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In our “cracker” of a Christmas edition, we feature firstly David’s monthly pearls of wisdom. He 
ponders on the Story of Jesus’ birth and the wondrous message of hope it brings to our 
everyday lives. He also touches on the meeting of the RRP – reform, renewal and planning 
group. They hope to give us more feedback early in the year on plans to continue growing our 
sense of community. 

Then sadly, we say “Au Revoir” to Howard and Ursula who are heading off to the Austrian Alps 
to hone their yodelling skills. Not quite true, but Ursula has written a beautifully crafted 
narrative on her life journey with Howard. It is amusing and includes many insightful sprigs of 
wisdom that we would do well to adopt in our own relationships.  We will miss you sorely, 
Howard and Ursula, but wish you well. 

From the dizzy heights of the Alps we get down to the making of dog biscuits and discover 
how one thing leads to another. Jane Plantinga and Elsdon Henning explain how Sunday school 
rotations link up somehow with animal welfare! 

Next you will want to read all about the successful GOLF DAY where an excess of R95, 000.00 
was raised! (Hope I got the decimal point in the correct place).I saw a picture of Carel looking 
very pleased with himself. Do you suppose he hit a hole-in-one or did David tell him to leave 
out the children’s address?  David narrates his experience of this wonderful event and 
congratulates the amazing committee who MADE IT HAPPEN! There are lots more photos on 
our facebook page. 

The Masifunde Crèche had its annual Christmas party on Friday. Lynne Conchar gives us 
feedback and we see happy faces. 

Finally, finally there is a list of the upcoming events including the Christmas services (please 
note: Christmas service is at 08:00 and not the usual 09:30). May I wish us all a blessed, happy 
and safe Christmas! 

Jane v Wilgen 
 

********************* 



A MESSAGE from DAVID 
Dear Friends, 

The Biblical story of Jesus’ birth is set in the context of all the messiness of life. The stigma of 
Mary’s teenage pregnancy. Joseph’s doubting solidarity. The long journey to Bethlehem. No 
room in the inn. A rough, unclean cattle feeding trough for a crib. Three eccentric old men 
interrupt, bringing gold, frankincense and myrrh – bizarre gifts for a new-born.  Asylum-seeking 
in Egypt to escape Herod’s power-crazed pogrom. This birth narrative is hardly a neat, clean 
story; but it does  contain our wondrous hope. God comes to us in the midst of our everyday 
lives with all their dislocation:  its messiness mirrors the dissonance of our lives.  

This is the wonder of Christmas: God is not aloof, detached withdrawn. God is present in the 
basic needs of finding a home and warmth, and food to eat. God is found involved in life’s joys 
as well as life’s devastating hardships. A teenager gives birth to a child in poverty stricken 
circumstances – an all too familiar heartache - and yet in this incident, God comes to us, as a 
person among humankind.  And through His coming to us in this way, we see God valuing all 
humanity and God at work in the midst of our everyday lives.  

When I stop to consider this meaning of Christmas, it makes me want to look and listen more 
carefully to what is happening, to see the resonances of God’s presence in the invitations, 
challenges and opportunities of each day. As we move once again into this Christmas season, 
may the Spirit of God open the eyes of our hearts to see anew and to say Yes to the invitations 
that God places before us in our ordinary, everyday messy lives. 

The Reformation, Renewal and Forward Planning group met once again on 16 November. We 
acknowledged some of the important aspects of our current congregational life and identified 
some of the invitations to develop as a congregation. We began to sense some of the ways in 
which we can immediately begin to foster a greater sense of community as well as to identify 
some longer term plans. We will be sharing more details about some of these plans early in the 
new year. We look forward to the gift of your involvement in shaping the ongoing life of the 
congregation: may we say YES to the God who comes. 

Yours sincerely,  
David. 

********************* 



THIS MONTH’S PROFILE  

Au Revoir or Auf Wiedersehen 

Ursula and Howard 

We met in Cambridge from quite different worlds: 
He came from southern sunny skies he said 

And she from mediaeval northern town. 
Magnetic poles they fell in love and wed. 

 

When asked to write something about ourselves for the news page of the church website I 
began by putting together the first stanza of a poem, the one you read above.  But then I 
realized that I was being over ambitious, so I delved into my archives and found the speech I 
used on the occasion of our Silver Wedding Anniversary.  It was really a tribute to Howard, but 
in it I also tried to explain a little bit of who we are.  I liked what I had written (!) and thought it 
was worthy of a second edition with a change of emphasis.  So…. from the poetic to the 
prosaic. 

We met as postgraduate students in Cambridge where we found ourselves living in the same 
college accommodation on Grange Road. It was next to the St John’s College Choir School. Our 
engagement came as a bit of a surprise to our fellow students and to our parents. 

My father wrote: 

“You have been living through momentous times and the shockwaves have reached us in St 
Andrews. I do not feel anxious about your engagement. I rejoice in your happiness and trust 
your discrimination.” 

From the other side of the world another pen wrote the following: 

“Mom phoned me up at University first thing in the morning and asked me to think of the 
most unlikely thing that could happen in our family. “Howard----engaged” sprang to my 
lips. I followed this up with a nervous laugh and expected Mom to tell me she had run off 
with Paul Newman. However, the former unlikelihood was confirmed.” 

In an early letter to Howard’s family I described him as conscientious and upright. In essentials 
he has remained that very person. Which is why I fell in love with him. I have learnt other things 
along the way. But before I share those, I want to reflect on something Howard’s mother put so 
succinctly into focus: 

“So many people drift into marriage as two incomplete halves. ……. One should be a whole 
person without a partner and those two ‘wholes’ have the strength and resources to grow into 
something new and beautiful together.”   



The dialectic of marriage involves both the moment of agon (conflict) and the moment of 
consensus (harmony). Two ‘ones’ can be combined in many different ways. When they are 
multiplied together or divided by each other they remain one. But they can also be added 
together and then the potentially awkward number two results: two opinions, two different 
preferences, two ways of looking at things, two family cultures. In particular this last duality has 
become an important part of our self-understanding.  I grew up in a home where the wise 
taciturnity of my father was the prevailing ethos of the household.  Howard grew up in a family 
where communication was at the heart of the home. So where I focus on the implicit and the 
unsaid, Howard focuses on the explicit and the directly spoken. Our children (Paul, Jonathan 
and Catriona) bear the brunt of this heritage, as they are the ones who have had to navigate 
between Scylla and Charybdis.  

As many of you will know, Howard is an electronic engineer, who has been an academic for 
most of his working life. Behind Howard, however, was a social scientist and amateur musician 
father and a wordsmith mother with a passion for dance. Hardly the stuff that archetypal 
engineers are made of. Yet the engineer in him began to emerge at a young age. Towards the 
end of an early letter to me, Howard’s mother wrote: “Oh – one final thing: I forgot to say that 
Howard was the only boy who was goal-orientated. Whatever project he started, he completed, 
whether it was a communications system or a repair job on a radio. From the age of 9 in 
particular he was mad about anything electrical – we could see the start of a career even then.”  

This reflection, I think, has to be kept in perspective. The engineer hasn’t completely suppressed 
the three year old who loved climbing to the heights of the jungle gym and from sheer joie de 
vivre, singing at the top of his voice. Departmental cricket games and New Year’s Eve parties 
would not be the same without him.  And talking of cricket, those wicket keeping gloves have 
been on Howard’s hands since the age of eleven. 

I would be doing a grave injustice to Howard if I did not also mention his concern for the 
community around him. At school he was, among many other things – Howard was one of 
those students who was involved in everything - president of Interact (junior Rotarians with a 
community service portfolio) and for 20 years of our married life, Friday evenings were devoted 
to different church youth groups. His current community involvement has moved in an 
educational direction, but it remains a central part of who he is.  

And what about me? Well I followed closely in my father’s footsteps and my focus has been of 
a more reflective nature. My father was an Old Testament scholar with a strong philosophical 
bent.  I studied Philosophy and German at the University of Aberdeen and then went on to do 
an MPhil in Philosophy of Religion and Christian Ethics at Cambridge. My violin has always been 
my companion, although I never studied music beyond school. I haven’t enjoyed a single track 
career; instead I have used my philosophical skills to adapt to the opportunities of the moment. 
I loved being at home with the children, but managed to pursue a doctorate in philosophy 
during that period. For many years I lectured at Stellenbosch University and Cape Town 
University of Technology and for the past ten years have run the finances of a small 



engineering consultancy. In the next stage of the race, while Howard converts from academia 
to industry, I will be adjusting my skills to the teaching of Business English. 

The move. In January 2015 Howard and I will be embarking on a new adventure as he takes up 
an industrial position in Austria. The opportunity came at a time where we were both open to 
change, though we had not planned anything as radical as a move to Austria. We love 
Stellenbosch.  Sometimes, however, abandoning the comfort of home is a good thing. In my 
twenties I left the home I loved far behind me when we settled in South Africa and chose to 
bring up our children here. My heart has long been torn between places and people. This move 
brings us closer to my mother and siblings and our daughter in Britain, but pulls us away from 
the family we have here and the riches of a life together in the Stellenbosch United 
congregation. A marriage between the hemispheres has its own ambivalent rewards! 

In Fiddler on the Roof one of Tevye’s daughters, Hodel, sings the poignant song, Far from the 
home I love.  The circumstances of the song are very different from ours, but hand in hand 
Howard and I join her in singing the closing line: 

Yet there with my love I’m home. 

Howard and Ursula will be @home in Austria from January of next year. 

********************* 
  



DOG BISCUITS 
by Jane Auld Plantinga (and Elsdon Henning)  

 

The greatness of a nation and its moral progress may be judged by the 
way its animals are treated. 

Mahatma Ghandi. 
 
This wonderful quotation resonated so well in our Cooking Workshop on Ruth. Throughout the 
story of Ruth compassion, love and faith are exemplified in action. 

Most interestingly when we did our Rotation Workshop on Ruth, the compassionate concept of 
‘gleaning’ came up. The ‘gleaning’ of wheat was a caring Jewish practice to help the very poor 
to be able to gather up wheat that had been dropped by others. Intriguing that Ruth, the 
darker hued foreign Moabitess, was made welcome by Boaz. A number of others were not so 
impressed. Boaz’ kind act made it possible for Naomi and Ruth to eat and not be quite so 
desolate and outcast. 

In 2014, I have been trying to indicate to the children that God doesn’t look at the outward 
things, as humans do, but looks rather at the heart of the individual. It is often surprising whom 
God chooses to use and to what end. In last three rotations, in every instance God uses 
individuals you wouldn’t expect: a despised Samaritan foreigner, a Moabitess and the prostitute 
Rahab. In each of these characters what stands out is compassion, love and faith, expressed in 
action. 

We looked at who our ‘poor’ are and how we could be used by God to help them. 

The children put forward many different notions and interestingly mentioned animals. They too 
are God’s creatures and are often defenceless against humans. 

Well, it just so happened that our ‘cooking’ activity was to make (wheat) dog biscuits for the 
dogs in Stellenbosch Animal Welfare. And it just so happened that Elsdon Henning was leading 
this workshop. Elsdon and her children visit the dogs at Animal Welfare every week! I had no 
knowledge of this. 

Elsdon writes: 

The children and I have been visiting the Animal Welfare on a 
weekly basis for the past couple of months. It is something we all 
look forward to every weekend. What struck me the first time we 
went there was the love and compassion the workers have for each 
and every dog (and cat). Even if it’s just a kind word or a gentle pat 
as they walk past their cage.  They do the very best they can – the 



camps and cages are clean, their bedding gets washed regularly and 
they give each animal as much attention as possible.  

When we visit, the kids play with the puppies and walk the dogs in 
the field alongside the shelter. They welcome visitors – it means the 
puppies and dogs have more interaction with humans which is very 
important. We usually stay for about an hour and a half and it gives 
us great joy to be involved in this way. Many days I have to drag the 
kids home!  

Any donation is very welcome and it doesn't have to be of a 
monetary value – your time is just as important.  

The relevance to us? I ask the children to look at and listen for how God might want to use 
each of us. 

 
 
 

********************* 
  



NEWS FLASHES and FEEDBACK  

THE GOLF DAY 

Feedback by David Hunter and photos by Astrid Beyers 

 

 

Our annual golf day always fills me with a mixture of delight and anxiety. Delight at the 
opportunity to participate in this fun event; anxiety because I’ve usually reneged on the 
previous year’s resolution (and the year before that, and before that …) that “next year will be 
different.  I will practise!”  

Alas, Golf Day 2014 was no different. I arrived at the Devon Valley Golf course, as usual 
companioned by delight and anxiety. The well-organized welcoming party greeted me with 
such warmth and joy, and then convinced me to buy enough mulligans (tokens which entitle a 
golfer to play a bad shot again and not to be penalised) to extricate me from total golfing 
disaster. So, with my fistful of mulligans, and what courage I could scrape together, I set out to 
join my four ball. 

This year a record number (38) four balls – that’s more than 150 players –had entered. My four 
ball boasts three excellent golfers, with me as their handicap. Each year I am touched by their 
kindness as they patiently coach me through the holes, celebrate my occasional and erratic flair 
and help me to find my (many, many) lost balls! This year they came even more prepared for 
their handicap than usual. Before we teed off, they presented me with a handful of balls: 
“You’re going to need these today!”  And, with the wind gusting strongly, indeed I did!  

For the most part, my golf was on par with my golf most years: I fed the ponds with balls; had 
several embarrassing miss-hits that barely went beyond the tee; and frequently needed to 
surreptitiously pocket my ball when I had reached double figures well before the green.  But my 
Golf Day 2014 had a surprising finish: with the evening light approaching, I managed to par the 
last two holes. This did wonders both for my confidence and our overall score, a very 
respectable 14th overall.   

After showering amidst the laughter and jesting about our play, we headed off to Towerbosch 
on Knorrhoek, owned by James and Ingrid van Niekerk, for the dinner and prize giving. The 
setting was stunning: twinkling lights; tables set with sparkling glasses and white linen; and the 
sound of joyous conversation. Dinner was roast leg of lamb and roast beef, roast potatoes and 
vegetables and a decadent pudding. Mark Philp auctioned various articles and most four balls 
won prizes. Clearly, the quality of golf was not all that was at stake! I returned home with three 
bottles of Summerhill wine, and memories of wonderful day that will linger somewhat longer 
on my palate. 

Photo credit:  Astrid Beyers 



Thank you to Mark Philp and his Dream Team - Erik Loubser, Brian Shepherd, Hansie van 
Niekerk, Ross Hobbs, Carol van Niekerk, Lizl Hobson and Berta Espach - for all their careful 
planning, hard work and imagination. Thank you too, to the van Niekerks, to the other 
sponsors, and to the over 150 participants who all made Stellenbosch United’s Golf Day 2014 a 
wonderful success.  We raised in excess of R95, 000.00 and had great fun while we were about 
it.  

 

 

 

 

 
Masifunde Crèche Christmas party 

Feedback by Lynne Conchar 

 

 

 
The smiling faces of the children at Masifunde Crèche is evident in these photos. Mrs Kuni, 

teachers and pre-schoolers give a hearty thank you to everyone who donated carefully chosen 
gifts, party food and financial contributions for this Christmas Party.  

 
 

 

  



 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
 
 
The Prayer Group meets in the church every Friday at 11h30 – 12h00.  
 
DECEMBER 
30 November First Sunday of Advent and Thanks Giving Sunday 
7 December Second Sunday of Advent 
10 December Schools Close  
14 December Third Sunday of Advent 
16 December Day of Reconciliation 
21 December Fourth Sunday of Advent 
24 December 23h30 - Christmas Communion and Candlelight Service 
25 December 08h00 - Christmas Service 
 
Please note that the last Evening Service will be on 30 November and then these evening services 
will commence only on 25 January 2015. (All churches in Stellenbosch have done away with 
evening services during the holidays do to too many people away) 
 
 
 


