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THE MAIN EVENT IN 4FRICA. Whatever hap- 
pens in the election scheduled for this month,-it is 
widely assumed, although seldom stated, that de- 
velopments In RhodesiaZimbabwe are a prelimi- 
nary bout. The main event in the liberation sweep- 
stakes is South Africa. It is not surprising, therefore, 
that the Republic of South Africa- is trying to 
distance itself from the unfolding disaster to its 
north. South Africa now wants to defuse the domino 
theory iogfc that would link its fate with that of Ian 
Smith. 

In recent weeks South Africa’s foreign minister, 
R.F. Botha, has been making anti-Smith noises, 
insisting that Smith should retire entirely from poli- 
tics once a new black-led government is in place. 
Smith had earlier said that was his intention, but of 
late he has been hinting that he might stick around 
in a key cabinet post, just to make sure the transi- 
tional period goes smoothly. South Africa is not 
alone in thinking that Smith’s continued presence 
would “taint” the new government, undercutting its 
already slight chances for international acceptance. 
South Africa in particular would like the Rhodesian 
episode to be forgotten as quickly as possible so 
that South Africa’s problems and policies, which it 
believes are quite different from Rhodesia’s, will 
come more clearly to the fore in the ongoing debate 
about the future of Southern Africa. 

Meanwhile, U.S. policy and media proceed on a 
course that only makes sense as a deliberate effort 
to destroy whatever chances of success a new 
Zimbabwean government might have. While harshly 
critical of the interim government, the State Depart- 
ment is silent about the refusal of the guerrilla 
movement (Patriotic Front) to test its support at’the 
polls or to join in an all-party conference aimed at 
negotiating a peaceful settlement. An aii-party con- 
ference was originally the proposal of the Ameri- 
’cans and British, but now that it has been accepted 
by the interim government and rejected by the guer- 
rillas, London and Washington seem to have aban- 
doned it. Nor has the State Department had any- 
thing to say about the form of “liberation” that 
Robert Mugabe of the Patriotic Front has indicated, 
repeatedly and explicitly, will be a one-party dicta- 
torship. 

Smith’s historic turnabout on white rule last year 
has also met with derision in the American media. 
The agreement that produced the interim godern- 
ment and the present plans for popular elections 
are regularly referred to in the news columns of the 
New York Timesas “Mr. Smith’s deal.” The editorial 
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destroyed the possibility of ‘a multfiacikl and rela- 
tively democratic black-ted society in Africa.. Of 
course the “deal” that. established the Interim gov- 
ernment assured unfair advantages for whites for as 
much as ten years. But every indication is that the 
majority of blacks felt ten.years’was not so long a 
time to redress the. hlstoric injustices of genera- 
tions. And, as Bishop Abei Muzorewa of the interim 
government has frequently stated, once a black-led 
government is in place, the original proposal is 
subject to rapid evolution. Washington, more wor- 
ried about its “image” with the majority of African 
dictatorships than about the wishes of the people of 
Zimbabwe, felt differently. If in the months ahead 
Zimbabwe is thrown into chaos and intertribal 
slaughter, anti-soviet hawks will no doubt cite it as 
another instance of Moscow’s aggressiveness 
through the use of guerrilla forces of the Patriotic 
Front. And of, course the Soviet Union will likely 
make the most of a target of opportunity so gratui- 
tously offered it. But if, a year or so from now, 
Zimbabwe is yet another economically devastated 
African tyranny claiming to be some kind of cock- 
eyed socialism, the credit for that achievement will 
belong not to Moscow‘but to Washington. 

JOHN PAUL AT PUEBLA. Reactions are still 
coming in regarding the pope’s role at the meetlng 
of Latin American bishops at Puebla, Mexico. But 
the consensus is forming that, in this most impor- 
tant statement of his pontificate to date, John Paul 
may have succeeded in doing what many thought 
impossible. He clearly identified the church’s social 
responsibility in a way that is grounded in its splrltu- 
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a1 mission and avoids captivity either to-the Marxism 
of “liberation theology” or to the apologists for 
capitalism in Lath America’s &vera1 oppresslve 
oligarchies. 

It was not easy for these distinctions to penetrate 
the simplistic categories in which news is reported. 
For example, in his early reports from Puebla, 
George Vecsey of th’e Times regularly equated liber- 
ation theology with concern for the poor: “But 
opponents of liberation theology believe the 
church’s mission is evangelism and the saving of 
souls, not a concentration in improving the material 
conditions of life.” And so forth. Relying on such 
reports, the Times deplored editorially what it 
described as John Paul’s urging that priests should 
stick to their prayers and ignore the plight of the 
oppressed. (In a later editorial the Times acknowl- 
edged that its initial caricature of John Paul’s state- 
ments was unwarranted.) 

Such a caricature is countered, however, by John 
Paul’s own words at Puebla. He was explicitly criti- 
cal of some forms of liberation theology: “This idea 
of Christ as a political figure, a revolutionary, as the 
subversive man from Nazareth, does not tally with 
the church’s catechesis. The Gospels clearly show 
that for Jesus anything that would alter His mission 
as the Servant of Yahweh was a temptation.” John 
Paul was even more explicit in setting forth the 
Christian understanding of justice: “To make a 
more just world signifies, among other things, to 
struggle that there not be children without sufficient 
nutrition ... there should not be peasants without 
land for living and developing in dignity ... truth and 
rights should prevail over force; economics and 
politics should never prevail above humanity.” The 
church itself, however, must not absolutize one way 
of trying to reach toward that more just world. “In 
fidelity to this commitment the church wishes to stay 
free with regard to the competing systems, in order 
to opt only for man. Whatever the miseries or suffer- 
ings that afflict man, it is not through violence, the 
interplay of players and political systems, but 
through the truth concerning man that he journeys 
toward a better future.” 

At the beginning of the Puebla meeting some 
revolutionary priests, gathered in their own caucus, 
declared that they were not too concerned about 
what the bishops might say. As one put it: “The 
people who are the church are with us. So the only 
question is whether the bishops want to be part of 
the church or whether we go on without them.” This 
bravado was much tempered, however, by the mon- 
umental outpouring of popular fervor when the pope 
arrived. It seemed evident the church was still very 
much with the bishops who were identified with 
bishop Numeru Uno. After John Paul had offered his 
distinctions, most revolutionary proponents tried to 
put the best’possible face on the situation, asserting 
that they had not in fact been repudiated. In truth, 
they were more admonished than repudiated. It 
seems likely there will be no more serious thought 
about revolutionary schism from the bishops. Those 

MAKING CHRJ,ST .LIKE US, One pripti-who has 
chosen’ the, reyolutionar$ option’ is -Errickto: Carde- 
nal, the weIl-knowri~Nicaraguan”poet:~A $ear.:agd he 
announced publicly ‘why he felt.fofbed to take up 
arms with the-guerrilla forces in,that country. In. a 
recent publication of .the International:Fellowship of 
Reconciliation another radical . priest-poet;;’ ,Qaniel 
Berrigan, responds ,to ;Cardenal. It is a lengthy 
response, but. this is the gist of .it: ,‘.!We..really’are 
stuck. . Christians are stuck with this. Christ, ’ the 
impossible, unteachable; irreformable. loser. Revo- 
lutionaries, must correct him, set hi.m:aright. .That 
absurd form; shivering under ‘the.”crcis‘s :winds of 
power, must be made a‘cceptabJe, relevant. So ‘a 
gun is ‘painted into’ his empty’ hands. Now he is 
human! Now he is like us!” ’ . 

SOCIETY AS CATASTROPHE. Charles Fried is 
professor of law at Harvard and he has recently 
published a reflection on ethics, to which he gives 
the delightfully obvious title, Right and Wrong. He 
argues against utilitarians, social contract theorists, 
and others who propose a homogeneous ethic in 
which we all share like, if not idpical,  responsibili- 
ties for the common good. He wants to defend the 
maddening diversity of human responsibilities, as 
long as It is agreed that no person is right in doing 
wrong. Well, i t is a complex argument, and we will 
be running a thorough review in these pages. Mean- 
while, just th,is to whet your appetite: - 

Those who argue for a different attitude, one in 
which we are all servants of the greatest good, 

, like to remind us of the sacrifices and impersonal- 
ity evoked by wartime, by catastrophes and fam- 
ine. Now, 1 am willing to admit that emergencies 
create their own morality in which the rights and 
obligations of everyday life are loosed or alto- 
gether dispensed with. But it is a‘ mistake to 
generalize from such contexts and to use them as 
the intellectual basis from which the total struc- 
ture of our moral life is derived. On the contrary, 
the only thing that makes special principles toler- 
able for emergencies is just the fact that emer- 
gencies are extraordinary. It is when the general 
long-term situation of society is made to corre- 
spond to a continuing catastrophe that morality, 
civilization, and ’everything specidly human are 
undermined. 

Abraham Martin Murray is the collective name of those 
who contribute to “A View of the World.’r The oplnions 
expressed sometimes coincide with thoseaof the editors. 
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