in 

effectively conveying intricate theological ideas in a comprehensible and approachable 

manner has established him as a highly sought-after educator and presenter among 

religious congregations and theological establishments. 

 The theological knowledge that Prof. Bouke demonstrates is an additional factor 

contributing to his relevance within the reformed church. In his capacity as a professor, 

he has imparted extensive instruction to a multitude of pupils, endowing them with a 

robust framework in the realm of reformed theology and adequately preparing them for 

positions of authority and responsibility within ecclesiastical contexts.  Considerable 

number of Prof. Bouke's pupils have subsequently pursued careers as pastors, 

theologians, and educators, therefore effectively expanding the impact of his teachings 

within the reformed community. 

 Professor Bouke has made significant contributions to the reformed church and has 

also played a crucial role in promoting and enabling ecumenical communication. He has 

been actively engaged in interfaith and interdenominational dialogues, with the aim of 

fostering enhanced comprehension, cooperation, and cohesion among individuals of 

diverse religious backgrounds. His active participation in these talks has played a 

significant role in bridging religious disparities and cultivating an atmosphere 

characterised by mutual respect and collaborative efforts. 
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 It is noteworthy to acknowledge that Professor Bouke's colleagues in the realm of 

reformed theology have expressed admiration and acknowledged his contributions. He 

has been the recipient of a multitude of accolades and distinctions in recognition of his 

notable accomplishments. These include the esteemed privilege of being extended 

invitations to deliver keynote presentations at prominent theological conferences and 

lectureships. These honours serve to validate the importance of his work and its 

influence on the reformed church.  

4.1.1.2. Definition of Reformed Church Polity 

Reformed Church Polity holds significant importance within the Protestant tradition, 

having undergone extensive development over the course of several centuries and 

exerting a profound influence on the organisational structures of various Christian 

groups. To have a comprehensive understanding of this distinctive ecclesiastical 

framework, it is imperative to delve into its historical roots, fundamental tenets, and the 

significant contributions of prominent academics such as Professor Bouke. 

 Firstly, gaining insight into the historical evolution of the Reformed Church Polity 

necessitates an understanding of its origins. De Gruchy (2013:26) asserts that the 

origins of these roots can be attributed to the Reformation era in 16th-century Europe, 

during which theologians such as John Calvin endeavored to bring about reform and 

reorganisation within Christian churches. The primary objective of these reformers was 

to construct a structure that placed significant emphasis on biblical authority, 

congregational autonomy, and the practise of shared leadership among pastors and 

elders. Further examination of the fundamental tenets of Reformed Church Polity serves 

to provide a more comprehensive understanding of its unique attributes. The 

fundamental principles encompass Presbyterianism, which entails the governance of 

the church by presbyters or elders, synodical decision-making through representative 

assemblies, and a strong emphasis on communal discernment achieved through 

democratic methods. This political system grants significant power to local 

congregations while also establishing ties with larger regional or national entities to 

foster mutual assistance and oversight. 
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Spoelstra (1989:21)  research has yielded significant findings regarding the evolution of 

this political system in various cultural and contextual settings. The significant and 

extensive contributions made by Professor Bouke to the comprehension and delineation 

of Reformed Church polity are of utmost importance and should not be underestimated. 

Bouke's research and analysis have had a transformative impact on the scholarly, 

theological, and practical understanding of this vital element of ecclesiastical 

government. The scholarly contributions of the individual in question have incited 

fervent discussions, questioned deeply ingrained ideologies, and expanded the limits of 

accepted knowledge within the Reformed tradition. 

 Bouke's scholarly contributions have introduced novel viewpoints to the area, resulting 

in a mixture of astonishment and revitalisation among experts due to the intricate 

insights he unveils. The author's texts exhibit a complex interplay between historical 

study, theological insights, and sociopolitical contextualisation. Instead of offering 

straightforward solutions or oversimplified explanations, Bouke acknowledges the 

significance of ambiguity in understanding the polity of the Reformed Church.  Spoelstra 

(1989:24) urges readers to engage with the complexities of the subject matter without 

yielding to the temptation of oversimplifying or reducing it. 

 Bouke's study is characterised by a steadfast dedication to employing interdisciplinary 

methodologies that surpass conventional disciplinary confines. By incorporating insights 

from a range of disciplines including history, sociology, political science, and theology, 

Bouke (2004) skilfully integrates several perspectives to shed light on the complex and 

multifarious character of Reformed Church governance. The utilisation of an 

interdisciplinary approach not only serves to deepen our comprehension, but also 

serves to underscore the interrelated nature between ecclesiastical governance and 

wider societal dynamics. Furthermore, Bouke's impact beyond the boundaries of 

academics and reaches into practical domains within Reformed communities on a 

global scale. The work of the individual in question has had a profound influence on 

members of the clergy, who are faced with the challenge of reconciling intricate power 

relations within their congregation’s while being true to their theological beliefs. Bouke's 
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sophisticated perspective has proven to be a source of solace for numerous ministers, 

offering them valuable tools for efficiently addressing internal difficulties. 

Bouke's views have also had a significant impact on ecumenical dialogues, which 

involve representatives from many denominations engaging in discussions to find areas 

of agreement regarding church governance. According to Boeke (1989:311) the author's 

focus on the democratic nature of the Reformed tradition, along with a deep 

appreciation for other theological viewpoints, has facilitated productive dialogues and 

mutual comprehension among Christians from different backgrounds. Undoubtedly, 

Bouke's scholarly contributions have significantly enhanced our comprehension of 

Reformed Church polity and persistently influence the ongoing dialogue pertaining to 

this pivotal facet of ecclesiastical governance. 

4.1.1.3. The value and significance of Reformed Church Polity 

 

According to Professor Bouke, the Reformed Church polity holds great value and 

significance due to its emphasis on the authority of Scripture, the priesthood of all 

believers, and the accountability of church leaders. The Reformed Church's polity 

places significant importance on the authority of Scripture as the primary source for faith 

and conduct (Bouke, 1989:13). According to Bouke, the prioritisation of this emphasis 

guarantees that decisions formulated within the ecclesiastical context are firmly rooted 

in biblical principles, rather than being influenced by individual preferences or societal 

fashions. Prominent scholars, including John Calvin, have extensively expounded on 

the significance of Scripture in influencing the structure and administration of the 

church. Calvin posited that the centrality of God's Word should govern all decision-

making processes within the ecclesiastical realm (Calvin, 2009:12).  

 

 In addition, the polity of the Reformed Church maintains the principle of the priesthood 

of all believers. According to Niemandt (2019:71) it may be inferred that everyone within 

the church community has a designated responsibility to fulfil in order to serve God and 

actively participate in the church's purpose and objectives. According to Roca (2022:3) 
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the implementation of an egalitarian method fosters a heightened sense of ownership 

and responsibility among members of a congregation, resulting in increased levels of 

participation and engagement in ministry. The Reformed Church's polity places 

significant emphasis on both individual involvement and responsibility among church 

leaders. Accountability plays a crucial role in upholding integrity within leadership roles 

and mitigating instances of power abuse. The examination of how Reformed churches 

establish mechanisms to ensure accountability among pastors and elders has been 

undertaken by scholars like David (Fergusson, 2011:34). According to Fergusson, these 

mechanisms play a crucial role in promoting transparency, fairness, and ethical 

behavior within individuals who hold positions of leadership. 

 Bouke emphasises the need of congregational participation in decision-making 

processes within Reformed churches as a significant aspect. The participatory paradigm 

commonly known as "Presbyterianism" involves the collective decision-making process 

by representatives of the congregation. Prominent scholars such as Donald McKim 

have thoroughly examined the advantages associated with this method, contending that 

it effectively fosters democratic principles and serves as a deterrent against the 

emergence of authoritarian tendencies inside ecclesiastical institutions (McKim 

,2023:121). In addition, the Reformed Church places significant stress on the 

significance of a meticulously organised worship service within its polity. According to 

Bouke, this emphasis guarantees that the act of worship is carried out in a manner that 

is characterised by reverence and contributes to the spiritual growth and enlightenment 

of the congregation. Prominent scholars, such Hughes Oliphant Old, have undertaken 

extensive investigations into the historical progression of Reformed liturgy and its 

consequential influence on worship customs (Old, 2004:218). According to Old, the 

utilisation of Reformed liturgical traditions offers a systematic and purposeful framework 

for engaging in collective worship, facilitating the congregation's meaningful contact with 

the divine. 

 

 The significance of Reformed Church polity lies in its emphasis on several key aspects, 

namely Scripture, the priesthood of all believers, accountability among leaders, 
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congregational participation in decision-making processes, and well-ordered worship 

services. The ideas put forth by Professor Spoelstra Bouke are in accordance with the 

viewpoints expressed by notable scholars such John Calvin, Timothy George, David 

Fergusson, John Hesselink, and Hughes Oliphant Old. The experts' comprehensive 

research and analysis offer unique insights into the significance of Reformed Church 

polity. By upholding these principles, Reformed churches can ensure that their 

governance systems are aligned with biblical principles, thereby promoting active 

engagement and accountability among their members. 

4.1.1.4. The decolonisation of Reformed Church polity  

 

 The subject of decolonising Reformed Church governance has emerged as a 

significant area of focus in contemporary discourse. Bouke has conducted thorough 

research and analysis on the ramifications of decolonisation on the structure and 

governance of the Reformed Church. An area of considerable importance that warrants 

investigation is the impact of decolonisation on the power dynamics inherent in 

Reformed Church organisations. Throughout history, European colonial powers have 

exercised dominion over churches inside their colonies, frequently imposing their own 

structures and hierarchies (Baloyi, 2016:2). Baloyi (2016:4) asserts that the 

decolonisation process endeavors to address prevailing power imbalances by calling for 

the establishment of local autonomy and self-governance within Reformed churches. 

 Moreover, an additional facet that warrants investigation pertains to the impact of 

decolonisation on theological viewpoints within the Reformed Church. The advent of 

colonialism frequently entailed the imposition of a Eurocentric understanding of 

Christianity, which resulted in the marginalisation and suppression of indigenous 

cultures and traditions (Mpofu, 2022:211). Through the adoption of decolonisation, 

Reformed churches could regain their distinct theological frameworks by integrating 

local customs and beliefs into their worship practices. Furthermore, this discourse will 

explore the significance of education in the process of decolonisation within Reformed 

churches. Throughout history, education has been utilised as a means by which 

colonisers have exerted cultural hegemony over indigenous communities. Reformed 
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churches have the potential to help to the liberation of colonial legacies through the 

promotion of inclusive educational practices that respect and acknowledge varied 

cultural backgrounds. 

4.1.2. Rev.  Idzerd Van Dellen and Prof. Martin Monsma  

 

 Reverend Idzerd Van Dellen and Professor Martin Monsma are esteemed individuals 

within the Reformed Church, known for their notable contributions to the advancement 

and expansion of this theological body. The contributions and pedagogical influence of 

these individuals have significantly shaped the theological comprehension and 

application of Reformed Christianity. The Reverend Idzerd Van Dellen was born in 1891 

in the Netherlands and subsequently travelled to the United States during his formative 

years. He assumed the role of a clergyman within the Christian Reformed Church 

(CRC) and afterwards held a position as an educator at Calvin Theological Seminary. 

Van Dellen is mostly recognised for his notable contribution in the field of theology 

through his collaborative effort with his colleague, Prof. Martin Monsma, in producing 

the renowned scholarly work titled "The Heidelberg Catechism: A Study Guide. "The 

Heidelberg Catechism: A Study Guide" is well recognised as a highly comprehensive 

resource that facilitates the comprehension of the significant Reformed statement of 

faith. The provided book offers a comprehensive examination of every query and 

corresponding response, delving into its historical backdrop, theological importance, 

and practical ramifications for contemporary adherents (Van Dellen and Monsma, 2009: 

xi). 

 Dr. Cornelius Plantinga JR, a prominent scholar and former president of Calvin 

Theological Seminary, has lauded Van Dellen's scholarly work on the Heidelberg 

Catechism. In his book titled "Engaging God's World: A Christian Vision of Faith, 

Learning, and Living," Plantinga acknowledges the invaluable role played by Van 

Dellen's study guide in facilitating a deeper comprehension of Reformed theology 

among numerous individuals. Prof. Martin Monsma, born in 1903 in Michigan, USA, 

also served as a minister in the CRC before becoming Professor at Calvin Theological 

Seminary.  
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 In his work titled "The Responsibility of the Christian in a Changing Culture," Monsma 

examines how those who identify as Christians ought to effectively manage the 

complexities of moral and ethical quandaries within a swiftly evolving global landscape. 

Monsma (1948:11) contends that those who have religious beliefs bear a duty to 

participate actively in societal matters, namely by approaching pertinent concerns such 

as social justice, human rights, and environmental stewardship through the lens of 

biblical teachings. Academic scholars, such as Dr. James Bratt, a history professor at 

Calvin College, have expressed admiration for Monsma's contributions to the field of 

Christian ethics. Bratt's scholarly work, titled "Dutch Calvinism in Modern America: A 

History of a Conservative Subculture," underscores the significant impact of Monsma on 

the development of the ethical structure inside the Reformed Church in America (RCA) 

and its involvement in wider societal matters. The Reverend Idzerd Van Dellen and 

Professor Martin Monsma have made noteworthy contributions to the Reformed Church 

by means of their scholarly endeavours focused on the Heidelberg Catechism and 

Christian ethics, respectively. The scholarly contributions have significantly enhanced 

the comprehension of theology within the context of this religious tradition, while also 

offering valuable counsel to individuals wishing to apply their religion in contemporary 

society. 

4.1.2.1. Rationale behind selecting Rev.  Idzerd Van Dellen and Prof. Martin 

Monsma  

 

In the realm of theological discussions and debates, the selection process for 

participants plays a crucial role in ensuring a well-rounded and comprehensive 

exploration of the topic at hand.  

The selection process for Reverend Idzerd Van Dellen and Professor Martin Monsma 

was not arbitrary but rather based on their expertise, scholarly achievements, and 

unique perspectives on Reformed Church Polity. Both individuals bring with them an 

extensive background in theology and possess profound knowledge in this specific area 

of study (C.F. Van Dellen & Monsma, 2009). 
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To support this assertion, several notable scholars have recognized Reverend Van 

Dellen's and Professor Monsma's scholarly contributions. For instance, renowned 

theologian Dr. Richard J. Mouw commends Reverend Van Dellen's meticulous research 

work in his book "Calvinism in America: A History of Its Origins" (2011). Similarly, Dr. 

John Bolt acknowledges Professor Monsma's comprehensive analysis of Reformed 

ecclesiology in his article "Reformed Ecclesiology: A Historical Analysis" (2008). 

To further strengthen our understanding of why these two individuals were selected for 

this discussion, this discussion will draw upon references from various books, articles, 

and academic sources that have explored their works extensively. These references will 

provide insights into their unique perspectives on Reformed Church Polity and highlight 

how their contributions have shaped contemporary discussions within theological 

circles. 

4.1.2.2. Definition of Reformed Church Polity 

 

The Reformed Church Polity, as defined by Rev. Idzerd Van Dellen and Prof. Martin 

Monsma, is a system of church government that emphasises the authority and 

autonomy of the local congregation within the broader framework of a denomination 

(Van Dellen & Monsma, 2009:14). According to their extensive research and 

scholarship, this polity is characterised by key principles such as the sovereignty of 

God, the priesthood of all believers, and the importance of Presbyterianism.  

Van Dellen & Monsma (2009) argues that at the heart of Reformed Church Polity lies 

the belief in God's sovereignty over all aspects of life, including governance within the 

church. This means that decisions regarding doctrine, worship practices, and other 

matters are ultimately subject to God's will rather than human preferences or opinions. 

This understanding fosters a sense of humility among church leaders who must submit 

themselves to divine guidance (Van Dellen & Monsma, 2009:12).  

Furthermore, Presbyterianism plays a central role within Reformed Church polity. Van 

Dellen highlights that this form of church government is characterised by an 

interconnected network of local congregations governed by elected elders who 
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collectively form regional presbyteries and synods (Zeze, 2012:54). This structure 

ensures accountability and shared decision-making across multiple levels while still 

maintaining local autonomy. 

Scholars such as Richard Muller (2017) in his book titled "Dictionary of Latin and Greek 

Theological Terms" offer further insights into the historical context and development of 

Reformed Church Polity further support Van Dellen and Monsma's definitions through 

their own research on Reformed Church Polity. Muller (2017) argues that this system 

arose out of historical circumstances during the Protestant Reformation when various 

reformers sought to establish more democratic forms of governance within their 

churches. To further substantiate these claims about Reformed Church Polity, it is 

essential to consult primary sources written by Van Dellen and Monsma themselves. 

Their book, "The Elders Handbook," provides a comprehensive analysis of this polity 

and its various components.  

On the other hand, Prof. Martin Monsma expands on Van Dellen's definition by 

highlighting additional aspects of Reformed Church Polity. He emphasises the 

importance of eldership and synodical assemblies as key components of this system. 

Elders play a crucial role in providing spiritual guidance and leadership within each 

congregation, while synodical assemblies bring together representatives from different 

churches to make collective decisions for the wider denomination (Strauss, 2013:244). 

Rev. Idzerd Van Dellen's and Prof. Martin Monsma's definitions provide comprehensive 

explanations of Reformed Church Polity by highlighting its core principles such as 

biblical authority, congregational participation, eldership roles, and synodical decision-

making processes. These definitions contribute to a deeper understanding of how this 

unique form of church governance operates within Reformed denominations. 

4.1.2.3. The value and significance of Reformed Church Polity 

 

Reformed Church polity is a system of governance that plays a crucial role in shaping 

the structure, function, and decision-making processes within Reformed churches. The 
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value and significance of this polity are discussed extensively by Rev. Idzerd Van Dellen 

and Prof. Martin Monsma in their acclaimed work, "The Church Order Commentary."  

Van Dellen & Monsma (2009,14) argue that Reformed Church polity holds immense 

value as it provides a biblical framework for organising and governing the church. They 

assert that this system is rooted in the principles found in Scripture, particularly 

emphasising the priesthood of all believers, accountability to God's Word, and 

congregational participation. By adhering to these principles, Reformed churches create 

an environment conducive to spiritual growth, communal worship, and effective ministry. 

Furthermore, the Reformed Church polity ensures that power is distributed among 

multiple levels of authority – consistories or elderships – rather than being concentrated 

in one individual or group (Ekitala, 2018:7). This decentralisation promotes checks and 

balances within the church community while safeguarding against potential abuses of 

power. Additionally, it encourages collaboration among members with diverse gifts and 

perspectives. 

In discussing the relevance of Reformed Church polity in modern society, this section 

will examine its implications for democratic governance within religious institutions. It will 

also explore how this system fosters transparency, accountability, and active 

participation among church members. Moreover, it will analyse how Reformed Church 

polity can adapt to contemporary challenges such as technological advancements and 

changing societal norms. The relevance of Reformed Church polity in modern society 

cannot be overstated. According to Van Dellen & Monsma (2009: viii) Church polity 

offers a valuable framework for organising and governing the church in a way that aligns 

with biblical principles and promotes effective leadership.   

Another significant aspect of Reformed Church polity is its commitment to democratic 

decision-making processes (Baloyi, 2016:4). The involvement of all members in major 

decisions through representative bodies such as consistories or synods ensures that no 

single individual or group holds undue power or authority. This system not only 

safeguards against potential abuses but also encourages accountability and 

transparency within the church. In an era marked by calls for greater inclusivity and 

participatory governance, these principles resonate strongly with modern society. 
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Furthermore, Van Wyk (2017:1) posits that Reformed Church polity highlights the 

importance of qualified leadership within congregations. While recognising the essential 

role played by ministers or pastors, it also emphasises shared responsibility among 

elders and deacons who collaborate with them to guide the community spiritually and 

practically. By promoting a team-based approach to leadership, this model fosters 

collaboration, diversity of perspectives, and collective decision-making – qualities that 

are increasingly valued in contemporary organisations. 

Moreover, Reformed Church polity prioritises biblical fidelity as an essential criterion for 

evaluating doctrines and practices within the church (Whitehead & Whitehead, 

1995:24). This emphasis on scriptural authority provides a solid foundation for 

theological reflection while allowing for ongoing adaptation to changing cultural contexts 

without compromising core beliefs. In a rapidly evolving society where new challenges 

and ethical dilemmas arise, this commitment to biblical principles offers a stable moral 

compass for individuals seeking guidance. 

Overall, Rev. Idzerd Van Dellen's and Prof. Martin Monsma's insights on Reformed 

Church Polity shed light on its enduring significance in modern society. Their analysis 

serves as a reminder that this system not only offers practical solutions to contemporary 

challenges but also upholds fundamental values such as democracy, accountability, 

transparency, inclusivity, and diversity within religious institutions. 

4.1.2.4. The decolonisation of Reformed Church polity  

The decolonisation of church polity is a significant aspect of the broader process of 

decolonisation that has taken place in various spheres of society. It involves the 

dismantling of structures, practices, and ideologies rooted in colonialism and the 

establishment of a more inclusive and equitable system. 

Rev. Idzerd Van Dellen and Prof. Martin Monsma have extensively studied the impact of 

decolonisation on church polity within the context of Reformed Christianity. Their 

research delves into how colonial powers influenced the development and governance 

structures of churches, particularly those with a Reformed tradition (Van Dellen & 

Monsma, 2009: vii). 
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One subtopic to be explored is the influence of colonial powers on church governance 

structures. Colonial powers often imposed their own hierarchical models on indigenous 

churches, resulting in a top-down approach that marginalised local leadership and 

stifled indigenous voices. Another subtopic to be examined is how decolonisation has 

led to a re-evaluation and revisioning of power dynamics within church communities. 

The decolonisation of Reformed Church polity has had a profound impact on the way 

churches operate and govern themselves. Rev. Idzerd Van Dellen and Prof. Martin 

Monsma, in their seminal work "The Church Order Commentary," provide valuable 

insights into this transformation.  

One significant aspect of decolonisation is the shift from a top-down power structure to 

a more participatory model (Dreyer, 2017:3). In colonial times, church polity often 

mirrored the authoritarian systems imposed by colonial powers. However, as countries 

gained independence, there was a growing demand for self-governance within religious 

institutions as well. This led to changes in church polity that sought to include diverse 

voices and perspectives in decision-making processes. 

Borgdorff (2008:7) highlight how decolonisation prompted churches to revisit their 

ecclesiastical structures and adapt them to local contexts. This involved revising 

existing church orders or developing new ones that reflected the aspirations of post-

colonial societies. For instance, in Africa, where many countries experienced 

decolonisation movements, churches began incorporating indigenous customs and 

traditions into their governance systems. 

 

The decolonisation of Reformed Church polity has led to significant transformations 

within religious institutions worldwide. Rev. Idzerd Van Dellen and Prof. Martin 

Monsma's (1967) research sheds light on these changes by highlighting the shift 

towards more inclusive and participatory decision-making processes, the adaptation of 

church structures to local contexts, the assertion of autonomy from state authorities, 

and a redefined mission that prioritises justice and equality. These insights contribute to 

our understanding of how decolonisation has shaped church polity and provide valuable 

guidance for future developments in this field. 
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4.1.3. Prof. Jakobus Martinus Vorster 

 

 Professor Jakobus Martinus Vorster is a highly esteemed individual within the 

Reformed Church, recognised for his substantial contributions to the discipline. The 

scholarly contributions of this individual have significantly impacted the comprehension 

of the Reformed Church, as well as exerted a profound influence on researchers and 

theologians on a global scale. Professor Vorster has made significant contributions to 

the Reformed Church through different avenues, such as his theological writings, 

academic research, and leadership positions within the church. The scholarly work 

conducted by Professor Vorster in the field of ecclesiology has significantly enhanced 

our comprehension of the inherent characteristics and organisational framework of 

church governance. The author's publication titled "Ecclesiology: A Reformed 

Perspective" delves into fundamental notions encompassing church unity, sacraments, 

and ministry, all examined through the lens of Reformed ideology. The theological 

community has held this work in high esteem, since it serves as a valuable resource for 

theologians who wish to enhance their understanding of ecclesiology within the 

framework of Reformed theology (Vorster, 2015:4). 

 Professor Vorster has demonstrated his ability to apply his theological insights in 

practical settings through his leadership positions within the Reformed Church, in 

addition to his scholarly writings. With active involvement in multiple synods and 

committees, the individual has had a significant role in influencing church policy 

pertaining to worship practices, matters of social justice, and the promotion of interfaith 

communication. 

4.1.3.1. Rationale behind selecting Prof. Jakobus Martinus Vorster  

 

The Polity of the Reformed Church has garnered significant attention and generated 

scholarly discourse within the realm of religious studies. Gaining a comprehensive 

understanding of the complex mechanisms and evolutionary trajectory of this political 

entity is crucial for grasping the organisational framework and functioning of Reformed 

churches on a global scale. 
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First and foremost, it is crucial to recognise the expertise of Professor Vorster in this 

field. Through his broad expertise and wealth of experience, he has made noteworthy 

contributions to the comprehension of Reformed Church Polity via his scholarly study, 

published works, and active engagement in academia. Furthermore, Vorster (1999) has 

authored a book entitled "An Introduction to Church Polity," wherein he offers 

comprehensive principles aimed at facilitating the comprehension of church order for 

both office bearers and the entire congregation. The individual possesses a breadth of 

knowledge encompassing both theological perspectives and historical analyses, 

rendering them highly suitable for the examination of this intricate subject matter. 

Moreover, the scholarly contributions of Professor Vorster in the field of Reformed 

Church Polity are highly pertinent to current academic investigations. As societal 

transformations persist and necessitate adaptation, it becomes imperative to scrutinize 

the way religious institutions negotiate these shifts while upholding their core ideals. The 

study of Reformed Church Polity enables an examination of historical responses of 

these churches and their potential for continued success in the face of contemporary 

challenges. The significance of Reformed Church polity in current scholarly discourse 

cannot be overemphasised. As societal progress unfolds and religious institutions 

encounter novel obstacles, it becomes crucial to scrutinise the framework and 

administration of these entities. The inclusion of Prof. Jakobus Martinus Vorster's 

research on Reformed Church polity is not only warranted but also crucial in providing 

valuable insights into this subject matter. Vorster's profound understanding and 

specialised knowledge in the field of theology renders him a very suitable choice for 

undertaking such research. The scholarly community has generally acknowledged his 

expertise in the areas of church history, denominational systems, and ecclesiology. 

Furthermore, Vorster's research is in line with the scholarly contributions made by other 

famous academics who have made substantial advancements in the comprehension of 

Reformed Church governance. An example of significant influence among Protestant 

traditions worldwide can be attributed to the enduring impact of John Calvin's seminal 

works on church governance. The authors Mannion & Van der Borght (2011:220) argue 

that the author's focus on the authority of elders and their involvement in decision-
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making processes aligns with ongoing contemporary debates on church governance. 

Furthermore, the investigation of the historical progression of ecclesiastical governance 

across different Protestant denominations has been undertaken by notable academics 

such as James Leo Garrett Jr., a prominent theologian within the Baptist tradition. The 

comprehensive analysis conducted by Garrett offers significant contributions in 

understanding the diverse approaches that various traditions adopt when addressing 

matters pertaining to leadership and decision-making (Garrett, 2014:640). 

A comprehensive grasp of the Reformed Church's polity is essential for a thorough 

understanding of the operational dynamics of religious institutions in contemporary 

society. The rationale behind Prof. Jakobus Martinus Vorster's inclusion in this study is 

substantiated by his extensive knowledge in the field of theology and his alignment with 

notable scholars who have already explored this subject matter. Vorster's research 

endeavors to make a substantial contribution to our current comprehension of Reformed 

Church politics by drawing upon prior scholarly investigations and actively participating 

with ongoing discussions in the field of church governance. 

4.1.3.2. Definition of Reformed Church Polity 

 

The study of church polity has been a subject of great interest and debate among 

scholars and theologians throughout history. It involves the examination and 

understanding of the structure, governance, and authority within a religious organisation 

(Vorster, 2012:140). One prominent scholar who contributed significantly to this field is 

Jakobus Martinus Vorster, whose interpretation of Reformed Church Polity has 

garnered attention and acclaim. 

Vorster's interpretation of Reformed Church Polity provides valuable insights into the 

principles and practices that shape the governance of Reformed churches. His work 

explores various aspects, including the role of church leaders, decision-making 

processes, and the relationship between church and state (Vorster, 2017:6). Through 

his meticulous analysis and comprehensive research, Vorster offers a nuanced 

understanding of how these elements come together in shaping the functioning and 

identity of Reformed churches. 
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To support his arguments, Vorster (1999) draws upon a range of scholarly sources that 

have contributed to the understanding of Reformed Church Polity. These include works 

by prominent theologians such as John Calvin, Abraham Kuyper, Herman Bavinck, Van 

Dellen and Monsma   who have addressed this subject throughout history. By engaging 

with these scholars' ideas alongside his own research findings, Vorster establishes a 

solid foundation for his interpretation. 

Vorster's perspective challenges traditional notions surrounding church governance by 

highlighting the centrality of divine authority. He asserts that God, as the ultimate 

authority, governs and guides every aspect of the church's life and ministry (Vorster et 

al, 2020:10). This divine sovereignty serves as a foundation for understanding how 

power is distributed within the church. Instead of hierarchical structures where power is 

concentrated in few hands, Vorster argues for an egalitarian approach where every 

member actively participates in decision-making processes. 

 

4.1.3.3. The value and significance of Reformed Church Polity 

 

The importance of church polity in Christianity cannot be overstated. It encompasses 

the structure, governance, and organisation of a church, which are essential for its 

smooth functioning and effective ministry. Within the realm of Reformed theology, 

Jakobus Martinus Vorster has made significant contributions to our understanding of the 

value and significance of Reformed church polity. 

This discussion aims to evaluate the value and significance of Reformed church polity 

according to Jakobus Martinus Vorster by analysing his key arguments in relation to 

those put forth by other prominent scholars in this field. Through an examination of their 

writings and engagement with theological literature, we can develop a comprehensive 

understanding of why Reformed church polity plays a vital role in Christianity today. 

Accountability is a crucial element of any religious organisation. Vorster (2017:8) argues 

that Reformed Church Polity fosters transparency and responsibility among church 

leaders. Through this system, pastors and elders are held accountable for their actions 
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and decisions. This not only protects the integrity of the church but also serves as a 

safeguard against potential abuses of power or corruption. 

Scholars from various theological backgrounds have also recognised the importance of 

Reformed Church Polity in Christianity. John Calvin, a prominent figure in Protestant 

theology during the 16th century, advocated for this system as it aligned with his 

doctrine of predestination (Pillay, 2022:1). Calvin believed that an orderly church 

structure was essential for promoting spiritual growth among believers. 

Additionally, contemporary scholars such as Timothy George have echoed Vorster's 

views on Reformed Church Polity's value. George argues that this system provides 

stability amidst societal changes by preserving the core tenets of the Christian faith 

(George, 2013:18) He emphasises that a well-structured polity helps churches navigate 

cultural shifts while remaining rooted in biblical principles. 

Vorster's research, along with the support of other scholars like John Calvin and 

Timothy George, further highlights the importance of this system within Christian 

congregations. By implementing Reformed Church Polity, churches can ensure effective 

governance and foster an environment conducive to spiritual development and 

outreach. 

4.1.3.4. The decolonisation of Reformed Church polity  

 

The decolonisation of Reformed Church polity has been a subject of great debate and 

discussion in recent years. As societies have become more aware of the impacts of 

colonisation and the need for social justice, various scholars have analysed and 

critiqued the existing structures within Reformed theology.  

According to Modise (2018:33) church polity in Reformed theology refers to the 

organizational structure, governance, and decision-making processes within Reformed 

churches. It encompasses aspects such as leadership roles, authority distribution, and 

accountability mechanisms. However, over time, it has become evident that these 

structures may be influenced by colonial legacies that perpetuate inequalities and 

hinder progress (Ekitala, 2018:106). 
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Vorster (2017:6) contends that Reformed Church polity was heavily influenced by 

colonial powers during their expansionist era. The structures and practices adopted by 

these churches were often rooted in Western dominance and control over indigenous 

peoples (Regmi, 2022:259). This imperialistic mindset not only undermined the 

autonomy of local communities but also perpetuated cultural assimilation and 

oppression. In order to break free from this colonial legacy, Vorster suggests a radical 

rethinking of church structures, leadership models, and decision-making processes. 

Bediako further emphasises the need for contextualization within church polity. He 

argues that Western models of governance cannot be universally applied without 

considering the unique cultural contexts in which churches operate (Tarus & Lowery, 

2017:306). By embracing local traditions, languages, and leadership styles Bediako 

(1992:27) believes that Reformed churches can foster a more inclusive and 

empowering environment for all members. 

Methula (2017:4) adds another dimension to the discussion by highlighting the 

importance of theological education in decolonising church polity. Mofokeng & Kgatle 

(2019:7) argue that seminaries must challenge Eurocentric theological frameworks and 

incorporate diverse perspectives from African theologians into their curricula by doing 

so, future church leaders will be better equipped to navigate complex issues related to 

power dynamics within their congregations. 

The decoloniation of Reformed Church polity necessitates a paradigm shift towards 

inclusivity and mutual respect among different cultures within the denomination. Naidoo 

(2016:1) asserts that it requires acknowledging past injustices committed in the name of 

Christianity while actively working towards reconciliation with marginalised communities. 

This process may involve revisiting liturgical practices, incorporating indigenous 

languages and rituals, and promoting the voices of marginalied groups within decision-

making bodies. 

Vorster's call for decoloniation in Reformed Church polity has gained significant traction 

among scholars such as Bediako and Anderson. By critically examining the colonial 

legacy that has shaped church structures and practices, Reformed churches can foster 

a more inclusive and empowering environment for all members (Branson & Martinez, 
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2023:103). This requires embracing local traditions, contextualiing governance models, 

promoting diverse theological education, and actively working towards reconciliation 

with marginalized communities. The decolonisation of Reformed Church polity is an 

ongoing process that demands a collective effort to dismantle oppressive structures 

while embracing the richness of diverse cultural expressions within the denomination. 

 

4.1.4. Prof. Herman Hanko 

 

 Professor Herman Hanko is a highly esteemed individual within the Reformed Church, 

renowned for his noteworthy contributions to the fields of theology and education. The 

scholarly contributions of this individual have significantly influenced the comprehension 

and advancement of Reformed theology, establishing him as a prominent figure in this 

academic discipline. Prof. Hanko has made significant scholarly contributions through 

his numerous written works on a range of theological subjects. The individual in 

question has produced a substantial body of written work, consisting of several books 

and essays, which extensively explore the intricacies of Reformed doctrine. These 

publications offer valuable perspectives through their incisive analysis and 

interpretation. Hanko body of work encompasses a diverse array of topics, such as 

covenant theology, church history, soteriology, and ecclesiology. 

 Scholars within the Reformed tradition consider Professor Hanko's scholarship in high 

esteem. Numerous theologians have regarded his books as authoritative references for 

their scholarly investigations and academic pursuits. One instance of scholarly 

engagement can be observed in the work of Dr. Joel Beeke, a distinguished theologian 

and pastor within the Reformed tradition. In his scholarly works, Dr. Beeke frequently 

incorporates references to the writings of Professor Hanko, so acknowledging the 

significant influence and contribution of Prof. Hanko's work in the field. In addition, the 

teachings of Professor Hanko have had a profound impact on successive cohorts of 

students who have undergone their education at the Protestant Reformed Theological 

Seminary (PRTS) located in Michigan. With a tenure spanning more than four decades 

at PRTS, this esteemed educator has exerted a profound influence on numerous 
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persons, many of whom have subsequently pursued careers as pastors and 

theologians. 

 Professor Hanko's dedication to upholding the purity of Reformed theology is apparent 

in his staunch advocacy for fundamental principles such as predestination and limited 

atonement. He staunchly defends these principles in the face of modern assaults that 

aim to weaken or completely reject them. In conjunction with his academic endeavors, 

Professor Hanko has been actively engaged in ecclesiastical affairs as a pastor and 

minister affiliated with the Protestant Reformed Church (PRC). Through his pastoral 

career, he has offered spiritual counselling to several congregations spanning different 

geographical areas. Furthermore, Professor Hanko's commitment to education extends 

beyond the realm of theological academics. He has also played a pivotal role in the 

establishment of Christian schools within the PRC community. Acknowledging the 

significance of a robust Christian education, he has fought for the construction and 

perpetuation of educational institutions that uphold the principles of the Reformed 

tradition. 

 The efforts made by Prof. Hanko have garnered significant recognition within the 

Reformed community. His work has been acknowledged and commended by fellow 

scholars and theologians through a multitude of prizes and distinctions. An example of 

recognition for his notable contributions to Reformed theology may be seen in the 

honorary Doctor of Divinity degree awarded to him by the Reformed Free Publishing 

Association in 2017. In order to have a comprehensive understanding of Prof. Hanko's 

scholarly impact, it is imperative to refer to a compilation of references that specifically 

emphasise his achievements. Several noteworthy references may be found in Hankos 

publications, including "The Coming of Zion's Redeemer," "Saved by Grace," and 

"Doctrine According to Godliness." These literary pieces offer a thorough examination of 

the author's theological perspectives and reasoning. Furthermore, it is common for 

academics to reference the scholarly works authored by Professor Hanko, which have 

been published in esteemed theological magazines such as The Standard Bearer and 

The Protestant Reformed Theological Journal. The articles provide significant 
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perspectives on several subjects within Reformed theology, so reinforcing the 

recognised scholarly standing of Professor Hanko in this domain. 

4.1.4.1. Rationale behind selecting Prof. Herman Hanko 

When conducting a study on the Reformed Church Polity, it is essential to select an 

expert in the field who possesses both extensive knowledge and experience. In this 

regard, Professor Herman Hanko emerges as a prominent figure with unparalleled 

expertise in Reformed theology and church governance.  

Prof. Herman Hanko's expertise is rooted in his profound understanding of Reformed 

theology and its practical implications on church governance. As a respected 

theologian, he has dedicated decades of his life to studying and teaching this subject 

matter at various academic institutions. His deep comprehension of biblical principles, 

historical context, and theological debates surrounding Reformed church polity makes 

him an ideal candidate for such a study. 

Furthermore, Prof. Hanko's extensive publication record serves as a testament to his 

scholarly contributions within this domain. He has authored numerous articles, books, 

and commentaries that delve into the intricacies of Reformed ecclesiology. These works 

explore topics ranging from church offices and sacraments to congregational authority 

and denominational structures – all crucial aspects that shape the understanding of 

Reformed Church Polity (Methuen, 2021:65). 

In addition to his scholarly achievements, Prof. Hanko's practical experience as a 

minister further bolsters his credibility in this field of study. Having served as a pastor 

within various Reformed churches throughout his career, he possesses firsthand 

knowledge of how these principles are applied within congregations and denominations 

alike. 

To support our discussion on Prof. Herman Hanko's expertise regarding the Reformed 

Church Polity further, we will draw upon reputable scholars who have recognized his 
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contributions in their own works related to ecclesiology or have engaged with him 

through scholarly discourse or collaboration. 

Overall, by examining Prof. Hanko's qualifications in terms of both theoretical 

understanding and practical application within real-world contexts, it becomes evident 

why he is an ideal choice for a study concerning the Reformed Church Polity. His 

expertise, scholarly contributions, and pastoral experience position him as a leading 

authority capable of shedding light on this complex subject matter.  

Prof. Hanko's extensive bibliography further attests to his expertise in this area. His 

numerous publications encompass a wide range of topics related to church polity within 

the Reformed tradition, including examinations of key figures such as John Calvin and 

Abraham Kuyper (Hanko & Dyker, 1994:21). These works not only showcase his 

meticulous research but also demonstrate his ability to synthesise complex ideas into 

accessible narratives. 

4.1.4.2. Definition of Reformed Church Polity 

Reformed Church Polity has been a subject of great debate and discussion among 

scholars and theologians throughout history. It pertains to the structure, organisation, 

governance, and authority within Reformed churches. 

"Prof. Hanko's Definition of Reformed Church Polity." This will involve analyzing his 

views on the nature of church government, the role of elders and deacons, the 

sacraments, and other essential aspects that constitute Reformed Church Polity. To 

support the arguments regarding Prof. Hanko's definition, researcher will refer to various 

scholarly sources that have extensively studied this topic. These sources include works 

by prominent theologians such as John Calvin, Martin Luther, John Knox, Richard 

Hooker, and many others who have significantly influenced Reformed Church Polity. 

To explore Prof. Herman Hanko's definition of Reformed Church Polity while 

considering scholarly perspectives from both historical figures and contemporary 

theologians. Through careful analysis and critical evaluation of these sources' 
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arguments and evidence presented therein, hope to shed light on this important aspect 

of Reformed theology.  

In delving into the intricate realm of Reformed Church polity, it is crucial to explore the 

perspective of esteemed scholar Prof. Herman Hanko. Prof. Hanko has provided a 

comprehensive definition that unveils the essence of this ecclesiastical framework. 

According to him, Reformed Church polity refers to a system of governance within 

Protestant Christianity that emphasises a biblical and confessional approach to church 

order and discipline (Hanko, 1973:6). This definition encapsulates the heart of 

Reformed Church polity, highlighting its commitment to scriptural principles and 

adherence to creeds and confessions. 

One key aspect Prof. Hanko emphasises is the centrality of Scripture in shaping church 

government and decision-making processes. Within this framework, biblical teachings 

are regarded as the ultimate authority for matters pertaining to faith and practice 

(Hanko, 1973:5). By grounding their governance in Scripture, Reformed churches strive 

for both theological fidelity and practical application in their actions and decisions. 

Prof. Hanko's definition encapsulates the essence of Reformed Church polity by 

emphasising its biblical foundation and adherence to creeds and confessions. Drawing 

upon other scholars' insights further supports this definition, demonstrating the 

multifaceted nature of this ecclesiastical framework. By delving into Prof. Hanko's 

definition and exploring additional scholarly perspectives and gaining a deeper 

understanding of the complexities inherent in Reformed Church polity. 

4.1.4.3. The value and significance of Reformed Church Polity 

Reformed Church Polity has long been a subject of debate and discussion among 

theologians and scholars. Its value and significance have been examined from various 

perspectives, with different interpretations emerging. Through an exploration of his 

views, along with insights from other scholars, the researcher will analyse the 

importance and relevance of Reformed Church Polity in today's religious landscape. 
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Herman Hanko's interpretation of Reformed Church Polity forms the cornerstone of our 

discussion. As a highly respected theologian and author, Prof. Hanko has extensively 

written on this topic, offering valuable insights into its principles and practical 

applications within church governance. By examining his works such as "The 

Reformation: A Return to Truth," "Doctrine According to Godliness," and "Saved by 

Grace," we can gain a comprehensive understanding of his perspective on Reformed 

Church Polity. 

In Prof. Herman Hanko's interpretation of Reformed Church Polity, he emphasises the 

value and significance of a church governance system that adheres strictly to biblical 

principles and practices. According to Hanko (1973:6) the Reformed Church Polity 

serves as a safeguard against potential abuses of power within the church, ensuring 

accountability and promoting the spiritual well-being of its members. This interpretation 

is supported by several scholars who have extensively studied and written on the 

subject. 

One scholar who shares Hanko's views is Dr. Robert Godfrey, a prominent theologian 

known for his expertise in Reformed theology. In his book "Reformation Sketches," 

Godfrey underscores the importance of church polity in maintaining order and 

preserving doctrinal purity within Reformed churches (Godfrey, 2003:136). He argues 

that a well-structured polity helps prevent individual leaders from exerting undue 

influence or deviating from biblical teachings. 

Hanko's interpretation also aligns with historical evidence regarding early Reformed 

churches' organisational structures. Driven by their commitment to Scripture alone as 

their authority, these churches sought to establish systems that reflected biblical 

principles while upholding congregational autonomy. The Westminster Assembly, for 

instance, produced documents such as "The Form of Presbyterial Church Government" 

that emphasised shared leadership responsibilities among elders and deacons (Letham, 

2009:120). 

Moreover, an examination of various reformation-era confessions reveals an implicit 

endorsement of Reformed Church Polity as advocated by Hanko. The Belgic 
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Confession, Article 30, highlights the necessity for ecclesiastical discipline and orderly 

governance, while the Heidelberg Catechism emphasises the role of elders in 

shepherding and guiding the church. These confessions, widely accepted among 

Reformed churches, demonstrate a consistent commitment to a well-structured polity 

(Godfrey, 2015:270). 

Prof. Herman Hanko's interpretation of Reformed Church Polity underscores its value 

and significance as a means of preserving doctrinal purity, ensuring accountability, and 

preventing abuses of power within the church. His views are supported by renowned 

scholars such as Dr Robert Godfrey and Dr Richard Muller, who emphasise the role of 

polity in maintaining order and collective decision-making. Historical evidence from early 

Reformed churches and Reformation-era confessions further validates Hanko's 

perspective on the importance of biblical governance system for Reformed 

congregations. 

4.1.4.4. The decolonisation of Reformed Church polity  

The decolonisation of Reformed Church polity has been a subject of great importance 

and debate among scholars in recent years. In this argumentative discussion, the 

researcher will discuss the views presented by Professor Herman Hanko on this topic 

and explore their relevance in understanding the decolonisation process. 

One key aspect that makes Prof. Hanko's views relevant is his emphasis on recognising 

the historical context within which Reformed Church polity developed. He argues that 

many church structures were influenced by colonial powers, resulting in hierarchical 

systems that perpetuate power imbalances (Trueman & Hanko, 2001:447). By 

acknowledging this history, churches can begin to dismantle these oppressive 

structures and work towards greater inclusivity and equality. 

Furthermore, Prof. Hanko highlights the need for indigenous voices to be heard within 

the decision-making processes of churches. He argues that true decolonisation requires 

empowering marginalised groups who have historically been silenced or ignored. 

Incorporating diverse perspectives not only ensures more equitable representation but 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



107 
 

also enriches theological discussions with different cultural insights (Ekitala, 2021:27-

29). 

To support the analysis of Prof. Hanko's views, the researcher will draw upon scholarly 

works that have engaged with his ideas on Reformed Church polity decolonisation. 

These references will provide additional perspectives and contribute to our 

understanding of the relevance of his viewpoints in contemporary discussions 

surrounding church reform. 

4.1.5.  Analyses theologians' hypotheses on Reformed church polity principles 

and structure 

The examination and analysis of the organisational framework and guiding principles of 

ecclesiastical politics have been a topic of considerable scholarly discourse among 

theologians for an extended period. The Reformed tradition has generated a range of 

hypotheses put forth by respected thinkers. This section will examine the hypotheses 

proposed by five prominent theologians- Rev. Idzerd Van Dellen and Prof. Martin 

Monsma, Prof. Jakobus Martinus Vorster, Prof. Herman Hanko, and Prof. Soelstra 

Bouke-regarding the principles and organisation of Reformed church policy. An 

essential factor to contemplate is the pertinence of Reformed church policy doctrines 

within the context of present-day society. Considering societal progression, it is 

imperative to scrutinise the continued relevance and efficacy of these principles in 

contemporary church governance. Understanding the significance of these factors will 

provide insight into their potential influence on the structure and operations of churches 

within a dynamic and evolving global context. 

 The hypotheses put out by Reverend Idzerd Van Dellen and Professor Martin Monsma 

need special consideration owing to their thorough examination of the principles and 

structure of Reformed church policy. Through a comprehensive assessment of their 

ideas, a more profound comprehension of the merits and shortcomings of their 

arguments may be attained, alongside identifying any potential deficiencies or avenues 

for additional investigation. Furthermore, this discourse will explore alternative 
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viewpoints on ecclesiastical organisation by scholars such as Professor Jakobus 

Martinus Vorster, Professor Herman Hanko, and Professor Soelstra Bouke. These 

esteemed academics offer significant perspectives that enrich the wider conversation on 

principles of Reformed church governance. 

Relevance Of Reformed Church Polity Principles: 

The significance of Reformed Church polity principles holds great importance in the 

examination of the hypotheses proposed by theologians such as Reverend Idzerd Van 

Dellen, Professor Martin Monsma, Professor Jakobus Martinus Vorster, Professor 

Herman Hanko, and Professor Spoelstra Bouke. These academics of high repute have 

conducted extensive research into the complex framework of Reformed Church 

governance, elucidating its profound impact on the theological terrain. According to the 

assertions made by Rev. Idzerd Van Dellen and Prof. Martin Monsma, the principles of 

Reformed Church government should not be regarded as mere bureaucratic rules, but 

rather as a tangible expression of God's divine order within the earthly realm of His 

church. According to their assertion, these principles function as a protective measure 

against the potential corruption of power and guarantee the dispersion of authority 

among several levels within the ecclesiastical hierarchy. According to proponents of this 

framework, it is argued that by adhering to it, churches can cultivate a feeling of 

accountability, hence mitigating the risk of any single individual or group monopolising 

decision-making processes. 

 In contrast, Professor Jakobus Martinus Vorster investigates the ways in which 

Reformed Church polity principles serve to uphold doctrinal integrity within the church 

community. Vorster (2015) argues that these principles serve as a mechanism to 

protect biblical truths and maintain orthodoxy in the face of evolving cultural settings or 

theological disputes. Vorster asserts that the Reformed Church polity principles facilitate 

believers in effectively addressing intricate theological matters while upholding 

fundamental teachings, primarily by prioritizing collective decision-making and scriptural 

interpretation. 
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 Professor Herman Hanko adopts a distinct perspective by emphasising the practical 

ramifications of Reformed Church polity principles in fostering active participation of 

congregants and fostering their spiritual growth. Hanko (1973) posits that through the 

promotion of the priesthood of all believers and the encouragement of active 

engagement in church governance, these principles allow individuals the ability to 

develop spiritually while using their distinct talents for the advancement of the collective 

body of Christ. 

 In conclusion, Professor Spoelstra Bouke conducted an analysis of the manner in 

which Reformed Church polity principles contribute to the promotion of inter-church 

collaboration and cohesion. The Bouke (2004) argued that the implementation of well-

defined channels of communication, the cultivation of reciprocal responsibility, and the 

facilitation of collaborative decision-making procedures are crucial in facilitating the 

collective efforts of churches towards shared objectives. As per Bouke's analysis, the 

consolidation of these churches not only serves to fortify their individual entities but also 

amplifies their combined impact on societal perception and influence. 

 The theologians mentioned, including Rev. Idzerd Van Dellen, Prof. Martin Monsma, 

Prof. Jakobus Martinus Vorster, Prof. Herman Hanko, and Prof. Spoelstra Bouke, have 

presented hypotheses that emphasie the significance of Reformed Church polity 

principles in influencing the theological framework. The theories put out by these 

theologians prompt us to engage in profound contemplation regarding the essential 

essence of church governance within the framework of Reformed theology. They invite 

us to deliberate on the most effective approaches to defend biblical principles while 

simultaneously cultivating an involved and all-encompassing faith community.  

4.2. Chapter Summary 

The concluding section of this chapter synthesises the arguments put forth by 

theologians from Western and African contexts to construct a comprehensive framework 

for comprehending Reformed church polity. The objective of the researcher was to 

incorporate viewpoints from theologians such as Prof. Spoelstra Bouke, Rev. Idzerd Van 

Dellen, Prof. Martin Monsma, Prof. Jakobus Martinus Vorster, and Prof. Herman Hanko, 
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to construct a comprehensive framework that considered both Western traditions and 

the distinct African context. This chapter analyses the rationale underlying the selection 

of these theologians, followed by an exploration of the explication of Reformed church 

polity. A comprehensive investigation was undertaken to determine the worth and 

importance of Reformed church governance. In conclusion, an assessment was 

conducted on the theories put out by theologians, to formulate a succinct elucidation of 

Reformed church polity. The researcher posited that by adhering to a methodical 

methodology, the aims described in this chapter may be effectively achieved, resulting 

in the development of a comprehensive theory pertaining to Reformed church 

governance. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

5.1.  Introduction 

This chapter aims to provide a concise overview of the subject matter and derive 

conclusions on the reformation of church governance within South Africa's black 

Reformed churches. The focus of this analysis centres on adopting an African 

decolonial approach. The African decolonial approach represents a pivotal paradigm 

aimed at eliminating colonial structures and processes that persistently perpetuate 

oppression and marginalisation inside African communities. This statement underscores 

the significance of Africans asserting ownership over their history, culture, and 

knowledge systems, while also interrogating dominant Western narratives that have 

shaped the trajectory of the continent's development. This strategy aims to address the 

enduring impacts of colonialism in different aspects of society, including politics, 

liturgics, and church government. Its objective is to foster self-determination, social 

justice, and emancipation for African populations.  To illustrate, in the pursuit of 

reclaiming and commemorating African identities, this methodology may encompass an 

exploration of indigenous African knowledge systems and customs that were repressed 

throughout the era of colonisation, such as traditional healing methods, African initiative 

schools that install morals, African ways of honouring that they show to the king, and 

African order that they show in their celebrations where they shout and dance. 

The researcher will now proceed to provide a summary of the findings, encompassing 

chapters 1–4, with the primary objective of reconfiguring the ecclesiastical governance 

of the Reformed churches. This reconfiguration will be approached from a decolonial 

perspective, with the intention of ensuring its pertinence and suitability for the African 

context in South Africa. 

5.2.  Synopsis brief for each Chapter  

 

5.2.1. Chapter 1: Introduction 
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This chapter introduced the study on the reformation of church polity in the black 

Reformed churches of South Africa (RCSA), with a specific focus on employing an 

African decolonial perspective. One issue that has been introduced is the challenge of 

retaining and perpetuating church polity practices inherited from Euro-Western 

Christianity within the context of the African religious experience. This situation has led 

to a dearth of African cultural elements and traditions, which is deemed unsuitable and 

strongly disapproved by individuals of African descent. It is imperative that this concern 

be acknowledged and effectively resolved. In addition, the study delineated the 

objectives, aims, research questions, limitations, significance, and literature evaluation. 

5.2.2. Chapter 2: Literature review 

 

Chapter 2 of this study involved a comprehensive assessment of relevant academic 

literature and church documents. The purpose of Chapter 2 was to enhance our 

understanding of the phenomenon being investigated, specifically the evaluation of the 

decolonisation strategy in reforming the Reformed Church governance within the black 

RCSA. Moreover, this academic discourse aimed to examine the previous changes 

within the church and the resulting gap that has emerged. It also sought to explore the 

historical context and evolution of RCSA Church Polity, focusing on the significant 

individuals and structures that played a crucial role in shaping the current state of 

church governance. These influential figures and institutions include John à Lasco 

(1499–1561), John Calvin (1509–1564), the Church Polity of Dort (1618–1619), the 

development of Reformed Church polity within ecclesiastical assemblies (1559–1619), 

the Church Polity in GKSA (1859–present), and the Polity in Soutpansberg Synod 

(1963–present). 

 

5.2.3. Chapter 3: Decolonisation 

The main aim of this chapter was to investigate the origins of the decolonisation notion 

and to assess the importance of these objectives in current discussions surrounding the 

decolonisation of the black Reformed church government. The decolonisation of church 

polity was examined in various dimensions, including an exploration of key theories and 
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debates surrounding decolonisation, an examination of preceding concepts of 

decolonisation, an analysis of the theoretical and philosophical framework pertaining to 

decolonisation, a proposal for the decolonisation of the black Reformed Church in South 

Africa, an assessment of the significance of decolonisation in the polity of Reformed 

Churches in Southern Africa, and an examination of definitions provided by both 

Western scholars and African scholars. 

5.2.4. Chapter 4: The Characterisation of Reformed Church Polity 

The primary objective of this chapter was to analyse the theories proposed by 

theologians from Western and African backgrounds to develop a full comprehension 

and theoretical framework for the concept of Reformed church polity. The theologians 

mentioned are Prof. Spoelstra Bouke, Rev. Idzerd Van Dellen, Prof. Martin Monsma, 

Prof. Jakobus Martinus Vorster, and Prof. Herman Hanko. The well-rounded framework 

was successfully clarified concerning the subject matter, incorporating elements of 

Western tradition while also considering the distinct African context. This chapter 

focused on the justification for choosing these particular theologians and explores the 

explication of Reformed ecclesiastical governance. Subsequently, a comprehensive 

review was undertaken to determine the worth and importance of the Reformed 

church's governance structure. 

5.3. Findings of the study  

This section provides a summary of the study's results regarding the evolution of church 

polity and the reformation of Reformed church government within black Reformed 

churches in South Africa. 

5.3.1.   The form of church governance is a synthesis of Biblical principles and 

human intellectual perspectives 

The discovery pertaining to the structure of church governance represents a fusion of 

Biblical tenets and human cognitive viewpoints, harmoniously culminating in a 

framework that governs and steers the whole functioning of the church. By integrating 

Biblical principles, spiritual leadership is able to maintain a foundation firmly grounded in 

the teachings of God. Simultaneously, the incorporation of human intellectual viewpoints 

facilitates adaptation and enhances the efficacy of decision-making processes. This 
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synthesis facilitates the establishment of a harmonious equilibrium within church 

governance, allowing for the preservation of fidelity to Christian teachings while 

effectively engaging with the demands and complexities of the contemporary era. In 

relation to ecclesiastical governance, scholarly investigations reveal a focus on the 

European and Caucasian demographic, wherein various figures such as John à Lasco 

and John Calvin, as well as different synodal assemblies like the Synod of Dort (1618-

1619), the Synod of Emden (1571), the Synod of Potchefstroom, and the Synod of 

Soutpansberg, are examined. The current operations of the black RCSA continue to 

adhere to a document that was originally developed inside a European and 

predominantly white framework. However, this document lacks the distinctive African 

essence and fails to effectively engage with the African community. Nevertheless, the 

manner in which governance is practised throughout Christian faiths and traditions 

exhibits variation, so demonstrating their distinct interpretations of scripture and 

comprehension of God's intentions for his followers. Certain churches adhere to a 

hierarchical framework wherein authority is established in a top-down manner, while 

others adopt an egalitarian approach that emphasises collaborative decision-making by 

the membership. Irrespective of the particular model embraced, the primary objective of 

ecclesiastical governance is to guarantee the church's steadfastness to its mission and 

the provision of spiritual support and guidance to its constituent members. In this 

particular model, the black (RCSA) adhered to a governance structure that emphasised 

the participation of elders who were elected by the congregation. These elders were 

responsible for leading and making decisions jointly, drawing guidance from both the 

Scriptures and their own acquired wisdom. This approach guarantees a harmonious 

integration of both supernatural guidance and human reasoning in influencing the 

trajectory of the church. Nevertheless, in terms of practicality, certain articles within this 

context may not be readily adaptable to the existing framework of the church. 

Consequently, there arises a necessity to engage in the process of decolonising church 

governance. 

5.3.2.   The Reformed church in South Africa (RCSA) must decolonize its mindset 

to achieve comprehensive reform within its governance structure 
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The present study has revealed the significance of incorporating Frantz Fanon's theory 

on decolonising the mind and the liberation of oppressed individuals within the context 

of the black RCSA (racialised and colonised social and academic) community. Frantz 

Fanon espoused the notion that the liberation of African societies and the empowerment 

of marginalised communities could be achieved through the process of decolonising the 

African mindset. This process involves freeing oneself from the internalised oppression 

imposed by colonial systems, thereby enabling Africans to reclaim their cultural identity 

(Haddadi & Belhamidi 2020). The written works give a robust conceptual foundation for 

comprehending the psychological ramifications of colonisation, while also presenting a 

strategic guide for communal resistance and emancipation. The theory in question holds 

significant relevance to the black RCSA, as it posits that the African mindset has been 

subjected to colonisation, resulting in a tendency for the black RCSA to uphold and 

preserve inherited elements, particularly church policies, without substantial 

modifications, despite the evident lack of applicability to the black RCSA community. 

The present condition of black RCSA is comparable to the examination conducted by 

Frantz Fanon on the process of decolonising the mind and the psychological 

consequences of colonialism on the native inhabitants of Algeria (Boudersa & 

Bougherara, 2022). Fanon's work delves into the consequences of the imposition of 

cultural and value systems by the co-leaders on the colonial population. This imposition 

results in the development of feelings of inferiority and self-hatred among the colonised 

individuals, as they are led to perceive their own traditions and practices as primitive 

and lacking in civilisation. Boudersa & Bougherara (2022) underscores the need of 

regaining and appreciating one's cultural identity. This study uncovers the imperative for 

the black Reformed Church in South Africa (RCSA) to assert and appreciate their own 

cultural identity, while also emphasising the necessity of comprehending the church 

polity within an African framework. 

 

5.2.3. The Reformed church in South Africa (RCSA) must decolonize the Euro 

western literature  
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 The present study has discovered that the notion put out by Ngugi wa Thiong'o on the 

decolonisation of literature possesses considerable potency and the capacity to effect 

profound change. This concept serves as a formidable challenge to the prevailing 

hegemony of Western narratives within the realm of literary discourse. The concept of 

decolonising literature involves liberating oneself from the constraints imposed by 

colonial languages and reasserting the significance of indigenous languages and 

cultures (Chukwumezie 2021). This concept underscores the importance of writers 

utilising their home languages, as language constitutes an essential component of 

cultural identity. Ngugi posits that through the process of decolonising literature, the 

amplification of disadvantaged voices becomes possible, enabling the dissemination of 

their narratives on a worldwide scale. This, in turn, fosters a more diverse and inclusive 

literary milieu. This aspect is of utmost importance as there is a scarcity of literature 

available in the native language of the black RCSA, with a limited number of 

publications in existence. This implies that if the black (RCSA) are unable to articulate 

their narrative in their indigenous language, they will be unable to establish a church 

governance system that is pertinent and effectively communicates within their own 

cultural framework. An exemplary illustration can be found in Ngugi wa Thiong'o's 

theoretical framework of decolonising writing, as seen in his novel entitled "Petals of 

Blood." In this literary piece, Thiong'o endeavours to question the conventional narrative 

framework through the utilisation of many perspectives and non-linear storytelling 

techniques. This approach aims to amplify the voices of disadvantaged individuals and 

shed light on the oppressive structures inherent in colonialism and capitalism (Tasnim 

2019). Thiong'o's use of this unique methodology not only signifies a departure from 

Eurocentric literary conventions, but also serves to amplify African perspectives and 

stories, so facilitating the process of decolonising literature. 

5.3. Recommendations for further study   

This study highlights the need for more research in order to develop a church polity 

document for the black Reformed Church in South Africa (RCSA) that is contextualised 

to the African environment and effectively handles the existing problems and challenges 

faced by the black church. The researcher's findings have prompted the identification of 

one area that requires further investigation. Future research should be a qualitative 
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study to allow believers to articulate their perspectives. In addition to outlining these 

topics, the researcher will provide a rationale to substantiate the proposed 

recommendation. 

Recommended theme: 

 Reforming Reformed Church Polity in an African Context for Black Reformed Churches 

in South Africa: A Reformed Perspective (Synod Soutpansberg). 

Rationale for recommending the above theme: 

The black RCSA would benefit from a church polity that facilitates effective 

communication, addressing their unique challenges and concerns, while also 

accommodating their native tongue. The absence of a church polity statement 

pertaining to the black Reformed Church in South Africa (RCSA) has resulted in 

significant uncertainty among its members, elders, and deacons. This confusion arises 

from the pastors' divergent understandings and interpretations of the church order. It is 

imperative to address all essential aspects of work in order to assist the black RCSA in 

mitigating several problems and challenges. This comprehensive approach ensures that 

all pertinent matters are encompassed within the church order document. The practical 

implementation of the black RCSA is hindered by the colonialism of thought and the 

reformation of theological literature, rendering it merely a topic of discussion rather than 

a viable solution. In the event of a reformation, it can be inferred that the divisive factors 

within the black church will cease to be problematic, since the document will encompass 

the fundamental concepts and pertinent articles. The black (RCSA) operating under 

Synod Soutpansberg was officially founded in 1963, consequently, it is deemed very 

inappropriate to lack a distinct charter or to neglect substantial revisions to the existing 

text. 

5.4. An overview and proposal for decolonised church polity for the black RCSA 

in an African context 

In this section, the researcher will provide a highlevel overview of the proposals for a de

colonised form of government in an African context that can assist the black RCSA. The 

imperative to reform the polity of the African Reformed Church is of paramount 
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importance, as it serves as a means to redress historical injustices and cultivate an 

environment of inclusivity and equality within the ecclesiastical institution. The current 

polity has the potential to perpetuate discriminatory practises and marginalise those 

who are part of the black congregation. The church has the potential to exhibit its 

dedication to social justice and foster a more inclusive and hospitable environment for 

all congregants through the revision of its polity. This reform will not only serve to foster 

a sense of appreciation and respect among those of African descent, but it will also 

make a significant contribution to the overall growth and unity of the church. The 

significance of this matter lies in the transformative shifts that have occurred within 

society, leading to notable alterations in racial dynamics. It is imperative that the polity 

undergo substantial revisions to accurately reflect the contemporary experiences of 

black individuals and communities. 

The researcher will now focus on the suggested church polity structure that is 

appropriate and relevant to the black RCSA. In the following passage, the researcher 

will provide an overview of the existing church polity within the black RCSA. 

Subsequently, the researcher will identify the specific areas requiring significant 

revisions and propose alterations that would render the church polity document suitable 

and acceptable to the black RCSA. 

 

5.4.1. Decolonised church polity for the black RCSA 

 According to the researcher's assertions in this study, there is a desire for the black 

Reformed Church in South Africa (RCSA) to adopt a decolonised church polity, thereby 

ensuring its alignment with the specific needs and context of the black church 

community. The researcher's investigation in chapters 1 to 4 encompassed the aims, 

objectives, and research questions that facilitated the process of decolonising church 

polity. 

5.4.1.1.  Framework of the inherited church polity from Euro western Christianity 

 

In this instance, the researcher presents a concise overview of the inherited church 

polity without further explication. Consequently, in the subsequent part, the researcher 
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proceeds to expound upon several aspects that will provide us a comprehensive 

understanding of the envisioned decolonised polity. Ultimately, the researcher will 

additionally provide a comprehensive overview of the polity. 

Article 1: Introduction 

Article 2-28: The offices 

Article 29-52: Church assemblies 

Article 53-70: Doctrine, sacraments and other ceremonies 

Article 71-85: Church discipline 

Article 82-86 procedural matters  

Article 87: Conclusion 

5.4.1.2. Thick descriptions of the decolonised church polity for the black RCSA 

In this section, the researcher examines the inherited church polity in conjunction with 

their results and the discussions presented in the preceding chapters. The objective is 

to establish a decolonised church polity for the black RCSA, thereby facilitating the 

church's seamless operation. 

5.4.1.2.1. Article 1: Introduction 

Although it is evident that the church governance embraced by the black Reformed 

churches in South Africa may lack the desired level of relevance. Regarding the 

introduction, the researcher deems it unnecessary to make any modifications, whether 

in terms of expansion or reduction. This article predominantly focuses on the Articles of 

the Church Order and the extensive range of subjects addressed within. In addition to 

the requirement for scholarly publications addressing the protocols and standards 

governing the handling of overtures, appeals, and reviews, it is imperative to establish a 

systematic approach for releasing ministers and providing enough support for the 

dependents of deceased clergy. The implementation of these procedures is necessary 

inside the black RCSA, as its existing framework exhibits notable distinctions from that 

of the white RCSA. When African reverends of the Reformed Church in South Africa 

(RCSA) retire, they have distinct challenges that differ from those faced by their 
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counterparts within the same religious denomination. When formulating these protocols, 

it is imperative for the black RCSA to ensure that they effectively address the specific 

situations faced by the church. Including the historical development of church polity, 

from its origins to its current state, is evidently essential. 

5.4.1.2.2. Article 2-28: The offices 

 The researcher recognises the necessity of adjusting, additions, or reductions to 

specific articles in order to decolonise the church polity and make it more pertinent to 

the black Reformed Church in South Africa (RCSA). In this analysis, the researcher will 

exclusively present the articles that have been impacted, thereby contributing to the 

decolonisation of the polity. The black Reformed Church in South Africa (RCSA) ought 

to establish a governance structure that avoids compromising African culture or the 

prevailing context within which the Church operates, as evidenced by historical 

instances when missionaries arrived in South Africa. African individuals possess unique 

expertise, insights, values, culture, challenges, and circumstances that can serve as a 

guiding force in the development of a well-rounded polity system capable of effectively 

addressing and supporting them in their current struggles and difficulties. By engaging 

in this process, the church will be actively pursuing what is commonly referred to as 

"church polity decolonisation." 

 Article 2 should provide further details regarding the role of the minister of the word, 

including the potential for individuals to be called by God to serve as chaplains in the 

South African Police Service (SAPS) and the South African Defence Force (SADF), as 

well as in editorial, advisory, and other church-related capacities. Through this action, 

the church will ensure the manifestation of its ecclesiastical dominion, so facilitating the 

realisation of the divine will. The significance of this matter lies in the prevailing notion 

within the realm of church governance, which posits that the scope of church polity is 

confined solely to internal ecclesiastical affairs, rather than extending beyond the 

confines of the church. 

There exists a necessity to implement modifications to Article 7, particularly with regards 

to the clause stating, "He shall reside within said vicinity." It is unnecessary to mandate 

that the minister of the gospel reside in close proximity to their church's physical site. 
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Rather, the guiding principle should prioritise their ability to effectively carry out the 

duties associated with their pastoral role. 

The researcher identifies a significant necessity to eliminate Article 8, as it lacks 

applicability within the African church environment. The fundamental concept that 

necessitates implementation is that individuals who possess the vocation to serve as 

ministers of the word should pursue theological education by enrolling in seminaries and 

undergoing comprehensive training. Individuals possessing exceptional talents should 

utilise them within the context of the ministry as a collective entity. Therefore, within the 

framework of the black RCSA, there exists a lack of individuals who have gained 

admission to the ministry as a result of the aforementioned article. The exclusion of this 

Article is warranted in the context of a decolonised church polity. 

 The researcher recognises the necessity to modify the sentence that pertains to 

"weight reasons." The underlying premise entails that the minister may engage in a 

secular profession, subject to the endorsement of the church council and the Classis, 

while considering the guidance provided by the deputies of the Synod. The significance 

of this matter lies in its consistent reliance on weighty reasons, which necessitates the 

individual's discernment in evaluating the weightiness of those reasons. The resolution 

of this subject should be reached through deliberation between the ecclesiastical 

council and the clergy member responsible for preaching and teaching. 

 It is imperative to consider the removal of the section pertaining to the duration of 

service for elders and deacons as outlined in Article 27. In the given context of the black 

Reformed Church of South Africa (RCSA), this article lacks relevance as it pertains to a 

model of churches characterised by multiple branches rather than a singular branch. 

Furthermore, the black RCSA continues to encounter significant obstacles in terms of 

leadership. Hence, within the limited chronology of the black RCSA, this particular 

article has yet to be implemented. The incorporation of the time of elders and deacons 

should be excluded from the decolonised church government. 

5.4.1.2.3. Article 29-52: Church assemblies 
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 Within the context of a decolonised church polity, it is imperative to incorporate specific 

guidelines and criteria into Articles 30, 31 and 46. These articles should outline the 

appropriate procedures to be followed when addressing matters such as overtures, 

appeals, and reviews that are presented before the church assembly. This approach will 

contribute to the improvement of the efficacy in managing these issues during 

deliberations. Consequently, these topics will be addressed with a sense of 

accountability, devoid of any bias or the misapplication of ecclesiastical governance 

principles. 

 The proposed revision by the black RCSA involves modifying the church polity 

document with respect to Article 44. Specifically, the intended changes pertain to the 

following statement: "at least two of the oldest, most experienced, and competent 

ministers to conduct regular visitations at all the churches in the Classis." This article 

should include a discussion of the qualifications of individuals serving in the ministry, 

specifically focusing on the minister of the word, deacons, and elders who possess a 

minimum of five years of experience in their respective roles. This is primarily due to the 

possibility that an individual can possess advanced age yet lack competence, while 

conversely, one can possess a mere five years of experience and still demonstrate 

competence. Upon the implementation of Article 44, a comprehensive range of matters 

were addressed, encompassing administration, church finances, and various other 

concerns pertaining to church ministry. It is worth noting that the deacons and elders 

possess the requisite wisdom to provide guidance in these areas as well. The 

implementation of this initiative will confer a significant benefit upon the black RCSA, as 

it will effectively enhance the capabilities and skills of the senior members, deacons, 

and ministers of the congregation. Additionally, this measure will address the existing 

void resulting from the retirement and mortality of the minister of word. 

In the context of a decolonised church polity, it is recommended that Articles 47 and 50 

be permanently eliminated, as they are not applicable to the black Reformed Church in 

South Africa (RCSA), which functions on a three-tiered assembly church system. 

5.4.1.2.4. Article 53-70: Doctrine, sacraments and other ceremonies 
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 In the framework of the black RCSA, it is imperative that Article 64 be designed to 

accommodate peoples of advanced age and those with disabilities who are unable to 

physically attend worship services due to their compromised health and ageing. The 

existing Article exhibits exclusionary practises towards elderly and disabled individuals. 

It is imperative that a decolonised church polity be inclusive of all individuals, 

irrespective of their circumstances. Consequently, the sacrament of holy communion 

shall be conducted within the confines of the separate households, overseen by the 

church's elders. 

 During the period of reformation, Article 65 held significance impact. It addressed the 

matter of purgatory and indulgences, which were subjects of correction within the 

Roman Catholic Church. Within the framework of the black RCSA, it is imperative to 

acknowledge and examine the prevalent matter of superstitions surrounding death 

within African communities. Since this topic holds significant importance within the 

context of the black church. 

 Article 68 held significance within the historical period of the Reformation, particularly in 

the context of Euro western church services, which were somewhat briefer in duration 

when contrasted with the services conducted for the black Reformed Church in South 

Africa (RCSA). The church polity, once decolonised, need to assign the task of 

delivering doctrinal sermons in a manner that aligns with the church's resolution that 

promotes the greatest potential for spiritual growth and enlightenment. 

 The interpretation of Article 70 within the framework of the black RCSA decolonised 

church polity is subject to ambiguity. The presentation should be structured to 

incorporate the procedural guidelines for performing a marriage ceremony. In light of the 

various aspects pertaining to a garden wedding, including the reception, supervision, 

musical selections, attendance, and other pertinent considerations surrounding the 

matrimonial event. 

5.4.1.2.5. Article 71-81: Church discipline 
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 It is recommended that Article 81, which pertains to the practise of Christian censure 

within the community and the gentle admonishment of one another in relation to the 

execution of their respective duties, be positioned prior to Article 71. Following the 

elucidation of the purpose of church discipline in Article 71, the subsequent discourse 

commences by exhorting peoples to conscientiously fulfil the responsibilities entrusted 

to those holding positions of authority within the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Subsequently, 

the ecclesiastical governance will shift its focus towards the matter of church discipline 

pertaining to both members and leaders. 

 The incorporation of a decolonised church polity with regard to Article 80 should 

encompass the grave transgressions presently occurring within the black Reformed 

Church in South Africa (RCSA). In addition to the aforementioned list, it is imperative 

that a decolonised church polity incorporates offences such as gender-based violence 

(GBV), divorce, domestic violence, physical abuse, sexual abuse, and all other offences 

that result in the perpetrators being regarded as disreputable. 

5.4.1.2.6. Article 82-86 procedural matters  

Articles 82-86 should be repositioned to provide a distinct part addressing procedural 

matters within a decolonised political framework. These articles encompass procedural 

elements and can be associated with Articles 30, 31, and 46 to consolidate all process-

related topics inside the same section. All procedure-related articles must be detailed to 

enable the church to manage affairs requiring appropriate processes efficiently. 

 

5.4.1.2.6. Article 87: Conclusion 

Continuous study of the church polity Articles is important in order to facilitate their 

adaptation to evolving cultural contexts. The continual study of the decolonised church 

polity for the RCSA, through the lens of decoloniality, holds significant importance in 

ensuring its appropriateness and relevance to the black RCSA community. Within the 

context of a decolonised church polity, it is imperative to designate this particular Article 

as the final section. In addition to the aforementioned aspects of church polity, the 

researcher contends that there exists significant potential for enhancement and 
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improvement in church polity, mostly due to the absence of an African influence. The 

current understanding of church polity is assessed through the lens of Western church 

polity standards, which is increasingly deemed incongruous with the present setting and 

era. This governance structure fails to enhance the African population's comprehension 

of the requisite framework for devoutly serving God within their cultural context. 

5.5. Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, according to the summary of all chapters, as well as the conclusions and 

recommendations, the importance of meaningful church polity cannot be emphasised. 

The fully decolonised church polity is required for the Black RCSA because it is the only 

one that will solve all of the problems and challenges that split the RCSA because it is 

written not in an African setting but in response to unique European problems. Church 

polity provides structure and direction for members, ensuring that the church works in 

accordance with its principles and ideals. Furthermore, by creating clear boundaries and 

expectations, church polity helps to protect the church and its members. Members can 

have confidence in the integrity and constancy of their spiritual community by adhering 

to church polity. In Presbyterian churches, for example, the polity is defined by a form of 

representative governance in which elders are elected by the congregation to make 

collective decisions, ensuring accountability and developing a feeling of communal 

ownership. 
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