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FOREWORD 
 

The Protestant missionary movements of the 19th and early 20th centuries have for 
some time come under severe criticism both by many Western scholars and an in-
creasing number of their African peers. Protestant missionaries are charged with 
displacing indigenous African cultures and supporting the political and economic 
colonisation on the African continent. Writing from a Namibian perspective we 
attempt to establish a more accurate view in this book. We will demonstrate that 
the overall picture painted by the critics is often harsh, and at times prejudiced with 
negative strokes. Contrary to their claims, the majority of missionaries did not 
come to Africa with an imperialist, racist or sexist agenda. Most missionaries were 
driven by compassion for people who needed to hear and accept the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ. Of course, that does not mean that they were faultless. Their zeal for 
the gospel and the mission of the Church did not prevent missionaries from making 
serious mistakes.  
       One of these mistakes was the practice of paternalism, as the example of the 
Rhenish Missionary Society shows. While most Rhenish missionaries, who worked 
in Namibia in the forties and fifties of the 20th century, declared that their goal was 
the transformation of the missionary led Rhenish Mission Church into a unified 
independent Namibian church, a strong paternalistic attitude among them under-
mined this endeavour. For the benefit of their African fellow Christians, so they 
believed, Rhenish missionaries ignored their desire for more autonomy. Being 
convinced that they knew best what was good for them, the missionaries passed 
over the wishes of their Namibian church members. The consequences were seri-
ous. Missionary paternalism not only prompted the Nama Secession in 1946 and 
the Herero Secession in 1955 but also contributed to the schism in the Rhenish 
Baster Congregation in Rehoboth and the subsequent formation of the Rhenish 
Church in Namibia in 1962. 
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THE RHENISH MISSIONARY SOCIETY AND THE 
FORMATION OF THE RHENISH CHURCH IN NAMIBIA  

 

ANTHONY BRENDELL 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
In February 1996 I started my theological training at the United Lutheran Theo-
logical Seminary Paulinum in Windhoek. The seminary was and still is up to this 
day jointly owned and governed by the two largest Lutheran denominations in 
Namibia, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Namibia (ELCIN) and the Evangeli-
cal Lutheran Church in the Republic of Namibia (ELCRN).1 Having grown up dur-
ing the final years of the Apartheid regime and the beginning of an independent 
Namibian state, when communities and churches were still divided along ethnic 
lines, the Paulinum student family was my first experience of a Christian commu-
nity composed of men and women who belonged to a variety of ethnic groups. For 
the first time in my life, I sat next to Oshiwambo and Otjiherero-speaking 
Christians in a worship service. It was during a conversation outside the classroom 
one day that one of the students, who belonged to the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in the Republic of Namibia, made the comment that ‘you Rhenish people did not 
join our church, because you didn’t want to be in the same church as black people.’ 
This comment of my fellow student came as a shock to me. However, it also moti-
vated me to look into the history of both church bodies. During my investigations, 
I learned more about the events which led to the formation of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in South West Africa (now Evangelical Lutheran Church in the 
Republic of Namibia) in 1957 and ultimately to the establishment of the Rhenish 
Church in South West Africa (now Rhenish Church in Namibia) in 1962. 

                                                           
1 M. Nelumbu, ‘Theological Education at Paulinum from 1996 to 2013’, in P.J. Isaak (ed.), The 
Story of Paulinum Seminary in Namibia (Windhoek: Namibia Publishing House, 2013), 32.   
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       This essay discusses the historical events of 1957-1962 which led to the estab-
lishment of both church bodies, and which have had a negative impact on their 
relationship right up to the present day. Though both churches have their roots in 
the work of the Rhenish Missionary Society (RMS) and work together in the 
National Council of Churches in Namibia and local church partnerships, their rela-
tionship is not without underlying tensions. Efforts by the Rhenish Church in 
Namibia to initiate an official process of reconciliation at national church leader-
ship level have been unsuccessful so far.2  It seems that the historical events of the 
late 1950s and early 1960s and the contradicting interpretations of these events still 
hinder closer cooperation and church unity today. For example, while the ELCRN 
sees herself as the successor of the Rhenish Mission Church and argues that the 
Rhenish Church in Namibia seceded from the ELCRN, the Rhenish Church in 
Namibia claims that she was never part of the ELCRN in the first place and that 
she is the ‘true continuation of the original Rhenish Mission Church.’3 In this 
essay, I want to argue that the Rhenish Missionary Society is partly responsible for 
this situation. The majority of Rhenish missionaries in Namibia demonstrated an 
attitude of paternalism which ignored, among other aspects, the unique history of 
the Rhenish Baster Congregation in Rehoboth.    

 
A SHORT HISTORY OF THE RHENISH MISSIONARY SOCIETY                     

IN NAMIBIA (1842-1957) 
 

The establishment of the white settlement at the Cape did not only pave the way 
for trade relationships but also opened up possibilities for the evangelization of the 
indigenous people of Southern Africa.4 The first two missionary societies that 
arrived in Namibia (South West Africa) were the London Missionary Society and 
                                                           
2 Cf. letter sent by Rev Eugen Beukes, moderator of the Rhenish Church sent to Bishop Z. 
Kameeta, Evangelical Lutheran Church in the Republic of Namibia; dated 7th March 2013.   
3 C. Limpricht, ‘Churches in Rehoboth’, in C. Limpricht (ed.), Rehoboth, Namibia Past & 
Present (Hamburg: C. Limpricht, 2012), 251. 
4 S.V.V. Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia (Milwaukee: Lutheran Quarterly, 1994), 
60.  
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the Wesleyan Society.5 They were followed by the Rhenish Missionary Society in 
1842, which became the most successful mission organization in Namibia.6  

  
The London Missionary Society 

The London Missionary Society (LMS)  was founded in England in 1795 as an 
evangelical, inter-denominational society, which had a broadly Reformed outlook.7 
The main aim of the LMS was the spreading of the knowledge of Christ among 
‘the heathen and other unenlightened nations’.8 The LMS was mainly supported by 
congregational churches in England.9 However, many of their missionaries came 
from other parts of Europe, such as Germany, Sweden, Switzerland, and the 
Netherlands.10 The first four LMS missionaries arrived in South Africa on 31 
March 1799.11 Right from the start, these LMS missionaries did not allow the 
colonial laws of the day to guide them in their thinking and attitudes towards the 
indigenous African people.12 They did not treat them as second class citizens.  
       In January 1805 missionaries Abraham and Christian Albrecht together with  
Johannes Siedenfaden of the Rotterdam Missionary Society, arrived at the Cape.13 
In October 1806 these three missionaries established the first permanent Christian 
mission at Warmbad in southern Namibia.14 Five years later, the LMS discontinued 

                                                           
5M. Mbumba & N.H. Noisser, Namibia in History: Junior Secondary History Book (London: 
Zed Books, 1989), 71-72.  
6 Mbumba & Noisser, Namibia in History, 73. 
7 A.F. Walls, The Cross-cultural Process in Christian History (Maryknoll: Obis Books, 2002), 
207. 
8 Journal of the House of Lords, Volume 49 (1812), 624. 
9 G.L. Buys & S.V.V. Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia 1805 -1990: An Introduction 
(Windhoek: Gamsberg Macmillan, 2003), 9. 
10 Walls, The Cross-cultural Process in Christian History, 207. 
11 Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia, 62.  
12 R. Elphick, The Equality of Believers: Protestant Missionaries and the Racial Politics of South 
Africa (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2012), 35.   
13 T. Dedering, Hate the Old and Follow the New: Khoekhoe and Missionaries in Early 
Nineteenth-Century Namibia (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1997), 70.  
14 Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia, 62.  
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the work at Warmbad.15 The cause of this is explained by Nangolo Mbumba and 
Norbert Noisser:  
 

A conflict soon arose between the chief [Abraham Christian, chief of the 
Bondelsswarts] and the missionary. It was the same kind of conflict that 
happened later in other cases too. The chief wanted the missionary to be 
completely under his authority. But the authority of the chiefs was often 
questioned and ignored by the missionaries.16 
 

The development and furthering of mission work in Namibia continued to be a 
challenge for the early missionaries.17 However, there were also missionaries who 
made a significant and positive impact.  
       According to Tilman Dedering and Shekutaamba Nambala, the most 
remarkable missionary was Johann Heinrich Schmelen,18 who became one of the 
pioneers of mission work in Namibia.19 On the request of mission inspector 
Campbell, Schmelen crossed the Orange River in 1814 on a journey into southern 
Namibia and settled north of the river at a place called Ui-gandes or Klipfontein, 
which he renamed Bethany.20 From Bethany he explored the country and met 
various members of the Nama tribe and other indigenous people on his journey.21 
Schmelen was fluent in three languages: German, English, and Dutch.22 He became 
the first European to learn the Nama language and translated the four gospels of 
the New Testament with the help of his Nama wife Zara into the Nama language, 

                                                           
15 Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia, 62. 
16 Mbumba & Noisser, Namibia in History, 71. 
17 Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia, 62. 
18 Also known as Johann Hinrich Schmelen. 
19 Dedering, Hate the Old and Follow the New, 69; Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia, 
62, 65. 
20 B. Lau, Namibia in Jonker Afrikaner’s Time (Windhoek: National Archives of Namibia, 
1994), 22.  
21 Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia, 65. 
22 A. Ejikeme, Culture and Customs of Namibia (Santa Barbara: Greenwood, 2011), 49. 
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which were printed in 1831.23 Due to a drought and locust plague, Schmelen 
returned to South Africa in 1828 and began to work among the people of Jasper 
Cloete at Komagas. In 1838, Schmelen asked the Rhenish Missionary Society to 
assist with the mission work north of the Orange River.24   

 
The Rhenish Missionary Society in Namibia 

The Rhenish Missionary Society (RMS) was officially established in the Rhenish 
town of Mettmann by a merger of three smaller organisations, i.e. the Elberfeld, 
Barmen, and Cologne mission societies, on 3 September 1828.25 In June 1829 the 
King of Prussia ‘officially recognized the RMS as a missionary society and 
approved its statutes.’26 Its headquarters were at Barmen (now part of 
Wuppertal).27 The three founding societies stood in the Reformed or Lutheran 
traditions of the church and had been greatly influenced by the pietism of the 
Lower Rhine region.28 The main objective of the society was ‘the training and 
sending forth of Christian missionaries to non-Christian nations.’29 At that time the 
first four missionary candidates of the RMS were approaching the end of their 
training and the mission board considered South Africa to be a possible mission 
field for them.30 These four candidates arrived under the leadership of  Dr John 

                                                           
23 J. Baumann, Van Sending to Kerk: 125 Jaar Rynse Sendingarbeid in Suidwes-Afrika, 1842-
1967 (Karibib: E.L.K. Boekdepot, 1967), 16.  
24 Ejikeme, Culture and Customs of Namibia, 53. 
25 N. O. Oermann, Mission, Church and State Relations in South West Africa under German Rule 
(1884-1915) (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1999), 29.  
26 Oermann, Mission, Church and State Relations…, 29. 
27 Oermann, Mission, Church and State Relations …, 29. 
28 Cf. G. Scriba, & G. Lislerud, ‘Lutheran Churches and Missions in South Africa’, in R. Elphick 
& R. Davenport (eds.), Christianity in South Africa: A Social, Political, and Cultural History 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 175; G. Melton, ‘Rhenish Mission’, in J.G. 
Melton & M. Baumann (eds.), Religions of the World: A Comprehensive Encyclopedia of Beliefs 
and Practices, vol. 1 (Santa Barbara: ABC-Clio, 2010), 2413. 
29 C.P. Heese, Sendingonderwys in Suidwes-Afrika 1806-1870: ‘n kritisie beskouing van 
bepaalde aspekte (Stellenbosch: Universiteit van Stellenbosch, 1980), 75. 
30 E. Strassberger, The Rhenish Mission Society in South Africa 1830-1950 (Cape Town: C. 
Struik, 1969), 15. 
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Phillip of the LMS in South Africa in 1829.31 In the first two months after their 
arrival, two of them, Luckhoff and Zahn, were sent to minister amongst the slaves 
at Stellenbosch and Tulbagh, while the other two went further north and started to 
work amongst the Khoi at Wupperthal near Clanwilliam and at Ebenhaeser.32 More 
stations were established over the years by RMS missionaries in the northern Cape 
(Namaqualand and Bushmanland) and in the southwestern Cape (Serepta, Saron, 
Worcester, and De Doorns). 
       In response to the request made by Heinrich Schmelen in 1838, the decision 
was taken at a board meeting of the RMS at Barmen on 17 June 1840 to send Franz 
H. Kleinschmidt to Kommagas to learn the Nama language and to prepare for his 
ministry at Bethany.33 In 1841 the missionaries Hugo Hahn and Hans Christian 
Knudsen were sent to join Kleinschmidt for the work in Great Namaqualand and 
possibly Damaraland. On 22 May 1842, Kleinschmidt was ordained in Kommagas. 
He left Kommagas five days later and reached Bethany on the 30 August 1842,34 
previously a station led by Schmelen.35 This marked the beginning of a very long 
and ultimately successful missionary work by the RMS in Namibia. The RMS 
became ‘the dominant missionary society in Namibia for more than a century’.36   
       In 1842 the first RMS missionaries arrived at Windhoek, the village of Jonker 
Afrikaner.37 This was the beginning of the Nama mission to the south and the 
Herero mission to the north. As Jonker Afrikaner was the most powerful 
indigenous leader at that time, the missionaries were eager to have him as their 
patron.38  They were greatly disappointed when Jonker Afrikaner did not allow 
them to visit the Herero people. A second disappointment awaited them in 1844 
when he preferred a Wesleyan missionary over the Rhenish missionaries to stay 

                                                           
31 Buys & Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia 1805-1990, 17. 
32 Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia, 69-70.  
33 Strassberger, The Rhenish Mission Society in South Africa 1830-1950, 69. 
34 Heese, Sendingonderwys in Suidwes-Afrika 1806-1870, 76. 
35 Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia, 73. 
36 V.L. Tonchi, W. Lindeke & J.J. Grotpeter, Historical Dictionary of Namibia, 2nd ed. (Lanham: 
The Scarecrow Press, 2012), 367.  
37 Heese, Sendingonderwys in Suidwes-Afrika 1806-1870, 64.  
38 Heese, Sendingonderwys in Suidwes-Afrika 1806-1870, 64. 
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and work at his village.39 Due to a misunderstanding between the RMS and 
Wesleyan missionaries, Hahn and Kleinschmidt left Windhoek to establish a 
mission amongst the Herero in the north and amongst the Nama in the south.40  
       In October 1842 Hans Christian Knudsen, a Norwegian missionary, arrived at 
Bethany to continue with the missionary work which had been started by 
Schmelen.41 He immediately restored the house built by the LMS missionary 
eighteen years earlier and added a church building. The people of Bethany were 
happy to have a missionary and the work immediately began to flourish.42 On the 
request of the kaptein, missionary Knudsen drew up the first rules for the 
community, i.e. the  ‘Gemeente orde’.43 
       Hugo Hahn, who is regarded as the father of the Herero mission, began his 
mission work amongst the Herero people at Otjikango in 1844.44 He later renamed 
the place Barmen after the German town in which the RMS headquarters were 
located. Hahn acted as a community leader; he was responsible for the governing 
of the station: He took responsibility for the buildings and the agriculture projects, 
as well as for all other missionary activities.45 
       In 1845 Kleinschmidt started missionary work at Rehoboth.46 The people of 
Rehoboth lived around the hot springs and were led by Kaptein Abraham 
Swartbooi. Missionary activities began with the building of a church, a school, and 
accommodation for the missionary.47 The work made good progress and by 1846 
220 people had already joined the congregation.48 A remarkable person in the 

                                                           
39 Heese, Sendingonderwys in Suidwes-Afrika 1806-1870, 64.  
40 Buys & Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia 1805-1990, 19. 
41 Baumann, Van Sending tot Kerk, 17. 
42 Baumann, Van Sending tot Kerk, 17. 
43 Baumann, Van Sending tot Kerk, 17. 
44 Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia, 72. 
45 Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia, 72. 
46 G. Gurirab, ‘A Brief Historical Survey of the ELCRN’, in P.J. Isaak (ed.), The Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in the Republic of Namibia in the 21st Century (Windhoek: Gamsberg 
Macmillan, 2000), 20.  
47 Gurirab, ‘A Brief Historical Survey of the ELCRN’, 20. 
48 Gurirab, ‘A Brief Historical Survey of the ELCRN’, 20. 
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congregation was Anatjie, the kaptein’s wife.49 She had been baptised earlier by 
Schmelen and had served as a deaconess at Bethany under Knudsen. Anatjie 
Swartbooi became a very reliable helper for Kleinschmidt.50 This very promising 
work in Rehoboth came to an end in 1864 when the kaptein and his people, 
because of fear of the Afrikaners, decided to leave their homes and moved to the 
northwestern part of the country.51 Kleinschmidt and his family went with them. 
He died at Otjimbingwe on 2 September 1864.52   
       By that time Namibia together with South Africa had become, as the February 
1856 edition of The Missionary Herald noted, ‘the most important mission field of 
the Rhenish Missionary Society’.53 That said, it was not an easy field for the 
Rhenish missionaries, as explained by the Missionary Herald:     
   

The northern branch of the mission is passing through an interesting and 
eventful crisis. The gospel has been preached among the Namaquas, 
Bushmen, Damaras, and other tribes, for a number of years; but such are 
the habits of the people, that very little has been accomplished. Their life 
is nomadic, the country being in the main not well suited to agriculture; 
schools and churches, therefore, cannot prosper. There are also constant 
feuds and forays in all this region, which exert a very disheartening 
influence upon missionaries.54 

 
However, these challenges did not stop the RMS from continuing their work in 
Namibia.55 In the following years RMS missionaries managed to establish various 
mission stations all over the country, including Gibeon (1863), Omaruru (1870), 
Okombahe (1871), Rehoboth (1870), Waterberg (1873), Rietfontein (1885), Gaub 

                                                           
49 Baumann, Van Sending tot Kerk, 45. 
50 Baumann, Van Sending tot Kerk, 45. 
51 Baumann, Van Sending tot Kerk, 49. 
52 Baumann, Van Sending tot Kerk, 49. 
53 The Missionary Herald, Volume 52 (Boston: The Press of T.R. Marvin, 1856), 54. 
54 The Missionary Herald, 54. 
55 Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia, 72-73. 
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(1885), Karibib (1902), Swakopmund (1905), and Lüderitz (1905).56 The RMS 
worked for more than 150 years in Namibia and founded many congregations, 
schools, and hospitals.57 The growth of the work was remarkable. In 1940 the RMS 
had 22 congregations with a total membership of  72,000. Seventeen years later, 
there were 23 congregations with a membership of 95,530.58 These congregations 
were served by 16 pastors and 21 missionaries.59  
       When the RMS started working in Namibia, it also began with mission work 
amongst the Baster people at the Karreeberge (Amandelboom) in 1845 and at De 
Tuin in 1863, as well as in Rehoboth in 1870.60 Through many hardships and 
tremendous challenges, the missionaries stayed faithful in building up this Baster 
church in South Africa and Namibia.  

 
Formation of Separate Mission Congregations 

The RMS, as a German Protestant missionary society, was deeply influenced by 
German Lutheran missiology, which promoted the establishment of autonomous 
churches or Volkskirchen (literally: people’s churches), in which people of the 
same ethnic group were gathered.61 To accomplish this aim, the missionaries had to 
respect the culture and language of the people they were serving.62 The gospel had 
to be preached without detaching the Africans from their culture. The idea was that 
the church had to grow within the cultural context. Hans-Werner Gensichen notes: 
   

Thus the church, […], was no longer an imported foreign structure estab-
lished among natives removed from their environment and social rela-

                                                           
56 Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia, 72-73. 
57 Buys & Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia 1805-1990, 117. 
58 Buys & Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia 1805-1990, 117. 
59 Buys & Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia 1805-1990, 117. 
60 Strassberger, The Rhenish Mission Society in South Africa…, 79.  
61 H.E. Winkler, The Divided Roots of Lutheranism in South Africa: A Critical Overview of 
Social History of the German speaking Lutheran Missions and Churches Originated from their 
Work in South Africa, unpublished masters dissertation (Cape Town: University of Cape Town, 
1989), 16.   
62 Winkler, The Divided Roots of Lutheranism…, 16. 
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tions, and exposed to alien techniques of dogma and cult. It was to be 
truly a folk church, Volkskirche, elevating even all basic social structures 
into the new creation of the Spirit and thus becoming fully indigenous.63  
 

While this was a laudable approach it, unfortunately, became the root of separatism 
within the Lutheran churches in southern Africa.64 Long before the official 
establishment of Apartheid by the South African government, the RMS chose to 
establish distinct congregations based on ethnicity and language in Namibia.65 Two 
kinds of congregations developed from the work of the Rhenish missionaries: 
congregations for white settlers and mission congregations for the indigenous 
people groups.66 This development was supported by the German community who 
felt that they were not part of the mission field as they were already Christians.67 
These events show that the RMS struggled to develop a theology that opposed 
colonialism, racism and later apartheid.68 The ecclesiological and missiological 
concept of the Volkskirche was the basis for this development.69  The emphasis was 
on spiritual unity over organisational unity. The main reason for the formation of 
separate congregations was the issue of language.70 People could not be part of the 
same congregation, it was argued, because they spoke different languages. It was 
further argued that spiritual unity existed between the various ethnic congregations 
anyway, which was more important than organisational unity.71  
       Though it cannot be completely ruled out that the Volkskirche concept also 
played a role in the formation of two separate RMS congregations after the arrival 
of the Baster people in Rehoboth, the reasons for the decision to have two ethnic 
congregations, it seems, were more of a pragmatic nature. Thus, the Damara 
                                                           
63 H.-W. Gensichen, ‘The Germans’, International Bulletin of Missionary Research 6/2 (1982), 
52. 
64 Winkler, The Divided Roots of Lutheranism in South Africa, 16. 
65 Gurirab, ‘A Brief Historical Survey of the ELCRN’, 19-20.  
66 Gurirab, ‘A Brief Historical Survey of the ELCRN’, 19. 
67 Gurirab, ‘A Brief Historical Survey of the ELCRN’, 20. 
68 Gurirab, ‘A Brief Historical Survey of the ELCRN’, 19-20. 
69 Winkler, The Divided Roots of Lutheranism…, 18.  
70 Winkler, The Divided Roots of Lutheranism…, 18. 
71 Winkler, The Divided Roots of Lutheranism…, 18. 
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people who came to the Sunday services did not speak Dutch and the missionary, 
who led the services, did not have an interpreter available. To accommodate the 
Damara-speakers, missionary Heidmann decided to have a Sunday evening service 
which was led by a local teacher who spoke the language.72 In 1873 Heidmann 
explained the situation as follows: 
 

Am Sonntag kommen einige Bergdamara, namentlich Frauen, auch zum 
Gottesdienst. Mit ihren schrillen, hellen Stimmen singen sie die Gesänge 
mit, aber ohne Worte, denn Holländisch verstanden sie nicht. […] Leider 
verstehen sie wohl nicht viel, weil ich keinen habe, der dolmetscht. […] 
Große Sorge machte mir, daß ich niemand zum Dolmetschen hatte. […] 
Für die Nama und Bergdamara ist am sonntagabend wieder Gottesdienst, 
die unser Schulmeister Mattheus Gertse abwechselnd mit mir hält.73   

 
The church historian and missiologist Theo Sundermeier has criticised the RMS 
for not having made any attempt to unite Basters and Damaras in one 
congregation: ‘Die Mission hat die Damara von jeher geistlich versorgt, doch sie 
hat kaum ernsthafte Versuche unternommen, die beiden Volksgruppen zu einer 
Gemeinde zusammenzuführen.’74 Because of the Apartheid system which was 
imposed on the indigenous people of Namibia, the two congregations continued to 
exist along ethnic lines even after the establishment of the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in the Republic of Namibia.75 
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Education and Leadership Development  
Right from the beginning, education was an integral part of the RMS’s mission 
strategy. Most of the RMS’s mission stations served as educational centres.76 The 
teaching in the schools was elementary and had its focus on reading and writing, 
arithmetic, music, and Bible knowledge. In other words, the standard of education 
in the mission schools was very low.77 The RMS’s schools were preparing people 
to become labourers. Their emphasis was on the teaching of Christian values and 
practical skills.78 As a result, very few Namibians managed to proceed to 
secondary education during this time.79 The RMS missionaries assumed that the 
indigenous people would not cope with the study of languages and mathematics.80 
By providing them with elementary education they excluded them from leadership 
and decision making positions in the church.81 Rudolf Tjibeba argues that the 
unwillingness of the missionaries to train and ordain indigenous clergy was based 
on the biases of the day, i.e. that black people were not capable and ready for 
responsible positions. Indigenous evangelists employed by the RMS were allowed 
to preach the gospel to their people and perform certain duties under the 
supervision of the white missionaries only.82 According to the 1934 constitution of 
the Rhenish Mission Church in South West Africa it was the task of itinerant 
evangelists (Wanderevangelisten) to preach the gospel to farm communities, teach 
the basics of the Christian faith to children and prepare people for baptism, while 
senior evangelists (Hauptevangelisten) served as leaders of smaller daughter 
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79 Tjibeba, The History of the Rhenish Mission Society in Namibia…, 54, 60. 
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congregations (Filialgemeinden).83 However, neither of them were allowed to 
administer the sacraments.84  
       As a result of the unwillingness of the Rhenish missionaries to ordain black 
Christians as pastors, the leadership of local mission congregations (and of the 
Rhenish Mission Church as a whole) remained in the hands of the missionaries. 
For this reason, a large number of Nama people left the RMS and joined the 
African Methodist Episcopal Church in July 1946.85 

  
The  Rhenish Mission Church and the Question of Independence   

After the unsuccessful freedom struggle of the Herero and the Nama, which began 
in 1904 and lasted for three years, many Herero people joined the RMS 
congregations.86 However, even the turbulent war years could not extinguish the 
desire for political freedom in the hearts of many Herero and Nama.87 This later 
gave rise to the development of separatist movements which in some cases also 
affected the RMS and the Rhenish Mission Church. Thus, the Rhenish Mission 
Church experienced several secessions.88  
       The first secession was the Herero Secession of 1923.89 It was triggered by 
events surrounding the funeral of Chief Samuel Maharero in August of the same 
year.90 After Maharero’s funeral, the majority of the Herero people left the Rhenish 
Mission Church and returned to ancestor worship and the practice of the Holy 
Fire.91 According to church historians Buys and Nambala, this secession should not 
be seen as a church schism, as it was primarily motivated by political and national 
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rather than religious ideas and convictions: ‘The tribal chiefs and indigenous 
community of the Hereros, who left the Rhenish Mission Church in 1923, were 
stimulated by the Ethiopian movement’s emphasis on Black nationalism.’92  
       The second secession which affected the Rhenish Mission Church was the 
Nama Secession of 1946.93 This was the first time that indigenous Christians raised 
their voice of protest against the missionary control of the church. The Nama 
members of the Rhenish Mission congregations in the south of the country were 
seeking greater independence from the Rhenish missionaries and acknowledge-
ment of the authority of the black church leaders. One of the two immediate causes 
which triggered the secession was the proposed transfer of the Rhenish Mission 
congregations to the Dutch Reformed Church. This transfer was reported in a Cape 
newspaper, Die Burger, in October 1945.94 The report implied that the transfer was 
already accomplished. The second cause was the placement of a new missionary at 
the congregation in Keetmanshoop. Against the will of the congregants, who 
wanted an indigenous pastor to be ordained as their spiritual leader, the RMS 
appointed a German missionary.95 At a general conference of the Nama Teachers’ 
and Evangelists’ Association, which took place on 12 January 1946, the teachers 
and evangelists present felt that they had been betrayed by the Rhenish missionar-
ies.96 They concluded, ‘indigenous workers had been deceived and sold out like 
children by their parents (mission). Their independence as a church had been 
attacked. Decisions […] had been taken without consultation.’97 As a result, the 
majority of the spiritual leaders of the Nama congregations in the south together 
with a large number of members left the Rhenish Mission Church and joined the 
African Methodist Episcopal Church.98 Tjibeba notes: ‘The motive for the Nama 
secession was the search for greater independence, recognition as fellow Christians 
                                                           
92 Buys & Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia 1805-1990, 177. 
93 Buys & Nambala, History of the Church in Namibia 1805-1990, 178. 
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and equal workers in the mission, and full acknowledgement of the authority and 
leadership of the indigenous leaders.’99 
       This development in the Nama congregations challenged the RMS to work 
towards the establishment of an independent, indigenous church.100 Shortly after 
the Nama schism, the RMS missionaries ordained the first black Namibian pastors 
in 1949. This, however, was not a voluntary act on the part of the local RMS 
missionaries.101 The missionaries had come under pressure from their leaders in 
Germany who were deeply concerned about the situation in Namibia because of 
the recent breakaway of the Nama people.102 The pressure increased when Herero 
leaders also began to discuss the possibility of forming an independent church un-
der Herero leadership. After years of negotiations and talks between the RMS mis-
sionaries and the Herero leaders, the Oruuano or Protestant Unity Church was 
established in August 1955.103 A large number of Herero members left the Rhenish 
Mission congregations and joined this new church.104 Zedekiah Ngavirue writes:  
  

The main aim behind the establishment of Oruuano or Protestant Unity 
Church, was like that of the Nama secession, which preceded it, to have a 
church without European control. The Herero secession movement was 
headed by Reinhard Ruzo, a man who [had] also been in the service of the 
R.M.S. like his Nama counterparts. Since the break was not based on 
schismatic differences, Oruuano retained the practices of the parent 
church in matters of worship.105   
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Some Rhenish missionaries admitted that they had made mistakes and were willing 
to take responsibility for this development. Missionary Milk, for example, spoke of 
the guilt and failure of the missionaries. He saw the Herero secession as a judg-
ment from God. At the same time he was grateful that by the grace of God the 
Rhenish missionaries were able to continue their work amongst the Herero people:     
  

Wir glauben, dass in der Abfallbewegung Gottes Gericht und Gnade uns 
begegnet, Gottes Gericht über mancherlei Versäumnisse bei uns als den 
verantwortlichen Dienern der Gemeinde, wie auch über die Gemeinde 
selbst durch die Sichtung, die sich in ihr vollzieht. In der Erkenntnis und 
Beugung unter die Schuld, die wir überkommen und die wir selbst hin-
zugefügt haben, […], danken wir Gott dem Herrn für die grosse Gnade, 
dass er noch seine Gemeinde unter den Herero sammelt und wir in ihr 
dienen dürfen.106  

 
However, the RMS missionaries held that the Herero secession was not the result 
of a spiritually motivated desire to have an independent church. They believed that 
the secession had to be seen in a political light as it was driven by a nationalistic, 
anti-white and anti-Christian agenda:    

 
Wir glauben aber, dass sich in der Abfallbwegung unter den Herero, […], 
nicht ein echter Wille zur Selbständigkeit der Kirche äussert. Die Frage 
nach der Kirche wurde zum Anlass genommen, um in Wirklichkeit Fra-
gen aufzunehmen, die schon vor 30 Jahren aufgebracht waren und auf 
dem national-politischen Gebiet liegen. Es ist der Ruf zurück zur 
Wahrung der völkisch-nationalen Tradition und die Absage an das 
Christentum und damit auch die Absage an den weissen Mann.107   
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Conclusion 
It can be argued, that the process of transforming the Rhenish Mission Church into 
an independent church without missionary involvement already began in 1938 with 
the formation of the Paulinum Theological Seminary for the training of indigenous 
pastors.108 However, this process was interrupted by World War II which lasted 
from 1939 to 1945. The first indigenous pastors were ordained shortly after the 
Nama secession in 1949.109 This was the first and very important step towards the 
autonomy of the Rhenish Mission Church.110 In 1950, under great pressure from 
the RMS leadership in Germany, the missionaries began to prepare a draft consti-
tution for an independent church in Namibia.111 In 1953, the first indigenous lead-
ers were invited to join the Church Order Commission, which had the task to 
develop a new constitution that would replace the 1934 Church Order of the 
Rhenish Mission Church. After the final draft had been accepted by the two re-
gional synods in 1956,112 the new constitution was adopted at the first Territorial 
Synod in 1957. The new church was constituted as the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in South West Africa (Rhenish Mission Church) on 4 October 1957.113 In 
1990, after Namibia had gained independence from South Africa, the name of this 
church body was changed to Evangelical Lutheran Church in the Republic of 
Namibia (ELCRN).114  
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THE RHENISH BASTER CONGREGATION 
 

The Origin of the Rhenish Mission Baster Congregation 
The history of the Rhenish Baster Congregation at Rehoboth dates back to the 
beginning of the work of the RMS in Boesmanland, Northern Cape in 1845.115 In 
1843 missionaries Leipold and von Wurmb of the Rhenish mission station at Wup-
perthal travelled to the Kareeberg area, where the Xhosa people under the leader-
ship of Kaptein Jan Kaffer lived.116 Missionary work in that area (Zakrivier) had 
been previously (1799-1803) undertaken amongst the San and Khoi by J.J. 
Kichener of the London Missionary Society.117 In the Kareeberg area, Leipold and 
von Worm also met a group of Baster pastoralists who led a nomadic lifestyle and 
who seemed to be more responsive to the gospel.118 They were descendants of 
European men (trekboere) who had intermarried with Khoikhoi women.119 They 
requested the RMS for the service of a missionary, upon which the missionaries 
Johann Heinrich Lutz and Friedrich Wilhelm Beinecke arrived in the Kareeberg 
area in 1845.120 They pitched their tents under a huge almond tree close to a foun-
tain near the Zakrivier and named the station Amandelboom. The missionaries 
immediately started mission work amongst the Basters in the area, and soon a 
school was opened under the direction of Beinecke. Under the guidance of Lutz the 
church began to grow.121   
       The RMS was never exclusively Lutheran or Reformed but was firmly rooted 
in both Protestant traditions.122 For that reason, the mission stations and congrega-
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tions in Southern Africa used both the Heidelberg Catechism and Luther’s Small 
Catechism for Christian education purposes. However, the Scriptures were always 
central in the spiritual guidance of the congregations.123  
       The successful missionary work among the Baster people came under threat 
when the northern boundary of the Cape colony was moved up to the Orange River 
by the British government in 1848.124 This resulted in the invitation of white farm-
ers, who took the grazing land which had previously been used by the Basters. The 
missionaries tried hard to obtain ownership rights for the Baster people of the area 
but did not succeed.125  However, the influx of white Afrikaners with their animals 
made it difficult for the Basters and others to continue to stay on the station as 
grazing became increasingly difficult for them.126 From 1861 onwards, more and 
more Basters left the mission station and moved northwards in search for new 
pastures for their animals. By 1862, most of the Basters had left Amandelboom and 
settled further north at Carnavon, De Tuin and Pella.127 After a few visits, RMS 
missionary Peter Sterrenberg established a permanent mission station at De Tuin in 
1863.128 By 1864, they had built a spacious parsonage,129 and a church and a school 
building were added in 1865. In the same year, Sterrenberg was transferred to the 
nearby Schietfontein (Carnavon) station.130 On 13 November 1865, the missionary 
Johann Friedrich Christopher Heidmann arrived in the Cape Colony to take over 
the work at De Tuin.131 Heidmann came to De Tuin in February 1866 and was 
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warmly welcomed by the congregation. By the time of his arrival, there were 105 
members in the congregation, more than a hundred people in catechism classes and 
187 children attending the mission school.132 According to Patrick Pearson, 
between 50 and 70 families resided on the station, with a further 150 living in the 
area.133 Order in the community was maintained by a Baster Council. The Cape 
government supported the school with 30 pounds per year. The community was 
almost self-sufficient, as they usually raised about 200 pounds each year for the 
operations of the station.134 Only in times of severe drought did the RMS come to 
their aid.  
       In 1865, the Cape government promulgated the Land Beacon Act, according to 
which, occupants of land should provide proof of their ownership.135 The govern-
ment also decided that Crown land was to be divided and made available to be 
leased or sold.136 In response, the Baster community, under the guidance of 
Heidmann, asked the government for a tract of land. This request was turned down 
in November 1866.137 The lease system, however, was not the only threat to the 
Basters. There was also the invasion of white farmers with their animals from other 
areas.138 Besides these challenges, the existence of the community was also threat-
ened by the Korana and San, who were in desperate need of land.139 By 1867, the 
sporadic theft of cattle and sheep from the colonists had become open warfare with 
the aim to remove them from their land. De Tuin, which was close to Koranaland, 
soon became a target for Korana raids.140 Hartmut Lang and Cornelia Limpricht 
write about these raids: 
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The raiders […] became increasingly crafty and violent. At first, they 
would steal individual animals for slaughter, taking the horses with them 
to prevent the Basters from pursuing them. Shortly after they would reap-
pear with the horses to take entire herds, - leaving some families with 
nothing.141 

 

The Basters asked the Cape Government for protection, but without success. The 
Baster community of De Tuin lost all hope for security in the border region of the 
Cape Colony.142 Their unsuccessful efforts to get land ownership, the selfish 
actions of white farmers, and the raids of the Korana, finally forced the Basters to 
decide to look for a place beyond the borders of the colony.143 Kristin Kjæret and 
Kristian Stokke describe how the Basters perceived this situation: 
 

They were thus in conflict with the whites through their laws and with the 
blacks through their plundering, and were left standing alone without help 
from their own ancestors: they were the brown children who had to get by 
without the support from their parents.144  

 

       On the 24th of February 1868, at a community meeting, 90 family heads de-
clared that they wanted to move.145 Of the 58 families who were members of the 
RMS congregation, 40 were willing to join the trek northward.146 On the 12th of 
July 1868, Heidmann and a small group of his congregants gathered in the small 
church located on the station for their last church service and the celebration of 
Holy Communion.  On the 13th of July 1868, the locks and the bell were removed 
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from the church and put on a wagon.147 The trek immediately went westwards in 
the direction of Pella to join Hermanus van Wyk, who had been elected kaptein at 
Usib.148 On the 16th of November, they arrived at the Orange River. Almost three 
weeks later, on the 25th of November, the last wagon crossed the river and began 
the journey under harsh and difficult conditions to the next waterhole called 
Kinderzit.149 

    
The De Tuin Basters in South West Africa 

With permission of the Orlam–Nama kaptein, the Basters moved to Warmbad.150 
During the stay at Warmbad a set of laws was drawn up by Hermanus van Wyk 
with the assistance of missionaries Heidmann and Weber.151 These laws later 
formed the basis for the Vaderlike Wette, which were written at Rehoboth in 1872. 
The Basters left Warmbad just before Christmas and moved to Haris, where they 
stayed a few weeks, after which they reached Keetmanshoop on the 24th of Febru-
ary 1869. At Keetmanshoop, Heidmann left the congregation and went to Cape 
Town to meet his fiancé, Ida Eick from Germany.152 Upon their arrival, most of the 
congregational members were stationed at Chamis and the surrounding area.153 
Heidmann joined the group at Chamis and continued with the school, offering 
evening classes for the adults.154 Most of the Basters did not live on the station. 
They were scattered in the area, partly due to the drought but also because many 
had turned to hunting.155 Heidmann deeply disapproved of this and claimed that ‘it 
makes them savage at heart and blunts their sensibilities and makes them unrecep-
tive to all what is superior and ennobling.’156 For Heidmann, it was clearly of great 
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importance that the Basters would settle together, as this would make it easier for 
him to continue with his missionary work.157   
       Both Heidmann and Kaptein van Wyk were eager to find a suitable place for 
the Basters to settle but they were cautious not to rush it.158 Missionary Hugo Hahn 
invited the Basters to come to Scheppmansdorf, a settlement near Walvis Bay.159 
With this move, Hahn wanted to secure the bay against any attacks.160 The Basters 
arrived in the country amid the Herero and the Nama war which had started five 
years earlier.161 On the 20th of September 1870, the Peace Conference of Okahandja 
took place and a peace agreement was reached between the Orlam, Herero and 
Nama tribes. Hermanus van Wyk was also invited to attend the conference.162 At 
this conference, he asked Abraham Swartbooi, chief of the Swartbooi tribe, about 
the possibility for the Basters to settle in Rehoboth. Kaptein Swartbooi granted 
Hermanus van Wyk and the Basters permission to occupy Rehoboth until the 
Swartbooi tribe wanted to repossess the land.163 They agreed that the Basters would 
pay Swartbooi a yearly compensation consisting of one horse. Heidmann felt un-
easy about this agreement as it was not included in the peace treaty. Heidmann’s 
reservation was justified, as the position of the Basters at Rehoboth would soon be 
threatened. Immediately after this agreement van Wyk and some of the Baster 
families went to Rehoboth. Heidmann and the rest of the congregation arrived at 
Rehoboth in February 1871.164 The community immediately began to develop the 
station:165 they blasted away the rocks to get better water supply from the foun-
tains; gardens and cornfields were planted. At that time the Baster community con-
sisted of 333 people.166 Four years later ‘the community of Rehoboth had grown to 
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about 80 to 90 families or 800 “souls”, which assumes an average family size of 
nine to ten persons.’167 Although the Basters had settled at Rehoboth, they were 
still unsure about their future. As early as 1872 they were confronted with different 
groups who wanted them to leave the Rehoboth area. White farmers who arrived in 
the country tried to buy Rehoboth from the Swartboois in 1876.168 At the request of 
the Basters, Abraham Swartbooi had already agreed in 1875 to sell Rehoboth to 
them. This agreement became null and void when Swartbooi and his people 
attacked Rehoboth on 16 November 1882.169 The attack was fought off by the 
Basters. According to Heidmann, Abraham Swaartbooi forfeited the right of own-
ership to the Rehoboth ‘Gebiet’, ‘[Die] Basters het dus hul gebruiksregte behou 
inooreensteming met die reels wat deur die Swartboois self neergele.’170 

   
The Rhenish Mission Baster Congregation at Rehoboth 

The developments, described in the paragraph above, allowed missionary 
Heidmann the opportunity to establish the Rhenish Mission Baster Congregation at 
Rehoboth. The congregation continued to be linked via Heidmann with the RMS, 
but also kept their independence. According to church historians Buys and Nam-
bala, ‘this congregation enjoyed full independence when [they] immigrated into 
Namibia and settled at Rehoboth.’171 This view is shared by Namibian historian 
Christo Botha, who writes ‘The Rehoboth Baster community settled in Rehoboth 
and established an independent congregation, though it emerged from, and contin-
ued to be supported by the Rhenish Mission Church in South Africa.’172 When the 
Basters arrived in Rehoboth, the mission station was in ruins. The Baster congre-
gation immediately restored the roof of the church, put in pews of brick, erected an 
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altar, and rebuilt the missionary house for Heidmann and his wife.173 Heidmann’s 
work focused on the spiritual development and formal education of the congrega-
tion.174 The Sunday service, the morning prayer meetings, and Wednesday evening 
prayer meetings were well attended, and a Sunday school for young children was 
established.175 In August 1878 the 50th anniversary of the Rhenish Missionary 
Society was celebrated in the Baster Congregation.176 For this event, the church 
building was extended by the congregation. A missionary conference was also held 
during these days and the Basters received the missionaries as guests in their 
homes.177 At the end of these events the congregation, at the request of Heidmann, 
donated R 134 to the work of the RMS.178 In 1880 the congregation counted 178 
communicants, 405 baptised members and 153 children who attended the congre-
gation’s school.179 In the following years, the financial support of the congregation 
continuously increased through its members. As a result, the church building fund 
reached 1,812.40 Mark in 1895.180  
       By 1874, Heidmann had acquired the service of assistant teacher Matteus 
Gertze to help in the school.181 He had been trained at the Augustineum at Otjimb-
ingwe and served as a translator for Heidmann to the Bergdamara and Nama 
people. In spite of this good progress in the congregation, the Basters still experi-
enced many difficulties, including repeated attacks by members of the Nama tribe. 
As a result of these attacks, the Baster community lost 236 cattle, 676 small live-
stock and two horses in 1877.182 When, in the same year, war broke out again 
between the Herero and Nama people, the Basters found themselves caught in the 
middle, and so turned to the German authorities for help. In 1884, the Baster 
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kaptein signed a Protection Treaty with the German colonial government.183 How-
ever, this treaty did not provide adequate protection.184 In May 1893, members of 
the Nama tribe, under the leadership of Kaptein Hendrik Witbooi, stole 400 cattle 
and the same amount of small livestock from the Rehoboth Basters.185  
      In June 1899, Ida Heidmann died in Rehoboth after having served the congre-
gation for thirty years.186 In January 1907, her husband Friedrich Heidmann retired 
after almost forty years of ministry in the Baster congregation and left for the Cape 
Colony. He was succeeded by RMS missionary Adolf Blecher, who had worked 
with Heidmann since January 1901. Under Blecher’s leadership, the Rhenish 
Baster Congregation erected a new building, which was inaugurated on 14 
November 1908.187 The building costs of R 9,000 had been raised by the congrega-
tion without any financial support from the RMS. The building work was carried 
out by Jakob Diehl of the RMS.188 Two years later, in 1910, new school buildings 
were also erected by the Rhenish Baster Congregation.189  
       During World War I, a disagreement developed between the Basters and the 
German colonial authorities when the Basters refused to support the Germans in 
their fight against South African troops. Marion Wallace notes: 

 
The Rehobothers, for their part, now broke with a thirty-year tradition of 
loyalty to the Germans, refusing to fight against the South Africans be-
cause they feared losing their land should the latter be victorious; they 
were rescued from defeat at Tsamkhubis by the timely arrival of a South 
African force.190 
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After the battle, the Baster kaptein forbade the RMS missionaries to minister in the 
Baster Congregation.191 RMS missionary Schrör was only allowed to return to 
Rehoboth in 1920, marking a new start for the RMS. In February 1921, the 50th 
anniversary (1871-1921) of the arrival of the Basters in Rehoboth was celebrated.  
       By 1923, new problems arose between the Baster Council and the new South 
African administration. Wallace comments: 

 
Direct resistance to the state peaked with the Rehoboth rebellion of 1923-
25. Initially, the Baster community of the Rehoboth Gebiet had been 
given the impression by the South Africa authorities that the rather privi-
leged position they had under the Germans would be maintained […] In 
1923, the state tried to impose a new ‘Baster Agreement’ on the Rehoboth 
Gebiet. This was rejected by a majority of the Rehoboth burghers, who 
now set up their own institutions of government. Although this ‘rebel’ 
faction drew many of its members from the reserves’ elite, it also elicited 
widespread support among ‘squatters’, whose interests were threatened by 
the state’s intention to remove them to other reserves.192      

  
The result of this conflict was a split into a minority and a majority party in the 
Rehoboth community.193 This split affected the congregational life. When mission-
ary Schrör brought teachers from South Africa to Rehoboth in 1927, some mem-
bers of the majority party decided to boycott both church and school. The political 
situation in the Baster community continued to be a challenge for the Rhenish 
Baster Congregation up until 1959.194   
       On 26 August 1928, the RMS celebrated 100 years of mission work in Reho-
both. On the Monday after the celebrations, a meeting was held by the men in the 
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congregation to discuss the issue of the school and church boycott.195 During the 
drought, which lasted from 1930 to 1933, the Basters suffered economically.196 In 
1933, the 25th anniversary of the Paulus Church at Rehoboth was celebrated by the 
Rhenish Baster Congregation. Church work began to improve in terms of income, 
membership numbers, baptisms, confirmations, and school enrolment.197 Mission-
ary Schrör and his wife left the congregation in early 1939 and were succeeded by 
missionary Wilhelm Lind and his wife in June 1939.198 Under Lind’s leadership, 
the Rhenish Baster Congregation built a hospital, which was opened during Easter 
1945.199   
       The number of mission schools in the Rehoboth Gebiet continued to grow 
during that time.200 In 1943, Lind was pleased to report the presence of sixteen 
coloured teachers among the teaching staff. Three years later that number had in-
creased to 21 teachers. They taught around 700 children in the whole of the Reho-
both Gebiet. When they celebrated their 75th anniversary, the congregation had 
2,907 communicant members. 
       The work in the Rhenish Baster Congregation grew tremendously and became 
too much for missionary Lind. Evangelist Jakobus Beukes, who had been trained at 
Paulinum Seminary, was ordained and was brought in to help Lind on 15 February 
1953.201 In September 1953, missionary Lind retired and was succeeded by 
missionary Richard Vollmer.202 
       In 1957, after more than 123 years of missionary work in South West Africa, 
the RMS reached the point when they decided to incorporate the various mission 
congregations, including the Rhenish Baster Congregation, into one independent 
church named the Evangelical Lutheran Church in South West Africa (Rhenish 
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Mission Church).203 This church body was supposed to be a church for non-whites, 
i.e. a church without missionary involvement.204 For this reason, representatives of 
the various congregations, i.e. mission stations of the RMS gathered at Okahandja 
for the final acceptance of a draft constitution and the founding of an independent 
church. At the same synod meeting, the name Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
South-West Africa (Rhenish Mission Church) was proposed and accepted by a 
majority of the representatives.205 On behalf of the Rhenish Baster Congregation, 
their representatives, however, stated that they as a congregation preferred to keep 
the name Rhenish Mission Church only. They argued that if the name ‘Rhenish’ 
was changed, it might come to a schism within the Baster Congregation in Reho-
both. The fear of a schism was not unfounded as the majority of the members of 
the Rhenish Baster Congregation were strongly opposed to the name change.206                            
       In September 1959, after many efforts to keep the name ‘Rhenish’, the major-
ity of the members in the Rhenish Baster Congregation continued to function as an 
independent congregation by refusing to be part of the new Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in South West Africa (Rhenish Mission Church).207 In 1962, this group offi-
cially took on the name Rhenish Church in South West Africa (Rhenish Baster 
Congregation).208 Today, this church body is known as the Rhenish Church in 
Namibia.209 
       Jacobus Beukes believed that the name change was instrumental for the deci-
sion of the majority of members of the Rhenish Baster Congregation in Rehoboth 
not to become part of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in South West Africa.210 
Other researchers have suggested different reasons. Limpricht, for example, be-
lieves that a strong longing for independence among the Basters and a strong iden-
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tification with the RMS and the Rhenish Mission Church were the main reasons for 
this decision.211 Shekutambaa Nambala and Carl-J. Hellberg argue that the major-
ity of the members in the Rhenish Baster Congregation were motivated by an atti-
tude of ethnic superiority.212 In contrast to these views, Klippies Kritzinger thinks 
that the Rehoboth Basters were first and foremost led by economic reasons.213 
       While researchers not only disagree about the reasons for the majority of 
Rhenish Baster Congregation in Rehoboth not becoming part of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in South West Africa, there is also disagreement among them 
whether this decision constituted a secession or not.214 Thus, Limpricht argues in 
favour of the former, i.e. ‘a majority of Basters […] left the ELCSWA’,215 whereas 
Nambala writes that they never joined the new church in the first place.216 
       It is noteworthy that the situation of the Rhenish Baster Congregation in 
Rehoboth differed quite significantly from all other RMS mission congregations in 
the country. Gerhard Buys and Shekutaamba Nambala write: ‘By this time the 
Rhenish Church (Baster Congregation) at Rehoboth was already one of the strong-
est Christian communities in Namibia.’217 According to Limpricht, the Rhenish 
Mission Church played a dominant role among the Basters until the late 1950s.218 
However, this dominant role must not be interpreted in such a way that the Basters 
were dependent on the RMS. When we look at the history of the Rhenish Baster 
Congregation it is striking that the congregation, right from its beginnings in the 
Cape Colony, enjoyed a high degree of independence from the RMS. In this re-
spect, the Rhenish Baster Congregation was in a unique position. While RMS mis-
sionaries served faithfully in the Rhenish Baster Congregation, the congregation 
was financially independent. Church and school buildings, as well as a hospital, 
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were almost exclusively financed by contributions from the congregation. There 
was a strong sense of ‘ownership’ among the local congregation members. 

 
THE FORMATION OF THE EVANGELICAL LUTHERAN CHURCH IN 

SOUTH WEST AFRICA (RHENISH MISSION CHURCH) AND THE 
RHENISH CHURCH IN SOUTH WEST AFRICA 

  
The Lutheran World Federation was founded as a free union of Lutheran churches 
in 1947.219 Through its Commission of World Missions, the Lutheran World 
Federation aimed to stimulate a transition on the mission fields by developing in-
digenous churches in Africa and Asia. Another initiative, which had a tremendous 
influence on the international ecumenical front, was the founding of the World 
Council of Churches in 1948.220 The World Council of Churches emphasized the 
obligation of mission organizations to establish new independent churches in their 
respective mission fields. This point had already been discussed under the topic 
‘Partners in Obedience’ at a meeting of the Committee of the International 
Missionary Council (IMC) in Whitby in July 1947. The Committee agreed that 
both new and old churches should be seen as equal partners and should work 
together in fulfilling the Church’s mission in the world.221 As a result, the RMS 
head office in Germany urged their missionaries in South West Africa to act in 
accordance with the Whitby resolution by detaching the Rhenish Mission Church 
from the RMS in their territory.222 The missionaries were asked to plan and facili-
tate the establishment of an independent church in Namibia. Buys and Nambala 
write that the RMS missionaries were not eager to implement the mandate they had 
been given by their leaders in Germany.223 Similarly, Hanns Lessing notes: ‘This 
request was rejected by the conference of missionaries who stated that they will not 
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allow being pushed to a more cooperative relationship with their Namibian con-
gregations.’224 However, because of a possible visit of Gustav Menzel, the RMS 
mission inspector, the Rhenish missionaries in Namibia appointed a committee 
with the task to draft a church constitution.225 Menzel requested a draft for a uni-
fied church body, i.e. a church body which would unite six different ethnic groups 
in one church. This request immediately put the missionaries in conflict with the 
South African apartheid policies in the country. By the end of 1950, a Church 
Order Commission consisting solely of missionaries began their work to revise the 
1934 church order. The main goal was to detach the RMS personnel from the 
Rhenish Mission Church.226 
       In 1952, at an RMS missionary conference held in Swakopmund, it was agreed 
to draft a transitional constitution for a united church.227 The Church Order 
Commission reported to the Pastors’ and Evangelists’ Conference and the regional 
synods in 1953. At this stage, four indigenous pastors were assigned to the com-
mission.228 At an extraordinary missionary conference, which took place in 
Okahandja from 5-7 December 1955, the Rhenish missionaries discussed the 
secession of the Protestant Unity Church and the question of independence for the 
Rhenish Mission Church.229 While the missionaries reaffirmed their commitment 
to the establishment of such a church, they also agreed that there was no need for 
experiments and haste: 
      

Wir wissen uns in der Veranwortung vor Gott und gegenüber unseren 
Gemeinden verpflichtet, weiterhin alle unsere Kraft dafür einzusetzen, 
dass die Gemeinden auf dem Wege zur Selbständigkeit praktisch 
weitergeführt werden, halten es aber für verkehrt, uns durch die gegen-
wärtige Lage in eine ungesunde Eile treiben zu lassen. Wir dürfen in 
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diesem Augenblick nicht der grossen Gefahr des Experimentierens er-
liegen, […].230 
 

The Rhenish missionaries also agreed that their indigenous co-workers were not in 
favour of a totally independent church without any missionary involvement: ‘Die 
Erfahrungen in den Gemeinden haben bewiesen, dass eine völlige Unabhängigkeit 
der Eingeborenen Mitarbeiter im allgemeinen auch von ihnen selbst nicht gewün-
scht wird.’231 
       In a letter, dated 20 January 1956, the RMS leadership in Germany expressed 
their concern that the formation of an independent Namibian church was under 
serious threat.232 The mission leaders questioned the commitment of the Rhenish 
missionaries to this project and urged them to take concrete steps towards the 
establishment of an independent church.233 The missionaries responded in a letter, 
dated 5 October 1956, assuring their leaders in Germany that the establishment of 
an independent church was still the goal of their work:  

 
Selbständigkeit der Kirche war und ist das Ziel aller Missionsarbeit in 
SWA bis heute. Dieses Ziel ist gar nicht in unseren Willen gestellt, 
sondern ist mit der Verkündigung der Botschaft von Jesus Christ als dem 
Herrn der Kirche gegeben.234  

  
They continue to state that God himself, through his Holy Spirit and Word, is 
forming an independent church in South West Africa: 

  
Wir erkennen mit dankbaren Herzen in unseren Gemeinden und an 
unseren eingeborenen Mitarbeitern, dass das Samenkorn, das vor mehr als 
100 Jahren gelegt ist, nicht nur äusserlich gewachsen ist, sondern dass in 
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dem Wachstum auch geistliche Kraft sich enwickeln und entfalten, die 
uns ein Zeugnis dafür sind, dass Gottes Geist durch das Wort selbständige 
Kirche auch wachsen lässt.235 

 
The missionaries also recognize that many indigenous Christians desire to have an 
independent church.236 At the same time they make it clear that, in their opinion, 
the time for the formal establishment of an independent church has not yet come. 
More time was needed to train and equip the indigenous people, especially the 
church-workers, so that they could serve as leaders in an independent church:  

    
Wir bekennen, dass wir in unserer Gemeindearbeit noch nicht zielbewusst 
genug die Verselbständigung unserer Gemeinden und Kirche angestrebt 
haben. […] Wir wollen jedoch die schwerwiegende Lektion lernen, 
zusehen zu können, dass andere Fehler machen, und wollen unseren 
Dienst als Missionar in Zukunft noch mehr eine in Liebe und Geduld zu 
erfüllende Schulung unserer nichtweissen Mitarbeiter sein lassen. […] 
Unsere wichtigste Aufagbe für die Kirche wird die Ausbildung von Evan-
gelisten und Pastoren im Paulinum sein. Zu diesem Zweck müssen wir 
dieses unser Seminar bildungsmässig auf den nach unseren Verhältnissen 
bestmöglichen Stand bringen. Bei dieser Zielsetzung ist es vorläufig noch 
nicht möglich, die Ausbildung ganz in die Hände der Eingeborenen zu-
legen. 237      

 
The missionaries also emphasised that the process of transforming the Rhenish 
Mission Church into an independent church would put an extra burden on them. 
They, therefore, requested the leadership in Germany to send more missionaries to 
Namibia to get involved in youth ministry, literature work, evangelism, and church 
retreats: 
 

                                                           
235 Antwortschreiben der Konferenz der Rheinischen Mission…, 1-2.  
236 Anwortschreiben der Konferenz der Rheinischen Mission…, 2. 
237 Anwortschreiben der Konferenz der Rheinischen Mission…, 7-8. 



35 
 

Dem Missionar fallen bei wachsender Sebstständigkeit der Kirche eine 
solche Fülle besonderer Aufgaben zu, dass wir bereits heute darunter lei-
den, dass wir wichtige Arbeitszweige nicht intensiv genug behandeln 
können. Es wird dringend notwendig, dass neben dem Gemeindemissionar 
solche Missionare treten, die mit Sonderaufgaben wie Jugendarbeit, 
Beschaffung von Literatur, Evangelisation und Freizeiten usw. betreut 
werden.238  

 
The RMS missionaries obviously struggled with the prospect that their ministries 
would soon no longer be needed in Namibia.  
       Also in 1956, the Pastors’ and Evangelists’ Conference declared that they pre-
ferred one church order for all the congregations. They explained: ‘We are a 
Church in a country where we belong to the non-white population.’239 In the same 
year, the regional synods accepted a ten-point document that listed the different 
parts a future church constitution would contain.240 The synod also agreed that all 
elders in the various congregations had to start working according to the new con-
stitution. The regional synods also decided that the constitution would have to be 
implemented gradually, as not all congregations had discussed it. After minor 
changes, the constitution was sent to the Rhenish Mission congregations for 
approval. The representatives of the various congregations for the first Territorial 
Synod of the ‘Rhenish Mission Church’ were asked to discuss and accept the new 
Church Order at their meeting which took place from 1-4 October 1957.241 For this 
event, representatives of twenty-three congregations, of which 20 representatives 
were of the Southern and 37 of the Northern Synod, gathered in the Stefanus 
Church at Okahandja. The meeting was opened by the Superintendent, Präses H. 
K. Diehl of the RMS in South West Africa.242 The RMS headquarters were repre-
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sented by the mission inspector Gustav Menzel and sister Anni Viering from 
Germany. During the discussion of paragraph 1, which emphasized the foundation 
of the Church, the Church Order Commission proposed the name of the church to 
be ‘Evangelical Lutheran Church in South West Africa (Rhenish Mission 
Church)’. This proposal was accepted by the synod.243 Inspector Menzel explained 
that the addition in brackets to the name, i.e. ‘Rhenish Mission Church’, showed 
from where the new church originated.244 At this point, the representatives of the 
Rhenish Baster Congregation in Rehoboth explained that their congregation pre-
ferred the name ‘Rhenish Mission Church’ for the new church. They explained 
further if the name ‘Rhenish’ was to be excluded their congregation would go their 
separate way.245 Both missionaries and synod, however, assumed that the Rhenish 
Baster Congregation would accept the new name due to the addition in brackets.246 
On the question whether this new church also included the German-speaking con-
gregations, mission inspector Menzel explained that due to the existing apartheid 
system, the formation of one united church was not possible at that stage, but that 
the Lutheran World Federation would provide the basis for unity between a white 
church and a non-white church.247 The synod also accepted the proposal that the 
RMS would continue to be the owner of church properties until such times non-
whites could register immovable properties in their names.248 After the discussion 
of paragraphs 1-29, the constitution was accepted by the synod.249 On Friday 4 
October 1957 at a church service, the new church was officially established as the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in South West Africa (Rhenish Mission Church), and 
the work of the RMS was officially transferred by mission inspector Menzel to the 
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newly elected church board.250 With this act, the long-planned formation of the 
Rhenish Mission Church as an independent church was completed. Shortly after 
the synod the Evangelical Lutheran Church in South West Africa (Rhenish Mission 
Church) was registered at the office of the Bantu Administration of the South Afri-
can Apartheid government.251 According to Sundermeier, the new church wanted 
to be a church for all Lutherans in the country but excluded the German Lutherans, 
who were also served by RMS missionaries, due to the political situation.252 

 
Events in the Rhenish Baster Congregation (1957-1961) 

The representatives of the Rhenish Baster Congregation, at their return to Reho-
both, reported to the congregation members about the formation of the new church. 
They informed them about the church’s new name and the fact that the Rhenish 
Baster Congregation was now part of this new church body.253 The congregation 
immediately responded to this. At a well-attended congregational meeting, which 
took place on 22 November 1957, the congregation declared that it refused to 
accept the new name for the church.254 The local pastors, Vollmer and Beukes, 
who had also been at the synod, tried to calm the congregation members, but with-
out success.255 Sundermeier reports that the antagonism increased. The result was 
an open conflict at the 50th anniversary of the Paulus Church in 1958 which was 
officially celebrated as an event of the newly formed Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in South West Africa (Rhenish Mission Church).256 The congregation responded to 
this by demanding that its name, i.e. Rhenish Baster Congregation, would be rein-
stated.257 It feared that the name change would result in a repudiation of its prop-

                                                           
250 Minutes of the first Meeting of the Synod of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in S.W.A., 8. 
251 Limpricht, ‘Rehoboth’s Interim Phase’, 306. 
252 Sundermeier, Wir aber suchten Gemeinschaft, 23. 
253 Limpricht, ‘Rehoboth’s Interim Phase’, 236. 
254 United Nations General Assembly, Petitions and Communications Relating South West Africa 
dealt with by the Committee on South West Africa in its Report on Conditions in the Territory 
Submitted to the Sixteenth Session (New York: United Nations General Assembly, 1961), 97. 
255 Limpricht, ‘Rehoboth’s Interim Phase’, 306. 
256 Sundermeier, Wir aber suchten Gemeinschaft, 234. 
257 Sundermeier, Wir aber suchten Gemeinschaft, 233. 



38 
 

erty rights. The congregation also demanded that the previous parish-seal should 
be used again and that representatives of the congregation to the synod should be 
elected by the whole assembly. Furthermore, they asked that the agenda of the 
synod meeting would be sent to the Rehoboth Advisory Board. The church board 
of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, however, rejected this appeal, because it 
would have meant significant changes to the constitution.258  
       In 1952 the RMS agreed with the Rhenish Baster Congregation that in case the 
work of the RMS was relinquished, the church property would be transferred to the 
Rhenish Baster Congregation.259 The RMS wanted to revise this agreement in 
1958, but this was rejected by the Rhenish Baster Congregation. In light of this and 
the decision of the synod regarding paragraph 28 in 1957, the congregation decided 
to discuss the property matter only with the RMS through Präses Diehl and not the 
church board of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in South West Africa (Rhenish 
Mission Church).260 Both Präses Diehl and the RMS leadership in Germany waited 
with their response hoping that the situation in the Rhenish Baster Congregation 
would subside. However, the resentment continued to grow stronger.261 Under the 
leadership of the elders, various meetings took place at which the position of the 
congregation was discussed.  

 
The Reasons for the Resentment in the Rhenish Baster Congregation                             

A closer examination of primary sources reveals that there are various reasons for 
the congregation’s resentment. However, the three main reasons are the following: 
first, the Rhenish Baster Congregation was dissatisfied with the establishment of 
the new church as it felt that it had not been properly consulted in the first place 
(especially concerning the name of the new church); second, the Rhenish Baster 
Congregation considered itself the owner of plots no. 63, 65 and 66 and the build-
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ings erected on these plots. It was not willing to lose that property to the new 
church; third, the Rhenish Baster Congregation was dissatisfied with the fact that 
the new church was explicitly a church only for non-white people. This was seen 
as an expression of an apartheid attitude. The Rhenish Baster Congregation be-
lieved that the old Rhenish Mission Church was not an apartheid church, but an in-
clusive church. 

 
The Name Change and the Formation of a New Church 

Limpricht is certainly right when she notes that the dispute over the name of the 
church may, from an outside perspective, appear to be an administrative issue con-
cerning terminology, but from the Baster perspective it was a matter of their iden-
tity: ‘Focussed on their long-standing relationship with the Rhenish Mission, the 
per se conservative Basters felt as if their ties to their ancestors were cut off.’262 In 
other words, the reason for the contention can be found in their historical origin as 
a people group and their religious independence and not in dogmatic differences. 
The Basters clearly felt that their self-existence and religious independence had 
been ignored. A statement made by the Aksie-Komitee in 1961 supports this view. 
Thus, the Komitee declared: ‘Ons is ‘n selfstandige Volk en ons wil as sulks aan ‘n 
SELFSTANDIGE KERK behoort...’263 The majority of the Baster Congregation 
was obviously of the opinion that they had been a proper church since the arrival of 
the Basters in Rehoboth in 1870. 
       There is no doubt that the name of the new church was also an important issue 
for the Rhenish missionaries. At a meeting which took place in October 1956 this 
issue was again discussed at length. Thus, we can read the following in the minutes 
of this meeting:   
 

Da nunmehr aber die zustandegekommene neue Kirchenordnung praktiz-
iert werden soll, wird noch einmal die Frage nach dem Namen für die 
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selbständige Kirche wach. Vom Gebrauch des Lutherischen Katchechis-
mus her gewohnt, sprechen unsere Eingeborenen Christen, vor allem in 
der Nordsynode, von der “Kirche Martin Luthers”, wenn sie ihre 
kirchliche Zugehörigkeit in der augenblicklichen Bekenntnissituation 
bezeichnen. Ihre Berufung auf Luther hat aber nichts mit Konfessional-
ismus zu tun. Er ist vielmehr ein Hinweis auf das rechte Bekenntnis zu 
Jesus Christus als Abgrenzung und Schutz gegen unechte Kirchen und 
Sekten. Es wird auch betont, dass auch einzelne Stimmen unserer einge-
borenen Mitarbeiter bei der Namensgebung davon abraten, das Wort 
“Rheinisch” oder sonst eine Erinnerung an die Rheinische Mission an-
zuführen. Es könnten in der gegenwärtigen Situation dadurch 
Schwierigkeiten im Gegenüber mit anderen nationalistisch ausgerichteten 
Bewegungen auftreten. Die Konferenz schlägt darum vor, die selbständige 
Kirche “Evanglisch-Luthersiche Kirche in SWA” zu nennen und diesen 
Namen der kommenden Gebietssynode zu empfehlen, die darüber zu 
entscheiden hat.264  

 
The missionaries were in favour of the name ‘Evangelical-Lutheran Church in 
SWA’ for the independent church. The minutes show that the missionaries 
favoured this name for two reasons. Firstly, they argue that indigenous Christians, 
especially those who belong to the Northern Synod, are familiar with the term 
‘Lutheran’ because of the Lutheran Catechism which has been used in the 
Northern congregations. However, they also stress that these indigenous Christians 
are not confessional Lutherans. They only use the phrase ‘Martin Luther’s Church’ 
to make clear that they are not a sect or a false church, but a true Christian church. 
Secondly, the missionaries have taken notice of the fact that some of their indige-
nous co-workers are against the use of the name ‘Rhenish’ as this could remind 
people of the Rhenish Missionary Society and could bring the independent church 
in conflict with the new nationalist movements. This attitude among the indigenous 
members needs to be seen in light of the Nama and Herero secessions of 1946 and 
1955. The relationship between the missionaries and the Herero leaders was also 
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very fragile at this stage. Against this background, the Missionary Conference then 
proposed the name Evangelical Lutheran Church in SWA for the independent 
church to the Territorial Synod.  
       The above excerpt from the minutes shows that this name was suggested 
purely for pragmatic reasons. The church needed a name that was acceptable to the 
majority of the congregations. To prevent the name from becoming a hindrance in 
the process of forming the new church, the RMS leadership in Namibia avoided 
any discussion of the matter with the congregations. However, by doing so, they 
not only ignored the request of the Rhenish Baster Congregation but also the im-
portance of their history for the Baster people and their strong identification with 
the work of the RMS. That the Basters felt strongly about ‘being Rhenish’ can be 
seen in the following passage from a letter sent by the Aksie-Komitee to the lead-
ership of the new Evangelical Lutheran Church on the 7th September 1959:  
  

Ons kan net nie verstaan hoedat u met die stigting van ‘n nuwe Kerk die 
tradisie van ons voorvaders kan handhaaf nie. Is dit dan nie ons wat 
besluit het om die Rynse Baster gemeente te bly wat die reg het om daa-
rop aanspraak te maak dat ons die tradisie van ons voorvarders handhaaf? 
Want, by ons voorvaders was daar nooit ter enige tyd sprake van ‘n Evan-
geliese Lutherse Kerk nie.265 

 
The Aksie-Komitee insisted that the old Rhenish Mission Church was part of the 
heritage which they had received from their forefathers: ‘Hierdie ou Rynse Send-
ingkerk is die geswore reg wat ons voorvaders vir ons as erfenis nagalaat het.’266 
They felt that they had not been heard and that a decision had been made against 
their will.267 They argued that it was their ‘sovereign right’ as an independent com-
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munity to take decisions, such as the introduction of a new name for their church, 
as they knew best what was good for them:  
  

Indien ons die noodsaaklikheid van ‘n nuwe naam ingesien het,  sou ons 
SELF daarvoor gevra het, want ons is tog immers ‘n  SELFSTANDIGE 
gemeenskap wat die soewereine reg het om self te kies en te besluit op dit 
wat vir ons goed en reg is, en nie toegelaat het dat ander vir ONS daarvoor 
besluit het nie.268   
 

As the decision was made against their will,  the Rhenish Baster Congregation, 
right rom the beginning, refused to be part of the newly constituted Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in SWA (Rhenish Mission Church): ‘…ONS wat nog NOOIT in 
die Evangeliese Lutherse Kerk was nie, …{kan} dit […] vanselfsprekend nie […] 
verlaat nie’. 269 
       At the 1957 Territorial Synod, the missionaries decided for a majority vote in 
this matter. As a result, they not only overruled any objection against the new 
name but also misused the church order. By assuming that the Rhenish Baster 
Congregation would be satisfied with the addition of the name ‘Rhenish Mission 
Church’ in brackets,270 the missionaries demonstrated a paternalistic attitude to-
wards their indigenous fellow Christians. Hellberg writes about missionaries in 
South West Africa, ‘The white missionaries did not want to listen, but only gave 
directives and rule.’271 Hellberg’s evaluation is an overgeneralisation. However, 
when we look at the role the missionaries played in the AME schism in 1946 and 
the Oruuano schism in 1955,272 as well as in the formation of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in 1957, one cannot but conclude that there is some truth in it. By 
not accepting the indigenous Christians as equal partners, who could contribute 
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towards their spiritual development, the RMS missionaries created an environment 
for schisms.  
       The Aksie-Komitee and the majority of members of the Rhenish Baster Con-
gregation argued that with the decision for a new name, a new ecclesiastical body 
(‘‘n nuwe kerk’) had been established.273 This was denied by both the RMS 
missionaries and the leadership of the Evangelical Lutheran Church. At a meeting 
with the Aksie-Komitee in 1961, Thomas Vries, one of the Lutheran Church lead-
ers, suggested that the phrase ‘Rhenish’ did not stand for a particular church tradi-
tion, but had a purely geographical meaning: ‘Ryns is net die naam van die revier 
in Duitsland. Daarvandaan is die evangelie volgens M. Luther aan ons gebring, dus 
is ELK die regte naam.’274 A similar argument had been presented by G. Bitzer, 
pastor of the coloured congregation in Windhoek (Kleurlinggemeente), at a meet-
ing of the Rhenish Baster Congregation almost two years earlier. Bitzer pointed out 
that the doctrine of the church in Namibia had always been Lutheran: ‘Ons kerk 
word Evangeliese Lutherse Kerk genoem omdat die leerstelling van ons kerk in 
hierdie land altyd op die klein kategismus van Dr Martin Luther d.w.s. op Lutherse 
grondslag gebasser was.’275 In other words, it was argued that the new Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in SWA stood in the same confessional tradition as the old 
Rhenish Mission Church, and was, therefore, a continuation of the latter.    
       This view, however, is problematic for several reasons. Firstly, the RMS, as 
explained earlier, was not a Lutheran mission society but a united society which 
drew its support from Lutheran, Reformed and United Protestant congregations in 
the Rhineland area of Germany. Secondly, the RMS missionaries in Namibia had 
the same diverse confessional background. At the missionary conference held in 
October 1956, missionary Milk explained that the missionaries, being aware of this 
confessional diversity, had agreed to focus on the proclamation of Jesus Christ 
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alone. This, Milk believed, had been a good decision, but it had also created a 
stumbling block for the formation of an independent church in the past: 
 

In der Aussprache wird die Frage aufgeworfen, ob es wirklich die Folge 
konfessioneller Verschiedenheit einzelner Missionare in SWA gewesen 
war, die der Kirchwerdung zu einem bereits früheren Zeitpunkt hindernd  
im Wege gestanden habe. Darauf wird vom Referenten noch einmal 
verdeutlicht, das der Gedanke, ungeachtet der konfessionellen Herkunft 
des Missionsarbeiters, alleine Jesus Christus zu verkündigen, positiv zu 
werten ist; jedoch ist diese Ausrichtung für das Zustandekommen einer 
Kirchenordnung und damit einer Kirchwerdung überhaupt hemmend 
gewesen.276   

     
The majority of RMS missionaries in Namibia did not consider the Rhenish 
Mission Church to be a Lutheran church body. The fact that they chose the name 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in South West Africa for purely pragmatic reasons 
underlines this. Thirdly, when we compare the constitution of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in SWA of 1957 with the constitution of the Rhenish Mission 
Church of 1934, it is obvious that the former was clearly founded as a Lutheran 
denomination, while the confessional status of the latter was much more vague. In 
the 1934 constitution, Luther’s Small Catechism is mentioned as a summary of the 
teachings of the Rhenish Mission Church: ‘Die Missionskirche der RMG in 
Südwestafrika stellt sich in Lehre, Ordnung und Verwaltung auf den Boden der 
Heiligen Schrift. Die Lehre findet ihren kürzesten Ausdruck im Kleinen Katechis-
mus Dr. Martin Luthers.’277 Apart from Luther’s Small Catechism, however, the 
constitution does not mention any other historic Lutheran doctrinal standards or 
any of the ecumenical creeds. In contrast, article 1 of the 1957 constitution of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in SWA explicitly lists the three creeds of the early 
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church (i.e. the Apostles’ Creed, the Nicene Creed, and the Athanasian Creed), the 
Augsburg Confession and Luther’s Small Catechism as the confessional basis of 
the church: 
 

Die fondament waarop die Evangeliese Lutherse Kerk (ELK) in SWA 
staan, is die Heilige Skrifte van die Oue en Nuwe Verbond. Hy bely sy 
geloof volgens die oukerkse simbole, die Apostoliese geloofsbelydenis, 
die Niceense en die Athanasiaanse, en volgens die belydenisse van die 
kerhervorming, neergele in die Konfessie van Ausgburg en kortliks vervat 
in die Kleine Kategismus van Martin Luther.278  

 
In addition, the 1957 constitution explicitly stresses that the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in SWA, due to her nature as a confessional church, is in close fellowship 
with other Lutheran church bodies in the region: ‘Die ELK in SWA staan volgens 
belydenis in ‘n nouer verband met die Lutherse Kerke in die suidelike Afrika en 
soek gemeenskap sowel van ander Protestantse Kerke in die suidelike Afrika 
[…].’279 
       Against this background, one could argue that the Aksie-Komitee and the ma-
jority of people in the Rhenish Baster Congregation were right when they claimed 
that Evangelical Lutheran Church in SWA was a new ecclesiastical body. In con-
trast to the old Rhenish Mission Church, the new independent church was founded 
as an explicitly Lutheran church.  
       Interestingly, the current constitution of the ELCRN stresses the Lutheran 
identity of the church even more, when it declares ‘Together with other Christian 
churches it confesses its faith in the Triune God, ‘through […] the Confessional 
Writings of the Lutheran Reformation, especially the Catechisms of Martin Luther 
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and the unaltered Augsburg Confession.’280 The constitution of the Rhenish 
Church in Namibia, by contrast, refers only to the Augsburg Confession, ‘die be-
lydenisse van die kerkhervorming neergele in die konvensie van Augsburg.’281 It 
avoids the use of the term ‘Lutheran’ or the name ‘Martin Luther’. It neither men-
tions Luther’s two catechisms nor refers to other confessional statements of the 
Lutheran Church.        

 
Church Property  

The dispute about the church property (i.e. plots 63, 65 and 66) in the Rhenish 
Baster Congregation in Rehoboth started as early as 1928 when the congregation 
challenged the RMS about the ownership.282 As a result of this conflict, some 
members of the congregation left and joined the Methodist Church in 1931. The 
disputed properties (church building, hospital, and parsonage, etc.) were erected by 
the Rhenish Baster Congregation without the financial assistance of the RMS 
between 1906 and 1957.283 The cost of the church building was about R 9,000, 
which the congregation started raising in 1889. The Baster community gave two 
farms to compensate the building engineer Jakob Diehl of the RMS, who was re-
sponsible for the building work. In 1945, the congregation (with the hard work and 
effort of the women in the congregation) built a hospital on the property at Reho-
both.284 These projects were carried out in spite of the uncertainty regarding the 
ownership of the property. The plots had been donated to the RMS by former 
Baster captains in 1886 and 1906 to develop them for the Baster community.  
       On the 3 June 1952, the RMS and the Rhenish Baster Congregation signed an 
agreement regarding the property ownership.285 It was agreed that both land and all 
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the buildings built on that land belonged to the RMS. Thus, articles 1 and 2 of the 
agreement state: 
 

1) Volgens die grondboekdokumente behoort die grond waarop die 
verskillende geboue van die Rynse Sending te Rehoboth staan aan die 
Rynse Sendinggenootskap. 2) Gevolglik is ook na internationale wet al 
die geboue wat op hierdie grond opgerig is soos Kerk, Skool, Hospitaal, 
en Pastorie eiendom van die Rynse Sendingsgenootskap.286 

 
However, it was also agreed that the RMS would transfer the land and the build-
ings to the Rhenish Baster Congregation and not to any other church or mission 
organisation, should the RMS ever discontinue their mission work in Rehoboth: 

 
4) Ingeval die Rynse Sending eenmaal die werk op Rehoboth beeindig is 
sy bereid die grondstuk met al die geboue op die naam van die Rynse 
Baster- of Kleurlingsgemeente te Rehoboth laat oorskryf en dit nie aan ´n 
ander Kerk of Sending te bemaak nie.287  

 

Furthermore, the agreement listed three conditions for such a transfer. One of these 
conditions stipulated that in case of a split within the Baster Congregation the land 
and the buildings would stay the property of the legally recognised Rhenish Baster 
Congregation in Rehoboth: 
 

c) Ingeval daar ´n skeuring binne die Rynse Kleurlingsgemeente te 
Rehoboth sal ontstaan dat dan die grond en die geboue eiedom bly van die 
wettig aanerkennde Rynse Kleurlingsgemeente te Rehoboth.288  
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       In July 1959, the RMS leadership in Germany wrote a letter to the Church 
Council of the Rhenish Baster Congregation. In this letter the RMS leadership 
seemed to confirm that the 1952 Agreement was still valid: ‘Daarom is dit nie 
nodig om ‘n ander ooreenkoms te tref buiten die wat reeds in 1952 skriftelik bepaal 
is nie. Hierdie ooreenkoms was destyds van ons kant bedoel as ‘n hulp aangaande 
die vrae wat in die gemeente opgekom het.’289 The RMS leaders wrote that they 
would only transfer the church building and its grounds in Rehoboth to the Baster 
Congregation.290 However, the RMS leadership also added a new condition. The 
leadership made it clear that it would only transfer the properties to a Baster Con-
gregation that was officially part of the newly formed Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in SWA: ‘…dit bedoel egter net die Bastergemeente wat in ‘n wettiglike 
samehang staan met die Rynse Sendlingkerk wat offisieel geregistreer is as Evan-
geliese Lutherse Kerk in Suidwes-Afrika (Rynse Sendingkerk).’291    
       The RMS leadership was aware of how strongly the Rhenish Baster Congrega-
tion felt about land and buildings. They knew that the Rhenish Baster Congrega-
tion saw itself as the rightful owners of these properties as all buildings had been 
solely funded by members of the congregation. It seems that by adding this new 
condition the RMS leaders deliberately put pressure on the Baster Congregation to 
change its mind regarding membership in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
SWA. One could go so far as to say that for the sake of the new independent 
church, the RMS leadership in South West Africa was willing to blackmail the 
Rhenish Baster Congregation in Rehoboth. This strategy, however, did not lead to 
the outcome the RMS was hoping for.   
       In March 1961, the RMS leaders declared that they would only recognise the 
minority group which still held their services in the Paulus Church and which was 

                                                           
289 Vertaling van die brief van die Rheinische Missionsgesellschaft inWuppertal-Barmen van 
Julie 1959 aan die Kerkraad van die Baster Gemeente van Rehoboth / S.W.A., 3. 
290 Vertaling van die brief van die Rheinische…, 2-3. 
291 Vertaling van die brief van die Rheinische…., 3. 



49 
 

led by pastor Jacobus Beukes as the rightful Baster Congregation.292 Due to this 
move, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in SWA managed to keep the Paulus 
Church, i.e. the main church building in Rehoboth, and some other facilities. How-
ever, as Limpricht points out, ‘it faced a major decrease in membership’.293 She 
continues: ‘Even in the late 1990s the members of this denomination were just a 
minority of about 800 persons, led by Pastor W. de Klerk, who at that time worked 
part-time. In 2010 the number of members had nearly halved to 450 persons.’294 
The majority group within the Rhenish Baster Congregation had to accept the loss 
of property and pursue a future as an independent church. Formally constituted as 
the Rhenish Church in South West Africa in 1962 the church is the largest 
Protestant denomination with about 3,500 members and four congregations in 
Rehoboth today.295 Sixty years after these events the grounds and church buildings 
in Rehoboth are still registered in the name of the Rhenish Missionary Society, 
which changed its name to the United Evangelical Mission in 1971.296 
       It is noteworthy that the Rhenish Baster Congregation would have found itself 
in an equally undesirable position if they had decided to stay with the new church 
and the RMS had transferred the land and building to them. In that case, the con-
gregation would have still lost legal control over its properties. Thus, the 1957 con-
stitution of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in South West Africa stipulated that 
all properties of the congregations must be registered in the name of the Evangeli-
cal Lutheran Church in SWA: ‘Alle vaste eiendome van die gemeentes moet 
geregistreer word op naam van die Evangelisie Lutherse Kerk in Suidwes-
Afrika.’297 Where the property of a congregation was already registered in another 
name, it would still be under the full control of the Evangelical Lutheran Church:  
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Waar eiendome van ‘n gemeente, vanweë die landswette of ander om-
standighede, buite sowel as binne Suidwes-Afrika, anders geregistreer 
staan, of in die toekoms anders geregistreer moet word, bly dit nogtans 
onder die volle beheer van die Evangeliese Lutherse Kerk in Suidwes-
Afrika, […].298 

 
The Issue of Apartheid 

When the issue of an independent church was discussed in the mid-1950s, the in-
digenous pastors made it very clear that the new church should be an inclusive 
church, i.e. a church that was not organized along ethnic lines. The idea of a church 
which consisted of ethnic synods was vehemently rejected by the indigenous 
members of the Church Order Commission. This was also reported by Präses Diehl 
at the first conference of all non-white pastors within the RMS in South West Afri-
ca, which took place in Karibib from the 3rd to the 6th of April 1956. Diehl writes in 
the minutes: 
 

Hierzu wäre ergänzend vorwegzunehmen, dass die Frage nach den nach 
Volksgruppen getrennten Kirchen in der Kirchenordnungskommission be-
sprochen und von dorther offiziell der Pastorenkonferenz vorgelegt 
wurde. In der KO-Kommission wurde von den nichtweissen Mitgliedern 
ganz unvermittelt und einhellig betont, dass dieser Gedanke, die Kirche 
nach Volksgruppen aufzuteilen, ganz unmöglich ist.299  

  
The members of the pastors’ conference shared the view expressed by the indige-
nous members of the Church Order Commission. Andreas Kukuri, for example, 
emphasized that all indigenous Christians were united in Christ, though they spoke 
different languages. Therefore, they should not be divided into four churches: 
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Wir sind alle nicht-weisse Völker und sind alle Christen, darum wollen 
wir nicht, dass wir geschieden werden, so dass wir 4 Kirchen haben. Wir 
sind eine Kirche, in einem Land unter allen nicht-weissen Völkern. Haben 
wir auch verschiedene Sprachen, sind wir doch zusammengebunden in 
dem einem Herrn.300   

 
The pastors’ conference passed a resolution in which it insisted that there should be 
only one independent church for all non-white people groups: ‘Ons nie-blanke ler-
aars het eenparig besluit dat ons slegs een Kerk-orde vir al die nie-blanke ge-
meentes van Suidwes-Afrika wil behou.’301 This position was taken into account 
when the constitution for the new church was drafted. Thus, the first constitution of 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in SWA stipulated in paragraph 2a that the 
church included all those congregations who had been established by the RMS: 
‘Die ELK in SWA wat alle deur die Rynse Sending gestigte gemeentes saamsluit, 
beskou hom as die duur gekoopte eiendom en Kerk van Jesus Christus, waardeur 
die Here sy werk in SWA wil doen.’302 Similarly, in a letter dated 20 July 1959, the 
RMS leadership in Germany described the Evangelical Lutheran Church in South 
West Africa as ‘one church for all non-white groups in South West Africa’ (‘een 
kerk vir alle nie-blanke stamme in Suidwes-Afrika’).303   
       The phrase ‘a church for all non-white groups’ was used to stress the inclusive 
character of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in SWA. Limpricht comments that 
‘[t]he idea to promote a unified church matched especially with feelings of the 
black community and clearly intended to counteract Apartheid.’304 However, the 
very same expression ‘a church for all non-white groups’ was soon understood by 
members of the Rhenish Baster Congregation in Rehoboth as a sign of an exclusive 
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302 Kerk-Orde van die Evangeliese Lutherse Kerk in Suidwes-Afrika (Rynse Sendingskerk), 1. 
303 Vertaling van die brief van die Rheinische Missionsgesellschaft in Wuppertal-Barmen van 20 
Juklie 1959 aan die Kerkraad van die Baster Gemeente van Rehoboth / S.W.A., 1. 
304 Limpricht, ‘Rehonoth’s Interim Phase’, 306. 



52 
 

attitude. The congregation leaders rejected the idea of a church that would not be 
open to white Christians.  In a letter to the Evangelical Lutheran Church in SWA, 
dated 7 September 1959, the Aksie-Komitee of the Rhenish Baster Congregation 
expressed their view that the concept of a church for only non-white people was 
unscriptural and therefore not acceptable to them: 

 
Ons gee net hiermee gehoor aan die Here se Gebed […] Johannes 17;20ff. 
Bedoel u hiermee dat in Johannes staan geskrywe een Kerk vir alle nie-
blanke stamme in Suidwes-Afrika? Indien so neem kennis dat dit van alle 
waarheid ontbloot is. […] Verduidelik tog vir ons of dit die wil van die 
Here Jesus Christus is dat daar EEN kerk net vir alle Nie-blanke stamme 
in Suidwes Afrika moet wees? Verduidelik asseblief verder vir ons waar 
die blanke Leraars en Susters in hierdie prentjie van EEN KERK VIR 
ALLE NIE-BLANKE STAMME IN SUIDWES AFRIKA inpas.305  

  
       On 20 March 1961, a meeting between the Aksie-Komitee and the church 
council of the Rhenish Baster Congregation which had joined the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in SWA under the leadership of Rev Jakobus Beukes, discussed 
again the  issue of apartheid. Beukes insisted that the Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in SWA did not practise apartheid, ‘In ons ELK is Blank en nie-Blank bymekaar, 
hier is die Apartheid oorwin’.306  M. Olivier of the Aksie-Komitee, however, asked 
what status the white members of the congregation in Rehoboth would have within 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in SWA, ‘Daar is ook mense in Rehoboth wat as 
Blankes geregistreer word, wat word met hulle?’307 Responding to Olivier’s valid 
question RMS missionary Milk accused Olivier of manipulation and stubbornness. 
Thus, he said:  
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Dit is verkeerd wanneer altyd iets agter woord gesoek word wat nie met 
die woorde bedoel is nie. Ek het al herhaaldelik aan mnr. Olivier gesê dat 
nie Apartheid met die Kerkorde bedoel is nie, maar u glo dit nie en u sal 
dit ook later nie glo nie. Maar op hier die wyse kom ons nie een stap 
verder nie.308 

 
Olivier responded by insisting that the Evangelical Lutheran Church in SWA 
should put it in writing that the church condemned the apartheid system: ‘Dit moet 
geskryf word: Die ELK veroordeel die Apartheid.’309  
       From the majority group’s point of view, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
SWA had, as Limpricht puts it, ‘bowed under Apartheid and included politics into 
the church.’310 The fact that the following passage was included in the church’s 
constitution when the Rhenish Church in South West Africa was formally consti-
tuted by the majority Rhenish Baster Congregation in 1962 underlines this: 

 
Aangesien die Rynse Sendinggenootskap, gevestig te Barmen Wupperthal 
Duitsland, haar bande in 1957 met die gemeentes in Namibië (Suidwes- 
Afrika) beëindig het, en aangesien gesêgde Genootskap teen die wens en 
begeertes van duisende lidmate van die Rynse Bastergemeente (Rynse 
Kerk in Namibië) en ander lidmate van die Rynse Sending in Namibië 'n 
nuwe kerk, die Evangeliese Lutherse Kerk (Rynse Sendingkerk) "vir alle 
nie-blankes" hier gestig het, met 'n duidelike apartheid inslag, het ons 
besluit om die status quo soos deur ons voorgeslagte beoefen, te behou.311   
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MISSIOLOGICAL EVALUATION 

 
Unity in the Bible 

The idea of unity among God’s people can be found both in the Old and the New 
Testament. A well-known verse from the Old Testament that stresses the im-
portance of unity is Psalm 133:1. The psalmist describes unity between believers as 
something precious. It is precious because in a fallen world true unity is very rare. 
John Stafford Wright comments: 
 

The pilgrim is coming to an end of his hymn book. The days spent in 
close contact with his travelling companions, and with the crowds in the 
Temple, may well have brought tensions which might induce him to with-
draw to himself. This is not God’s way, since Jerusalem is the place of 
coming together. […] Yet church history is littered with splintered groups 
of Christians. And even in our smaller communities, we tend to allow 
natural quarrelsomeness to spill over into Christian relationships.312 
 

       In the New Testament, it is Jesus and the apostle Paul who emphasize the im-
portance of unity in the church. In his letter to the Philippians Paul spells out what 
he means when he speaks about unity. In chapter 2, verses 1-2 he writes: ‘If you 
have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his 
love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then 
make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in 
spirit and purpose.’ Paul saw that the future of the church in Philippi was under 
threat and so he encouraged the believers ‘to be united in mind, heart and pur-
pose’.313 Sinclair Ferguson explains why it is essential for Christians to demon-
strate such an attitude of unity. He mentions two reasons:  
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One is that the gospel is a message of reconciliation and peace with God. 
How can non-Christians be convinced that Christ reconciles us to God if 
we are not reconciled to each other? Another is that disunity always has 
the effect of turning a Christian fellowship in on itself, wasting energy on 
itself. When we devour ourselves in that way we have little energy left to 
be shining light and preserving salt in a needy world […]314      

  
       Another central passage when it comes to unity can be found in John’s Gospel, 
chapter 17, verses 20 to 23. On the night of his betrayal Jesus prayed the following 
words to his Father in heaven:  

 
My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in 
me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you 
are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may 
believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave 
me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May 
they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me 
and have loved them even as you have loved me.  

 
Jesus is praying for his disciples and all those who will come to faith through their 
ministry, or as Leon Morris writes: ‘His intercession is not confined to the apostles. 
It looks to the result of their mission and prays for all who will believe in Jesus 
through their message.’315 In other words, Jesus is praying for the universal church 
that was about to be born through his death on the cross and his resurrection and 
the pouring out of his Holy Spirit. Jesus is praying that the church in every genera-
tion may be united. The basis for all Christian unity is faith in him. To put it differ-
ently, Christian unity is a supernatural, spiritual unity and not an organisational 
one.316 The pattern of this unity is the deep union between the Father and the 
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Son.317 Morris comments: ‘This does not mean that the unity between the Father 
and the Son is the same as that between believers and God. But it does mean that 
there is an analogy.’318 All Christians are united with God. The life Christians 
share is, as Bruce Milne puts it, ‘nothing less than a participation in the life of the 
Godhead.’319 The life of God flows into them and from them into the world. This 
has practical implications: Christians need to seek fellowship with one another. 
They do not separate themselves from other believers when they disagree on non-
gospel essentials, i.e. secondary matters. On the contrary, churches need to be ‘love 
centers where relationships between members are a persuasive reflection of the 
mutually supportive, utterly loyal and eternally accepting love of the Father and the 
Son.’320 However, Milne is also right when he states that this passage does not 
support ‘[u]nity at the expense of truth’.321  
       When we look at the events which took place in Namibia between 1957 and 
1962 and which led to the formation of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in South 
West Africa and the Rhenish Church in South West Africa we are not in a position 
to say that the spiritual unity of members of both bodies was affected, but what we 
can say is that these events have had a negative impact on the practical outworking 
of their spiritual unity. The seed of distrust that was sown between the two denom-
inations almost 60 years ago has weakened the Namibian church and its mission: 
there have been missed opportunities to be engaged in common outreach and 
missed opportunities to speak with one voice.   

 
The Flaws of the Missionaries: Paternalism and Ignorance 

The research results seem to suggest that the attitude and the actions of the Rhenish 
Missionary Society and its missionaries have contributed to the lack of unity 
between the Evangelical Lutheran Church in the Republic of Namibia and the 
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Rhenish Church in Namibia. Though the missionaries meant well, they demon-
strated a patronizing attitude towards the Rhenish Baster Congregation in Reho-
both. They acted pragmatically and showed little sensitivity to the history, identity, 
and traditions of their African fellow Christians in the Baster Congregation. In 
other words, they made the same mistakes that other missionaries had made before 
them.  
       Most scholars agree that missionary paternalism was very common among 
nineteenth-century missionaries. Wilbert Shenk notes, ‘The missionary found it 
difficult to be free of feelings of cultural superiority. Paternalism was woven into 
the very fabric of missions.’322 Likewise, Thomas Oduro and his co-authors, argue 
that an attitude of cultural and spiritual superiority resulted in various mistakes 
which missionaries made.323 One of these mistakes was that they treated African 
adults in their churches like children: 
 

[M]issionaries tended to be very paternalistic, which means that they 
tended to see themselves as the “pater”, the father of converts. They pro-
vided much of what African Christians needed, but did not give them 
much responsibility or freedom to choose for themselves.324 

  
       While not every missionary demonstrated such an attitude, missionary pater-
nalism was also widely practised in the twentieth century, maybe even more so 
than in the previous century.325 Missionaries kept control of the churches, hospi-
tals, schools and theological seminaries which they or their predecessors had 
founded. Many Western missionaries believed that African Christians could not be 
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trusted with the future of the church.326 They were convinced that it was for the 
good of the African Church if missionaries had the final say. Such a paternalistic 
attitude could be found not only among missionaries from mainline Protestant 
denominations but also among those who belonged to other church traditions. 
Allan Anderson notes, ‘Early Pentecostal missionaries from North America and 
Europe were mostly paternalistic, often creating dependency, and sometimes they 
were even racist.’327  
       Even today, a benevolent paternalism can still be observed among Western 
Protestant missionaries and their sending churches in Europe, North America or 
Australia.  Tim Chester, a British missiologist, succinctly paraphrases this attitude:  
 

‘You African or Asian Christians ought to listen to us British Christians. 
You ought to do what we say. After all, our church in Britain is larger, 
stronger, older, better resourced, more established. We have a long history 
back to the Reformation. The Good News came from us. We’re your 
mother church. We’re just being maternal. We want to look after our con-
verts.’ No-one says it quite like that, but sometimes that’s the subtext.328       

         
       A paternalistic attitude was also evident in the leadership of the RMS in Ger-
many and in the majority of missionaries who served in Namibia in the 20th centu-
ry. For many years the RMS refused to hand over the work to indigenous 
Christians, arguing that the local people needed more training to lead an independ-
ent church. However, when the mission leadership in Germany finally decided that 
the time had come to establish an independent church, the views and wishes of the 
local people, like in the case of the Rhenish Baster Congregation in Rehoboth, 
were not always taken seriously. The RMS missionary work was clearly not a 
partnership of equals.         
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Conclusion and Suggestions 
Whether the Rhenish Church in South West Africa seceded from the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in South West Africa or had never become a part of this church 
body is a question that is difficult to answer. However, what we can say is that the 
decision taken in 1957 to change the name and to constitute the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in South West Africa (Rhenish Mission Church) was taken 
without prior consultation of all the stakeholders. Furthermore, this decision 
clearly was not the will of the Rhenish Baster congregational menbers and their 
representatives at the synod. 
       There are various reasons why the majority of members of the Rhenish Baster 
Congregation in Rehoboth decided that they did not want to be part of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in South West Africa, ultimately forming the 
Rhenish Church in South West Africa. All these reasons are intrinsically linked to 
their identity, spiritual heritage, the history of the Baster people in general and their 
strong sense of independence in particular. The RMS missionaries did not take 
these aspects into account when they started the process of transforming the 
Rhenish Mission Church into an independent church. By demonstrating an attitude 
of paternalism they contributed to the schism in the Rhenish Baster Congregation 
and to the long-term effects of that schism which are still noticeable today. 
       In 2007, the Protestant Church in Germany (Evangelische Kirche in Deutsch-
land) started together with several sponsors from Germany, Namibia, and South 
Africa a ‘Study Process on the Role of German Protestant Work Overseas in Colo-
nial Southern Africa’.329 The focus of this study process was the impact of German 
Protestant overseas work from the beginnings until the 1920s. Among the sponsors 
were the Evangelical Lutheran Church in the Republic of Namibia, the Evangelical 
Church in the Rhineland, i.e. ‘the mother church’ of the Rhenish Missionary Socie-
ty, and the United Evangelical Mission, i.e. the successor of the Rhenish Mission-
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ary Society. The research results were published as a book in 2012.330 A similar 
process started in 2015. From the 27th to the 28th October 2015 representatives of 
the Rhenish Church in South Africa, the Evangelical Church in the Rhineland, the 
Chinese Rhenish Church Hong Kong, the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern 
Africa, and the United Evangelical Mission met in Elsiesrivier, South Africa for a 
conference.331 The participating churches ‘agreed to initiate a research process on 
the history of the Rhenish Mission Congregations in South Africa.’332 As part of 
this process interviews with elderly church members would be carried by pastors 
and church elders. This process of oral history research would be followed by aca-
demic research conducted by one PhD student in Germany and two students in 
South Africa.333 
       Unfortunately, the Rhenish Church in Namibia was not officially invited to 
take part in the conference. However, representatives of the Rhenish Church in 
Namibia joined the conference as unofficial observers. I believe that a research 
process on the history of the Rhenish Missionary Society in Namibia, similar to the 
above mentioned study processes, could be helpful to overcome the tensions that 
still exist between the Rhenish Church in Namibia on the one side and the Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church in the Republic of Namibia, the Evangelical Church in the 
Rhineland and the United Evangelical Mission on the other side. Such a research 
process could ignite a broader reconciliation process that aims to establish true 
church fellowship and cooperation between the Rhenish Church in Namibia and 
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in the Republic of Namibia. In their book, Salig 
die Vredemakers Buys and Kritzinger outline the requirements for ‘kerklike ge-
meenskap en samewerking’ as follows: Firstly, all parties must acknowledge that 
many of the tensions are the result of different priority choices. Secondly, all par-
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ties must be willing to ask themselves the question:  What is the full message of 
the gospel? Thirdly, all parties need to admit that the times are changing but the 
gospel keeps it relevance for all aspects of human existence. Fourthly, what is 
urgently needed is a new work of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit has always been 
the fountain of revival, renewal, and reformation in the church. Divisions in the 
church are always a sign of spiritual poverty.334 I hope that such a process of rec-
onciliation will become reality and that this research paper can contribute to it. 
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PROTESTANT MISSIONARIES AND COLONIALISM                      
IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA   

 

THORSTEN PRILL 
 

THE CHARGES AGAINST MISSIONARIES 
 

Spiritual and Cultural Superiority 
The Protestant missionary movements of the 19th and early 20th centuries have for 
some time come under severe criticism by an increasing number of African schol-
ars.335 Missionaries are charged with displacing indigenous cultures and supporting 
the political and economic colonisation on the African continent.336 Paul John 
Isaak, a Namibian Lutheran theologian, holds that ‘western Christianity was 
responsible not merely for the glorification of European civilisation but also for 
various attempts to conquer the African mind.’337 He notes that the ‘[m]issionaries 
who arrived with the German colonial regime attempted to Christianize Namibia 
based upon the strategy of the four Cs: commerce, christianity, civilization and 
conquest.’338 Similarly, Veikko Munyika, another Namibian Lutheran theologian, 
argues that both missionaries and colonisers waged a kind of war against the indig-
enous people of his southern African home country.339 Munyika suggests that mis-
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sionaries and the colonial administration formed a silent alliance which was mutu-
ally beneficial. He writes:  
  

Unfortunately, both groups launched attacks on the people of Namibia as 
if that was their agreed plan. Colonizers were “searching for land”, mis-
sionaries came “for souls”. The 19th century missionaries contributed to 
the oppression and exploitation of the Namibian people.  

        
In their book Mission in an African Way, missiologists Thomas Oduro, Hennie 
Pretorius, Stan Nussbaum, and Bryan Born critically reflect on the role of 
Protestant missionaries who came to Africa in the 19th century. They write: 
 

When the missionaries came to Africa they did not simply bring the Gos-
pel message, they also brought Western culture. The issue was not pure 
Christianity against impure indigenous belief, but Christianity plus West-
ern culture on the one hand, and indigenous African beliefs and culture on 
the other […].The important difference between genuine elements of 
Christianity and Western culture was generally not understood and 
valued.340 

 
The authors attribute a strong sense of cultural and spiritual superiority among the 
Western missionaries as the source of this problem.341 The missionaries believed 
that their own culture with its customs and values was not just more advanced than 
African cultures but matchless in every way. Western missionaries, Oduro and his 
co-authors argue, were convinced that the traditional African cultures for new in-
digenous Christians were not only ‘undesirable’ but also ‘dangerous’. In addition, 
these missionaries were also heavily shaped in their thinking and practise by the 
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Enlightenment which had freed them from the superstitious beliefs and customs of 
the Middles Ages.342 The same view is expressed by Chukwudi Njoku, who writes 
that Western missionaries ‘embraced the idea of a civilizing mission, the idea of 
being heirs of a culturally superior people going out to share the riches and glories 
of their culture with people from cultures they generally assumed to be inferior to 
their own’.343 Paul Leshota writes that missionaries, like many of their contempo-
raries, had accepted the myth of the ‘Dark Continent’.344 They believed that in con-
trast to Europe or North America ‘Africa was an embodiment of savagery, intrac-
table ignorance, callous barbarity, and an epicentre of evil’345. According to Mia 
Carter and Barbara Harlow missionaries considered themselves to be involved in a 
cultural war: ‘The missionaries’ early rhetoric combined idealistic discourses of 
enlightenment and salvation with aggressive militaristic jingoism; the Christian 
mission was to enact a war on barbarism and heathenism’.346 Similarly, Rufus 
Ositelu speaks of cultural imperialism which the missionaries practised. He notes: 
 

In consequence of this cultural imperialism, African men were not consid-
ered to be true Christians if they did not wear coat, tie and trousers and 
were not sons of God if they did not take the name of Jack, Robinson, 
Jones, Stone or Smith. In short, conversion to Christianity meant rejecting 
traditional forms of dressing, authority, custom, culture, marriage, medi-
cine etc. Therefore, one should not be surprised that the Christianity im-
bibed by the Africans from these Western Missionaries was veneer, that is 
superficial, and in most cases hypocritical.347  
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       Frances Adeney argues that the idea of Western superiority went hand in hand 
with the growing economic imperialism in the second half of the 19th century.348 
This development, she believes, also affected the worldwide Protestant mission 
movement: 

 
The lethal cocktail of Western economic imperialism, the notion of a call-
ing to spread Western civilization, and the idea of racial competition and 
the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon peoples had devastating consequences 
for Protestant missions. Protestant missionaries, on the whole, were chil-
dren of their era. Most accepted the idea of Western superiority, believing 
that God was calling them to spread their ideas of civilization. Even mis-
sionaries who seemed to feel that the heathens should be strengthened by 
bringing them the gospel, not that they should be replaced with “finer ma-
terials” […], embraced a vigorous program of Westernization in their 
mission outposts.349       

 

       According to the authors of Mission in an African Way, the attitude of ethno-
cultural and spiritual superiority had far-reaching implications. It resulted in a 
number of serious mistakes in the practices of Protestant missionaries.350 Thus, 
missionaries treated their African church members in a paternalistic way and did 
not take their African worldview seriously. They rejected as superstitious tradition-
al customs and beliefs, such as belief in ancestors and witchcraft, and refused to 
discuss them with their African converts.351 Furthermore, they ignored the im-
portance of dreams and visions in African cultures by discarding them as mere im-
agination. Western missionaries also introduced book-based education which gave 
African Christians ‘a sense of self-worth and independence’ but left no room for 
the rich African oral tradition wherein knowledge and wisdom were passed on 
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from the older to the younger generation.352 Adeney speaks of a ‘benevolent colo-
nialism’, which led to a sense of inferiority that can still be observed in some Afri-
can societies today.353  

 
Ethnic Superiority 

Other critics like Leon Kabasele, a Congolese theologian, hold that Western mis-
sionaries in Africa had an ethnocentric attitude. Kabasele argues that missionaries 
introduced the Bible to black Africans but did not allow them to read the Bible 
themselves.354 He goes on to say that ‘in most parts of Africa, the Christianity of 
the missionaries was also racist because the churches were controlled by the colo-
nists.’355 Likewise, Paul Hiebert argues that the majority of Protestant missionaries, 
though they rejected the idea of biological evolution, believed in white suprema-
cy.356 This conviction had practical consequences. He notes: 
 

Unlike Spanish Catholic missionaries, who often settled abroad and in-
termarried with the local people (as in Latin America), Northern European 
Protestant missionaries considered their “homes” to be the country from 
which they had come. They often lived in compounds segregated from the 
natives and discouraged the marriage of their children to local people. 
They looked forward to furloughs and retirement at home. This practice 
protected their sense of superiority.357 
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Hiebert goes on to say that the belief in the superiority of the white race was also 
reflected in the missionaries’ preaching.358 He states that missionaries taught that 
Africans were under the curse of Ham, and therefore unable to govern themselves.  
Isaak holds that the missionaries of the Rhenish Missionary Society who served in 
Namibia during the German colonial period were not free of such ethnocentric atti-
tudes. He writes:  

 
[T]he Rhenish missionaries suffered under “two-sided loyalties” of stand-
ing up “for the interests of the indigenous population” on the one hand, 
but “working with colonial authorities” on the other. However, one cannot 
maintain neutrality in a period of theological and ethical crisis. Further-
more, one can detect that the double-mindedness of throne and altar was 
based on racial tendencies.359 

 
Gender Superiority and Oppression 

For other critics, Protestant missionaries were oppressors whose attitudes and 
actions were not only racist but also sexist in nature. Sara Boulanger, for example, 
states that the missionaries’ agenda was to permanently reshape the lives of Afri-
can women.360 She writes:   

 
At the forefront of this oppression were missionaries who used 
Christianity in an attempt to mould Kenyans into the kinds of societies 
that fit into the “civilizing mission” of colonialism. The missionaries’ out-
look mixed turn-of-the-century ideas of white supremacy with ideas from 
the Victorian era, which placed women in subservient roles, stripping 
them of authority and status. The burgeoning power of colonial rulers and 
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the heightened status of missionaries were bringing about a total restruc-
turing of society’s gendered norms.361  

  
According to Boulanger one of the polarising issues was the circumcision of 
women.362 Together with the colonial government and newly formed political par-
ties Protestant missionaries strongly opposed this practice for ulterior reasons.363 
Boulanger claims that the campaign to abolish female circumcision, an important 
rite of passage that was widely accepted among the Kikuyu people, was extremely 
divisive.364 The campaign, she argues, destroyed friendships, split whole families, 
helped to maintain colonial rule, and increased the influence of Christianity. She 
notes: 
   

By participating or not participating in the practice of female circumci-
sion, many young women were severing ties with their families and clans, 
and through these with Kikuyu culture. Often, when these ties to family 
and culture were lost, young women turned to Christian religions and re-
lated practices to fill the void. […] [T]he Kenyan woman faced double-
binds in that no matter what she did, she alienated herself from one side or 
the other. This dilemma marked her oppressed status and represented the 
nationalization of the female body.365 

 
Boulanger’s negative evaluation of the role of missionaries is shared by Cynthia 
Hoehler-Fatton who calls the Church Missionary Society, a British evangelical 
Anglican mission, a ‘sexist organization’366. She goes on to say: ‘Missionaries - 
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and the government officials who often depended on them for insights into indige-
nous culture – generally espoused pejorative views of African women.’367    

 
A CRITICAL EVALUATION OF THE CHARGES 

 
It is certainly true that many 19th century ‘missionaries from Europe and North 
America came out of a context that assumed supremacy of Western culture and 
“Western religion” that is, Christianity, in a single breath.’368 Neither can it be de-
nied that there were Protestant missionaries who demonstrated an inexcusable atti-
tude of superiority towards indigenous people. However, it would be wrong to 
suggest, as some authors do, that this was true for the vast majority of missionaries. 
To claim that Protestant ‘missionaries in general were blind to their ethnocentrism 
and followed a more tabula rasa approach in terms of the interaction between gos-
pel and culture’369 does not do justice to the ministry of many missionaries who 
served on the African continent. For various reasons, the highly critical evaluations 
of the 19th and early 20th centuries’ Protestant missionary movements appear 
somewhat unrepresentative of all the available evidence.370 

 
Challenging Sinful Values and Practices 

Firstly, the critics seem to overlook the fact that Western missionaries were often 
confronted with sinful cultural values and practices, such as female genital mutila-
tion or other forms of gender-based violence, which prompted them to act. While 
some of the extreme practices may have been deliberately overstated in order to 
promote the missionary endeavour in the West,371 they were nonetheless real and 
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could not be ignored. The dividing line between genuine concern for justice and 
human welfare and insensitive cultural imposition was sometimes blurred. Conse-
quently, ‘[s]tereotypes of culture-destroying missionaries must thus be nuanced.’372    
       In the case of female genital mutilation, the response of some missionaries, for 
example, to threaten African believers with excommunication from churches and 
expulsion from schools, turned out not to be very helpful.373 However, other ways 
of dealing with these challenges were more appropriate and effective. Thus, Daniel 
Karanja writes the following about the situation in Kenya at the beginning of the 
20th century: 

   

Scottish missionaries understood female genital mutilation, as demon-
strated by their approach to conducting systematic education from the 
medical perspective, and they deserve to be commended. In 1906 Dr. John 
W. Arthur, a missionary, medical (gynaecologist), started his operations in 
Kikuyu hospital. He joined efforts with Miss M.S. Stevenson, a school 
teacher (1907-1930) to design a curriculum of instruction for the natives 
to highlight the dangers of female genital mutilation. Dr. Stanley E. Jones 
(1914-1924) backed up their efforts by openly campaigning against FGM 
using education and medical knowledge to show the local people the ex-
tent of damage to the female body. For example, the scar tissues hardened 
the exterior part of the vagina, making it difficult to dilate during labor. 
The hardening put the child and the mother at a very high risk of losing 
their lives […]. The missionaries coached local native female assistants to 
work as nurses and exposed them to the agony experienced during labor 
and childbirth as a result of female genital mutilation. The nursing assis-
tants were highly effective in spreading the message about the dangers of 
FGM and their families.374 
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Approximately two decades after the campaign to abolish female circumcision had 
been started by the Scottish missionaries, a significant number of Kikuyu 
Christians opposed the practice.375 They also rejected the idea that they were just 
giving in to pressure by the colonial government and adopting Western values. 
They insisted that their resistance was an expression of their newly found Christian 
faith.376 Elaine Storkey comments:  
  

It was a brave stand, yet the strength of feeling in the culture as a whole 
was largely against them. Older women, traditionally given authority as 
overseers of the practice, were reluctant to give it up. And because so 
much status hung on this essential rite of passage for girls, even church 
elders could not always prevent their wives and daughters from carrying it 
out.377 

    

       While Boulanger is right in saying that the campaign to abolish female cir-
cumcision led to divisions among the Kikuyu people,378 her positive view of this 
practice, which caused women a lot of pain and posed a serious health threat to 
them, is nonetheless difficult to comprehend. It seems that critics like her have an 
idealised view of culture, which considers indigenous African culture with all its 
traditional values and practices as intrinsically good and worth preserving. This, 
however, is a rather naive view, as it denies that in every human culture we may 
find positive elements, which Christians can affirm, and negative elements (i.e. 
morally evil or theologically heretical views and practices), which they need to re-
ject. ‘The myth of the “noble savage”, as Marvin Newell puts it, who is ‘tucked 
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away somewhere in a remote corner of the earth, enjoying some kind of social uto-
pia, is just that – a myth.’379 

 
The Missionaries’ True Motivation 

Secondly, many critics seem to ignore that European missionary activities in Afri-
ca (and other parts of the world) ‘did not originate in colonial overlordship but in 
the Evangelical-Pietist mindset of Protestant missions and their cultural back-
ground in Europe’.380 Among those involved in the formation of Protestant mission 
societies in the 1790s were key leaders of the anti-slavery movement.381 David 
Smith notes: ‘Within the evangelical movement in Britain in the nineteenth century 
there was a deep and persistent awareness that a great wrong had been done to 
Africa and its peoples through the terrible trade in slaves that had blighted the con-
tinent’382. Like their evangelical leaders, nineteenth-century evangelical missionar-
ies were people of strong theological convictions and deep compassion.383 They 
were, as Brian Stanley points out, driven by the conviction ‘that non-Christians 
were lost in their sin and dependent on the gospel of Christ for salvation’.384 In 
other words, evangelical missionaries had a motivation for their involvement in 
Africa which was very different from that of their home governments in London or 
Berlin.  
       While many missionaries worked together with colonial administrations, it 
would be wrong to claim that they were all willing agents of colonialism (though 
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they may have given exactly that impression at times). The relationship between 
missionaries and the colonial powers was much more complex than many of the 
critics suggest. Not all missionaries saw themselves as full-blooded partners of the 
colonial governments and supporters of their policies. British evangelical mission-
aries, in particular, ‘were simultaneously attracted and repelled’ by British coloni-
alism.385 While they considered the colonial authorities as ‘potential benefactors 
who might eliminate evil practices’, they were concerned about the conduct of 
many colonial officials who ‘committed wrongs such as promoting false religion 
themselves’. 386 The following passage from Andrew Porter’s book entitled Reli-
gious Versus Empire: British Protestant Missionaries and Overseas Expansion, 
1700 – 1914 is certainly worth quoting. Porter writes about the attitude of British 
missionaries towards the British colonial project: 

 
Their engagement with empire more often than not took the form of bitter 
experience. This taught them the lessons that independence was a chime-
ra, and more positively, that selective engagement was nevertheless both 
possible and at times advantageous to the pursuit of their own distinct 
goals. Missions thus saw themselves much of the times as ‘anti-
imperialist’ and their relationship with empire as deeply ambiguous at 
best. Viewing the scene from standpoints other than their own, they may 
have been wrong in this perception. The extent to which missionaries 
were identified by local peoples with conquerors and colonisers, damned 
by proximity to settlers and their own ministrations to administrators, was 
often seriously underestimated at the time. It has subsequently been a fo-
cus for those keen to demonstrate the impossibility of missionaries being 
other than essential agents of colonialism.387 

 
       Likewise, the attitude of German evangelical missionaries towards their home 
country’s colonial endeavour can be best described as ambiguous. Among the 
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missionaries of the Rhenish Missionary Society (RMS) in South West Africa 
(Namibia), for example, the annexation of the territory by Germany in 1884 was 
not undisputed; and not every missionary who supported this move did so for geo-
political reasons. Marion Wallace comments: 

   

In Germany the head of the mission, Friedrich Fabri, had been an active 
supporter of the German annexation of South West Africa since 1880. Yet 
the RMS’ support for German rule was not unequivocal as historians like 
Drechsler have implied. It was not until 1884 that the Society gave public 
backing to the annexation, […]. Although there was much German patri-
otism among missionaries on the ground, there was also a pragmatic de-
sire for security from the violence of the times; in addition, missionaries 
like Bam, who favoured German intervention, differed from those, like 
Gottlieb Viehe, who identified themselves more closely with the interests 
of Africans and attempted to remain neutral.388 

  

While mission director Fabri was ‘famous as a theoretician of early German colo-
nialism’389, Gottlieb Viehe was a pietist for whom Christian mission was solely a 
spiritual endeavour, and not a political enterprise.390 As such, he was, as Nils Oer-
mann notes, not ‘an enthusiastic, or over-patriotic, advocate of Germany’s colonial 
aspirations’391. Viehe was known to be very critical of the role which the German 
military in general and their commander, Curt von Francois, in particular, played 
during the Nama uprising in 1893.392 Viehe’s attitude towards the indigenous 
population was very different from that of the colonial administrators. He clearly 
did not consider them as inferior beings. In an article published in the magazine of 
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his mission society in 1886 he called upon his German readers to accept the Herero 
people among whom he worked as fellow citizens, ‘The Herero currently remain 
under the protection of our Emperor and in a manner of speaking, you should deem 
them to be your compatriots or at least consider them as belonging to the Em-
pire.’393 Viehe clearly did not share the outlook of his fellow missionary Peter 
Heinrich Brincker who wrote in a letter dated 13th March 1889:  

 

[…] since the Rhenish Mission already has invested thousands of marks in 
it; here, you will also find the graves which have been dug for your fallen 
missionaries. If any gain is to be made out of this colony, a European 
power must be based in this country with a military force […] to ensure 
immediate retribution for any likely form of arrogance and insolence.’394 

   
The above examples show that the relationship between 19th century Protestant 
mission and Western colonialism is rather complex. To claim that all missionaries 
served as willing agents of colonialism does not do justice to both the motivation 
and the actual ministry of many missionaries who served in Africa. David Bosch 
expressed it well when he said: 

 
[I]t is simply inadequate to contend that mission was nothing other than 
the spiritual side of imperialism and always the faithful servant of the lat-
ter. Reality was more ambivalent. In addition, it is easy and therefore 
cheap, to counsel, theorize, and dogmatize from a safe distance about 
what went wrong and how mission agencies and missionaries should have 
behaved.395   
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Humility and Sacrificial Servanthood 
Thirdly, there are too many examples in African church history of Western 
missionaries who came to Africa exercising a great deal of humility and displaying 
sacrificial servanthood. Hiebert distinguishes between the early Protestant mission-
aries and those who came to Africa in the late 19th century.396 He argues that the 
former showed a high degree of love, sacrifice, and cross-cultural sensitivity 
whereas the latter believed in the superiority of European and North American 
civilisation. Likewise Pieter Boon states that the early Moravian missionaries in 
South Africa ‘excelled in the essential qualities of humbleness, friendliness and 
faithfulness’.397 Richard Elphick stresses that the early Protestant missionaries in 
Southern Africa, like Johannes Theodorus van der Kemp, did not display any signs 
of superiority in his attitude.398 On the contrary, they not only showed a great inter-
est in the cultures of the indigenous people but also challenged the ethnocentric 
views of their white fellowmen and women:   

 

To early Protestants missionaries like Van der Kemp, the gospel affirmed 
that Africans were potential brothers and sisters in Christ. They believed 
that African languages were the most appropriate instruments of evangeli-
zation and that African preachers were the most effective heralds of God’s 
word. These convictions challenged white settlers’ confidence that 
Christianity was a badge of their own superiority and their charter of 
group privileges.399 
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Van der Kemp and his successor John Philip, who were both outspoken critics of 
slavery, experienced strong opposition from the white settler community.400 This to 
the extent, that some of the settlers even attacked van der Kemp’s mission sta-
tion.401 These kinds of hostility, however, did not prevent him, even in his sixties, 
from marrying a woman of Malagasy descent.402  
       Like van der Kemp, Johann Hinrich Schmelen, a German missionary of the 
London Missionary Society, who came to Namibia in 1814, got married to a non-
European woman.403 Together with his wife Zara, a member of the Nama tribe, 
Schmelen translated the four gospels into the Nama language.404 In Namibia, such 
marriages between white missionaries and black women were not unusual in pre-
colonial times.405       
       There are, however, also examples of missionaries who served in Namibia in 
the second half of the 19th century and who demonstrated the characteristics of 
their predecessors. Thus, Tuundjakuye Spencer Tjijenda, a Namibian Baptist theo-
logian, writes the following about the German-Baltic Lutheran missionary Carl 
Hugo Hahn who worked in Namibia:   
  

Carl Hugo Hahn […] was a true follower of Christ, a peacemaker, church 
planter and the spiritual father of the Herero nation. He loved our people 
very dearly and he earnestly wanted to see true spiritual transformation 
that can only come from hearing, believing, and calling upon the name of 
Jesus Christ and accepting his gospel […].This is what motivated Hahn to 
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be concerned about the spiritual condition of the Herero-Mbanderu peo-
ple.406  

 

Hahn has been heavily criticised by scholars and popular authors for the derogative 
language he used to describe the Herero and other ethnic groups in the early years 
of his ministry.407 Tjijenda, who is aware of Hahn’s negative statements, sees those 
in a different light. He writes: 
  

It was Carl Hugo Hahn’s love for our people which led him to make such 
a careful observation about their spiritual condition. It was Hahn’s love 
for our people that led him overcome the language barrier so that he could 
share the liberating and life transforming message of Christ with us […]. 
It was only after three years that Carl Hugo Hahn could preach his first 
sermon in Otjiherero after intensive study of the language. In other words, 
his view was not slanderous in nature but came from the heart of a loving 
shepherd, from a heart full of concern for people who were in spiritual and 
moral decay and who needed a saviour.408    

 
       If Hahn was the spiritual father of the Hereros, Martin (Martti) Rautanen 
deserves the title of spiritual father of the Ovambos, another Namibian people 
group. Rautanen came to Namibia in 1869 and worked in the country for over fifty 
years.409 During this time he translated the Bible into the Ndonga language, one of 
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(2012), 9-10; P. Erichsen, Hoffnung auf Regen: Beobachtungen und Erlebnisse aus Namibia 
(Berlin: epubli, 2014), 308.  
408 Tjijenda, ‘Hugo Hahn and the Spiritual Condition of the Herero-Mbanderu People’, 145. 
409 D. Henrichsen, Hans Schinz: Bruchstücke: Forschungsreisen in Deutsch-Südwestafrika 
(Basel: Basler Afrika Bibliographien, 2012), 172. 
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the main Oshiwambo dialects.410 Joachim Rieck, a Namibian theologian, com-
ments on his life and ministry: 

 
His life was incarnational. He lived very humbly among the people he 
preached to. He respected the authorities of the kings, even when he radi-
cally disagreed with them. By and by he won the battle of faith and before 
long the gospel had taken hold of many people. Today the work in Ovam-
boland rests on this gospel foundation.411 

 
Rautanen demonstrated a high degree of both cultural and socio-political sensitivi-
ty. Bengt Sundkler and Christopher Steed believe that Rautanen’s own background 
as a Finnish-speaking serf from Russia was a contributing factor. They write:  

 
Born a serf […] and thus possibly unique among nineteenth-century 
Western missionaries to Africa, this sturdy Finn was an example of the 
liberating effect of the Gospel. He became missionary in charge and chief 
translator of the New Testament into Oshindonga, 1903, and of the whole 
Bible, 1927. There was widespread hunger to read the Holy Book […]. 
Rautanen was to play a subtle political game on behalf of the Ndonga 
communities in the north of the country. Were they to join the Herero 
against the commonly detested European power or not? [...]. Rautanen ad-
vised King Kambonde and his brother Chief Nehale against what ap-
peared military recklessness. Rautanen was as decided an anti-imperialist 
as any of the Ndonga chiefs but the spectacle of the Herero ethnocide was 
a warning for the Ndonga to heed.412  

                                                           
410 R. Simola, ‘Encounter Images in the Meetings between Finland and South-West 
Africa/Namibia’, in M. Palmberg (ed.), Encounter Images in the Meetings between Africa and 
Europe (Uppsala: Nordisk Afrikainstitutet, 2001), 195. 
411 J. Rieck, ‘Dr Martin Rautanen (‘Nakambale’) – Apostle of the Ovambos’, 
http://jrieck.blogspot.com/2009/10/missionary-pioneers-in-namibia-3-martin.html , date of 
access: 30.01.2019. 
412 B. Sundkler & C. Steed, A History of the Church in Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), 443. 
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       In 2015 the tombstone of Friedrich Heidmann, another RMS missionary, was 
brought from Cape Town to Namibia.413 One of the leaders of the Baster communi-
ty welcomed the stone with the words: ‘This is the tombstone of our spiritual 
Father.’ Heidmann had faithfully served as a missionary among the Baster people 
for almost forty years.414 He first joined the Baster community at De Tuin in the 
Cape Colony in 1866. Under his guidance, the Baster council sought to secure land 
for their community from the Cape government.415 However, their land allocation 
application was turned down by the colonial administration. In 1868 Heidmann 
accompanied 90 Baster families when they moved under difficult circumstances 
from the Cape Province to present-day Namibia.416 Cornelia Limpricht writes 
about Heidmann’s decision to go together with ‘his people’ into a future full of un-
certainties: ‘No doubt he could have refused to move with them or he could have 
applied to be transferred elsewhere. Obviously, he wished to continue his work 
with them, [which had] started two years prior.’417 While Heidmann supported the 
efforts of the Baster community to organise their social and political life in Namib-
ia, his work focused on the spiritual development of the Baster people.418  
       The examples of missionaries like van der Kemp, Schmelen, Viehe, Hahn, 
Rautanen and Heidmann show that the overall picture painted by the critics of 19th 
century Protestant missionaries is most certainly prejudiced with negative strokes. 
The general charge of ethnocentrism, especially, lacks substance. The attitude of 
missionaries differed significantly from that of many white settlers or members of 
                                                           
413 ‘Spiritual Father Returns to Rehoboth’, New Era 11th May 2015. 
https://www.newera.com.na/2015/05/11/spiritual-father-returns-rehoboth/, date of access: 
30.01.2019. 
414 See R.A. Brendell, The Rhenish Missionary Society in Namibia: An Enquiry into the Reasons 
for the Formation of the Rhenish Church in Namibia (1957-1962), unpublished dissertation 
(Windhoek: Namibia Evangelical Theological Seminary, 2017), 26-31. 
415 Brendell, The Rhenish Missionary Society in Namibia, 27. 
416 C. Limpricht & H. Lang, ‘The Trek of the Rehoboth Basters’, in C. Limpricht (ed.), 
Rehoboth, Namibia: Past and Present (Hamburg: Cornelia Limpricht, 2012), 11.  
417 C. Limpricht, ‘Baster Territories in the Northern Cape (South Africa) and Great Namaqualand 
(Namibia)’, in C. Limpricht (ed.), Rehoboth, Namibia: Past and Present (Hamburg: Cornelia 
Limpricht, 2012), 26. 
418 Brendell, The Rhenish Missionary Society in Namibia: An Enquiry into the Reasons for the 
Formation of the Rhenish Church in Namibia (1957-1962), 28-30. 
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the colonial administration.419 Smith certainly has a point when he writes, 
‘missionaries generally resisted overtly racist stereotypes, insisting that the biblical 
understanding of humankind required them to treat all peoples as bearers of the di-
vine image and objects of the redemptive love of God in Jesus Christ’420. The 
example of Carl Büttner shows that there were also pragmatic reasons why some 
missionaries rejected racist policies. Büttner, who served in Namibia and East 
Africa, strongly advocated mixed marriages.421 He wanted the German government 
‘to support intermarriage in order to protect Christian African women and their 
families from sexual and material exploitation from German men’422. Büttner 
feared that such treatment of indigenous women could lead to resentment against 
the white minority population.423                                                                       

 
Missionaries and their Lack of Cross-cultural Experience and Training 

Finally, it is too simplistic to identify, as many critics do, the attitude of cultural 
and spiritual superiority as the core root of all problems. An important factor which 
is often overlooked but which contributed to the mistakes missionaries made is the 
lack of cross-cultural knowledge and sensitivity.424 ‘Many mistakes which older 
missionaries made,’ writes Alan Tippett, ‘were honest mistakes made in true zeal 
for the Lord.’425 However, these mistakes, he concludes, were made because the 

                                                           
419 Cf. T. Altena, ‘”Etwas für das Wohl der schwarzen Neger beitragen” Überlegungen zum 
“Rassenbegriff” der evangelischen Missionsgesellschaften’ in F. Becker (ed.), Rassenmischehen 
– Mischlinge – Rassentrennung: Zur Politik der Rasse im Deutschen Kolonialreich (Stuttgart: 
Franz Steiner Verlag, 2004), 58. 
420 Smith, Against the Stream, 105. 
421 L. Wildenthal, German Women for Empire, 1884-1945 (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2001), 87. 
422 Wildenthal, German Women for Empire, 1884-1945, 87. 
423 K. Roller, ‘Zwischen Rassismus und Frömmigkeit’, in F. Becker (ed.), Rassenmischehen – 
Mischlinge – Rassentrennung: Zur Politik der Rasse im Deutschen Kolonialreich (Stuttgart: 
Franz Steiner Verlag, 2004), 232. 
424 Cf. D.L. Whiteman, ‘Anthropology and Mission: The Incarnational Connection’, in S.B. 
Bevans (ed.), Mission & Culture: The Louis J. Luzbetak Lectures (New York: Maryknoll, 2012), 
85. 
425A.R. Tippett, Introduction to Missiology (Pasadena: William Carey Library, 1987), 384. 
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missionaries had been sent out to the mission field without any anthropological 
training.426     
       Unlike Gottlieb Viehe, who was born in Germany but spent his childhood and 
youth in the United States,427 or Carl Hugo Hahn and Martin Rautanen, who both 
grew up in the multicultural and multilingual context of the Russian Empire,428 not 
every missionary who came to Africa from Europe or North America in the 19th 
century had cross-cultural experience like these three, let alone cross-cultural train-
ing as it is available today. Some were ordinary farmers or craftsmen429 who had 
not been exposed to other cultures before entering the African mission field. 
Andrew Walls writes that ‘English missionary recruits were often of modest educa-
tional attainments’.430 He goes on to explain, ‘the Church Missionary College at 
Islington was set up to give such people basic education’.431 A similar approach 
can be found with American evangelical mission societies. For example, James 
Karanja writes about the early recruitment policy of Africa Inland Mission (AIM): 

   
What were the qualifications for one in order to work as a career mission-
ary with AIM? At the beginning AIM only emphasized that Africa pro-
vided conditions that were “utterly different from those that call for the 
learning and culture of a Paul or an Apollos.” To these early missionaries 
Africa was “no Ephesus with its learning, but only sin, darkness, igno-
rance, barbarism and primitivism.” To meet these needs it was argued that 
missionaries did not need “so much scholastic and theological knowledge 
as that wisdom given by the Holy Spirit, energy, zeal, devotion, and a 
close walk with God that make great a man that is no scholar.” Therefore, 

                                                           
426 Tippett, Introduction to Missiology, 384. 
427 Oermann, Mission, Church and State Relations…, 34. 
428 Cf. S. Heininen, ‘Martin Rautanen in Namibia and the Mission Board in Helsinki’, in K. 
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The Internationalization of Christianity and Politics in the 20th Century (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz Verlag, 2008), 56.  
429 Cf. B. Sundkler & C. Steed, A History of the Church in Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), 110; Oermann, Mission, Church and State Relations…, 222. 
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Appropriation of Faith (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2002), 209. 
431 Walls, The Cross-cultural Process in Christian History, 209. 
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it was not necessary to “staff the mission with men who had received 
theological education of the kind that would qualify them for the ordained 
ministry.” Great energy seems to have been spent recruiting dedicated 
laypeople for overseas service and from this source it was envisaged the 
mission would fill its ranks.432  

     
       Other missionary candidates underwent an intensive preparation which ‘con-
sisted of Latin, Greek, classical literature, philosophy, as well as theological train-
ing,’433  but who were not necessarily prepared to live among people of other 
cultures. As Lyman Reed points out, most missionaries at that time were often not 
trained at all to minister cross-culturally.434 They received spiritual and profession-
al training, but nothing on cross-culturalism. As a result, these missionaries were 
prone to fall into cross-cultural pitfalls and erect barriers which would hinder the 
spread of the gospel and the growth of the Church.  

 
CONCLUSION 

  
Western Protestant missionaries who served on the African continent in the 19th 
and early 20th centuries have come under severe criticism by contemporary 
scholars of mission, anthropology and other disciplines. Missionaries, who left 
their home countries in Europe or North America to serve as ambassadors of 
Christ, are today portrayed as willing agents of the colonisation of Africa. They are 
portrayed as people who were motivated by strong convictions of ethnocultural and 
religious superiority. The critics, however, seem to overlook that many Protestant 
missionaries were actually driven by compassion both for God and for people who 
needed to hear and accept the Good News of Jesus Christ. Of course, their zeal for 
God and the mission of the Church did not prevent those missionaries from making 
                                                           
432 J. Karanja, The Missionary Movement in Colonial Kenya: The Foundation of Africa Inland 
Church (Göttingen: Cuvillier Verlag, 2009), 16. 
433 Leshota, ‘Postcolonial Reading of Nineteenth-century Missionaries…, 140. 
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mistakes. Some of these mistakes, such as paternalism, which undermined the 
development of indigenous church leadership, and the imposition of Western cul-
ture and theology on the indigenous population, without question, became obsta-
cles for the growth of the church. They resulted not only in practical dependency 
and a feeling of inferiority among African Christians, but also hindered the devel-
opment of genuinely African expressions of Christianity. These barriers erected by 
missionaries, however, were, in general, not the fruit of ethnocentric, imperialist, 
or sexist worldviews and agendas, but often of a lack of cross-cultural competence.         
       The critics also seem to ignore the fact that the missionaries’ views of coloni-
alism differed significantly and were sometimes rather ambivalent. While some 
missionaries wholeheartedly supported the colonial structures, many others accept-
ed them as a given reality in which they had to serve. In addition, there were those 
who were critical of colonial policies and the attitude and conduct of European 
settlers and officials, both civilian administrators and military personnel.  
       Finally, there are many African Christians today who have a much more 
differentiated and gracious view of the Protestant mission movement than many of 
the critics. While not denying the mistakes Protestant missionaries made, a feeling 
of gratefulness towards missionaries dominates among these believers. They still 
honour many of those early missionaries as spiritual fathers and mothers. They 
recognise the enormous sacrifices these men and women made in order to bring the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ to their foremothers and forefathers. They also respect these 
missionaries because they appreciate the difference the gospel of Christ brought by 
them has made in their own lives. As Jim Harries puts it: ‘The enthusiasm of many 
African people’s faith in the Gospel of Jesus is partly due to an awareness of the 
horror of the alternative they had prior to becoming Christians, difficult circum-
stances that many in the West have in recent generations forgotten.’435 

 

 

                                                           
435 J. Harries, ‘Anthropology’s Origin, Christianity, and a Perspective from Africa’, On Knowing 
Humanity Journal 1/1 (2017), 2.  
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