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Handout 1.3
Challenge to the church

A Theological Comment on the Political Crisis in South Africa
Johannesburg, 1985 (selections)

Sense of Urgency

The KAIROS document is a Christian, Biblical and theological comment on the political crisis in 
South Africa today. It is a critique of the current theological models that determine the type of 
activities the Church engages in to try to resolve the problems of the country. The first task of a 
prophetic theology for our times would be an attempt at social analysis or what Jesus would call 
“reading the signs of the times” (Mt 16:3) or “interpreting this KAIROS” (Lk 12:56). We as a 
group of theologians have been trying to understand the theological significance of this moment 
in our history. For very many Christians in South Africa this is the KAIROS, the moment of grace 
and opportunity, the favorable time in which God issues a challenge to decisive action. It is a 
dangerous time because, if this opportunity is missed, and allowed to pass by, the loss for the 
Church, for the Gospel and for all the people of South Africa will be immeasurable. 

Reading the Signs of the Times (Social Analysis)

It would be quite wrong to see the present conflict as simply a racial war. The racial component is 
there but we are not dealing with two equal races or nations each with their own selfish group 
interests. The situation we are dealing with here is one of oppression. The conflict is between an 
oppressor and the oppressed. The conflict between two irreconcilable causes or interests in which 
the one is just and the other is unjust.
On the one hand we have the interests of those who benefit from the status quo and who are 
determined to maintain it at any cost, even at the cost of millions of lives. It is in their interests to 
introduce a number of reforms in order to ensure that the system is not radically changed and that 
thy can continue to benefit from the system because it favors them and enables them to 
accumulate a great deal of wealth and to maintain an exceptionally high standard of living. And 
they want to make sure that it stays that way even if some adjustments are needed…The present 
crisis has now made it very clear that the efforts of Church leaders to promote effective and 
practical ways of changing our society have failed. This failure is due in no small measure to the 
fact that 'Church Theology' has not developed a social analysis that would enable it to understand 
the mechanics of injustice and oppression.

Theological Reflection

Church Theology. In a limited, guarded and cautious way this theology is critical of apartheid. Its 
criticism, however, is superficial and counter-productive because instead of engaging in an in-
depth analysis of the signs of our times, it relies upon a few stock ideas derived from Christian 
tradition and then uncritically and repeatedly applies them to our situation…[This includes:]

Reconciliation
We must be fair. We must listen to both sides of the story. If the two sides can only meet to talk 
and negotiate they will sort out their differences and misunderstandings, and the conflict will be 
resolved.  On the face of it this may sound very Christian. But is it?

The fallacy here is that 'Reconciliation' has been made into an absolute principle. But there are 
other conflicts in which one side is right and the other wrong. There are conflicts where one side 
is a fully armed and violent oppressor while the other side is defenseless and oppressed. To speak 
of reconciling these two is not only a mistaken application of the Christian idea of reconciliation, 
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it is a total betrayal of all that Christian faith has ever meant. In our situation in South Africa 
today it would be totally unChristian to plead for reconciliation and peace before the present 
injustices have been removed. No reconciliation is possible in South Africa without justice.

There is nothing that we want more than true reconciliation and genuine peace--the peace that 
God wants and not the peace the world wants (Jn 14:27). The peace that God wants is based upon 
truth, repentance, justice and love. The peace that the world offers us is a unity that compromises 
the truth, covers over injustice and oppression and is totally motivated by selfishness. At this 
stage, like Jesus, we must expose this false peace, confront our oppressors and sow dissension. As 
Christians we must say with Jesus: "Do you suppose that I am here to bring peace on earth. No, I 
tell you, but rather dissension" (Lk 12:51). 

Call to Action

Transforming Church Activities
Much of what we do in our Church services has lost its relevance to the poor and the oppressed. 
Our services and sacraments have been appropriated to serve the need of the individual for 
comfort and security. Now these same Church activities must be reappropriated to serve the real 
religious needs of all the people and to further the liberating mission of God and the Church in the 
world…All of these activities must be re-shaped to be more fully consistent with a prophetic faith 
related to the KAIROS that God is offering us today. The evil forces we speak of in baptism must 
be named. We know what these evil forces are in South Africa today. The unity and sharing we 
profess in our communion services or Masses must be named. It is the solidarity of the people 
inviting all to join in the struggle for God’s peace in South Africa. The repentance we preach must  
be named. It is repentance for our share of the guilt for the suffering and oppression in our 
country.

Civil Disobedience
Once it is established that the present regime has no moral legitimacy and is in fact a tyrannical 
regime certain things follow for the Church and its activities. In the first place the Church cannot 
collaborate with tyranny. It cannot or should not do any thing that appears to give legitimacy to a 
morally illegitimate regime. Secondly, that Church should not only pray for a change of 
government, it should also mobilize it members in every parish to begin to think and work and 
plan for a change of government in South Africa. The moral illegitimacy of the apartheid regime 
means that the Church will have to be involved at times in civil disobedience. A Church that takes 
its responsibilities seriously in these circumstances will sometimes have to confront and to 
disobey the State in order to obey God….But the Church of Jesus Christ is not called to be a 
bastion of caution and moderation. The Church should challenge, inspire and motivate people. It 
has a message of the cross that inspires us to make sacrifices for justice and liberation. It has a 
message of hope that challenges us to wake up and to act with hope and confidence. The Church 
must preach this message not only in words and sermons and statements but also through its 
actions, programmes, campaigns and divine services.


