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WHERE HAVE ALL THE PROPHETS GONE?
Prophetic silences and religions’ incapacity to help us forward
Cedric Mayson
"Where have all the prophets gone? you ask. The prophets have been pronoted.
Authority learnt centuries ago that attacking prophets is bad for business. Mattyrs becom
e
seeds of new growth. prisons make a "Pilgrins Progress’, crucifixions beget resurrectio
ns.
Prophets are silenced by upgrading themto bishops, professors, governnent mnisters.
| eading civil servants, or ngo tycoons. Religion opens it’'s ecclesiastical arms and enfo
ds the
prophets in the vestnenis of responsibility, places themon thrones and puts power in the
ir

hands, and pronotes the prophecy out of them Well - soneiof them
The title for this session given to ne was 'Prophetic silences and religions’ incapacity
to help

us toward. it needs unpacking. It seens to reflect the popular notion that religious
institutions have a special relationship with God which enables themto make a prophetic
input to society and give a lead to the State and since the new South Africa is nore or
ess

on the right lines there is little role for the Religion except to noralise about greed,
sex and

crinme

i believe this is an incorrect understanding of Religion, State, and the role of prophecy
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1.1 God works through both Religion and State, and church institutions can claimno

exclusive relationship as if they and they al one have a contact with God’'s concern or God

'S

voi ce. W nust rid ourselves of this conceit that God works primath thmugh religion, whic

h
entitles the religious conmunities to feel superior to the State, and act as if they a

one are

the channel through which direction and sal vation cones to society. It is not scriptural
and it

is not so.

Religious institutions are a fact of histon’ cai expen ence, conprising structures, office
bearers.

traditions, practices. and custons which influence society, and through which God acts.

CGovernments are also a fact of historical experience, conprising structures. office beare

rs,

traditions. practices and custons which influence society and through which God acts.

CGod loves us all, God is the ground of ail being, all humanity is made in the i mge of Go

d.

and God’'s spirit of love, justice and truth works on everyone iike gravity, or sunshine,

or life.

CGod causes the sun to rise on bad nmen as well as good, and the rain to fall on honest and

di shonest nmen alike (M.5.45); and 'fromfarthest east to farthest west. my name i s honou

red

among the nations’ (Mal.1.11).

1.2 The difference between Religion and State is'that Religion is conscious that God is

operating in the worid. whilst the State nay be quite unconscious of it. Religious Instit

utions .

claimto be able to evaiuate that consci ousness. and have a mgjor contribution to nake to
X

soci ety, but they cannot (riaimthat their interpretation of the presence of God is alway

S

correct. Sonetines they get it right, and sonetinmes Religion makes di sastrous errors.

Through it all. God acts and gui des through human affairs. both political and religious.
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1.3 Prophets are people of vision who appear in all walks of life. and proclaimtheir
under st andi ng of God. Prophets invariably emerge fromthe reality of the experience of th
ose

who suffer, not the reality experienced by the confortable. Prophets are driven by an
experi ence of belief. a commandi ng insight, a conpulsion of faith that will not et them
go.

They may be totally alone. or act froma small group, but because they are in tune with t
he

purposes of God at a particular nmonent their voices resonate around them Their faith can
nmove nount ai ns.

1.4 Prophets challenge Religion as much as the State. They have often been rejected by
religious and political authorities, and sonetines by the people. These institutions pay
only

secondary attention to eval uating whether the prophets’ nessage is true: their prinmary

judgrment is usually based on how the message might affect their institutions.

1.5 This is clearly illustrated in the liberation struggle. Very few today would deny tha
t the

i beration of the South African people from oppression was according to the will of GCod.
Over

the decades a grow ng chorus of prophetic voices affirmed that the liberation struggle wa
s a

godly initiative. But liberation was not initiated, sustained or |ed by the Church. Sone
sectors

within the Church opposed it and others endorsed it. but the Church failed repeatedly
because nost people in the | eadership considered it would be dangerous for the Church to
be aligned with the liberation novenment. Mst of the tine nmost of the Church did not w sh
to

be involved in the struggle beyond a raised eyebrow and an occasi onal statenent.

16 Neverthel ess, a deeper vision energed anongst those who were able to heed God in

the situation and give this priority over their fears of ecclesiastical and political pun
i shrment .

Thi s prophetic voice was mainly focussed in the Christian Institute (1961 to 1977); the
Uni versity Christian Myvenent and Bl ack Theol ogy (from 1967); the SA Council of Churches
(from 1968 onwards); the institute of Contextual Theol ogy, and sonme denom nationa

groupi ngs. Events |like 'The Message to the People of South Africa (1968), nunerous C
publications until it's banning in 1977, the submi ssions of the SACC to the El off Conmi ss
i on

(1981ff). the "Call to Prayer for an End to unjust Rule’ (1985), the SACC Conscienti ous
nj ection issue the 'Kairos Docunment’ (1985) and ' Evangelical Wtness (1986) and ot her
docunents and statenments energed fromsmall prophetic groups, but each had a storny
passage in the Church institutions thensel ves

1.7 The story of the 'Kairos Docunent’ is instructive. It was initiated by a prophetic gr
oup

with its roots in what God was doing in Soweto, which analysed the conflict between State
Theol ogy, Church Theol ogy, and Prophetic theol ogyt The title of the original edition was
"CHALLENGE TO THE CHURCH and in small letters underneath: 'The Kairos Docunent’.

Much of the church reacted strongly against this prophetic incursion onto its territory.
Sone

said they were too busy to discuss it. Mst religious | eaders deened it a dangerous
docunent which the governnent would use to attack the churches, and thought the analysis
was far above the heads of the youth shouting *Amandl al’ in the townships. They then
realised that the people were reading it. approved it, demanded that preachers expound it

énd that the Church was losing credibility by not endorsing the prophets. So a second ed
tion

was published called ' THE KAl ROS DOCUME-NT' in large letters, its original title of
"Chal l enge to the Church’ slipping to small print at the bottom of the page. Today, churc
h

people world wide cite the Kairos Docunent as a courageous publication by the Church to
chal | enge the apartheid regine, and have no idea that it was actually a challenge to the
Church. "It is one of the npobst notable theol ogical hijacks in history.

1.8 The new spirit of prophetic awareness and comm tnent spread through the religious
conmunity, particularly between 1988 and 1994, and event piled on event to endorse the
rejection of the apartheid regine. Many whites were still reluctant, but nearly every re
i gi ous

group becane identified with the struggle. Mich of the activity was focused on joint acti
on

through the SA Council of Churches. and is recorded in the booklet ' Come Celebrate . 1
Bet ween 1991 and 1993 the inter-faith comunity under the auspices of WCRP-SA (the

Worl d Conference on Religion and Peace) net repeatedly to discuss the relationship

bet ween Religion and State that should exist in a |iberated country, and produced the



"Declaration on Religious Rights and Responsibilities’ 2. An experience of realistic inte
r-faith
spirituality began to affect the country. The prophetic voice was w dely publicised, many



nore religiOus people began to support the struggle (especially in black congregati ons wh
i ch

becane increasingly aware that God was working anongst them. Sernons harped upon

sl aves being brought out of Egypt, and when |liberation came there was general rejoicing

n

religious circles that Pharaoh had been overcone.

1.9 And then the slaves becane Pharaoh, and Religion had to face its dilenma all over

agai n.

2 The_djl emma ans! silenced themurch and nm

2.1 The reason for the silence of the church and for "religion's incapacity to help us

forward is that religion does not know which way to go. It has not found its role in the
new

South Africa. ’

2.2 Once the 1994 el ections had put the ANC Government in power, the Churches

backed off. The prophetic vision collapsed, hopes that religions would play a najor role
in

the new di spensati on were di sappoi nted. conferences and consultations to determ ne that
role were not followed through, |eadership turned its eyes inward to promote the growh o

f

religious institutions rather than the transformation of society, and the Church, as int
he days

of the Kairos Docunment, seened to be 'in a state of near paralysis’.

2.3 The 'Declaration of the National Consultation of Churches’ at Rustenburg in February
1999 illustrates sonme mmjor inadequacies. It nmakes no attenpt to deal with the fundanmenta
I

guestion of the role of God in society, and apparently does not conceptualise it; it cal

s for

spiritual and noral healing but does not diagnose the sickness; it asks affluent churches
to

address the plight of the poor, but fails to question the validity of an econom c system

whi ch

produces such ungodly poverty. The whol e NCC event seened designed to encourage

evangel i cal churches in their own narrow traditions, and to avoid the recognition and
procl amation of the Good News that God is at work in the political. econonm c, social and

t heol ogi cal experience of South Africa today.-

2.4 The Church dilema was that whilst it could oppose an evil governnent, it had not
done its thinking about howto relate to a good one. What is the role of the Church in th
e

transformation of society? How should the Church engage with a government whose politica
mandate is to bring good news to the poor, to proclaimliberty to captives, and to the b
i nd

new sight, to set the down trodden free, and to proclaimthe year of the Lord s favour? (
| sa

61. 1-2; L418).

2.4.1 Should the Church withdraw fromthe politico-social scene and concentrate on a
personal privatised religion on the North American or European pattern? Bishop Tutu spoke
of "the Church getting on with its task of being the Church for the faithful looking to t
hose

things of faith and order, Church growth and renewal that had suffered sone negl ect

through the enphasis on the primary task of being the voice of the voiceless and the
chanpi on of the oppressed. (' Cone Celebrate’ ). Some spoke of ' Coing back to being the
church’, obsessed with its own institutional self rather than the work of a living God in
soci ety.

After 1994, a sense of disassociation ran through the, Church fromthe nost staid and

traditional to the froth and bubbl e pentecostal groups. a concern to conserve their past
rat her

than commt their future. They had no idea where they were going.

2.4.2 Sone thought that God's sole interest in society was through the Church

Evangel i cal and church growth canpai gns were designed to build church nenbership rather

than transform society. Sone in the Church seened to want to go beyond the periphera
personal concern for individual souls or ecclesiastical developnent. their social concern

S

frequently began and ended with the Church. There was a quite deliberate w thdrawal from
ecunenical mnisterial training at the Federal Seminary in order to pronpote separate
denom nati onal advancenent.

2.4.3 Conversation in ecclesiastical circles seened to concentrate on the desire to prote
ct

its own power and independence. The driving exultant conviction that God is at work in th
e

transformation of South African society. and that both Religion and Governnment are allies
in



that quest, has all but disappeared. There is a failure to grasp the fact that throughout
scripture and history political transformation and spiritual power have marched toget her
The

Church expects the work to be done by politicians. rThat’'s why we put themin. isn't it?
Qur

task is re be critical watch-dogs.’

2.4. 4 Because the consciousness of the presence and power of God in building the new
nation is so weak. renmote and undevel oped, the Church falls easy prey to those forces whi
ch

wi sh to oppose the transformati on. Many in the Church are so unsure of the mssion of God

that they prefer to side with opposition parties with whomthey have little in comon, ra

t her

than be seen to stand as co-workers with the government. The Churches’ fear of being
coopted by governnent is so skilfully manipulated by the remaining forces of oppression t
hat

the Churches do not ’'realise they have been coopted by the opposition. It is difficult to
avoi d

the inpression that many people in the Church do not think that God is up to the task of

transform ng South Africa. This lack of clarity and resolve in the Church has led nmany to
believe it has lost its 'old prophetic power’ and to | ook upon religious institutions as
irrel evant.

2.5 Conversely, the ANC Gover nnent does know whene it is going. Fromthe days of the
Freedom Chatter through innunerable other processes to the 1999 El ection Manifesto it has
spelt out its vision of a liberated, transforned society, what it sees as barriers on the

way

within its owm ranks and within the wi der comunity, and its conmitment to serve the coun
try

to reach that goal. It also knows it cannot get there on its own.

The transformati on of our country requires the greatest possible cooperation between
religious and political bodies, critically and w sely serving our people together. Neithe
r

political nor religious objectives can be achieved in isolation. They are held in a
creative tension with cormon commitnments. We are partners in the building of our

soci ety. Nel son Mandel a. 24 June 1997

2.6 It is against this background of religious uncertainty that the prophetic voice nust
be

rai sed. Cynicismstill rules many - including many in the Church - and there is a great n
eed

of a new experience of hope and faith. Both South Africa and the world are ready for anot
her

Kairos nonment. In a word - the silence of the Church, its inability to | ook beyond itself
, 1S

because the Church needs a new generation of prophets. It has happened repeatedly
throughout history. It can happen again now.

3 I nej ansi ngegsangj hnmmyga

In a transition fromone type of society to another there are many dynanics, and each has
to

be brought within the prophetic vision. New thinking, new problens. new insights, new
opportunities open up.3 Certain features can be discerned whi ch nake prophets necessary. -
- transition means changes in all sectors of society.

- the dom nant political change froma white raci st male-dom nated pseudo-Christian rule
to a

non-raci al non-sexi st secular denocratic rule demanded nmaj or changes of attitude.

- because whites held political power. they also held the noney, education, skills,
connections, and expertise. These things could not be changed by Act of Parliament but
required a process of change, a period of |earning, the acquisition of skills.

- the change from bl ack-consci ousness and white consci ousness to a South African

consci ousness necessitated neeting - but we still sel dom neet.

- the revolution was achi eved wi thout destroying the oppressors who are still with us.

- South Africa’ s econom ¢ and governnental infra-structure was di scovered to be in an
appal ling state. ’

- the sense of conmtnment to serve the public was invariably lacking in the people who
woul d have to nmthe machi nery of transformation.



- many thought that after years of suffering and struggle they were entitled to sit back
and | et

the new government transform society for them

- sone thought that the answer to racial capitalismand exploitation was to fast track b
acks

into the business wortd and financial systems. Qthers felt that an oppressive systemrun
by

bl acks is as bad as one run by whites. But what is the alternative systenf

- the coll apse of apaitheid coincided with the collapse of Soviet Russia, and many in the
| i beration novenents who had t hought positively of a socialist future were suddenly
chal | enged to thinkagain - knowi ng that any new thinking would be fiercely resisted by th
e

owners of the noney.

- the large scale rejection of religion,’ one of the nmobst inmportant sociological factors o

f our

time, has failed to receive any conprehensive analysis or solution fromthe church.

- the "religion-is-above-the-tray’ syndrone has pronoted a superior attitude which excuse

S

i nvol venent in many serious issues.

- the realisation that many religious institutions have brought up their young people on
a diet

of sernmons, prayer. songs and practices which have forced them out ofi’church altogether
or

i nto psychol ogi cal situations which are personally and socially disorientating.

- the recognition that the first five years of |liberation have been acconpani ed by the

gl obal i sati on of the market econony bringing affluence to a few, but plunging mllions in

to

unenpl oynent and poverty, seen by sone as a crine against hunanity on a par with the

hol ocaust, apanhei d and Ruwanda.

This is the background of transition. Political and econonmic and religious society is

in need of a prophetic vision which can pierce through this darkness and see the |ight

ahead. | wish to suggest four areas to listen for the prophetic voice today.
4  Lisjenin.glo_rmeeLQ@heti mLQ se_nmengglL
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4.1.1 The spiritual experience which many South Africans shared in the |iberation strugg
e

united mllions of us whatever our race. religion or |anguage. That spiritual awareness s
till

survives - despite the efforts of destructive forces - and bursts out in nmonments of natio
nal .

ecunenical. inter-faith, Inter-racial commitment or celebration. It is an actual occurren
ce of

spiritual collectivity within our humanity which grasps us, sonetines feeling al nost tang
[ bl e.

The grace of God is acting within us - whatever words we may use to describe the
experience. Faith happens.

4.1. 2.

There is a beautiful phrase used by sone theol ogi ans who speak about God as ’'the

G ound of our Being'. Some of us tind the Gound of our being focused on

Umvel i ngangi, Qamata, Mddi np, uThi xo. Some speak of Abraham |saac and Jacob

or Mbses and the Prophets. For others the Ground of our Being is the Suprene Lord

the Enlightened One, or Jahweh, or Jehovah, or Allah. Ohers tread that Ground in the
footsteps of Krishna. of Jesus, or the Prophet Mhammad - prai se be upon themall

For some the Ground is the deep spirituality of a humanist ethic; others conme to it
through the experience of wonmen. and sone through children

But the actual spiritual expen ence known through these names is something we all

share. Qur concern today is not to celebrate ideas inherited frominstitutions, nor

nental images of God, but our unity as people whose feet are on the sane G ound of

Being. W share the solid realities of vision and val ues, of |love and justice, of truth
and hope, of liberation and transformation in South Africa. W each have our own



contribution to make to this united endeavour. On this shared ground we pray, and

wor k, and play together. 4

4.1.3 For Christians - and nost of us cane to theol ogi cal awareness through the Church -

there cones the realisation that there is sonething here beyond a religion. God is not a
Christian and it is no disloyalty to God or Jesus to say so. There is one God shining thr
ough

all human spiritual and religious experience. 'One sees the great world religions as diff
er ent

human responses to the one divine Reality. enbodying different perceptions which have
been formed in different historicat and cultural circunstances’ (John Hick.)5

4.1.4 Religious processes in histow - including our own history - have frequently

subj ugated belief in God to national, denomi national, or institutional restrictions, but

t he

prophetic voi ce anongst us insists that ultinmately we are dealing with one spiritual Bein
g, one

God. the Father and Mother of us all.

4.1.5 South Africa enbraces many conmunities of faith. but we are nopnotheists. Even

those who revere intermediary figures accept there is One Utimte. One Suprenme. and from

this One Source we all draw the inspiration of love and truth, justice and peace, and the
fruit

of the spirit.

4.1.6 The prophets al so recognise that some of the doctrines which enmerged and were of
maj or inportance in the past no longer claimthat priority. Sone aspects of the past are
now

past and rmust remain in the past. This does not deny the value of the past, but recognise

S

that spirituality is an on-going contextual reality and not an exclusive fornula cast in

st one.

4.1.7 Because npst South Africans are religious people they hold this concept of a living
CGod at the heart of our affairs. The prophetic voice says that God is not a Christian and
God

is not narromy religious, but God nost certainly IS, |AMWHO I AM Is ampbngst us. There

S

a driving spiritual power in operation. Beneath the "secular state inscribed in our new
Constitution lies a substratum of spiritual experience which is extrenely strong. it affe
cts us

all. including many who are spiritual people but who distance thensel ves from organi sed
religious institutions. 1
Amusexnmgnmomm

4.2.1 The deepest and wi dest roots of religious awareness are in the traditional spiritua
lity

of the African people which goes back to the beginnings of tinme. The sense of humans made
in the image of God, finding fulfilment in community, inter-lacing all experience in a ho
listic

reality, and dom nated by a faith and hope in the beneficial influence of the unseen worl

d. is

aroot reality in the great najority of our population. It is the basic human-ness and sp
i ritual

awar eness which is developed in all the other great religious systens we enbrace. Its
redi scovery is greatly needed to counter the dehunani sati on wought by western civilisati

on.

and the emascul ation of spirituality by western Chn’stianity.

4.2.2 The nore organi sed and recogni sed wodd religions energed in clinmates which
necessitated walls on which to draw and wite and becane focused on witten traditions.
Bet ween 3000 and 2500 years ago hunanity experienced a nmajor prophetic devel opnent

whi ch produced key teachings: the Upani shads, Guatama the Buddha, Confucius. Lao Tze,

Zar at hushtra and the earty prophets of Israel. Al of themrecogni sed a universal benevo

ent

force which called out individual goodness and a |oving conmunity anmongst all people.

Jesus - the second mlieniumof whose birth occurred in 1996 or 97 - was the driving tone
behi nd anot her infusion of spiritual awareness, |later devel oped by Paul and others in the
New

Testanment era. 600 years later. in an Arabia wecked by decadent corruptions of Judaistic

and Christian beliefs, cane the great prophetic input from Mohammed enshrined in the

Qur’ an.

4.2.3 Al these religions, and the institutions and traditions they produced. canme to Sou

th

Africa as part of colonial packages. Dutch, British and German settlers. Mislimslaves, a
nd

H ndu i ndentured workers, brought different |anguages, traditions, rituals and institutio
ns to



our shores. The spiritual experience they asseited was essentially the same. but the reli
gi ous



institutions and traditions caused conflict. Christianity in particular becane corrupted
and

oppressive. and it is against this background that the prophetic voice nmust be heard.

4JL lhere:d isnyeot. QLG oct-_centned_rslm9n

4.3.1. Jesus hinself faced the necessity of challenging religious traditions which had
becorme so domi nant and ingrained that they were barriers to the Wrd of God. A simlar
chal | enge faces the prophetic voice in theology today. These traditions include the exclu

sive

claimof many Christians to the Church, Salvation, and Cod.

4.3.2 Although the doctrine that there is 'no salvation outside the Church’ was rejected
by

the Catholic Church .over 30 years ago, nany Catholics and Protestants still cling to it,
and

even nmore to its corollary, that everyone else is dammed. It rests solely on the del usion
t hat

baptism confirmation, and the Eucharist have a supernatural capacity to secure the grace
of

Cod for the recipients. It is a false exclusive claimthat cannot stand up to scn' ptura
exam nati on.

4.3.3 The notion that salvation is to ensure that individuals my go to heaven after deat
h

has firmy gripped the imagi nation of many religions, and has featured strongly in the

teaching of the Church, but in fact is not the gospel of Jesus. The Good News of Jesus -
as '’

we shall see later - was not focussed on individuals going to heaven, and we can no | onge
r

permt dusty dogmas of the Church fromthe past to over-n’de the teaching of Jesus for

t oday.

4.3.4 But the heart of theol ogical prophecy today requires us to redi scover the God-centn
"C

teachi ng of Jesus, which has been largely obiiterated by the Christo-centn’c teaching of
Paul ,

Constantine (who was neither a Christian nor a theol ogian but used his clout as enperor),

and the pronmoters of ecclesiastical institutions who have followed themblindly into our
own

age. Exclusive clainms about the'relationship of Jesus of Nazareth to God have been nade

whi ch cannot be sustained. Jesus did not claimto be God. nor the Son of God, nor teach t
he

doctrine of the Trinity. He did not proclaimhinself as the Messiah, the Good News of the
gospel he proclained is not about his being the Christ, and such references as there are

to

these titles in private conversations with his disciples are without exception under susp
i ci on

by biblical scholars. The traditional fornulations of christology’ wote Frances Young.

so far

fromenshrining revealed truth, are thensel ves the product of witness and confession in a
particular historical environnent.’ 5

4.3.5 This deification of Jesus, which is a major barrier to cooperation with all other
believers in God. has a tong history, but it belongs to the past and nust be left in the
past .

Jesus wovshi pped and proclai mned God and his ruling power. the God he had known from his

Jewi sh upbringing, and Jesus stands or falls on his own proclanmation, not on the assertio
ns

made by others who canme after him

4.3.6 Jesus was unique - but not exclusive. The 'myth’ of incarnation means that God was
encountered in Jesus, but what was encountered in Jesus is open to all religions and al
people. 'The nane that is above all names - the Christ - can go by many historical names:
Rama, Krishna, |svara, Purusha. Tathagata. The reality of the universal Christ does not
destroy the necessity and univeral relevance of the particular Jesus’ wites Knitter on
Pani kkar . 7

4.3.7 The prophetic voice witnesses very strongly to the reality of the inter-faith expen
"ence

in South Africa. Those who struggl ed agai nst apartheid together discovered a comon
identity within the struggte which transcended separatist traditions, and buitt a traditi
on of

unity. W have lived though the transition from denom nationalismto ecunenism and from
ecunmenismto interfaith. and the rediscovery of African Tradtional Spirituality. There is
a

ri sing consciousness of the need to banish the sense of belonging to rival religions: we
are



different nenbers of the same family.

"God has been at work in every religious community’ wites Kenneth Cracknell, and goes on
to quote Wilfred Cantrell Smth. 'This has al ways been true. but we are the rust generati
on of

i A

mahuh



Christians to see this seriously and corporately, and to be able to respond to the vision
. Ve

are the first generatiion to discern God’s m ssion to mankind in the Buddhi st nmovenent,

n

the Hndu, in the Islamic. as well as in the Jewi sh and the Christian. Having discened it
, et

us not fail to repond to it.’” 5

4.3.8 Traditional religion - traditional Christianity - has so often been a del usion, and
a

snare, that a crucial part of our liberation and transformation is to break out of it. Pa
rt of it is

being liberated fromthe Church which has nade Jesus into an oppressor, forcing us to th
nk

and say and do things which are against the divine awareness within us (which is what
happened in the apartheid era).

43.9 There is a gloriOus freedomin being an ex-Christian follower of Jesus; It is an
exciting quest, as of a new discovery, to discern the contribution Jesus of Nazareth has

to

make to the South African revolution when he has been liberated fromthe trappings of
colonial Christianity.

4.3.10 The desire for an inter-faith God-centred theol ogy of transformation is energing,

whet her people are retigious or not, and to seek this and proclaimit is an essential par

t of the

role of Religion in South Africa. Open nen and women who recogni se the uni que nature of

the unfol ding of society in our country have no alternative but to engage in an exciting
ioumey into the spiritual reality of wider humanity. Jesus of Nazareth is a key figure in
this

quest .

4,4 MDyi ng.tr.agiti.ons. _to,theabackjunei.

4.4.1 Prophetic theology will therefore nove a nunber of issues out of the linelight, not
necessarily denouncing them but insisting that other priorities nust conme fotward; The

i naccur ate non-Jesus speci al pleading Of the western inspired Christo-centric Church cann
ot

be permitted to continue to drive a wedge between the people of God in South Africa today

It is an affront both to the teaching of Jesus on the universal nature of God, and our ow
n

South African experience of godliness in action.

4.4.2 Those still dom nated by the col onial competition of rival religious institutions f
i nd

this difficult and sone denounce the danger of syncretism The prophetic voice proclains
syncretism in the sense of a commpn awareness, as sonething of which South Africans can
be proud, a theol ogi cal ground of being which we should explore and witness to. before th
e

colonial religious enpires of the north.

4.4.3 To religionists rooted in the past, cultured by colonialists to see thenselves as t
he

sole instruments of conversion to God, these matters can be difficult. Christians may fin
dit

instructive to recall the story of N codenus. a believer who needed to be born again. (Jo
hn

3). Hs rebirth was not to do with salvation fromhis sins, or securing a place in heaven
, or

rejecting ritual. It was a release fromcaptivity to religious traditions into the fullne
ss of the

experience of the spirit of the living God. One reason many in the church fund it difficu
It to

di scover their role is because they have never been challenged to liberate thenselves fro
m

col oni al theol ogy. (Have you listened to contenporary preaching?) Some have found it
easier to slide back into colonial religion and reinvent the church theology as if the Ka
iros

Docurent and the liberation struggle had never existed. 'Apartheid is not the creation of
Jews, Hi ndus. Muslins, or secularists’, wote Martin Prozesky. "It is the creation of peo
pl e

froma Christian culture’ 9

4.4.4 This does not nean that we should concern ourselves with the invention of a new
religion. There are countl ess reasons for attesting the value of our different traditions
, rituals,

scriptures, priorities and peculiarities. They are supportive factors to the spiritual ex
peri ence



whi ch drives us forward and asserts the shared sense of a conmpbn awareness, a single
reality behind all religious experience. This is the rebirth to which the prophets call u
s today.

4.4.5 | heryol egfj heoghyrgh. A new role for the Church begins by liberating itself from

di vi sive colonial theology and practice and concepts. Prophets need to challenge religion
not

on its peripheral concerns but at the heart of its theol ogy about the nature and purpose
of



CGod amongst us. They need to assert that the transformation process at work in our societ
y

today has profound theol ogical roots, and is driven by the Spirit of God in the South Afr
i can

peopl e. The Church needs to energe fromthe haze of ecclesiastical superficiality and | ay
hold on the reality of what God is doing in our whole society.

Many spiritual people have rejected organised religion because the church seems to wish t
0

establish a different sort of priority fromJesus of Nazareth. singing songs which are of
ten no

nore than puerile doggerel, and listening to sernons which are enotional dead ends full o
f

sound and fury but of no significance whatever. It is tine to break out of the theol ogica
I

cellars in which we have been sheltering fromreality, and conme into the open with the
chal | enge of a new prophetic voi ce.

There is a new consci ousness energing that after five tunultuous years of trying to find
our

feet, we can tackle the next five years with neither the euphoria nor the cynicism but w
ith a

new faith and hope in the active Spirit of God anmongst us. The prophetic theol ogical vis
on

thus asserts that the Spirit of God blows through the whole of society, not just religiou
S

society. _ .

Rel i gi on needs to proclaimthis on the basis of its belief in a present God integrating s
piritua

power through the strength of |oving and justice and peace maki ng. Those inside the
conmunities of faith have the knowl edge of God and God's working and can proclaimthis
living God and stir the people to nove forward. This is the heart of Ztst century mi SSion
ary

work. 'If Christians, trusting in God and respecting the faith of others, engage in a new
encounter with other traditions, they can expect to witness a growh or evolution such as
t he

church has not epxerienced since its first centuries.’” Knitter.10

" Faith cones through preaching. Spelling out such prophetic theol ogical insights, procla
i mng

CGods power at work anobngst us, is the work of the prophets. It is both offer and demand.
it

bot h knocks down and buil ds up, and we have to be in there. recognising faith in the
experience of all conmunities and proclaining it.

5. V- _Ltsj ennygi oungf . ropheti ugi gei nhli nesl

5.1 The voice of prophecy in politics energes fromthe realisation that God has politica
pur poses on Earth. These are not driven by the desire to pronote the national, ethnic or
religi ous objectives which we have inherited fromour colonial and apartheid past. but fo
r

justice and peace, unity and harnmony in the whol e body politic.

5.2 The heart of Jesus’ Good News was not personal salvation, but the proclamation of

the Ruling Power of God (the Kingdomof CGod, the Basileia) on Earth. Politics must be see
n

as the response to the Ruling Power of God (RPG in any particul ar age, which has

i mediate political inplications today. Christians who profess discipleship of Jesus of
Nazareth have to break out of the colonial concepts of the kingdom of Heaven. The Basile
a

cannot be limted to an ecclesiastical kingdomin ternms of Church, a spiritual kingdomin

terns of soul. a heavenly kingdomof |life after death, or a futurist kingdomat the end o

f the

age. The essential Good News is of the dynam c power of God operating in the liberation a
nd

transformati on of South Africa here and now.

5.3 W need to recall that for many centuries during which the doctrines of the Christian
S

were fornul ated. Church and State were conbined in the Holy Roman Enpire. This

rel ationship continued |ong after the collapse of Rone, and the Reformation, in the count
ries

of Britain. Gernmany. the Netherlands, their colonies, and other places. The Church was an
armof the State and doctrine was mani pul ated to protect the State. This was a dom nant

factor in the emergence of what are erroneously called "Christian’ attitudes towards Juda
ism

I slam and Eastern and African beliefs. Theol ogy was determ ned by colonial political and
econom ¢ objectives, and those heretical theologies are still with us. How to 'de-Christi



ani se’
the crucial Good News of Jesus and translate the RPGinto South African political reality
today appears to depend on dialogue with the inter-faith comunity.



This is set out in a well known concept of John Dunne. ’'The holy nman of our tinme is not a
figure like CGotonma or Jesus or Mhamred, a man who could found a world religion, but a
figure like Gandhi, a man who passes over by synpathetic understanding fromhis own to
other religions. and cones back again with new insight into his own. Passing over and
com ng back, it seems. is the spiritual adventure of our tine.’” H

5.4 The coming of political liberation in 1994 enabled all people to vote, for which we
rejoi ced, but very few questioned the effectiveness of the political systemw thin which
we

voted. It had been inherited fromthe West, and we had to vote for political parties whic
h

were conpeting for power, often personal power. The prophetic voice does not query
denocratic devel opnent, but the formit should take. Debate and criticismare necessary f
or

any process, but self-Centred destructive politics contam nate social progress.

5.5 The prophetic objectives which energed in the overwhel ming political consciousness

of our people are directly related to the RPG and set out clear priorities: poverty, jobs

housi ng, health, education. fulfilnent. The public policies of the parties ovenap on thes
e

essential matters and the challenge is how best to achieve these concerns of the great

maj ority?

5.6 The traditional African political systemwas based on discovering and enacting
consensus, not- on perpetuating unendi ng conpetition. The ubuntu objective is not to obta
in

personal power but to serve the conmunity to achi eve national transformation. Wat
prophetic note is seeking to emerge here?

5.7 Denpbcracy requires a process to ensure that the interests of mnon' 'ty groups are
secured, provided these are legitimate requirenments and not a realignnent of old oppress

ve

forces under a new hat. Mnority protection and devel opnent can obvi ously never be
achieved if it depends on winning a political nmajon’ty, so what is a just way toward?

58 And if the communities of faith are responsive to the prophetic voice, how can they

be invol ved? Many within Religion endorse the astonishing desire to prevent their clergy

frombecomng involved in the political process at all, ostensibly for fear political inv
ol vement

woul d contani nate the things of God. Only bunbling theol ogy can suggest that the God of a
[

the Earth, the God of Abraham and |saac and Jacob and |sai ah and Jesus and Paul is
apolitical. God has always been involved in the political process. The religious corrupti
on of

the colonialists, and the hot heads of Bible belt fundanmentalism have contani nated God fa
r

nore than any conmuni stic atheistic threat frompoliticians. Heretics are believers who h
ave

got it wong - not unbelievers (who may even get it right.) Prophets see a profound diffe
rence

bet ween seeki ng and supporting a positive political policy. and submitting to the worship
of a

political party.

5.9 Lastly, the prophetic voice is rooted in the political consciousness of conmunities a

t

a local level. not in national tal kshops, an issue to which we shall return.

5 . _J.Lsteninatn bef npheti cygj ceJl LEcgngnj gs

6.1 All Religions express a concern for the poor, and this is often coupled with a concer

=)

for the affluent. Throughout history there has been a tension between those who own the
weal th of the world, and those who work to produce it, an awareness which Kari Marx sough
t

to anal yse but which the prophets had denounced as ungodly and i nhuman for thousands of
years.

Everyone is aware that the basic divide in South Africa is between the haves and the have
nots which is unjust, causes the evils of affluence and poverty. and nourishes crinme and
corruption. But how can it be changed?

6.2 The prophetic voice seens to suggest three aspects of econom c change.

6.2.1 chhangegtAttithe. It calls for a change of attitude froma self-centred-ness to a
nei ghbour - cent redmess. Prophets are revolutionaries, not reform sts. They probe to the he
art

10



F
of the matter, the fundanmentals, not nmerely surface issues. Though sonme seek to resist it

there is a deep awareness in people of faith that only a revolutionary attitude towards t
he

economy can bring about justice and peace. it cannot go on like it is, and it cannot sinp
ly be

pushed into shape. W require a new attitude to demand an econony that gets rid of
poverty, now. not an econony focussed on nmaintainlng the affluent.

6. 2.2 AAchangeotggmmitnentt All religions advocate a personal response fromthe

af fluent towards those in need. Sone may call 'Charity’ deneaning, sone say that the poor

shoul d be the responsibility of the governnent, sone say the poor should help thensel ves,
but a personal commtnent to help others, especially those in need, renmains a key feature
of

a devel oped person. Visitors to the Chief Rabbi’s office negotiate cartons of food donate
d for

distribution to the poor: Muslins regularly give a percentage of their incone away; Hi ndu

s.

Buddhi st s and Bahal ' s support many 'good works’; some Christians tithe, or nake regul ar
contributions to those in need; and anyone who has watched blind or mai med people forced

to beg in the streets will have seen how poor people give to those who are poorer still.

A

greater commitnment of this nature, at the end of the nmonth, could change the lives of m|l
l'i ons

of haves and have nots.

6.2.3 A changegLStrugture. But far deeper than both of these is the necessity of a
change in the economic systemitself fromone which puts the rich before the poor. to one
whi ch puts the poor before the rich until all have a sufficiency. There is sonething
fundanentally wong with our present system which nakes so nmany peopl e poor. The
gl obal i sation of the market econony whilst beneficial to sone. is destroying mllions. an
d has
earned the name of a crinme against humanity.

6.3 But what is the change to beQAJaWeconom cs pLubuntu? What econom c

structure can ensure the transformation of the states of Africa? is it Bossible to surviv
e in the

worl d econony it we nmake the poor our priority, or to solve poverty if we conpete on the
terns of the world? Some claimthat socialismhas collapsed - others believe the politica
I

structures which propounded socialismwere defeated. but the socialist econom c structure
needs to be re-exam ned. There is wi despread awareness that the collapse of capitalismis
i nevitable, but when capitalismself-destructs are we ready with an alternative? For Afri
ca?

6.4 These are prophetic questions requiring prophetic answers in the quest for an
econom c alternative which demands joint action fromunited religious conmmunities working
anmongst the poor. It needs a major research programe, based on experience on the

ground, fromthe religious comunities working together with the poor. The affluent wll
scof f

and say: 'It’'s only human nature That's the way the world is’'. It is the poor who know th
at the
oppr essi ve econony can be changed - just as it was the poor who knew that apartheid wou

crunble - and it those who work with the poor who will find the prophetic answers.

6.5 South Africa’' s solution cannot conme ovem ght because we are part of the world, part

of the continent, and nust survive in the present systemeven whilst we try to change it.
But

cone it will - and the challenge is to be ready for the change when the present system gr
i nds

to a halt. W are not ready yet.

I Lt 31g. ni an9r.thbe_| ?r_ophetic..voi sei njransfonni net ecaLQQmuni ties.

7.1 For several centuries we have been accustoned to think of hunman devel opnent in

two ways On the one hand has been personal salvation, individual devel oprent, self-

grom h. On the other hand have been national and international novenents of every sort

fromthe United Nations and the Wirtd Council of Churches to transnational corporations a
nd

the internet. But the real focus of human devel opnent is neither personal nor gl obal, but
in

| ocal conmmunities where people live and nove and have their being. Nations are built in
nei ghbour hoods. Personal salvation is worked out in comunities and fam lies. The Church
in scripture is not a nmetaphysical neeting of souls, nor an international organisation, b
ut | ocal

gr oups.



7.2 The prophetic vision sees the transformation of South Africa in terns of |oca

conmunities. for it is only here that individual and national |iberation becone reality.
A nora
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country, banishing crinme and corruption, arises fromcomunities with a noral and spiritu
a

base. A just country, in which a just econom c system enabl es both the poor and the afflu
ent

to be liberated and transfornmed, is made of communities where this is experienced.

7.3 The main challenge to Christians in South Africa today is thus not to dispute with
other religions, or seek to avoid identification with political parties, but to be thense
lves, to

enact the teaching of Jesus of Nazareth in the areas where they live. Jesus followed his
assertion that the Ruling Power of God is anpbngst us with the command to be converted, to
repent of living in accordance with other ruling powers. and to live in harnony with God
S

way. Paul spent little time telling his correspondents how to m churches, or how to say
their

prayers, but put the enphasis on the conmunal exercise of harvesting the Spirit (for

al t hough Gal atians 5.22 sounds personal, it only has reality when practiced in conmmunity)

%.4 i What matters are not assertions about eternal |life but exanples of daily living, no
Lrotestations of individual belief but denmonstrations of collective faith and practice. n
grains for the superiority or expansion of the Church but denpnstrations of its commtnen
:0 work with a collective to establish a new community. It is fromthe vision and experie
ngaﬁfsociety being transformed that we can progress to think about the nation

7.5 1t is all very well to make earnest prayers, or hold inpressive conferences, about
noral growth, or poverty, or peace, but this has no actual human neaning until people in
gpecific area sit down together and begin to anal yse the experience of poor and rich peop
:ﬁ their community, to consider the inplications of God’ s Ruling Power being anongst them

énd to envisage and obey this out in their comunal relationships. It has to be done with
shopkeepers and police and teachers, with the elderly and with youth. with people of diff
er ent

class and racial background. and with people of different religions. It is in such circum
st ances

that talk of jobs and welfare, homes and crinme, health and recreation begin to nake sense

and that the | ong African experience of community finds new scope for action

i X " 7bx..X

7.6 Putting the enphas’s on devel opnent focussed in |ocal communities, rather than
massi ve national or provingal progranmres. requires new thinking in goverment, and a
real l ocation of resources, and there are already indications that this will be a feature
of the

next government. Both the President and the Secretary General of the ANC have spoken of
devel oping a new pattern in which nore resources are directed to | ocal governnent, and in

which the |l eadership will be taken by civil society, and govenment will play the role of

facilitator. enabler, and skilled supporter.

7.7 The role of religion in civil society is crucial, because we are spiritual creatures
"made in the image of God’. Nearly every comunity in South Africa has different Christia
n

groups within it. and many have adherents of different religions. One aspect of Comunity
is

thus for religions to organise howto listen to one another, and seek to spell out togeth

er the

purposes of God in their community today. Religion, acting in comunity, can call |oca
peopl e together in ways that were foreshadowed as the struggl e agai nst apartheid reached
its

zenith, but now focussed on heeding the prophetic voices to build a new society.

7.8 The struggl es of such | ocal communities will raise problenms. demand sacrifice, insti
hope - and bring transformation

9 C9nclu.sit

9.1 There was always a kick in the prophetic proclanmation: the alternative was

Judgenent and col | apse. It still Is.

If religious people will not turn fromtheir self-centred ways and beconme comunities of
t he

l[iving God then their candlestick will be noved fromits place. |If oppressive forces pers
ist in

their refusal to be part of the new South Africa they will wite thensel ves out of histor



y like

the NP and UP and liberals before them Arch capitalist George Soros has said: 'The
col | apse of the global market place would be a traumatic event w th uni magi nabl e
consequences. Yet | find It easier to inmagine than the continuation of the present regine



W have anpl e evidence in western civilisation about what happens to society when it
ceases to respond positively to the Ruling Power of Cod.

9.2 For several centuries the African continent has suffered fromevery type of
oppression fromthe western world, replicated often enough by Africans who have

t hensel ves becone exponents of neo-col onial oppression. Wapped in nmaterialist plenitude,
and a fal se sense of spiritual superiority, there are fewin the west who realise how dec
adent

that civilisation has becone, and how far it has progressed on the way to self destructio
n

Many Africans do realise it, perhaps especially South Africans.

9.3 As the prophetic voices we have been envisaging enmerge and find a response

amongst the South African people the result nmay herald a revol utionary renai ssance of
human ful ment in the whole continent. To |iberate ourselves from oppression, and
transformour nation into a place of justice, peace and sufficiency. is the driving force
amongst mllions. It requires great vision. deep commtment, a lot of nobney, and much
sharing of political. econom c, social and theol ogical insights.

9.4 But above an else it requires a prophetic vision and a prophetic voice. 80 the answer
to the question: 'Wiere have at! the prophets gone? is another question

W1l the prophets please stand up?
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