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An Exploration of the Extent to which the Church in South Africa 

has become multi-cultural, post-Apartheid 

As part of a sabbatical from my post as a vicar of a multi-cultural, inner-city church, my wife and I 
had the very rich experience of spending almost 5 weeks in South Africa, as the guests of various 
churches in Durban, Kloof and Cape Town. Although a relatively short visit, we were able to 
immerse ourselves in the life and witness of diverse and different churches, with the purpose of 
discovering something of how churches have changed in nature and character since the end of 
Apartheid in 1994. Knowing South Africa to be a multi-cultural society, albeit deeply affected by 
Apartheid in its history, we expected to encounter vibrant models of multi-cultural, multi-ethnic 
churches, a symbol of the new South Africa - the South Africa of great world leaders, Nelson 
Mandela and Archbishop Desmond Tutu. Although we discovered many signs of hope, my studies 
have led me to explore the nature of Apartheid, as a theological and political system, and its 
impact on the development of this country. I will begin this study with this area. In the second part, 
I will scrutinise the role of the church, through the Apartheid era, as a prophetic voice, and its role 
in the process of healing and forgiveness in creating a new South Africa. Finally, I will reflect on 
my own experiences of churches we visited, to ascertain to what extent the church in South Africa 
is engaging with multi-culturalism today. 

Part 1: The Nature of Apartheid as a Theological and Political System 

Deplorable as it seems, Apartheid was constructed on a particular fusion of nationalistic political 
theories and an idiosyncratic theological position. Cassidy (1989) provides a historical overview of 
the birth of Apartheid, as developed by the Afrikaner people. The theology is Calvinistic in its 
approach, and favours purity and holiness at all levels – personal, ecclesiastical and national. 
Certain Old Testament passages were used to justify the Afrikaner position as a “chosen nation, 
set apart to do God’s work”. The key passages are: The Tower of Babel (Genesis 11) – that God 
has ordered division of the races; Deuteronomy 32: 8, the concept that God had given each nation 
its inheritance and the nations were divided, and God “fixed their bounds according to the number 
of the sons of God”. In other words, this proliferates the idea that the Afrikaners are the chosen 
and favored race, “with whites being Christian and blacks the heathen” Cassidy (1989). This 
demonstrates the profound and destructive dangers in basing a theology on a limited number of 
texts and justifying these as a means to an end. Tutu points out that such selective and narrow 
reading of the Bible fails to see the Bible as an entity, for example, using Babel as a key text, 
Afrikaners repudiated reading the Bible in the light of Pentecost - the Holy Spirit bringing all people 
back together.  

The Afrikaners, profoundly shaken by the Boer War - the losses they incurred and the merciless 
killing of innocent women and children in British-built concentration camps, were led to a battle for 
survival. Cassidy quotes Dr Cronje, the theologian who first termed Apartheid in 1945: “The Boer 
people have themselves gone through the crucible of imperialist and capitalist domination and 
exploitation. They know what it means to see [one’s own] destroyed, but they also know what it 
means to promote through their own efforts a national revival and restoration”. The way to do this 
would be through creating “apartness” or Apartheid, adding “we can be of one mind that the more 
radically racial segregation is applied, the better it will be will … Total racial separation  ... is the 
most consistent application of the Afrikaner idea of racial Apartheid” (Cassidy 1989 p122). In 1948, 
Apartheid was officially born. It lasted until 1994, 46 years, and, despite all the rhetoric of healing 



 
 

and reconciliation that has taken place since 1994, continues to have after effects on the moral, 
spiritual, economic, political and cultural spheres of South African society.  

 

Part 2: The Church and Apartheid Cities and Communities 

In 1950, the Group Area Act came into being. This operated on 3 levels: facilities and amenities 
such as public transport, cinemas, beaches, homes and business activity, for example, Indians we 
met were not allowed to enter the Post Office.  Fr Michael Lapsley, who arrived in Durban as a 
priest from New Zealand in the 1970’s was stunned at public signs displayed: “There were two 
entrances, one saying ‘Whites only’ and the other, ‘Non-whites’. Along the streets, benches were 
also marked, ‘Whites only’. Durban is a seaside city and so I went off to explore the beach. There I 
discovered that even the sea was divided by race. The most beautiful beaches were where white 
people could swim; there was another for people of Indian descent, still another for people of 
mixed race and far away, one for Africans” (Lapsley Ch. 5 Location 931, Kindle).  

At the macro-scale the populations were to live in separate and distinct areas. Blacks, Indians and 
Coloureds each resided in their own “townships” or areas where they solely could live. This was a 
deliberate political system - Apartheid structures were based upon racially divided “zones”, with 
buffer strips between them, to discourage mixing: “No other country … has embarked on such a 
thorough re-organisation of its urban space to achieve racial residential segregation” (Lemon, 
Apartheid Cities). We note the shocking truth that inter-marriage in South Africa was illegal, and 
“coloureds” who felt themselves Afrikaans were deliberately excluded as “South Africans”. Only 
whites had the vote, and in the cities, even though a small percentage of the total population, 
owned the largest amount of land, Blacks were forced to live in substandard townships, with poor 
quality housing and often no sanitation or running water, on the very outer rims of the city. Cassidy 
notes that huge inequalities were imposed by Apartheid's laws; there was, and remains at many 
levels, a massive chasm between those who are gapingly poor and the massively rich. In 1991, 
5% owned 88% of the wealth. 51% of population in Durban lived in shack or squatter areas due to 
people moving rapidly to cities (Cassidy, 1991 p 193).  
  

As Lemon notes, people were forcibly removed from their homes as a result of the Group Areas 
Act: “Whilst all groups except whites suffered residential and community disruption as a result of 
race zoning, some effects were more specific to particular groups in particular locations. For 
coloureds, especially in Cape Town and the Cape Peninsula where 40 per cent of coloured South 
Africans live, removals not only broke the spirit of many once thriving communities as John 
Western (1981) so graphically illustrates in Outcast Cape Town, but also diverted resources away 
from the existing housing shortage”.  

A poignant example of this is District 6 in Cape Town. District 6 is near the city centre, and was a 
vibrant, multi-cultural, area – working class Malay Muslims and coloured Christians lived happily 
together. Housing was Victorian, solid terraces, perhaps similar to the way inner cities of UK cities 
were formed – just outside the city centre. In 1966, District 6 was proclaimed a white only area and 
the coloured population were forcibly removed to the Cape Flats, to substandard housing in 
townships. Lemon observes: “The proclamation in 1966 of the inner city District Six … as a white 
area caused particular anguish, leading to the removal of 30,000 people to bleak townships on the 
sandy, windswept Cape Flats far from the Commercial Business District where most of their 8,500 
workers were employed” (Lemon). The housing stock and even churches were demolished, 
although one church, St Mark’s, continued in its worship. We met a coloured priest from Durban 
who as a 9 year old was forcibly removed, with his community, at first to temporary shed-like 



 
 

accommodation – this was a highly traumatic experience. No human cost of this policy was ever 
considered, which is shocking as it was seemingly a Christian-led country.  

But it was the Africans (the vast majority of the population) who were treated with the most 
disdain. Lemon observes “in contrast to Anglo-American urban models, apartheid zoning pushed 
the urban poor to the periphery. This resulted in long commuting journeys for those in paid 
employment. Blacks had to carry pass books at all times (Pass Laws)”. Lapsley elucidates that 
“Africans had to carry a passbook twenty-four hours a day and it said what area of the country you 
had permission to be in. If you violated it, you ended up in prison” (Lapsley location 935). These 
discriminatory regulations, aimed at keeping Africans out of cities, resulted in increased protest 
from the black population and the ANC began the Defiance Campaign to oppose the pass laws. 
This conflict climaxed at the Sharpeville Massacre, where the black opposition was violently 
thwarted, with 69 people killed and over 180 injured. Lemon also explicates that, because of the 
strict segregation of races, it was almost impossible for there to be any multi-cultural mixing – this 
would normally be done in church, or in a neighbourhood, or in schools etc. “Africans were 
marginalised, inadequately housed within the city, forced into illegal tenancies, backyard squatting 
(in the backyards of formal township houses) and informal settlements, increasingly displaced 
across homeland borders, until their urban permanency was finally accepted in 1986”.  

The Whites, of course, needed the cheap labour of Africans but did not want them to be in their 
cities. One of the most destructive effects of Apartheid was the single sex hostel system, where 
usually males lived (in violent and very sub-standard conditions) whilst they were working - kept 
apart from their families, who were deliberately retained in the Bantu homelands. This led to a 
destruction of family life, morality and values, which still is causing social and family problems in 
South Africa, not least the HIV epidemic. “Apartheid systematically stripped Coloureds, Indians 
and especially Blacks of their rights and denuded their humanity… it undermined black family life 
with the migrant labour system and its single-sex hostels” (Tutu, 2000). 

Such dominance reinforced and perpetuated the social formation. The limited residential and 
social mixing of the races that might have been encouraged by occupational mobility and rising 
incomes in a less regulated society was largely prevented. This policy, even 20 years after 
Apartheid, still has a hold on South Africa, preventing it from being fully multi-cultural. I will return 
to this subject later.  

Church life was consequentially determined by the structure of Apartheid. For example, many of 
the Indian Christians we met in Durban, had lived in Chatsworth, designated by Apartheid as an 
“Indian” area. The local Anglican Church was entirely Indian, and remains so today, although 
many people have moved area. The townships had their own (very vibrant) worship, e.g. in 
Durban, in the Zulu language. The large, sprawling suburbs were inhabited by Whites and their 
churches inhabited so. St Paul’s in Durban, where we spent time, was such an example then. Fr 
Lapsley told us in a meeting that he was asked to leave the church in the 1970’s because he 
brought in a black person.  

Part 3: The Church’s Response to Apartheid 

The Anglican Church in Apartheid times became more and more vociferous about the injustice 
and inhumanity of Apartheid. Fr Michael Lapsley, arriving as a young priest to Durban where he 
became Chaplain at the University , was urged into action as a result of his Christian faith: “For 
me, that compass has always been the Christian gospel that calls upon us to act on behalf of 
human dignity and justice, no matter what the consequences” (Lapsley, location 669). His 
outspoken critique of the Apartheid government resulted in him being banned from South Africa, at 
first to Lesotho, where he joined the ANC and them to Zimbabwe; “Consequently, the liberation 
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struggle in South Africa was from the very beginning for me a matter of faith. Apartheid was a 
system that killed the souls of both white and black people in contravention of God’s will” (Lapsley 
2012 location 702).   

In 1990, in Zimbabwe, three months after Nelson Mandela was released from prison, he was sent 
a letter bomb by the South African security forces. It was hidden inside two religious magazines. 
He lost both hands and the sight in one eye in the blast, and was seriously burnt. He now works 
for reconciliation and forgiveness, as Director of the Forgiveness Foundation, based in Cape 
Town. His book is aptly titled “Redeeming the Past: My Journey from Freedom Fighter to Healer”. 
He has lost the use of his hands but is remarkably resilient. We had the privilege of meeting him. 
He is testimony to the brutalities of the Apartheid government, which routinely used violence - he 
writes of himself: “When I walk the streets of South Africa, my appearance confronts people with 
the truth of who we are as a people and what we’ve done to each other. So, yes, I am a sign of 
triumph over adversity, but I am also, with my humanness and my limitedness, a sign that 
compassion and gentleness are stronger than evil, hatred and death. This is possible for all God’s 
people in the fullness of their humanity, and not just for a sainted few”. 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu became Primate of South Africa in 1986, having previously been 
Bishop of Johannesburg. As a black church leader and Primate, ironically, he needed special 
dispensation to live in the Palace, in a white area. Tutu became a very public, world-wide voice 
denouncing the inhumanity and injustices of Apartheid on a global scale. He was called to be a 
prophetic voice, denouncing the evil that was at work and speaking out about a hopeful future: “All 
the “objective” facts were against us—the pass laws, the imprisonments, the teargassing, the 
massacres, the murder of political activists—but my confidence was not in the present 
circumstances but in the laws of God’s universe. This is a moral universe, which means that, 
despite all the evidence that seems to be to the contrary, there is no way that evil and injustice and 
oppression and lies can have the last word. God is a God who cares about right and wrong. God 
cares about justice and injustice” (Tutu, 2005, location 63).  

Tutu reminds us all that God calls us to be his agents of transformation in the world we are set in: 
“If God is transfiguring the world, you may ask, why does He need our help? The answer is quite 
simple: we are the agents of transformation that God uses to transfigure His world” (Tutu, 2005, 
location 224). He tirelessly lived this out, not losing hope but focusing on God and his vision.  

Many in local churches were involved in this struggle. We met many inspiring people, one of these 
was Vee, a member of the Black Sash movement, and these women wore black sashes as a 
protest against Apartheid and did what they could to undermine injustice. An example was in St 
Agnes Kloof, one of the churches we visited, where they set up an employment bureau for 
Africans 50 years ago – this project is still going. Rose, Indian wife of the Bishop of Kwazulu Natal 
(also Indian) told us how she had been involved in a beach protest, sitting on a forbidden beach, 
then finding her young son had been taken away by the police. Such underhand police tactics 
were set in motion to undermine any protest efforts. The system was brutal.  

The End of Apartheid: Reconciliation and Forgiveness 

Following the collapse of Apartheid in 1994, with Nelson Mandela as President, a new chapter 
began in the history of South Africa. All people, regardless of colour, had the vote and equal rights. 
Tutu movingly recollects the first democratic election:  “People stood in those long lines, people of 
all races in South Africa that had known separation and apartheid for so long—black and white, 
colored and Indian, farmer, laborer, educated, unschooled, poor, and rich—they stood in those 
lines and the scales fell from their eyes. South Africans made an earth-shattering discovery—hey, 
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we are all fellow South Africans”. The new South Africa was born, a new multi-cultural, rainbow 
people of God.  

For Tutu, who chaired the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, it was now possible for every 
human being to see themselves as created in the image of God: ‘I am God’s partner, God’s 
representative, God’s viceroy—that’s who I am—because I am created in the image of God.’” 
(Tutu 2005, location 723). What has driven the TRC is the need to live out and practice 
forgiveness. Although the perpetrators in the gross inhumanities were to be brought to justice, the 
emphasis was more on healing and moving on. The process was not planned as a witch hunt or 
“war crimes trial”, but rather allowing people to unburden, express the pain they had been through, 
acknowledge it and be able to find release. Here is an example quoted by Tutu: “Whereas many 
bore witness to the fact that coming to talk to the Commission had had a marked therapeutic effect 
on them. We learned this from an unsolicited comment by the brother of one of the Cradock Four, 
ANC-supporting activists who left their homes in Cradock to attend a political rally in Port Elizabeth 
and never made it back home, having been gruesomely murdered by the police. The brother said 
to me after one of his relatives had testified at the Commission’s first hearing, and before the 
policemen responsible had confessed and applied for amnesty: ‘Archbishop, we have told our 
story to many on several occasions, to newspapers and to the TV. This is the first time, though, 
that after telling it we feel as if a heavy load has been removed from our shoulders.’” (Tutu 2000, 
location 570). 

Tutu sums up the process and the centrality of healing, so that society can move on: “Forgiving 
and being reconciled are not about pretending that things are other than they are. It is not patting 
one another on the back and turning a blind eye to the wrong. True reconciliation exposes the 
awfulness, the abuse, the pain, the degradation, the truth” (Tutu 2000, location 3572). For Tutu, 
Ubuntu, an African concept is at the heart of the process of reconciliation of being able to move on 
without bitterness and a desire for revenge. He defines it as such:  “Ubuntu is very difficult to 
render into a Western language. It speaks of the very essence of being human. When we want to 
give high praise to someone we say, ‘Yu, u nobuntu’; ‘Hey, he or she has Ubuntu.’ This means 
they are generous, hospitable, friendly, caring and compassionate. They share what they have. It 
also means my humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up, in theirs” Tutu, 2000, location 
591).  

 

Part 4: The Church in South Africa Today  

Tutu has famously coined the phrase “The rainbow people of God, celebrating the multi-cultural 
nature of south African society: “At home in South Africa I have sometimes said in big meetings 
where you have different races together, “Raise your hands!” Then I’ve said, “Move your hands,” 
and, “Look at your hands— different colors representing different people. You are the rainbow 
people of God. The rainbow in the Bible is the sign of peace” (Tutu, Desmond p47 “God has a 
Dream”). There are signs of hope but still far to go in terms of creating a truly multi-cultural church 
and society.  

Because of the structuring of cities, and the creation of townships for blacks there still remains 
considerable inequality between rich and poor. We noticed in Durban that there is now a 
significant African middle class, people in professions, and moving into wealthy suburbs. St Paul’s 
Church in Durban, which is in the heart of the city, a large Victorian gothic building, the closest 
there is to a cathedral in Durban itself, is now highly multi-cultural. It is made up of whites (now 
mostly a retired population and a cultural minority), Indians, and a significant Zulu population, plus 
a number of other Africans (Nigerians, Congolese, Zimbabweans). The Indians, who had the best 
quality of life of all the disenfranchised, now have moved into the seafront and city centre 



 
 

locations. The Rector, and both Church Wardens were Indian, illustrating that many Indians have 
been and continue to be well-educated and articulate. One Indian told me how they had not been 
made welcome when they first arrived but they persevered.  
 
Nevertheless, St Paul’s is not without its problems, as it assimilates multi-culturalism, for example 
the youth group is run by a Zulu curate in Zulu, thereby excluding other races. This has clearly 
caused some tensions. On the other hand, we saw some very positive multi-cultural friendships 
and groups, e.g a multi-cultural choir. The Zulus who attend have now moved out of the 
townships, and perceive St Paul’s as welcoming, but also, perhaps covertly, as a sign that they 
have ”moved up” the social strata and can worship freely in their local church. We experienced a 
tragic event: a Zulu family with one adult son, had moved into one of the affluent suburbs, and 
attended St Paul’s. Whilst we were there, the son was burgled and shot dead in his home. Crime 
remains a massive problem in South Africa, middle class people live in gated communities, never 
walk anywhere and live in fear of muggings and murder. The tragedy of this event is that this 
family had moved out of the close community of the township into an affluent area, as a sign that 
they had “done well” yet they became the victims of the destructiveness that continues to run 
though South African society, acerbated by the gross inequalities and lack of employment 
opportunities.  

Once the city areas began to change, many whites “fled” to the suburbs. In the suburbs and 
suburban schools, the population is now changing, as blacks are becoming wealthier. In 1991, 
Michael Cassidy feared that, as South Africa transitioned to a post-Apartheid society, repentance 
on the white side may be too slow: “The wound cannot be lightly healed. We have a million miles 
to go to true national healing, harmony and the binding up of the wounds of the past” (Cassidy 
1991, p74). He proposed that a “Total restructuring of our society is needed”; this is slowly 
happening but there is a long way to go, as attitudes are deeply entrenched and suspicion runs 
high.  
 
St Agnes Kloof is in a very wealthy area, an upper middle class suburb just outside Durban in the 
mountains. There is an English speaking congregation of about 400 worshippers, charismatic in 
flavour; there is also a Zulu congregation, originally set up for domestic workers. Here is a church 
in transition– there are now a significant number of black families (approximately 10%), who are 
beginning to integrate and take on roles within the church (e.g. Church Council, assistant warden). 
The church seems to embrace this, and encourages all its leaders to engage in a “Celebrating 
Diversity” course. This course addresses issues of racism, healing, reconciliation in considerable 
depth, from a biblical perspective, and has clearly had an impact on the ethos of this community. 
Readings and liturgy are partly presented in Zulu.  

This church also runs a project, Philange Temba (living through hope), in the rural valley 
communities. These are poor Zulu areas, with small but solid housing. The project encourages 
employment and works mostly with local youth and schools, encouraging positive experiences, to 
improve self-esteem and aspiration. Difficulties arise from such prevalent unemployment in the 
area. Another major issue ensued from Apartheid policy, when communities were deliberately set 
against each other – in this area, an ANC chief and an Inkata Freedom Party chief developed 
great enmity, along with their communities. Suspicion remains, so the project works towards 
reconciliation.  

Apartheid has been so deeply rooted that it will take very many years for there to be true justice, 
and equality, particularly in the areas of housing, education and health: “the crass inhumanity of 
apartheid which so many have had to endure for so long. Generations of children born and yet to 
be born will suffer the consequences of poverty, of malnutrition, of homelessness, of illiteracy and 



 
 

disempowerment generated and sustained by the institutions of apartheid and its manifest effects 
on life and living for so many” (Tutu, 2000, location 920). 

In the Inanda Township, the largest in Durban, I spoke to a Zulu pastor, perhaps in his 40’s.  He 
told me that he had to walk 10 miles each way to go to High School; education for blacks was 
simply discouraged. Indians of my generation were only permitted to attend 3 Indian universities, 
which I found shocking as in the UK I had no restrictions. The ANC did attempt to reverse this 
policy, there are now many more high schools, open access to universities and also there was a 
building programme to provide solid housing. Sadly these were built substandard and there 
remains a desperate housing shortage.  

Social mixing remains rare. On the face of it, Durban seemed a very multi-cultural space, with 
many different cultural groups all seemingly living together, but on closer examination, we noticed 
there are very few multi-ethnic groups – people tend to socialise with their own. There is most 
hope with the younger generation. In schools, and in universities, and in the workplace. Here, with 
the generation that has grown up post-Apartheid, there are signs of social mixing and strong 
bonds of friendship developing. In general, however, there still is a great deal of suspicion, for 
example Antje Krog interviews a head teacher where: “Four hundred of the four hundred and 
seventy pupils are now black”, (Krog 2010, location 2184); the white children, certainly the most 
able, have left. There remain gross inequalities – she describes a school in a rural area where it is 
difficult to attract teachers, where there are not enough tables, the classes overcrowded, the 
children underachieve. HIV is a massive issue, leaving innumerable orphans, only brought up by 
grandmothers with scant resources. Churches are regularly involved in social action in such 
contexts, and run projects to empower local people, for example a project in the Diocese of Cape 
Town, to empower young people in agricultural skills and knowledge, so that they can be 
employed in this field.  

Antje Krog, a journalist, writing recently, comments on how difficult it is for different peoples to mix, 
particularly in rural areas (of which we had little engagement): “it is in the rural towns where the 
problems lie. Political socialization takes place with difficulty, because people live apart from one 
another, work apart from one another – mainly as master and servant – don’t go to church 
together, don’t listen to the same music, often don’t buy in the same shops. Economically, 
culturally and socially the country has not been transformed” (Krog, 2010 location 2793) 
 
As a result, the church is often mono-cultural, largely this is geographical or linguistic. St Aiden’s in 
Durban remained largely Indian, with very committed members but there was a sense that people 
were comfortable with each other, had known each other a long time, perhaps a club mentality. 
Now, as other nationalities are beginning to join, they are embracing mission more.  

120f42f21813ee4 
In some instances, the church is modelling multi-culturalism. The Anglican Church is led by a 
Xhosa Archbishop, and there are a number of Black, Coloured and Indian bishops and clergy. As 
Measures observes, “Many of us do not willingly embrace diversity because it “forces us to 
change, disrupt our cozy patterns, and engage us in a world where our efficiencies are exposed. 
Yet for all the less than appealing features of cultural and ethnic variety, important insights about 
God and his world go undiscovered if we avoid cultural engagement with human diversity” 
(Measures 2010 p16, quoting Elmers 1993). Jubilee Church in Cape Town embraces this 
Christian ideal. This is a non-denominational church, begun 30 years ago, with the intention of 
being multi-cultural from the beginning. At first it was white, middle class in a suburb of Cape 
Town. One woman got a vision to build deep friendships in a particular township. This resulted in 
people being brought each Sunday to Jubilee Church, to join in the worship. Children would join in 
with groups – at first this caused some friction; Blacks expressed hurt if a white person did not sit 
next to them; Whites complained about “black music”. Now the church is relatively seamless, and 



 
 

Africans naturally attend this church. There is an “intentionality” about being multi-cultural, about 
everyone finding their gift and place within Christ’s body: “ministry, mission, gifting and purpose 
are not privileges confined to the middle-class, the educated or the rich and wealthy of this world. 
It is a New Testament expectation that all who are children of God will be ‘living members’ of the 
church building up the body of Christ. The poor are no exception to this rule” (Measures 2010 
p.85). 

Measures has planted an “intentionally” multi-cultural church in the township of Khanyisa, with the 
aim of creating a church where all people are able to flourish regardless of age, class, race or 
gender.  

Conclusion and Personal Reflection 

In my ministry, in inner-city, multi-cultural churches in the UK, I have remained passionate about a 
vision to create, with God’s help, integrous and intentional multi-cultural church communities, 
where all are welcomed, regardless of race, social class or gender, integrated into and recognised 
as a full part of the body of Christ. This has not always been easy, but overall the picture has been 
hopeful, with relationships developing seamlessly, and through encouraging minority ethnic 
members to be developed in leadership and gifting.  

South Africa has always fascinated me, through the film Cry Freedom in 1988, which had a 
profound effect on me - here was a picture of the struggle against a brutal racist regime; through 
the release from prison and subsequent elevation to president and world leader of Nelson 
Mandela, and through theological writers such as Archbishop Desmond Tutu, what I discovered 
was that Apartheid, as an ideological, theological and political system has had a destructive effect 
on the country.  Its after-effects are ever-present, not least in the inequality of opportunity and the 
structural demographics, which have resulted in separated communities, and a lack of trust and 
inter-cultural relationships. Yet I have been much inspired by much of the church, its leadership 
and its members (I write as an Anglican, and most of my experience was Anglican, but I saw 
examples across denominations). The Anglican Church and others were prophetic in their stance 
against Apartheid, speaking out against its evils and inhumanity of the system.  

There remains a call today for the church to be prophetic, to speak out against injustices in 
society, e.g. in my own context about the dignity and treatment of asylum seekers and refugees. 
This requires considerable boldness, and it was poignant to hear firsthand about the extreme 
difficulties and pain people had to go through as a result of speaking out in Apartheid South Africa. 
Reconciliation and forgiveness are key themes in creating a multi-cultural society – theologically of 
“constructing”, like Nehemiah, in the face of destruction, and avoiding the temptation to 
“deconstruct”, of not moving forward, and living in negativity and hopelessness.  

 A challenging message was that stereotyping in its extreme form, such as state authorised 
racism, but in any minor form as well (e.g. “the Africans are always late for church”), can be very 
destructive to society. There remains a need to challenge racist attitudes in society and the media 
- there was much variation and diversity among all the different cultures in South Africa, as there is 
in the UK. The task of the church is to be counter-cultural, to break down barriers of race, culture, 
class and be a place of true human thriving. The church in South Africa is at a crossroad, as it 
embraces increased movement of peoples, of church communities embracing change through 
becoming more multi-cultural. We have seen signs of hope, as leaders are grown, as relationships 
blossom across cultures, and as the poor and marginalised are enabled to flourish. The church 
leads the way in proclaiming justice, and standing with the poor. Yet there is much further to go; as 
it is 50 years since the Rev Dr Martin Luther King’s landmark speech, I end with his timely and 
pertinent words which ring true for South Africa, and for God’s world today: “I have a dream that 
one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed - we hold these truths to 



 
 

be self-evident: that all men are created equal. I have a dream that one day on the red hills of 
Georgia the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave-owners will be able to sit down 
together at a table of brotherhood …………….I have a dream that my four little children will one 
day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the colour of their skin but by the content of 
their character”.  

As Christians we dream and hope of reconciliation, of all people being able to flourish, of being 
enabled to discover their role and gifts, of God’s people living harmoniously together and 
cultivating profound relationships, breaking down barriers and stereotypes; as Isaiah prophesies 
the kingdom of God:  

 “With righteousness he will judge the needy, 
    with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth.  

He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked. 
Righteousness will be his belt 
    and faithfulness the sash around his waist. 

6 The wolf will live with the lamb, 
    the leopard will lie down with the goat, 
the calf and the lion and the yearling together” (Isaiah 11: 4-6)  
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