TESTIMONY

“BEYOND MY EXPECTATIONS”
Francois van Niekerk

—by Lourieke Haller

T

he Mergon Foundation is a not-forprofit trust fund that was established in
1980, following a commitment made
by Francois van Niekerk to God as he turned
to Him for a lifeline in business. The company
started with extremely humble beginnings, as
is detailed below through Francois’ testimony.
Today, the company is a multi-million-dollar
Christian company, and is a true testimony to

God’s faithfulness. The founding mission of
Mergon is to strategically deploy its resources
for Kingdom Expansion – to reach the unreached with the Good News of Jesus Christ,
to see people discipled into a living relationship with God and assimilated into a faith
community. Mergon achieves this through
funding allocations made to selected ministry organisations, enabling them to enhance,
grow, and multiply their Kingdom expansion
impact. The name ‘Mergon’ is taken from the
Greek, Nome, meaning ‘the area where the
flock graze’, and Ergon, meaning ‘effectiveness’
– therefore ‘effective expansion of the area
where God’s flock graze’.

The Lord derives great
pleasure in turning
human failure into success.
Humble beginnings
The Lord derives great pleasure in
turning human failure into success.
This is precisely the testimony of Francois
van Niekerk, a highly successful businessman and celebrated philanthropist who
made a pact with God to give 30 percent
(later changed to 70 percent) of his business
to Him, should his business—that was on
the brink of being liquidated—survive. To-
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day that small company that had almost no
capital had not only blossomed into a thriving business group that currently operates
in ten industry sectors throughout Africa,
the UK, EU, Australia, and the US, but more
importantly has a functional branch administrating “the Kingdom money” for the effective expansion of God’s Kingdom.
Francois is a humble, quiet man who
does not like to blow his own horn and
insists that he is only a small cog in God’s
big machine, where many other people each
play a pivotal role to accomplish God’s plans.
It is also clear that Francois really means it
when he says, “business is more than about
making money.” He is deeply concerned with
the plight of people and places great value
on Godly principles.

Early lessons in business ethics
Francois spent his childhood in Paarl where
he grew up in a “happy, but poor family”.
His dad was a small scale farmer, and to
supplement the family’s income, also ran
a farmstall next to the farm house. It was
here, in the typical farm store with a wooden
counter and shelves stacked to the rafters
displaying groceries and sundries, where
Francois learned some of the most important
business lessons and skills.
He elaborates on some of the lessons
learned at his dad’s side. “The customer is

first – be it landowner or lowliest migrant
worker. Respect and treat them as you would
expect to be treated. I learnt this when my
father took me to the house and gave me
a thorough spanking after an uncalled for
remark to a pregnant farm worker, and then
took me back to apologise to the customer.
“Business is all about the T-word. It’s all
about trust and uncompromising honesty. I
also learnt that moral conduct is not related
to class. It was so disappointing to overhear
one of the wealthy farmers, who was allowed
behind our counter, boast that he stole more
than he ever paid for. Lastly, I learnt about
partnership. I asked my father to help me
buy a camera. It enabled me to offer photographic services to the clientele, this was
followed by selling bicycles to the same customer base. Later I even sold electric irons to
fellow cadets in the Naval Gymnasium. No
financial fortunes resulted, but the first-hand
commercial experience was invaluable!”

period of corporate life laid the foundation for
business concepts that would influence my
own business decisions later on,” he says.

Corporate learning period

Disaster struck after eight months.
“Typical of our hand to mouth
existence, we anticipated an
order that was absolutely crucial for us to pay the salaries.”
The big corporate order was
imminent, but could only be
placed in the new financial
year – in six months’ time, by

Following one year of military training in the
SA Navy and studies at Stellenbosch University
and UNISA School of Business Leadership,
Francois cut his business teeth at corporate
companies like Mobil and various subsidiary
companies of Rembrandt and Anglo American,
where management styles of executives (good
and bad) taught him valuables lessons. “This

A brave decision
After 17 years in the corporate world, and
a decided disillusionment with corporate
power play and politics, he saw an opportunity
to start an entrepreneurial venture, took the
leap, and acquired the local area distribution
rights for the US-based Wang word processing
system. “Looking back, it was probably an illconsidered step; but what the future held was
way beyond my expectations – or faith – at
that point in time,” he remembers.

Business is all about trust
and uncompromising
honesty.
Disaster struck!

which time Francois’ small company would
no longer exist. The client agreed to see Francois, even though he said it would be pointless to discuss the matter further. Since the
client was half a block away, Francois walked
to their offices…
“I felt very alone. Not a single plan of strategy emerged from the stupor of imminent failure. I had no idea to whom or where to turn. I
passed the Land Bank, a source of government
funding for farmers. Countless farmers must
have said a last prayer there before entering the
bank. The thought came from nowhere, ‘Why
not ask God for help?’ I did not know God well
then, but surely He would consider helping me
if I prayed? I stood under a large jacaranda tree
and asked God to help me. Maybe because
I felt that I needed to bring something to the
table, I offered Him 30 percent of the company
if He answered my prayer. I failed to realise that
30 percent of a soon to be liquidated business
was a “negative gift”, but rightly or wrongly, the
offer was made. I was to learn that His ways »
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SALVATION
Factors at work for failure
to become success
Francois pinpoints some factors that was
at work for God to transform human failure
into success. “We need to acknowledge our
weakness and acknowledge God’s grace – I
cried out to Him in desperation when I had
nothing left. I had no idea how to deal with
the crisis, only God could meet the need.
You need to accept God and receive the
Key to His salvation, ask Him in faith and
activate the Key with faith and obedience.
God will respond, if you ask Him in faith.
He knows your heart. Remember the
widow’s oil only became a resource when
it was mixed with faith, “The jug of oil did
not run dry, in keeping with the word of the
Lord spoken by Elisha.” – 1 Kings 17:16.
A key represents access and power.
The simple act of accepting Christ as
our Saviour gives guaranteed access to
unlocking His Power. We have all the rights
any Father can bestow on his children. We
mere mortals are given the use of the Key
when we accept and obey Him, unlocking
relationship benefits unimaginable from a
human perspective. That is precisely what
my associates and I were graced with in the
business from that moment onwards.
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are not our ways. By this I mean that a promise
we make to God is a vow, and a vow is much
more binding than a promise.
“As I entered the building, I was challenged
by my recollection of secure corporate comforts,
little did I realise that my previous corporate
authority had been stripped away to be
replaced in time by a new found power. A power
way beyond my own expectations. A power not
my own but accessible to me in my weakness.”

A miraculous breakthrough
As Francois entered the client’s office, he heard
himself say: “So you definitely want the system,
but you can only buy it in the new budget
period. How about renting it for the interim
six months?” The client agreed and had money
available in a rental budget. The matter was
settled just like that – before their coffee had

A promise we make to God
is a vow, and a vow is much
more binding than a promise.
even arrived! That was a radical turning point
in Francois’ life. It was as if God took ownership
of the company on that day in 1980.

God, the controlling Shareholder
Although the daily pressure of survival prevented the company from giving
God the recognition that was His
due as the 30 percent shareholder,
there was a firm resolve to honour
that vow. At first they grappled
with the difference between recognising God as silent partner, ac-

tive partner, or as the controlling shareholder
– as He is now, with 70% of the shareholding.

Expanding His Kingdom
through business
The small company, Infotech, went from
strength to strength, and in due course Francois co-founded the Atterbury Property Group
with Louis van der Watt. Other ventures led to
international diversification. The restructuring
eventually led to the group’s current organisation into two broad divisions – business activities, falling under Mergon Group, and all Kingdom activities under the Mergon Foundation.
A formal trust was registered in 1983 to transfer 30 percent shareholding to an independent legal entity, the Mergon foundation, with
the mission statement: Expanding His Kingdom through business. Mergon’s mission is
to support the expansion of the Kingdom of
Christ through the proceeds of its investment
interest in the Mergon Group.
Francois was greatly impacted by RG
LeTourneau’s testimony, who as an inventor,
businessman, and entrepreneur is ranked
among the greatest Christian Businessmen of
all time. He is famous for living on 10 percent
of his income and giving 90 percent to the
Kingdom. This led to Francois’ desire to give
away 70 percent and keep 30 percent of his
business – which was finally achieved in 2008.
“Now to him who is able to do immeasurable
more than all we ask or imagine, according to his
power that is at work within us. To Him be glory,
for ever and ever! Amen” – Ephesians 3:20-21.
Francois’ book, Doing Business with purpose
. . . Beyond success to significance, can be ordered
from www.doingbusinesswithpurpose.com
for R150 + postage. 

