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The South African church’s painful path to victory

AM INTERVIEW WITH FRAMNK CHIKANE

now 1he geaersl secrelary of the Seuth
Nirican Council of Churches, bat it was 3 long

rond Thet brought you o This place. Toll =
shout your becigroend.

Prank Chikane: | grew up in the Apostolic
Paith Mission, s conservative, almost funda
mentalist, Pentecostal church which later
* trained me as a pastor. Aller my ordination,
the church began o accuse me for being
involved in politics. | had been asked to
address a student conference on Christianity
and the political situation, and the press
plcked It up.

The church council produced its file of
press cutlings as evidence against me | still
have the letter which says, “You are sus-
pended from pastorsl work because you are
involved In politics, becanse you appeared in
the press.” | was suspended for one year, from
1981 to 1982; | spent eight months of that

time In detention.

After my suspension, | joined the Catholic Institute for Contex-
tual Theology, where | spent five and a hall years. That experience
was very significant. | had started with a very conservative, highly
pietistic theology could justify and accept the status quo: a
pastor’s job was to people Lo go to heaven. But then | was
confronted by the reali the oppressive system, Which made me
raise new gqoestions that not answered by my Lraining or
tradition.

It was axtraordinary for me Lo be appointed general secretary of
the Institote for Contextusl from the Ansatolic Frith
Misslon. [t's even more ¢ that | was appointed to that
position in the South African Council of Churches from that church,
which declded in 1975 not to join the Council of Churches. To quote
a jetter the church circulated after my appointment, the Coancil of
Churches “produces violence and liberation theology to Marxists
and Communists.”

Mumlmmuuﬂum:hmmm

politics is anything that opposes the system. If you do not oppose
: u-mw- not politics. You can have P.W. Botha addressing
m mthn[lhm!?mhh[lhﬂﬂmw
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Church are saying exactly the same thing: There is the spiritual
realm and the political realm. And if you interfere with the political,
you are moving away from what Is spiritual and Christian,

Bul | balieve you cannot separate religion from the life expe-
fance of people. | do not belleve that Jesus Christ came for

Frank Chikane, general secrefary of the South African Council of
- Churchis, was inderviewed in kis homs in Soweio.
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apiritual human beings rather than concrete human beings who live
within a particular historical experience. You have Lo live your life
on that farm or in that township, and your Christianity is tested by
how you handle that reality.

Some think you can lead a spiritual life outside your experience.
That's why people continoe to oppress others. Some Christians
don’t see anything wrong in e xploiting larm workers, because that's
not spirituality, and they can still go to church on Sunday and de
their spiritual thing,

$a your conservative evangelical backpround #id provide you, 11
ming provided me, » baith and 2 biblical loundation that you uss
sgeinst e sysiem new.

| don’t regret growing up in the Apostolic Faith Mission because the
church has a particular quality of spirituality which helps you to
survive. When [ sat in the jail cell, | needed to refer back o that
spirituality. | needed to say that there is something more than the
life | am living here.

[ had to be able to say to the guy who tortured me —who happens
to be a deacon of my church in the white congregation — “For me to
live is Christ, to die is gain. H you kill me, | go to heaven, and it
doesn’t solve your problem. But if you release me, then | continue
preaching the gospel. It does not matter which way you take it,
because both ways you're going (o be & loser.”

They said to me, “You're going to die slowly but surely. Why not
decide quickly what you want to do™

Ard | said to them, “Well, you also have to make your decision,
because I'm not going to change my mind. If you pul me under
preasure hoping to change my mind, | might die, you see. And you
might not have planned to kill me. S0 you need Lo make your
decision whether in fact you want to kill me or not.”

You could easily be suicidal when you are subjected to torture.
The torturers actually say, “Why not commit sulcide, because you're
going to die in a terrible way.”

And 1 said, “No, I'm not going to deprive you of the reponsibility
of my death.”

When you sit in that jail cell, you realize you aren't in control of
the world. And that spirituality, that sense of your own limits and

on the Lord, which could be seen as a traditional
theological position, is very helpful. And that's why ['ve kept my
membership with the church. And | worship there every Sunday.

How shien kave you boon detained aad under wha! circemstances?

I've been detained Mve times since 1877. The first one was in
January 1977 for seven days. Within an hour after my detention, |
couldn’t walk. They used brutal third-degree methods of torture.

And then [ was detained again from June 1977 until January 1078,
and | went through six weeks of torture. [t was during that deten-
tion that the deacon of my church in the white congregation
supervised the 50-hour pertod where | was interrogated around-the-
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clock. During the 48th hour, when [ realized the torture was
affecting my mental state, [ told him, “I'm not going to answer any
more questions. You can do what you want to.” And they tried for
two more hours and then got me oul of the chains and dropped me
in solitary confinement where they ignored me for six months

But that deacon simply believed that he was doing his work He
knows |'m the pastor of a church. But he believes he's stopping the
communists and the terrorists of this country. Whites in this
country are worried about a Marxist takeover, we are worried about
a Christian government which oppresses other Christians

In 1980 [ was detained for a short moment simply because P %W
Botha was coming to the area. The longest detention was from 198]
to 1982. Then during the 1985 UDF |United Democratic Front|
treason trial, | was detained for twe and a hall months

Rt ssems the role of the church has changed 8 good desl since your
scinetion.

The missionary church—-the main channel of the church in South
Africa—contisted of European or American missionanes who were
on Lthe side of the colonizers and therefore couldn 't aee the
evils of the system. At worst, they directly supported the
system; at best, they took a liberal position of saving
“Don’t be excessive if you oppress them ~

In the ‘603, when [ ANC leader Nelson | Mandela was
sentenced to prison. olther people were jailed, 2nd organ
mations banned, the churches supponed the govemment

But then in the 70s, the Black Consciousness Move
ment came into the picture. More and more black people
took up leadership mies, By 1975 the shade of the Council
of Churches was shifting completely. with more black
presence. And now il is a true refllection of the population
distribution in the country—it is 80 percent black

Now the church is beginning to refllect critically on the
reality of the situation, and it is able to take a prophetic
position. You dont often find a church or church
strocture —particulardy an scumenical structure —de
claring a government illegitimate But the South Afncan
Council of Churches last year declared this government
illegitimate and said that we are nat ohliged 1o obey these
unjust laws.

The conditions in the country—the |evel of brutality. the pain
and suffering that ordinary church people see —move them to think
im & more critical way about the system and become more deter

mined to remove

of opposition organi

the church leaders Lo take'sstand that has never been taken befo
The government created a.crisis for the churches. The chu

ebruary 24 of this year | the effective bannin,

had been talking about nonvidlence and peaceful change, and mosg
of them had condemned violence. But now the church leaders fe
we could no longer just talk aboyt nomviolence, we needed Lo 5
we marched in Cape Town.

We have proved that today the mad of nonviclence in 588
Africa is very short. The system doesn’t allow for nonvielent
[ interpreted the government order of February 24 as saying
victims of apartheid, “We can't handle you at the nonviolen
cal level, 30 we're closing all the doors; we want you at thy
Jevel.” -

Interestingly, Adrian Yiok, the minister of law and o
Parfiament, “These organizations realized that they cg
us at the military level. That's why they opted for
‘nonviolent mobilization of the masses' to create &
situation.” South Africa, in essence, opted for violent
of February. That's what created the crisis for the ¢
So you needed to be honest enough to go and march,

I've talked asbout honest and dishonest nonviole
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| was & historic event because it gof

se¢ nomvinlent protest working.

| was a hit wormied when the decision was made on Thursday,
February 25. for us to march; [ felt that this could divide the Counecil
of Churches. Now you can imagine what that means to the general
secretary. But amazingly, the brutal act of the state united the
church leaders and caused us to make a decision to do something
we could never do hefore. We came out of the march more united
than ever | think we are going to broaden the ecumenical structure
in South Africa more than white people ever thought.

Since the march, the air is full of accusations irom the government
sgainst e churches. You heve boon 3t he conter of much of this
because of your lotter to P.W. Boths aad his new-famous ietter n
respenss. which attacied the church leaders.

| suspert that the state is going to be forced to be more hrutal
against the church umply because of the amazing determination of




church leaders. | suspect that the state might try other than just the
legal methods of dealing with church leaders. We are already
experiencing harassment and attacks. We might have to go
through an experience of assassinations and people disappearing |
mmmmu is going to try to close this space for the

The stale is saying the cherch leaders ara net reaily church leaders,
that e poopis will net follow them.

I don't think the state president has the credentials to decide
whether we are church or not. They | government leaders | are used

[ think we are going through the worsl period, and it's going to
become moch worse Lhan it Is al the present moment. | suspect that
as the congregations go to the streets, the system is going to be
more and more brutal. And it's going to mean the murder of a lot of
oar people. And In the course of the murder of our people, the
system will begin io disintegrate because of the contradictions
created by ita own brutality.

It seems—and this is & painful thing—that the international
community does not respond unless we die in great numbers. When
we wani to take on the sysiem, some say, “You're commilting
suicide, you know. You're going to be murdered.” And we say, “Can
you help us? If they say, “No, we cannot help you,” what they are
telling us is to leave the system Lo oppress us indefinitely. So we
find ourselves in a vulnerable situation where we cannot do other-
wiss but, In fact, offer curseives for sacrifice.

1 don't believe we can avold the cross as a church now. [f Jesus
Christ had an option, | would think he also would not have gone Lo
the cross. One theologlan sald, “Jesus Christ didn't choose to die.

Ji-dngusl; Sepiember J I

He simply had no option but to die.”

And it looks as though we have no option in the face of the level of
evil in this country. For us to go over into victory, we will have Lo go,
through the crmas,

Through that experience of the cross, | believe the system s
going Lo be put down, and the church will come out being the real
church of Christ. In this sitoation, if you're not a persecuted church,
it seems that you can’t become a real church of Christ.

Now we are [aced with the reality that to be a Christian has to be
a conscious decision. It is going to be too costly for those who
became Christians by tradition or chance. Some might withdraw
from the church. People will have to make very conscious decisions,
knowing that to choose Christ is to choose death for the sake of
justice against evil.

By going through that experience, we are forced to review our ]
Christian faith, our vwm commitment. And that might he helpfuol in
cleansing the church in South Africa. But I'm comanced that our
victory is going o be at the level of that experience

What can you sy sbeut the role of whitss in is siruggle?

A small number of whites have taken s stand against the apartheid
system. And their presence in our midst helps us to lessen the type
of pain people go through. If we could get many white Christians to
come in, it would help to lessen the pain even more.
But I'm not very hopeful that this will happen. Those ch

with whites in them would have to begin o preach the gospel in
such a way that whites would have to choose whether they woald
stay in those churches. AL the end we would have church members
who would take a stand against the government which gives them
the benefits.

Your situstion seems o many oa the sutside to be hopeless. Yot I'm
dooply smazed and moved. 05 you taca the cross, by the hope that you
and olbers express dqgain and agein.

| think one feels pessimistic when one approaches the problem
from a pastoral perspective. As a pastor you're concerned about the
lives of people, the pain they are going to go through. You wish that
it wouldn't happen. [t is just like Jesus saying, “[ wish that this cup
would pass.” Humanly no one wants to go through that experience.

But on the other hand, it is that experience that gives you hope,
because through that experience one has redemption, one has
freedom. And becaose there's no option, we're bound as Christians
to go through that experience.

Especially during 1886, as the system became more brutal, the
young people said they actually felt they were closer to their
liberation. They understand the fact that you cannot get closer to
liberation without bringing oul the viclousness of the system. The
pain is an indication of the closeness to your day of liberation.

It is our faith that gives us hope. We know that in our helpless-
ness we become more dependent on God. In our powerlessness we
become powerful. It is our weakness that is our strength.

Those who run the evil system know it will end, and therefore
they have no hope. They just become madder by the day, and in their
madness take more and more Lives,

But we know that our struggle is a just one. That is really what
makes it hopeful —God cannot allow evil to prevail forever.

One would hope thel 53 you move isward the cross, the syes and sers
ond bearts of the church all over the world wesid be swakeasd b

respond.

Our act is redemptive—not in the sense that Christ died to redeem
the world—but that, in our weakness, our experience helpa other
people Lo have a new understanding of their faith and their com-
mitment. And so the suffering of the church in South Africa itself
becomes a message of salvation and hope and redemption for the

greater body of Christ. m]



