
A MESSAGE 
TO THE PEOPLE OF SOUTH AFRICA 

“A hlessage to the People of South Africa” is the work 
of the Theological Commission of the South African 
Council of Churches, released in late September as 
a basis for study and action. This “hlessage” is also an 
indirect comment on several selections in worldview’s 
“In the hlagazines’’ department this month. 

1. What the Christian Gospel Says: 
The Gospel of Jesus Christ is the good news that 

in Christ God has broken down the walls of division 
between God and man, and therefore also between 
man and man. 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ declares that Christ is 
the truth who sets men free from all false hopes of 
grasping freedom for themselves, and that Christ 
liberates them from a pursuit of false securities. 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ declares that, in the 
crucifixion of Jesus, sin has been forgiven, and that 
God has met and mastered the forces that threaten 
to isolate man and destroy him. 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ declares that, in the 
resurrection of Jesus, God showed himself as the 
conquerer and destroyer of the most potent of all 
forms of separation, namely death, and he proved the 
power of his love to overthrow the evil powers of fear, 
envy and pride which cause hostility behveen men. 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ declares that, by this 
work of Christ, men are being reconciled to God and 
to each other, and that excluding barriers of ancestry, 
race, nationality, language and cul tbe have no right- 
ful place in the inclusive brotherhood of Christian 
disciples. 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ declares that God is 
the master of this world, that his is the mind and 
purpose that shapes history, and that it is to him 
alone, and not to any subsection of humanity, that 
we owe our primary obedience and commitment, 

The Gospel of Jesus Christ declares that we live 
in the expectation of a new heaven and a new earth 
in which righteousness dwells; that the Kingdom of 
God is present already in Christ and through the 
Holy Spirit; and that it therefore now demands our 
obedience to his commandments and our faith in his 
promises. 

2. Our Concern 
This, in summary, is the Gospel of salvation in 
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Jesus Christ. It offers hope and security for the whole 
life of man; it is to be understood not only in a 
mystical and ethical sense for the salvation of the 
individual person, and not only in a sacramental 
ilnd ecclesiastical sense within the framework of the 
Church; the Gospel of Christ is to be understood in 
a cultural, social (and therefore political). cosmic 
and universal sense, as the salvation of the world and 
of human existence in its entirety. Further, the Gospel 
of Christ is not only the object of our hopes; it should 
be experienced as a reality in the present. 

For this reason, Christians are called to witness to 
the significance of the Gospel in the particular cir- 
cumstances of time and place in which they find 
themselves. We, in this country, and at this time, are 
in a situation where a policy of racial separation is 
being deliberately effected with increasing rigidity. 
The effects of this are to be seen in a widening range 
of aspects of life - in political, economic, social, edu- 
cational and religious life; indeed, there are few 
areas even of the private life of the individual which 
are untouched by the effects of the doctrine of racial 
separation. In consequence, this doctrine is being 
seen by many not merely as a temporary political 
policy but as a necessary and permanent expression 
of the will of God, and as the genuine form of Christian 
obedience for this country. But this doctrine, together 
with the hardships which are deriving from its im- 
plementation, forms a programme which is truly 
hostile to Christianity and can serve only to keep 
people away from the real knowledge of Christ. 

There are alarming signs that this doctrine of sep- 
aration has become, for many, a false faith, a novel 
gospel which offers happiness and peace for the com- 
munity and for the individual. It holds out to men 
a security built not on Christ but on the theory of 
separation and the preservation of their racial identity. 
It presents separate development of our race-groups 
as a way for the people of South Africa to save them- 
selves. Such a claim inevitably conflicts with the 
Christian Gospel, which offers salvation, both social 
and individual, through faith in Christ alone. 

This false offer of salvation is being made in this 
country in the name of Christianity. Therefore, we 
believe that the Church must enable all our people 
to distinguish between this false, novel gospel and 
the true eternal gospel of Jesus Christ. We believe 



that it is the Church’s duty to enable our people to 
discriminate more carefully between what may be 
demanded of them as subjects or citizens of the State 
of South Africa and what is demanded of them as 
disciples of Jesus Christ. 

3. The Gospel’s Claim 
The Christian Gospel declares that there is no 

other name than that of Christ whereby men must be 
saved. Thus salvation in Christ exposes the falsity of 
hope of salvation through any other means. 

The first Christians, both Jews and Gentiles, dis- 
covered that God was creating a new community in 
which differences of race, nation, culture, language 
and tradition no longer had power to separate man 
from man. We are under an obligation to assert this 
claim and to 1h.e by it. We are under an obligation 
to assert that the most significant features of a man 
are not the details of his genetic inheritance, nor the 
facts of his ancestry. The most significant features of 
a man are the characteristics which enable him to be 
a disciple of Christ - his ability to respond to love, 
to make choices, to work as a servant of his fellow- 
men; these are the gifts of the grace of God at work 
in the individual person; and to insist that racial 
characteristics are more important than these is to 
reject our own humanity as well as the humanity of 
the other man. 

But, in South Africa, everyone is expected to believe 
that a man’s racial identity is the most important 
thing about him. Until a man’s racial identity is estab- 
lished, virhially no decisions can be taken; but, once 
it is established, it can be stated where he can live, 
whom he can marry, what work he can do, what edu- 
cation he can get. whose hospitality he can accept, 
where he can get medical treatment, where he can 
be buried - and the answer to multitudes of other 
questions can be supplied once this vital fact is estab- 
lished. Thus, we are being taught that our racial 
identity is the final and all important determining 
factor in the lives of men. As a result of this faith in 
racial identity, a tragic insecurity and helplessness 
afflicts those whose racial classification is in doubt. 
Without racial identity, i t  appears, we can do nothing: 
he who has racial identity has life; he who has not 
racial identity has not life. This amounts to a denial 
of the central statements of the Gospel. It is opposed 
to the Christian understanding of the nature of man 
and community. It, in practice, severely restricts the 
ability of Christian brothers to serve and know each 
other, and even to give each other simple hospitality. 
It arbitrarily limits the ability of a person to obey 
the Gospel’s command to love his neighbour as himself. 

Attempts have been made to support racial separa- 

tion from Scripture. For instance, it is said to (have 
the authority of an order of creation, which was 
divinely confirmed by the confusion of tongues at the 
Tower of Babel and emphasized again at Pentecost. 
The fact is, however, that the event of Pentecost as- 
serts and demonstrates the power of the Holy Spirit 
to draw men into one community of disciples in spite 
of differences of language and culture and it is thus 
the way by which the disunity of Babel is healed. 

The Bible’s teaching about creation has nothing to 
say about the distinctions behveen races and nations. 
God made man - the whole human race- in his 
inxige. God gave to man - the whole human race - 
dominion over the rest of creation. Where differences 
between people are used as badges or signs of oppos- 
ing groups, this is due to human sin. Any scheme 
which is proposed for the rectifying of our disorders 
must take account of this essentially sinful element 
in the divisions between men and between groups of 
men. Any scheme which is claimed to be Christian 
must also take account of the reconciliation already 
made for us in Christ. The policy of separate develop- 
ment does not take proper account of these truths. 
I t  promises peace and harmony between the peoples 
of our country not by a faithful and obedient pursuit 
of the reconciliation wrought by Christ, but through 
separation, which, being precisely the opposite course, 
is a demonstration of unbelief and distrust in the 
power of the Gospel. Any denionstration of the reality 
of reconciliation would endanger this policy; there- 
fore the advocates of this policy inevitably find them- 
selves opposed to the Church if it seeks to live ac- 
cording to the Gospel and if i t  shows that God’s grace 
has overcome our hostilities. A thorough policy of 
racial separation must ultimately require that the 
Church should cease to be the Church. 

Everywhere, sin corrupts God’s creation, particu- 
larly, it exploits differences to generate hostility. The 
policy of separate development is based on the domin- 
ation of one group over all others; it depends on the 
maintenance of white supremacy; thus it  is rooted in 
and dependent on a policy of sin. The Christian Gospel 
declares that God has acted to overthrow the policy 
of sin. God is bringing us from a living death to a 
new life; and one of the signs that this has happened 
is that we love the brethren. But, according to the 
Christian Gospel, our “brethren” are not merely the 
members of our own race-group, nor are they the 
people with whom we may choose to associate. Our 
brother is the person whom God gives to us. To dis- 
sociate from our brother on the grounds of natural 
distinction is to despise God’s gift and to reject Christ. 
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The Gospel of Jesus Christ declares that God is 
love. This is not an easy doctrine. It is not “sentimental 
humanism.” It is far easier to believe in a god who is 
less than love and who does not require a discipleship 
of love. But if God is love, separation is the ultimately 
opposite force to God. The will to be separate is the 
most complete refusal of the truth. The life of sepa- 
ration is the most plain denial of life. The Christian 
Gospel declares that separation is the supreme threat 
and danger, but that in Christ has been overcome. 
According to the Christian Gospel, we find our 
identity in association with Christ and with each 
other. Apartheid is a view of life and a view of man 
which insists that we find our identity in dissociation 
and in distinction from each other. A policy of sep- 
arate development which is based on this concept 
therefore involves a rejection of the central beliefs 
of the Christian Gospel. It calls good evil. I t  rejects 
as undesirable the good reconciliation and fellow- 
ship which God is giving to us by his Son. It seeks to 
limit the limitlessness of God’s grace by which all 
men may be accepted in Jesus Christ. It seeks to con- 
fine the operation of God’s grace within the barriers 
of human distinctions. It reinforces divisions which 
the Holy Spirit is calling the People of God to over- 
come. This policy is, therefore, a form of resistance to 
the Holy Spirit. 

4. Our Task 
People should be able to see the Gospel of Christ 

expressed in the life of the Church. They should be 
able to see in the Church an inclusive fellowship and 
a freedom of association in the Christian brotherhood. 
They should be able to see the power of God at work 
in the Church changing hostility into love of the 
brethren. We are indeed thankful for these signs of 
God’s grace where they are to be seen in the life of 
the Church. But, even in the life of the Church, there 
is conformity to the practices of racial separation; and 
the measure of this conformity is the measure of the 
Church’s deviation from the’ purpose of Christ. 

Our task is to work for the expression of God’s re- 
conciliation here and now. We are not required to 
wait for a distant “heaven” where all problems will 
have been solved. What Christ has done, he has done 
already. We can accept his work or reject it; we can 
hide from it or seek to live by it. But we cannot post- 
pone it, for it is already achieved. And we cannot 
destroy it, for it is the work of the eternal God. 

5. We hlust Obey God Rather Than M e n  
The Gospel of Jesus Christ declares that Christ is 

our master, and that to him all authority is given. 
Christians betray their calling ifithey give their high- 

est loyalty, which is due to Christ, to one group or 
tradition, especially where that group is demanding 
self-expression at the expense of other groups. Christ 
is the master and critic of all of us and of all our 
groups. He is the judge of the Church also. If the 
Church fails to witness for the true Gospel of Jesus 
Christ it will find itself witnessing for a false gospel. 
If we seek to reconcile Christianity with the so-called 
“South African way of ‘life,” (or any other way of life) 
we shall find that we have allowed an idol to take 
the place of Christ. Where the Church thus abandons 
its obedience to Christ, it ceases to be the Church; it 
breaks the links between itself and the Kingdom of 
God. We confess, therefore, that we are under an 
obligation to live in accordance with the Christian 
understanding of man and of community, even if this 
be contrary to some of the customs and laws of this 
country. 
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Many of our people believe that their primary 
loyalty must be to their group or tradition or political 
doctrine, and that this is how their faithfulness will 
be judged. But this is not how God judges us. In fact, 
this kind of belief is a direct threat to the true salva- 
tion of many people, for it comes as an attractive sub- 
stitute for the claims of Jesus. It encourages a loyalty 
expressed in self-assertion: i t  offers a way of salvation 
with no cross. But God judges us, not by our faith- 
fulness to a sectional group but by our willingness to 
be made new in the community of Christ. We believe 
that we are under an obligation to state that our 
country and Church are under God’s judgment, and 
that Christ is inevitably a threat to much that is called 
“the South African way of life.” We must ask ourselves 
what features of our social order will have to pass 
away if the lordship of Christ is to be fully acknowl- 
edged and if the peace of God is to be revealed as 
the destroyer of our fear. 

But we believe that Christ is Lord, and that South 
Africa is part of his world. We believe that his king- 
dom and its righteousness have power to cast i)rt all 
that opposes his purposes and keeps men in darkness. 
We believe that the word of God is not bound, and 
that it will move with power in these days, whether 
men hear or whether they refuse to hear. And so we 
wish to put to every Christian person in this country 
the question which we ourselves are bound to face 
each day; to whom, or to what are you truly giving 
your first loyalty, your primary commitment? Is it 
to a subsection of mankind, an ethnic group, a human 
tradition, a political idea; or to Christ? 

May God enable us to be faithful to the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ, and to be committed to Christ alone1 
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