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PREFACE

In this thesis I seek to understand the role of the Ecumenical Church in
the anti-apartheid Struggle, with particular focus on coloured Church
leaders, in the period, June 16 1976 to June 16 1986. By coloured I
mean people in South Africa who have mixed ancestry and who were

classified “coloured' under the apartheid regime.

The issue of coloured identity has become an issue of contention in
South Africa post 1994. The legitimacy of coloureds as part of the
oppressed black group in South Africa and their role in the anti-
apartheid struggle has been called into question in certain quarters of
the oppressed community. This has thrown many coloured activists,
including myself into an identity crisis. For the first time coloureds are
being forced to look at themselves as coloureds and define who and what

they are and their relationship to the anti-apartheid struggle.

I am a coloured person who was involved in the anti-apartheid struggle
post June 16 1976, primarily out of my Christian convictions. In this
thesis | therefore seek to reflect on my experiences in this struggle, as a
coloured and as a Christian. [ wish to do so in relation to coloured
Church leaders such as John Thorne and Allan Boesak. Both of these
leaders came to the fore in the post-1976, socio-political context and
influenced the lives of many coloured Christians, including my own in
their Christian stance against apartheid. I eventually candidated for the

Christian ministry under the directorship of John Thorne.

In this thesis I will therefore reflect theologically on the role of these

coloured Church leaders in the anti-apartheid struggle from my personal









work. Physically he had a few scratches on his forehead and hands. But
he was deeply shocked. For him it was a near-death experience, which he
was fortunate enough to have survived. For me it was a confusing
experience. I did not know what to make of it. Suffice it to say I came
face-to-face with the reality of being coloured in South Africa. I asked the
question why? Why did the african schoolchildren stone the coloured
schoolchildren? Did they not see that coloureds were also oppressed and

suffering under apartheid?

This incident raised for me for the first time in such a forceful and
dramatic way the politics of difference in South Africa. For the first time I
was confronted with the negative perceptions, which some african people
had of coloureds in South Africa. I was confronted with coloured
ignorance of african experience and aspirations. | was confronted with
the pain of being coloured in South Africa, a second class citizen,
discriminated against, distrusted by africans and despised by whites. 1
felt that the attack of those african ‘'schoolchildren on the coloured
school children was unfair. I decided that 1 did not wish to be coloured

any longer. I just wanted to be a human being, a person.

On a macro level, the incident raises the issue of the nature and
uniqueness of the coloured experience within the matrix of the black
struggle against apartheid. As a coloured it raises for me the issue of the
role of coloureds in the struggle. As a Christian, it raises the issue of the
role of coloured Christians and church leaders in particular in the

struggle against apartheid.

These are important questions because they seek to uncover a dimension
of the South African experience which is all too easily glossed over. It
uncovers the uniqueness of the coloured experience in the struggle and

the particular ambivalence which is its trademark. They recognise that






issues as it affected workers. Despite her political conservatism my
mother’s concern for her workers and their conditions instilled a strong
sense of justice in me, as well as a special concern for the plight of
workers in general. Coupled to this was a strong conservative Christian

upbringing.

With the outbreak of June 16 and the increased awareness of political
oppression in the country amongst blacks, coupled with my sense of
justice, I began to question the apolitical evangelical Christian theology
which I had grown up with. In this process of questioning certain people
and factors played a crucial role: people such as John Thorne and Allan
Boesak and movements such as the Black Consciousness Movement
(BCM) in general. June 16 marked the beginning of thinking along these
political lines in a conscious way and of my identity as a coloured

person.

The first major force though to influence my concept of myself came not
from black consciousness but from the non-racial sporting body, the
South African Council on Sport (SACOS). They in turn were influenced
by the ultra left Non- European Unity Movement and were conducting
their struggle against apartheid through sport. They were against the
idea of using any racial labels to classify anybody, dismissing race as
irrelevant to the struggle. There was only one race, the human race, they
maintained. The struggle was therefore one of class. I found solace as a
young coloured person in this political philosophy and was prepared to
allow my identity to be subsumed under this umbrella concept of the

human race. It answered my need for a place to belong at that stage.

In conflict to this philosophy however, there was the Black
Consciousness philosophy which was gaining in prominence during the

seventies. This philosophy emphasised the centrality of race in














http:ibid.p.15











































those killed, injured and maimed in the events of that year. At a meeting
of Church leaders on November 12, leaders of fourteen churches, called
on Christians to “identify with the poor and oppressed in our land' 18 by
cutting down on spending, shopping, cards, parties and drinking that
Christmas. They reminded Christians that the majority of Soweto
schoolchildren, who had requested all South Africans to join them in
commemorating the dead, were baptised members of the Church. Of the

students' stand the Church leaders had this to say:

"In their rejection of discrimination many of them are
witnessing to what they have learnt in Church about the
Gospel of God's acceptance of all men in Christ
irrespective of race and the corollary that we should
unconditionally accept one another. It is the sinful
rejection of this Gospel by our apartheid society which has
caused the death of so many innocent children and others. " 19

On a more positive note, the Church leaders made other practical
suggestions to celebrate Advent and Christmas. These included "hunger
meals and vigil services as "acts of penitence’, contributing to the SACC
Relief Fund, and making special efforts to meet with people and to

establish fellowship across the colour line.” 20

In a similar vein, the Justice and Reconciliation Division, called on South
African Churches in the face of the present crisis, to celebrate Christmas
"as a period of discipline, moderation and prayer”. 2! It also called on
Churches to encourage their ministers "to undertake a common action

for celebrating Christmas as a period of commemoration of the dead, and

*® Dimension, December 1976, p.1

1 Dimension, vol. VIl No. 11, December 1976, p. |
“ ibid.

! Ecunews, 37/1976, p.6
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measures which the government took in this regard were: proposed
legislation aimed at restricting press freedom; the banning of Dr.
Mamphele Rhampele and Mr M. Mvovo, workers at the Zanempilo clinic
near King Williamstown, a project of the Black Community Programmes
(BCP}; the rejection of the major recommendations of the report of the
Erica Theron Commission of the Government on the "Coloured" people;
the detention of Dean Farasani of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in
Southern Africa in the Venda homeland; the banning for five years of Fr.
Smangaliso Mkhatshwa general secretary of the Catholic Bishops
Conference; the continued detention of the President of the Union of
Black Journalists Joe Thloloe and another member, Mike Mzileni as well
as the general gagging of the press; the killing of people by police on
Monday June 13, three days before the first anniversary of the June 16
uprising; the harassment of churchmen such as, Rev. Theo Kotze of the
Methodist Church and CI and Dr. Alex Boraine, MP and former president
of the Methodist Conference. Kotze was refused a passport to travel
abroad to Germany at the invitation of the German government in Bonn.
Dr. Boraine was a target of a political campaign by the Minister of
Justice Mr. Kruger, when the latter quoted from what were apparently

security files on Dr. Boraine available to the executive.

The SACC protested in response to these events, as it by now had grown
accustomed to do. At its national conference in June, it issued a
statement outlining ten infringements of religious freedom, which the
State was guilty of. Then the bombshell broke in September. Steve Biko
was killed in detention and barely a month later, 16 BC organisations,
two newspapers and the CI was banned. Beyers Naudé, Theo Kotze and
Brian Brown of the CI were banned while hundreds of Christian and

non-Christian activists were detained.



The SACC and Church leaders of all the major denominations once again
vehemently protested at these actions of the state but were still slow in
moving towards challenging the state in a fundamental way. These
events no doubt marked another turning point in the struggle for
liberation in general in South Africa. According to Jeremy Seekings they
marked the beginning of a period of political quiescence within the

african community in South Africa. He put it thus:

"...In the intervening period, 1978-84, there were few
confrontational protests in the regions townships.
(Witwatersrand region) Whilst there was certainly a
resurgence of national, civic, and trade union organisation,
and of guerrilla insurgency, the region was largely
unaffected by the otherwise widespread (coloured) school
boycotts of 1980, and few township residents were ever
involved in mass public protest. Studies covering 1978-1984
are certainly right to view protests more widespread than in
the pre-1976 period and as precursors of the 1984-86
rebellions, but by focussing only on confrontational protest
and national organisation they neglect important continuities
and discontinuities in township politics." 29

(bracketed comments are mine}

This state of "quiescence’ lasted until 1984 when the black community in
the Vaal Triangle came out in rejection of the "dummy’ community
councils and instituted rent boycotts in the wake of the formation of the
UDF in 1983 and its successful campaign against the Tricameral

Parliament elections in 1984.

1.1.2 The Christian Institute

The Christian Institute was always one step ahead of the SACC and the

churches in their resistance to apartheid. It was often the case that what

¥ Seekings, J., Quiescence and the Transition to Confrontation: South African Townships, 1978-1984,
1990, p. 17




the Institute did today, the SACC, followed by its member churches, did
the next. It is thus important to examine what the Institute did in
response to the uprising in order to get an idea of the direction that the

SACC and the churches would take in the future.

The Institute even at this stage tried to move beyond protest to challenge.
They tried to implement concrete programmes such as the reconciliation
programme, the SPROCAS Il programme, 30 which resulted in the
formation of the Black Community Programmes (BCP) and the call for
disinvestment and solidarity with the liberation movements. In their
response to the uprising, the CI therefore appropriately reminded the
government that they had been warning them for a long time of the
dangers of racial policies generating frustration and tension among
blacks. Their prophecy had now been realised in the Soweto uprisings
which had assumed national proportions and significance way beyond

the Sharpeville Massacre of 1961.

The CI was founded largely because of the Sharpeville massacre.
Ironically it could perhaps be said that it was banned in 1977 as a result
of the Soweto massacre. The Institute confessed to their complicity,
together with the government and the parents of the children, for not
having acted timeously enough to prevent the dispute from escalating

into violence. In addition the Institute called upon the government to:

¢ recognise that the country had been brought to the brink of violent

racial conflagration;

e remove forced instruction through the medium of Afrikaans, and

¥ SPROCAS 11 sought to move on from the theoretical phase of SPROCAS I by initiating practical
programmes and projects within the black community aimed at conscientising and mobilising the
community towards self-reliance. The programme was not confined to the black community. A
conscientising programme was implemented within the white community as well. It is widely believed that

29






the renewed disturbances by courageous, bold and swift action. This
action would entail the government taking the initiative to make
immediate contact with the recognised black leaders to find ways of
preventing the indefinite continuation of the disturbances. This meeting
could then "lay the foundation for an immediate roundtable convention,
representative of all races, which would have as its aim the removal of

apartheid and the implementation of an acceptable system of government

for all.” 34

In contrast, the CI saw that the initiative for change in South Africa lay
firmly in the hands of the black people. This in itself represented a
fundamental shift in an earlier position they had held, enunciated in a

statement immediately following the uprising. They now said:

" the Government is no longer in a position to determine the
course of political events not only in Soweto but also in
South Africa as a whole; nor is it capable of guiding in any
way the nature, direction or pace of change.” 3%

As a solution they proposed that black people be given the freedom to
elect truly recognised leaders from their midst, including those who have
to be released from prison and those who were in exile. These leaders
would then "participate in a national convention with a view to
dismantling in the shortest possible period the unjust political and social
structures of our land and to present to our country a political policy of
liberation based on freedom and justice for all.” 3¢ They saw any action,
which fell short of this demand as "a dangerous stumbling block to the
achievement of fundamental peaceful change." 37 The SACC it must be

noted, only came to a similar position in 1985 after the publication of the

* Ecunews, 25/1976, p.10
S ibid., p.11
* ibid.
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in resistance as indicated by the coloured schools' boycott of 1980. This
was to be the dominant trend until the UDF was formed in 1983. The
stage was set for the emergence of a new style of politics and a new style
of theology. The black political leadership were forced to take stock of
themselves and devise new forms of political organisation. The Church
leaders realised that they too had to take stock of themselves in the face
of a state, which they began to realise, would stop at nothing to maintain

the status quo.

1.1.3 Diakonia

Diakonia was a regional ecumenical organisation operating in the
province of Natal (now Kwazulu-Natal). Although regionally based, they
did some important work and made significant contributions to the
Church struggle, not only in Natal, but also nationally. It was the

brainchild of Catholic Church leader, Archbishop Dennis Hurley.

Towards the end of the month of June, Durban Church Leaders issued a
statement expressing their sympathy to all bereaved and those who
suffered injury or other loss. They stated that a true interpretation of the
riots would lead one to the conclusion that although violence was
deplorable in effecting or preventing change, the violence from young
blacks was understandable because of the "deep groundswell of
bitterness and resentment that exists among Black people throughout
our country,...' 40 because of the policies of racial discrimination, which

robbed black people of their human dignity.

* Ecunews, 20/1976, p .8
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" if attention is not paid to the well-known causes of
that discontent, no amount of security legislation,
repression, deportations, detentions or bannings will
give this country genuine and lasting peace." 4!

The looting and burning of buildings was not comparable to the dignity of
black people who had been made in the image of God, which for so long
had been assailed in their country. This is what had led the young people

to rise up with such fierce anger.

The Church leaders welcomed a comimission of enquiry but questioned
its effectiveness if it was not composed of all races and not just one man.
They appealed for urgent action to be taken for a just solution to be
found in the form of a National Convention of all races called by the
President long before such a commission reported back. In this demand,
the Durban Church leaders were of one mind with the SACC, CI and
almost all major denominations and political organisations in the
country, including the African Independent Churches (AIC's). The latter,
however, differed in one crucial respect namely, that they wanted black
organisations and leaders to take the initiative in organising such a

convention, not the apartheid government. 42

In a situation where "the Black community sees the police as agents of
white power’, 43 and "in a country acquainted with vigorous protest and
rioting," 44 the Durban Church leaders questioned why it was necessary
for the police to use firearms to deal with the students’ protest. They
saw the police as having to shoulder some of the blame for the riots, and

called on the commission to “go fully into this matter.’ 45

 ibid.

42 Ecunews, 2171976, p.10
“ibid., p.8

* ibid.

+ ibid,






which the Soweto riots had exposed. It must be remembered that the
Detente policy of Vorster was also an attempt to win over South Africa's
remaining non-independent neighbouring states such as Zimbabwe,
(then Rhodesia) as potential allies. South Africa was becoming
increasingly isolated from its neighbours Mozambique and Angola which
had become independent Marxist states. Thus, their motives for Detente

were not genuine. 48

The WCC therefore concluded that the events in Soweto showed that

apartheid could not have a human face and that as long as it continued,

there would be no peace for South Africa at home or abroad. They

therefore expressed their grief at this wanton loss of life; their solidarity

with those in protest and urgently called on the South African

Government to:

1. immediately cease the use of armed police repression and multiple
arrests as a response to legitimate african protests

2. take immediate steps to meet african demands for full human rights

3. release those imprisoned for political reasons as a first step towards
assuring the rights of South African blacks to full participation in

political decision-making. 49

They commended the SACC for "supporting the protest of the students
and asking the authorities to repeal the offending regulations’ 50 as well
as the Cl for calling on the churches "to confirm that their (the CI's)
rejection of separate development over the years always recognised that
apartheid could only be enforced by violence.’ 5! They urged the South

African churches "to respond courageously to the present crisis and in

8 Readers” Digest History of Southern Africa.
 opcit, p.8
X Ecunews, 19/1976, p.8

1 ibid.
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solidarity with the African people' 52 and they called upon WCC member
churches elsewhere “to continue to initiate actions to bring pressure on
the South African Government to meet the legitimate demands of the

African people.' 53

The British Council of Churches sent a short telegram message to the
SACC written in a pastorally concerned tone. They described the Soweto
events as a tragedy and expressed their deep shock at the events and
sympathy to all the bereaved. The action they had taken thus far in
response to the uprising was to release the SACC statement to the
British press and to organise a day of prayer for race relations to improve
in South Africa and Britain, presumably on the Sunday following June
16. The latter action by the BCC was significant in that it indicates that
the BCC recognised firstly, that one of the fundamental causes of the
events of June 16 in Soweto was race-related and secondly that Britain
was not immune to these self-same problems. This kind of honesty and

insight was refreshing coming from an overseas country.

The Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) produced a limp statement in
which they expressed shock and concern for the “suffering and despair’
into which both black and white families had been thrown. This must
rank as a gross oversimplification of the real situation in which whites
were largely untouched by the situation except for those few white

officials who were killed in Soweto. The majority of black people suffered.

The statement did however recognise that the events of Soweto could
lead to a “violent racial war’, and that Christian action in such times was

faced with “difficult and heavy decisions.’" They fully backed the

% ibid.
¥ ibid.
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statements of the SACC and the CI on the current crisis. As a solution
they saw discussions between the South African Church leaders and the
Prime Minister as a matter of urgency in the situation. They reaffirmed
their continued relationship with black and white Christians and their
leaders in South Africa. It is clear from their statement that the EKD saw

the Church as playing a major role in resolving the conflict in South
Africa.

The National Council of Churches, USA, expressed their concern about
the “depth of frustration felt by the majority people of South Africa in
their struggle for human dignity in their motherland.' 3¢ They committed
themselves to prayer and humanitarian assistance through the SACC, to
meet the needs of the Soweto community. They sought to be informed
about the status of the situation and the programmes of assistance the
SACC was going to embark upon and the desired role, if any, that the
International Ecumenical Community could play. The churches in the
USA clearly saw their primary role as providing practical humanitarian

assistance to the struggling people of South Africa through the SACC.

The Dutch Council of Churches, expressed their condolences and
sympathy with "those concerned.' They wished the SACC "courage and
strength’ in their “struggle and decisions’, and promised to publish the
SACC'’s declaration in the Netherlands. However, the statement does not
seem to show much understanding on the part of the Dutch

Council of Churches on the gravity of the situation in South Africa. In
The same vein the Australian Council of Churches issued a one line
statement, expressing concern. They had up to that point informed their

media in Australia about the situation and sent "prayerful greetings.'

*ibid., p.9
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Leadership Training Course at Mindolo Ecumenical Foundation, Kitwe,
Zambia. She characterised the armed struggle being waged in Southern
Africa as a Holy War because its aim was “to free both the oppressed and
the oppressor in order to bring justice, freedom, progress and stability to

the people irrespective of their race or colour of skin.' 58

She called on Independent African States to redouble their efforts in
helping the freedom fighters. The AACC was committed to the principles
of human justice, freedom, equality and dignity and would continue to
support all the liberation movements in Southern Africa. Victory was on
the side of the oppressed for it is ‘God who has granted the victory
through His Son Jesus Christ who died on the Cross in order that all
may be redeemed from bondage.' 59 She called for the ‘rightful
recognition’ of the contributions being made by women in all spheres of

life including the liberation of Africa.

The overwhelming concern of the Intermational Ecumenical Church with
the struggle in South Africa, and the Church's Role in it, was
unmistakable. This concern was to be repeated and intensified in the
years that lay ahead. The next time in which the international Church
rallied to the aid of the SACC was in 1982-1984 with the Government's
appointment of the Eloff Commission to investigate the affairs of the
SACC. There can therefore be no doubt about the important role that the
international Church played in the anti-apartheid struggle.

1.1.5 The Methodist Church

The first responses of the Methodist Church came from some of its

Districts. The Natal Coastal District supported the statement of the

* Ecunews, 39/1976, p.5
50 .
ibid.
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in trying to defuse the unrest and condemned the warnings that
restricted them from being thus involved. It requested the withdrawal of
these orders forthwith.

At the synod, the Chairman, Reverend Stanley Pitts, noted that the
“cavalier’ way in which the government was treating the complaints of the
Soweto youth on the Afrikaans language issue, was not dissimilar to the
unfeeling and discourteous manner in which petty officials of the local
offices of the Regional Bantu Affairs Board treated african people in
general. He slated the remarks that the Deputy Minister of Bantu
Education, Andries Treurnicht had made that the government had the
right to determine language policy for "black’ schools because it paid the
teachers and supplied the buildings, as showing a “callous disregard of
the facts of the situation and of human feelings'. 6° It was inflammatory,

ill-advised and had been resented by the african people.

Significantly, at the time of the Soweto uprising the Methodist Church
was led by a coloured man, the Reverend Abel Hendricks. His first public
response as recorded in the Dimension newspaper, was to express his
sympathy ‘on behalf of the Methodist people’, 6! and to mourn the loss of
life of both blacks and whites. He reiterated his aversion to violence as an
effective means of achieving change, and warned of the dangers of
polarisation in the light of these events. The need for communication
between those in authority and the black community was never more
urgent than now. Like the Western Transvaal synod, he called it "unwise'

to see the violence as the work of a few "agitators'.

Stanley Mogoba, in an article in the Dimension in October, suggested a

few minimum demands that the Church could rightly make in the

% Dimension, Vol VII No.7, August 1976, p.1
' Dimension, Vol. VI No.6, July 1976, p.|



situation:

1. that religious leaders of all faiths should get together and define their
role in the present state of the nation.

2. All churches should call a day of prayer in which the nation should be
led in prayers of penitence and ask for God's guidance.

3. The churches should help to raise funds for the reconstruction
programme.

4. The churches should be actively involved in restoring communication

at a local level.

He argued that blacks had the right to run their own affairs and should
exercise that right immediately, and also that the Church was the only
institution which could save society. The Church should therefore call for
a National Convention as soon as possible, since papering over the
political cracks was going to be an expensive and useless exercise. In
contrast to Mogoba, the September editorial of Dimension chose to see
the problem and its solution in an individualistic and simplistic way. It
called on the government to confess that they were wrong before it was
too late. It held out the hope that the road to change was through the
transformation of individuals in government and that this would only
come about through confession. This naive, yet sincere approach,
epitomised the stance of many white liberal Christians in contrast to the
more radical’ stance of black Christians who were calling for
fundamental changes in the socio-political and economic structures in

society.

In a very revealing letter, a reader wrote to complain that Dimension was
biased in favour of the Progressive Federal Party, a liberal-democratic
political party. The editor of course denied such a link, but the point had
been made that the Methodist Church through its mouthpiece Dimension

sounded to some of its members like a liberal democratic voice. She
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warned that she would discontinue her subscription in the new year
were this not to change in the future. On the whole however, if the space
devoted to the uprising in the Dimension are anything to go by, then the
Methodist Church certainly showed more concern for the situation in the
country than the Congregationalists and Presbyterians. From the first
issue of Dimension in July after the uprising, it was reported that
Methodist theological students had responded to the uprisings by
protesting at the Federal Theological Seminary (Fedsem) and Rhodes
University. Letters to the editor from conservative and liberal, black and
white members of the Church and Church statements of protest on the

uprising on circuit level were in abundance.

On the other hand. The Christian Leader, the joint newspaper of the
United Congregational Church of Southern Africa (UCCSA), and the
Presbyterian Church of Southern Africa (PCSA), only published the
Congregationalists’ response to the uprising in October of that year. Prior
to that the paper carried only one editorial in the August issue which
addressed the matter of the uprising and even then the content was
reformist and the tone patronising. Very few letters to the editor made
any mention of the situation in the country, prior to October. However,
this should not be construed as implying that the Congregational and
Presbyterian churches as such were not interested in the struggle of
black people. At most it meant that the paper was run by and obviously
represented the interests of a small section of people in the Church, most

of whom were white.

In Dimension however, there were responses from every shade of opinion
of the Church community. The conservative white response blamed the
riots on communists and agitators, whereas on the other end of the
ideological spectrum, the Rev. Brian Brown of the CI challenged the

moral legitimacy of Methodist chaplains in the SADF. He succeeded in
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initiating dialogue with them. Most white correspondents were
surprisingly sympathetic to the cause of the Soweto schoolchildren.
However, this could also be a reflection of the editor's bias in that more
letters reflecting his views were published than those were, which did

not.

The real test for the Methodist church came at their National Conference
in October of 1976 when the Black Methodist Consultation tabled a
document in which they threatened to walk out of the representative
session if their request that the conference "adjust its agenda that it
accommodates immediate action as a priority to all other conference
business' 62, was not heeded to. At the beginning of the session, the Rev.
Ernest Baartman, outgoing secretary of the Christian Education and
Youth Department, leading Black Theologian and leader of the Black
Methodist Consultation (BMC), proposed a motion requesting that
Conference suspend its agenda and address itself to the situation in the
country. To his credit, the Rev. Abel Hendricks, outgoing President of the
Methodist Church, courageously supported this motion and almost

certainly averted what was potentially a divisive situation in the Church.

In his stance, Abel was supported by the new President, the Rev. Charles
Stephenson, a white man, who responded to the request in the correct

pastoral and theological manner with the following words:

"Time is important, but first of all I am a Pastor and if
there are those in need, wherever there is pain and
suffering, these take priority." 63

The Conference went on to reach great heights both in terms of its

prophetic witness to the situation in the country as well as its response

 Dimension, Vol VII, No.10, Nov. 1976, p.3
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"Black people have a right to a voice in determining their
own destiny;

Black people have a right to choose the language in which
they will be taught;

Black people have a right to live with their own families;
Black people have a right to full citizenship in the country
of their birth." 65

They went on to ascribe the escalation of the violence to “unruly
elements’, but urged that South Africa should look beyond the ‘mob
violence' to the underlying call for justice and freedom which lay behind
it. Without justice and freedom there could be no lasting law and order in
South Africa. They quote a question which a leading Afrikaans
newspaper had posed: had the Government changed at all in the sixteen
years since Sharpeville or had it in fact reverted to the inflexibility, pre-
Sharpeville? They lauded the courage and restraint shown by both black
and white amidst the "horror and destruction’' of the previous week, as
the country's saving grace. They suggested that the deaths of the
schoolchildren and Dr. Melville Edelstein could be redemptive, in line
with Christian belief, in that they could inspire all South Africans to
work towards more just conditions, which were the prerequisite for

reconciliation between black and white.

The statement contained all the right sentiments: justice, reconciliation,
and full political rights for blacks. They did this by attacking the pillars
of apartheid such as migrant labour, Bantu Education as well as the
immediate cause of the June 16 uprising, namely, the issue of being
taught in Afrikaans. In content, the statement by the Congregationalists

was by far the most incisive, direct and radical. reflecting a theology of

Liberation.
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These words are now famous for their prophetic portent, for on 17 May
the first students went on strike and on a month later, on 16 June,
Soweto erupted and the face of South African politics was never to be the
same again. Tutu went on to reveal on the one hand, his acute political
savvy, quick wit and sense of humour, and on the other, his deep
Christian faith which always called people and systems to conversion

when they were out of step with God's will.

" But we blacks are exceedingly patient and peace-loving. We are
aware that politics is the art of the possible. We cannot expect
you to move so far in advance of your voters that you alienate
their support. We are ready to accept some meaningful signs
which would demonstrate that you and your government and all
whites really mean business when you say you want peaceful
change. First, accept the urban black as a permanent inhabitant
of what is wrongly called white South Africa, with consequent
freehold property rights. He will have a stake in the land and will
not easily join those who wish to destroy his country. Indeed, he
will be willing to die to defend his mother country and his
birthright. Secondly, and also as a matter of urgency, repeal the
pass laws which demonstrate to blacks more clearly than
anything else that they are third-rate citizens in their beloved
country. Thirdly, it is imperative, Sir, that you call a National
Convention made up of the genuine leaders (i.e. leaders
recognised as such by their section of the community]} to try to
work out an orderly evolution of South Africa into a non-racial,
open and just society. I believe firmly that your leadership is quite
unassailable, that you have been given virtually a blank cheque
by the white electorate and that you have little to fear from a so-
called right-wing backlash. For if the things I suggest are not
done soon and a rapidly deteriorating situation arrested, then
there will be no right-wing to fear - there will be nothing." 68

1.1.8 The Dutch Reformed Church (DRC)

The response of the DRC to the uprising came at the beginning of July

in a statement entitled, "With Reference to the Riots'. This is a most

5 ibid. p.12



interesting statement by the DRC on the June 16 disturbances in Soweto
and elsewhere, taken from the Kerkbode. It was issued by the
Moderature of the General Synod of the Church and was apparently
issued immediately after the riots. It is noteworthy for its arrogance

and paternalistic tone. For example, it notes that besides damage to
property, human and race relations and loss of human lives, there was
also "damage suffered by the kingdom of God.' 62 By this they probably
meant that the witness of the Church had been found wanting. They
speak as though they were the appointed custodians of that kingdom.

They called for a plan of action in which one could practice love of God in
one's neighbour, but in the very same breath, speak of the “younger
churches’, a clear paternalistic reference to their "daughter' churches,
the coloured, indian and african DRC churches. What is most interesting
and revealing is their admission, albeit in an arrogant vein, that their
Commission for Liaison with the government, and their Moderature had
met with the government to discuss the situation and on the other hand
had made contact with institutions of their church in the affected areas.
This is an indication of the close relationship which they enjoyed with the

apartheid government.

On June 29 1976, the above-mentioned bodies had talks with the
minister of Bantu Administration and the secretary for Bantu Education

in Pretoria. The following items were on the agenda:

" * The occurrences in Soweto and elsewhere in recent times;
* Afrikaans as a medium of instruction in schools;
* The application of the policy in this connection;
* The participation of parents and school boards;
* Communication between the authorities and "Black’ people;
* The position of Urban "Blacks’. " 70

% Ecunews, 21/1976, p.8
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The President of the Methodist Church, Abel Hendricks, in his response
to the events of Soweto, pointed out that what was of importance was to
heed the message that these events were bringing about our whole life
together. Christians in particular had to ask themselves what it was that
these events were saying to the body of Christ, and how in their prayer
and preaching, proclamation and attitudes the Methodist Church could

contribute towards healing the great [racial] divide.

"Surely we must as never before, work at every level for the
kind of love and justice which will ensure that this never
happens again. 79

(ii) Congregational Assembly

A similar thing happened at the Congregational Assembly in September
that year when black delegates demanded a discussion of the Soweto
uprising. Although a black caucus was not formed out of this ferment, it
did mark a significant change in the racial politics of the Church. Like
most other denominations, the UCCSA faced serious weaknesses in
getting its anti-apartheid stance down to the grassroots. The
denomination could not even succeed in getting its stance on the
uprising published in its own newspaper, the Christian Leader, before
October 1976. This distance between the paper and the denomination,
itself became a matter for confrontation at the Assembly in 1976 between
the majority of members (who were black) and the newspaper. Delegates

slated the newspaper as being irrelevant to the situation.

Soon after the Assembly, the secretary of the denomination and also
President of the SACC at the time, Rev. John Thorne, publicly declared
that he would not attend any more Board meetings of the Christian

Leader, until they began to address black issues. In the light of this

7 Dimension, Vol. VII No.6, July 1976, p.1
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increasing criticism from especially black members of the Church, the
board almost immediately began to put plans in motion to start a black
supplement of the Leader. Events were however to overtake them and
this supplement was never to get off the ground, as the SACC announced
that it too intended to launch its own Black Ecumenical Newspaper to be
called The Voice, thereby saving the Board of the Leader some work and
embarrassment. The Board duly shelved its plans in favour of The Voice,
pledging its support both materially and in terms of expertise to the new

newspaper.

The resolutions made at the UCCSA Assembly of 1976 were also made to
effect greater inter-racial contact within the Church. These included the
concept of “twinning' black and white congregations where contact is
made with one another and as much as possible is shared. A concrete
example of this took place in George between a coloured and a white
congregation who swapped ministers for a week. Furthermore, the
Assembly requested that in future Church and Society items appear on
all Regional Council agendas and the secretariat were instructed to send
out a list of prison chaplains. A commission was also appointed “to
initiate and promote a programme that would help local churches look at
the Church's ministry and the role of the Church “with regard to the

whole man'. 80

(iii} SACC Black Caucus

Out of the SACC Black Caucus of 1976 came some of the most forthright
motions of the Conference. Any attempts to "water-down' these motions
from the plenary were firmly resisted from the members of the black

caucus. Some of the motions, which became resolutions were:

% The Christian Leader, Vol 8, No. 10, October 1976, p.1
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{iv) Natal Church Leaders

In Durban, Church leaders as part of their Christian responsibility in

response to the challenge of Soweto and with particular reference to the

question of racism within the Church, confessed to the following:

(i) that the life in their churches had not sufficiently shown the
possibility of an alternative to racial domination and group
selfishness; 83

(i  that as leaders of their churches, they had failed to give justice and

reconciliation high priority.

They further called upon their members to continue in prayer, undergo a
meaningful change of heart, to act for justice and to give their
wholehearted support to the various initiatives that would be taken by
the churches to deal with the crisis situation that had arisen. They
thanked God for those demonstrations of Christian love and heroism that
did occur in the midst of the turbulence. Among the signatories to the
statement were the Most Reverend Dennis Hurley, Roman Catholic
Archbishop of Durban and Chairman of Diakonia, as well as the Right
Reverend Phillip Russell, Anglican Bishop of Natal.

(v)  Conclusion

It is clear that June 16 had begun a process of ferment within the
English speaking churches in South Africa and within the SACC, which
made it more sensitive to racism and racial discrimination within its own
laws and practices. This process ultimately found expression in the
formation of black caucuses. These caucuses were destined to become
the conscience of the Ecumenical Church, the prophetic voice of Black
and Liberation Theology. They challenged the SACC and its member

churches to radical changes within and without its own structures

¥ ibid., p.9
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particularly with regard to racism and exploitation. From their ranks
were to emerge many young prophets and Church Leaders, Black and
Liberation theologians such as Allan Boesak, Frank Chikane, Shun
Govender and many others, who were to lead the Church into and
through the next phase of its struggle against itself and apartheid. From
their ranks came those who eventually contributed to and penned the

watershed Kairos Document of 1985.

1.2.2 The Pastoral Ministry of the Church

The pastoral ministry of the Church is one of its better known and
natural functions. But in the context of an apartheid system which
systematically denied blacks the basic necessities of life, it was an
ongoing challenge. However, in times of political crisis, such as the June
16 uprising, it took on mammoth proportions. The Church was suddenly
faced with deaths, detentions and injury on a large scale. This often
resulted in more hardship with the loss of breadwinners to injury, death
or detention in families which were already cash-strapped. As one
response to this situation the Church Leaders, at their meeting on
Friday, 18 June 1976, agreed to immediately establish a fund to offer aid
to those who had suffered through bereavement and injury in the

violence.

John Thorne, as President of the SACC, later announced the
establishment of the Asingeni Relief Fund. Besides the bereaved, funds
would also be made available to families where the bread-winner and/or
family member had been arrested. The President was going to make this
fund known to all the churches in fellowship with the SACC. In addition
to this, the Church leaders also asked the SACC to endeavour to
organise a Legal Aid Service. Many individual denominations, also made

their own appeals for donations and established their own relief funds.
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The theme of Church unity had thus far been explored by the Church
Unity Commission(CUC), which had been set up specifically for that
purpose in 1967. However, the type of unity it was exploring was
denominational and not racial. From the discussion post-'76, two distinct
views on Church unity emerged within the SACC. It could be argued
that these views reflected the ideological divide within the SACC along
racial lines. The black view was articulated by Fr. David Nkwe, an

Anglican Minister and one of the co-secretaries of the CUC.

In a statement in the Kairos newspaper of the SACC, Fr. Nkwe argued
that to blacks it was senseless to speak of Church unity, when churches
themselves still failed to practice human unity. Blacks appreciated what
the Church had done for them, but they had also been hurt by the
apartheid practices in the ‘mainline’ churches "long before the
Nationalist Government came to power." 8 In other words, the churches
should first work at achieving non-racial unity within the Church before
they could think of achieving denominational unity. To blacks the two

were inextricably linked.

Rev. Peter Storey of the Central Methodist Church in Johannesburg,
espoused the opposing view. Storey questioned whether the need for
structural unity in the Church had not been “prematurely abandoned'.
To support his argument Storey related the story of the beginning of the
formation of the "Uniting Church" in Australia, which he had witnessed
on a recent trip to that country. This church would consist of
Methodists, Presbyterians and Congregationalists. Admittedly, the
process had been made easier by the absence of the Anglicans, but the
process had not been without its casualties as 30 to 40 percent of the

Presbyterians had opted for "going it alone'.

® Ecunews, 18/1977, p.11
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1.2.4 Conclusion

June 16 1976 had a profound effect on the Ecumenical Church, which
was to change its course irrevocably. By the end of 1976, the role of the
Church in the present crisis had come increasingly under the spotlight
and more and more voices were calling on the Church to stand up and be
counted. There was even talk that the students and a large constituency
of the black population would accept Church leaders as representing
black aspirations. This was probably the beginning of the leadership role

of the Church in the struggle in a time of repression.

However, the Church's stance was still very much one of protest in terms
of statements, delegations and petitions. In this they were eclipsed by the
Christian Institute, who were more able, and did take a more ‘radical’
stance in terms of calling for non-violent resistance actions such as
conscientious objection and economic sanctions, against the apartheid
State. It is not surprising therefore that they were banned along with 18
other BC organisations and two newspapers, including their own, Pro-
Veritate. This repressive action, was akin to Sharpeville 1960, and
ushered in what Jeremy Seekings calls a period of political quiescence in
South Africa’s african townships. 88 It was a time for the Church and

black political groupings to regroup.

June 16 also confronted the Church with internal challenges of racism,
sexism, pastoral care, and Church unity. These challenges added to the
complexity of the Church's struggle to be faithful to the Gospel in South
Africa. They remain challenges to this day.

8 Seekings, Op. Cit,, p.17
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The 1980 Consultation on Racism held at Hammanskraal under the
auspices of the WCC to evaluate ten years of the work of the Program
to Combat Racism (PCR) of the WCC in South Africa, proved to be an
ideal opportunity for the SACC to prepare the groundwork for a
renewed challenge on the State in the decade of the eighties. Of the
goals that were set for the new decade, one was the achievement of
democracy by the end of the decade. In this, history was to prove
them to be correct. But before this could be achieved, there was still a
difficult struggle ahead about which the participants had no illusions

either.

The decade of the eighties was to prove decisive as well arguably the
most intense in the struggle for liberation in South Africa. The
apartheid State, in response to the people’'s struggle for liberation
such as in 1976, responded with piecemeal reforms. When the people
and their leaders rejected these reforms, the regime responded with
repression. By 1984 the black townships of the Vaal Triangle were up
in flames, the coloured and indian townships were incensed by the
implementation of the Tricameral system and a state of insurrection
existed. In this context the ANC called for a campaign to make the
country ungovernable. This campaign was so successful that a state
of emergency was declared in June 1985. It was briefly lifted
September of that year but re-implemented in 1986 up to 1990 when
the Then State President of South Africa, F.W. De Klerk, lifted it. In
this historic announcement he also wunbanned all political
organisations and released Nelson Mandela. This was a new

watershed in the history of South Africa.

From 1980, the Church as represented by the SACC, continued its
attack on apartheid's reprehensible laws and its effects on South
African society, in particular blacks. Represented by an increasing
number of black leaders, not least of whom was Tutu, the SACC was

taken to a new level of challenging the State especially in its



Constitutional Reforms. The State's response was to threaten, detain
and harass, although it was seemingly more reluctant to act against
the Church and its leaders at this stage. This only served to
strengthen the resolve of the Church to fight on, thus deepening the
rift between Church and State. Eventually the State responded by
implementing the Eloff Commission into the affairs of the SACC, with
the aim of discrediting the organisation in the eyes of the South
African public as well as limiting its access to overseas funding. This
attempt at muzzling the Church before it could do any more damage
turmned out to be counterproductive. The support that the SACC

received from the International Church was overwhelming.

At the end of it, and indirectly as a result of his witness against it,
Tutu was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in November 1984, just a few
months after the Eloff Commission had completed its report and made
its findings. In March of the following year Tutu was installed as the
new Bishop of Johannesburg, and a year later as the Archbishop of
Cape Town, the highest office of the Anglican Church in South Africa.
Tutu was a thorn in their side, even though he was regarded by many
blacks as a moderate. Tutu was still prepared to talk to them. He still

recognised their legitimacy to rule.

There were, however, other individuals in the Church who were trying
to push the Church into non-violent direct action during this period.
Through new black Church organisations such as the Institute for
Contextual Theology (ICT), "Die Belydende Kring'(BK), the Alliance of
Black Reformed Christians of South Africa (ABRECSA) and others,
individuals such as Allan Boesak were constantly pushing, cajoling
and prompting the Church to an ever more radical stance. Almost
single-handedly he masterminded the movement which witnessed the
declaration of apartheid as a sin and its theological justification a
heresy by all the major denominations in the country as well as by the

World Alliance of Reformed Christians (WARC]. This indirectly led to
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the formation of the UDF, since his logic was that if apartheid was a
sin then it had to be fought against and be removed. In an address to
the SACC as early as 1979, he called for the Church to move from

protest to action through Civil Disobedience.

A year later, at the 1980 SACC Conference in Hammanskraal, Tutu
attempted to implement this resolution by calling for an act of protest
by all Conference delegates after the Conference on Pretoria's Church
Square. He was defeated by one vote. Ironically, it took the detention
of another Church leader, former SACC President and General
Secretary, John Thorme, in the little known township of Bosmont in
Johannesburg for supporting the nation-wide coloured school
boycotts of 1980, to afford the Church the opportunity, as Tutu

remarked on the occasion, to implement the resolution.

Both these men, Thome and Boesak are two examples of coloured
Church leaders among others, who saw themselves as blacks fighting
for their own and their country's liberation from racism and
exploitation. They did so first and foremost out of Christian
conviction. Each of them was a product of his time and context and
thus contributed to the struggle in their own unique way. Their roles
in that struggle ought to be evaluated within those contexts as well. It

is to this task that [ will now turn my attention.
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The Witwatersrand Church Leaders March to John Vorster
Square - 26 May, 1980

I attended a relatively privileged private school catering mainly for
blacks from disadvantaged communities. However, we were highly
politicised through the more liberal education we were receiving. So
when the news reached us that the coloured schools in the Transvaal
and the rest of the country had come out on boycott in solidarity with
coloured schools in the Cape, we had no doubt in our minds that we
should join them, despite the fact that we were receiving a relatively
better education than they were. We embarked on the boycott although
not without some opposition from some parents, students and teachers,
who could not understand why we would want to jeopardise what was
generally regarded as better education than our fellow coloured, indian

and black counterparts were receiving.

The first mass rally that was called was at Chris Jan Botha (CJB) High
school in Bosmont on a Friday morning. The school happened to be
opposite the home of the Rev John Thorne, former general secretary of
the SACC and UCCSA and past chairman of the UCCSA. He had been
invited by the student leaders at the time to be the main speaker at this
rally. He was small in stature but big in heart. John was also an ex-
parent of the school I attended, as two of his children had matriculated

there.

He spoke forcefully about the inferiority of the coloured education
system and called for equal education for all. He pledged his support to
the students in their stand against this evil education system and
apartheid in general. He urged us to cast off the shackles of a slave

mentality. However, we were to do this non-violently.

At school the following Monday morning, we received the news that

John Thorne had been detained on Saturday, 24" May 1980 at 12:30
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p.m. We were immediately incensed that this "Man of God ' who was
sickly and who had so courageously addressed us on the truth of our
situation in South Africa, could have been detained. Calls for his release
became the new focus of our protest campaign. This campaign was to
enjoy almost immediate results. At 4:30 p.m. on Monday afternoon of

the 26t May, John Thorne was unconditionally released from detention.

What we did not know was that on Saturday evening after his arrest, a
group of ministers held a meeting in Coronationville. At this meeting
they had decided that they would hold a service of intercession for John
Thorne at the Congregational Centre in Braamfontein on Monday 26t
May 1980 at 9:00a.m., after which the ministers present would walk to
John Vorster Square in their clerical robes to present a petition to the
police expressing solidarity with Mr Thorme and to call for his release. A
process of contacting Church Leaders and Church Unity Commission
{CUC) ministers had been set in motion whereby they were asked to be
present at the service and to join the walk to John Vorster Square
thereafter.

On Monday, 26" May 1980, the service went ahead as planned with
approximately 80 people present. Afterwards, fifty three ministers and
lay people joined the walk to John Vorster Square, led by Bishop
Desmond Tutu, General Secretary of the SACC and Rev. Joe Wing,
General Secretary of the UCCSA and Chairman of the CUC. The march
passed the offices of the Johannesburg evening newspaper, The Star,
and was stopped not far from these offices on the corner of Sauer and
Pritchard Streets. All the clergy, and others with them were arrested.
The then editor of The Star, Harvey Tyson, described the march as
remarkably peaceful and wondered as to the wisdom of the police in
arresting the marchers. They carried no weapons and no banners and
the most menacing thing about them was one of the hymns they
sang...... "Onward Christian Soldiers..."” Another hymn, sung to the tune

of Aurelia was:
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"0 God of earth and altar, bow down and hear our cry,

Our earthly rulers falter, our people drift and die;

The walls of gold entomb us; the sword of scorn divides
Take not thy thunder from us, but take away our pride.

From all that terror teaches, from lies of tongue and pen,
From all the easy speeches that comfort cruel men,
From sale and profanation of honour and the sword,
From sleep and from damnation, deliver us, good Lord!

Tie in a living tether the prince and priest and thrall
Bind all our lives together smite us and save us all;
In ire and exultation aflame with faith, and free
Lift up a living nation, a single sword to thee.” 2

Police gratuitously used batons to disperse onlookers who had gathered
at the scene. They had succeeded in bringing to what was essentially a
low-key event, "a taste of needless drama and conflict.” 3 At the police
station the marchers handed the petition demanding the release of
Thorne, a copy of the order of service used at Braamfontein and a brief
statement outlining the reason for the protest, over to the head of
security. The Rev. Thorne was released on Monday 26" May 1980 at
4:30p.m. The group of clergy and others were taken into custody for the
night and appeared in court the next day after which they were

released on their own recognisance’s.

The Reaction

A pastoral letter was written to the churches by the following Church
Leaders: IC Aitkken - General Secretary of the Presbyterian Church of
Southern Africa, Timothy Bavin - Anglican Bishop of Johannesburg,
Frederick Bell - General Secretary, Federation Evangelical Lutheran
Churches of Southern Africa, Stanley Pitts - Chairman of the South-West
Transvaal District of the Methodist Church of Southern Africa, Desmond
Tutu - General Secretary of the South African Council of Churches and
the Revd Joseph Wing - General Secretary of the United Congregational
Church of Southermn Africa. In the letter they described the course of

* The Christian Leader, 1980, p.5
Y ibid., p.4
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events, which led up to the Church Leaders March. They explained that
the purpose of the march had not been to seek confrontation with the

Government, but first of all:

“to express solidarity with a brother minister who had
identified himself fully with the needs of the community
and his people in the exercise of his pastoral duties;”

and

"to protest against detention without charges being preferred,
and the suspension of the rule of law on which detention is
based.” 4

Their experience in the cells had been an enriching one of worship and
Sellowship in which they discovered their unity in their faithfulness to

God and to one another, rather than in Plans of Union.

The incident received worldwide press coverage and messages of
support for both Thorne and the arrested Church Leaders came in from
far and wide, both local and international. There was a statement from
local ministers of the Church of Jesus Christ and religious leaders,
protesting the detention of Thorne and calling for his immediate release.
They also expressed solidarity with Thorme and believed that his action
was based on the following biblical principles on which they too took
their stand as the only basis for their total pastoral and social

responsibility:

" “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your
soul, with all your strength and with all your mind; and
your neighbour as yourself St. Luke 10: 27

"What is it that the Lord requires asks of you? Only to act
Justly, to love mercy and to walk humbly before God.’
Micah 6: 8

*ibid., p.4
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'Is not this what I require of you: to loose the fetters of
injustice and to set free those who have been crushed?’
Isaiah 58: 6

" We must obey God rather than men.” Acts 5: 29" 5

A message of support for the Church Leaders was received from the
general secretary of the Lutheran World Federation, assuring them of
their solidarity and concern and prayers for peaceful and just solutions,
respect for human rights and the dignity of the vast majority of South
Africans and for the redress of the great racial inequalities in education.
Another message was received from the President of the Methodist
Conference for the Church Leaders and Thorne lamenting the fact that
relationships between the Church and State were now at an all-time
low because of the actions of the police. He called on the State to start
talking to the recognised leaders of the country and cease imposing its
will by force, as this would not stem the triumph of the biblical
principles of justice and reconciliation to which Christians the world

over were committed.

The Outeniqua region, one of the regions of the UCCSA of which Thorne
was a minister, sent its own message of support to him and the 53
ministers arrested. They called on the government to: scrap the law of
detention without trial; release all those who were detained or prefer
charges against them; absolve the 53 church leaders who were
arrested _from any further prosecution and call for a national convention

of all race groups in the country.

After his release, John Thorne wrote the following letter of thanks to his

colleagues and friends:

T ibid., p.5
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The Church found itself increasingly in the forefront of such struggles as
the political movements were restricted or banned. The question of
violenice and non-violence in the oppressed response to the violence of
the state thus became a moot point of strategic and tactical importance
only. For the Church it was a major point of disagreement. The Church
and Christians were faced with a choice between good and evil, God
and the devil as the Kairos document pointed out in 1985. It was a time

Jor decision and action.

One man who had contributed a great deal to malicing all this possible
was Allan Boesak, Dutch Reformed Mission Church Minister, Black
Theologian, Academic and Activist. It is to his contribution that we now

turmn,

2.2 The Rise of Allan Boesak

The Soweto uprising in 1976 challenged the Church not only in terms
of what its role was in the struggle for liberation against racism, but
also in terms of the racism within its own structures. One of the
denominations in which this latter challenge was particularly acutely
felt and waged was in the Dutch Reformed group of churches,
particularly the so-called non-white branches of this church. This was
one of only two denominations in South Africa, which was racially
divided into its constituent parts, the white Dutch Reformed Church,
the coloured, Dutch Reformed Mission Church, the african Dutch
Reformed Church in Africa, and the indian Reformed Church in

Africa. The other one was the Lutheran Church.

It was therefore not surprising when some of the ministers of the three
black churches of this apartheid family, coloured, indian and african,

decided to get together in an organisation called the Broederkring, as









struggle was not merely against an oppressive political and
exploitative economic system but it was a struggle for the authenticity
of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. The struggle was not as much against a
political philosophy and practice as it was against a pseudo-religious

ideology. 22

Furthermore, Boesak pointed out that:

"To identify with the struggle is to realise that the struggle
for liberation and the attainment of black humanity are
commensurate with the Gospel of Jesus Christ." 23

Secondly, the great challenge the Black Church faced was from a
newly and highly politicised black community, especially the youth,
which had reached its apex in 1976. The Black Church did not yet
know how to deal with this new, politically conscious generation. The
traditional respect which the Church and Churchmen had enjoyed in
the past was no longer to be taken for granted. The black community
now judged the Church by the willingness of its office-bearers to
actively participate in the liberation struggle. In other words, the
liberation struggle had become the criterion by which the authenticity
of the Church and the Gospel would be judged in the black

community.

Thirdly, the alien theology in which the black Church was trapped
was a Western Christian theology of accommodation and
acquiescence, "an individualistic, other-worldly spirituality, which had
no interest in the realities of this world except to proclaim the existing
order as God-ordained.’ 2¢ This theology wanted blacks to accept their

slavery of the past and in modern times their lowly positions as

22 The Church and The Aliernative Society, edited by M. Nash. Papers and Resolutions of the Eleventh
MNational Conference of the South African Council of Churches, Hammanskraal, July 23 - 27, 1979,
p4l

“ibid.,

M ibid., p.43
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second and third class citizens. This theology Boesak argued had to
be exchanged for a new theology which in fact, was not so new but
was in actual fact the age-old Gospel, the message of the Torah and

the prophets.

This theology spoke about the sinfulness of man in personal life as
well as in the social, political and economic structures he had built. It
was a theology, which spoke of hope, conversion and redemption. It
was a theology, which understood God as the liberator/redeemer of

the oppressed. It was a theology for the whole of life.

(ii)  The Alternatives facing Church and Country

Both the Church and country according to Boesak, faced two
alternatives at that time. The country faced the choice of modifying
and modernising the system of white "baaskap’ and eventually ending
up with civil war, or bringing about radical and fundamental change
which would open the way towards a search for a truly new society.
The choice the black Church faced on the other hand, was between
the easy policy of Real Politik and accommodation whereby people
would be urged to accept piece-meal concessions, or the more difficult
option of challenging the status quo and accepting the risks that go
with it.

There was a sense in which the Black Church had very little choice in
the matter because it had become one of the few vehicles left for the
expression of the legitimate aspirations of the black people, given the
outlawing of black political organisations in 1977. As such it could
therefore expect increasing unfavourable attention from the
government if it was to be true to the Gospel and its calling. The
prospect of increasing Church-State confrontation was therefore
unavoidable. The Church had to be watchful as there would come a
time when Government spokespersons would increasingly employ a

Christian language of peace, love and reconciliation, while accusing
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the Church of subversion, in order to undermine the Church.
Boesak's prophecy did of course come to pass later on in the eighties,
as the Church came increasingly under attack from the government.
The Kairos Document identified this kind of theology as State
Theology.

Included among these voices of opposition towards the Black Church,
Boesak warned of some Christians who may “shout charges of
lovelessness and intransigence.’ 25 Nevertheless the Church would
have preserved its dignity in the end. The black Church, however,
needed to be adequately equipped in order to carry out this
momentous and historical task which had been laid upon its
shoulders. To this end, Boesak suggested three things that needed

to be done, to which we now turn our attention.

(iii) What the Black Church Needed to do to Equip itself for the
Future
Firstly, the Black Church needed to reaffirm its commitment to Jesus
Christ as Lord. The implication and importance of this commitment
was to be found in the fact that it placed the Black Church's
allegiance to God above allegiance to anything else including the laws
of the State, or the laws of self-preservation. This was crucial if the
black Church was going to be obedient to the Gospel in the South
African context. However, this commitment was not an automatic

process, but needed to be learned. Boesak put it thus:

"We shall have to learn not to be dictated to by the demands
of the status quo, however intimidating, not by the demands
of ideology, however tempting. Our faith in Jesus Christ and
the liberating power of His Gospel must form the basis upon
which we offer ourselves as a humble servant in the world.” 26

* ibid., p.45
*ibid., p.45
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ways of participation in the liberation struggle. In the light of the fact
that violence was becoming an increasingly attractive option as
peaceful protest was becoming less and less possible in South Africa,
the Black Church had a particular responsibility not to be idle.
Boesak put it succinctly and eloquently:

" The church must initiate and support meaningful
pressure on the system as a non-violent way of
bringing about change. The church must initiate and
support programs of civil disobedience on a massive
scale, and challenge especially white Christians on
this issue. It no longer suffices to make statements
condemning unjust laws and tomorrow obey those
same laws as if nothing happened. The time has
come for the black church to tell the Government
and its own people: We cannot in good conscience
obey your unjust laws, because non-co-operation
with evil is as much a moral obligation as is co-operation
with good. So we will teach our people what it means
to obey God rather than man in South Africa." 30

The Church, however, if it was going to follow this path, would have to
prepare itself for greater suffering as the repressive and intolerant

nature of the then government, would not allow this.

Boesak's address was to say the least, incisive, radical and prophetic.
As the Botha regime perfected its Total Strategy through the National
Security Management System and through Low Intensity Conflict, the
Church as a body and individuals within it, increasingly became an
object of repression and harassment on a personal and organisational
level throughout the eighties. Church leaders and activists such as
Tutu, Beyers Naude, Boesak, Thorme and many others, became
targets for harassment and detention. The Eloff Commission into the
affairs of the SACC, which started its work in 1982, was an attempt to
attack the Church on an organisational level. Individuals in the

Church as well as entire churches were targets for co-option, such as

Yibid., p.47



Bishop Mokoena and the Transkei Methodist Church. 3! Many
Pentecostal Churches and the Dutch Reformed Church supported the
government and apartheid as God-ordained. They were supported by
individual local Churches in almost every major denomination who
had broken away from their mother bodies to form new

denominations.

The suffering and repression continued throughout the eighties in
various and often lethal ways. This culminated in the bombing of
Khotso house, the Johannesburg headquarters of the SACC in 1985
and the attempted murder of the then General Secretary, Frank
Chikane through poisoning, in 1989 and the bombing of Khanya

House, headquarters of the Catholics Bishops Conference in Pretoria..

What was most remarkable of Boesak's prophecy was his call for the
Church to support and initiate programs of civil disobedience on a
mass scale. This was again repeated by the Kairos Document in its
call to action. It is clear that for the English-speaking churches,
Boesak's call for the Black Church to involve itself in the liberation
struggle and mass civil disobedience, was six years too early. However,
it was in line with the strategic shifts, which were taking place within
the liberation movements internally and externally at the time. Both
the exiled ANC as well as the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM),
represented by the Azanian People's Organisation (AZAPO) internally,
had at that historical juncture, identified the primacy of political
mobilisation of the masses of South Africans on the bases of bread
and butter issues linked to National demands. The ANC was the first

to review its strategy and tactics in 1978-1979

! Bishop Mokoena was a former director of the Theological College for Independent Churches started
by the SACC. The government through its security police recruited Bishop Mokoena as an informant

103



2.2.2 The ANC's Review of Strategy and Tactics: 1978-1979

In 1978 the ANC in exile set in motion a process of review of its
strategy and tactics in the light of the changed circumstances post-
1976, particularly the influx of young students into its camps for
guerrilla training, which resulted in logistical, diplomatic, ideological
and pedagogical problems for the ANC. An ANC delegation visited
Vietnam in 1978 to study the Vietnamese revolutionary experience to
see whether there were any lessons to be learnt from this. The
National Executive Committee (NEC} and Revolutionary Council, after
considering the delegation's report at a special meeting lasting from
December 27, 1978, to January 1 1979, came to the following

conclusion:

"the Vietnamese experience reveals certain shortcomings on
our part and draws attention to areas of crucial importance
which we tended to neglect." 32

They found a golden thread of the strategic thinking of the Vietnamese
Workers Party (VWP), consisting of many strands. A six-member
Politico-Military Strategy Commission was selected to examine
strategic options and make recommendations in the light of the
Vietnamese experience. In its statement the meeting identified 12
significant conclusions or proposals. The first five were the most

important:

"(1) the elaboration of an overall strategy based on mass
mobilisation.

(2) the creation of the broadest national front for liberation.

{3) the strengthening of the underground machinery by
drawing into it activists thrown up in mass struggle.

(4) the development of operations out of political activity,
guided by the needs of political mobilisation and
organisation.

and used him as a tool in an attempt to discredit the SACC locally and internationally.

**In Karis, T.G. and Gehart G. M. (eds.), From Protest to Challenge, A Documentary History of
African Politics in South Africa: Volume 3. Nadir and Resurgence, 1964 - 1979, Unisa Press, Pretoria,
1997, p. 302

104



(5) the creation of a central organ to plan, co-ordinate and
direct all activities inside the country.” 33

The first two conclusions coincided remarkably with what Boesak was
suggesting the Black Church should be involved in. The final report
produced by the six-member commission eventually became known as
‘the Green Book' because of its green cover. In it Joe Slovo confirmed
that the main task of the ANC at that point in time was "to
concentrate on political mobilisation and organisation so as to build
up political revolutionary bases throughout the country. The armed

struggle was "secondary’.” 34

Thus the ANC's review of strategy and tactics was seminal as it
entered the 1980's with "a revitalised sense of the importance of the
importance of above-ground mass mobilisation as a prerequisite for a
‘people’'s war'." 35 In this regard ANC sympathisers, some working
independently and some in conjunction with Underground ANC
networks, played a major role. Starting with local and decentralised
organisations, they drew on the energy of the highly politicised post-
Soweto youth generation and the organisational skills and experience
of the young adults schooled by the Black Consciousness Movement
of the early seventies. It was only in the eighties that these local efforts
were to result in a myriad of national mass organisations such as the
Congress of South African Students (COSAS) and others. These would
eventually cohere to form the mass coalition, as envisioned by the

Green Book, called the United Democratic Front in August 1983. 36

Given the convergence of the thinking of Boesak and the ANC
concerning the need for mass civil disobedience or political

mobilisation at that historical juncture, it was not surprising therefore

* ibid., p.303
*ibid., p.304
* ibid., p.305

* ibid., p.305












There is no doubt that the above recommendations of the conference
were all crucial for the continuation of the Church struggle in South
Africa. However, what was probably more significant for the Church
struggle as well as the struggle in general in the long run, was the
difference of opinion which emerged between black delegates as to
what constituted "blackness’, during the debate on the resolution of

the Black Confessing Church taken by the black delegates.

Two schools of thought emerged, one of which was represented by
Allan Boesak. He argued that "blackness was not related to skin
colour, but depended on the individual's attitude towards oppression
and suffering that were caused by racism." 40 Therefore, in his view,
blacks who had become part of the apartheid structures and were in
turn oppressing other blacks was not truly black. He referred to
Paul's reference to Jews who were only outwardly circumcised to
illustrate his point theologically. On the other hand there were some
whites who had identified with the struggle for liberation, had made
sacrifices in its cause, and had suffered ostracism and harassment
because of their stand against racism, who could be regarded as
blacks.

According to the other view "blackness' was constituted solely by the
colour of one's skin as it was only such people who had experienced
racism. White Christians could not share in the suffering of black
Christians because they had not experienced it because of their

privileged position in society.

Because of this disagreement, Dr. Bonganjalo Goba proposed that the
debate be adjourned so that those who were ethnically black could
debate the issue among themselves. This was agreed to and by the

next morning the black delegates had presented a statement to the

*® Christian Leader, March 1980, p. 5
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Word remained in force: " I will never leave you or forsake you."

(Heb. 13:5) 43

Boesak, almost as if in response to his own prophetic words about the
looming State-Church confrontation in his address on The Black
Church and the Future, took on the Minister of Justice, The
Honourable, A. Schlebusch in an open letter dated 24 August 1979.

The issue was the sharp criticism, which the minister had made in the
press, on radio and television, of the SACC resolution on civil
disobedience made at the conference. This resolution was a direct
response to the call that Boesak had made in his address for the
Church to ‘initiate and support actions of civil disobedience on a

massive scale.’ 44 The SACC resolution read as follows:

" Recognising the great suffering resulting from the policy of
separate development, and confessing that this suffering has
been greatly increased by the churches' failure to act in the
past, this Conference:

e Dbelieves that the South African churches are obliged to

withdraw as far as that is possible, from co-operation with
the State in all those areas in the ordering of our society
where the law violates the justice of God;

e calls upon all Christian people to examine their lives and seek

to identify the ways in which each one reinforces the policy
and props up the system;

e commends the work of the Division of Justice and

reconciliation and requests it to continue this work by
examining the strategies of resistance." 45

The resolution, although less strident in tone than Boesak's address,
did nevertheless unequivocally lay the foundations in principle for civil
disobedience, which was enough to evoke the ire of the government,
particularly the Minister of Justice. Boesak, ostensibly in his personal

capacity, in much the same vein as Desmond Tutu did in predicting

4 “Theological Declaration: "Broederkring” of the Dutch Reformed Churches in South Africa (1979)
in Hans Georg Link (ed.) Confessing our Faith around the World II, Faith and Order Paper No. 120,

World Council of Churches, Geneva (ISBN 2-8254-0789), p. 2

* op. cit.,* The Black Church and the Future, p. 47

45 "Resolutions of the SACC National Conference, 1979", in The Church and the Alternative Society,
op.cit., p.74-75
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the June 16 1976 uprising, took it upon himself to engage the
minister and give him a lesson in Christian liberation theology and the
proper role of the Church in society, particularly an unjust one.
Boesak exposed the hypocritical nature of the age-old South African
apartheid government's warning, issued by Schlebusch that pastors

and churches should keep out of politics.

Given the history of the Afrikaner people and the Dutch Reformed
Church's involvement in the creation of apartheid, the only conclusion
that Boesak could come to was that what the Government really
objected to was not Christians participating in politics as such but
rather that they were participating in politics which was opposed to

them.

Boesak, drawing on the Biblical figures of Daniel and his three
friends; Peter and John before the Sanhedrin; Paul before the Roman
judge and Jesus himself before Herod and Pilate, clearly and
powerfully demonstrated Reformed theology's belief that blind
obedience to civil authorities was alien to the Bible and that for a
Christian, ‘loyalty and obedience is first and foremost to God.' 46 This
view was supported by Church fathers such St. Augustine who had
said that a worldly government without justice was nothing but a

bunch of plunderers.

Reformers such as Calvin also stated clearly that Christians should
resist "worldly princes' when they (the princes) rise up against God.
The apartheid laws were unjust and as such were rightly condemned
by the churches over the years as out of keeping with the Gospel. It
was only logical therefore, that the next step for the churches was to
disobey these laws. This was not a recipe for violence but precisely an

attempt to avoid it. Boesak called on the government to make a choice

46 Boesak, A. " A Letter to the South African Minister of Justice” in Boesak, A. Walking on Thorns:
The call to Christian Obedience, World Council of Churches, Geneva, 1984, p. 62
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between the demon in Revelations 13 and the servant of God in
Romans 13 and to stop their disastrous policies before it was too late.
Unfortunately this warning, as with Tutu's earlier, was not heeded
and the government continued into the eighties on its disastrous

course.

Boesak's letter is another classical and prophetic exposition of Black
and Liberation Theology. Many of the themes were taken up later and
expanded on by the Call to Prayer and the Kairos Document of 1985.
e.g. comparing the government to the demon of Revelations 13 or the
servant of God of Romans 13; the solid biblical foundations for civil
disobedience in the case of an unjust state. 47 With this letter, Boesak
gave notice to the government, the ecumenical movement and the
world that he was prepared to take on the mantle as a prophet of the
Ecumenical Church, against injustice and the heresy of apartheid

alongside other Church leaders such as Thorne and Tutu.

In October 1981, the Alliance of Black Reformed Christians in South
Africa (ABRECSA) was founded with Boesak at the helm. This was a
new ecumenical body, which went one step further than the
Broederkring on the road to Church unity, by opening up membership
to all denominations of the Reformed persuasion. The aim of this was
to promote the unity of these churches and strengthen their prophetic
witness in the context of the struggle for a just society in South
Africa.#8 These churches included the UCCSA and the Presbyterian

family of churches.

In their founding Charter, they unequivocally declared that "apartheid
is a sin, and that the moral and theological justification of it is a

travesty of the Gospel, a betrayal of the Reformed tradition, and a

7St Augustine's famous words about an unjust government, became the stogan of a poster in late 1989,
showing South African church leaders as they were confronted by police in a march to parhiament,
being led by none other than Desmond Tutu and Allan Boesak.

* The Broederkring was only open to members of the Dutch Reformed family of Churches.
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heresy." 49 One of their aims was therefore to promote the
understanding among the Reformed churches that involvement in the
struggle for liberation was an act of obedience and a theological
necessity. At this conference, ABRECSA also made what was to
become an historically pivotal decision to petition the World Alliance
of Reformed Christians [WARC) to move from statements and
declarations condemning apartheid to " a programme of action based
on the rejection of apartheid on theological grounds contained in the
previous statements.” 50 , and "to understand that the initiative for

change in South Africa had now passed into black hands.” 5!

The declaration of ABRECSA as well as the resolutions taken at its
founding conference were to form the basis of the South African black
delegation's case in getting the WARC to take a stronger stand on
apartheid and to suspend the membership of the two white Dutch
Reformed churches of South Africa, at their conference in Ottawa
Canada in August, 1982. The ABRECSA declaration, together with the
subsequent WARC resolution and election of Allan Boesak as its new
President, were to act as a catalyst for a spate of churches and
ecumenical bodies in South Africa declaring apartheid "sinful" and its
theological justification a heresy in 1982. First in July of 1982 came
the SACC resolution.

The UCCSA at its Assembly in September 1982, endorsed the decision
of ABRECSA taken in 1981 to suspend dialogue with the Dutch
Reformed Churches until they had declared apartheid "sinful" and
confessed their complicity in the suffering and oppression of the black
people. In so doing the UCCSA aligned itself with ABRECSA's decision

to declare apartheid sinful and its theological justification a heresy.

*” ABRECSA Charter, in Apartheid is a Heresy, p. 162
* ABRECSA Conference Resolutions, ibid., p. 167
' ibid., p. 168






DRC family through the Broederkring, to the Reformed family through
ABRECSA, to the wider Ecumenical Church through the SACC.
Ultimately onto the world stage through the WARC and then back to
his own Mission Church as Moderator. As such he helped deal a
severe blow to the reformist designs of the Botha regime to woo the
coloured people, because of the coup de gras which he had helped
bring about in the coloured Dutch Reformed Mission Church, thus
consolidating the gains made in the coloured community by the 1980
coloured school boycotts. The final blow however, was still to come in
the conceptualisation and formation of the United Democratic Front in

August 1983, with Boesak as one of its patrons.

2.2.5 The Formation of the United Democratic Front

The formation of the UDF was a logical conclusion to Boesak's
Theology of Liberation. If apartheid was a heresy and the situation
was one of a status confessionis for the Church of Jesus Christ, then
it followed that the only thing left for a Christian and the Christian
Church to do was to actively engage in the struggle for liberation with
all other groups who were similarly engaged. Thus Boesak's call on
January 23, 1983 at the Anti- South African Indian Council's (Anti-
SAIC) conference in Johannesburg for a United Front of anti-apartheid
organisations to oppose the constitutional proposals of P.W. Botha
and to fight for a truly non-racial, democratic and undivided South
Africa as the only dignified response that blacks could make to the
situation, was perfectly consistent with his theology. By taking this
logical leap from what might have been perceived by the government,
as well as conservative Christians within the churches as mixing
politics with religion, Boesak was freeing up churches and Christians

and indeed people from other religious communities as well, to join






We have also seen that the UDF also happened to be the culmination
of the exiled ANC's political vision of a broad, mass-based anti-
apartheid front as envisaged in the "Green-Book" in 1979. As to who
can claim the greater credit for the formation of the UDF, the
Ecumenical Church through its activists such as Allan Boesak or the
ANC underground, or both is not clear or even important. What is
patently clear and of more importance is that the groundwork had
been laid for the Church and religious people of all persuasions to get
involved in the struggle as an imperative of their faith from that point

onward.

This was to constitute the single-most important challenge to the
Church and the State in the years, which lay ahead. It was clear that
if the Ecumenical Church could succeed in mobilising ordinary
Christians to join the struggle as Christians, en masse, that this
would toll the death-knells of apartheid, not only as a socio-political
and economic system but also as a pseudo-religious ideology. This is

exactly what the UDF did in the ensuing years with qualified success.

The SACC never formally joined the UDF and only its two largest and
more militant regions, the Western Province Council of Churches
(WPCCJ} and the Witwatersrand Council of Churches (WCC) saw it fit
to take out membership. It is not surprising therefore that these two
regions were the wombs out of which two of the most far-reaching
documents in the Church struggle were born, namely the Call to
Prayer for an End to Unjust Rule and the Kairos Document
respectively. The first arose out of yet another call made by Boesak at
the SACC Conference of 1984; the second out of the crucible of
struggle between black and white Christians in the cauldron of the

black township of Soweto and other townships on the Witwatersrand.

For Boesak, these struggles reached an apex when he was detained

for two weeks after calling for a protest march to Pollsmoor prison in






2.2.6 Conclusion

Boesak had been central and pivotal in all of these events. He had
helped to move the Ecumenical Church in the decade since 1976 from
a critical acceptance of the legitimacy of the South African State, and
a rejection of its policy of apartheid, to an unequivocal rejection of the
very legitimacy of that State and all it stood for on political, moral,
biblical and theological grounds. This he achieved through the WARC
rejection of apartheid as a sin and its theological justification as a
heresy as well "The Call to Prayer to End Unjust Rule". This was
further consolidated in 1985 by the Kairos Document. Not only had he
spoken and written, but also mobilised civil disobedience to the
apartheid State, not only of the Church but also of the broadest cross
section of South African society through the UDF. In the final Chapter
we will take a closer look at the two documents, the Call to Prayer (in
which he had a direct hand) and the Kairos Document (in which his
role was more indirect) and their implications for the role of the

Ecumenical Church in the Struggle.
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casspirs and vans and ordinary police vehicles. I wondered what they

were planning to do as we approached the church.

The service went off without incident. Boesalk was at his eloquent best.
The atmosphere was electric and we went out of there feeling rejuvenated
and strengthened to continue the struggle "In the Name of Jesus", the
theme of Boesak’s message. There was no cataclysmic event. The
apocalypse did not take place as we had half-expected. There were no
arrests or any other action from the police. For some or other reason they
had let that service go ahead unhindered and kept a low profile that day.
We had lived to see another day. What was clear though is that the

Church could not be the same again.

No longer could the Church sit on the sidelines and watch as Christian
policemen beat up Christian children men and women fighting for freedom.
The challenge laid down by Boesak was not only lo the authorities but
equally to the Church. Already in the run up to the Day of Prayer serious
differences within the Ecumenical Church vis-a-vis support for the Call had
come to the fore. These were critical times for the Church and the State. It
was the beginning of the end for the apartheid State. It was the end of
political naiveté for the Church and the beginning of active engagement in

struggle.

C. Resistance: 1984 - 1986

Jeremy Seekings in his book, Quiescence and Resistance, African

Resistance to apartheid, described the period from 1984 as the beginning

of another period of open resistance to apartheid in African townships,
after a relatively quiet period of what he calls quiescence since the
clampdown on BC organisations in 1977. This phenomenon can in no

small measure be attributed to the arrival on the political scene of the



UDF with its emphasis on grassroots organisation and participation in
the struggle, based on bread and butter issues and the co-ordination of
these myriad of struggles into a united national assault against

apartheid.

The UDF's immediate objectives were however, the opposition to the
Tricameral Parliament and the Koornhof Bills. Its first national campaign
was the million-signature campaign to unite opposition against the
Tricameral Parliament. In the townships, however, one of the immediate
problems was the puppet community councils, which were being foisted
onto the african community. One of the first things these councils did in
the Vaal triangle townships was to increase rents. Given a situation of
high unemployment and 32% interest rates, it was a recipe for disaster.
The Vaal Triangle townships embarked on widespread rent boycotts and

attracted the brutal and unfavourable attention of the police and army.

By the time of the elections for the coloured and indian houses of the
Tricameral Parliament in August 1984, over a million students were out
on class boycotts. This number exceeded that of 1976 and 1980. There
was countrywide opposition to the Tricameral elections within the
coloured and indian communities often ending up in violence, beatings,
detentions of leaders and mass arrests. The insurrection had begun and
there was no sign of it abating, despite State repression. The students
and communities were better organised, resourceful and strategic than
ever before and made tactical retreats when necessary. There was a new
determination in the air to fight until apartheid had been finally
overthrown. This was a fight to the finish encapsulated in the slogan of
the Congress of South African Students' (COSAS) "Freedom or Death,
Victory is Certain’



In September of 1984 the Vaal Triangle communities called for a three-
day stayaway from work which was wildly successful and elicited harsh
government response with the usual bannings and detentions of leaders,
and attributing it to a few agitators. At the end of this the Government
arrested and charged almost the entire executive of the Transvaal Region
of the UDF for High Treason. This trial was to continue for several years
before all the accused were acquitted, but not without seriously

hampering the work of the UDF in the old Transvaal province.

In March the UDF, after its first annual conference, announced a new
phase in protest action which amounted to a civil disobedience
campaign. They were going to implement what Boesak had first called for
the Churches to do in 1979. The forthcoming New Zealand Rugby tour of
South Africa was to be the first target. Other resolutions passed by the
conference were on foreign investment, which just stopped short of
calling for disinvestment, as well as a commitment to build a closer
relationship with trade unions. They reiterated their commitment to non-
violent action. Patrick Lekota, Publicity Secretary for a second term of
office nevertheless held out the hope that there was still time for the
government to consult with the authentic leaders of the black people
with the aim of dismantling apartheid and “transferring power to the

people’.

However, this hand of friendship did not preclude more mass action.
Press statements were not enough. They were going to be backed up by
action. This action, in particular the protest against the rugby tour was
destined to bring the UDF into more conflict with the authorities and
hence increased violence, as it inevitably meant the contravention of the

Internal Security Act, which prohibited protest gatherings.
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With a number of its leaders arrested, the work of the UDF was seriously
hampered, but fortunately there was an able second tier leadership,
which was as determined as the first and prepared to step into the
breach. Despite these setbacks, the insurrection intensified and the
concomitant state action against leaders and increasingly just about
everyone who could be perceived to be a potential threat to the State and
‘Law and Order'. On March 21 1985, a peaceful protest march by
members of the Uitenhage black community to protest rent increases as
well as commemorate Sharpeville Day, resulted in a similar massacre to

Sharpeville 1961, with 19 people being killed by police's live ammunition.

An inquest revealed that most of the people had been shot whilst fleeing
as they had wounds in their backs. The incident unleashed a storm of
local and international protest, with the SACC taking up the cudgels by
means of a march to parliament on 26 March from the Methodist Church
in Buitenkant street, Cape Town. The march was led by the new
secretary general of the SACC, Dr. Beyers Naude, Dr. Allan Boesak, a
minister from Uitenhage, Reverend Abel Hendricks, former president of

the Methodist Church and about 250 other people.

Everyone was arrested and taken to Caledon Square Police Station. The
Western Province Council of Churches assisted with legal aid and other
help. Fifty people appeared in court on March 27 and the rest over the
following two days. The case was remanded until June 3. The incident
immediately attracted media attention and was the first item on SABC
television and radio news that night as well as the lead story of all local
newspapers the next morning. The demands, which the 250-odd

marchers wanted to take to parliament, were the following:



"We wish to salute the people of the Eastern Cape for their
bravery and courage in as direct a manner as possible.
We say loudly clearly that we do not believe the Police or
the Minister of Law and Order, Minister Louis Le Grange,
when they give us their version of the tragic events in
Uitenhage on March 21. Overwhelming evidence shows that
people marching between Langa and kwaNobuhle were not
armed with rocks and petrol bombs. Nor were they about to
attack the white suburb of Uitenhage as the SABC TV
claimed. We do not believe that the police fired in self-defence.
We demonstrate our continued commitment to a process of
peaceful change in South Africa, and rededicate ourselves to
a non-racial and democratic future. We restate the demands
of the people of Uitenhage as explained to us by them:

"Police and SADF to stay out of black townships, especially
during funerals and vigils; the right of people to hold funerals
when they choose, and without interference from the police;
the Government must speak to the leaders chosen by the
people and not to Government chosen community councils;
the community council system must be abolished, and, finally,
we demand full citizenship for all the people of South Africa,
equal participation of all in the central Government and
freedom from economic exploitation.' " 2

Botha's regime continued its policy of reform and repression, as can be
seen in his holding out the olive branch to jailed ANC leader Nelson
Mandela, when in a speech to parliament in February, offered to free
Mandela, provided he foreswore violence. Mandela rejected this offer in
the now famous speech read out to a packed Jabulani amphitheatre on
10t February 1985 by his daughter Zinzi, scuppering any hope of an
early resolution of the South African conflict. However, the undoubted
import of this move by Botha cannot be lost, because it represented the
first time that a National Party government publicly recognised the ANC
as a political reality on the South African scene without whom there

could be no resolution to the conflict.

 Bcunews, March fApril, 1985,p.2



In another move designed to "win the hearts and minds' of the oppressed
majority, Botha attended and addressed the annual Easter gathering at
Moria in the Northern Transvaal of the Zion Christian Church, an African
Independent Church which boasted a membership of over 6 million.
Black organisations and the black community were not impressed by

this blatant political opportunism.

A month later, the government scrapped the Mixed Marriages Act and
Section 16 of the Immorality Act, two laws that the SACC had
consistently campaigned against and asked its member churches not to
implement. However, this move turned out to be meaningless since, as
Mirﬁster F. W. De Klerk put it in parliament, apartheid in the political,
residential and educational spheres would remain unaltered. The
anomalous situation existed where a mixed couple might have to vote for
representatives in different houses of parliament and their children when
grown, possibly for a third. Whites who found themselves in such
marriages would lose their right to vote in municipal elections. Children
would have to attend schools in the groups they had been classified but
if there were problems they could apply for permits to attend schools of
other race groups. Whites would lose their "white status’ and have to live
in the group area of their husband or wife, though they could apply for a
permit to live in a white area. Were such a permit to be granted, they
would not be allowed to own property in such an area. If public
amenities, which were not open to all races, were to be used, then
permits would have to be applied for. It was little wonder then that
prominent black and white political, Church and community leaders

stressed that the scrapping of the laws were in fact meaningless.

Before the June Conference of the SACC the country learnt via the
media, of the brutal murder of four UDF and Cradock community leaders

on the road between Cradock and Port Elizabeth. The bodies of the four
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men, Matthew Goniwe, Fort Calata, Sparrow Mkhonto and Sicelo
Mchlauli, were found in the bushes near New Brighton Beach. They had
been stabbed and burnt out. Their burnt out car was found nearby. The
feeling amongst activists was that it could only have been the work of the
security forces as the men had told some of their comrades in Port
Elizabeth that they would only stop for the police or army. Government
and police denials came in fast and furious. Police blamed the killings on
internecine violence between Azapo and the UDF. It has only recently
come to light post-1990, that indeed the real killers were the State and
its death squads.

The killings incensed the nation and protests were held all over the
country. As opposed to dampening the spirit of the people it only served
to inflame it further. Students came out on boycott in the Western Cape
and soon the Cape and other places around the country were burning
once again. The funeral of the four in Cradock turned out to be one of
the largest this country had ever seen and was addressed by Church
leaders such as Allan Boesak and Beyers Naude among others. 3 Busses
carried mourners from all over the country in their droves. It was also at
this funeral that the clergy were alleged to have marched under the flag
of the South African Communist Party. This only served to support the
South African Government's Total Onslaught theory, which it had long
been propagating against the SACC and more recently, the UDF. This, as
well as the much publicised first necklace murder of an alleged informer
at Sebokeng on the East Rand, became part of the pretext for the
declaration of the second State of Emergency in the country's history, the

first having been in 1961 when the ANC and PAC were banned.

¥ By this time Dr. Naude had been unbanned and had been elected as General Secretary of the SACC
after Tutu had left 1o take up the position of Bishop of Johannesburg.
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With the necklace killings, it was clear that the struggle had catapulted
onto another level, namely the retaliatory violence from the people to the
oppressive violence they were experiencing daily at the hands of the army
and police. It was at this time too that the ANC announced its strategy of
a "People's War', to counteract the violence of the State. Part of the
strategy of the ANC was to make the townships ‘ungovernable' and to
declare ‘liberated’ zones. In no time many townships across the length
and breadth of the country, rural and urban were establishing street,
area and zone committees. The Low Intensity Civil War had begun in

earnest and, as could be expected, the casualties grew.

The challenge to the Church was therefore more acute than ever. For
ordinary people on the ground in the townships, the concepts of love,
reconciliation, forgiveness, and non-violence were becoming increasingly
obsolete, as Boesak had predicted in 1979. The Church was once again
in danger of being left behind by the people in their quest for freedom. It
had to face the challenge head-on and come up with a meaningful faith

response for the people, especially the young people.

The responses did come but not initially from the Church hierarchies
and institutions, but rather from smaller Christian groups and
individuals in different parts of the country who could no longer
countenance the seeming helplessness of the Ecumenical Church in this
situation of conflict. One of these responses was the "Call to Prayer for an
End to Unjust Rule" initiated by Dr. Allan Boesak and taken up by the
WPCC from amidst the cauldron of the coloured townships on the Cape
Flats. Ancther response came in the form of the Kairos Document,
initiated by a group of ministers and clergy in the strife torn township of

Soweto, Johannesburg.



Both documents were controversial. Both succeeded in responding to the
need of oppressed people of faith, suffering at the hands of
unprecedented State violence and brutality, for a message of hope from
God's Word and His Church. Both constituted a fundamental challenge
not only to the State but to the Church as well. We shall examine briefly
both these seminal contributions to the Church struggle against
apartheid in South Africa.

3.1 June 16, 1985 - A Call to Prayer for an End to Unjust Rule

Since June 16, 1977, the Soweto uprising had been commemorated with
Church services and vigils and political mass rallies where these were
countenanced by the State. The day became symbolic of the fight for
liberation by the black people of South Africa from apartheid and
exploitation. On that day, which over time was observed as an unofficial
holiday for black people, those who had been killed in 1976 in the cause
of freedom were remembered. It was also a day on which blacks were
called upon to recommit themselves to the struggle for liberation in this
country. The remarkable thing about this day is that it succeeded in
uniting blacks in the anti-apartheid camp, albeit once a year, across
ideological persuasions, from the ultra-leftist Unity Movement to Black
Consciousness and Africanist groupings, to the non-racial Charterist
UDF. 4

Over the previous nine years, the day hardly ever passed by without
incident. Meetings were often banned or broken up by teargas and
rubber bullets resulting in injuries and deaths. There was often stay-
aways and boycotts as well. The Ecumenical Church recognised the

important symbolic and religious significance of this day. It is therefore

* Charterist was the name given to political groupings that adhered to the Freedom Charter of the ANC as
their political manifesto.



not surprising that the SACC took its first official stance on June 16 in
1982. It passed a resolution calling for June 16 to be seen as a National
day of Prayer and for its member churches to make their buildings

available for such a purpose.

By June 1984, the UDF had been in existence for almost a year and the
campaign against the Tricameral Parliament elections scheduled for
August of that year had reached a crescendo in coloured and indian
townships. In certain african townships on the East Rand and in
Cradock in the Eastern Cape, the parallel struggles against dummy
community councils, rent increases and bus-fare hikes, had mobilised
those communities into unprecedented organised action. The government
had responded with its characteristic brute force and troops occupied
many a township. Many in the church and society were saying that the
border had come to the townships. The Low Intensity Civil War had
begun and was not going to end until the then regime had been removed

from power.

It was in this climate that Dr. Allan Boesak first made the call at the
SACC Conference of June 1984, for a National Day of Prayer for the
Downfall of the Government in South Africa. This call, as could be
expected, made massive waves within the SACC between some elements
in the liberal English-speaking churches and the majority of black
delegates. A compromise solution was reached whereby the call was
softened to a National Day of Prayer for the Abolition of "Apartheid’

structures to be made on 19 December 1984.

However, this controversy was not going to be swept under the carpet
that easily. By March 1985, the more radical Western Province Council of
Churches (WPCC), under the leadership of the Reverend Lionel Louw and

with the support of Dr. Allan Boesak, reissued the call under a new title,

33









Charles Villa-Vicencio, when later reflecting on this reaction of English
Speaking liberal churches and Christians in general, described it as a
moral impasse that they had reached in their Christian witness in South
Africa. They were “trapped in apartheid' as it were, not willing to give up
the privileges that apartheid had afforded them, while still wanting to
salve their consciences with nominal protest against the system. ¢ They
had grown used to reconciling evil with good. It is in this sense that the

Call to Praver for an End to Unjust Rule can be seen as another

watershed moment in the Ecumenical Church in South Africa, a moment
of truth, a Kairos. It exposed the duplicity of the white liberal English
speaking churches in South Africa and the limitations of their stand

against apartheid.

These tensions had of course always been there in the SACC over the
years, simmering just below the surface. It had reared its head at
particular moments and on a smaller scale in the past. One such
incident was the arrest, trial and subsequent conviction during the time
of the Eloff Commission into the affairs of the SACC in 1982-1983, of
former General Secretary of the SACC John Rees, for corruption and
theft of SACC funds. At the time Tutu and the SACC first came out in
support of Mr. Rees, convinced of his innocence and saw his much
publicised arrest at the end of the Annual Conference in 1982, as an
attempt to embarrass the SACC. However, over the following year, Mr.
Rees was found guilty, but there was still doubt in the minds of some

who knew him well.

White liberals in the northern suburbs of Johannesburg came out in
support of Rees while accusing the SACC and Tutu in particular, of

abandoning Mr. Rees and even hindering his defence by refusing him

% Villa-Vicencio wrote a book with the same title *Trapped in a Apartheid’, dealing with this moral impasse
of the English-speaking Churches in South Africa.
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access to certain SACC documents. Tutu reacted swiftly to these charges,
categorically rejecting them and blamed Mr Rees for mismanaging SACC
funds and for breaching his and the Council's trust, thus opening up the
SACC to the government probe in the form of the Eloff Commission. Tutu
was prepared to forgive and reconcile with Mr. Rees but was doubtful
whether this was possible because Mr Rees was unrepentant and had
even stated that he would do it all again were he to have a second
chance. This incident revealed that the fragile unity between white and
black Christians within the SACC had begun to fray at the edges.
Through the Call to Prayer and the Kairos Document, this unity was

threatening to come apart.

There can be no doubt that the Call to Prayer was the pre-cursor and

impetus for the Kairos Document, which, written in a different context by

different people, brought essentially the same message:

(i) that the present rulers were illegitimate and needed to be removed
from power.

(i  the Church had a God-given obligation to join the struggle for their
removal, non-violently.

(iii the Church had no right to condemn those who chose to do so

violently.

We shall now examine the Kairos Document in more detail.

3.2 The Kairos Document

The Kairos Document (KD) was penned during the period July to
September, 1985. Originally it was supposed to be a theological reflection
on the present crisis in the country following the declaration of the state
of emergency on 25 July 1985 and the earlier South African raid on so-

called ANC terrorist bases in Gaborone, Botswana in which some people
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It was then decided that this document was too long to be in a newsletter
and needed to be published as a separate document on its own. Thus the
Kairos Document was launched on 25 September 1985 as a Challenge

to the Church in South Africa.
3.2.1 The Significance of the Kairos Document

The Kairos Document was of great significance for the struggle, the

Church, and theology in general in South Africa and the world.

(i) The Struggle
The Kairos Document contributed to the intensification of the

struggle against apartheid.

After it was launched on 25 September 1985, the document was
personally taken by Dr. Beyers Naude' to the World Council of Churches
in Geneva to request the W.C.C. to convene an emergency meeting to
discuss the situation in South Africa. The World Council of Churches
convened this Kairos meeting of Church leaders from Europe, North
America, Australia, South Africa and other parts of Africa, to discuss the

crisis in South Africa in Harare, Zimbabwe, from 4-6 December, 1985.

37 South African Church Leaders were present at this meeting
including the chairman and organising secretary of the ABRECSA,

the Revd’'s Mr BB Finca and Dr. J.F. Bill respectively. At this meeting
Finca made the important point that it was misleading to speak
generally of the crisis in South Africa, since it implied that the people of
South Africa was facing a crisis. This was not true. It was the apartheid
regime which was facing a crisis, precipitated by the struggles of the
people against it. The task of all those who had declared it evil, a sin and

its theological justification a heresy, was to intensify this struggle until
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disinvestment on 28 June 1985. This resolution represented a
fundamental shift in the previous stance of the Ecumenical Church on
this issue. This time, undeterred by possible Government sanction the

SACC proceeded with the resolution, which resolved:

“ to express our belief that disinvestment and similar
economic pressures are now called for as a peaceful
and effective means of putting pressure on the South
African government to bring about those fundamental
changes this country needs.” 8

In addition to this they resolved:

1. to ask partner churches in other countries to continue their efforts to
“identify and promote effective economic pressures to influence the
situation in South Africa, towards achieving justice and peace in this
country and minimising the violence of the conflict.” ¢

2. to promote fuller discussion on the issues of disinvestment and
economic sanctions by the Executive Committee of the SACC, its
regional councils and the councils of its member churches and
organisations with the request to encourage their congregations to
study and debate them.

3. to appoint a task force to examine the whole question of economic
justice, issues of disinvestment and economic sanctions, to review
and co-ordinate the response from the churches, and to assist church
leaders by making information and analyses available to them.

4. to call on individual Christians and member churches to re-invest
money and energy in alternative economic systems in existence in the

region.

Church leaders supported the resolution and stressed that sanctions

¥ in Info 89 HAP, Religion 2, “Issues”, p.C27

% ibid.
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should be treated as a conditional measure to achieve peaceful
negotiations and not as a punitive measure against South Africa.

They countered the age-old argument that sanctions caused
unemployment thus further harming those they purported to help, by
pointing out that unemployment had been an issue in South Africa long
before there was any talk of sanctions. Economic growth would be

virtually impossible unless apartheid was abandoned.

On 8 February 1986, Desmond Tutu, Bishop of Johannesburg, Alan
Boesak, President of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches and
Beyers Naude, General Secretary of the SACC, issued a statement
reaffirming a statement they had made in October 1985, in which they
requested leading American banks not to reschedule South Africa’s debt
unless the present regime resigned and was replaced by a government
responsive to the needs of all South Africa’s people. They also called for
the "immediate release of all political prisoners, the return

of exiles and the lifting of banning orders on all banned political
organisations”, 10 if such a government were to become a reality. They
offered their services together with other Church leaders as facilitators to
ensure the transition to a government, which was committed to the goal

of democracy.

They further called upon banks involved in negotiations on the
rescheduling of South Africa’s debts to reject the proposals which Dr.
Fritz Leutwiler was going to present in London on 20 February 1986. Dr.
Leutwiler's proposals were based on unsubstantiated assurances of
reform in South Africa. They had warned on many previous occasions

that this so-called “reform” process was designed to entrench rather than

"9« Sratement by Bishop Desmond Tutu, Bishop of Johannesburg, Dr. Beyers Naude, General Secretary of
the South African Council of Churches and Dr. Alan Boesak, President of the World Alliance of Reformed
Churches.” In ABRECSA Newsletter, Nos. 10/11 ~ Feb./Mar. 1986, p.12

142



eradicate apartheid and thus would only serve to aggravate the violence,
injustice and hatred, which afflicted the country. In addition they
requested banks to prevent further government stalling tactics by
providing substance to such rejection. They also proposed that “the
banks should immediately “freeze” all South African bank balances in
their books and refuse to effect any transfer instructions over these
accounts.” '! Banks should also “ obtain court attachment of aircratft,
ships and other South African assets, and apply the proceeds against
South African indebtedness.” 12 They agreed with Dr. Leutwiler's
assessment that financial pressure would be more effective than

economic sanctions in bringing an end to apartheid.

It is clear that the SACC and some of its Church leaders were prepared to
stick their necks out in taking more far-reaching and radical resolutions

than before, on sanctions and disinvestment.

(ii) The Church

For the Ecumenical Church the Kairos Document was a turning point.
No longer would it be able to get away with lame excuses and well-
worded statements. They were hard-pressed to get involved in action to
eradicate apartheid. Another factor which led to their increasing
participation as churches in the struggle was the large scale

bannings and detentions of political leaders and organisations ranged
against apartheid. Some denominations like the UCCSA responded to the
challenge of the Kairos Document by commissioning a task force into the

implications of the document for the Church.

By 1989 the task force had come up with a Pastoral Plan for

Transformation aimed at the transformation of Church structures and

Yibid., p.13
2 ibid.



ministry, a process which is still underway. It was the only denomination
which undertook such an extensive revision of its Church-life in the light
of the Kairos Document and was the only one to produce a

comprehensive bible study on the document aimed at local churches.

Other churches responded to the Kairos in their own way, taking stands
in favour of economic sanctions against South Africa, against
conscription and a host of other issues on the South African political
landscape. In this regard the response of the white Dutch Reformed
Church and the Synod of Bishops of the Church of the Province of

Southemn Africa was significant.

On 22 October 1986, the Nederduitse Gereformeerde Kerk, NGK made a
bold move away from its traditional support of apartheid on theological
and biblical grounds. It took a resolution wherein it condemned
apartheid as a system which was unacceptable in terms of Christian
ethics and that any biblical justification of it was an error. The Church
also opened its membership to all races except at the levels of clergy,
Church elders or moderators. "Church councils which discriminated in
their admission of black members would be subjected to a synodical
disciplinary committee." 13 The Church did not say that apartheid was a
sin, but it did urge its members to "confess their participation in

apartheid with humility and sorrow." 14

Most commentators, journalists, theologians and Church leaders of
the anti-apartheid camp alike, interpreted the NGK Synod's decisions as
a fine balancing act between “verkrampte' and “verligte' !5 factions within

the NGK. Professor John De Gruchy of the University of Cape Town, put

" Ebrahim Moosa, "Qualified "no’ to apartheid from NGK", in Cape Times, 23 October 1986
[E

ibid.
"% This is Afrikaans for conservative and enlightened factions respectively.
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it thus:

"The historic monolithic presence of the Nationalist
Party has become something of the past, and the
Synod debates reflected the growing splintering
in Afrikaner politics.” 16

For some, this attempt at trying to preserve unity in the NGK at the cost
of spiritually and morally inspired reform only served to blunt the
prophetic effectiveness of the resolution. Hannes Adonis, assistant scribe
of the "Nederduitse Gereformeerde Sendingkerk' (NGSK) and chairman of
the "Ring of the SA Gestig", said that the NGK had cleverly avoided
calling apartheid a sin as the Sendingkerk had done, by saying it was an
‘error'. By so doing it had avoided speaking theologically. Allan Boesak,
speaking from the Hague, Netherlands, concurred with Adonis and said
that the NGK's refusal to declare apartheid a sin would cause problems.
He was shocked that the NGK had taken a decision not to merge with its

“sister-churches'.

"The pain-filled testimony (of black Christians) was
simply set aside by the white church. What will be
the sense of continuing discussions (with the NGK)
when what we wanted has already been shot down
by the synod right from the beginning. " 17

Other theologians and politicians such as the conservative Ds. Izak
Mentor Assessor of the coloured NGK "Sendingkerk' on the other hand
welcomed the move as a “progressive step'. Colin Eglin, of the Progressive
Federal Party (PFP) was also very optimistic. He said that the NGK's
rejection of apartheid as UN-Christian had finally stripped the
government of any excuse {o continue to cling to its apartheid policies.
For the NGK to denounce apartheid was clearly an event of major

significance.

'® Elsabe Wessels, "Cottesloe Regained” in Sunday Times, 26 October, 1986
" Ebrahim Moosa, "Boesak “shocked’ at NGK merger hard-line”, in Cape Times, October 1986
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"Here is what is perhaps the most important Afrikaner
Institution in South Africa publicly rejecting the
practice of apartheid and this must have a profound
effect on white political attitudes.” 18

However, this kind of optimism was dampened by the reaction of the
National Party itself through its Information director, Chris Rencken.

Mr. Rencken said that the NP did not have a problem with the Synod's
decision to denounce apartheid as an unscriptural error, if what was
being referred to was the type of apartheid, which the Conservative Party
and Herstigte Nasionale Party advocated. The NP, however, would
continue to be committed to protecting groups (races) and minorities.
Most commentators however agreed that the decision represented a
qualified 'no' to apartheid,!? and the tentative first-steps towards shaking
off the increasingly heavy millstone of apartheid. 20 In this sense it was

historic.

The Church had come full circle after it had refused to denounce
apartheid as unchristian and scripturally unsound at the Cottesloe
conference 25 years before, thus severing its ties with the WCC and the
then Christian Council of South Africa. 2! The writing was indeed on the
wall for the National Party government, with its main supporter
beginning to question the basis of its support. However, this seemingly
had little effect on their unbridled arrogance and disregard for the
prophetic voice of the Church, which reached new heights when Cliff
Saunders launched a scathing attack on Archbishop Desmond Tutu in a
programme on "Liberation Theology", on the South African Broadcasting

Corporation's (SABC) Network programme.

*® Anthony Johnson, "NGK stand strips govt. of excuse for policies” in Cape Times, 23 October, 1986
H "Qualified "no' to apartheid from NGK, op.cit.
0 Elsabe Wessels, op.cit

! The Christian Counci! became the South African Council of Churches in 19687



In a joint statement slamming this despicable attack, 11 Professors of
theology, including Godfrey Ashby and David Bosch of the University of
the Witwatersrand (Wits) and Unisa respectively, saw it as the
preparation by the government for renewed assaults on those churches
who opposed apartheid and injustice. They pointed out that Saunders,
who had suddenly become an authority on the Church, Theology and
Religion in general, could do no more than indulge in half -truths and
distortion of the facts in order to bring across what was purely and
blatantly political intentions. He provided a caricature of Liberation
Theology based primarily on the views of committed members of the
religious right wing in America, for whom authentic Christianity was
indistinguishable from the American way of life and the Free Enterprise

System. 22

In November of 1985 the Synod of Bishops of The Church of the

Province of Southern Africa came up with a statement on "Christian
Obedience and Unjust Law ". In it they gave their pastoral support on the
basis of the following biblical principles, to Christians who believed that

they were called, in obedience to Christ to obey unjust laws:

(i) "...Christian obedience is owed supremely to God, the
Creator and sovereign Lord of the Universe.’ (Phil. 2: 9-11)
(ii) "Laws", "The State” or "Law and Order" are not of

themselves absolutes to be accepted at all costs and above

all else, nor should they be elevated to the status of a god

in whose name obedience is demanded.(dn.19:11a, Rom.13) |
(iii) ~ The conduct of any government and the laws it makes are

to be judged in the light of God's Law.’ 23

(Ps. 72, 1Kgs. 21, 2 Sam. 12, Jer. 22, Lk. 4: 16-21,

Mtt. 25: 31-46, Acts: 5: 29)

* "Liberating Theology from Cliff Saunders", in InterNos, No.4 Nov. 1986
¥ Synod of Bishops, CPSA, "Christian Obedience and Unjust Law, November 1986, in Grace and Truth,
1987, p. 194
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(iii) Theology

The Kairos Document raised theological issues which according to
Charles Villa-Vicencio, were still ahead of the English speaking
Churches. Issues such as: "economics and the tough political
implications of what Christians mean by reconciliation, the pursuit of
justice, and the place of reconciliation, violence and non-violence" 25,

threatened to divide the church.

It was clear that neither the country, the English-speaking
churches, nor theology in South Africa could be the same again post-

Kairos.

3.2.2 The Relationship between the Kairos Document and The
Call to Prayer for and End to Unjust Rule

The Kairos Document can be seen as a continuation and deepening of
the Call to Prayer for an end to Unjust Rule. Boesak, in a book by that
name published in 1986, edited by himself and Charles Villa Vicencio,
claimed that the Call to Prayer had laid the theological basis for the

Kairos Document. In the preface he says:

"What happened on June 16 1985 set the stage for another
document that is important today, the Kairos Document,
which was signed by a group of theologians in South Africa
and distributed to churches world-wide."” 26

The Call to Prayer preceded the Kairos Document by a few months, in
bringing the churches in South Africa to a moment of decision. The

reaction to the Call to Prayer was also much more vociferous from some

¥ Charles Villa-Vicencio, " A Reluctant Response: Has the Challenge been Heard?" in JTSA, No. 53, June
1986, p. 56

* Boesak A. & Villa Vicencio C., eds. A Call for an End to Unjust Rule, 1986, p.10

149






declaration of apartheid as a heresy, including Boesak's own call on the
Church to civil disobedience in 1979. Many of the arguments used by
these statements were repeated in the Document e.g. the explication of
Romans 13 and its proper interpretation is something that Boesak used
in his address to the SACC in 1979, in his letter to Minister Schlebusch
in 1981, in the Message to the People in 1968, as well as in the

theological rationale of the "Call to Prayer.'

What was new was the call to action as a sine qua non for the churches
in the present situation on the side of the oppressed and exploited.

The Call was therefore not for the Church to take sides, because it had
already, wittingly or unwittingly taken the side of the status quo over the
years. The Call was now for the Church to change sides to that of the
black oppressed.

3.3 Conclusion

June 16 1976 saw the waving of placards and banners against the
implementation of Afrikaans as a medium of instruction by Soweto
schoolchildren. Latent in their demands was the realisation that their
problem lay deeper within the very fabric of the system of racial and

economic oppression in South Africa called apartheid-capitalism.

By June 1986, the students, who were now leaders in the United
Democratic Front and other liberation formations inside and outside the
country had long moved beyond protest to fundamental challenge of the
status quo including its violent overthrow. For the ecumenical Church,
the day also marked a significant step in its stance against apartheid. It
too now moved from its previous stance of acknowledging the legitimacy
of the apartheid government while protesting against its worst excesses,

to declaring it illegitimate and irreformable and therefore needing to be
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replaced. The Call to Prayer for an End to Unjust Rule of 1986
represented this definitive move from protest to challenge and non-

violent direct action.

With the churches unequivocally on board in the resistance struggle in
South Africa on the basis of non-violence for the first time in its history,
undoubtedly marked the beginning of the end of the apartheid regime.
The battle had been joined in earnest and would not end until one party
had emerged victorious. In bringing the churches to this point, the
pivotal role of Allan Boesak and the predominantly coloured Western

Province Council of Churches is unmistakable.



CHAPTER FOUR: THE ROLE OF COLOURED CHURCH LEADERS IN
THE ANTI-APARTHEID STRUGGLE

In this chapter I will analyse the role of coloured Church leaders in the
anti- apartheid struggle in terms of three categories namely: ideology,

theology and ecclesiology.

4.1 Ideology

On the ideological level we can discern two discourses which challenge
the coloured Church leaders throughout the period under question.
These are Liberal Ideology, which emphasised the primacy of race in
understanding the South African reality and Historical Materialist
analysis, which emphasised class. On the level of class a word must be
said. In his study on the "The Role of the English Speaking Churches in
South African Church History 1903 - 1930", Jim Cochrane points out the
importance of the largely neglected historical materialist perspective for
understanding the Church in South Africa. Cochrane finds that the
generally, English speaking churches and its leadership generally reflect
the interests of the ruling classes and big business who were mainly

white, during the period 1903 - 1930.

I think the same was largely true for the period 1976 -1986. The Church
and Church leaders, whether white black or coloured still tended to
accept the economic status quo of capitalism as a given while objecting
to its more vulgar racial features, such as job reservation etc. Neither
Boesak nor Thorne outrightly condemned the capitalist system in South
Africa. Their main concern was that it had excluded blacks and in such a
vulgar way. In an article on Christian Resistance to Apartheid in

Prozesky's, Christianity in South Africa, Cochrane shows that with the
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be detained in 1976. Wessels was much more firmly entrenched in the
BC tradition.

Allan Boesak was still a rising star in the Church and struggle at this
time. Boesak was firmly entrenched in BC. His Doctoral thesis was one of
the early seminal treatises on Black Theology, which was published in

the form of a book with the title: A Farewell to Innocence. His

achievements in this regard are too numerous to mention: co-founder in
1974 of the Broederkring within the black NG churches, with the aim of
effecting unity within the NG church as a whole, starting with the black
{coloured, indian and african } churches. Sympathetic whites were
allowed to join from the beginning as long as they were committed to the
black struggle. Boesak's conception of blackness, which we have noted
before was a matter of attitude and commitment to the black struggle for
liberation and not skin colour. 2 But Boesak had not yet achieved
prominence within his own Church or the Ecumenical Church as a

whole at this stage.

Thus it can be generally said that the attitude of some coloured Church
leaders towards BC at this stage was ambivalent while others embraced

it.

4.1.2 Multi-racialism vs. Non-Racialism

In response to increasing international and internal pressure from anti-
apartheid groupings, including BC, the Vorster regime instituted what
was called multi-racialism in sport and amenities. They did away with
petty apartheid in public places such as park benches, toilets. Blacks

could attend certain restaurants, called ‘international restaurants,

? Christian Leader, March 1980, p.5
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which had special permits to admit them. Generally if blacks wanted to
be admitted to any public amenity or institution which were previously
only for whites, they had to apply for a permit to do so. Black students
wishing to study at white universities had to therefore apply for such a

permit and only if the quota of black students had not yet been exceeded.

In 1977 Vorster revealed his plan to extend this idea to the political
realm with new constitutional proposals which made provision for
political rights for coloureds and indians in separate chambers of
parliament and africans in the homelands. These proposals had to be
shelved in 1978 in the wake of the Information scandal, which rocked the
government, after which Vorster was forced to resign. P.W. Botha came
to the helm on a so-called “verligte' ticket, but in 1981 announced his
own new constitutional proposals which were not much different to those
of Vorster. Thus multi-racialism was to be firmly entrenched in the
reform politics of P. W. Botha. The problem for Botha was how to co-op

the coloured and indian and african communities to accept this plan.

In 1980 John Thorne showed that in no uncertain terms that he was not
going to be co-opted into any such schemes. He came out strongly in
support of the coloured school children against gutter education and the
apartheid system in general, demanding equal political rights for all. He
was detained for all his troubles. However, his friend Allan Hendrickse, a
fellow Congregationalist, was not so clear. He first vacillated about and
then finally announced his decision to take his Labour Party into the
Tricameral Parliament of P.W. Botha, thus accepting racially based
politics. He faced massive opposition from his community, as well as his
own denomination, which scrapped him, and a few other ministers like

him from their role of ministers.
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Allan Boesak on the other hand, was also trained in a liberal Reformed
tradition but became exposed to Black Theology in the early seventies
along with many others of his time. However, Black Theology at this
stage itself still very dependent on Western theological constructs and
theologians such as Karl Barth. This was one of the major criticisms
levelled at James Cone, the leading black theologian in the world at the
time, by his compatriots Gayraud Wilmore, brother Cecil Cone, and
others. Boesak's Black theology, being very dependent on Martin Luther
King jnr.'s theology in general, therefore suffered from the same malady
as Cone's did earlier on, namely, a lack of emphasis on the culture and
religion of black people as sources of theology. Cone relied heavily on

Barth, Pannenberg and Bultmann and Boesak on Reformed theology.

Another weakness of Cone and Boesak's theology was the lack of a class
analysis, a weakness not inherited from Barth, who was a socialist in
certain respects. Cone acknowledged and corrected this in his book, For
My People, after extensive contact with Latin American Liberation
Théologians through the Ecumenical Association of Third World
Theologians(EATWOT). It is only when Latin American liberation theology
began to make its mark on the South African theological scene through
institutes such as the Institute of Contextual Theology (ICT), and
Documents such as the Kairos Document, that Marxist analysis of
society crept into South African Black Theology and Boesak's in

particular. Boesak later signed The Road to Damascus, a document that

went further than the Kairos Document in identitying the global, racial
and economic nature of oppression rooted in Capitalism. This is

testimony to the shift in his theology.

But Boesak was never completely comfortable with a materialist analysis.
His main focus remained race and racism as the primary determinant of

oppression in South Africa. This uneasiness with identifying himself

160



completely with a the Marxist ideology can be seen in his reluctance to
be identified with the South African Communist Party (SACP), after
becoming Western Cape leader of the ANC, post 1990.

Boesak's Reformed theological roots could also be seen in his
spearheading of the Confessing Church movement within the Dutch
Reformed Mission Church as well as the declaration of apartheid as a
heresy by the World Alliance of Reformed Churches as well as his own
Church. The theological rationale for the Call to Prayer for the End to
Unjust Rule was firmly entrenched in European liberal theology of the

Just War theory and teachings of Reformers such as Calvin and Luther

on tyranny.

Less high profile coloured church leaders and ordinary ministers such as
Lionel Louw, Courtney Sampson, Chris Nissen, Charles Martin and
others had no problem in signing the document and moving the Western
Province Council of Churches into active resistance to apartheid on the
basis of Liberation Theology. However, it would be simplistic to suggest
that there was this natural progression within some coloured Church
leaders from Reformed, to Black, to Liberation Theology. To many
blackness remained an important determinant in the class oppression of
blacks in society and was not to be easily dismissed. People like John
Thorne never signed the document and although anti-apartheid, he was
not an anti-capitalist. To him the only thing wrong with capitalism in
South Africa was the feature of racial oppression. All that was needed
was that it should get a face-lift to one of non-racialism. The same could
probably be said about other coloured Church leaders such as

Habelgaarn, Hendricks and Chris Wessels.






within, would have been well nigh impossible given the way in which the
system was weighted in favour of whites. The system was still so
obviously racist in its structure with a separate house for the three races,
coloured, indian and white, that it was clear that the regime had no
intention of moving away from race-based politics. This was
unacceptable to a growing body of liberal/radical opinion in all the
churches, comprised now of young activists schooled in the BC tradition

and also the resurgent ANC Charterist, non-racial tradition.

This new breed of activists ministers and priests were also influenced by
black theologians and Church leaders such as Manas Buthelezi of the
Lutheran Church, Boesak of the DRC and Tutu of the Anglican church.
Among coloureds, Boesak had been particularly influential through the
Belydende Kring, ABRESA and the WARC and the subsequent
declaration of apartheid as a heresy and the drafting of the Belhar
Confession in 1982. The days of racial politics in the Church were
seemingly over. The legitimacy of the State was also increasingly being
called into question. The demand for nothing less than full political
representation in a non-racial, non-sexist democracy at all levels for all
races was by now firmly entrenched. The June 16 uprising and 1980
coloured school boycotts had been instrumental in entrenching these

notions.

Thus it was that when the Tricameral Parliament was announced that
the churches were unequivocal in announcing their opposition to this
new attempt at relorm. Anyone therefore still arguing for this route such
as Hendrickse and Chief Mangosuthu Buthelezi found themselves very
quickly at loggerheads with the churches and in particular their own
denominations. Hendrickse, in particular was ignominiously asked to
resign his position as a minister or give up his position in the Tricameral

Parliament. Within the Congregational church this caused a split
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