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It is a rare gift to honour a theologian whose life and work have shaped institutions as much as
how we think about the church’s calling in a world groaning for renewal. Professor Nelus
Niemandet is such a gift. Across his long and diverse vocational journey as Moderator of the Dutch
Reformed Church (first a regional and later the General Synod), Professor of Missiology at the
University of Pretoria, and Rector of Hugenote Kollege, his voice has carried the timbre of
discernment, conviction, and deep missional hope.

This festschrift stands as both tribute and testimony. It bears witness to a life of service
animated by a compelling vision of the Missio Dei, and it gathers voices shaped, inspired, or
challenged by his missional imagination. These contributions, diverse in topic and scope,
form a chorus of theological reflection echoing the tone Prof. Niemandt has set for South
African theology in the 21st century: open to the world, rooted in the gospel, and courageous
in engaging complexity.

Between vocation and institution: A life given to the church

Professor Niemandt’s leadership as Moderator of the Dutch Reformed Church during a period
of social transition and institutional realignment placed him at the epicentre of theological and
ecclesial decision-making in the Reformed tradition in Southern Africa. His leadership was
marked not by defensiveness, but by a hopeful and honest engagement with the realities facing
both church and society. Whether navigating the politics of inclusion and unity or discerning
the church’s response to economic, social and ecological injustice, his work reflects an
unwavering belief in the church’s relevance, so long as it is willing to be reformed anew in
every generation.

This commitment to continuous reformation found academic expression in his work as Professor
of Missiology at the University of Pretoria, where he cultivated a generation of students and
scholars committed to contextual, public, and participatory theology. He did not merely teach
about mission, rather he modelled it. Through his prolific writing, supervision of postgraduate
research, and engagementin international ecumenical networks (including the World Communion
of Reformed Churches and the International Association for Mission Studies), he forged a
theological vision that was at once deeply African and globally engaged.

The closing chapter of his formal academic career as Rector of Hugenote Kollege continued his
contribution to a space of formation and ecclesial imagination. His early leadership at the college
coincided with the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic; yet, together with dedicated
employees, they traversed these uncertain waters, announcing a new beginning in the institutional
life of a college with a vast history of prayer, vocation, and service. Once again, Prof. Niemandt
gave institutional shape to theological conviction through his managerial gifts, reimagining the
training of church leaders and re-positioning the college as a centre of relevance and relationality
in the broader Southern African ecclesial landscape.

A missional theologian of the church in the world

At the heart of Prof. Niemandt’s theological project lies a missiology that refuses to be content
with old binaries. For him, mission is not about saving souls from the world, but about
participating in God’s reconciling movement towards the world. He helped shift the discourse
from programme-driven mission to missional ecclesiology — from sending to being sent. In
doing so, he invited the church to relocate itself: from the centre of power to the margins of
service, from certainty to vulnerability, and from preservation to participation.

Note: The manuscript is a contribution to the themed collection titled ‘Festschrift Nelus Niemandt’ under the expert guidance of guest
editors Prof. Johannes J. Knoetze and Dr Yolande Steenkamp.
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His writing often draws deeply from the insights of the
World Council of Churches’ Together Towards Life document,
which affirms the life-giving, Spirit-led nature of mission in
all its dimensions - spiritual, social, economic, and ecological.
Professor Niemandt’s integration of this approach into South
African theological education has enabled a whole generation
of scholars and ministers to reframe their work, not only in
terms of what the church does, but who the church is.

One of the distinctive marks of his missiological contribution
is the interplay between contextual analysis and prophetic
imagination. While he consistently reads the signs of the
times, including economic inequality, climate disruption,
and political instability, he refuses fatalism. Instead, he
returns again and again to the fertile ground of hope:
hope that God’s future is already breaking into our present,
and that the church has a role to play in discerning and
joining in that inbreaking.

Scholarly convictions and academic
generosity

As editors of this festschrift, we are especially mindful of Prof.
Niemandt’s legacy within academic spaces. He is a theologian
who holds rigour and relevance in dynamic tension. His
prolific output of articles, books, and public theology reflections
never falls into the trap of academic insularity. Instead, his
work is marked by clarity, accessibility, and a profound
attentiveness to the realities of life in Southern Africa. His
research on leadership, ecclesiology, public theology, and the
church in the Fourth Industrial Revolution has become
touchstones for contemporary missiological inquiry.

More than his published work, however, many will
remember him for his academic generosity and his
commitment to mentoring postgraduate students, building
research networks, and amplifying voices from the margins.
His approach to supervision was always relational,
reflective, and oriented towards the flourishing of others.
As a result, at least 10 of Niemandt’s previous doctoral
students now serve as professors in theology or directors of
international mission organisations.

Niemandt extended this same spirit to colleagues and
collaborators. In editorial roles, conference convening, and
ecumenical conversations, Prof. Niemandt created space for
dialogue that was both deeply theological and richly human.
He has a remarkable gift for enabling convergence and
bringing together unlikely conversation partners across
theological divides, including even non-believing outsiders,
and opening doors that many had long found closed.

Public witness and reformed
identity
As Moderator, Rector, and Missiologist, Prof. Niemandt

lived out a Reformed theology that was not bound by narrow
denominationalism. His public theology was shaped by a
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Reformed identity that is always reforming, covenantal, and
deeply engaged with the common good. This freedom within
his engagement reflected his understanding of the Reformed
tradition not as a system to be protected, but as a gift to be
stewarded, reinterpreted, and shared.

In this spirit, he called the church to a more expansive
understanding of witness, not only in proclamation, but also
in embodiment. He reminded us that public theology is not
an optional extra for the church, but the heart of its calling: to
speak truth, to act justly, and to live hopefully in a broken
world. His contributions to the intersection of theology and
societal transformation continue to influence how seminaries,
synods, and congregations think about their role in post-
apartheid South Africa.

Central to this role has been Niemandt’s insistence that
theology may never be a decontextualised battle of ideas
confined to the walls of powerful institutions, but that the
heart of theology was determined in the living faith of
communities of believers, which theologians were called to
reflect on. As such, his theological voice has always been
grounded in the local, anchored in the lived experience of
congregations, communities, and students, and yet attentive
to the global church’s challenges and contributions. He has
helped position South African Reformed theology as a site of
innovation, critique, and renewal in global theological
discourse.

A festschrift of gratitude and
continuity

This volume is an attempt to reflect something of the
depth, range, and spirit of Prof. Niemandt’s work.
Contributors include former students, colleagues,
international collaborators, and ecclesial partners who
have walked alongside him. The essays explore themes
thathave defined his career: missional theology, leadership,
public witness, contextual ecclesiology, and theological
education. They move beyond his contributions to offer
new insights that carry his vision forward.

The contributions are not hagiographic. Rather, they engage
critically and constructively with Prof. Niemandt’s work, as
he would hope and expect. They extend the questions he
has asked, rather than merely echoing his conclusions. In
this way, the festschrift is not simply a retrospective tribute,
but a forward-looking conversation, grounded in gratitude,
but aimed at the ongoing reform of the church and its
theology.

Personal reflections and final words

As co-editors, we have had the privilege of working
closely with Prof. Niemandt in different capacities. We
have seen his ability to navigate conflict with grace, to
lead without dominating, and to teach with both passion
and humility. We have witnessed his deep love for the
church and his unwavering belief that theology matters
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not only in lecture halls and synod meetings, but also in
the streets, schools, and sanctuaries of our shared world.

His retirement from formal academic roles does not mark the
end of his influence. On the contrary, his legacy continues to
unfold in the lives of students, congregations, and colleagues
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who are thinking differently, leading more courageously,
and witnessing more faithfully because of his impact. This
festschrift offers a recognition of the unfolding legacy of a
theologian who taught us that mission is not a task, but a way
of being, and that the church’s calling is never static, but
always on the move with the God who sends.
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