Chris Venter’s association with the Congregational Church
Chris Venter grew up in a strictly Dutch Reformed family environment.  Unfortunately at the young age of seven years his father died and his mother remarried an Italian Roman-Catholic. His stepfather was a good man and looked well after Chris’s mother but he could not see his way clear in bringing up two small boys who were not Catholic. Chris’s mother refused to convert to the Catholic faith and it was finally decided that Chris and his brother should leave home and be sent to school in Pietermaritzburg.

In the early years Chris attended the DRC Sunday school at church but occasionally with a friend, attended services at the Pietermaritzburg Congregational Church.  Chris married his wife of 62 years, Vera in the Rosebank Union church, Johannesburg.  They were both active in the young people’s fellowship.  Chris was transferred to Vereeniging where they attended the church of the Nazarene.  (Independent from the Baptist and the DRC).  Five years later, Chris and Vera left the country after the Sharpeville incident took place.  They settled in Zimbabwe where Chris was offered a reasonable job.  In one of the morning papers, there was an advertisement inviting people to join a new Congregational Church in Bulawayo.  Chris phoned and accepted an invitation to join a group of others who answered to the advertisement.  Some from the UK, some from the USA and three South Africans.  (One from District 6 in Cape Town who eventually became the pianist of the church!).
Arrangements were made for the group to meet in the Red Cross hall in the city on Sunday evenings.  It was a young group and there were small children, all of which had to sleep on the back benches of the church during service.  From time to time the services were held in the London Missionary Society’s church at Hope Fountain.  The services were conducted by London Missionary Society missionaries and one minister, Rev Paul King, was assigned to look after the new city congregational church.  The members decided to build their own church. One of the members worked for the city council and they soon had a piece of land at a very special price. 

Chris remembered quite clearly that there was a firm making parquet flooring.  Chris went to the factory and managed to get sufficient wooden blocks for the church floors at an extremely reasonable price.  The blocks had to be stored for at least a year.  But soon the building started going up.  One of the members who became the church secretary was a very talented man (Eric Hoyle) who subsequently became mayor of Bulawayo.  Eric practically laid every brick in the building.  Others, including the ladies, joined in on lighter jobs such as painting etc.  A few months before the building was completed, Chris was transferred to Salisbury, now Harare.  As in the case of the church in Bulawayo, all members with cars automatically accepted to pick up those in the townships who had no transport.  Both the Bulawayo and the Harare church were well integrated and non-racial.  

After a number of years, Chris and Vera returned to South Africa.  On their arrival, they immediately made themselves known by visiting the manse where they met Rev Harvey Goldsmith who already had a letter about the Venter’s move, from Rev Thrusle (Salisbury Church).  He felt that as they were staying in the Western Suburbs at the time, Chris and Vera should join a new Congregational church which was being established in Sunridge Park.  They agreed and were one of the twelve foundation members of this church.  Unfortunately, there were differences between the church and the region and St David’s church decided to break away from the Congregational Union of South Africa.  

Chris and Vera decided to transfer their membership to the North End Congregational Church where the minister at the time was Rev Gerald Hawks.  Chris helped carried out a lot of physical work required at North End.  The windows of the church were renewed and the tall wall was built forming what is today known as the Blue Room. 
Later on, Chris and Vera left North End and joined Pearson Street UCCSA.  Soon after joining, Chris was elected as church secretary.  For short periods other members served as church secretary but somehow the job landed back with Chris.  He loved it.  Rev Gerald Hawks left North End Church to take up a position at a seminary in Alice.  Chris and Vera visited there very often where they also befriended some of the students which are now ministers in this region (Rev Damon Labans and Rev Naven Adonis).    Soon after Chris became the secretary, Rev Ron Steel made arrangements with Rev Sam Arends from the Bethesda church and Pearson Street church to have joint worship and social meetings.  This worked well and many friendships were made. The two churches tackled a joint venture in supporting a very poor farm work’s children’s school in Bracefield (Somerset East). On a regular basis groups went to Bracefield where they had fun with the staff and the scholars.  
During the time of Rev Doreen Carmichael at Pearson Street UCCSA, Chris was elected as representative of the church at the Algoa Regional Council.  One of the main events Chris remembers well was the establishment of the Regional Pastoral Review committee.  During one of the Regional Council meetings, Olive Bell of Whitehaven Church in England, visited the region as a representative of the council for world mission.  Chris befriended Olive and they agreed to meet for tea at Chris’s home the following Saturday afternoon.  Also invited to this tea were Rev Doreen Carmichael and one of our members, Beryl McGivern.  Doreen and Olive agreed to refer a possible link to the diaconate of the two churches.
Chris played a major roll in the restoration and maintenance of the building of Pearson Street UCCSA,  including importing beautiful plastic owls from Canada after a decision was taken to have the many pigeons nesting in the church buildings, shot.  Within a year or two, the pigeons found new homes elsewhere.   Chris also helped with the administration of the church by compiling various forms and lists for committees and members.  His door was and is still open to Bible Studies, Cell Groups, meetings and he served on every committee, except the Women’s Fellowship!  
Chris considered the following as highlights during his time in the Congregational Church:

· Being a faithful Christain,

· The establishment of the Bulawayo Congregational Church, Zimbabwe
· The strong connection between the Bulawayo Church and the London Missionary Society.

· His involvement at Hope Fountain Mission station and Inyati Mission Station – Zimbabwe,
· Involvement of the establishment of the St Davids Congregational Church, Sunridge Park.

· The restoration of the North End ( Middle Street ) UCCSA.

· Serving as Church Secretary faithfully and committed for over twenty years at Pearson Street and on almost all the committees.

· The appointment as church representative at the ARC, The Regional Pastoral View Committee and visits to several churches especially in church where things weren’t running smoothly.

· His commitment to provide Christian leadership and the mentoring role at Pearson Street Congregational Church

· The appointment of Life Deacon at Pearson Street.

· Chris enjoyed every aspect of the Congregational Church as he felt that it is run on the principles which gave him extreme satisfaction.

· The preparation and celebration of the Pearson Street Centenary.

Chris also acknowledges that whatever tasks he undertook, his wife Vera was fully behind him and supported him in every way possible.

