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INTERVIEW WITH NONTANDO MARGARET HAOEBE 

Marcia: Ok, Nontando, tell me a little about you . 

Nontando: My name is Nontando Margaret Hadebe . I am the oldest 

in a family of six children. Both my parents are 

professionals. I am thirty four years old and have 

got three sisters and two brothers. The y oungest in my 

family is seventeen years old . So, my parents produced 

six children . 

Marcia: 

Nontando: 

Marcia: 

Nontando: 

How is the relationship between you and your family? 

think as the oldest child, I have always been 

So 

as a 

responsible for my youngest brothers and sisters. 

grew up helping my mother with the children and 

result my mother and I are friends more than daughter 

and mother. I think that is the usual case with the 

oldest children. I also love my father and my parents 

relationship with each other is more of a friendship . 

I enjoy being with them and love them and my brothers 

and sisters. 

Would it be the same if a boy would be the first born, 

would he also need to help in the house or how is it in 

your culture? 

I think the boy would help 

don't think he would like 

carry the baby on the back . 

in a different way - I 

to do all the cooking or 

I think most probably, he 

would do things like gardening, shopping and carrying 

the children from one place to another. My brothers do 

cook at the moment, but I am not sure they would have 

been able to if they were the oldest . 
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t1.,._n::ia: 

Non t-:3.ndo: 

Tell me about your church . 

I am from a Roman Catholic home and this was my church 

until I was twenty years old. Thereafter I met a group 

of Christians, but before meeting them I had joined the 

Moral Rearmament Movement, which was a movement that 

the emphasised • ,3, life of righteousness eg telling 

truth, being unselfish etc. I was disillusioned with 

this organisation and it was then that I met this group 

of Christians, who took me to church where I heard the 

good news about Jesus Christ . I went and joined the 

Baptist Church and was baptised there. remained in 

that time that church for eight years. It was during 

that I felt 

service. 

the urge 

I was at 

to go in to full time Christian 

that time working f or the Supreme 

Court, firstly as a stenographer, then proceeded to be 

a Trust and Ta xing Officer in the Deceased Estates 

Depo:3.r tmen t and finally ended up being Head 

De par tmen t. I was 27 when reached the peak of 

of 

my 

career and it was at that same time that I responded to 

the cal 1 to full time Christian ministry. 

step was to come to South Africa in 1985 

yea.rs at the Rosebank. Bible College. 

My first 

for three 

After my 

completion in 1987, I retur-ned home and got involved in 

various Christian ministries. 

In my church my duties were assigned to Sunday school, 

women's Bible studies and Discipleship classes. The 

doctrine of the Baptist Church does not allow women to 

preach, so I could never preach. This meant that, the 

gift of preaching was never given to women. I was 

con f1J sed .,.nd disillusioned because I felt an inner 

contradiction, firstly here is God calling me to work. 

in His church, I go for training, then I am told that I 

cannot p r-each in the church' For me this was the 



turning point and r decided that I had enough of the 

church and theology and that I would rather go and work 

in industry and 

the oppor tu.n i ty 

commerce where I could at least have 

to fulfil my potential. The career I 

thought of was accounting because I do have accounting 

background . While I was busy planning to change the 

co1...lrse of my life forever, I received a call from a 

former lecturer of mine who was now in Pieter-maritzburg 

and lecturing in Ebsemsa . She called out of the blue 

to ask me to come ove r for a year. As I was not sur-e 

of the future, I ag reed to come and I was not sur-e what 

would happen to me after the year. Although I did some 

studies at Ebsemsa, I 

continuing Theological 

thefe were r-e levan t for-

struggled with the question of 

than this, I simply did 

studies because I did 

me, in fact I felt 

not want anything 

not f eel 

stronger 

to do with 

studying theology, arguing with churches about the role 

of women, my attitude was "if they don· t wa.n t me -

fine! I won't have anything to do ~"ith them either'." 

But as you can see, I am studying theology!! there has 

obviously been a change but the struggle is not over -

I honestly do not know what my place in the church is. 

Its strange, its like there is Someone out there who is 

determined to keep in the church - I guess its God and 

the church (especially the Baptist Church) has no place 

to exercise my "g ifts " . I am in a great for me 

di lemma. started going to the Anglican Church, so 

th,:l t I could simply get out of my church and get my 

thoughts together. Fortunately, they allow women 

priests but even here there is some confusion. 

myself "lost" in the fullest sense of the word. 

I find 

I find 

it difficult to express in any 

exists in my mind. 

language the chaos that 
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Marcia: 

Non ta.ndo : 

M-:Jn:ia: 

Nontando: 

And how was the reaction of your family when you made 

all these decisions? 

Ok . Initially when I decided to leave my job and go 

into full 

in time 

time 

and 

study they did not fully understand but 

because they too are Christians they 

1J.nder•5tood and supported me . In their own way both my 

pa r-ents have a.n inner knowledge that I am doing the 

right thing . In fact when I feel like giving up, which 

i s often, they always encourage me to stay on track . I 

owe my current study of theology to them. 

How was the reaction of your community or your church 

to your wanting to be more than just a Sunday 

school/women's worker? 

I think the reaction was more distant. First of all 

my studies here are the University, isolate me from my 

church, because they believe that such institutions 

teach and propagate liberal studies only . They have an 

"attitude" to any other training which is not in a 

Christian Seminary. Any attempt to discuss anything I 

have learnt, is met with fear and a refusal to e ngage 

in furthe r discussion. Its not like I go up there and 

be arrogant, but I try to drop in here and there some 

challenges but the reaction is still the same. I find 

the gap between us is growing but I hope this is only 

temporal and in time we will listen to each other . 

They simply will not accept any challenge to the Bib le , 

to challenge the Bible is similar to destroying their 

faith - I don't want to do that but then how do I 

remain faithful to what I have learnt at the 

University? 
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Ma1-cia: 

Nontando: 

Marcia: 

Nontando: 

Nontando: 

And what about your training, when did you start? 

I started at the Rosebank Bible College, which was an 

evangelical 

understanding 

school and 

of the Bible, 

gave me 

then I 

a particular-

came to Ebsemsa 
u..:¾-

which was liberal compared to Rosebank and now 1 am"the 

have been through th1-ee di ffe,-ent 

theological institutions, each with their own way of 

understanding the Christian faith and my responsibility 

is to try and reconcile these perspectives. I feel 

that it will take time for me to be a preacher because 

J have to sought out the confusion in my mind. 

Did yoL1 experience some segregation is the 

reaction of your colleagues to you or the reactions of 

other women to your studying of the Bible? 

You mean my friends at home7 

Yes and also in the University - what do they think of 

you as a woman studying theology? 

I think that the reaction that 1 get from all people 

when 

silence' 

tell them that 1 am studying theology is 

They do not know what to say afterwards, for 

them it does not make sense. They \~OU l d rather you 

studied something "useful" that would he l p YOLl to 

succef:'d in life . They also have stereotypes of the 

types of people \..:ho they think should study theology eg 

what they should we ar or how they should behave . 

simply am myself , I want them to know tha t I am a human 

being, not an angel or God . 

When it comes to the issue of me be ing a woman studying 

theology, the reactions vary. There are some who are 
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Marc.i a : 

Nontando: 

Marcia : 

Nontando : 

excited because they feel there is a n eed for more 

women ministry, others who have not encountered a woman 

minister- are confused and others think I am crazy. So 

I am always encountering different reactions and this 

is good because it forces me to keep thinking about why 

I am studying and what I hope to achieve . 

How is it 

it? 

in this department? How do you relate to 

This is my second year in the department and I have a 

good relationship with the staff - it would be nice to 

have mo1-e female staff. Turning to the content being 

taught ., a 1 though there is an emphasis on feminist 

theology - it is one of the sections in the course. 

This is the problem for Theological 

education to be truly non sexist, the contribution of 

women should appear on every l eve 1 , in every 

not as a separate extra but an integral part . 

course, 

In other-

words in every course the contribution of women should 

be on equal par with that of males and efforts should 

to ensure that the contribution of both is be made 

given equal representation. In addition, the 

commitment to the liberation of women should be part of 

the "pr-eferential option . " 

Hm-J is the r-elationship between what you ar-e studying 

and African culture? 

That·s an interesting question. Let me see how I can 

best ans1-,,er it. Firstly African culture is not like an 

orange ie it 

because it 

is not something that is easily definable 

is undergoing great transition. 

divisions within African society and the most 

There a1-e 

notable 

one is between the rural and u rban people. Even in the 
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Nontando: 

urban area there are those who are conforming more to 

western standards than others . There is no uniformity 

within Africans . African society is also 

disintegrating from within, our social problems are a 

reflection of this . Social problems like the high rate 

of divorce , the street children, the generation gap 

etc. . 

Man y people believe that there are 

call African such as "ubuntu" and 

Again this is a general statement . 

b,-ought up in a Cht-istian home 

things that one can 

"ancestra l wo,-ship." 

In my case, was 

and have not been 

involved in ancestral worship! There are many like me. 

Some other traditional p ,- a c t i c es l i k e polygamy e:dst 

but at home this is becoming less of a problem because 

brides are so expensive! 

Coming to the question of Christianity and African 

cu lture, the key to this is to let Africans interpret 

the Bible for themselves and work out this 

reconciliation. The Independent Chu rches are an 

e;<ample of hm..i such interp,-etations are done and hoi-i 

theology can become African. The problem lies when 

outsiders try to interpret African culture and 

interpret the Bible for Africans. 

You have already spoken a little about ministry . Tell 

me more about it, what are you feeling about it now. 

As l have already said, I am a confused person . Much 

of my confusion, l am discovering has to do with trying 

to fit myself in the traditional understanding o f 

ministry . The traditiona l understanding of what it is 

to be a minister is to stand in the pulpit and preach 
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Marcia: 

Nontando: 

the gospel, baptising, marrying and burying people. 

This does not "grip" me as a person, my understanding 

of ministry hinges around what Jesus said ''I have come 

that they might have life and have it more abLindantly" 

and Paul's teaching on the fact that each pe1-son has a 

gift l•ihich they must use, as part of their calling. 

For me ministry is to lead people to a place where they 

know themselves, their gjfts and can then proceed to 

fulfilling their potential. How this can be 

practically done is the challenge of ministry and it 

may incorporate traditional aspects but not necessarily 

- for new aspects can be brought in. 

l.Jhat do you feel about the church? 

I guess as a woman in my church (Baptist), t he ro l e of 

women is entrenched in 

which is controlled 

the constitution of the church, 

by the Wo r ld Body. I feel 

inca pable of fighting such a strong structure and to go 

deeper, I often wonder whether I would like to spend my 

life fighting with the church over this issue or 

should I rather spend my life in programmes that ensure 

the development of women. What I have in my dreams is 

an ongoing programme that monitors women's progress, 

that ensures that in all spheres starting from 

education, women are exposed to all the opportunities 

and can make choices in terms of their capabilities 

rather than gender ; that women be encouraged to take on 

positions that will ensure that in all spheres 

concerning nation building such as military, economic, 

health , environment etc they are present in the 

rightful capacity with power to make decisions as 

women, contributing to the nation only what women can 

contt·ibute and in this process of a total "invasion" of 

µower structures humanity which is equally female and 
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M"'1rcia: 

Nontando: 

Ma 1- c i a : 

Nontando: 

make would together work towards building this world to 

be a better place, especially Afr ica. You see, if we 

approach women's rights 

only harden 

like 

their society 1-.ii 11 

develop OL1r 

continent. 

own strategy, that 

Do you know any othe r ,.,,omen 

hearts. 

our men 

We need 

and 

to 

will liberate this 

who 

theology in your church or who wanted to work 

chur·ch? 

to stL1dy 

i n you1-

Yes , in fact one of my friends did her training in a 

Bible College a nd on completion was given Women's work 

to do - not preaching . She married a pastor and in a 

sense she is involved in ministry with her husband but 

cannot 

perhaps 

preach. I remember at one time 

that was the only way available 

feeling that 

to ma 1- 1-y a 

pastor and get involved in the ministry of a church . 

This limitation on 

chu1-ch, s belief that 

women in ministry 

the preaching 

is part of the 

of the gospel is 

man's work ordained by God. 

What can the women do, you worked before in the church 

also, what did you do? Did you wor-k fu11 time? 

worked par t-ti me in the church and part time in a 

Christian organisation . My church work as I sa id 

involved i,iomen · s 1-.Jo r k and discipleship tt·aini ng . I 

also ran a Bible class where I taught both vmmen and 

men . This was strange 

teach men but in church 

them and teach them. 

because in the class 

I could not s tand in 

could 

front of 

What was more confusing was the 

fact that l was told I had the gift of teaching, which 

is one of the apostolic male gifts. This teaching gift 

c ould not be used in the church because preachinq was 
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Marcia: 

Nontando : 

1'1ar c i a: 

for males . The whole thing for me was riddled with 

contradictions, and as I already mentioned these are 

some of the things that made me think of starting a new 

career in commerce . 

l just want to turn to feminist theology because it is 

one of those theologies like liberation theology that 

~re not recognised by the church. So to come with 

feminist theology to my church is to begin on a wrong 

footing altogether and as I said before the way of 

introducing feminist theology will have to be different 

from the western strategies, it has to come in a 

different way so that one day when they acknowledge the 

full rights of women in the church and this new 

theology (feminist in disguise) will be embraced as 

part of the teaching of the church . 

What do you feel about God, how is God for you? 

The fatherhood of God is not a problem for me because 

of my experience with my earthly father. I have a very 

good relationship with my father so this aspect of God 

has never been a problem. My problem has been with 

Jesus as a male. For me, prior to the understanding of 

how Jesus related to women in the Bible, I often 

struggled with relating to Jesus. This is because the 

males in my life apart from my father, did not seem to 

quite understand me and therefore transferred that to 

Chr i st , and it was worse with Him because He was 

outside my cLlltL1re and race . I struggled with this for 

a long time and its only recently as I have been 

exposed to teachings about Jesus and Women tha t I feel 

confident to express myself fully to Him . 

Is it easier today to be an indigenous clergy, to be a 
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Nontando: 

Marcia: 

black woman studying theology? 

Although society is changing, it is not difficult, as 

you can see churches are sending women students to 

study. On the other hand many men feel threatened by 

women's emancipation and want to hold on to power. 

Most males have found their security and identity in 

traditional roles and any threat to this status quo is 

not easily received. The gender issue is perceived as 

a threat by males but it is a process that they cannot 

control and which cannot be stopped. As female 

theologians our responsibilities are even greater for 

the church is the last stronghold of the male 

domination and they will fight to keep it that way. 

Our task as I already mentioned is to adopt a different 

strategy from the west, that will systematically 

introduce feminist theology until it becomes part of 

the theology of the church like salvation etc. 

Thank you Nontando . 

more? 

Would you like to say something 

Nontando : Thank you firstly for this interview because it helped 

to clarify my own mind and the direction that I am 

thinking . My last word is a repetition of what I have 

said before. We as African women need to take our 

context into mind when doing theology . Our issues 

though similar to the west, are different, we are 

dealing with a continent that is at the verge of 

economic, political and structural collapse. Our 

problems are of such a magnitude that we have no time 

to focus on small issues, we need to build up ourselves 

as women into a formidable force to be reckoned with -

invading all aspects of society, education, health, 

military etc and taking responsibilities, coming LIP 
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Marcia : 

Nontando: 

with our own voice to deal with the issues and problems 

of our continent. It will be a great day when half of 

the DAU delegates will be women and the talk would be 

on building up the continent through eliminating the 

military budgets, where the economic policies would 

rest on values that sustain humanity not the currency . 

Thank you very much. May God bless your struggle . 

Thank you. 
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