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Bethel Congregational Church, UCCSA 

8 November 2015 

Rev Dr Scott Everett Couper 

 

“Inside or Outside?: Property and Travel” 

 

Sermon two, of a second two-part sermon series entitled “Lifestyle Magazine” 

 

*Hebrew Scripture: I Kings 6:1-6 

Meditative Psalm: 98:9-7 

*Christian Scripture: Mark 6:30-34 

 

 How many of you have brought your newspapers today?  How many 

have glanced through your Sunday Times?  Who is in the news?  What is the 

headline this week in many of our papers? 

 

Many of you in the congregation thought perhaps that I went a bit ‘loopy’ with 

my sermon series.  Yet, how many of you have heard news on TV, radio and 

papers about the drought and the efforts of the government to try to prevent 

the on-going crisis.  I do not profess to be a prophet.  But I can’t help but say, “I 

told you so.”   
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There are too many people and not enough water, and the water that is 

enough, is often wasted or inequitably distributed. 

 

But let us turn to my favourite section of the newspaper, the ‘Lifestyle 

Magazine.’  Remember the Lifestyle Magazine differs from our headline 

sections because the Lifestyle Magazine speaks about our day to day life, the 

activities in which we participate in our neighbourhoods.  The Lifestyle 

Magazine has something for everyone!  My daughter, Madeline, enjoys the 

fashion section.  I prefer the section on books.  Many of you fancy reading 

about what you will watch on television.  Remember, in this sermon series 

entitled ‘Lifestyle Magazine,’ we will ask: “How, in what style, do we live and 

express our faith?”  Today, we will read the sections on Property and Travel. 

 



 

3 
 

  

Property says a lot about who we are.  Generally, if one has property 

near the beach, we can safely assume that person likes the beach.  Generally, if 

someone has property tucked away in the forest, they like to be left alone!  

This is especially true if there are ‘No Trespassing’ signs and ‘Beware of Dog’ 

signs.  If we have lots of walls, fences, doors, burglar bars, security guards and 

alarm systems, it is safe to say we have lots of possessions and we would 

prefer that someone else did not help themselves to them.  If you go to 

Durban North and Umhlanga, some people have garages as big as their homes 

so that they can store all their vehicles.  So, some people’s properties are just 

homes for their cars!  If a home has two bedrooms rather than five rooms, 

generally it is safe to say that that there is an older couple rather than a 

younger family with children who lives there.  Sometimes, we can even learn 

about people’s personalities when we look at their property.  If the grass is not 

cut, they may be untidy folk.  If there are flowers and landscaping, we will find 

that the people are industrious, pay attention to detail and perhaps have an 
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eye for the aesthetic – beauty.  The point is, property can tell you a lot about 

who you are and what you value. 

Let us take a look at our property here at Bethel Congregational Church.   

 

All of you know, I love and adore this church.  This church is historic.  I love that 

the best!  I love historic churches.  They connect me to my ancestors in faith.  

This church is intimate – it feels like home to me.  It is small, but not cramped 

nor uncomfortable.  Our church is beautiful, and we have spent not an 

inconsiderable sum of money over the years improving it with paint, carpet, 

window shades and even new chairs for our chancel area.  I love this church.  

Our church is simple, not ornate, and reflects our Congregational values.  Our 

church is strong; its walls are thick; it has a strong foundation.  I never worry 

about howling winds when I am safe in our church. 

 Yet, as we look at our property, we must reflect on its shortcomings.  

Most basically, sadly, our church is not African in design.  Yet, this church is 

located in Africa.  We are Africans, but our church structure is not.  We could 

drop this church down in the middle of Europe and it would not look out of 

place at all!  This church is western and Eurocentric.  Why do we, in Africa, 
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worship in a European church?  There must be something inside you, deep 

down inside you, as an African, as a proud African, that must sit uneasy with 

wearing someone else’s clothes.  If we are honest, we will remember that 

white colonial settlers built this church and we were moved here, inheriting 

the church, during the dislocations caused by Apartheid’s Bantu Areas Act. 

 

 

Africans worship in a circle.  We at Bethel, our property and worship 

space is angular and square.  Africans worship in the open, underneath God’s 

creation.  We in Durban enjoy arguably the most beautiful climate in the world.   

Yet, we worship in a space that is closed, inside, cut off from God’s wonderful 

provisions (thank goodness the windows and the doors are open letting in a 

breeze and some additional light).  In Africa, we are open and tender, we 

embrace one another in the spirit of Ubuntu.  Yet, our structure is hard, cold to 

the touch and even forbidding – like a fortress. 
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 Friends, while I love our property and I will fight to preserve and keep it 

for generations to come, I believe strongly that we must as a community of 

faith offer a different place of worship to those that surround us.  I believe we 

are called to offer a place of worship that proclaims that we are African.  I 

believe we are called to worship in a place that celebrates God’s creation.  I 

believe we are called to worship in a property that reflects our simple 

lifestyles.  Can we through our property communicate that we are not 

western?  We are African!  Can we proclaim to people that we are not cold and 

forbidding, but rather open and loving? 

 In our Hebrew scripture reading today, we read about the building of the 

Temple, the place our Hebrew ancestors in faith worshipped. 

 

There were many beautiful aspects about the Temple.  Yet, we must 

remember that the property and architecture communicated to the world the 

people’s particular theology.  The Temple proclaimed that God’s favour was 

demonstrated by wealth in gold and jewels, the Temple was a repository, a 

structural safety deposit box for the faith community storing its wealth.  The 

Temple communicated that some were allowed and some were not.  Women 

were excluded.  The sick were excluded.  Homosexuals were excluded.  People 
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with one arm excluded.  People with skin diseases were excluded.  The Temple 

represented a “Come and See” theology which inhibited its mandate to teach 

the nations about God.  Instead the Temple, through its very property, 

proclaimed “God is Ours!  No Trespassing!”  On 28 August 70 AD, the general 

Titus, son of Emperor Vespasian, burned the Temple to the ground.  Our 

ancient faith almost died with the destruction of the Temple.  The faith, with 

Christianity, had to adapt to “Go and Be”.  The Church was then called to 

spread the gospel to the ends of the Earth.  And this brings us to the Travel 

section of our Lifestyle Magazine. 

 If we look only at the Apostle Paul’s journeys, we can see the missionary 

roots of our church (Matthew 28:16-20). 

 

If I took Paul’s almost two-thousand year old itinerary and gave it to my travel 

agent today, she would almost have a heart-attack trying to replicate it.  It is 

extensive and complicated! 

 Paul did not stay in hotels.  He stayed in tents, opens tent, which he 

most certainly made himself.  On Paul’s journeys, he preached the gospel of 

Jesus Christ: in the tents, in the open, on the road. 
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 As you all know, I live in Inanda.  I frequently give tours to people all over 

the world to see the worship sites of Isaiah Shembe: Ekuphakameni and 

Ebuhleni.  The Shembe characteristically worship God outside. 

   

I think to worship outside is beautiful.  Our ancestors in faith did.  Did not 

Moses commune with God on the mountaintop?  Did not Elijah?  Did not 

Jesus?  Did you hear our reading this morning from the gospel that said the 

same (Mark 6:1-6)?  Why don’t we at Bethel? 

 

I am often jealous that the Shembe worship outdoors, so simply and in the 

round (in a circle, you likely have seen the circles of painted white rocks 

around our province).  It is uniquely African and it is sacred. 

So, I have a proposal.  Let us always maintain our building.  Let us 

preserve it.  Let us love it.  Let us invest in it and take advantage of the 

protection if offers us when the sun is too strong, when the rain comes down, 
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when the wind blows.  Let us worship in our sanctuary that is our beautiful 

refuge from the elements. 

However, when the weather is beautiful (as it is today), let us worship 

outside.  Like Ezekiel (in chapters 40-43 in the book named after him), I have a 

vision of our place of worship: Let us worship in an amphitheatre that sprawls 

across our large currently unused property; let us worship in the round, let us 

worship under God’s creation; let us worship were people can see us; let us be 

simple, open and free.  I am not suggesting we copy the Shembe.  I am saying 

let us stop blindly copying white European settlers.  Let us do something new 

and different, but uniquely African and modern. 

Let us marry this ancient outdoor amphitheatre: 

 

With this modern African stadium: 

  

So that we may worship in God’s Creation and be protected with shading from 

any harsh elements. 
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This was the word of God.  And it was preached to the people of God. 

And the people of God responded: “Amen.” 


