Hi All
The newsletter team has emerged from hibernation, if not quite from social isolation! In lieu of an
introduction I have written a “covid” poem, which is the theme permeating our letter.
After Tony’s message we greet friends old and new. Ursula and Howard are back! While Ursula
gives us the low-down on their journey home, we hear from Suzanne Opperman and family on
how they are getting on all the way over in Maryland. Ros Koch tells us about the successful mask
project that was completed in time for youth day and Malibongwe gives us his perspective on
matters.
Our letter concludes with a big thank you to all for their gifts and generosity in these times.
Can I just reiterate that any reflections, ideas and experiences are most welcome.
God bless
Jane van Wilgen

Communion Service Sunday 6 September 2020

We would love to hear from you!
How are you finding the online services?
Is there anyway we can do things better?
Would you like someone to make contact with
you?
Do you have a story to share with us?
Please contact us on:
office@unitedchurchstellenbosch.co.za
021 887 0495

Keep in Contact
Facebook
Youtube

Like me, you are probably tired of face-masks. I am tired of
them, but I am hugely thankful for mine too. It is a grubby
green thing which was brand new a few months ago, but is
showing signs of wear. Of course, I should be thankful that
there is a way of reducing the chance of infecting others if
I had the disease, and that no-one can see that I have not
shaved. Unfortunately, I do have to get out of my pyjamas
if I need to go out because no mask will hide those. But the
thing about my mask is that, as much as I might complain
about it, it is the only thing I have to complain about, which
is a very privileged place to be.
My brother-in-law will lose his job of 40 years due to staffcuts, while a friend has lost his mommy to Covid-19. Many,
who need comfort and care have been shut in alone and
children have gone without school, falling behind in their
education. Food insecurity is ever with us and day-workers
are limited in their ability to earn.
But in the middle of all this, my dear United Church family,
you have helped others who have to search a lot harder
than me for reasons to be thankful. What is more, is that
you have done it in ways which would seem beyond our
capacity to achieve, as a small-town church. The total
amount that has been donated by you to Covid relief is
R115 000. With this we have helped 85 families with food
insecurities to weather the worst of the crisis. We have
capacity for another two months of food parcels. Furthermore, we have collected and distributed what looked like
a ton of clothing and other winter goods, not to mention
the jars of soup.
The diverse nature of our congregation has put us in the
position that, instead of donating to third-party organisations to care on behalf of us, we have been able to help
families we know and love in the struggles of the Coronavirus lockdown, and the work has been done by our very
own elders.
Please do feel the weight of what you, as a friend and part
of Stellenbosch United, have participated in. As a gesture
of community and care we have worked together to show
each other the love which Jesus intended us to show. The
gratitude on behalf of the members of our church who
have struggled is immense, matched only by their testimony that this is the greatest sense of inclusion and welcome
that they have felt as part of our rainbow community. As
hard as it is for us to accept sometimes, know this: You are
part of a family which loves you and would give till it hurts
to see you through a crisis.
Give thanks to God for showing us again just what Jesus
died for.
Love

The fateful day comes and Cyril speaks
We’re going in lockdown for 3 whole weeks
“Stay at home, “ he says, “and wear your mask
I hope that isn’t too much to ask”.

But with a flat sea like that,
it’s an absolute guarantee
That each and every poacher will be
out in the sea!

It was all rather surreal and scary
And we were more than a little bit wary
However, I delighted in the quietness all around
When the call of birds was the only sound

With level three, all peace and quiet has gone
Our neighbours on each side are building on
And oh my goodness, oh my deario
Cement mixers are going in stereo!

And while I sit in comfort, considering my day
For those on the flats there is no easy way
Large families clustered in a one-roomed shack
With no running water,
shared toilet out the back
Keeping social distance here,
it’s plain for all to see
Is truly an impossibility
How our inequalities have been laid bare
By this dastardly covid -19 affair

I know that the economy needs to thrive
But I do miss the stillness of level five When nature was given a brief respite
To do it’s own thing, both day and night
The weather too has been contrary
From mellow and mild to downright hairy

Conversations with my siblings
went along the line
Of lamenting our diminishing stocks of wine
How happy we were when they lifted the ban
As off to the liquor store we ran
Yet much of the land’s evils are alcohol related
As the abuse of the vulnerable continues
unabated
And what is at the heart of all the ruction
That is causing all this wanton destruction?
Why are people destroying and burning
The very things we need for transport and
learning?
And here’s another joker I never did think I’d back a smoker!
When Tito said, “We need more money!!”
Dlamini simply said,”Ag nee, jy kannie!”
While the nation’s going hungry,
beleaguered SAA
Continues to drain our our billions away
Have they something on Cyril I want to know
Why oh why can’t he just let it go?

And yet throughout this turmoil,
job losses and despair
We have witnessed new innovations
everywhere
The lock down keeps extending and
things are really tough
And I think that the nation has had enough
An Afrikaans word starting with the letter “g”
Describes this most succinctly!
Throw caution to the wind? Go out and play?
Or wait it out patiently till they say it’s OK?
The cocktail of emotions flowing
through every vein
Is mighty confusing and driving me insane
So, come on! Zap me,
let’s get it over and done with
I have a life I want to get on with!
But that probably isn’t the greatest advice
The virus, I understand, is not very nice
I have taken so long to write down this poem
That we’ve now had a ‘rona alert in our home.
So we are off to the doctor to have a test
To fail this one I think is best!
It sure is scary- this disease unknown!
Jane van Wilgen

Come level 4 and folks are stepping out
And there is so much more traffic about
I stand on the dune and look over the bay
The ocean calm and blue–
it’s a peach of a day

On July 2nd, after spending five and a half years in Austria, Howard and I boarded a KLM flight
from Schiphol to Cape Town. On this occasion we were not on a return ticket. We were travelling
back to our home in Stellenbosch. The journey was not uncomplicated, as these repatriation
flights are only made available at the eleventh hour. You have to be packed and ready to go.
Working as we were with the SA consulate in Vienna, we knew that official government quarantine was non-negotiable and we had adjusted our mindset accordingly. It became the symbol
of the transition we were making. In our case we were truly isolated, but mercifully not for the forty days(!) alluded to in the word “quarantine”, a measure first imposed by Italian ports to prevent
the spread of the plague. It’s not a new idea.
Today is Wednesday, day twelve of our Park Inn stay. We are in a bubble. Nobody enters the
room and all our daily needs are delivered to the chair sitting outside the door and announced
with a knock: meals, fresh towels, tea and coffee supplies, even the sim cards we managed to
have delivered from a local Vodacom store. Then there is the daily medical check, which takes
place on the threshold and involves a cursory temperature check and a few bland questions.
Bland they may be, but questions requiring
digital answers always make me a tad nervous
in case I mistakenly give the polar opposite of what I intend.
The bubble that we experienced burst open on day 14. I found myself strangely fearful, stepping
out into a new phase of life with an overwhelming number of things to do and decisions to make.
Howard, as ever, rejoiced in the moment and plunged into action. I couldn’t help but think what
it must be like to be released from prison after an extended sentence. To walk out the prison
gates, to feel uncertain where to go, how to live, to be scared of responsibility, to be scared of
decision making. As I write this, we are back in our Thierry St home after a hectic two weeks of
painting, maintenance and shopping. I still feel ungrounded, uncertain of the new parameters,
not sure how adaptable I really am. My conscious response is to return to the metrical psalms of
my Scottish childhood and especially Psalm 121. The tune in my mind is Dundee, the birthplace
of my father.
I to the hills will lift mine eyes,
from whence doth come mine aid.
My safety cometh from the Lord,
who heav’n and earth hath made.
Ursula Reader
August 2020

As we reach the peak of COVID transmission, no one should have to struggle between choosing
to use funds for food or facemasks. Early on in lockdown, we put a ‘call out’ to the Church for
help, either to make masks or to donate money for the purpose of producing masks. Immediately, I received offers of assistance from Tilda Schoonwinkel and Annette Evans who, in spite of limited access to suppliers, managed
to make a plan. With just a few discussions on the best designs and fabrics to
use, the ladies were on their way. (Amidst tight restrictions on movement,
Annette’s son Dylan even couriered a pack of masks on his motorbike
through to Stellenbosch!). After our first drop, feedback from Mzwabantu
and Malibongwe, our Outreach team in Kayamandi, alerted us to the growing need for masks as people began to understand the importance of wearing them not just to protect themselves but also to protect others. Corlia
Richardson then joined the team and, with the help of a friend, contributed
a huge pack of masks of various sizes, in time for delivery on Youth Day.
We are so grateful for those of you who responded to our call, as well as
those who have donated money to boost the production of extra masks. This extra funding has
meant that, as regulations have eased, we’ve not only been able to provide masks to adults but
also to other members of their familes. Now that Early Childhood Development (ECD) facilities
have been allowed to re-open, the Church has also been able to fund the production of 100
toddlers’ masks. And, although children are less susceptible to COVID-19, all of them need to be
adequately protected so that they do not carry the virus back into their communities where
there are vulnerable members such as grandparents or family members with co-morbidities.
The ‘Ask for a Mask’ campaign has not only highlighted the ability of the Church to unite and
come together, but also highlighted new ways in which we can help our
community, especially its most vulnerable, our children, most of whom live
in households shackled by intergenerational poverty. Creating an environment that enables strong foundations for its youngest citizens is quite
possibly the most impactful long-term investment a church can make.
Children who feel loved and protected, receive good healthcare and
nutritious food, and who are given opportunities that spark their ability to
learn, are able to build strong foundations for life. However, the new regulations from the Department of Social Development are very detailed
and precise but unaffordable for most. Many ECD centres will either
not open at all or open without the required PPE in place, the budget
for which extends well beyond the cost of making masks. But the cost
to Society of crèches closing their doors permanently is much, much
bigger.
If you’d like to find out more or if you’d like to support in helping
crèches in our community to re-open, please do get in touch with
me.
Ros
rcjkoch@gmail.com
084 7168328

Hello to our SUC family! The last time I wrote something for the newsletter, we Kemps had just moved to Washington, D.C, and we were looking forward to a year of exploring our new country, and welcoming various friends and relatives to our new home in Chevy Chase, Maryland
(about 5 minutes’ drive from D.C.). Well, as the adage goes, the bestlaid plans of mice and men often go awry!

Over the past six months, we had to adjust not only to life in a new
country, but to life in the time of Corona as well. However, we are very
fortunate to find ourselves in a low-risk state, and rather than a complete lockdown we were given a “stay-at-home directive” by Maryland’s governor. Therefore,
we were still allowed to go outside to exercise. The restaurants and stores were all closed for two
or three months, but, this being America, we could still have pretty much everything delivered to
our front door at any time. It was, in comparison to the harsh lockdown measures you all had to
deal with in SA, not that terrible…although, we did feel a little stir crazy not being able to meet
new people and with nowhere to go!
Over the past two months or so, the stores and restaurants in our neighborhood have started
opening (with strict safety measures in place), and the museums are starting to open one by one
(yay!). Best of all, the playpark about three minutes’ walk from our home is open again, and
we’ve met some lovely young families with little ones there. Harri, like most people, is still working
from home, but the kids and I don’t mind that at all! : )
As everyone knows, the COVID situation in the US remains worrisome (and the current leadership
certainly isn’t making it better!). We are very lucky to find ourselves in a neighborhood where
most people are conscientious enough to wear their masks when necessary and to adhere to
social distancing protocols.
While we have settled in nicely and really enjoy living in Maryland, we miss our beautiful country
and all our loved ones more than we can say. We are hoping against all hope that we can
make it back to SA for my brother-in-law’s wedding in April! Our hearts also go out to everyone
who has lost friends and family to this terrible virus, and to the many, many people in SA whose
livelihoods are being threatened by the severe measures taken by the government. We pray
that this, too, will come to pass and that we will all come out stronger on the other side!
With much love,
Suzanne, Harri, Lewin and Sylvie

The advent of COVID-19 introduced us to a time of unexpected change. One of the changes it
brought was working from home. Working from home is experienced differently by people with
no children or those with older children to those with little children. I have two girls, a five-year-old
and a two year old who are greatly demanding. The experience is overwhelming; on the one
hand it presented an opportunity to be around them and to begin to notice things that you
generally miss if you were office bound. On the other hand, like any children, they demand
around-the-clock attention … and parenting while juggling zoom meetings, never-ending e-mails
and tight deadlines is no joke.
This experience may also be different for someone who has a bigger house with a separate office. For me, it meant converting my
bedroom into an office during the day. Sometimes I would manage to hide (lock myself up) or work in the car and they would assume that both Bulelwa and I went to work, until one of us had a
meeting and then they would realize that we are at home! Locking
myself in my bedroom as I work didn’t work much because now
and then one of them would come and knock persistently, asking
to come in and show me this “thing” and promising not to be long
(yeah right!). Even worse, if Bulelwa and I happened to have a
meeting at the same time, one of us had to leave the room. This,
however, was short-lived before the girls realized that they should
check daily if we truly are at home by knocking at door of the
room. I even had to use my car to record sermons and prayers to
be shared with the congregants in Kayamandi!
We tried to introduce a rhythm from the start, especially when the
pre-school was sending work for the 5 year old but it didn’t help much. We have, however,
benefitted a lot in all of this, because we got to spend more time with our children. The biggest
beneficiary is our two year old who has a ‘play buddy’ in her sister now. Before lockdown, the
five year old would be at school until I came home from work, so the two year old would be
home alone most of the time. She had the TV all to herself and listened to channel 323 religiously.
She could sing all the songs and do all the dance moves. To compensate for the disturbance,
she has since gotten very close to her sister even though at the beginning they fought a lot.
So now we get targeted by those two, who demand for us to stop working and take a drive around the neighbourhood during the course of
the day, so they can get out of
the yard. It has been trying
times for us bringing up a mixture of emotions. We are grateful that none of us has been infected with the virus, especially
as I am an essential worker, setting up systems for food distribution both at work and at
church. Our children have also somehow been spared of
flu or illness that they usually get during the winter season.
Malibongwe Gwele

South Africa went into lockdown at midnight on 26 March 2020, a decision that was based on a
global consensus to slow the rate of infection of Covid-19. This meant that an enormous amount
of economic activity has halted. The effect on the economy has been and will be enormous. This
meant that a lot of people have had no income, some had their income reduced and some lost
their jobs, a sustained decline in the livelihoods of the poor.
Immediately government introduced three channels of social protection to safeguard livelihoods: social insurance (Temporary Employer-Employee Relief Scheme), grants, and localised
social relief efforts.
Community based organisations, including faith-based organisations and NGOs,
also displayed incredible agility in reaching out while some churches contributed money food distribution through Community projects. Stellenbosch United
chose to raise money and distribute food to those who were in need.
Through this initiative, the congregation has reached about 85 households a
month (250 households in the last quarter). Apart from the 25 households who
were part of our regular monthly food distribution, 60 were added, emerging
out of the corona virus crisis. Each household that benefitted had on average
4 members. The majority are women and single parents who have lost their
income. Some are working as domestic workers, others are in the restaurant
industry. With the economy moving to level 2, some have resumed work on
reduced hours. This may not change for the next few months.
One of the single mothers expressed it this way:

Another beneficiary said:

Another one had this to say:

Beneficiary number 4 shared how the parcel helped other people, she said:

There are a number of messages received but we can’t share all of them here. Most did share
with us that they shared the parcels with their neighbours. The reach of these parcels is immeasurable. Listening to all the voice notes and messages sent made me so emotional. I wish there
was a way to share that with you. Clearly while there is light for some, for others it is still very dark.
An article sharing the findings of a research project paints the picture we are all facing this way:
“our research shows that the country cannot let up on any of the three channels of social protection if it’s going to stave off mass, chronic hunger. Failure to do so could deepen an emerging
humanitarian crisis and hamper economic recovery”.
There is no doubt that the humanitarian crisis will get worse in the next few months and the
means are not always enough to meet the need. Sadly, the situation is made worse by structures
and systems that perpetuate systemic racism, violence and inequality, and a patronage system
that increase corruption and greed.
Within the confines of our limited resources,
the church as a body is challenged to work
to create a more just and fairer South Africa.
We need to speak for those who cannot
speak. That is advocacy. We must act for
those who have been silenced and
removed, That is agency. This action requires
that we continue to search for sustainable
solutions to our problems. An economic
recovery requires everyone to play their part.
It requires a change in behaviour and
attitude.

