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WITNESSING TO CHRIST IN SOUTH AFRICA TODAY

The Christian Call

I have chosen this subject to talk about this evening because we so often hear it said that the 

Church is silent in South Africa today. In the apartheid past it was outspoken, active and 

vociferous. It now seems to have become inward-looking and is doing nothing about the serious 

challenges facing the country. Such concerns and comments need to be taken seriously because, 

as Christians we are called to witness to Christ. If we are failing to do so, we are failing to live a life 

of discipleship.

We are called to witness to Christ. The life of discipleship is a life of witness. Through our very 

baptism we have been entrusted to participate in the mission of the Church. In Mark 15:16 Jesus 

said to them: "Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation”. In Confirmation we 

received the Holy Spirit in order to have the strength, wisdom and power to witness to Christ, in 

fidelity to Acts 1:8 “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be 

my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth." This is the 

mission of the Church ad gentes, to the nations spreading the Good News to all those willing to 

listen. It is not a Church that is inward-looking, naval gazing, concerned only about its already-

converted group of believers. It is a Church that has a message, a teaching, that has 

enlightenment to offer the world – it is a Church that offers salvation in Jesus Christ.

Throughout the two thousand years of Christianity, the Church has given witness to Jesus Christ in 

various ways: through evangelization, missionaries, preaching and teaching, through martyrdom, 

works of compassion, hospitality and care of the poor. In using the word “Church” we should not 

forget that it is ecclesia, community, and thus refers to people. The witness given is not by some 

type of anonymous body, an institution, it is people who give witness to Christ, a multitude of 

persons, united in a common faith, faithful to Christ and his teachings, inspired and animated by 

the Holy Spirit, giving their lives in service to God, willing to sacrifice – together they form the 

Church which witnesses to Jesus the Christ, who is truth.
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We cause scandal when we do nothing to witness to Christ, or when we do what is wrong. 

Mahatma Ghandi, a great lover of the Gospel and particularly the Beatitudes, said that the greatest 

obstacle to Christianity is Christians. What we preach is not always what we do, we privatise our 

faith, we become inward-looking and forget our call to witness to Christ and what he taught. 

Ghandi rejected Christians without rejecting Christ, saying “I like your Christ; I do not like your 

Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.” He saw no reason to follow a creed in order 

to learn the beauty of Christ’s teachings or to follow those teachings. Of course, we understand the 

Church and faith in a different way, that it is not an individual endeavour (although each person 

must take responsibility). It is a community and we have been called into a community, and that the 

life of the Church is also a participation in the life of Christ.  However, the theology of the Church is 

not the point here, the point is our baptismal vocation and mission to witness to Christ.

Evangelisation always takes place in a particular context and emphasis has been given to 

inculturation. For example, Pius XII noted: “The herald of the Gospel and messenger of Christ is 

an apostle. His office does not demand that he transplant European civilization and culture, and no 

other, to foreign soil, there to take root and propagate itself. His task in dealing with these peoples, 

who sometimes boast of a very old and highly developed culture of their own, is to teach and form 

them so that they are ready to accept willingly and in a practical manner the principles of Christian 

life and morality; principles, I might add, that fit into any culture, provided it be good and sound, 

and which give that culture greater force in safeguarding human dignity and in gaining human 

happiness”. Just as cultures must be taken into account in spreading the Gospel, so must the 

historical-socio-political context be taken into account. We do not preach or witness in a vacuum.

The South African Context

So what is the context in which we are called to witness to Christ?  Beginning with the negative 

and the challenging, it is necessary to acknowledge that we are not a nation in isolation. We are 

part of the so-called “global village” and globalisation has had and continues to have its effects on 

South Africa. The world in general is not a happy place at the moment. Recently Stephen O’Brien, 

the United Nations humanitarian chief, made a statement saying that we are facing the greatest 

humanitarian crisis since the inception of the United Nations in 1945. He said that “more than 20 

million people faced the threat of starvation and famine in Yemen, Somalia, South Sudan 

and Nigeria”. People are on the move throughout the world, and major changes are being felt in 

many different nations.

Furthermore, there is a felt leadership vacuum, the one exception being Pope Francis who has 

inspired millions of people, even atheists and agnostics. But people are longing and thirsting for a 

political leader to arise to unite and lead. Yet world politics is divisive, deceitful and dirty.
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Globalization has brought many benefits, but it has also given rise to a sense of powerlessness 

and anonymity – as Pope Francis noted in Evangelii Gaudium, talking of the economy, “we can no 

longer trust in the unseen forces and the invisible hand of the market” (204).  At the recent World 

Economic Forum meeting held at Davos, a commentator made the point that world at this time is 

characterized by mistrust and uncertainty.

Many believe that it is this sense of mistrust and uncertainty that has led to the rise of populism 

and proposed superficial solutions in a number of countries.

The dominance of western culture is also a factor in the modern world. It is both positive and 

negative – negative in the materialistic, individualistic sense, but positive in the sense of human 

rights, freedom and democracy. I make no pretense that this is an exhaustive and complete picture 

of world affairs. What is true is that the world’s major issues impinge upon South African society 

with great influence. Globalization, a sense of powerlessness, uncertainty and mistrust, a 

leadership vacuum, a materialistic culture but nonetheless a strongly human rights oriented culture, 

are all factors at play in our society.

There are also the more particular issues that affect us. I believe the the greatest characteristic of 

our country at this time is that we are a nation divided. We are divided in terms of race, culture, 

language, world views, economics, opportunity, equality and more.  I will just say a few words 

about six of the more obvious ones.

Racism: Many people are tired of hearing about racism, yet this is the reported daily reality of 

thousands of people in South Africa. We cannot ignore it. Some say “apartheid is dead” and we 

must get over it. After all, a new dispensation began more than 20 years ago. We should not 

confuse racism and apartheid as being two sides of the same coin. Apartheid was a manifestation 

of racism, a legally entrenched system of discrimination. That has been dismantled, but racism 

continues in various forms not least in the hearts of people. 

Many speak of  a new racism that has developed, a “reverse racism”, such as BEE. What cannot 

be denied is that South Africans see people and events through a racial prism. This is hardly 

surprising  considering our history – it would be surprising if it were not so. This does not amount to 

racism, but is simply a sad reality of who we are and where we’ve come from. We should not take 

fright at it, nor should we despair, But we do need to recognize it and that it is a factor at play at all 

times in our country.
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The extreme form of some racial slurs and actions indicates an underlying racism that still exists 

and, I believe, a simmering anger among people. It should be noted that racism can become an 

easy political tool used to cover present mistakes and even corruption.

Xenophobia

Closely related to racism is xenophobia. It is ironic that it is Africans who bear the brunt of 

xenophobic attacks, many from countries which hosted exiles in the time of apartheid. People feel 

threatened by foreigners. Many feel that their jobs are being stolen. There have been high profile 

cases of alleged involvement of foreigners in organised crime, prostitution, drugs, human trafficking 

and, of course, “state capture”, and such involvement has been used to justify attacks. Refugees 

and migrants are vulnerable and an easy target. Certainly, business interests have played a part in 

some of the attacks on small shop owners and the like, as well as hooliganism and criminality. But 

the fact that there is a strong xenophobic streak in South Africa  cannot be denied.

Inequity

The gap between the rich and poor in South Africa is among the highest in the world. This is 

probably the most heartbreaking feature of our country, not only to witness the poverty in which 

people live but to realise how future generations are being broken and doomed to continue living in 

poverty. Young people with intelligence and potential are denied the opportunity to lift themselves 

up and to achieve their full potential. Perhaps the saddest thing of all is that we take it all for 

granted: the shacks, the beggars, the street people, the disillusioned youth, the “missing 

generations”. These are all part of the landscape that we take for granted in South Africa. The 

correct response to inequity is outrage and anger, but we are complacent.

Family Life

I will not dwell on this as the research done a few years ago by the South African Institute of Race 

Relations, as well as subsequent research, has clearly shown that there is no “typical” family in 

South Africa. The experience of many, if not the majority of South Africans, is one of brokenness 

and pain in their family life.

Corruption

This is an everyday word in South Africa, and it is a reality that affects every level and sphere of 

our lives. We tend to focus on corruption in politics, but it is ever present in businesses, the civil 

service, corporates and churches. On the macro level, the quest for wealth and riches – no matter 

what the cost or suffering it results in – threatens the very being of South Africa as a developing 

country. Those who would loot are the parasites of society and an enemy of the people. However, 
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whether it is corruption on the macro level or an everyday corruption of paying off a traffic cop or 

buying goods on the cheap, it is destructive to the fabric of society.

Crime

The negative effects of crime are well known. We live with the threat of crime at all times. What is 

perhaps most shocking is the frequent occurrence of gratuitous violence. The  consequences of 

crime are fear, insecurity and stereotyping. We have become accustomed to legitimate protests  

turning violent and many say that nobody listens unless there is violence.

All these “negatives” are very well known to us. All of them indicate an underlying anger and 

violence towards others – it is not an exaggeration to say that we are an angry nation. The possible 

consequences in terms of populism and latching on to superficial solutions to complex issues 

remains a real threat to peace.

But we should also be well-aware of the “positives” of our country, and there are many. I will simply 

list some of them:

 We are a people that has been snatched from the precipice of the abyss. We were on the 

road to a blood bath and a racial civil war. We avoided it more or less peacefully and 

embarked on a road of democracy;

 we are a democratic country – in fact, we have a thriving democracy. We are certainly the 

freest country in Africa, and one of the freest in the world; we have freedom of speech, 

freedom of association, separation of powers, a human rights culture, a constitution – with 

which we may with disagree in parts, such as legalizing abortion – but which, nevertheless, 

defends persons and the balance of power;

 there is a vast amount of goodwill among South Africans, there is a willingness to continue 

on the road that was adopted in 1994, there is growing natural interaction among people 

from different races and cultures. People want to find a solution to our problems;

 South Africans are, by and large, a “spiritual” people. Many may not go to Church, but there 

is an underlying belief in a Creator and a God who watches over us. There is much goodwill 

towards people of faith and they are seen as an important and integral part of society. 

People look to the Church, if not to “provide the solution” then at least to be part of finding 

the solution.

 Families may be broken and “in crisis” but family life is still very important to South Africans 

People value family life, believe it is important and try their best to keep their families 

together.

 

5



Witnessing to Christ

How do we fulfil our baptismal vocation in the context that I have described above, which is by no 

means exhaustive and is thus somewhat superficial? As Christians we are meant to be bearers of 

the light of Christ, to bring hope and good news to people. 

But today we so often hear the disappointed cry: “the Church is silent” or “the Church is doing 

nothing”.  Many feel that the Church was active and vociferous in the apartheid era and has now 

turned inwards and is concerned only about “internal” matters. People long for moral and ethical 

leadership to be led out of the enormous problems which face us. These frustrated cries need to 

be taken seriously and addressed. As Christians we need to examine ourselves very carefully and 

ask ourselves whether we have become passive, whether we are failing in our Christian task. But 

there are some differences between the present and the past that must be taken into account:

 In the past we were dealing with an obviously evil system, condemned by the world, that 

clearly contradicted Christian belief of the equality and dignity of all people. For example, 

soon after the introduction of apartheid as a system of governance, Bishop Hennenman 

wrote in a letter to priests: “In recent years it [segregation] has re-appeared in the guise 

and under the name of ‘Apartheid.’ A beginning has already been made to put into practice 

this noxious, unchristian and destructive policy”.

 We had an illegitimate government, elected by a minority of the people

 There was unity of purpose among groups of civil society. Differences were put aside to 

fight an evil system. There was common cause that the system had to be brought down.

Contrast that with today when we have a democratically elected government and president, a 

strong constitution, free elections, no policy that comes close to the evil of apartheid – in fact, 

policies are by and large good and progressive – legislation on abortion would be the exception. 

The difficulties we experience today stem from the inherent weaknesses of democracy It is the 

best system we have but there are weaknesses. It is also the bad practice of those in power but 

also by ordinary citizens.   

We do not have the same sense of unity with other groups that we had in the past. While we can 

agree on certain issues, such as corruption, the “enemy” is far more insidious and disparate. 

The separation of Church and State since 1994 has also had its effect. Faith still command a great 

deal of respect, but the apartheid government was far more sensitive to criticism from the Church 

because it claimed to be a “Christian state” and it had to try and preserve its respectability. Today, 

the government feels obliged to treat all churches/faiths the same irrespective of numbers of 

membership, depth of social teaching or contribution to society.  
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Another difference is the attitude of the media. In the past we were the “darlings” of the media and 

anything that was said would be highlighted. Now, unless very sensationalist statements are made, 

we are given little or no coverage.

In the past, the Church and other groups responded by protesting and denouncing, as well as by 

trying to create awareness. I question whether denunciation is the correct response today. Perhaps 

it is more emotionally satisfying, it makes us feel we’ve done something. But, considering our 

particular context is it effective, does it contribute to finding solutions to our complex problems and  

will it bear fruit? 

There is certainly a need on occasion to make our voice very clear. We cannot “pussyfoot” around 

things, such as corruption, that are destroying the country. But simply denouncing should not be 

the main focus of our efforts. We should not give way to the temptation condemn, to antagonize 

nor to speak with a sense of superiority. We are called to be bridge-builders and to exercise the 

ministry of reconciliation (cf 2 Cor 5:11-20). This is to follow a path that is much more difficult and 

less popular. We need to remember some basic principles:

 The Church is not an opposition party and should not be involved in party politics. Our aim 

is always to serve the common good;

 We should always work for peace and to use peaceful means;

 We must always contribute to the problems to finding solutions and not deepen divisions 

and anger in our country. We must recognize that we are a racially, economically and 

corrupt society, that is angry, frustrated and disillusioned. We must be cautious not to 

exacerbate the problems;

 We remember that “Church” is not confined to leadership but includes all.

So this is what I propose our main course of action  should be:

A call to Conscience

In 1972 the bishops of the time issued a “Call to Conscience” to all South Africans, particularly the 

beneficiaries of apartheid. It is appropriate to call people to conscience once again. We know, for 

example, that weekly the pews of Churches, the places in mosques, synagogues and temples are 

filled with people. Many may well be involved in corrupt activities, be racially biased, or 

participating in forms of crime. We presume, in our Catholic context, that those who have 

embarked on a life of discipleship wish to do what is right and what is good and thus we need to 

call them to deeply examine their consciences – not only Catholics, of course.

 Moral conscience obliges us to do good and avoid evil;

7



 It is a judgment of reason whereby the human person recognizes the moral quality of a 

concrete act that he is going to perform, is in the process of performing, or has already 

completed. In all he says and does, man is obliged to follow faithfully what he knows to be 

just and right;

 Conscience enables us to assume responsibility for our actions;

 We have a duty to keep educating our consciences - is a life-long task must be formed by 

the Word of God and the call to virtue; we must assimilate and put God’s Word into 

practice;

 One may never do evil in the hope that good will result from it;

 the Golden Rule applies: “Whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them”

 Charity always begins by respecting one’s neighbour. [cf. CCC1776-1802]

To work for peace [cf. CCC 2302-2306)

 Secondly, as Church we must commit ourselves to work for peace, remembering the words: 

“Let us then pursue what makes for peace and to building up one another” [Rom14:19] 

Peace, as we know, is not just the absence of war. Rather it is “shalom” - harmony, good 

order, opportunity. The first step in working peace is to renounce violence as a method of 

achieving good.

 Peace recognizes anger as being a desire for revenge: “Everyone who is angry with his 

brother shall be liable for judgement” (Matt 5:22)

 Hatred is contrary to charity. “But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who 

persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven”  (Matt 5:44-45)

 Peacemakers will strive for the development, safeguarding the rights of people, for free 

communication, respect for the dignity of people and the practice of “fraternity” - they will 

build community. 

 To work for peace means to protect the rights and dignity most particularly of the most 

vulnerable – children, the elderly, the sick, the mentally challenged

 It means entering into dialogue with others, such as government, political parties, trade 

unions, student and community movements and to co-operate with in all matters that 

enhance the common good and the development of people;

 Building peace takes the effort of many and so different groups work together on matters of 

common concern, even if there are differences of opinion on certain matters;

 To work fpr peace means to work for justice, knowing that it is the foundation of peace and 

that there cannot be peace unless there is justice;

 Nonetheless, peacemakers recognizes that our country does not only need justice but 

healing. Disrupted and distorted relationship need to be healed and as such we are all 

called to be healers.
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To live and implement the teachings of Pope Francis

Pope Francis has challenged all people, not just those of faith, not only “conservatives” or 

“liberals”. Ultimately he has called us back to the Gospel and to Jesus Christ - back to the basics of 

our faith and the essence of the Gospel. 

 The most important commandment that summarizes all commandments is to love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, mind and soul, and to love your neighbour as yourself (Mark 

12:30-31). All the rest flows from this commandment, namely:

 Mercy – as we have just been through the Year of Mercy, the teachings are fresh in our 

minds. Jesus’ ministry is a ministry of mercy and is manifested not only in his preaching but 

in his concrete actions. Pope Francis has reminded us that mercy is to be expressed 

concretely, in practical actions;

 Forgiveness: there can be no love without the ability to seek forgiveness when we are 

wrong and to forgive when we have been wronged – even to forgive seventy times seven 

times (Matt 18:22)

 Pope Francis has reminded us of the gentleness and tenderness of Christ’s love, summed 

up in the Prophet Isaiah "A bruised reed He will not break And a dimly burning wick He will 

not extinguish; He will faithfully bring forth justice” (Is 42:3). as disciples of Christ we also 

are called to show gentleness to others. The Holy Father has also reminded us, speaking 

specifically in the context of family life, of the need for simple politeness when we deal with 

other people. He spoke of the importance of the words “thank you”, “please”, “I am sorry”, 

“forgive me”. Simply treating people well expresses the tenderness of Christ’s love.

 The Pope has also spoken of the dangers of been driven by ideology. When we are driven 

by ideology it can mean an imposition of our beliefs on others. What we are called to is to 

have hearts of flesh, not stone (cf Ez 36:26), to recognize our common humanity and the 

needs and suffering of others.

We need to personally commit ourselves and become involved

Our individual circumstances differ and what we are able to do differs from person to person.  

There are many opportunities to become involved in the works of the Church, such as Justice and 

Peace, St Vincent de Paul, the many developmental and charitable organisations that exist in the 

Church, in spreading and forming people in the social teachings of the Church, of “Christianizing” 

social media – that is, promoting the values of peace, justice and truth through social media.

In conclusion, we are faced with a situation in the world where there is growing uncertainty and 

mistrust. There is the danger of a rise of populism and searching for superficial solutions which 

may put vulnerable groups more at risk. South Africa, while sharing in the global problems, also 
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has more specific challenges mostly resulting from our history. We are an angry, violent and 

divided society, where lawlessness seems to be increasing, not least because of the poor example 

of some of our leaders. Millions of people continue to experience racism and xenophobia and there 

is a need for healing – of relationships, of memories and of inner hurt. While there is a place and 

need for speaking our against many of the things that happen in South Africa, especially when it 

involves domination, bullying or looting the resources meant for the poor, ultimately we have to be 

wary of such a response. It may emotionally satisfying, but it should not be the main thrust of the 

Church’s efforts.There are structures that perpetuate poverty, violence and injustice and we must 

certainly work for the dismantlement of these structures. But we must be conscious of what  

Archbishop Oscar Romero pointed out passionately, that it is not “structures” and “institutions” that 

will be called to judgement. Individuals will be judged – as Jesus taught in his parable of the 

separation of the sheep and goats (Matt 25:35ff). 

The appropriate response from the Church in South Africa is to make a call to conscience, for an 

honest self-examination as to how and when we contribute to corruption, racism, xenophobia, 

disunity, anger or hatred. Furthermore, if we are to witness to Christ we must make the 

commitment to peace, reconciliation, justice and equality in society. This, of necessity, means that 

we will also be called to make certain sacrifices in order to better serve the common good and to 

ensure that those who are “excluded” from society may be given opportunities that is their right.

The only valid Christian response to anger, hatred and violence is not to respond in kind. Rather it 

is to respond as Jesus did: with mercy, tenderness and compassion. A reactive, angry, frustrated 

response will contribute nothing towards healing of relationships or memories. There are daily 

opportunities for us to express such sensitivity and to influence others to do the same. There are 

numerous opportunities for us, according to our circumstances, to become involved in the “works 

of the Church” that give solace and consolation to the afflicted and the poor, as well as to advocate 

for their needs and development. We do this not in some sort of superior way of “we are doing this 

for you”, but in a fraternal, communitarian way of brothers and sisters belonging to the one human 

family.

The Church, with her centuries of teaching, has so much to offer humanity. We are inspired by the 

wisdom that comes from God’s Holy Spirit. We may fail on a human, individual level – and on an 

institutional level -  nonetheless the millions of witnesses to the Gospel who have not only inspired 

and encouraged people, but who have changed to course of history, fill us with the confidence to 

know that we are called to do the same. Everyone can make a difference – it may not be as 

dramatic as a St Francis, a St Mother Teresa, nor a St Ignatius of Loyola, but each one of us can 

make the world a better place. We do this firstly by being willing to do so – to want to do so. We do 
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so by being faithful to the teaching of Christ, with a willingness to make sacrifices and to live our 

Christianity life as honestly as possible.

Lent is the appropriate time for us to make such a commitment as we renew our spiritual lives and 

turn away from the negativity of sin, to turn to the Life-giving God. It is a time of reconciliation, of 

making peace and fighting against our complacency. 

I have spoken against anger as a response but perhaps there are certain things that should stir us 

to anger: acceptance of injustice or the stripping of the dignity of the human person should always 

rouse us to anger. Perhaps it is fitting to end with the Benediction attributed to St Francis:

May God bless us with discomfort

At easy answers, half-truths, and superficial relationships
So that we may live from deep within our hearts.

May God bless us with anger
At injustice, oppression, and exploitation of God's people
So that we may work for justice, freedom, and peace.

May God bless us with tears
To shed for those who suffer pain, rejection, hunger, and war,
So that we may reach out our hands to comfort them and
To turn their pain into joy.

And may God bless us with just enough foolishness
To believe that we can make a difference in the world,
So that we can do what others claim cannot be done:
To bring justice and kindness to all our children and all our neighbors who are poor.

Amen.
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