
Fr John Robert da Costa 
26 October 1930 - 31 March 1991 

Trainee at Society of the Sacred Mission, Kelham, Nottinghamshire 

1957 Ordained deacon: Secretary to Bishop of Accra, West Africa 

1958 Ordained priest in UK: Curate in Streatham, London 

1961 Curate at Kimberley Cathedral, Africa 

Rector & Director of Missions, Douglas, Cape Province 

1964 Rector of St Mark’s, Cape Town 

1971 Canon of Kimberley Cathedral & Director of Missions of the 

Anglican Province of South Africa 

1975 Dean of Salisbury Cathedral, Rhodesia [now Zimbabwe] 

1982 Vicar of St Mark’s, Mansfield, UK 

1988 Ashton-under-Lyne, Manchester, UK 
 

 

The photo was taken at Fr John da Costa’s installation as Vicar of St Mark’s in 

1982. On our left is churchwarden Jack Davies next to David Leaning 

(Archdeacon of Newark). Centre rear is Denis Wakeling (Bishop of Southwell) 

with Robert Warburton (Rural Dean) to his right. On our extreme right is 

churchwarden Reg Beardsley. Courtesy of Graham and Catherine Leaver 
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Reflections on Fr John da Costa at St Mark’s: 
 

Russell Seals writes . . . 

Father John came to St Mark’s, a church he had visited during his 
training at Kelham, after his time at Harare cathedral. He was a 
larger than life figure particularly as he strode about the parish. 
He portrayed a very forceful and demanding style and sometimes 
he reacted before he had considered the consequences of his 
actions, but underneath he was a very kind man. He was widely 
known and respected and arranged services attended by his 
colleagues from all over the world. During his time as Vicar at St 
Mark’s much in the church changed and formed the style which is 
the basis of our worship today. 

St Mark’s was in much need of redecoration so for several weeks 
the services were moved to the Henley Hall while this took place. 
The aspect of the redecoration which upset some of the 
parishioners, causing them to leave, was the rainbow ceiling. He 
was also keen that statues of ‘Our Lady’ and the angels should be 
in their proper Middle Eastern colour and not the pristine white 
in which they are often portrayed. 

Father John then turned his attention to the services. In the past 
the service was led mainly from the ‘high altar’, with the choir 
between the priest(s) and the congregation. The priests also had 
their backs to the congregation for much of the time. The only 
time the people came to the ‘high altar’ was during communion; 
the entrance was closed and the people would be allowed to 
kneel at the altar rail. Father John believed this seemed to shut 
out the congregation from the worship and with more things to 
do on Sundays, congregations were dwindling. He therefore 
planned to move the act of worship into the body of the church. 

His first idea was to re-locate the altar into a central position in 
the nave and have the seating circled around the altar. To help 
with this plan John Irons was required to cut the wood 
connections of the seating into lengths of 4 or 5 chairs. However, 
this plan did not work because the congregation were not keen 
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on looking at each other and the altar was inconvenient for the 
priests and servers during the service. 

The altar was then moved to a plinth at the front of the 
congregation where it is now situated. To achieve this it was 
necessary to remove a number of seats. The altar was later 
replaced by a smaller altar by Father Michael, the original altar 
being replaced in the ‘high altar’. 

The next change was to remove the screen between the Lady 
Chapel and the main church to open up the seating in the Lady 
Chapel to the main church service. Again, this was not a popular 
change with some of the parishioners. The area above the ‘high 
altar’ was also opened up so the congregation could see the 
ceilings of the vestry and choir changing area. 

Father John’s nickname was ‘Vesuvius’ because he had the habit 
of erupting, particularly immediately prior to a service when he 
was concentrating and meditating. Again, this upset a number of 
people who could not understand and make allowances for this 
attitude.  
 

John Irons adds . . . 

It must be said that he was a challenger and a missioniser. “Give 
me three reasons why you have not offered yourself for 
Ordination.” It worked for three although two went RC and a 
fourth was forever haunted by the prospect. 

Fr John came to St Mark’s at a critical time in the scheme of 
change within the Church. The congregation wrestled with Series 
One, Two and Two Revised; changes to the ordering of the 
Eucharist. Eventually the Alternative Service Book. Change was in 
the air and Fr John met it full on. 

There was never a dull moment and he would take nothing for 
granted. However, his collecting of watercress from the River 
Maun was the undoing of many who dined at his table. 
 

Continued overleaf   
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Michael Browning comments . . . 

I think John's comments sum up Fr John extremely well and I 
could not improve on them. 

On Russell's comments about the reordering of the church, it was 
then that the Red East Wall above the High Altar and in the 
Vestry was introduced and when the Nave Altar was in position 
the Chancel rails were removed and re-sited between the Nave 
and the Narthex where they now stand. The present Nave Altar 
was originally in Warsop Parish Church. 

 
Russell Seals visits South Africa in 1991: 
In 1991 I was required by my employer to go to a company in 
Cape Town, South Africa, to audit their accounting systems.  

I caught the overnight flight to Cape Town. My hotel was located 
in the suburb of Newlands in the shadow of Table Mountain and 
across the car park from the Test Match cricket ground. The 
following morning, I was picked up by a colleague who had been 
in Cape Town a little while for the journey to the factory in 
another suburb. 

I was introduced to the Finance Director, with whom I would be 
spending much of my time. Unfortunately, he was advised by his 
doctor that he was in danger of having a stroke and must rest 
immediately.  I was then asked to take over the job as finance 
director at least for the time I was due to spend in South Africa. 

My colleague was able to show me around places recommended 
and advise me of the ‘no-go’ areas which in Cape Town were 
extremely dangerous for white men, particularly driving a car. 
However, my colleague soon returned to the UK.  

After his departure from Cape Town I had plenty of time at 
weekends to explore the city and the area around it so long as I 
avoided the ‘no-go’ areas.  

Cape Town 
Cape Town is a modern city in a unique position very near to the 
southern tip of Africa, sheltered by the Table Mountain Range 



-5- 

and on a plain only 20 miles wide before the Holland Hottentot 
Mountains rise up towards the main plateau of the country. 

Approaching the Avril Malan Airport, you fly over what looks like 
an enormous rubbish dump, which in fact is where nearly one 
million black Africans live in corrugated iron sheds – no 
sanitation; no electricity. I was advised not to stray into this area. 

The views of Table Mountain across the water from 
Bloubergstrand were magic to sailors for many generations for 
they signalled food, shelter, fuel, and if they were sailing from 
west to east the end of the cold, windy Atlantic Ocean and entry 
to the warmer waters of the Indian Ocean. 

Cape Town has always been known as the Tavern of the Seas and 
even now it is no exception with many excellent restaurants 
located in the old port area of Cape Town.      

Table Mountain 
However, the dominating feature of Cape Town is the flat-topped 
Table Mountain, sometimes with the top shrouded in white cloud 
referred to as the tablecloth. 

There is often a long wait in the queue for the cable car. The 
views from the top of the 4,000 feet high mountain are 
spectacular. On a clear day it is possible to see the whole way to 
the Cape of Good Hope with the Atlantic Ocean on one’s right 
and False Bay on the left. 

It is a favourite place for mountain climbers but it is very 
dangerous, not just for the climbers but many people wander 
away from the cable car and get caught by the mists which can 
come in very quickly. If the mist starts to form, a bell is sounded 
to warn everyone to make their way back to the cable car. 

St Marks, District 6 /Zonnebloem 
Another memorial in which I was interested was St Mark’s Church 
in District 6. One of our former priests Father John da Costa had 
spoken about his time ministering at this church. 

However, I could not find the area on the map I had. As a result 
of enquiries in the factory I eventually found out that District 6 
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had been quite a rough area and the South African Government 
had decided to evict the black African occupants and pull down 
their properties. It had also been renamed Zonnebloem. 

Armed with this information I found the church and attended a 
service, which still had the stamp of Father John all over it. The 
congregation now come from all over Cape Town and they spoke 
highly of him. Father John had campaigned against the 
Government for the poor treatment of the blacks but despite this 
over 80,000 had lost their homes. 

In his book Father John wrote “District 6 was bulldozed down as a 
political gesture. The 85,000 people, who lived there in an area 
one-mile square, were dispersed to various parts of the Cape 
Peninsula. Some families immigrated to West Germany, to 
Canada and to Australia. I dedicate this book to all the displaced 
persons of District Six, with the thanks and love of the ‘Hoodlum 
Priest’.”  

After his time here Father John became Dean at the Cathedral in 
Harare, the capital of Zimbabwe. We understand that during his 
time there a plane crashed in the hills of Zimbabwe. There was a 
number of white survivors but sadly they were found to have 
been murdered by the black people who were first on the scene. 
All the news regarding this was completely hushed up by Robert 
Mugabe’s regime.  At a funeral service in the Cathedral Father 
John gave a homily for those killed in which he criticised the 
Government for hushing up the tragedy. This was recorded under 
the heading ‘The Sound of Silence’. [See page 10] 

Mentioned in the Introduction to the book was his comment that 
“20 years after St Mark’s in District Six he left another parish 
dedicated to St Mark, in Mansfield. It was a parish with little in 
common with District Six, but both caused me heartbreak as well 
as giving me times of great happiness.” 

Cape of Good Hope 
Approximately 40 miles by road south from Cape Town is The 
Cape of Good Hope. It is recognised as the southern end of the 
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continent of Africa despite it not actually being the most 
southerly point. The actual most southerly point is Cape Agulhas, 
which is 150 miles east. The reason for the more widely held 
recognition of The Cape of Good Hope is that it marks the point 
where the cold waters of the Atlantic Ocean meets the warmer 
waters of the Indian Ocean. 

Taking the scenic drive south from Cape Town along the Atlantic 
coast one passes the 12 Apostles, peaks forming part of the Table 
Mountain range. 

Soon one arrives at the Cape Area with its monument to the 
memory of Bartholomew Diaz, who discovered this part of South 
Africa. As I was driving along, I was surprised by an ostrich 
walking across the road. There were also lots of baboons around. 
They can be quite dangerous particularly when they are 
protecting their young. 

The Cape also suffers from fire caused by the dryness and the 
regular high winds and this results in large areas looking very 
much like petrified forests. 

Arriving at Cape Point there is quite a climb to see the tip of the 
continent and the lighthouse, which is the most powerful in 
Africa, warning shipping of the rough and dangerous waters. The 
views however make the climb worthwhile as one can see both 
the rough seas of the Atlantic and the calmer waters of False Bay, 
part of the Indian Ocean currents.  

Simons Town 
Returning to Cape Town via the False Bay side of the Cape passes 
by Simons Town, a naval base for the South African Navy. It was 
from here that a British naval vessel carrying women and children 
ran into trouble in the rough seas and started to sink. The 
captain, realising there were insufficient lifesaving equipment on 
board, was the first captain to shout ‘women and children first’.    

Sport 
Sport is very high in the priority list for South Africans as may 
have been seen on British television with the easing of 
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restrictions. Near the hotel in Newlands is a test match cricket 
ground and the headquarters of South African rugby union. 

Wine Region 
On the east side of the Table Mountain Range is the South African 
wine region around the towns of Paarl and Stellenbosch. The 
factory’s assistant accountant took me around the area and 
although Spring was out of season for the wine cellars we were 
able to visit a number to sample the wines and buy a few bottles. 
South African wines are very good. 

Returning Home 
After just under a month my work was complete and it was time 
to return home, a long time to be absent from Jane, Matthew 
and Joe. On my final evening I drove to Signal Hill and joined the 
many University students who come to watch the sun set. 

The factory was operating well and all the staff and factory 
operatives were very friendly and helpful. The factory workers, in 
particular, enjoyed parties and would organise one after a day’s 
work at every opportunity. 

I was well supported in my work. The only time I was anxious was 
walking to the local bank to fetch the cash for the wages. 
Although I was accompanied by a factory guard it was 
disconcerting to be the only white person visiting the bank. 

I was offered the finance director job but despite the attractions, 
taking into account family situation in the UK and the instability 
and crime in South Africa, declined the offer. Nelson Mandela 
had only been released after 27 years in prison in 1990, some of 
which were spent in Robben Island, off the coast of Cape Town. 

It is a beautiful area to live and the climate is superb all the year 
round, very similar to a Mediterranean climate. The wealthy 
including Desmond Tutu, the Archbishop, live in a gated 
community in the shadow of Table Mountain with armed guards 
constantly patrolling.  

Total distance travelled Mansfield back to Mansfield: 13,086 miles 
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Obituary courtesy of John Irons  



-10- 

This controversial sermon preached in 1978 is the 
main reason Fr John was forced to leave South Africa. 

The Silence is Deafening 
Sermon by Very Rev. John da Costa, Anglican Dean of Salisbury, Rhodesia 

Clergymen, I am frequently told, should keep out of politics. I thoroughly agree. For this 
reason, I will not allow politics to be preached in this cathedral. Clergy have to be reconcilers. 
That is no easy job. A minister of religion who has well-known political views, and allows them 
to come to the fore, cannot reconcile, but will alienate others, and fail in the chief part of his 
ministry. 
 For this reason, I personally am surprised at there being two clergymen in the Executive 
Council. It is my sincere prayer that they can act as Christ’s ambassadors of reconciliation. 
 My own ministry began in Ghana, where Kwame Nkrumah preached: "Seek ye first the 
political kingdom and all these things will be added to you." We know what became of Kwame 
Nkrumah. We are not to preach a political kingdom, but the kingdom of God. 
 Clergy are usually in the middle, shot at from both sides. It is not an enviable role. Yet times 
come when it is necessary to speak out, and in direct and forthright terms, like trumpets with 
unmistakable notes. I believe that this is one such time. 
 Nobody who holds sacred the dignity of human life can be anything but sickened at the events 
attending the crash of the Viscount Hunyani. Survivors have the greatest call on the sympathy 
and assistance of every other human being. The horror of the crash was bad enough, but that 
this should have been compounded by murder of the most savage and treacherous sort leaves 
us stunned with disbelief and brings revulsion in the minds of anyone deserving the name 
"human." 
 This bestiality, worse than anything in recent history, stinks in the nostrils of Heaven. But are 
we deafened with the voice of protest from nations which call themselves "civilised"? We are 
not. Like men in the story of the Good Samaritan, they "pass by, on the other side." 
 One listens for loud condemnation by Dr. David Owen, himself a medical doctor, trained to 
extend mercy and help to all in need. 
 One listens and the silence is deafening. 
 One listens for loud condemnation by the President of the United States, himself a man from 
the Bible-Baptist belt, and again the silence is deafening. 
 One listens for loud condemnation by the Pope, by the Chief Rabbi, by the Archbishop of 
Canterbury, by all who love the name of God. 
Again the silence is deafening. 
 I do not believe in white supremacy. I do not believe in black supremacy either. I do not 
believe that anyone is better than another, until he has proved himself to be so. I believe that 
those who govern or who seek to govern must prove themselves worthy of the trust that will be 
placed in them. 
 One looks for real leadership One finds little in the Western world: how much less in Africa? 
 Who is to be blamed for this ghastly episode? 
 Like Pontius Pilate, the world may ask "What is truth?" What is to be believed? That depends 
on what your prejudices will allow you to believe, for then no evidence will convince you 
otherwise. 
 So who is to be blamed? 
 First, those who fired the guns. Who were they? Youths and men who, as likely as not, were 
until recently in church schools. This is the first terrible fact. Men who went over to the other 
side in a few months were so indoctrinated that all they had previously learned was obliterated. 
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How could this happen if they had been given a truly Christian education? 
 Second, it is common knowledge that in large parts of the world violence is paraded on TV 
and cinema screens as entertainment. Films about war, murder, violence, rape devil-
possession and the like are "good box-office". Peak viewing time is set aside for murderers 
from Belfast, Palestine, Europe, Africa and the rest, to speak before an audience of tens of 
millions. Thugs are given full treatment, as if deserving of respect. 
 Not so the victims' relations. 
 Who else is to be blamed? 
 The United Nations and their church equivalent, the WCC. I am sure they both bear blame in 
this. Each parade a pseudo-morality which, like all half-truths, is more dangerous than the lie 
direct. From the safety and comfort of New York and Geneva, high moral attitudes can safely 
be struck. For us in the sweat, the blood, the suffering, it is somewhat different. 
 Who else? The churches? Oh yes, I fear so. 
 For too long, too many people have been allowed to call themselves "believers" when they 
have been nothing of the kind. Those who believe must act. If you believe the car is going to 
crash, you attempt to get out. If you believe the house is on fire, you try to get help and move 
things quickly. If you believe a child has drunk poison, you rush him to the doctor. Belief must 
bring about action. 
 Yet churches, even in our own dangerous times, are more than half-empty all the time. We 
are surrounded by heathens who equate belief in God with the Western way of life. In many 
war areas, Africans are told to "burn their Bibles". If this call was made to us, what sort of 
Bibles would be handed in? Would they be dog-eared from constant use; well-thumbed and 
marked? Would they be pristine in their virgin loveliness, in the same box in which they were 
first received? 
 There are tens of millions of all races who call themselves believers, who never enter any 
house of prayer and praise. Many are folk who scream loudest against communism, yet do not 
themselves help to defeat these Satanic forces by means of prayer, and praise and religious 
witness. 
 For, make no mistake, if our witness were as it ought to be, men would flock to join our ranks. 
As it is, we are by-passed by the world, as if irrelevant. 
 Is anyone else to be blamed for this ghastly episode near Kariba? I think so. 
 Politicians everywhere have made opportunist speeches from time to time. These add to the 
heap of blameworthiness, for a speech can cause wounds which may take years to heal. 
 The ghastliness of this ill-fated flight from Kariba will be burned upon our memories for years 
to come. For others, far from our borders, it is an intellectual matter, not one which affects 
them deeply. Here is the tragedy! 
 The especial danger of Marxism is its teaching that human life is cheap, expendable, of less 
importance than the well-being of the State. But there are men who call themselves Christians 
who have the same contempt for other human beings, and who treat them as being 
expendable. 
 Had we, who claim to love God, shown more real love and understanding, more patience, 
more trust of others, the churches would not be vilified as they are today. I have nothing but 
sympathy with those who are here today and whose grief we share. I have nothing but 
revulsion for the less-than-human act of murder which has so horrified us all. 
 I have nothing but amazement at the silence of so many of the political leaders of the world. I 
have nothing but sadness that our churches have failed so badly to practise what we preach. 
May God forgive us all, and may he bring all those who died so suddenly and unprepared into 
the light of His glorious presence.  Amen  
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This photograph is thought to have been taken in South Africa. Courtesy of 

Michael Browning 
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