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Introduction

The relationship between Christian faith and cultural identity has long been a defining theme in the history of

Christianity in Africa. When the Christian gospel entered African societies through missionary movements during

the 19th century, it encountered deeply embedded religious traditions and cultural systems within social life.

These encounters sparked ongoing debates about how Christianity should interact with indigenous cultural

practices. The theological and missiological framework that emerged from these discussions is commonly

described as contextualization.  This is a known concept; it is easy to explain but seemingly difficult to

implement, especially on African soil.
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Contextualization refers to the process of communicating the Christian message within cultural contexts while

maintaining fidelity to biblical teachings. In Africa, this process has been particularly significant because religion

functions as an integrated dimension of communal identity, social structure, and cultural continuity.  Within the

Seventh-day Adventist Church, contextualization has been an important issue as the Church has expanded

beyond its North American origins into culturally diverse regions worldwide. This interaction between Adventist

theology and cultural identity has been more evident in South Africa, where the Church has operated within a

highly multicultural environment shaped by African traditions, European missionary influence, colonization, and

profound social transformation. The historical reality of South Africa compels contextualization, given the

diverse communities with various cultural identities. These fragmented societies were heavily affected and

marginalised by apartheid laws that left them with broken values that are still being slowly restored. If those

lines of intersection are ignored, a permanent tension and accusation of being misaligned with the identity of

the people in that group remain. Being mindful that there are deep-seated challenges that differentiate the

work and the mission within racial lines. The prominent challenge is still the economic disparity and educational

inequality, which both affect the advancement of the mission and the growth of the Church. What can be

considered a privilege somewhere, in this instance, will mean it is prevalent somewhere else. Hence, a need to
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be considerate and patient towards Church members due to the existing trauma and horrific past.3

One of the most important Adventist perspectives in addressing this issue is the argument that the Adventist

mission in Southern Africa seemingly struggled or failed to fully engage African cultural identity. While the

Church brought education, medical work, and evangelism, it frequently imported Western cultural frameworks

that sidelined African worldview. This created a persistent tension between African identity and Adventist

institutional culture. African converts were expected to adopt Western ecclesiastical forms that sometimes

conflicted with local cultural expressions of spirituality and community. In this sense, the racial divisions in

Adventist structures were not merely administrative arrangements but reflections of deeper struggles over

cultural recognition and theological contextualization. It also highlighted how African Adventists often had

limited access to decision-making structures, which reinforced patterns of dependency on European or white

South African leadership. The problem, therefore, was not only political segregation but also the theological

challenge of integrating African identity within the Adventist movement.4

There is another significant approach that covers the issue from a missiological perspective. By examining how

the Adventist mission developed within the context of apartheid policies and racial classification systems. It has

been demonstrated that Adventist administrative structures often followed the logic of the surrounding society.

Separate Conferences and Mission fields emerged for different racial groups partly because of government

regulations and partly because missionary strategies adopted those divisions as practical organizational

frameworks. However, the argument is whether these structures created a theological dilemma. The gospel

proclaimed a universal community in Christ, yet the Church organization sometimes reinforced racial

boundaries. This tension exposed the difficulty of conducting a Christian mission in a society governed by racial

segregation.5

On the other hand, there are multiple detailed studies of Adventist development within the community of color

in South Africa as well. A certain study showed that Adventist work among different racial communities often

developed semi-independently due to social and political conditions. This explained that these parallel

developments created distinct institutional cultures within the Church. Educational institutions, evangelistic

strategies, and leadership patterns evolved differently among racial communities. While this allowed the Church

to expand rapidly in diverse contexts, it also reinforced racial divisions within the denominational structure. The

study also highlighted how the historical experience of segregation shaped the collective memory of Adventist

communities, influencing how members perceived identity, authority, and belonging within the Church. As a

result, the end of apartheid created pressure for structural reform within the Church. Adventist leaders

recognized that racially divided administrative structures were inconsistent with the Church’s theological

commitment to unity in Christ. By the grace of God, the long-awaited dawn of South African democracy saw

significant organizational changes. Several historically separate Church structures were merged, and leadership

became more representative of the broader membership. These changes occurred within the wider

organizational framework of the Southern Africa–Indian Ocean Division, which coordinates Adventist work



across the region. The merger of racially divided Unions and Conferences symbolized an attempt to embody the

biblical vision of a Church that transcends ethnic and social boundaries. However, scholars note that structural

unity alone does not immediately eliminate the historical and cultural dynamics shaped by decades of

segregation.6

The Church is in a better state when lines of division are removed. The future of the Church in South Africa looks

bright even though the process of healing is slow. It is evident that when communities heal, the Church also

benefits. The empathy and wisdom required are embedded in our deliberate resolve through contextualization.

Every ethnic group has a unique, tailored spiritual need and a specific approach to serving them effectively. This

article examines the development of contextualization within South African Adventism by exploring the

historical expansion of the Church, the interaction between Adventist theology and African cultural traditions,

and the ongoing role of contextual mission in contemporary South African society.

Overview of the Issue

South Africa comprises one of the most diverse cultural landscapes in Africa. The country includes numerous

linguistic communities such as isiZulu, isiXhosa, isiNdebele, Sepedi, Sesotho, Setswana, Tshivenda, siSwati, and

Xitsonga, alongside Afrikaans and English-speaking populations. Each of these communities maintains distinct

cultural traditions and historical experiences that shape patterns of religious expression. African traditional

religions historically emphasized communal identity, spiritual interconnectedness, and respect for ancestral

lineage. Religion was not limited to formal worship but permeated every aspect of social life, including family

relationships, rites of passage, and communal decision-making.7

Among many African communities, ancestors are understood as continuing members of the family who

maintain spiritual relationships with the living. Ritual practices associated with birth, initiation, marriage, and

death form part of a broader cosmological worldview that integrates spiritual and social realities. When

Christianity entered South Africa through missionary activity, it encountered these deeply rooted traditions.

Missionaries often interpreted African religious practices through Western theological frameworks and

sometimes discouraged participation in traditional cultural rituals.  These early encounters created tensions

between Christian belief and cultural identity that continue to shape discussions about contextualization in

South African Christianity.
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Origins of Adventist Involvement

Contextualization transforms Seventh-day Adventist theology into locally relevant faith that heals South Africa’s

socio-political scars and honors its cultural diversity through the lens of the gospel. The Seventh-day Adventist

Church established its presence in South Africa during the late 19th century thanks to the faithfulness of 

, who shared his faith with the  and  families. William Hunt arrived in 1872 in Kimberly,

William

Hunt Wessels van Druten

https://encyclopedia.adventist.org/article?id=DGXO&highlight=Hunt,
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https://encyclopedia.adventist.org/article?id=ACDF&highlight=Wessel
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South Africa, to join the diamond rush after its discovery in 1871.  He became acquainted with the said families

late in 1888, and both had heard about the Seventh-day Sabbath truths but did not know there was a worldwide

Church in America. After having the Bible studies together, their convictions resulted in a letter being written to

the General Conference,  requesting the Church to send missionaries to South Africa.  Adventist missionaries

arrived with the intention of proclaiming the Church’s distinctive teachings, including the Sabbath, the Second

Coming of Christ, and the authority of Scripture. Early missionary work focused on evangelism, literature

distribution, and educational initiatives. Adventist missionaries believed that education provided an effective

means of introducing biblical teachings to new communities.
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Mission strategies during this early period often reflected Western cultural assumptions. Converts were

sometimes encouraged to adopt new forms of Christian life that differed from traditional African customs. While

these approaches helped define doctrinal identity, they also raised questions about the relationship between

Adventist teachings and African cultural traditions. The emergence of African leadership within the Adventist

Church significantly influenced the development of contextualization in South Africa. Indigenous pastors and

evangelists brought cultural knowledge that allowed them to interpret Adventist teachings within the context of

African social life. African Adventist leaders often served as mediators between biblical theology and cultural

traditions. Their pastoral work helped Church members navigate questions about how Christian faith should

relate to ancestral beliefs, initiation rites, and communal customs. The growth of Adventist educational

institutions contributed to this process by preparing leaders who combined theological training with cultural

awareness. These leaders played important roles in shaping contextual approaches to evangelism and pastoral

ministry.13

One of the most significant areas of interaction between Adventist theology and African religious traditions

concerns beliefs about death and the afterlife. In many African cultural traditions, ancestors are believed to

maintain spiritual influence over the living. Adventist theology presents a different interpretation through the

doctrine of the state of the dead, which teaches that the dead remain unconscious until the resurrection at the

return of Christ.  This doctrine has often been central to Adventist evangelism in South Africa. By presenting the

biblical hope of resurrection, Adventist pastors address questions related to spiritual mediation and ancestral

influence. At the same time, Church leaders often recognize that ancestral traditions reflect important cultural

values related to family continuity and respect for elders. Contextual pastoral approaches, therefore, emphasize

distinguishing between cultural remembrance and religious practices that imply spiritual mediation. A pastoral

challenge sometimes emerges, however, when newly converted believers who have consciously renounced

ancestral mediation encounter Church practices that appear to resemble forms of ancestral commemoration.
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For example, Adventist institutions occasionally celebrate the contributions of Church pioneers, founders of

institutions, or historically significant leaders whose work shaped the development of the Church. While these

commemorations are intended as historical remembrance rather than spiritual veneration, newly converted



members may experience confusion if the distinction is not clearly explained within their cultural framework.

For many converts emerging from African traditional religious backgrounds, conversion to Christianity is

experienced as a decisive break from practices associated with ancestral mediation. When the Church later

highlights historical figures or celebrates institutional pioneers without adequate contextual explanation, some

believers may perceive these practices as contradictory to the theological commitments they have embraced.

This situation may create uncertainty or even spiritual tension as members attempt to reconcile their new

theological understanding with the Church’s commemorative traditions.16

Evangelism and Discipleship

When contextualized theological education accompanies evangelism and discipleship, the potential tension

between African cultural memory and Adventist doctrinal teaching can become an opportunity for deeper

theological understanding. In this way, the Church can guide believers toward a faith that both respects cultural

identity and remains grounded in biblical truth. Initiation ceremonies represent another contextualization issue

within South African Adventism. In many cultures within the South African framework and communities,

initiation rites mark the transition from childhood to adulthood and serve as institutions for moral education

and cultural identity formation. The Adventist Church has often engaged in dialogue with members regarding

participation in these ceremonies. While some aspects of initiation rituals may conflict with Christian teachings,

other elements function primarily as cultural expressions of community belonging. Pastoral responses generally

emphasize careful evaluation of these traditions within a biblical framework while acknowledging their cultural

significance. One of the most sensitive contextualization issues faced by the Seventh-day Adventist Church in

South Africa concerns traditional male initiation rites practised among several cultural communities, particularly

the amaXhosa. Among the Xhosa people, the initiation ritual known as ulwaluko functions as an important rite of

passage marking the transition from boyhood to manhood. This practice typically involves a period of seclusion

in the mountains, circumcision performed by traditional surgeons, and instruction in cultural values associated

with adulthood and communal responsibility.17

Within Xhosa society, initiation serves not merely as a physical procedure but as a deeply symbolic cultural

institution. The ritual is intended to cultivate courage, discipline, social maturity, and respect for elders.

Anthropologists and African theologians have noted that such rites of passage historically function as

mechanisms through which societies transmit moral instruction and communal identity to younger generations.

However, the interaction between these initiation traditions and Christian beliefs has generated significant

theological and pastoral debate within South African churches, including the Seventh-day Adventist Church. For

Adventists, the issue is complex because initiation rites often include elements that extend beyond cultural

education and involve ritual symbolism connected to traditional cosmology. Some practices associated with the

initiation process may include ritual language, spiritual symbolism, or cultural expectations that appear

incompatible with certain Christian convictions.18



The Adventist Church in South Africa, therefore, faces the challenge of guiding members through these cultural

questions while remaining faithful to biblical principles. The Adventist Church does not reject cultural identity or

the importance of social maturation rites. However, Church leaders frequently emphasize that participation in

rituals should be evaluated considering biblical teachings concerning spiritual authority, bodily stewardship, and

Christian discipleship. In addition, concerns related to health and safety have become increasingly significant in

contemporary discussions about initiation practices in South Africa. Reports of medical complications associated

with some traditional initiation procedures have led government authorities and community leaders to call for

increased regulation and medical oversight. These concerns have also influenced the way churches address the

issue pastorally. Within Adventist communities, some families choose medically supervised circumcision while

maintaining cultural forms of celebration that acknowledge the transition into adulthood. This approach reflects

an attempt to preserve cultural identity while aligning practices with principles of health and safety consistent

with Adventist teachings.19

From a missiological perspective, the issue of initiation rites illustrates the broader challenge of

contextualization within African Christianity. Some theologians observed that African religious traditions are

deeply integrated with social life, meaning that conversion to Christianity often involves reinterpreting long-

standing cultural institutions rather than simply abandoning them. Similarly, African Christian scholars argued

that the growth of Christianity in Africa requires thoughtful engagement with cultural traditions that allow the

gospel to be understood within African intellectual and social frameworks.20

For the Adventist mission in South Africa, the pastoral challenge lies in distinguishing between cultural elements

that may be compatible with Christian faith and ritual elements that conflict with biblical teachings. Effective

pastoral ministry, therefore, requires both theological clarity and cultural sensitivity. By approaching initiation

traditions through dialogue, education, and pastoral care, the church can help believers navigate the complex

intersection of cultural identity and Christian commitment. In this way, contextualization becomes not a

rejection of culture but a process of theological reinterpretation in which cultural practices are examined

considering biblical revelation. The African Adventist framework is a necessity, and the dynamic, unbiased and

legitimate context is essential for the Church’s mission to advance. When one desires to serve the people of

God, they have an obligation to understudy their culture and traditions to drive the stage of understanding and

consensus. When we lack diligence and attentiveness in addressing arising issues, there is a chance of being

suspected of imposing a foreign ideology on one’s culture over others.21

Diverse Aspects

Contextualization in South African Adventism has occurred across several dimensions of Church life and

mission. These include the use of African languages and forms of communication, engagement with traditional

cultural practices and worldviews, approaches to family and community life, worship and music, leadership and



ministry, and evangelistic methods. This section examines how Adventists have negotiated these cultural

contexts while seeking to remain faithful to biblical teachings and Adventist beliefs. Attention is given to the

ways in which cultural identity, traditional practices, worship, music, and mission have shaped the experience

and expression of Adventism in South Africa. The last area where contextualization should not be overlooked is

worship and music, simply because South Africa is a multi-cultural community that complements diversity and

the individuality of cultures. Music and worship practices represent one of the most visible areas in which

contextualization occurs within African Christianity. In South Africa, worship in many Christian

traditions—including the Seventh-day Adventist Church—has been shaped by the interaction between Western

missionary forms of worship and indigenous African musical traditions. This interaction has generated both

creativity and tension as churches seek to express biblical faith within culturally meaningful forms of worship.

Being mindful that early Adventist missionaries who arrived in Southern Africa brought with them hymnody and

worship styles that reflected European and North American Protestant traditions. Congregational singing relied

heavily on translated versions of Western hymns, often accompanied by organ or piano. These hymns

emphasized theological instruction and reverent worship, consistent with the broader Protestant liturgical

tradition from which the Adventist movement emerged.22

However, African societies possess rich musical traditions characterized by rhythmic complexity, communal

participation, call-and-response patterns, and integration of music with visible emotions and storytelling. In

many African cultures, music is not merely a form of artistic expression but a communal activity through which

social identity, moral values, and spiritual experience are communicated. As the Seventh-day Adventist Church

grew in South Africa and across the African continent, indigenous members increasingly incorporated elements

of African musical culture into worship services. Choirs, vocal ensembles, and indigenous language songs

became central features of Church worship. In many congregations, African rhythms, harmonies, and vocal

styles are incorporated into Adventist hymnody while maintaining theological themes consistent with biblical

teachings. This development reflects a broader principle within Christian mission—the process by which the

message of the gospel is expressed within the cultural forms of communities. Contextualized worship allows

believers to experience Christian faith in ways that resonate with their cultural identity while remaining

grounded in Scripture. Within Adventist communities, however, discussions about worship styles have

occasionally generated debate. Some Church leaders have expressed concern that certain musical forms might

compromise the reverence and theological focus traditionally associated with Adventist worship. Others have

argued that culturally meaningful forms of music can enhance congregational participation and help

communicate the gospel more effectively within African societies. African Adventist scholars and Church leaders

have therefore emphasized the need for balance between cultural expression and theological integrity. Worship

should reflect the cultural realities of the congregation while maintaining the biblical principles of reverence,

order, and Christ-centered devotion.23



In South Africa, this balance is increasingly visible in the worship practices of many Adventist congregations,

being more prevalent among the black churches. Choirs often perform songs in indigenous languages such as

isiZulu, isiXhosa, and Sesotho. Although many Adventist congregations incorporate both traditional Adventist

hymns and locally composed gospel music, the extent to which indigenous musical styles are integrated into

worship varies across congregations, reflecting the cultural diversity of South African Adventism. The dynamic

musical expressions allow believers to celebrate their cultural heritage while affirming their commitment to the

teachings of the Adventist faith. Contextualization of worship in African Adventism, therefore, illustrates that the

gospel transcends culture yet is always expressed through cultural forms. As theologian Andrew F. Walls

observed, Christianity is inherently translatable, meaning that its message can take root within diverse cultural

traditions without losing its essential theological content.24

Direct Adventist Response

Missiologists have emphasized that authentic Christian mission requires a dynamic interaction between gospel

and culture in which cultural practices are critically assessed in the light of Scripture. Within this framework, the

Church seeks to identify cultural elements that can be affirmed, transformed, or rejected based on their

relationship to biblical principles. The first principle guiding contextual mission in South African Adventism is the

commitment to biblical authority as the ultimate standard for evaluating cultural practices. Adventist theology

affirms that Scripture provides the normative framework through which cultural traditions are examined.

Consequently, cultural customs are neither accepted uncritically nor rejected automatically but are evaluated

through biblical teaching. For example, cultural practices that promote communal solidarity, respect for elders,

and moral formation may resonate with biblical values. At the same time, practices that consist of spiritual

mediation through ancestors or ritual obligations toward the dead are reinterpreted through the Adventist

doctrine of the state of the dead.25

One of the most significant issues addressed in African contextualization concerns traditional religious beliefs,

particularly those relating to ancestors, spirits, and supernatural powers. The contributors acknowledge that

many African Christians continue to interpret life through an African spiritual worldview in which ancestors,

witchcraft, curses, and spiritual powers remain significant realities. Rather than dismissing these beliefs as mere

superstition, the authors argue that the church must understand the worldview behind them to present

meaningful biblical responses. They emphasize that Jesus Christ possesses complete authority over all spiritual

powers and that believers can find security in His victory rather than in traditional rituals or ancestral mediation.

Donkor’s work therefore illustrates an important principle of contextualization: pastoral ministry must address

the actual questions people ask rather than merely presenting abstract theological concepts. Within the South

African Adventist context, many Church members continue to experience tension between traditional family

expectations and biblical teachings concerning death, ancestor veneration, and spiritual protection. Effective

contextualization requires pastors and theologians to engage these issues respectfully, demonstrating how



biblical teachings regarding Christ’s mediatorial ministry, the state of the dead, and the great controversy

provide coherent answers to the deepest concerns of African communities. Such an approach neither

demonizes African cultures nor permits theological syncretism but instead allows Scripture to evaluate every

cultural practice.26

Some scholars argue that effective Christian communication requires a thorough understanding of culture

because culture shapes the way people perceive reality, interpret religious experience, and respond to the

gospel. He maintains that culture is dynamic rather than static, continually influenced by social, political, and

economic change. Consequently, the church cannot assume that methods of evangelism developed in Western

contexts will necessarily communicate effectively within African societies. Instead, Christian leaders should

distinguish between eternal biblical truths and the cultural forms through which those truths are

communicated. This distinction is particularly relevant in South Africa, where Adventists minister among

communities with diverse historical experiences, indigenous traditions, and contemporary social challenges. He

therefore suggests that effective mission requires sensitivity to local languages, symbols, customs, and patterns

of communication while preserving the integrity of the biblical message.27

The contextualization debates within Adventism in South Africa reflect far-reaching developments within South

African Christianity as a whole. Many denominations have wrestled with similar questions regarding the tension

that stems from the interaction between Christian faith and African cultural traditions. The emergence of African

Independent Churches during the 20th century demonstrated that there is an innate desire among many

African Christians for a form of worship that accommodates their cultural experiences more directly. While

Adventism has maintained a strong emphasis on biblical authority and doctrinal unity, it has also gradually

incorporated culturally meaningful forms of worship that speak to the diversity of cultures. In the twenty-first

century, changes within South African Adventism continue to transpire, as the country experiences rapid social

change, social media exposure and digital conversations that reform. Urbanization and globalization have

created multicultural congregations that include members from diverse cultural backgrounds. Young Adventists

often navigate identities shaped by both traditional heritage and global cultural influences. Churches, therefore,

seek ministry approaches that address contemporary social realities while remaining faithful to biblical

teachings.28

An evident response to the changes involves intentional education aimed at helping believers understand the

theological implications of their faith within their cultural context. Conversion to Adventism often requires

believers to reinterpret deeply embedded cultural assumptions about spiritual reality, authority, and community

life. The Adventist Church in South Africa, therefore, is compelled to play a crucial role in guiding new members

through this process of theological reorientation. Rather than condemning cultural traditions without

explanation, effective pastoral ministry provides biblical teaching that clarifies the distinction between cultural

memory and spiritual mediation.29



Understanding Diverse Worldviews

It should be noted that a missiological reflection on the relationship between the gospel and culture should be

taken seriously. Scholars within Adventist missiology emphasize that effective mission requires understanding

the worldview assumptions that shape how people interpret spiritual reality. Adventist scholars argue that

Christian mission must engage the worldview frameworks of the communities being reached to communicate

biblical teachings effectively. Frameworks are the fundamental through which individuals and communities

understand reality, interpret life experiences, and make decisions about truth, morality, spirituality, and human

existence.

In the South African context, several worldview frameworks influence how people receive and respond to the

Christian gospel. The traditional African worldview emphasizes communal identity, the interconnectedness of

the physical and spiritual worlds, respect for ancestors, and the influence of supernatural powers. The biblical-

Christian worldview, which the Seventh-day Adventist Church seeks to promote, is centered on the authority of

Scripture, salvation through Jesus Christ, and God’s sovereignty over all creation. Increasingly, secular and

scientific worldviews prioritize reason, empirical evidence, and individual autonomy, often minimizing or

rejecting supernatural realities. The postmodern worldview questions absolute truth and values personal

experience and diverse perspectives, while the consumerist worldview measures success through wealth,

status, and material possessions. Additionally, many communities exhibit a syncretistic worldview, blending

Christian beliefs with traditional religious practices, and a pluralistic worldview, which regards multiple religions

as equally valid paths to spiritual truth. Adventist scholars argue that understanding these worldview

frameworks enables the church to communicate biblical teachings more effectively, addressing people's

deepest beliefs and cultural realities while ensuring that every worldview is evaluated and transformed

according to the authority of Scripture.30

In African contexts, this often involves addressing beliefs concerning spiritual power, communal identity, and

the relationship between the visible and invisible worlds. Consequently, conversion to Christianity requires a

reinterpretation of cultural categories rather than simply the abandonment of cultural identity.  The work

cannot stop realigning the theological framework within the context of the receiver to enrich the quality of the

output.
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Pastoral sensitivity is therefore essential in addressing our regional challenges. Rather than dismissing

indigenous cultural understandings as merely superstitious or demonic, effective contextual ministry requires

careful theological education that explains the difference between historical remembrance and spiritual

veneration. The Christian tradition itself affirms the importance of remembering those who have contributed to

the life of the church while clearly maintaining that worship belongs to God alone. Such an approach allows the

Church to affirm the biblical principle of honoring faithful witnesses of the past while also maintaining the



Adventist commitment to the doctrine of the state of the dead. By clarifying these distinctions, the Church can

help new believers understand that remembering the contributions of historical figures is an act of gratitude

and historical awareness, rather than spiritual communion with the dead.

Lessons

One of the most significant lessons the Seventh-day Adventist Church in South Africa must continue to learn in

its engagement with contextualization is that cultural practices cannot simply be rejected; They must be

theologically interpreted. Historically, the Adventist mission—like many missionary movements—often

approached African cultural traditions through a framework of prohibition. Practices connected to ancestral

memory, rites of passage, and communal rituals were frequently categorized as incompatible with Christianity

without sufficiently explaining why these practices conflicted with biblical teaching. While this approach

preserved doctrinal clarity, it sometimes failed to address the deeper worldview assumptions that gave meaning

to these cultural institutions. The consequence of this approach is that some converts experience Christianity as

a cultural rupture rather than a theological transformation. When cultural systems that previously structured

identity, morality, and social belonging are abruptly abandoned without reinterpretation, believers may

experience what can be described as a theological vacuum. The church teaches what must be rejected, yet it

does not always provide culturally intelligible frameworks that explain how the gospel fulfils the moral and

communal functions previously served by traditional institutions.32

A crucial lesson emerging from the South African context is therefore that the Adventist Church must move from

a theology of negation to a theology of fulfilment. Rather than merely prohibiting cultural practices, Adventist

theology must demonstrate how biblical teachings provide deeper meaning to the human concerns expressed

within those traditions. Many African cultural practices arise from legitimate human questions: the need for

communal belonging, the desire to honor the memory of the dead, the social formation of young people into

responsible adulthood, and the search for protection against spiritual insecurity. These concerns are not

inherently opposed to Christianity; They represent existential questions to which the gospel must speak. For

example, the strong emphasis in many African cultures on ancestral continuity reflects a longing for relational

permanence between generations. Adventist theology responds to this longing through the biblical doctrine of

resurrection, which affirms that death does not sever the bonds of community but places them within the

redemptive promise of Christ’s return. Similarly, cultural initiation rites that mark the transition into adulthood

express a social need for moral formation and community recognition. Christian discipleship and baptism can

be interpreted as alternative rites of identity formation that locate maturity within the covenant community of

believers. The lesson for the Adventist Church in South Africa is therefore not that African culture must be

abandoned but that it must be theologically re-read through the narrative of Scripture. When cultural

institutions are interpreted considering biblical revelation, the gospel becomes intelligible within the social

imagination of the community. This approach transforms contextualization from a defensive reaction against



culture into a constructive theological engagement with it.33

Another important lesson concerns the relationship between memory and veneration. In African societies,

remembering those who have gone before is an important dimension of communal identity. Within Adventist

communities, however, confusion can arise when converts who have rejected ancestral mediation encounter

Church practices that celebrate historical pioneers, founders of institutions, or influential leaders. Without

proper explanation, such commemorations may appear similar to the ancestral remembrance they were taught

to abandon. The Church must therefore articulate clearly the theological distinction between historical

remembrance and spiritual mediation. Remembering the contributions of past believers is an act of gratitude

and historical consciousness; It does not imply ongoing spiritual interaction with the dead. By explaining this

distinction carefully, the church can avoid the perception that Christianity replaces African forms of memory

with Western forms of commemoration. A further lesson emerging from the South African experience is the

importance of contextual discipleship rather than merely contextual evangelism. Evangelistic campaigns often

focus on doctrinal instruction, yet the deeper challenge of contextualization emerges during the process of

discipleship, when believers must integrate their faith with everyday cultural practices. Contextual discipleship

involves guiding believers through the gradual reinterpretation of cultural assumptions rather than expecting

immediate cultural detachment.34

Finally, the Adventist Church must recognize that contextualization is not a temporary phase of mission but a

permanent dimension of a global church. As societies change through urbanisation, globalisation, and

generational shifts, new contextual questions will continue to arise. The church’s task is therefore not to resolve

contextualization once and for all but to cultivate a theological culture capable of engaging these questions

faithfully. If the Adventist Church in South Africa embraces this lesson—moving from rejection to theological

interpretation—it will not weaken its doctrinal identity. On the contrary, it will strengthen the credibility of the

gospel by demonstrating that biblical truth can address the deepest cultural questions of African societies. In

doing so, the Church will embody a mission that is both faithful to Scripture and meaningful within the lived

realities of the people it serves. Therefore, contextualization is not merely a cultural adaptation, but a

missiological commitment rooted in Scripture.35

Conclusion

The history of the Seventh-day Adventist Church in South Africa demonstrates that contextualization has been

an important element in the Church’s mission within one of the world’s most culturally diverse societies. From

its beginnings through European missionary initiatives, the Church gradually expanded among African, Colored,

Indian, and White communities, often adapting its methods of communication, education, and evangelism to

local cultural and linguistic contexts while maintaining its biblical and doctrinal identity. This historical

development illustrates that contextualization has not been a departure from Adventist theology but a practical



strategy for communicating the gospel effectively in diverse communities. The interaction between Adventist

theology and African cultural traditions has presented both opportunities and challenges. The Church has

affirmed many cultural values, including respect for elders, strong family relationships, community solidarity,

and the use of indigenous languages in worship and evangelism. At the same time, it has consistently upheld

biblical teachings where traditional beliefs concerning spiritual mediation, ancestor veneration, and other

religious practices conflict with Scripture. This approach has sought to distinguish between cultural identity,

which may be appreciated and preserved, and religious practices that are incompatible with Adventist doctrine.

Contemporary South Africa continues to present new opportunities for contextual mission. Rapid urbanization,

migration, increasing cultural diversity, and changing social realities require the Church to communicate the

gospel in ways that remain biblically faithful while being culturally meaningful. Effective contextualization

therefore requires careful engagement with local communities, sensitivity to their historical experiences, and a

clear commitment to Scripture as the final authority for faith and practice. As demonstrated throughout its

history, the Adventist Church in South Africa is best positioned to fulfil its mission when it proclaims the

everlasting gospel in ways that are understandable, relevant, and respectful of the diverse cultural contexts in

which it serves. In doing so, the Church reflects the biblical vision of a redeemed people drawn from “every

nation, tribe, people and language” (Rev. 7:9), united in Christ while preserving the richness of their cultural

diversity. The South African experience demonstrates that contextualization is most effective when cultural

sensitivity remains firmly anchored in biblical authority, enabling the Church to proclaim the everlasting gospel

faithfully within an increasingly diverse society.
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