
J A Rowlands soon saw the need for a full-time circuit minister and sent a�
request for an appointment to be made to the Methodist Church Synod which�
gathered in Greytown in February 1925. His request was granted and�
Reverend A J Choonoo was shortly afterwards transferred from the Durban�
Lome Street. However, clashes between A J Choonoo and J A Rowlands over�
the administration of the church led to Rowlands’ withdrawal from the con­
gregation.
In an attempt to effect a reconciliation, Theophilus arranged a meeting at his�
house in July 1925. At the meeting J A Rowlands asked A J Choonoo whether�
he had ‘received the Holy Spirit since he had believed’ and this offended�
Choonoo who promptly walked out.111

Although this marked the end of J A Rowlands’ active participation in Indian�
Methodist work, he kept some links with that church until 1928.
When J A Rowlands left the Methodist circuit, a small group of Indian Meth­
odists joined him. These included Ebenezer Theophilus and J Hensman. The�
two main issues that drew these dissenters together were their commitment to�
holiness principles and their desire to evangelise Indian people living in�
Pietermaritzburg.
Ebenezer Theophilus offered the group his fruit shop at the front of his home�
at 519 Longmarket Square, in which to hold their ���������^  He also provided�
at his own expense the centre’s first pieces of furniture.* 1  * * * *-1 His stall in the�
market square now became his only means of livelihood.
At a meeting held on 17 July 1925 in Theophilus’s home ‘The United Pentecos­
tal Mission of Natal’ (UPM) was established. J A Rowlands served as super­
intendent of the new congregation and also sometimes preached at the small�
white congregation of the Apostolic Faith Mission in Pietermaritzburg.1^

	�
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Methodist church (O l J H Hensman). The reports that appear in the�
Natal Witness during 1924 give a fair idea of the zeal and involvement of�
J A Rowlands, his wife and E Theophilus in the Methodist Indian Mission�
in Pietermaritzburg (e g The Natal Witness 8 December 1924).
O l J H Hensman.
Natal Witness 1 June 1926.
MIL May 1973, 75; December 1973.
MW  October 1973, 153.
MW a, 15.
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We took him in and learned to love him. If he could make�
such a sacrifice and take the loss of wealth [the result of the�
fire] so bravely why could we not sacrifice for ������

This minister became so convinced of the need to emulate the Rowlands fam­
ily’s example that he left his secular work and joined the ministry.
In 1927 Stephen Jeffries, a visiting evangelist, held revival campaigns�
countrywide. His meetings brought new life to many Pentecostal churches�
especially those under A H Cooper’s superintendency in Durban and Pieter­
maritzburg. J F who had had a small press while still in his teens was able to�
edit and print Stephen Jeffries’ Revival News free of charge. He also founded�
the Pietermaritzburg Tract Distributing Society which distributed ‘millions of�
tracts’. Particularly noteworthy was the Revival Hymn Book which appeared in�
1929. The press was later sold ‘as no Full Gospel pastor was allowed to have�
any other business’.^  The experience he acquired during this time was vital for�
the later production of Bethesda’s well-known monthly bulletin, Moving Waters,�
the first issue of which appeared in January 1940.31
J F Rowlands’ responsibilities increased from 1928 till 1931. Theophilus was�
never made a pastor but continued his important supportive work as mission­
ary.
The young Rowlands brought great innovations and renewed zeal into the�
work of the ����������� l n May 1931 J F Rowlands preached a sermon in which 29 30 31 32

29 OI J Vallen. Vallen described his own decision to join the ministry as�
‘stepping out in faith’. This meant resigning his job and becoming a full­
time evangelist without any guarantee of a fixed or adequate stipend.

30 A/JF November 1973, 171.
31 Moving Waters (MW), appeared each month after January 1940 without�

fail under J F Rowlands editorship. It remains a key source of information�
on the history of Bethesda.

32 Advertisements and articles in the local press at the time give a fair idea�
of the indefatigable and innovative work of J F Rowlands: ‘Evangelistic�
and divine healing services .... Boys’ Bible classes, prayer and praise meet­
ings. All nationalities welcome. No collection’ (Natal Witness 7 February�
1931); ‘Wednesday: Prayer and testimony. Everybody welcome. No collec­
tions’ (Natal Witness 14 February 1931); or the report, ‘An excellent�
programme of songs, recitals and instrumental music was given by the�
Indian children, assisted by their European friends’ (The Natal Witness 7�
February 1931).
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On this occasion, three young Indian men, D G Samuel, D M Gabriel and�
A J Williams, knew of Rowlands’ plan to come to Durban and went to meet�
him. They introduced him to the Durban Corporation Barracks, situated�
slightly to the northeast of the city centre, which housed the Indian workers of�
the Durban City Council. It was a settlement of very poor people who were�
engaged in the menial tasks of road sweeping, refuse removal, gardening, gene­
ral handy-work and office maintenance. As long as he was in the employ of the�
Corporation, the worker and his family were given very m odest and�
inexpensive housing. An entire family was often housed in one or two rooms. A�
few hundred metres away railway workers were accommodated in similar facil­
ities.
These three young men, who helped J F Rowlands gain access to various�
homes at these barracks, joined him in personal evangelisation the afternoon�
he arrived and the following day ,4^
Rowlands was not the first to evangelise Indians in these barracks: for example,�
in 1931, James Moonsamy of the Apostolic Faith Mission had conducted�
Christian services there. However, he lived there only for a short while. When�
he returned to his native Stanger on the Natal North Coast, no lasting results�
had been achieved.
The Seventh Day Adventists also had a few adherents: one of these, Mrs John,�
later joined Bethesda.43 44 *

The group that eventually became the nucleus of Bethesda came mainly from�
the Baptist Church in Somtseu Road. The three men who had met J F Row­
lands were active members of that church.
Samuel Manda, who also joined Bethesda later, recalls that on Sunday, 11�
October, he was left alone to mind the Baptist Sunday school because his three�
friends had gone to meet ‘a certain white man who had come to Durban’. But�
when the three took it upon themselves to invite J F Rowlands to preach in�
that Baptist church in the absence of an incumbent minister, the elders of the�
church objected to a guest being invited without their consent. The small group�
then seceded and joined J F Rowlands’ new ����������������

43 A/TF December 1973.
44 O l Henry James of the Apostolic Faith Mission gave information con­

cerning his father’s attempts at mission in these barracks; O l Mrs John, a�
very old woman, was interviewed in Chatsworth in 1981.

4  ̂ O l Samuel Manda; MW  August 1973, 121.
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Durban the congregation had meanwhile outgrown the wood-and-iron hall in�
the Magazine Barracks. As an interim measure, Sunday evening services were�
held in the Royal Picture Palace, the biggest cinema available to Indians in�
Durban. The response to the first meeting at this cinema on 21 February 1932�
was so overwhelming that a similar meeting was planned for the following�
Sunday. On this second occasion the response was even better and the con­
gregation continued to use this venue for some time.5	

The first baptismal service in Durban was held on 20 March 1932 in the�
Umgeni River; the event culminated in a large service at the cinema at which�
J F Rowlands preached his much-loved and often-repeated sermon ‘the Rose�
of Sharon’. J A Rowlands, who had spent the day with the Durban congrega­
tion, shared the platform with his son for the last time.
Shortly afterwards Rowlands Senior contracted cerebral malaria and died on�
28 April 1932.55 His death necessitated a return trip to Bristol for his widow,�
Edith Hartland Rowlands, and their two sons. During J F Rowlands’ short�
absence from Bethesda, a white couple, C E Mayoss and his wife, who were
new members of Bethesda, took charge.��

Obededom in Pietermaritzburg
For a number of years after the death of J A Rowlands, Obededom Temple�
followed a separate course from the Durban congregation. J A ’s brother,�
T L Rowlands from Ladysmith, was invited to take over the leadership of�
Obededom Temple. The separate course that the Pietermaritzburg congrega­
tion took for the next 24 years was largely due to his policy of ‘fellowship with�
autonomy over own affairs’ towards Bethesda. Yet all along close relations�
were preserved, especially after 1953 when both churches held joint council�
meetings using both venues alternately.5���	��������

�	  MW  December 1973, 192.
55 MW  January 1974,1.
5^ Minutes of the Board meeting held in May 1932. This meeting, which was�

held to organise B ethesda, elected  its first working com m ittee.�
J F Rowlands was elected chairman. Other officers included C E Mayoss�
(secretary and treasurer) and Samuel John (deputy secretary and treas­
urer). Others on the committee, elected by secret ballot, were Gabriel�
Thomas; Joseph, Jacob, Yesudas and Abel Prakasim; Bob (surname�
omitted); Mrs Patrick and Mrs Mayoss (organist).

��  MWa 22, 140.
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which created a cautiousness towards amalgamation with the Durban con­
gregation and delayed the union until 1955.
While Obededom’s leadership was in white hands evangelism was in the hands 
of the Indian layperson. Thus reports of Obededom’s annual general meetings 
constantly mention such faithful services as those of David and James Frank in 
the Mooi River and Nottingham Road areas; the systematic and persistent 
home visitation of both Christian and non-Christian homes by members; and 
the distribution throughout the city of 23 000 evangelistic tracts by the con­
gregation. In 1955 alone 200 new members were added. Moreover, Indian 
workers established mission stations in the following towns: Estcourt (Tabor 
Temple), Mooi River (Galatia Temple), Howick (Elah Temple), ‘Municipality 
Farm’ (Gethsemane Temple), Northdale (Ephesus Temple) and Allandale 
(Colosse Tem ple).^
An analysis of the referendum which was held on 1 January 1961 to decide on 
the appointment of a full-time worker to take charge of Obededom reveals the 
following attitudes of the Indian members of Obededom 30 years after the 
establishment of the church: one third of those who voted recommended 
Arthur Naidoo, an Indian school teacher; 17 requested the appointment of a 
white pastor; only two stated specifically that he should be Indian; two that he 
should have knowledge of Indian languages; two that he should be acceptable 
to and work in harmony with all races; two that he should be a white man but 
have an Indian and a coloured elder and two that he should be white but under 
the guidance of J F Rowlands.*^ While Arthur Naidoo got the job by a small 
margin of votes, it is obvious that several members of the Indian congregation 
preferred a white head. In any case Arthur Naidoo was acceptable because he 
too would function directly under J F Rowlands’ jurisdiction.
The Pietermaritzburg congregation grew steadily from 1962 under Arthur 
N aidoo.^  Evangelist John R Paul, a pioneer in the Raisethorpe area, became 
the local pastor of the Carmel Temple. In 1960 he resigned from Bethesda to 
join the Apostolic Faith Mission. 62 63 64

62 Obededom AGM reports 1955, 1956;  ��  142f. During this time, Manie 
Naidoo, the brother of Pastor Arthur Naidoo, undertook a mission to 
Ladysmith and established a Bethesda branch in Northern Natal.

63 Minutes of the Obededom meeting 19 January 1961.
64 The number of adult members grew from 316 in 1962 to 594 in 1969 and 

782 in 1973 (Obededom AGM reports). These figures include member­
ships in the mission stations in Nottingham Road, Mooi River, Howick, 
and, from 1964, Escort.
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1930 the ‘Pentecostal message’ was also preached there. Again good initial�
results were recorded. In 1931, 61 were baptised. When a blind man reportedly�
received his sight, and when in July 1934 a staunch Hindu priest was converted,�
the church’s services received wider attention.*23

Small extension congregations were then formed at Darnall under Moses�
Samuel and at Kearsney under Manikum Chetty. At Kearsney the congrega­
tion met in a tent for worship and were given permission by the Hulett’s sugar�
company to evangelise in the mill’s barracks. In Stanger, the congregation was�
under the leadership of Edwin Williams, a former Methodist.
Although in the first few years many Hindus became Christians, the nucleus of�
the Apostolic Faith Mission congregations were Christians from established�
churches, especially the Baptist and Methodist Churches. The Apostolic Faith�
Mission’s devout life style, the services which involved the entire congregation�
and the emphasis on divine healing were the chief attractions. Like Edwin Wil­
liams, a Hindi-speaking, Methodist immigrant from Mauritius, who had come�
over to the AFM with his entire family, many had become disillusioned with�
the staid religious expression of their own churches and preferred the�
spirituality of the AFM. 124 The Langs are another example of an exodus of an�
entire family (not just parents and children but uncles and aunts and their chil­
dren also) from Methodism to the Apostolic Faith Mission. The Manikum�
family in Kearsney went over from the Baptist Church and their daughter,�
Mercy, became Flewelling’s Telegu interpreter.
The years following 1931 witnessed the establishment of ‘outreach centres’ at�
Port Shepstone (24 March 1933), Doornkop (1 July 1933), Harding (June�
1934), Seven Oaks (27 November 1937) and Verulam (1 July 1938).
The Kearsney congregation held its first baptismal service on 13 December
1931 when twelve converts from Hindiusm were baptised. In July 1934 the�
church witnessed the conversion of a Hindu priest. The Hindu statues which�
were removed from his former temple were ‘publicly destroyed’ and from�
1 August 1934 Christian services were held in it. 3

123 &' Ida Flewelling; /����(#
124 These views were repeatedly stated during interviews with AFM Indian�

members who lived through the formative period of the establishing of�
these congregations, such as D F Williams, H James and the Manikum�
family.

125 /���  7.
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The Clairwood congregation shared the building that Flewelling had built for�
the African members of the Apostolic Faith Mission in Horseshoe Road, Clair­
wood. When in 1961 Africans were removed from Clairwood to Lamontville in�
terms of the Group Areas Act, the Indian members were able to purchase the�
Clairwood building for themselves.
Based in Clairwood, Henry James pioneered the AFM in Merebank and�
Chatsworth. In 1962 the Merebank branch began its mission to Chatsworth.�
The stages of development of the individual congregations were typical of�
many of the Pentecostal churches: evangelistic ‘outreach’, cottage-meetings,�
temporary ‘makeshift’ housing (either backyard structures or tents), and finally�
church buildings.
Indian people who were uprooted from other parts of Durban under the�
Group Areas Act or through the expropriation of their land by the Department�
of Community Development were compelled to move to Chatsworth where the�
Durban Corporation established ‘sub-economic’ housing schemes. As a result�
of this uprooting, a handful of Apostolic Faith Mission members found them­
selves in Chatsworth. James organised these members into small communities�
and the first group met in the home of a Mrs Maistry.^34 Then, as was typical�
of the Pentecostal ‘outreach’ programmes, a mission to the Hindus of the�
neighbourhood was undertaken by almost all who had formed the first ‘cell�
group’. Conversions followed, and a backyard structure was built to house the�
growing congregation. Land for ‘religious purposes’ was not easily available�
and the cost of purchasing the little that was available allowed for only cheap�
makeshift structures,
On 14 March 1965 a church building was officially opened in Merebank for a�
congregation of 50 members. From this ‘base’, ‘outreach’ posts were set up in�
Malagazi, Isipingo, Reunion, Lotus Park, Gravesend; Umzinto and Umko-�
maas; and the Botanical Gardens Barracks. By 1980 membership of the Mere­
bank church, its mission stations and branches totalled 1 500.
In 1973 the Chatsworth branch of the AFM became autonomous and Vassie�
Pillay, who had been an active layman in the church, was appointed pastor. The�
vital spiritual ethos of this church encouraged lay leaders, many of whom later�
became pastors: for example, Aaron Govender in Darnall, Tom Govender in�
Overport, Dean C Reddy in Mount Edgecombe, Elijah Morgan (now in West�
Germany) and Abel David in Mariannhill.l-33 This Chatsworth branch grew in

134 /���  14.
135 /���  19.
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number in 1976, when an independent church the ‘Pentecostal Revival Centre’ 
joined it.
As we have seen in the Kearsney-Stanger area and in the Clairwood- 
Merebank-Chatsworth areas, the Apostolic Faith Mission drew its members 
almost totally from among the poor - the Mount Edgecombe branch is a fur­
ther illustration of this. The Apostolic Faith Mission began its work there in 
1945 through the efforts of three of its members who had moved to Mount 
Edgecombe to work in the sugar mill. Joseph and Daniel Narayansamy came 
from the Syembezi area near Darnall and settled in Westbrook and the Stable 
Barracks respectively; S Gideon Sookraj from Kearsney also moved into the 
Stable Barracks. There they were joined by Aaron Lazarus who was accom­
modated at the mill’s barracks. With very little education and no formal study 
of the Scriptures they ‘barely managed to edify one another through their own 
unique style of preaching’. i3 6 They adopted a simple creed that strongly 
emphasised saving ‘through the sacrifice of Christ’ and ‘being filled with the 
power of the Holy Spirit’ so that one may receive from God forgiveness, heal­
ing and protection from evil.
The format of their services was simple: extempore prayers, singing, Bible 
reading and preaching. There was also enough scope for the entire assembly to 
participate in worship so people were allowed to lead the congregation in 
prayer, to give their ‘testimony’ or to exhort their fellow worshipers. The serv­
ices allowed any individual to speak in tongues or interpret, to ‘prophesy” or 
pray for a sick friend or family member. ‘Cottage meetings’ were held on vari­
ous nights of the week in the homes of members. They also held all-night 
prayer meetings (the equivalent of Bethesda’s ‘tarry meetings’) which was often 
accompanied with fasting.I37

For almost the first ten years these laymen took charge of the congregation. 
R G Francis, who had himself been an active layman in the church, was made 
pastor only in 1955. Since he could not be financially supported by the con­
gregation, he continued in secular employment.I-38

136 Reddy, D C Gospel on bicycle wheels (Anniversary booklet on the history 
of the Mount Edgecombe Assembly), 2.

137 Ibid, 4.
138 Ibid, 10.
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