
An Experiment in Christian Living 
By THE REVEREND ROBERT ROBERTSON 

F i t e years ago* a l my suggest ion, the Pres­
byter ian C h u r c h of S o u t h e r n Africa inaugu­
rated a pi lot mul t i - rac ia l congregat ion in East 
London with the object of tes t ing t h e possibi­
l i t ies and d iscover ing the difficulties of to­
tally integrated chu rch l ife. 

My purpose in proposing: this arose from the 
difficulty experienced in achieving any kind of 
permanent acceptance of non-European Chris­
t ians in congregations which, through design or 
by chance, have become exclusively European. 
Though technically any non-White Presbyterian 
i s entitled to attend, join and take par t in all the 
activities of any of our European congregations 
the number of instances where th is actually hap­
pens in South Africa is infinitesimally small, if 
not nil. I t is so not because of language, cul­
ture o r distance* but because of the pressure of 
the so-called "South African way of life**—which 
I would ra ther describe as a "way of death." 

To break through this artificial barr ier in the 
church one could of course ti*y to force the issue 
in a part icular congregation; but I doubt if one 
would find non-European Christians, with all 
their courtesy and unwillingness to cause offence 
to other people, who would be the guinea pigs in 
what would almost certainly result in a rumpus. 
Nor would the result achieved be the kind of 
reconciliation for which Christians strive. So we 
felt t ha t the best way would be to run a pilot 
scheme which would demonstrate in practical 
terms that the races can worship together and 
share congregational life. Our aim is not to pro­
pose total integration for any church, bu t to en­
courage a natural openness and acceptance of 
folk of any race who can share in and benefit 
from participation in the congregation concerned. 

The North End Presbyterian Church, as i t is 
called, now has about 50 members and associate 
members of whom half a re European, about thi r ty 
per cent Africans and the remainder Coloured. 
Services a re conducted in English though we use 
a specially prepared tri-lingual hymn book. Wo­
men's Association and Youth Fellowship each 
have about 20 members and the Sunday School 
enrolled over 70 children this year. Each of 
these organisations is equally representative of 
the various races of our city. In addition mem­
bers visit one another 's home? each fortnight for 
home services. 

Fo r five years we have engaged in all the nor­
mal activities of Presbyterian congregations 
without notable difficulty and have had in addi­
tion the enrichment of each other's fellowship 
and the ministry of preachers of all races. So 
we consider tha t the pilot scheme has fulfilled 

its main purpose, though it is not yet self-sup­
porting as a congregation. 

At one stage we were involved in negotiations 
with two other Presbyterian congregations in 
E a s t London, one a congregation of Coloured 
folk and the other of Europeans. Our hope was 
t ha t they would agree to amalgamate with us 
in a kind of federal arrangement . On the Col­
oured side the proposal succeeded and it failed 
by only one vote when first considered by the 
European congregation. Thereafter, however, re­
action set in and it was heavily defeated in a 
second vote on the European side. We have 
gone ahead in joining up with the Coloured con­
gregation in what we hope may also provide an 
example of the linking up of two congregations 
across racial divisions. 

People ask me how we manage to operate under 
South African laws. There i s no prohibition on 
the races worshipping together in any place, ex­
cept in a proclaimed African area where other 
races require permits to enter and seldom get 
them. A congregation like ours could operate 
in any church in this city. The main reason why 
we chose the North End is for its centrality and 
already mixed racial character. No one feels on 
strange ground coming there. 

One area where the laws of the country hinder 
us is tha t wc cannot yet get permission for non-
Africans to at tend home services in Duncan 
Village, E a s t London's African township. 

Other points a t which the law could affect us 
a r e : (1) If we were to hold services mainly for 
Africans then in terms of a 1937 enactment we 
would require ministerial permission. (2) The 
Minister of Bantu Affairs could issue a notice, 
provided he had the concurrence of the City Coun­
cil, in terms of the so-called "Church Clause" 
tha t the attendance of Africans a t our services 
must cease. (:j) If we s tar ted to teach academic 
subjects in Sunday School we would require regis­
tration under the Bantu Education Act. (4) If 
we run public enter tainment open to all races we 
require a permit, 

Meeting together ia a congregation like this 
has brought more forcibly to our notice the need 
to think out what Christianity means in other 
areas of life than simply the "Church" sphere. 
People of different races gett ing together and 
belonging as Christians is easy enough in church, 
bu t what about employment and business, what 
about civic affairs, what about politics? 

A single lady, a member of our congregation, 
has domestic employment which affords her a 
room to live in (but no food) and a wage of R4.0O 
per month. There a re probably a few little ex-
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traa in the way of clothing, etc. but her cash 
income is B4-00 per month. Of this she has been 
contributing 10c. per week <43c. per month) to 
church funds on a purely voluntary basis. She 
could contribute one cent if she wished and re­
main a member. At the end of last year a single 
sentence in our monthly news-letter conveyed the 
suggestion that as costs were rising (sometimes 
salaries too!)r and this rise in costs affected the 
church also, members might consider a slight 
increase in their giving. In response she put 
hers up to 15c. per week (65c. per month) ie. 

18 per cent of her miserable cash income. Now 
I receive a free house and R128 per month. (I 
could have R158 if I wanted it) and this gets 
printed every quarter in our news-letter. It 
makes me think that I might be a more generous 
giver, but i t also makes me think hard what 
Christians can do now to s tar t closing the gap 
of their ridiculous disparity in wages before 
waiting until the whole wage structure through* 
uut the country is changed. 

In the realm of politics, a preoccupation for 
every South African, we have found ourselves, if 
anything, much less concerned to discuss political 
matters than we expected, though we have never 
tried to dodge or suppress political discussion-
While none of us i s quite happy with apartheid 
I think we all realise tha t our congregation's 
existence is not intended as a protest against a 
political system. I t is in obedience to Christ 's 
command that we love one another tha t we ga­
ther, and as we pu t tha t love into effect we be­
lieve t ha t out of it will grow a better under­
standing of how to act in the political as well as 
other fields where the races find themselves in 
tension, mutually estranged or unjustly treated. 

As far as 1 know this is the only congregation 
of its specific kind in the country though I would 
be very glad to learn of the existence of others. 
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One must not forget tha t in numerous churches, 
particularly in the Cape, the races worship and 
take communion togther, as they have done for 
centuries, in what i s in fact t h e -more traditional 
South African way of life, and they do so in far 
greater numbers than in our case. However I 
understand that their meeting is not nearly so 
frequent or definite when it comes to the organi­
sation ot congregational life or social activities 
together. 

Our services a re held at 10 Pa rk Street a t 7 
p.m. on Sundays and any interested persons in 
Eas t London, or passing through, a re welcome to 
join us. 


