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This month’s edition is all Fire but fortunately no Brimstone! David’s letter starts off with his 
weekly ride to Jonkershoek and how their cycling group were dismayed by the devastation 
caused by the recent fire. He likens it to a holocaust, but then thoughtfully weaves in a theme 
of hope and renewal and ends with yet another wonderful poem. (Have you noticed by the 
way, how often our well-read dominee refers to books he has been reading in his sermons?) 

On the subject of fires, but not necessarily in that order, you will find an article by Brian van 
Wilgen (my other, but necessarily better half) entitled, The Science of Wild Fires. He explains why 
fires are not the ecological disaster that some people make them out to be. This article 
incidentally, appeared in the Cape Times on the same day that the Jonkershoek valley fire 
decided to gallop out of control and threaten our settlement here. Mike and Karin Burns, who 
were directly in the line of fire, as it were, have written a riveting account (with stunning 
pictures) of their experiences that night.  

On a slightly less frantic note, Neil Plantinga, brother of Terry, tells us about his attendance at 
the Conference on worship which he recently attended in Somerset West. He talks about 
aspects of the conference, but also uses the space to pay tribute to Terry, who died four years 
ago. 

Then we profile two of our recently inducted elders. They are Marieta Woudstra and 
Jongikahaya,  Mpongoshe, affectionately known as ‘Jongi. We hope to do the other two elders 
next month. It is always helpful to get a little background on the members who enable the 
ministry of our congregation.  

Sadly, no travelogue this month, but watch this space! Brian is determined to start working on 
his ‘bucket list’ and to this end we have booked a trip to the Serengeti in April. I shall try to 
deliver a highlights package. 

Finally, we have the list of upcoming events, which include all the services centred round Easter. 
Please take note of the times and venues for these services.  If you are travelling this Easter, 
please take care as the roads are very busy.  

Jane v Wilgen 
 

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



A MESSAGE from DAVID 
Dear Friends, 

Early Thursday mornings have a particularly special rhythm for Celene and me as we literally head 
for the hills. Just after dawn we rendezvous with a group of close friends and cycle to Jonkershoek 
Nature Reserve; pick one of the routes – largely to suit our energy levels – and then cycle back 
home with a compulsory pit stop at Ride Inn for café latte or double cappuccino. Usually the mood 
is animated, with generous allowance made for early morning grumpiness or doziness. But last 
Thursday’s cycle was different. Even though we had planned a bumper kuier at Ride-Inn to celebrate 
our founding member’s birthday, the closer we got to Jonkershoek, the more sombre our mood 
became. Usually there is a slight delay at the gate as the merits and demerits of 7 different routes 
are debated by the 7 group members, but on Thursday there was no choice: we were only allowed 
to cycle the circular route as the rest of the reserve was out of bounds following the devastating 
fires. We set out on the circular route to Witbrug and back in silence, as the holocaust gradually 
impacted us.  The entire valley and both sides of the mountains are blackened. In a number of 
places small wisps of white smoke drifted about where some of the tree trunks were still 
smouldering and craters dotted the landscape where the roots and boles of trees once stood. It 
looked apocalyptic.  

Without some knowledge of the delicate dance that characterise the fires and fynbos relationship, 
Jonkershoek would indeed be a deathly scene. But even in the charred landscape there were the 
occasional flashes of green, as new grass shoots pushed their way through the blackened earth. As I 
reflected on the remarkable capacity of creation to restore and regenerate, I was reminded of the 
image of vines in the mid-winter. It seems inconceivable that those severely pruned vines – cut back 
to ‘two eyes’ - could ever produce the rich foliage so necessary for the formation of grapes in the 
new season. Jesus knew about the importance of pruning. In John 15, he uses the image of the 
pruned vine to illustrate how God’s Word shapes and ‘prunes’ our lives. At times, there are those 
Words which seem to confirm the direction of our lives; but at others we come up against His Word 
revealing places which are opposed to His purposes for us - hence the need for pruning. But 
underlying this whole process is the importance of fruit bearing: If we are to bear the fruit of His life, 
then pruning by His Word will be an ongoing process.  

With regards to the fynbos, could the controlled burns which Brian van Wilgen refers to in his article 
be likened to the process of pruning? Like pruning, controlled burns can seem radical. The barren 
vine stem and the fire blackened landscape leave us ‘baffled’ - to use Brueggemann’s word (see 
poem below). But if they form a necessary part of the natural cycle, how much more are they also 
crucial for our spiritual formation? It matters hugely who does the pruning (or the controlled 
burning). Jesus assures us that “my Father is the gardener”. As we enter into this Easter season, may 
we allow God to do his Good Friday work in us, so that we too might know his Resurrection Sunday?  
May God allow ourselves to be “Eastered” knowing that it is being carried out by one whose 
character is always merciful, gracious, faithful, forgiving and loving. 

With love to all of you, 

David. 

 



 

WE ARE BAFFLED 
 

Christ is Risen 
He is risen indeed! 

We are baffled by the very Easter claim we voice. 
Your new life fits none of our categories. 

We wonder and stew and argue, 
and add clarifying adjectives like “spiritual” and “physical.” 

But we remain baffled, seeking clarity and explanation, 
we who are prosperous, and full and safe and tenured. 

We are baffled and want explanations. 

But there are those not baffled, but stunned by the news, 
stunned while at minimum wage jobs; 

stunned while the body wastes in cancer; 
stunned while the fabric of life rots away in fatigue and despair; 

stunned while unprosperous and unfull 
and unsafe and untenured . . . 

Waiting only for you in your Easter outfit, 
waiting for you to say, “Fear not, it is I.” 

Deliver us from our bafflement and our many explanations. 
Push us over into stunned need and show yourself to us lively. 

Easter us in honesty, 
Easter us in fear; 
Easter us in joy, 

and let us be Eastered. 

Amen. 

Walter Brueggemann in Awed to Heaven, Rooted in Earth.  

 

 

 

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

  



GOD BLESS AFRICA: WORSHIP FOR A TIME LIKE THIS  

by Neal Plantinga 

Brothers and Sisters: My sister-in-law Jane Auld Plantinga, widow of 
my brother Terry Plantinga, has asked me to write a few paragraphs 
about the recent conference on worship held at Helderberg 
Gemeente in Somerset West, 17-19 March.  I write in 
beloved memory of my brother Terry, a stellar Christian man, who 
died April 8, 2011, and who knew and loved so many of you. 

The conference was titled "God Bless Africa: Worship for a Time 
Like This", and it was sponsored by Ekklesia of Stellenbosch 
University in association with the Calvin Institute of Christian 
Worship, Calvin College, Grand Rapids, Michigan in the U.S.A. 

I work for the Calvin Institute of Christian Worship.  I and three colleagues there (Duane Kelderman, 
David Rylaarsdam, and Kathleen Smith) joined our South African brothers and sisters for three days 
to enjoy each other's fellowship, to worship together, to sit in plenary sessions, and to present 
workshops.  Those of us from the States also attended some of the workshops presented by our 
South African colleagues.  For example, I sat in on two workshops by colleagues from the 
Theological Faculty of the University of Stellenbosch, Dirkie Smit ("What Makes Worship Good?) and 
Johan Cilliers ("Preaching Vulnerability").  Both were absolutely wonderful. Prof. Smit, for example, 
noted that most books of the Bible identify what counts as bad worship and reject it.  Prof. Cilliers 
concluded his talk with images of the free standing art work by South African artist Marco 
Cianfanelli that, looked at from most directions, is simply a collection of vertical shards of metal, 
reflecting some of the anguish of South Africa.  But, looked at from exactly one direction, the art 
work depicts the face of South Africa's remarkable Nelson Mandela.  Prof. Cilliers had been saying 
throughout the talk that many situations in South African life evoke consternation ("Oh, No!").  But 
looked at from the one vantage point of faith, the same situation may also evoke hope ("And yet!"). 

Probably the single person most responsible for arrangements at the Conference was Prof. Coenie 
Burger of the University of Stellenbosch, who, with Rev. Kathleen Smith, designed the 
Conference.  Prof. Burger’s intelligence, hospitality, and ingenuity were evident everywhere.  The 
Conference was beautifully planned and executed: for example, the music at worship, no matter 
what the style, was not only artfully sung and played, but also conspicuously designed to support 
congregational singing.  Meanwhile the staff members of Helderberg Gemeente were perfectly 
consistent in their gracious hospitality. Your pastor David Hunter attended the conference and may, 
perhaps, add more to what I write here. 

The four of us from the States also had opportunity for some touring, reminding me (this was my 
third visit) that the Western Cape features some of the most magnificent sights in all of God's good 
creation.  Geneva and Vancouver have mountains and sea.  But the Western Cape has mountains, 
sea, and vineyards.  You Presbyterian brothers and sisters have wisely chosen your place to dwell! 

Grace and peace, 
Neal Plantinga 



THIS MONTH’S PROFILE  

Introducing two of the four new elders. 

I am a 4th year (Honours) Unisa Social Work student, doing my practical 
at the Department of Social Development in Paarl. I also still work full 
time on Lievland Wine Estate for Susan and John Colley, where I have 
been since 2011.  

I love reading, and particularly enjoy some of the British series on TV and 
the way they convey aspects of human behaviour. 

I am unmarried and have no children, but ADORE my sister's 2 children, 
Rachel (5) and Luke (2). They live in Johannesburg, as does my Dad. My 
mother died in 2008, shortly after which I became a member of the 

Stellenbosch United Church.  I see my sister and Dad at least every three or four months. My 
Dad normally spends December and most of January with me on Lievland.  

The Stellenbosch United Church has been a kind, thoughtful and supportive family and I am 
looking forward to the privilege of serving as an elder and giving something back to the 
community.  

Winter, autumn and spring are particularly memorable times for me, as I frequently have a fire 
burning in the fire place in my home  Personally, I prefer bold colours, to pastels shades and 
when it comes to food, I am not particularly fussy and always enjoy bread and cheese. 

When asked about my good characteristics, I am uncertain quite how to reply, but I think 
loyalty is one of them, however, I can also be rather impatient and stubborn, probably some of 
the Dutch genetics seeping through!   

 

Jongikaya Vukile Mpongoshe (affectionately known as Jongi) is a newly 
appointed elder in our congregation. He holds a B-Tech degree in 
Industrial Engineering from PE-Technikon (NMMU). Jongi, currently 
works as a Continuous Improvement Specialist with Metropolitan 
Health. He has served the wider Uniting Presbyterian Church in 
Southern Africa as one of the leaders of the Youth Committee and has 
also served on various other committees as well.  He is originally from 
Port Elizabeth and his Presbyterian Church involvement started there in 
the JY Hliso Memorial Church. Jongi particularly enjoys the summer and 
says he prefers the colour red (Hence the tie in the picture!) He likes 
lamb stew, mostly for the meat and he enjoys watching sport on TV. 

Jongi describes himself a person who is eager to learn, especially from other people.   

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

 

 

 

 

 

Marieta Woudstra 

 

Jongikhaya  
Mpongoshe 



THE SCIENCE OF WILD FIRES 

by Brian van Wilgen 

SU Media release, Thursday 5 March 2015 – this article also appeared in the Cape Times after the Peninsula fires. 

Wild fire is not an ecological disaster  

Working on Fire should broaden its focus to providing support to doing prescribed burns, in 
addition to preventing and extinguishing wildfires. If we are to co-exist with nature in fire-prone 
environments, we need to start thinking beyond the paradigm of only doing wildfire control.  

News reports describing this week’s fires on the Cape Peninsula have referred to vegetation being 
‘destroyed’, ‘ravaged’ or ‘laid to waste’. Nothing could be further from the truth – while the damage 
to houses and other structures is regrettable, the fires actually did the vegetation a favour.  

The problem is that a large area burnt all at once under conditions where it was extremely difficult 
to control. If the area had been managed by strategic burning over the past few years, much of the 
cost and damage could arguably have been avoided, helping Cape Town’s citizens to co-exist more 
amicably with the fire-prone and fire-dependent vegetation in which they have chosen to live.  

Conservation agencies would like to manage the inevitable fires that occur on average every 12 
years by conducting prescribed burns in late summer or early autumn. This would break the large 
blocks of vegetation, which have accumulated fuel since the last fire, into a mosaic of different post-
fire ages. Large fires such as those we have just witnessed would then not have been able to spread 
everywhere, as some areas would not yet have accumulated enough fuel. 

It is, however, exceptionally difficult for conservation agencies to obtain the necessary permits to 
burn, because Fire Protection Associations, which must grant permits for prescribed burns, are 
extremely risk-averse. In addition to a permit from the FPA, the conservation agencies require a 
separate smoke pollution permit from the city. This creates a bureaucratic environment in which it is 
close to impossible for them to do the necessary burning, with the consequence that the inevitable 
fire occurs under very dangerous conditions – without any permits, and doing far more damage, 
and generating far more smoke, than would be done by prescribed burns. 

We need a more nuanced approach to fire management that will help preserve the extraordinary 
rich biodiversity of the fynbos region while not posing risk to communities and local economies. 

Fynbos requires fire to rejuvenate 

This region has been burning for hundreds of thousands of years. Fynbos requires fire in order to 
rejuvenate, therefore managing fynbos equates to managing fire. 

The same goes for animals. Animals have persisted in this fire-prone environment for hundreds of 
thousands of years. Some may be killed in the fire, but many escape and the species persist. In the 
past, animals displaced by fire would probably have moved to unburnt areas. But now the natural 
vegetation is completely surrounded by built areas, leaving no place for animals to disperse after 
large wildfires. 



If we were rather to divide the area that has just burnt into, say, six blocks, and burn one every 
second year, then if a wildfire did occur, only parts of the area would burn and the animals would be 
able to disperse to unburnt patches. Because we have altered the environment, we need to manage 
it more closely for their ongoing persistence. 

Get rid of alien plants such as hakeas and pine 

Alien plants such as pines and hakeas that invade the Fynbos also exacerbate the fire problem by 
increasing fire intensity, leading to soil damage and erosion. 

SANParks in conjunction with the Working for Water programme, have reduced the cover of these 
aliens on the Peninsula, but their management is also tied to fires. These alien trees are killed by 
fires, but for every one killed, another 100 come up from seeds released after the fire. 

The way to deal with this is to fell the trees, leaving the seeds to germinate, and then to burn the 
area after about two years, killing the seedlings before they can in turn produce new seeds. This 
works very well, but again the problem is that SANParks struggles to get permission to do the 
necessary burns, so we are left with wildfires spreading the alien trees and undoing the past 
valuable clearing work. 

It is a cycle we need to break. 

Ideally, Working on Fire should focus more on providing support to doing prescribed burns, and 
less on preventing and extinguishing wildfires. If we are to co-exist with nature in fire-prone 
environments, we need to start thinking beyond the paradigm of only doing wildfire control.  

Thinking out of the box 

I am really impressed by the ability of fund-raisers to gather millions of rands in just a day or two for 
the fire effort. If we were to try to raise this type of money to support a prescribed burning 
programme in eight years from now, when it will again be necessary, I predict we would fail to raise 
even a few thousand rand.  

So here is an off-the-wall proposal. Let us invest the money raised now into inflation-beating 
equities, so that when we really need it eight years from now to do the management to reduce the 
impact of the next inevitable fire, we will have even more money to support this. 

It will probably never happen, but we have to start thinking out of the box. 

Fire is a natural feature of the Cape, a process that shapes the structure and composition of its 
vegetation communities, and should be managed as such. 

I invite anyone who thinks that the land was “laid to waste” to hike in the mountains in the coming 
spring, when there will be a glorious display of flowering bulbs that is seen only after such fires, and 
that provides emphatic evidence to the value of fires in the Fynbos. 

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

  



THE JONKERSHOEK FIRE OF 2015. 

OUT OF THE FRYING-PAN ALMOST INTO THE FIRE: A personal account  

by Mike Burns. 

 
 

 
 

Many of you will recall that Tuesday 3 March was the hottest day ever recorded for Cape Town 
and that the mercury peaked at around 45 °C across the Boland. It was almost inevitable that 
wildfires would flare up somewhere in the region following such a heat wave. The south 
peninsula was already burning, and in the Jonkershoek Valley, the inevitable began on Monday 
9 March.     

Under relatively calm conditions, the Jonkershoek fire spread slowly and was 'contained' by 
midday on Tuesday.  

21h30 Tuesday evening  
Swartboskloof completely burnt out, with the fire front engulfing Sosyskloof on the right. The 

the little green fire-lookout hut is burning as this photos was taken.  The headlights of the 
bakkie that went in to rescue the fire-watchman can be seen at the bottom middle of this 

picture.   

02h55 on Wednesday morning. 
A fire-fighter arrives in the nick of time at our garden gate. 



Later that evening however, the sky above the valley had a menacing red glow and the air was 
filled with smoke. The fire, that was 'under control' earlier had changed into a roaring blaze.  
The wind was now a strong south-easter. On the south side of the valley the fire-front was 
moving at an incredible speed across the fynbos-covered slopes of Swartboskloof, where the 
on-duty fire-lookout was evacuated literally minutes before the fire engulfed his observation 
hut. In the first image, taken at 21:30 on Tuesday evening by Karin, you can see the bottom end 
of the fire-line engulfing the lookout hut. In the middle bottom of the picture the lights of the 
rescue bakkie are visible. The fire moved with frightening speed and a great effort was put into 
saving the houses and offices of Cape Nature at Assegaaibos. Previous experience and newly 
installed water hydrants enabled Nicole and Guy Palmer and their neighbours to successfully 
defend their properties.   

Living on the north side of the valley, we were very concerned about the blaze moving up the 
centre of the valley and along the lower slopes of the Twin Peaks. Although moving at a slower 
rate, this line of fire was a direct threat to the little settlement of eight houses located right at 
the reserve entrance, with our house first in line of the approaching flames. 

We could not get any information from the fire-fighters coming in or out of the valley, except 
that they had lost control of the fire in the plantations.  We alerted our neighbours and all of us 
set about evacuating. The process of determining what to save is always interesting. Our 
beloved dogs, photographs, documents and computers in our case, were packed into cars and 
driven out of the valley to friends nearby.  Angi, a volunteer fire-fighter took Karin and I back 
into the valley (past the roadblock that had been set up on the Lanzerac hill). We returned to 
our house, as did Johann, one of our neighbours, to monitor the situation, and to act on the 
advice given, to keep our gardens and roofs as wet as possible, block the downpipes, fill the 
gutters, close windows and remove curtains.  There were some tense moments as we 
attempted to avoid slipping off a wet roof in the dark…. And so began the anxious watch and 
wait for the fire-front to reach us.  

As those hours passed, our emotions swung between a sense of hopefulness (that the fire-
fighting teams would manage to control/divert the fire) and one of hopelessness (that our 
house and the bulk of our possessions would be destroyed imminently). In the early hours of 
Wednesday morning, the fire-fighting crews beat a hasty retreat from the approaching fire, 
explaining to us that the situation was now totally out of control and that they were leaving for 
their safety.  We felt certain that all was lost and that we would soon need to retreat for our 
own safety. It was a terrifying experience with the fire-front now only about 50 m away. The sky 
was filled with flying sparks and the noise of the roaring flames and exploding rocks just across 
the road.  

Then the miracle happened. One of the fire-tanker crews seems to have been moved by the 
look of desperation on our faces as we watched them escape past us, but they returned, 
tackled the fire-front head-on, and put all their efforts into saving our houses. The second 
image above shows the fireman pulling the hose towards the line of fire that had now reached 
the road, just metres from our fence gates. Their efforts were soon reinforced by the arrival of 
two more tankers, and for four-hours the teams concentrated on fighting the fire along two 



sides of our property. In the end, by the grace of God and supreme human effort, our house 
and the other buildings comprising the forestry settlement were saved. We were richly blessed 
indeed! Apart from having had to put up with a few minor discomforts like no water supply for 
a few days, the inconvenience of an on-going ash-invasion and a nagging anxiety about the 
underground fires, which will continue to smoulder for weeks, we are all fine. The beautiful 
Jonkershoek Valley however, will take a long time to recover and the sense of desolation and 
destruction overwhelms us at times. 

Throughout the three or four days that the Jonkershoek fire burned, there was remarkable 
collaboration between the various fire-fighting institutions and the Jonkershoek valley and 
wider Stellenbosch communities. Individuals, in particular, gave freely of their time and skills, 
preparing meals for the fire-fighting teams, assisting with the distribution of donated resources, 
communicating information, etc. It was remarkable to witness people getting along so well with 
one another in the crisis. The question one might ask is: why does it take a crisis for this to 
happen? 

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

 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
 
The Prayer Group meets in the church every Friday at 11h30 – 12h00.  
 
APRIL 
Wednesday 1 April Schools close - not really – it is just a April's fool joke on the kids 
Thursday 2 April Autism Awareness Day 
Thursday 2 April 19h30 Tenebrae Service  
Friday 3 April 09h30 Good Friday Service 
Sunday 5 April 07h00 Sunrise Service at the Starke's Farm, Muldersvlei   
 09h30 Communion Service at Church 
 No evening Service 
Monday 13 April Schools re open  
Wednesday 22 April Earth Day (www.earthday.org/) 
Monday 27 April Freedom Day 
Friday 1 May  Worker's Day 
 

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

http://www.earthday.org/

