Majority of DRC says no to Belhar Confession
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KEMPTONPARK- After the Achterbergh 2 unification meeting the DRC started a consultation process amongst its congregations in order to establish how they feel about the unification process. From 17-18 March 2008 the Moderamen of the General Synod had a thorough discussion on the feedback they got. The congregations were asked to respond to the process itself as well as the place of the Belhar Confession in the new church. The result of the consultation was reported in the daily press before the Moderamen could inform the Church. In a press release the DRC said that the way the story was dealt with in the daily press was biased. From the press release of the DRC it is also clear that an undertaking that was given within the Moderamen, not to go to the press, before the official letter was send to the congregations, was not honored. By releasing the press statement the DRC moved quickly to address what they called alarm that was understandable in this situation. 


In a letter to the Congregations Dr. JJ Gerber, General Secretary, informed the Church that many congregations and members feel that the current confessions are enough and that they are not willing to accept Belhar as a fourth confession. He says there are also congregations and members who understand the theological value and sentiment that the Belhar Confessions has for URCSA and some members and ministers in the DRC. The Moderamen is of the opinion that the two viewpoints, for and against Belhar, must be respected in future dealings with the Confession. 


This position and feeling about Belhar is, however, not new. It is a position that is known for a long time in the URCSA. At the Achterbergh 2 consultation, the moderators of Namibia, Northern Cape and Free State, said during a groups discussion on the confessional basis of the new church, that their synods are not prepared to accept the Belhar Confession. Prof. Strauss, moderator of the DRC General Synod, went further in that meeting and stated that he personally is not interested to be convinced about Belhar. Prof Strauss writes in an article in Kerkbode of December, that resistance against the Confession has become bigger. In this article he also refers to the Western Transvaal Synod of the DRC who rejected the Confession with a great majority. 


The letter to the DRC Churches also mentions that their members are worried about the process. They experience the decisions as complex, difficult to understand and they feel it is open to different interpretations. The result of the consultation clearly indicates that the proposed model of re-unification is not accepted without qualification. The moderamen is therefore of the opinion that on the level of congregations, presbyteries and synods, that they must search together, in light of the Biblical demand, for the type of structure that can serve the unification at best. 


Dr. Gerber says they hear from the consultation that many members of the DRC think and grapple on a spiritual level with the issue of re-unification. The Biblical demand and promises are reflected in the report back. 


The Moderamen of the Western and Southern Cape Synod, responded to this story in the public media, to state their position in light of different perceptions that the story may leave with members. In their press statement they said;” With regard to the Belhar Confession, we wish to point out again, that the Synod of Western and Southern Cape had already in 1991 associated ourselves with the content of Belhar.” Their press release further states, “The moderamen wants to make it clear that we are deeply conscious of the priceless theological value that this confession has for a time like this. We acknowledge that behind this confession lies painful experiences for members of URCSA, for which the DRC is and was not sensitive enough.”
