Challenges to Christian Mission from the Struggle for Human Rights in the South African setting.

                                                                                                                                     Pieter Verster

1. Introduction
The history of South Africa is a history of conflict, oppression and very often, war.  Human rights in South Africa were for many years not viewed as something achievable  The differences  between culture groups and language groups in South Africa often led to serious conflicts.  Since the arrival of Europeans in South Africa the difference in culture, background and worldview have led to the engagement of people in conflicts.  Although it is true that the arrival of the Europeans led to terrible oppression it must be stated that oppression and conflict were present in South Africa even before their arrival and were present within other cultural groups also while they were in South Africa.  Most prevalent, however, was the oppression of Europeans of the indigenous peoples (For a comprehensive overview of the European “Afrikaners’” history see Giliomee 2003).                                                                                                                         
2. Human rights in South Africa
South Africa is a country where Human Rights were very often not upheld.  From the Europeans' side it was often viewed as something not applicable to the original inhabitants in South Africa.  From the original inhabitants’ of South Africa side it was something unknown as philosophical idea, although in the African traditional environment, respect for others was also accepted.  Human Rights in South Africa needs therefore full attention.  
3. Mission and human rights
The role of mission in Human Rights and in the South African situation is also of great importance.  Mission in South Africa often struggled to bring people to the awareness of human rights.  Very often missionaries were rejected because they pleaded for human rights for the indigenous peoples of South Africa.  The conflict between Europeans and indigenous people in South Africa often led to a new dispensation and in this dispensation oppression was often present.  

The recent history of South Africa highlighted the struggle for human rights for all South Africans. Although “apartheid” - also “separate development” - was seen by some people in South Africa as a possible solution to the problem of cultural, language and  worldview differences,  it led to serious oppression. Apartheid is therefore is a well known concept as term for oppression in the whole world.  During the apartheid years the government of South Africa fully understood the importance of the role of the church and therefore it was very eager to have the church on its side.  The Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa was also prepared to give its conditional support for the apartheid policies of the government because it believed that those policies were to the best interest of all the people of South Africa.  However, it led to disaster, and the DRC had to change its views radically.
4. The struggle against apartheid
As apartheid progressed and the situation became more tense, different groups in South Africa had different ideas on how to deal with the situation, and had different solutions to the problem.  Different documents were written to explain how people felt and how the church felt about the situation in South Africa.  From the side of the most English churches in South Africa, also churches from the Black community, there was severe criticism against the apartheid policies. Botha, Kritzinger and Maluleke (1994:23ff.) refer to the way in which protest against apartheid was established by the churches and especially the WCC. In South Africa the first major reaction against apartheid came from the WCC organised meeting at Cotesloe. The Christian Institute of Dr Beyers Naude played an important role in warning against the church’s support for apartheid. The programme to combat racism of the WCC led to many reactions. Then followed documents of rejection of apartheid (Botha, Kritzinger and Maluleke (1994:23ff))
4. 1 The Kairos document
The Kairos Document discussed different possibilities to the situation during the apartheid years. First of all The Kairos Document explained that in the then South Africa there existed a “state theology”.  The “state theology” was the theology in which the state was seen as the people who had to keep order in the name of God. They were of the opinion that the state theology was fully supported by the churches of the Afrikaner community, especially the Dutch Reformed Church.  The Kairos Document was highly critical of the state theology.  Secondly there was according to them, the so called “church theology”.  The Kairos Document was also very critical of the “church theology”.  Church theology was a non-violent theology rejecting violence even against the state of the time.  The Kairos Document explained that in a situation of utmost oppression, and of structural violence, struggle against the system was required and that it was totally accepted in the system to rebel against the offices of government to bring about a new situation.   The Kairos Document then called for prophetic engagement of the situation.  The Kairos Document asks for prophetic theology.  In prophetic theology it was claimed that the situation had to be changed and the only way in which it can be changed was in the direct confrontation of the state, which according to them had no authority.  
In the Kairos Document participation in the struggle is called for by transforming church activities, special campaigns, civil disobedience and moral guidance.  In the preface  of the document(The Kairos Document 1990:a)  it is described as a Christian biblical and theological comment on a political crisis in South Africa then.  It was seen as an attempt by concerned Christians in South Africa to reflect on the situation of death in the country.  The purpose was a critic of the then current theology models that determined the type of activities the church engaged in to try to resolve the problems of the country.  It was thus an attempt to develop out of the perplexing situation an alternative biblical and theological model that would in turn lead to forms of activity that would make a real difference in the future of our country ((The Kairos Document  1990:a).  In the Kairos-document people were called to side with the struggle, to participate in the struggle (The Kairos Document 1990:28).  Christians were called to participate in the struggle for liberation and for a just society.  “The campaigns of the people, from consumer boycotts to stay aways, need to be supported and encouraged by the church.  Criticism will sometimes be necessary but encouragement and support will also be necessary.  In other words the present crisis challenges the whole church to move beyond a mere “ambulance ministry” to a ministry of involvement in participation”.  (The Kairos Document 1990:29). 

Criticism against the Kairos document came from many sources, especially from the Dutch Reformed Church. In the end the Kairos document called for human rights in the sense of prophetic engagement and prophetic voices against the oppression against people. Botha, Kritzinger and Maluleke (1994:29) mention that it was clear that the struggle called for radical action. It was at that time also clear who the oppressed and oppressors were and what the struggle was. They asked whether the Kairos document’s call is not again relevant because of poverty and oppression in a new way.  Huber (1991: 58) also accepted the stance of the document and said: “It is this ecclesiological basis that helped the Kairos Document to formulate an insight that is possibly one of the most important contributions of recent theology in South Africa to the ecumenical theology of our day. I mean the insistence on a proper understanding of reconciliation. The clarity in which the Kairos Document and other South African documents unmask an ideological misuse of the concept of reconciliation and in which it opens a way to a better understanding of the indissolvable unity between reconciliation and justice, is of inestimable  value for the ecumenical fellowship of Christians.”
Sincere questions must, however, still be raised on the Kairos Document’s stance on violence. Violence in the then South Africa claimed many lives. Could the church not have changed the situation, or was violence the only option? The serious question must still be raised.
The Kairos document was followed by another document, the “Road to Damascus”.  In the “Road to Damascus” a call for conversion was clearly sounded.  Conversion is needed. 
4.2 The Road to Damascus
On the road to Damascus Paul was converted.  In the Road to Damascus Document the call was for conversion so that a total new situation can come about in South Africa, a call for people to totally change was very important.  People had to become new but then also in this call for conversion the conversion had to become real and radical and total and it had to change the whole situation of people in South Africa. 
The Road to Damascus (Brown 1990:121) mentions that nothing is new about the religious conflicts as such.  “Christians or believers in the God of the Bible have been on opposing sides of a political conflict before.  What is new today is the intensity of the conflict and the awareness we have of it.  And never before have we been so conscience of the political implications of Christian faith.  This religious conflict is not a mere academic debate; it is a matter of life and death.  What is at stake is the future of justice, peace, freedom and the glory of God.”  (Brown 1990:121).  The conflict among Christians raised some very serious questions which they addressed in the rest of the document:  “Is the God on both sides the same God, is God on both sides if not, on whose side is God and what has been revealed to us about God in Jesus Christ and then it comes to the conclusion that faith of the poor:”
In the Road to Damascus Document the faith of the poor is seen as the way in which faith should be established.  It clearly states on (Brown 1990:124) 43 “God is on the side of the poor, the oppressed the persecuted.”  And then on (Brown 1990:126) about idolatry it is stated: “Idolatry is the sin of worshipping or being subservient to someone or something which is not God, treating some creative thing as if it were God.”  The Document said that the same was true countries where the worship of money, power privilege and pleasure had certainly replaced the worship of God.  (Brown 1990:128) Heresy is also explained (Brown 1990:128).  “The Theological justification of apartheid has been declared a heresy.  It is recognized by most Christians today to be a distortion of Gods revelation.” The theological criticism against apartheid theology was severe. The document did not hesitate to reject it in the strongest terms possible.
4.3 The Belhar confession
In the circles of the Dutch Reformed Church, the sister church of the Dutch Reformed Church, the “Mission church”, or the “Sendingkerk” accepted a confession of faith at Belhar.   In the Belhar confession certain explanations were very clearly put forward.  The Belhar confession clearly states that in no way cultural differences, differences in language or background may be the measure of other people and their commitment to Jesus Christ, therefore the church had the calling to become one in all its different offices but also that the church had to become one to confess to the whole world that it belonged to Jesus Christ.  Apartheid in all its different forms was an attack on Christianity because it entrenched being not reconciled as the point of departure of the church (Botha and Naude 1998:43 ff). The Belhar confession had a profound influence on the churches in South Africa and is still discussed vehemently in the call for unity in the Dutch Reformed Churches’ family. 
4.4 Church and Society of the DRC
The Dutch Reformed Church replied in a document called “Church and Society”.  In the document apartheid was also rejected because of it being an ideology of unreconciliation and oppression of other people.  “Church and Society” was later accepted at a General Synod of the Dutch Reformed Church in 1986 (Kerk en Samelewing 1986).  It also sought unity in the church and unity among its different sister churches.  Again human rights played a very important role, and in the document Church and Society human rights were also explained as the right that people had before God to live and to be in his presence.
After the acceptance of the document Prof Willie Jonker extended an apology to the other churches and communities in South Africa. (Allen 1994:214)  in November 1990 at a hotel outside a small town of Rustenburg, Transvaal, the site of the first conference in 30 years to bring together a leadership of the white Dutch Reformed Church and a anti-apartheid South African churches  (Allen 1994: 215). Bishop Tutu (Allen 1994:215) accepted the apology by stating: “If there is to be reconciliation, we who are the ambassadors of Christ, we to whom the gospel of reconciliation has been entrusted, surely we must be Christ instruments of peace, we must be ourselves be reconciled.  The victims of injustice and oppression must be ever ready to forgive.”  
5. The call for reconciliation
The Catholic community also called for reconciliation. It is spelled out neatly by Hay (1998:161).  “The very pattern of the sacrament of reconciliation suggests the steps that can be followed; examination of conscience (confronting our past), contrition (repenting and sorrow for sins), confession (telling the story), satisfaction (remedy and reparation in the light of the demands of justice) and absolution (proclaiming forgiveness and new relationships).” The catholic community played an important role in reconciliation.
6. Human rights and mission
In the search for human rights the relation with people to one another in South Africa is still very important.  And the question is whether mission in South Africa has learned from the struggle for human rights.  The way in which mission in South Africa can establish human rights is very important.  
The Theological Conference of the Reformed Ecumenical Synod in 1980 stated that human rights are also on the table for discussion of the church (Church and Nation 1981:36). The document called for the church to be committed in the this vast reality of overall threats both to freedom and democracy and also to individual human existence to a clear and urgent calling to fulfil its prophetic mission:  “It has no choice but to find a point of convergence with the present day world enjoining forces on the issue of human rights.  In order to bring the world of today a message of relevance, the church was therefore of necessity participate in the ongoing debate on human rights.”
Human rights in all its different aspects should be enhanced, but how can it be enhanced in a situation were different people meet and where they live in one geographical area.  Bishop Tutu (1990) called for respect for one another in this situation in South Africa and asked that in South Africa this new respect for one another should lead to the establishment of human rights in all its different aspects.  The question however is:  How mission in South Africa in the missionary movement dealt with the problems of human rights and how it can deal with those problems in future.  At present  in South Africa there is a terrible problem with crime, in which human rights of many people are also totally disregarded.  People are killed and murdered on a tremendous scale.  Again human rights are under severe pressure.  
A Theory of human rights should be Biblical.  Marshall (1983:18) called for a theory to be in continuity, and flows from, the message of creation, fall and redemption through Jesus Christ revealed in scripture and, in particular, as this message is fresh out in the biblical teaching of God’s righteousness and the consequent human authority and claims to have this situation tightened.  He continues that such a theory must be a reflection on justice and politics and a modern world which flows from our knowledge that everything in the creation is a creature, servant, responsible to God and that God orders and upholds creation, including the ways we are to live with, care for, respect and love one another.
De Gruchy (1995:276) in an important essay emphasises critical solidarity: “The prophetic vision itself, however, demands critical solidarity, and that means a creative and constructive tension expressing the dialectic between Christian faith and culture, between the reign of the triune God the sovereignty of the people.  This dialectical relationship is a two way process, for the global struggle for a just democratic order has forced complacent churches to re-examine their unprophetic roots and rediscover the vision which is at the heart of Jesus’ proclamation of the reign of God.  If faithful to that vision, Christianity will continue to contribute to the ferment for democratic transformation and the pursuit of a world order which is not only new but also just, and therefore one with God shalom will became a reality.  One in which God’s shalom will become a reality.”
7. Mission as the ministry of reconciliation
Mission should be the proclamation of the ministry of reconciliation in a ministry of reconciliation God reach out to people.  People are reconciled with God.  People are in a new relation to God.  People are living with one another in this new relation, and they can also in this new relation be able to live in harmony with one another.  Through the reconciliation with the living God it is also possible to live in reconciliation with one another.  
Cocheran, De Cruchy and Peterson (1991:67) establish a platform for reconciliation and human rights: “Forgiveness in reconciliation does point to the transformation of society, a transformation that is best symbolized by the biblical concept of shalom.  Shalom (human and societal wellbeing and flourishing) is where the kingdom of God is ultimately about.  In this sense it always stands beyond human realisation and witness to that which God alone can finally bring to reality.  Yet in the present the Christian church is called to bear witness to the reality of the shalom of Christ, that is, the reality of his justice and reconciliation in the world.”  See also Dumas (1978:22). 

This reconciliation with one another is possible in the reconciliation with the living God.  This all comes about through Jesus Christ and the way in which Jesus being the crucified one for the others made it possible for so many to live in this new relation with God.  The question of human rights is therefore an essential question:  Does mission have anything to do with human rights?  The only way in which one can establish this is to see human rights as something that has to be established in the sense of Christ being the one for the others on the cross.  As the Crucified One Christ made it possible for people to be accepted as people for God.  In his love and in the way that he showed his love on the cross. People can understand that Christ is the one for others.   People now have a certain value before God, because they are people paid for by the blood of Christ.  They have this value of being in the presence of God, but in mission it will always be understood that this has to be answered by faith in Christ by people healing themselves through Christ, coming to Christ, accepting the total redemption in Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 5:11-21).  
Chikani (1985:100.) calls for direct action in theology: “No Christian can afford to be left out of the action of God with his people.  If a theologian is not part of that action of God, then we must be suspicious of the side on which he or she belongs in the struggle with God to establish a just society. ”  

8. The South African perspective and the world
Does this have anything to say for human rights in general?  In the South African situation it was clear that very often people did not understand that it is possible to be Christian but also to establish good human relations and to be in favour of human rights.  Being before God it always meant that we also have to live with one another in this realisation of one another’s value before God.  Therefore for mission it is important to establish a core value of human rights.  Van der Walt (2003:332) explains that obligations and human rights are inseparable: “Our obligations are grounded in the will of God. Our rights are grounded in the love of God. Obligations consist of some good required of us.  Rights consist of some good to which we are entitled. The dark side of obligations (when they are not fulfilled) is guilt. The dark side of rights when they are not acknowledged) is that someone is wronged. The Bible says over and over that the wealthy and powerful are guilty because they do tot fulfil their duties and that the poor, widows orphans etcetera are wronged because their rights are not acknowledged.”  (bold Van der Walt).

It is always the task of the church to reach out to people so that they can be established as people living with one another so that they can proclaim the word of God.  The church should be the people of God giving the space for people to understand who they are and how they can live in the presence of God.  In this new relation it is possible to establish human relations.  In South Africa certain lessons were learned.   Lategan, Kinghorn, Du Plessis, and De Villiers (1987:13) give a South African perspective: “Human rights – to be truly human – are based on God’s claim on people to treat their fellows in the same way as he does.  Whenever God serves humanity with life, love and grace, he creates space for people – space within which they can find fulfilment (Gen 1 and 2, Acts 17; 24-28).  We are expected to be co-creators with God in precisely this sense.” (See also Symington 1986.). 
It is very easy to forget the calling of Christ to be humble to be obedient and to praise God.  In this situation in South Africa the problems of the country became more important than the solutions.  The problems became so dynamic that it changed the way in which people look at one another and they forgot that it is possible to live in peace with one another.  It is however also of great importance that it was through the efforts of many Christian people that in South Africa there came about a new situation. Tutu (1990:31) calls compassionately for this: “The same gospel of Jesus Christ, which compels us to reject apartheid is totally unchristian, it is the very gospel that constrains us to work for justice, for peace and reconciliation.  God has given us a mandate to be ministers of his reconciliation.” Also Villa-Vicencio (1994:114) calls for justice with human rights: “For those who are not pacifist, no less than for those who are,  the challenge is  to continue to search for non violent ways of bringing about social justice across barriers of race, economics and what may well proof in South Africa to be even more impenetrable – sex.”
In the world it should also be established that conflict can be solved when people are prepared to look at one another from the prospective of peace and not from the prospective of conflict.  Human rights in this situation are very important so that oppression can be uplifted by looking at one another in a new way.  The stance of Christianity should be not to enhance violence in any way, but to bring about peace and human rights in that sense of the reaching out to one another in peace.
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