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The road from its white past to its predominantly black present has not always been an easy one for the Methodist Church in KZN. STEPHEN COAN spoke to author and minister R. Simangaliso Kumalo about its hope for a future in which race is irrelevant.
AT first glance R.  Simangaliso Kumalo ’s book Methodists With a White History and a Black Future: The People Called Methodist in KwaZulu-Natal looks to be of interest only to Methodist​ Christians. However, you only have to read a few pages to discover that by focusing on the particular, Kumalo has something to say that is of relevance to all of us.

The particular in this case is the Central  Methodist Church in Durban and Kumalo’s book tells the story of how the church came into existence and how its various ministers and congregations have weathered the changing political and socioeconomic upheavals of this country over the past 40 years.

Kumalo is a senior lecturer and director of the religion and governance programme at the School of Religion and Theology on the local campus of the University of KwaZulu-Natal.

“The book aims to tell the story of the church in South Africa, a story that’s not yet fully told,” he says. “How the church faced apartheid and what legacy the church leaves to the future. It’s not so much a book about the Central Methodist Church as a book about us.”

The book also highlights what Kumalo calls the folly of the church. “The institutional church does not come out well in this story. But the book also shows how the future does not depend on an institution but on what people do at the local level and how people can provide good leadership across racial lines.”

Asked about the book’s title, Kumalo says black readers see it as triumphalist, while white readers see it as an example of white bashing.

“Both are wrong,” he says. “It puts together the past and the future. In the future, Methodism will never be purely black, it will have white members and it stands on a white heritage.

“That a congregation is all black should not be seen as an achievement but as a failure,” says Kumalo. “The church should be an ideal community with members from across the racial divide.”

The dedication ceremony of the Central Methodist Church, on the corner of Aliwal (Samora Machel) and West (Dr Pixley kaSeme) streets, Durban, was held on December 6, 1970. The new church had been built as a result of the efforts of Reverend Arnold Walker whose vision for the church was that it would be “the centre of Methodism in the sub- region and that people would flock to it from all corners of the province in order to grow in their personal walk of faith”.

In the seventies, the church had a solely white congregation, something seen as quite natural in an apartheid South Africa. Kumalo says thatthere is no record of black people being encouraged to join the congregation. “Put crudely, the church was a spiritual haven for those who appreciated the political status quo of the country.”

This was in spite of the Methodist conference of 1958 held in Pietermaritzburg which rejected apartheid and stated that church and people should be “one and undivided”. “Although in practice, the church was not always successful, in conviction, the church always opposed apartheid,” says Kumalo. “That’s a heritage that should not be forgotten.”

The stresses and strains brought about by the end of apartheid in the nineties and the way they played out at Central Methodist form the core of Kumalo’s book.

In 1990, Reverend Malcolm Cooper was appointed minister of Central. He envisaged a multiracial church. He was joined in 1992 by Reverend Drummond Geveza who was intent on creating a black congregation and, if necessary, one separate from the white congregation. This contradicted Cooper’s multiracial vision, as he saw the move as perpetuating racial division in the church. This led to conflict between the two men.

“Inviting Geveza was the right idea,” says Kumalo. “But the two men were not able to meet halfway. They just didn’t connect on the sociopolitical issues.”

Meanwhile, the inner city of Durban was changing dramatically. Many churches closed down, unable to meet the demands of a radically different ministry.

“The fact Central Methodist still exists is because of the foundations Cooper laid,” says Kumalo. “Many saw his time at the church as a failure of leadership but this is not the case. His efforts should be seen as an incomplete success rather than as a failure. I don’t see it as a failure.”

As the inner city population became increasingly black, so did the congregation. Cooper’s successors encountered their own challenges. Reverend Carol Walsh (2002) found herself discriminated against because of colour. “She told me that she was used to being discriminated against as a woman,” says Kumalo, “but being discriminated against on the basis of race was something new to her and she found it far more painful and difficult.”

Reverend Tarhuni Mafungwa (2003) blended African traditional religion into his healing services. “This put people off,” says Kumalo. “The black congregation said ‘we have shifted away from this sort of thing’.”

Eventually, Kumalo himself was appointed to head Central from 2003 to 2008. “It was difficult to write about that part of the story,” he admits. “I’m not convinced I did the best I could. Someone else did the interviews so people would feel free to speak. But the book is not about me, it’s about Methodist people and what black people can do.”

Although Kumalo sees himself primarily as an academic, he does have ministry experience. He had previously ministered in an informal settlement at Ivory Park, where he was instrumental in building a church and five crèches. Thereafter he returned to academic life.

“Then I was requested to go to Central. I saw it as an opportunity to get involved, putting the theory that I teach here into practice. It was an opportunity to expose students to that place; to gain an understanding of how politics affects churches and their leadership.”

Today Central Methodist has a black congregation drawn from the flat blocks of inner Durban as well as the surrounding suburbs. “Some even come from townships such as Umlazi — they drive past four Methodist churches before they get to this one. People don’t care about the location of a church, but if there is a reason to go there, they will go. Good leadership is the answer.”

Kumalo says that the future success of the church depends on combining tradition​ with the new dynamic — bringing them both together in something new and exciting. That’s the task for our community .

“Central was made by the efforts of white men and women. It was an amazing achievement but it was also an investment for the future and for the nation. Black people  are the beneficiaries of this resource, now what do they do with that?”

The issues of race that confront Central, also face the Methodist Church as a whole. “The same question may be asked about the future of the Methodist Church of Southern Africa (MCSA). Is it white or black?” asks Kumalo, who answers the question in his book: “It is both. It’s history, present and future, the MCSA will remain both white and black. However, it is not only white or black, but also coloured and South African Indian; to emphasise blackness simply because Africans are in the majority and thus hold the numerical advantage would be as unChristian as the views of right-wing whites when they held the reins of political and economic power.

“The church must also realise that the struggle is not only about colour, but also gender and ethnicity. These issues, which continue to divide the church, especially when it comes to the stationing of ministers, need to be addressed. The future of the MCSA depends on nothing less.”

• Methodists With a White History and Black Future: The people called Methodist in KwaZulu-Natal by R. Simangaliso Kumalo is published by Africa Upper Room Ministries.
