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ABSTRACT

This contribution was delivered as a paper at the 2015 Conference of the South
African Society for Church History. It reflects on the life and contribution of Prof.
DrA.S. (Albert) Geyser, with specific reference to his leading role in the struggle
against apartheid. Geyser was very active in the 1960s, but soon forgotten
and erased from public memory. In this contribution Geyser is described as
a well-known public figure and theologian, a view based on a large number of
newspapers articles from this period. The reader is also presented with some
reasons why Geyser’s legacy is either ignored (being a controversial figure) or
forgotten. It could be regarded as a ‘contested’ or ‘forgotten’ memory.
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Newspapers carried reports on a daily basis in which the trial’s progress was
described. Personal profiles of Geyser, Mrs Celia Geyser (who confirmed her
support of her husband’s views), his father, the accusers (H.G. van der Westhuizen,
E. Engelbrecht and W.C.M. de Beer) as well as the members of the Moderature were
published. Geyser was depicted as a staunch Hervormer with an Afrikaner lineage
going back two centuries. The Rand Daily Mail (24 October 1961) writes:

Born and brought up in the fervent tradition of Afrikaner nationalism, the descendent of an
early Trekker family, a brilliant and highly-regarded theologian in a conservative church,
now a self-admitted crusader against the intolerances and abuses of nationalism...(Vol. I,
18).

It continues to describe how deeply Geyser had been influenced by books he
read on the struggle of Christianity against Nazism in Germany and his growing
conviction that Christianity, nationalism and authoritarianism could never be
reconciled.

Geyser was charged with heresy and insubordination. The insubordination
charge was based on his public rejection of decisions taken by the General Assembly
regarding segregation in church and state. The heresy charge was based on lecture
notes which students had taken down, especially his lectures on the Letter to the
Philippians and his exposition of Christ’s relationship to God the Father in light of
Chapter 2:6-11. According to the students who laid the charges, Geyser taught the
subordination of the Son to the Father. This was widely regarded as a smoke screen
for the real issue, namely his opposition to apartheid.

After three weeks of trial, with some stoppages due to Geyser’s deteriorating
health, newspapers started reporting on open revolt amongst church members
against the prolonged trial. Individual members who resigned from the church were
interviewed: ‘Oom Danie, 73, is looking for another church’ (Sunday Times Vol. I:
50). The article tells the story of a farmer (Danie Naudé) from Naboomspruit who
was a founder member of the National Party in the Waterberg, who realised ‘God
never said serve me by the laws of the church. He called on all men to serve Him
together...”. Some members openly discussed and mentioned a split in the church
(Pretoria News, 16 November 1961 Vol. I: 51) and many simply left the church or
transferred their membership to other denominations.

When the first part of the hearings concluded on 16 November 1961, a large
part of the recordings of the trial was already transcribed and 409 typed pages were
handed to Geyser to prepare his defence (Vol. I, 53). The trial continued until 5
December, took a break for the holidays and resumed again on 30 January 1962. It
continued intermittently until April. By that time the typed proceedings covered 3
000 pages. In the meantime Geyser was removed from his position as Bible translator
and rumours surfaced that he was offered a position as professor at the University of
the Witwatersrand. On 8 May 1962 Geyser was informed that he was found guilty
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of heresy, not guilty on the charge of insubordination, and deposed as minister of
the church (Rand Daily Mail, 9 May 1962 Vol. 1. 56). The trial eventually lasted
six months, in which the 15 members of the Commission had to attend all sessions
taking leave from their regular occupation. The final proceedings cover 4 000 pages
and the financial costs, if calculated in today’s terms, ran into millions.

The Transvaler (9 May 1962) published the verdict in toto (Vol. 1, 57). In the
verdict it was spelled out that Geyser was reckless in the way he confronted the
students in class with different interpretations of Scripture, some contrary to the
confessions, to such an extent that students’ faith was undermined. Interestingly
enough, Geyser did not resign as member from the NHKA, even though he was
removed from office. The Rand Daily Mail (10 May 1962) summed up the events in
a main editorial under the heading ‘Heretic or rebel?’

The “trial” of Dr Albert Geyser, Professor of New Testament Theology at the University
of Pretoria and minister of the Nederduitsch Hervormde Kerk , on charges of heresy and
insubordination has been one of the most extraordinary events of recent years in South Africa
and the outcome has been equally remarkable...if he had been a political conformist, his
theological views would never have been questioned...Dr Geyser has been pilloried for
his moral stand on race questions — whatever has been decided against him on theological
grounds. (Vol. I, 62)

This was a general view expressed in publications, but vehemently denied by the
church which insisted that the trial was about doctrine only.

The conflict continues

After the trial and Geyser’s removal from office, he received more than a thousand
letters of support from all over the world. He received several invitations to
deliver speeches and to preach in various churches. The Pretoria News reported
that Geyser, during a sermon (on the text of Hebrews 5:8) in the Congregational
Church of Pretoria, told the congregation ‘that a church which has no compassion
with suffering, irrespective of race or creed, has lost its Christianity...” (Labuschagne
2014 Vol. II: 1). Christians needed to be brave in the face of threats and intimidation,
probably referring to the fact that he received several death threats, abusive phone
calls and letters condemning his views.

On 16 May 1962 the Rand Daily Mail reported that Prof. Adrianus van Selms
resigned his position as professor of Old Testament at the University of Pretoria as
a protest against the verdict against Geyser. In his letter of resignation he states:
‘Conscience forbids me to allow any human being to dictate to me what the Divine
Word says’ (Vol. 11, 2). The theme of justice, human dignity and conscience was also
the main focus of a lecture which Geyser delivered to a packed hall of between 1600
and 2000 students on the campus of the Witwatersrand University (Pretoria News,
16 May 1962). Geyser pointed out that the lack of human dignity in South Africa
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was leading it to its destruction. South Africa, he said, was prepared to hang a man
because he tries to protect human dignity. Without the concept of justice and human
dignity there is no civilisation. South Africans have become ‘mental acrobats’,
turning justice into self-righteousness, love into self-love and respect for life into
self-preservation.

Following the conviction of Geyser and the resignation of Van Selms, other
lecturers also came under fire. The Sunday Times reported (30 September 1962) that
Dr Casper Labuschagne, a ‘new deal’ theologian, had been dismissed as lecturer in
Biblical Studies at the University of Pretoria because, it was believed, he was an
ally of Geyser and a critic of apartheid. Labuschagne challenged the decision but
was informed that it was a “practical’ arrangement due to the change in the structure
of the theological curriculum (Dagbreek, 14 October 1962 Vol. 11: 7). Labuschagne
relocated to Groningen where he was appointed as lecturer and later professor of Old
Testament. During this period Geyser also received an appointment at the University
of the Witwatersrand in the Department of Divinity. However, he remained a member
of the NHKA.

Geyser appealed his conviction in the Supreme Court of South Africa. The case
started on 1 May, 1963. Geyser asked the court, under presiding judge J.F. Ludorf,
to set aside his conviction of heresy (Vaderland, 1 May 1963). Geyser’s argument
in court was that the findings of the heresy trial should be set aside because the
members of the commission were biased, acted male fide and the process was fraught
with irregularities. During the trial Geyser recited the Articles of Faith and confirmed
that he had always believed in the church as the Trinity. On 14 May the hearing was
postponed, to give the parties an opportunity to come to some agreement. On 15
May 1963 the trial ended dramatically, when the court heard that Geyser had been
restored to his office as minister of the NHKA. The church undertook to pay all
legal fees. The Commission of the General Assembly (Moderature) also declared
publicly that it had made a ‘bona fide and unintentional mistake’ in the interpretation
of Geyser’s viewpoints. It is clear the church realised it would lose the court battle.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

This very short overview of events surrounding Geyser as told by various newspapers
between 1960 and 1963, makes it clear that Albert Geyser was regarded by many as
a leading figure in resisting the destruction of justice, human dignity and equality
in South Africa. What made it remarkable was the fact that he came from a very
conservative political and ecclesial background. His ability to transcend racial,
cultural and religious boundaries made him a credible voice in the resistance against
apartheid.

Geyser was by no means easy to get along with. He was highly intelligent, well-
educated and well spoken. He used his ability as public speaker to arouse emotion.
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He could be scathing in debates and demolish opponents’ arguments. He did not
back away from confrontation. Many regarded him as arrogant. The negative or
positive evaluation of Geyser depended mostly on the eye of the beholder — in the
Afrikaans and church press he was often criticised, even maligned; in the English
press he became a national hero of resistance and a true prophet. Internationally he
was regarded highly as a man of integrity.

Geyser could be regarded as the most influential public theologian of the
early sixties. This makes it even more remarkable that he was so quickly forgotten
and erased from the collective memory. The skewed or even complete lack of
knowledge of Geyser’s life and work in the church which he loved and was buried
from, is probably the result of church historians who underplayed or gave a specific
interpretation of the events. Geyser was a controversial figure and his is a ‘contested’
memory. Because of the massive loss of credibility the church suffered during the
whole Geyser debacle, he is rarely mentioned or discussed and very often presented
in a negative light.

In a next contribution the story must continue, because Geyser soon became
involved in a new wave of controversy when he and Beyers Naudé established
the Christelike Instituut, attended meetings of the World Council of Churches and
published Pro Veritate. He was branded a ‘communist who will be responsible for the
murder of Afrikaner women and children’. This also ended in court, which awarded
him the biggest libel claim in the legal history of South Africa.
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