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A Case Study

Just before we show a short video, I will briefly give an introduction on the three congregations and our heuristic:
After some initial consultations with various leaders in African congregations and experts on the phenomenon, we formulated several questions. These questions were used to steer three group discussions with members and leaders from three different traditions. To each group the same questions were posed, although respondents were allowed to talk much wider on the topic than just the formulated questions. The questions were basic and open-ended, but also consciously contextualized towards the people’s own congregation. In general the questions were:
1. What is a congregation?

2. Why do people congregate? 

3. What are the issues/challenges that African congregations face?

4. What has changed over the past years?

5. What changes do you foresee for the future?

The three groups were:

1. Members and leaders (even two archbishops and their wives) from Zionist churches in the Western Cape. The group discussion was conducted in Khayalitsha.
2. Members and leaders from a fairly typical mainline Uniting Reformed Church in Mbekweni, near Paarl.
3. Members and leaders from a mainline Presbyterian Church with mega church characteristics in Gugulethu.
This is obviously not a representative sample. Not all types of churches were involved, although three distinct types were compared. And with every group a conscious attempt was made to make the group representative with regards to age and gender. In general there were some lay members involved, although the bulk of the respondents do have some kind of leadership function in their congregation. Although we cannot draw general conclusions on the theme of African Ecclesiology from the responses gained from only these congregations, I think the interviews and discussions did however bring some of the main trends and themes to the fore which the panel of experts can comment on later.

But let us visit the people and their surroundings and let them first tell you a bit more themselves...(video)
Some patterns regarding congregations in Africa

You have heard the people speak themselves just now, but these voices were obviously just a sample of the bigger collection of voices. We have several hours of raw video material from which those voices are just a small sample. Therefore I will now systematize the recurring themes from the responses to each question, in order to give a more generalized picture on these African congregations, as viewed by members and leaders themselves.

1. What is a congregation?
For most people a congregation is people, people making up the body of Christ. And for African people this is a very real/physical reality. These people who form the congregation are distinct, to use Alan Kreider’s alliteration, with regards to belief, behavior and belonging. They are distinct from other institutions in as far as they share the same belief, based on the Bible with Jesus Christ as the essence. Their behavior is directed towards themselves, other members and also non-members and consists of a pursuit of justice, care giving and the creation of a space where they can live out their faith and where they feel they belong. 

From all three traditions the above can be said regarding their view on what exactly a congregation is. The respondents from Zionist congregations did however also emphasize the spiritual dimension. It is not always that easy in our world to see where Jesus is, they said, but in the gathering of the congregation, you know He is present. You meet Him trough other Christians in the gatherings and all of this happen in and through the Holy Spirit.
2. Why members of African congregations congregate?
There are various essentially liturgical reasons why African people congregate. Above all the music and the rhythm through which they can praise God or express their own lament draw them to a congregation. African cultures have often been called ‘moving cultures’. This could perhaps be a reason why, when one look at the statistics, the more charismatic/pentecostal Zionist and other Independent churches are so popular among African people. In these churches liturgy employs indigenous spirituality with much rhythm, bodily movement and participation by all. A church service is a very vibrant occasion where singing and chanting, along with communal prayer where all prays out loud together, often fill 80% of an four (4) hour service. Though mainline churches are more and more employing rhythm and movement, they are still lacking behind.
The second reason why African people belong to a specific congregation also involves the worship service and revolves around the Bible and preaching and teaching. The interpretation of the Scriptures translated into sermons that they experience as relevant to their own life situations is very important to them. The lively style of preaching, employing story telling and using rich Biblical and African imagery attract people. What Zionists in particular value is that the preaching is not only done by the leaders. Everyone is free to take a turn and contribute from his or her insights and experience. They like to speak of a sharing of the Word of God. Because each and every member has received the Spirit, everyone can read and share the Bible with others. This sharing often also involves correction of the conduct of fellow members. 
As you might have gathered from the video excerpt, preaching in African churches is often a “performance” which results in an active dialog. African preachers often preach with their whole body and the listeners respond to what is being said and encourages the preachers. For both preacher and hearer this is a sign that the Spirit is working. You saw on the video the one bishop said that when he feels like a very powerful diesel engine while he is preaching, then he knows that the Spirit is working. The importance of the work of the Spirit in Zionist churches is also accentuated by the emphasis that some congregations places on signs of the Spirit, like speaking in tongues.
Closely connected to these liturgical motives is the need for an alternative space, a place where believers can get away from the often harsh realities of their everyday life. The congregation and the church service, which for Zionists often means a all night service, offers a place where you can be someone else to whom you are in the world, by having a very real experience of being saved and blessed. And also, to quote one minister, “a liturgy that can for a while take the sadness away”. Others agree and also emphasize this aspect, namely that the Devil ever so often tests you and that is bad for your spirit. But after you have worshipped together with others your spirit is lifted up again.

The pastoral function of the congregation also rates very high as a reason why people congregate. For members it is important that their congregation provide for them the space where they can share their own pain with God and other members; also a space where they can care for other members and be cared for themselves. It also offers a space through which they can help/care for the bigger community. It is obvious that the experience of community where the individual experiences a sense of belonging plays a key role in African churches. This is an expression of the African value of ubuntu, expressed in the proverb: “You are a person through other people”. Further more the healing in Zionist churches are important to consider here. People bring their problems and ailments to the church and by voicing them and being prayed for or healing rituals being performed, in which the whole congregation partakes through prayer, they experience holistic healing and salvation.
In the mainline congregations the reason that “I belong to this congregation, because my parents and grandparents belonged to this congregation” rates very high among the young people. They quickly add however that the faith and conduct of their parents and grandparents, which they believe were formed in the particular congregation, are the real reasons – not just hereditary habit. This reason however was never raised amongst Zionist respondents or members from the mega church.
A common theme in all traditions is that of leadership. The importance of the particularities of the leadership in a particular congregation cannot be overestimated. Some members prefer a more traditional hierarchical and male dominated system and others a newer system where more members, regardless of their sex and age, share the leadership with the minister(s). Nevertheless, it seems that in both systems the minister as such, along with his or her specific gifts, still plays a very important role with regards to the question “what makes you come to this specific congregation?”
Something that seems like a nascent theme concerns transformation and development. Because of the South African reality of poverty, joblessness, HIV/Aids, lack of skills and education, crime etc, members are looking for a congregation that is busy making an impact on the transformation and development of the country. And this last reason why people congregate or choose to go to one congregation instead of another one brings us to our third question:
3. The issues/challenges congregations are facing?

The same issues that members want their congregations to play a role in or make a contribution to, are their biggest challenge. And the reason why this is so is because these issues directly affects the members themselves. Poverty, joblessness, HIV/Aids and the lack of education and skills is part of the congregation. The members do not just know about people who are poor, many of them are poor themselves and have no jobs. And each one of these issues obviously have negative side-effects, such as 
· the stigmatization of Aids and the silence of many ministers (and others) about the real causes of death, 
· the fact that violence and crime in their communities makes evangelization and mission a very dangerous enterprise, or 
· the tendency in some very poor communities where people come to church to look for something physical like food in the first instance.
Directly related to the issue of poverty is a uniquely Zionist problem, namely that of venue. Many churches do not have one fixed venue where they can gather and worship and have to move around between different houses. And like the one respondent explained, when the owner of the house is not in a particularly good mood, then one cannot pray nicely. 
And connected to the issue of venue is the issue of time. Zionist churches are known for being so-called churches of the Spirit who are being led by the Holy Spirit and thereby not being bound up by restrictions such as a commencing time and ending time for a worship service. They move with the spirit spatially and temporary. This temporal freedom is however creating problems, because not all people want to sit for four hours in church and they also often have other thing that they want to do on a Sunday, but which they cannot plan because of the fluidity of time. For Zionist leaders this is a big challenge, because a change in this regard will affect one of their most basic claims, namely being churches of the Spirit.
Another challenge expressed by the Zionist respondents, although the problem is not unfamiliar to other denominations, is church unity. There is a huge tendency towards splitting off from existing congregations and forming new ones. In the process thousands of small churches are being formed, breaking up the existing churches, leaving them with huge problems. Everyone participating in the discussion was extremely concerned about this challenge raising various solutions, such as the need for one governing body with one church law derived from the Bible in which leaders can stand together and speak in one voice. 
All the members interviewed are furthermore concerned with the church attendance of the youth. Their own interpretation is more often than not that the relatively new freedom of choice that came with the new political dispensation is causing the youth to choose against the church. There are other things outside of the church which are more attractive to the youth than the church itself.
Another big challenge that African congregations faces is the tension between tradition and renewal. This is not at all a uniquely African challenge, but the African context does however give this tension a uniquely African face. 
In South Africa the apartheid education system and the changes since 1994, means that younger members often have more education and skills than older ones who grew up under the apartheid regime. In line with this Africa is traditionally a more patriarchal society with a very special place reserved for older people. In the process of change older members are sometimes losing their leadership positions based on age and sex to younger members with more skills and education. Some congregations have already found ways to accommodate this challenge by incorporating both young and old in the leadership structures. Others are however still struggling.
Another expression of this tension comes to the fore in the tension between traditional Biblical values and specific ways of Biblical interpretation and the freedoms and rights of the new South African constitution.

In the worship service this tension finds its biggest expression.

Without elaborating on this tension between tradition and renewal here, it brings us to the answers regarding the question about the changes they experienced over the past years in their congregations.

4. What has changed in African congregations over the past years?

In one congregation the immediate answer was that several things have disappeared (which they are very glad about): hierarchy in leadership, male domination, class distinctions in the congregation. In other congregations it seems as if these things have shifted, but have not essentially changed. For example: during one discussion everyone (men, women, young and old) agreed that these things should not change too rapidly, and that 50% of the leadership must still remain with the older men, 25% with the women and 25% with the younger members in the congregation. We can thus conclude that the face of leadership is changing in general, but at a different pace in each congregation.
What else has changed? As we have already mentioned earlier, very few young people are coming to church nowadays. This the respondents see as a direct product of the new South African dispensation with its liberal democracy and many freedoms. These freedoms also have other negative effects on congregations. The transformation in South Africa has resulted in some white people visiting black churches nowadays and vice versa. In general one can observe that members are thankful regarding the changes in the political landscape, but cautious regarding the effect of human rights on the congregations.
Over the last years mainline churches have also been experiencing a trend towards Africanization in their congregations. The traditional customs and culture are valued more and also encouraged in some congregations. They are busy throwing off the yoke of Western customs which were imposed upon them. Interestingly enough we find the direct opposite tendency in Zionist churches, namely a movement towards modernization. Traditionally Zionist churches have strong African roots and customs, but more and more members are adopting Western customs in these churches. According to the one respondent the mainline churches are becoming more like the Zionist and at the same time the Zionist churches are becoming more like the mainline churches.
Concerning unity and ecumenism: In the one congregation where a church unification process took place, members say that they feel “less significant” within the bigger structure of the church after the unification. In general it seems that there is a movement towards ecumenical cooperation, Zionist churches feel that they are accepted by other churches and some of them even have membership at the SACC. So in spite of some negative experiences because of unification processes, there is in general a movement towards and a longing for church unity and ecumenical cooperation.
5. Trends regarding the future?

The changes and trends that members foresee for the future are obviously closely linked to the past changes. The already mentioned changes will continue, but despite their worries they are convinced that the church will keep on growing. They all believe that in the near future congregations will gear themselves in order to accommodate the youth. They believe that closer cooperation between all churches is part of the future of congregations in Africa. They also believe congregations will become more and more involved in South Africa’s issues by playing a role in development and through engagement in local government. Zionists believe that the level of the theological education of their leaders will improve. In general we can say that all respondents believe that the Spirit of God is busy in African congregations; changing them so that they will become more and more a blessing to this continent and the world.
� Paper presented, along with a video made for the occasion, at Open Day of Consortium on Ecclesiology, 31st January 2005 – Stellenbosch.
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