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Abstract	

This article examines the influence of Azusa Street Revival in the early developments 
of the Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) of South Africa. The link between AFM and Azu-
sa Street Revival came through the American Missionaries, John G Lake and Thomas 
Hezmalhach who prior to their trip to South Africa had contact with William Seymour 
of the Azusa Street Revival, Los Angeles. Azusa Street Revival was characterised by 
Spirit baptism with the evidence of speaking in other tongues and non-racialism. 
Upon their arrival in South Africa, John G Lake and Thomas Hezmalhach influenced 
African Pentecostal like Elias Letwaba. They used Central Tabernacle Congregation 
as a place of fellowship. Meetings in this congregation were characterised by similar 
acts to what happened at Azusa Street Revival, Los Angeles.  The article argues that 
the services hosted by American missionaries were characterised by Pentecostal 
experiences and non-racialism. This article concludes that the main impact of Azusa 
Street Revival in the early developments of the AFM of South Africa was its ability to 
unite people beyond their differences of race, gender, age and color and Pentecostal 
experiences.  

1.	 Introduction 
This article demonstrates the influence of Azusa Street Revival in the early devel-
opments of the Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) of South Africa. This will be done 
by studying the Azusa Street Revival in context, the role played by William Sey-
mour and the characteristics of the Revival. The article also studies the influence 
of Azusa Street Revival on the pioneers of Pentecostalism in South Africa, John 
G Lake and Thomas Hezmalhalch, African Pentecostal like Elias Letwaba and the 
Central Tabernacle Congregation. The purpose of this article is to demonstrate 
that the main impact of Azusa Street Revival in the early developments of the AFM 
of South Africa was its ability to unite people beyond their differences of race, 
gender, colour, age and others in a hostile political environment and Pentecostal 
experiences. 

1	 Dr Solomon Kgatle is a research associate of Prof Dr Ernest van Eck in the Department of New Testa-
ment Studies, University of Pretoria. He can be contacted at kgatles@yahoo.com



322� Mookgo Solomon Kgatla﻿Missionalia 44-3 Kgatla

2.	 Azusa Street Revival in American context
2.1	William Seymour

William Joseph Seymour was born on May 2, 1870, in Centerville, Louisiana. His 
parents were released slaves who used to work on the cotton plantations in the 
south of the United States. Seymour was raised in a Baptist church, but when he 
took up a job as a waiter in Indianapolis, Indiana, he became a member of the 
Black Methodist Episcopal Church. When he moved to Cincinnati, Ohio, he joined 
the Evening Light Saints church, which was in the holiness fold. Again, when he 
moved to Houston, Texas, in pursuit of his family, he became associated with a 
Black Holiness Church which had a woman, Lucy Farrow, as pastor (Lapoorta 
1996:29). 

William Joseph Seymour became a student at Parham’s Bible School in Houston. 
It was at this school where he was taught about the initial evidence doctrine, by 
Parham. Although he did not experience the baptism of the Holy Spirit in Houston, 
he firmly believed that it was a necessity for every believer and those who spoke 
in tongues evidenced outward manifestation thereof (see Lapoorta 1996:29). The 
twentieth century Pentecostal Movement in America originated from the womb of 
Black religious experience. It was through Azusa Street in Los Angeles in 1906 to 
the world that the Pentecostal Movement has ushered in the era of the Holy Spirit 
(Lovett 1972:42). 

William Seymour, a Black Holiness preacher and a student of Parham (a White 
man) in Houston, carried the new message to Los Angeles and became one of the 
key leaders in the Pentecostal revival, which occurred in a former African Methodist 
Episcopal church in Azusa Street (McGee 1988:58). William Seymour’s religious 
experiences represent a consistent merging of African and new world components 
which persisted in precisely those churches which are closest to the Black masses. 
The central place of such experiences and encounters is Azusa Street in Los Angeles 
(Poewe 1988:145).

He assured followers that if they prayed for weeks with sufficient earnestness, 
God was ready to send a new Pentecost. Like the miraculous event described in 
Acts, this latter-day outpouring of the Spirit would be demonstrated with tongues of 
flame, healing, speaking in tongues, and other signs and wonders (Cox 1995:37). 
At Azusa, Blacks, Whites, Hispanics, and Europeans met and worshiped together. 
They crossed formerly impossible cultural lines. Although the success of the re-
vival was short-lived, we still enjoy its fruits. Today, Azusa remains a common word 
within God‘s household (Liardon 1996:125).

William Seymour endorsed tongues to be a sure sign of the baptism in the Holy 
Spirit. He also found that speaking in tongues alone was an insufficient sign. Seymour 
discovered that some White people could speak in tongues and continue to treat peo-
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ple of colour as inferior to them (De Kock 2000:109). While speaking in tongues 
could serve as evidence of the baptism in the Holy Spirit even as initial evidence, it was 
not considered absolute evidence. Seymour believed that tongues accompanied by the 
dissolution of racial barriers were the indisputable sign of the Holy Spirit.

In the years between 1906 and 1909 the Azusa Street Mission became the focus 
of attention of thousands of people around the world. Stories of what was hap-
pening were carried in both secular and Christian press and much of it not very 
complimentary. So if anyone deserves the right to be recognised as the founder of 
modern day Pentecostalism it must be William Seymour. It was his vision, leader-
ship, teaching and drive which kept the movement on track (Letson 2007:114). 

He summed up the evangelistic and missionary focus and impact of his work 
during the first decade of its existence. He viewed the purpose of the mission, in-
deed, of the ‘Apostolic Faith’ people as a whole, as evangelisation of the entire 
world. During that decade (1906-1915), Seymour had witnessed the teachings of 
the ‘Apostolic Faith’ including the call to personal repentance and faith, the pur-
suit of personal and corporate holiness, and the acceptance of power for ministry 
through the baptism in the Holy Spirit (Robeck 2007:78). 

William Seymour preached a message which highlighted the empowerment of 
Spirit baptism as the necessary force by which a new type of community where 
race, gender and ethnicity would not be categories of division (Klaus 2007:40). 
This multicultural perspective can be summarised as focusing on a new community 
of justice and equity. The anticipation and participation in this new community as a 
full member certainly could be viewed as a liberating experience by any definition. 

In addition, Afro-Pentecostal rituals permit and promote participation with vari-
eties of experiences, perceptions, movements, styles, roles, gifts and talents. There 
is something for anyone and everyone to do (Leatherman 2008:918). The hesitant 
and insecure are most encouraged when they take the risk to participate. Invitation 
to personal action, whether building a habitat for humanity house or Afro-Pentecos-
tal worship, encourages participation. The name of William Seymour, an unlettered 
Black minister with vision in only one eye, is central to the historic events of Azusa 
Street (Khathide 2010:61). 

2.2	Characteristics of Azusa Street Revival

Azusa Street Revival is a Pentecostal revival meeting that happened in 1906, United 
States of America, Los Angeles. The revival which was led by an African American, 
William J Seymour was characterised by Spirit baptism with the evidence of speak-
ing in other tongues, miracles and other spiritual experiences. The revival attracted 
people in the United States of America and the world. Azusa Street Revival lasted for 
more than eight years from 1906 until 1915. 
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The Azusa Street Revival according to Omenyo (2006:247) was significant in many 
respects: First, it was second to none in terms of its reach and the depth of its influ-
ence both in the United States and abroad. This consequently led to the emergence of 
several centres of Pentecostalism in cities throughout the United States. It thus pro-
duced many Pentecostal denominations. Second, and more significant, is the unprec-
edented number of missionaries that the Azusa Street Revival produced. Within five 
months of the birth of this movement, thirty-eight missionaries had gone out from 
Azusa. In only two years it had spread to over fifty nations worldwide. The nations 
include China, India, Japan, the Philippines, South Africa, the Middle East and Liberia. 

Azusa Street Revival was anticipated for a long time Azusa Street. It claimed to 
be the definitive formula and a sure beginning of the end-time revival. Azusa Street 
fulfilled all revival hopes that were transmitted through the missionary (Bergunder 
2007:65). Azusa became the central mythic event for early Pentecostals because 
they perceived it to be the location where God initiated an eschatological plan for 
the restoration of the church (Creech 1996:407).

Azusa Street prayer meetings were begun and before long, wonderful scenes 
took place. There were prostrations, strong crying unto God, weeping and manifes-
tations of joy. Most notable of all, those who were filled with the Holy Spirit experi-
enced physical manipulation of face and body and the final exercise of speaking in 
tongues as the Spirit of God gave utterance (McDonnell 1996:610). The Pentecostal 
experiences in Azusa are similar to the ones in the book of Acts 2. These Pente-
costals believed the cornerstone of this restoration was the duplication of the first 
Pentecost. Azusa was signified by the re-enactment of the Apostle’s experiences 
recorded in Acts 2. It was signified by the baptism of the Holy Spirit accompanied 
by speaking in tongues. 

The Azusa Street Revival came to symbolise early Pentecostal’s theological as-
sumptions and especially their eschatological hopes. As a symbolic point of origin, 
Azusa offered theological and historical meaning for the Pentecostal experience 
and the movement itself. Azusa Street went global from the very start and began to 
channel their message through the vast international evangelical and missionary 
network that was receptive to revivals.

At Azusa Street Mission a more symbolic correlation began to emerge alongside 
their more inclusive understanding of the results of Spirit baptism. The ability to 
speak in tongues was understood as an avenue of praise to God that symbolised the 
heavenly praise that would soon be instituted in the rapture. The idea of tongues as 
a private prayer language also began to emerge in Apostolic Faith as a symbol of a 
direct communion with God reminiscent of Parham’s notion of ‘the anointing that 
abides’. Speaking in tongues was increasingly seen as an experience that in differ-
ent ways symbolised the many varied blessings and benefits of Spirit baptism testi-
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fied to by people at Azusa Street (Friesen 2009:52). The subsequent meetings that 
were held in the former Methodist church at 312 Azusa Street in Los Angeles have 
consequently come to be referred as Azusa Street Revivals (Machingura 2011:16). 
The Azusa Street Revival had two main characteristics, the Pentecostal experiences 
and non-racialism. 

3.	 The political situation in South Africa before the arrival of John 
G Lake and Thomas Hezmalach

The political situation in South Africa just before the arrival of the American mis-
sionaries, John G Lake and Thomas Hezmalach was very tense. It was a situation of 
the Anglo-Boer wars. The first Anglo-Boer (1880-1881) is also known as the first 
Transvaal war of independence because the conflict arose between the British colon-
isers and the Boers from the Transvaal republic. According to Morgan 2002:1) it was 
caused by the expansion of the British empire, problems within the Transvaal govern-
ment, the British annexation of the Transvaal and the Boer opposition to British rule.

The second Anglo-Boer war (1899-1902) was caused by the political ideologies 
of imperialism and the republicanism, the discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand, 
tension between political leaders, the Jameson Raid and the Uitlander franchise 
(Ross 2006:1). During the immediate post-war years the British focussed their 
attention on rebuilding the country, in particular the mining industry. By 1907 the 
mines of the Witwatersrand produced almost one-third of the world’s annual gold 
production. The Afrikaners found themselves in the ignominious position of poor 
farmers. The Blacks and the coloureds remained marginalised in society. The Brit-
ish High Commissioner Lord Alfred Milner introduced “segregation” also known as 
apartheid in South Africa (South African history online 2011).

Segregation denotes a complex amalgamation of political, ideological and ad-
ministrative strategies designed to maintain and entrench White supremacy at every 
level. It was elaborated in the context of South Africa’s experience of rapid indus-
trialisation and was intended to defend the prevailing social order from the threat 
posed by the growth of a potentially militant African proletariat. As an ideological 
justification of political inequality, segregation was founded on a dual principle that 
first, was the recognition of an African’s right to land ownership which was condi-
tional on the sacrifice of their claims for common citizenship. Second, that Africans 
were the wards of their White ‘trustees’, under whose benevolent guidance they 
would be encouraged to develop autonomously (Dubow 1989:1).

Racial segregation was an economic policy for societal advantage through politi-
cal, ideological and administrative strategies. Sibeko and Haddad (1997:84) adds 
that the system of apartheid guaranteed that political, economic, and cultural power 
was controlled by the White minority. Social deprivation was heightened even fur-
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ther by the policy of separate development resulting in the forced removal of mil-
lions of people from their homes. A restrictive urbanisation policy directed towards 
African people, implemented through pass laws and influx control measures. 

Through the vein of religion, for example, the apartheid system in South Africa 
enabled Whites to establish superiority in a land where they were, in fact, the mi-
nority. Through the system, Whites would come to possess eighty seven percent of 
South Africa’s land and wealth, leaving the Black African population a diminutive 
thirteen percent. This system of classification proved economically beneficial for 
Whites (Howard 2006:143). As indicated earlier, Africans were a majority and as 
a result they could not be marginalised without segregation. The purpose of racial 
segregation was to divide the African majority into ethnic groups and to channel 
African political and economic aspirations towards the bantu-stands which would 
be the ‘homelands’ for those ethnic groups. A further purpose was to deprive all 
Africans of South African citizenship thereby turning African workers in White areas 
into ‘foreign’ visitors (Maylam 2001:195). 

Although segregation was predicated on perceptions of racial difference and was 
developed in the aftermath of colonial conquest, South African segregation was not 
just racial subordination. Its underlying principle was the enforced separation, not 
just subordination, of Blacks and Whites in the spheres of work, residence and gov-
ernment (Worden 2012:80). Racial segregation was reinforced by the increasing 
institutionalisation of apartheid policies. This was especially so after the gazetting 
of the so-called ‘church clause’ of the Native Laws Amendment Bill in 1957, which 
attempted to force racial segregation by restricting ‘Black’ people from attending 
services in designated White‘ residential areas (Czegledy 2008:289).

4.	 The important role players in the AFM of South Africa
4.1	John G Lake and Thomas Hezmalach 

The Azusa Street Revival had an influence on the founders of the AFM of South Africa, 
John G Lake and Thomas Hezmalhach. While John G Lake was busy conducting a gos-
pel campaign in North Western Illinois, he felt the deep burning urge to come to South 
Africa with the intention of preaching the gospel (Lapoorta 1996:49). The American 
missionaries had no organisation behind them, and had only been able to buy one way 
tickets due to the last moment generosity of a friend (Maxwell 1999:246). 

In January of 1908, Lake began to pray for the needed finances to take the Africa 
trip. Thomas Hezmalhalch joined him, and they determined the trip would cost two 
thousand United States Dollars. Exactly four days later, they received the money 
for the trip. In April of 1908, the group left for Africa. The team was made up of 
Lake, Jennie his wife, their seven children, Thomas Hezmalhalch, and three of his 
companions. 
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This demonstrates that the missionary team that God had sent to Africa was 
a team of faith and determination. They did not rely on their own strength and 
might but only on the provisions of the Lord. These American missionaries were 
also ready to give up their comfort zone in order to follow the calling of God in 
their lives. They showed a strong characteristic of leadership ‘sacrifice’. They were 
not self-centred and did not run after positions. They discovered that ‘Zion’ taught 
immersion and divine healing, but not Pentecost. Meetings were first conducted 
in conjunction with the Apostolic Faith Church in Zion as the Christian Catholic 
Church as it was known in South Africa at that time (Hollenweger 1972:120). 

John G Lake and other American Pentecostal missionaries to South Africa re-
ceived the teaching of ‘Spirit baptism’ at Azusa Street. Lake visited Azusa Street on 
several occasions and he described Seymour as having ‘more of God in his life 
than any man he had ever met up to that time’. The relationship between Lake 
and Seymour was a concrete one. It appears that Seymour was a ‘spiritual father’ 
to Lake and multitudes of Pentecostals. Lake revisited Azusa Street on at least 
one occasion to report to Seymour about what was happening in South Africa 
(Anderson 1996:117). Lake and Seymour maintained contact with each other 
and they shared their experiences even after Lake returned from South Africa 
(Lapoorta 1996:23). 

John G Lake and Thomas Hezmalhalch were influenced by Pentecostalism of 
the Apostolic Faith Church through Azusa Street, Los Angeles where the outpour-
ings of the Holy Spirit took place (Oosthuizen 1987:11). Lake was acquainted with 
Seymour. Both Thomas Hezmalhalch and John G Lake visited William Seymour in 
Azusa Street (Roy 2000:121). It means that John G Lake and Thomas Hezmalhalch 
did not only come to South Africa as independent ministers, but also came with the 
Azusa Street Revival influence.

In addition, the arrival of John G Lake and Thomas Hezmalhalch influenced the 
founding of the AFM and other churches as well. According to Fatokun (2005:163) 
John G Lake began to spread the Pentecostal message throughout the nation. This 
enterprise resulted in the founding of two large influential and Pentecostal church-
es in South Africa ‘Apostolic Faith Mission’ in 1910 and ‘Zion Christian Church’

The main missionary leaders continued to work together and shared responsi-
bilities. When John G Lake and Thomas Hezmalhalch started Pentecostal work in 
South Africa, they worked as a team of equals. After localising the work at the Bree 
Street Tabernacle, they acted as co-ministers of that congregation. The first set of 
minutes from a meeting of those early workers was dated 17 September 1908. In 
the months following, meetings were regularly held two or three times a month. It 
is noteworthy that no leader or president was appointed at this stage. Hezmalhalch’s 
name would appear first in the list of those present (Burger & Nel 2008:35).
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John G Lake spent the rest of 1910-1912 ministering healing as he prayed for the 
sick. Great miracles were performed that still affect Africa today. Lake and his con-
gregation regularly published a newsletter that was mailed to thousands of people. 
Before they were mailed, church members would lay hands on them and pray that 
the pieces of literature would be filled with God‘s Spirit. They believed the power of 
God would anoint the newsletter‘s paper, just as it occurred with the handkerchiefs 
of Paul. As a result, thousands of letters would pour in from all parts of the world, 
stating how the Spirit of God came upon the recipients as they opened the paper 
(Clark 2012:3).

In short, John G Lake and Thomas Hezmalhalch together with their team came 
in 1908 to South Africa with the Azusa Street Revival influence through William 
Seymour. They came to South Africa by faith without any support from a missionary 
organisation to support their missionary work in Africa. When they arrived they 
conducted services in Doornfontein Zionist Church but soon moved to Bree Street 
Central Congregation also belonging to the Zionist movement. The two leaders con-
tinued to work together and sharing responsibilities until their departure back to 
the United States.

4.2	Elias Letwaba 

The azusa street revival had an influence on the African Pentecostal Elias Letwaba. 
Letwaba was one of the first African Pentecostals in South Africa and quite influen-
tial. He was mentioned in the Executive Council minutes of the AFM of South Africa 
in February 1909 and considered to be one of the most outstanding Black leaders 
in the history of the AFM of South Africa. Letwaba was born in the former Northern 
Transvaal (now Limpopo Province) around 1870, after his mother had received a 
remarkable revelation about his future. His father, an Ndebele Christian, did not 
allow his son to attend the customary initiation school and Letwaba was raised in a 
Christian environment. At the age of fourteen he rescued a man from drowning in 
a river and he felt called by God to rescue men and women out of the black river of 
sin and death (Anderson 1996:125). 

Elias Letwaba was a respected minister in the church at the time he met John G 
Lake at the beginning of 1909. Letwaba was so impressed by the miracles of God’s 
power that he decided to stay with Lake in his home to learn from him. He ac-
companied Lake on his journey to Bloemfontein and received the Pentecostal ‘bap-
tism’ there in February 1909. Embarking on an evangelistic tour of the Northern 
Transvaal, his home province, he walked many hundreds of miles, preaching the 
gospel of salvation, healing and baptism of the Holy Spirit. His teachings were the 
main fundamental teachings of the Pentecostal Movement. One of the highlights of 
Letwaba’s achievements was the establishment in 1930 of the Patmos Bible School, 
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the first theological training facility for Blacks in the AFM of South Africa (Roy 
2000:122).

Burger and Nel (2008:386) highlights the fact that in spite of political and eco-
nomic difficulties pastor Elias Letwaba, the Black overseer of Northern Transvaal, 
was able to fulfil Bible education without financial guarantees. His ‘Black’ Bible 
School paved the way for the development of a Pentecostal theological educational 
institute with roots in Africa. His faith and determination made him the pioneer of 
theological education in the AFM, being the principal of the first Bible School. In 
addition to the Patmos Bible School, a primary school with 150 pupils was estab-
lished next to the Bible School. 

Elias Letwaba was one of the first Black leaders of the AFM of South Africa, a 
man whose ministry in the northern parts of the country led to the establishment 
of a large African church (Clark 2012:3). In addition Letwaba was a humble man 
who accepted the racial indignities imposed upon him by White church leaders. His 
influence in the church was his powerfully charismatic evangelistic ministry and his 
involvement in theological training.

In summary, Letwaba was called for the work of ministry at a very tender age 
of fourteen. Since then, he never looked back and today he is considered to be 
one of the first African Pentecostals in the AFM of South Africa. He preached a 
Pentecostal message of salvation, divine healing and the baptism in the Holy Spirit 
which is in line with the teaching of a Pentecostal Movement. He founded and led a 
Bible School called ‘Patmos Bible School’ which also registered pupils in primary 
school. And with all these accolades he remained humble and obedient to White 
superiority. 

4.3	Central Tabernacle Congregation 

Azusa street revival had an influence on Central Tabernacle congregation.  Central 
Tabernacle congregation played a significant role in the early developments of the 
AFM of South Africa. Lapoorta (1996:50) describes the events as follows: Meetings 
of American missionaries commenced in a small Zionist Church in a Black residen-
tial area of Doorfontein, in Johannesburg. From the very first day numerous people 
were miraculously healed through prayer. It was at these meetings that the dividing 
walls of race and colour were erased by the blood of Jesus and through the move of 
the Holy Spirit. Due to the large numbers in attendance at the meetings the premises 
in Doornfontein became totally inadequate to accommodate the people. They had 
to move to the Central Tabernacle congregation.

Meetings at this congregation bore remarkable resemblances to the Azusa Street 
Revival, particularly in its initial multi-racial character. There were similar ecstatic 
phenomena such as glossolalia, ‘holy laughter’ shakings and prostrations under the 
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power of the Spirit, and a pronounced public confession of sins. News of miracu-
lous healings and conversions was propagated by word of mouth, and by the press 
which was often hostile. Members of other denominations came to see and often 
receiving Spirit baptism (Maxwell 1999:246).There were similar occurrences of 
Pentecostal experience of Azusa Street Revival in Los Angeles and at the Central Tab-
ernacle congregation in Johannesburg, South Africa. Thus, a parallelism is drawn 
between Azusa Street and Bree Street in relation to the Pentecostal Movement (Roy 
2000:121). 

When John G Lake and Thomas Hezmalhalch came to South Africa, they used 
the Central Tabernacle congregation in Bree Street, Johannesburg which is similar 
to Azusa Street in Los Angeles in the Pentecostal Movement context. Just like at 
the Azusa Street Revival in this congregation there was a Pentecostal experience 
through prayer and many people received their healing and other miracles. There 
were no racial barriers or dividing walls of race and colour, they were erased by 
the blood of Jesus.

5.	 The influence of Azusa Street Revival on the AFM of South Africa
5.1	Pentecostal experiences

John G Lake received his mantle of Pentecostalism from William Seymour.  As it 
has already been said above meetings at the Central Tabernacle Congregation were 
characterised by Pentecostal experiences. These include among others baptism in 
the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in other tongues, miracles, signs and 
wonders. 

The ministry of John G Lake was also characterised by divine healing. According 
to Nel (2016:65) Lake is seen as divinely inspired, directly sent by God to south-
ern Africa, orchestrating massive healing campaigns using the laying on of hands 
to cure various diseases and infirmities, and performing other miracles such as 
resurrecting the dead. Kgatle (2015:175) says that John G Lake spent the rest of 
1910-1912 ministering healing as he prayed for the sick. Great miracles were per-
formed that still affect Africa today. Lake and his congregation regularly published a 
newsletter that was mailed to thousands of people. Before they were mailed, church 
members would lay hands on them and pray that the pieces of literature would be 
filled with God‘s Spirit. They believed the power of God would anoint the newslet-
ter‘s paper, just as it occurred with the handkerchiefs of Paul. As a result, thousands 
of letters would pour in from all parts of the world, stating how the Spirit of God 
came upon the recipients as they opened thepaper.

John G lake passed the mantle to Elias letwaba Letwaba’s ministry was character-
ized by reported healings and miracles. It was these miracles that really opened the 
doors for him (Anderson 1996:127). On one occasion, which John G Lake after-
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wards related to William J Seymour in Los Angeles. Letwaba was praying for a baby 
who had fallen and broken its neck. Lake went out of the room, as he did not have 
faith for a broken neck and did not want to interfere with Letwaba’s faith. Letwaba 
carried on praying and the baby was healed (Lake 2011:32-33). 

On another occasion he went to have meetings for the natives on a white man’s 
farm. When he arrived there he was told to sleep in the fowl-house. He said, ‘Thank 
you, baas’, made a broom from twigs, and cleaned the place and went to sleep. At 
midnight he was awakened by the farmer who said, ‘wake up, Letwaba, my wife 
is desperately ill, come and pray for her.’ He got up immediately and prayed for 
the woman, who was healed instantaneously. The farmer then told him to go and 
sleep in an outside room, and apologised for putting him in a fowl-house, but 
Letwaba said, ‘it is all right, sir, to put me there, my Master slept in a stable, and I 
am only a black worm2. For another two years Letwaba travelled, even going as far 
as Zimbabwe with his message. It is reported that during this time, more than ten 
thousand sick were permanently healed and over a hundred thousand souls were 
led to Christ (Lindsay 1972:51).

5.2	Non-racialism 

The AFM of South Africa started as a non-racial church. Early attempts to introduce 
racial separation in worship were resisted by the founding missionaries. When the 
missionaries left the country to return to their homelands, the church was set on a 
course of racial separation in compliance with the racial ideology of the country. 
Protests by Blacks were not heeded because a paternalistic mentality characterised 
the White churches involvement with regard to the Black church (Paul 2006:78).

The position of American missionaries on either prohibiting or permitting racial 
segregation is argued by the fact that the founding missionaries in the person of 
John G. Lake and Thomas Hezmalhalch made a strong case for separate works 
among Black, Coloured, Indian and White congregations though under the um-
brella of the AFM (Poewe 1988:147). In 1908 and 1909, AFM adopted policies that 
would doom its considerable initial growth in the more distant future. By the time 
John G Lake departed from South Africa in 1913, many Black leaders had already 
formed their own groups. 

The minutes dated 17 September 1908, apparently at Lake’s instigation, accord-
ing to Roy (2000:122) show that the missionaries supported racial segregation. 
Lake spoke of the necessity of getting adequate accommodation for the holding of 
services in Doornfontein especially for the Coloured people. Less than two months 
later, they decided that, ‘the baptism of natives shall in future take place after the 

2	  Comforter, June 1959. 
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baptism of the White people’. At the executive meeting in February 1909 it was 
decided that the superintendent over the ‘native work’ must be White. The minutes 
of July 1909 read: ‘in future, the baptism of Whites, Coloured, Indians and Natives 
shall be separate’. 

However it might be true that the poor missionaries were under social pressure 
because Pentecostals, like other churches in South Africa during apartheid, yielded 
to the pressures from White society and developed racially segregated churches. The 
AFM is a striking example of the differences in outlooks of White and Black members 
of the same church (Anderson 2001:3). The American missionaries supported racial 
segregation because to a certain extent they were stimulated by societal and racial 
mind-sets. In addition to practices in the country at that time and self-generated sepa-
ration for reasons of language and cultural differences (Chandomba 2007:23).

Horn (1991:5) clarifies that during the first few months White and non-White 
were even baptised together, however at the end of 1908 some Afrikaans speaking 
brothers came onto the Executive Council. The fact that they understood the history 
and the nature of the racial feelings in South Africa better, possibly contributed 
to the gradual separation of the races. It is possibly correct to conclude that the 
pioneers deviated from non-racialism because of White racist pressure rather than 
theological conviction.

Another aspect of racial segregation was seen in the membership of the AFM as 
exemplified by Matika (2004:70) that until 1991, only White people could be legal 
members of the AFM. The church participated freely in the repressive government 
of racial segregation. It was eager to promote good relations with the traditional 
Afrikaner churches, especially the Dutch Reformed Church.

In 1944, four years before the National Party government took over, the AFM 
took a resolution that the mission stands for segregation that highlighted its sup-
port for the philosophy of apartheid. The fact that the Black, Indian and Coloured 
are saved does not render them European. The church also asserted its support for 
Bantu Education, that is, Native Education: The mission stands for a lower educa-
tion [for Black people] but is definitely against a higher education. 

The AFM of South Africa continued with the mission practice of ‘daughter 
churches,’ similar to that practiced by the Dutch Reformed Churches. The practice 
led to the establishment of four major groupings in the AFM: the White (parent) 
church, a large Black daughter church, a Coloured (mixed race) daughter church, 
and an Indian daughter church. The Black church consisted of many different com-
ponents, ordered primarily by language and region (Clark 2005:144). A separate 
meeting hall was opened in which services could be held. It was a reversal of the 
initial interracial character of the movement that supported interracial worship be-
tween the movement’s adherents. In addition the AFM instituted a series of racially 
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motivated policies and structures whose effect was to fundamentally change the way 
in which persons participated in the church (Richardson 2013:29). 

It is understood here that although the AFM of South Africa started as a racially 
integrated church. American missionaries adopted racial policies that were socially 
acceptable at that time to divide the church into four main sections namely the Black, 
Coloured, Indian and the White section. They did not do so because they believe in 
racial segregation. Therefore the meetings in the early AFM were non-racial, it is only 
at the departure of the American missionaries that the AFM became segregated.  

6.	 Conclusion
This article has examined the influence of Azusa Street Revival in the early develop-
ments of the AFM of South Africa. It has demonstrated the link between AFM and 
Azusa Street Revival which came through the American Missionaries, John G Lake 
and Thomas Hezmalhach who prior to their trip to South Africa had contact with 
William Seymour of the Azusa Street Revival, Los Angeles. Azusa Street Revival was 
characterised by Spirit baptism with the evidence of speaking in other tongues and 
non-racialism. The conclusion is that the services hosted by American missionaries 
at the central Terbanacle Congregation were characterised by Pentecostal experi-
ences and non-racialism. Therefore the main impact of Azusa Street Revival in the 
early developments of the AFM of South Africa was its ability to unite people beyond 
their differences of race, gender, age and color and Pentecostal experiences.  
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