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On being a theologian for “others’

ABSTRACT

This contribution, written in the form of a letter to Dirkie Smit, reflects on his weekly col-
umns that are published in the Cape newspaper Die Burger. It addresses two questions: How
does Smit, par essence a theologian’s theologian, communicate so successfully with the read-
ers of a newspaper? Second, what motivates his faithful writing of these weekly columns? In
attempting to address the first question it is suggested that the columns are infused with the
intent to achieve a communicative praxis that is liberating, and thus reminiscent of critical
theory. Employing language that is simple and straightforward, laced with humour, never
devoid of learning, and contextually relevant, Smit’s columns are a highly effective exercise
in Christian ethics. Here the two questions asked, merge, for the answer to the question of
motivation is found to be an expression of Smit’s spirituality and his hope for a redeemed
world. Discernment (onderskeidingsvermoé), a key value in Christian spirituality, is central
to his writing. His critical contextual awareness combined with his focus on moral discern-
ment, all couched in a highly accessible format, make him “a theologian for others”.

DEAR DIRKIE

Knowing you, you are already wondering who the “others” may be. It is shorthand for readers
who are not trained theologians - those whom biblical scholars (rather comically) sometimes
refer to as “ordinary readers”. Reading your columns in the weekend edition of Die Burger'
has pricked my interest in two ways. First, how does a highly skilled theologian such as you
communicate so successfully on quite tricky subjects with readers of a newspaper? Second,
what motivates you to continue writing these columns week after week in the midst of a
punishing work schedule? Only years of friendship allow me to indulge in such questions on
what appears to be a non-academic subject. So bear with me as |, with some chutzpah, try to
explore why | think you are a theologian “for others”.

I am not discounting the fact that you enjoy this kind of writing. This is patently clear as you
move with ease from philosophy to literature, from art to a lecture you have heard or to a
book you have just read, and from theological ethics to biblical exegesis. | think you find
this pleasurable - drawing others into fields they may not have come across as newspaper
readers. You address a wide scope of themes but are not a “ragbag theologian”? | find a certain
fundamental unity of purpose in your writing and at all times the topics you touch on in your
columns are contemporary and highly readable.

But first the “how” question — how does your column work? As you well know | share your
desire to write in an accessible yet academically satisfying manner about theological topics.?
Moreover, | have an abiding interest in what constitutes meaningful communicative praxis.
Your writing “for others” has prompted me to backtrack a bit to a time when my theology
was nurtured by insights from critical theory.* | was, and still am, interested in communicative
praxis with emancipatory intent.



NGTT Deel 54, Nommers 3 & 4, September en Desember 2013

Years ago it became clear to me that value-free, objective historiography was a scholarly
fiction. What | baulked at was the interpretation and acceptance of Christian beliefs from a
patriarchal perspective of male dominance. Our traditions were not only sources of truth but
also of untruth and oppression. So, like a number of early Christian feminist theologians, |
found critical theory a useful tool for feminist theology as critical theology.

Feminist biblical scholar Elisabeth Schissler Fiorenza was one such theologian. She wrote:

Critical theory as developed by the Frankfurt School provides a key for a hermeneutic
understanding which is not just directed toward an actualizing continuation and a
perceptive understanding of history but towards a criticism of history and tradition to
the extent that it participates in the repression and domination which are experienced
as alienation. Analogously (in order to liberate Christian theologies, symbols, and
institutions), critical theology uncovers and criticises Christian traditions and theologies
which stimulated and perpetuated violence, alienation, and oppression. Critical theology
thus has as its methodological presupposition the Christian community’s constant need
for renewal (1986:49).

Your writing “for others” has reminded me again of the usefulness of critical theory and
caused me to plunge back into the work of Jirgen Habermas. | am sure that you read
Habermas with greater ease than | did when | wrestled with his writing during my doctoral
studies. Nevertheless, at the time of reading Habermas'’ account of the profound and lasting
effect on him as he discovered the horrors of the Nazi regime, | found a resonance with my
own struggles in terms of racism and sexism. He tells of how he sat in front of the radio as a
teenager and experienced what was being discussed before the Nuremburg tribunal; when
others, instead of being struck silent by the ghastliness, began to dispute the justice of the
trial, procedural questions and questions of jurisdiction, there was the first rupture, which still
gapes (Habermas in Bernstein 1985:41).

How could a culture that had given rise to Kant and Marx have provided such fertile soil for the
largely unchallenged rise of Hitler and Nazism? How could Afrikaners who had experienced
oppression and loss themselves have perpetrated the horrors of apartheid? How could God-
fearing friends not question the male dominance of the church?

Now | am not suggesting that apartheid was our equivalent of the holocaust; neither are
millennia of sexist practices (including the unspeakable practice of burning “witches” and
the never-ending violation of women'’s bodies). Today we find ourselves in a constitutional
democracy with guarantees for the freedom of all South Africans. Some churches ordain
women. So much has been achieved. Yet | watch with more than unease as our newfound
freedoms are being assailed and even abused and as the moral visions of Albert Luthuli, Beyers
Naudé, Denis Hurley, Helen Joseph, Sheena Duncan, Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela are
fast vanishing in the ranks of the powerful. In a different time, in a different context, and for
different reasons, practices that are liberating are called for to preserve the values that are
enshrined in our Constitution.

What did emerge out of my Habermasian haze was how useful his foundation for critical
theory was for Christian theology concerned with emancipation. This interest was not only the
concern of a woman trying to find her voice in a male dominated field in a patriarchal society.
It was also a concern of a white person whose life was largely lived through apartheid times
and who yearned for justice and freedom in our country.

_7-
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My concerns gelled around the term “liberating praxis”. | struggled then and still do daily with
what it means “to do the will of my Father in heaven” (Mt. 7:21). | cling to the notion that our
praxis should be grounded in actions that characterise what we understand as the reign of
God, exemplified in the praxis of Jesus. Jesus never asked people to be “religious”. He proposed
a radical alternative to what it means to be “religious” that challenged the reigning powers
of his day. This brought him into conflict. The powerful had no time for religion that was
embedded in sweeping change-making praxis. Christians are called to pray for God’s reign
to come one earth “as it is in heaven”. This prayer requires exacting actions for justice and
love that bring good news to our life situations. | understand God'’s reign as the fulfilment of
justice, love, freedom, peace, wholeness and of the flourishing of righteousness and shalom.
In essence it calls us — in following Christ - “to a radical activity of love, to a way of being in the
world that deepens relation, embodies and extends community, and passes on the gift of life’,
writes Beverly Harrison (1985:18).

According to Habermas there is always a relationship between knowledge and interests and
our interests are both material and ideal. This allows him to differentiate between types of
knowledge according to the interests that produce them. Self-reflection yields knowledge and
is governed by interest — interest in emancipation from domination. So Habermas revises social
theory in terms of communicative interaction. Social reality is seen through the pragmatics of
communication.

I have always found Habermas' need for the “ideal speech situation” - a situation in which there
is uncoerced and unlimited discussion between human beings who are completely free - to
be a bit of pie-in-the-sky. What | do find important in this idea is that it contains a definite
moral context and it is relational. The moral subject who is the subject of liberating actions
cannot be divorced from communicative relations with others. For such social interaction to
be effective, it must be based on mutual recognition and moral interaction. Of course our
social communication usually falls far short of this ideal. But it is still worth stating because,
despite being utopian, it does serve as a critical principle when we start to analyse the contexts
in which we live.

I share Habermas’ concern that language contributes towards the formation of consciousness.
Every worship service | attend is still peppered with sexist language and my God is only and
always a male figure! Language is, after all, foundational for our communicative practices.
Reading your contributions | think you share this consciousness. Your language seeks to
engage your readers — it is often colloquial, peppered with questions (in the manner of
Socrates?) and short conversational comments.

Communication is not without a normative core because at the most fundamental level
human beings have inescapable claims on one another. Language expresses intent and the
means of communication we choose is done with a certain interest in mind.

Language encodes our sense of how we are positioned in our basic relations to and with
others who make up our social world. This means that language teaches us, below the
level of consciousness and intentionality, our sense of power-in-relation... The potential
of language, then, is either to expand human possibility or to function as a transmitter
of subtle and not so subtle, patterns of human oppression and domination (Harrison
1985:24).

As a feminist theologian of praxis, | feel that a few caveats on Habermas are called for. First, as

-8-
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regards the question of religion, Habermas initially acknowledged the role of religion in the
totality of universalist ideals. Yet, the role he accorded to religion in society was at first less
nuanced than his approach in his later work. While not hostile to or dismissive of religion, he
now describes his approach as “methodological atheism”. He sees different roles for political,
philosophical and religious discourse but concedes that religion preserves an indispensable
potential for meaning. Second, on the issue of gender, feminist thinkers have found Habermas’
understanding of its role in society wanting. On the one hand, his setting out of the relationship
between knowledge and interest has been useful for a feminist critique of modern society. On
the other hand, the role accorded to gender in his opus The Theory of Communicative Actions
is negligible. Critical theory that is usable for a feminist critique must include gender in its
analysis. Women are not absent from the work place, women are often the sole breadwinners
in our society, and women are conspicuously pre- sent in church structures. Interpreting and
communicating in an “ideal speech situation” call for equal participation, with no holds barred,
particularly on the grounds of gender.

Despite these reservations, | found, and still find, critical theory a focussed lens through which
oppressive ideologies, male-dominated theologies and church traditions and practices that
are exclusionary can be analysed, and a finely honed scalpel to excise them. The vision of
an ideal situation of free communication in a liberated society remains consonant with our
prayers for God’s reign to come on earth and God's will to be done so that all may live in
love, justice and freedom. | continue to subscribe to Dorothee Solle’s understanding of what
it means to live one’s faith:

That God loves all of us and each and every individual is a universal theological truth,
which without translation becomes the universal lie. The translation of this proposition is
world-transforming praxis (1974:107).

All this harking back is simply to make the point that your columns are an effective exercise
in communicative praxis. “Simple and straightforward’, they draw readers into a conversation.
They work because they are contextually relevant while being critical, and above all they
engage readers on ethical grounds where faith encounters morality and where hope and
freedom are ever before us.

| have wondered if the fact that you often refer to a range of philosophers’ views (for instance,
over the last six months to those of Plato, Aristotle, Democritus, Xenophon, Kant, Kierkegaard,
Locke, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, Gadamer and Hannah Arendt) to bolster your arguments may
not be off-putting to your readers. It is a dazzling display of your own interests but it clearly has
the potential to open doors for the more interested or informed reader. You certainly made me
go back to Kant on laughter. To provoke uproarious laughter says Kant (2000:209-210), “there
must be something nonsensical”. Quite! When he quotes Voltaire as saying that we are given
two things as a counterweight to the burdens of life, hope and sleep (and then comments:“He
could also have added laughter”), | suspect that he did not suffer the torments of insomnial

Now my “how” and “why” questions start to merge. In my kind of language, theological theory
and theological praxis come together, a concern that you share (19.02.11). Underlying all of
this, I suspect, is something from the heart. Writing “for others” in this way is an expression of
your spirituality, your ministry, your hope for a redeemed world. | think you are engaged in
drawing your readers into greater discernment (onderskeidingsvermoé) required for “knowing
how to interpret the present time” (Lk. 12:56) in order to follow Jesus more faithfully.

-9-
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First of all, discernment is a key value in Christian spirituality. Although not specifically
mentioned in the Old Testament, the idea of discerning between good and evil spirits is
present. Saul is motivated by both good (1 Sam. 11:6) and evil spirits (1 Sam. 16:14-23). There is
a call to discern true prophecy from false prophecy in Jeremiah (23:28). In the New Testament,
John (1 Jn. 4:1-6) calls us to"“... test the spirits to see whether they are from God ..., and gives
guidelines for distinguishing between “... the spirit of truth and the spirit of error”. Paul lists
the diakrisis pneumatén among the gifts of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:10). In the Letter to the
Philippians (1:9) we are cautioned: “And this is my prayer, that your love may overflow more
and more with knowledge and full insight” [my italics — DA]. Ephesians (1:17, 18) speaks of“..
having the eyes of your heart enlightened [so] you may know what is the hope to which he has
called you” Christians are called to discern knowledge with clear insight and awareness within
a life that is shaped by love.

I think that you would agree that the praxis of Jesus, as we understand and interpret it, is our
key to discerning the present times. His person, his history, his teaching and his presence with
us, help us to understand the present times and how to act on such understanding. Yet, Jesus
was quite tough when he berated people for knowing “how to interpret the appearance of
earth and sky, but why do you not know how to interpret the present time?” (Lk. 12:56). In
order to do so requires discernment as well as the willingness to act upon what is discerned.
We can easily become entangled in apocalyptic judgments or Gnostic certainties instead
of trying to glimpse — even through that dark glass - something of God’s unfolding acts for
the coming of the kingdom. We interpret the present times in the hope that God “can write
straight with crooked lines”. We need intelligent listening to our deepest hopes and desires,
as well as to the sufferings and anxieties of our world. | see something of this need in your
writing. You mention onderskeiding expressly (see 07.08.10; 16.10.10) while in virtually all your
columns there is an appeal for greater discernment (19.02.11).

The call to a discerning interpretation of the present is not an exercise in receiving clear
instructions on how to act. It is rather being drawn more deeply into exploring the mind
and heart of God - trying to understand what God is most concerned about. At heart this is
nothing more than an increased awareness of the movements of the Holy Spirit in us.

Discernment is a quality that the desert mothers and fathers greatly valued and it undergirded
their practices as they sought to follow God. Discernment understood as “right judgment in all
things”, involved the recognition of limits, the humility to know one’s spiritual poverty before
God, and the assurance that God desires what is good and loving. “The desert is about the
struggle for truth or it is nothing’, writes Rowan Williams (2005:28). The desert was seen as
the place to discern God’s will, away from the distractions and demands of everyday life. It
required awareness, a kind of watchfulness in search of truth.

Benedict of Nursia (480-547) in his Rule sees discernment, or what he calls “discretion’, as
crucial. He does not simply mean that avoidance of excess is necessary. Discretion had a
far broader meaning in the monastic community. Spiritual discernment aimed at purity of
heart and the vision of God. It is attained by listening carefully “... with the ear of your heart”
(Benedict 1982:15). Origen (c. 185-254), who knew the need for discernment, counsels:

We find that the thoughts which arise in our hearts ... come sometimes from ourselves, at
times they are stirred up by counteracting virtues, and at other times they may be sent by
God and the good angels (quoted in Leech 1977:129).

-10-
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Discernment was also highly prized by Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556) whose Spiritual Exercises
really have no other purpose than the discernment of spirits. He believed that the human
heart experiences movements for good - those that are God-directed — and movements away
from God. Our spiritual welfare depends on our ability to discern between what is good and
what is not. Ignatius arrived at this understanding when he pondered on his future after being
wounded in battle. His newfound awareness, described as “eyes [that] were opened a little’,
led to new understanding and action. Ignatius’ experience, translated over years into the
Exercises, made clear the great value of spiritually identifying the movements of our hearts.
Knowledge and discernment have to be held together by love. Discerning knowledge without
love is harmful. Love needs knowledge and discernment.

You point out that, according to Hannah Arendt, moral discernment requires “hearts that
understand” (16.10.10). This you quote approvingly and write that evil begins “... when we
no longer have hearts that understand. When we no longer see, know or want to know".
Discernment could be interpreted as a hermeneutic of suspicion (05.11.10) a la Marx,
Nietzsche and Freud. Does being discerning thus mean that we are always sceptical? Healthy
discernment does involve being aware of the role played by diverse interests, power and our
own subconscious desires. After all it was Jeremiah (17:9) who warned us that the “heart is
devious above all else, it is perverse — who can understand it?”

In a nutshell, | find discernment a constant theme in your columns. We need to discern
whether to laugh or to weep. To know what is appropriate is to have discernment. Too often
our views are distorted (skeef). We gape at vain pretensions and miss what we ought to see.
We complain about the small things and laugh at affliction when we need to find hope
among the tears (07.08.10; 14.08.10). We require moral discernment in order to have eyes
that truly see. Evil is closer to us than we think, more like us and of us. “We need ‘hearts that
understand’ that see, that know, that want to see and know. If one of these is missing things
easily go awry”(16.10.10). Differently put, we are no longer seeing with the “eyes of the heart".
When we wrestle with priorities, struggling to discern what is valuable and lasting, we need
discernment. If we are not discerning we will wake up one day and be faced with the law of
unintended consequences (23.10.10). We may just have “... abandoned the love you had at
first” (Rev. 2:4). This has puzzled you since you were young. How is it possible that the early
church’s “enthusiasm, excitement and dedication became choked by new priorities, plans,
projects and pleasures?”you ask, inferring that they may have lost their ability to discern what
is truly meaningful.

It takes discernment to unearth the consumerism that erodes our souls, to understand how
life is commodified and all is measured in terms of monetary values, resulting in “superficiality
and the loss of depth”.

From an ethical point of view many complain that today we have lost virtues, the personal
virtue of simplicity, moderation and sobriety, social virtues like caring, concern and
charitableness, all is exchanged for greed — but even about this many would say “so what
(02.10.10).

Id

It takes discernment to know the difference between “smiley-face-happiness ... the fulfilment
of our desires ... and the hurried pursuit of pleasure” and meaningful happiness (27.11.10).
You ask:

Do we really want to be happy? Why then do we often act against our own best interest,

-11-
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better judgment ... Happiness really depends on “the object of our desires’, on what we
long for. This is the wisdom of thinkers over the centuries (04.12.10).

You cannot easily let go of your theme for the end of 2010 — what do we mean when we say
“happy new year"? It requires discernment for

[w]e often do not want to hear what is good for us, we do not want to speak about it or
listen to or reflect on it. We fear and avoid places, times, people, silences that can remind
us of it (11.12.10).

Discernment is required to understand what a truly happy new year means - something more
akin to the Greek idea of eudaimonia, the good, successful, fulfilled life.

To be a discerning human being is to understand one’s self in relation to others. You raise
this issue in a contribution entitled “Unto the third and fourth generation” (28.08.10). This is
something we need to be reminded of for we forget our interdependence and imagine that
we are islands, sufficient unto our- selves. We rely on our own strength forgetting who went
before us and made ready the paths that we tread.

We want to arrogate, grab, have, forgetting that we have nothing that we have not received.
Are we not lacking gratitude? Do we not have the time for a telephone call, a letter, a visit? A
moment at a grave? Or if that is too far, a time of quiet and thanks?

Once again you use questions to draw the reader in, questions that are purposeful. In this
piece there is a clear ethical appeal to self-examination, greater humility and gratitude for all
that we have been given.

A second corollary of discernment is the cultivation of a critical, contextual awareness that is
always undergirded by ethical norms. Without it we cannot read the signs of present times. So
I wonder how you analyse the context of your readers. Is it largely confined to a Western Cape
Afrikaans-speaking community? If so, what are the differences in this community? Given that
we live in a multi- religious, pluralistic society with many differing “brands” of Christianity, are
your readers a more homogenous group?

Navigating contextual issues is not easy for our local context is no longer just familiar, home
grown and bounded by a horizon that we can see. Local communal life has in recent times
been marked by crucial transitions such as the rapid rate of urbanisation and the irreversible
process of globalisation. “Local” is now a pluralistic reality. Societal pluralism is a very
vulnerable achievement. Individualism, group egotism, relativism, cultural hegemony all
flourish under the rubric of pluralism. The ideal is to be able to live in a complex interplay of
order and freedom in which different cultures and traditions can exist side by side. Pluralism
as a reality in a country such as ours is a kind of community of communities. This is a complex,
fluid, multi-faceted, fragile reality. The goal is to achieve some kind of structured pluralism in
which the multi-systemic nature of our society can work together for the well-being of all its
people. Pluralism is not a fad of late modernity. It is not just a late modern societal cultural
achievement or even a cultural trap, as our friend Michael Welker so often reminds us. Add to
this the truth that we live in the tension between contextuality and globalisation and we are
confronted with a pretty fraught mixture of issues.

Pluralism is, on many levels, incorporated into Christianity and it is alive and well in the
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structures of most Christian churches. We have pluralism in our doctrinal foundations, in
the texture of the canon and its interpretation and in the many families of confession in the
universal church. The inner texture of the Christian church is thoroughly pluralistic. We even
have plurality within particular denominations and the Christian context is itself pluralistic.
How pluralistic are the faith communities that read your columns? Perhaps “difference” may
be a more appropriate description? I wish | knew. In any event we cannot escape questions of
identity and social change raised by our dazzling, pluralistic, cultural context.

Your writing shows that contextual theology listens to culture, to local church traditions, and
to the wider community of Christians. You address local political, social and economic factors
against the background of what is happening in the wider world, as you forge a response to
these factors and to the traditions and practices of the wider church, testing their validity,
credibility and authority for the local context. Culture and social change consciously inter- act
with Scripture and tradition when doing contextual theology. Contextual theology is theology
as praxis. This means that itis concerned with the ongoing reflection on action in the interests of
transformation. You do not skirt con- temporary issues such as the fragmentation of our society,
broken homes, lack of role models for children, a dearth of skills, conflict, unemployment,
poverty and crime (14.08.10). You inveigh against corruption, nepotism, and greed among
political leaders and mention the “anything goes” mentality that tolerates criminality in the
police force, lazy teachers, paedophile priests and brutal gangsters (19.02.11). How can hope
enter a context such as ours, you ask. You tackle the unpopular theme of cultural violence and
the underlying systemic violence and injustice that gives rise to crime (21.08.10).

Authentic and appropriate contextual theology can be measured by the quality of action that
emerges from its praxis. Is such praxis cohesive? Is it undergirded by a community centred on
Word and sacrament? Does it produce a community that is known by its fruits? Does it have
dialogue and open relationship with the wider church? Contextual theology is compelled to
move outward from itself, often challenging other ways of being Christian, willing to accept
difference and disagreement, but never closing in on itself and losing its catholicity and desire
for unity with other churches (26.12.10).

No authentic critical, contextual discernment can be developed without the working of the
Holy Spirit that equips us for our role in the complex, often trying, and sometimes messy
pluralism of local faith communities struggling to live in a shrinking world. | find a clarion call
to your readers to hone their discernment while holding out hope for freedom and wholeness
presented in an entirely appropriate communicative praxis with emancipatory intent. Like
your mentor Calvin, you too are keeping it “straight and simple’, and when- ever appropriate,
adding humour. You quote philosopher Simon Critchley: “Humour is essentially self-mocking
ridicule’, and continue, “We need more humour and less tragedy. Tragedy comes from over-
estimation ... Humour is an anti-depressant ... [yet] deadly earnest”(05.02.11). In your writing
humour is an effective communicative tool, both funny and utterly serious. You quote Groucho
Marx (19.02.11) and | am happy to share your enjoyment of Garrison Keiler’s rather deadpan
humour that makes connections between humour and politics and the local (12.02.11).

Finally, as the years take their toll, you ask whether it is not time to get our affairs in order? The
death of a school friend (20.11.10) and our friend Jaap Durand'’s latest book Dis Amper Dag (It's
Almost Day) (09.01.11), both give rise to thoughts on mortality. Facing the reality of death also
requires an act of discernment and moral courage. We have lost the art of dying (sterwenskuns)
familiar to those who lived in the Middle Ages, when death was an integral part of living well.
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We resort to self-help techniques such as those advocated by Dale Carnegie, to cope with life.
It is better to heed Critchley’s advice (22.01.11):

To be human is to make time to reflect on problems, to recognise problems for what
they are — how to die is the most human of questions, as well as suffering, injustice, and
violence in our world.

But we tend to ban thoughts of death from our consciousness. We forget the psalmist’s
reminder (Ps. 90:10) that“... our years come to an end like a sigh”.

Death and dying is something | think about more often than ever before. | have come to
see that nearing the end of life brings new dimensions to the present day, a sharpness and
a gratitude for a bit more time to reflect, to make right, to sort out priorities, and to live with
a heightened awareness of the unending nature of grace. Although you are much younger
than | am, you are wise in this respect, and writing about it as you have (15.01.11), can renew
our awareness of the One “... who satisfies with good as long as you live” (Ps. 103:5). Please
continue being a theologian “for others”. You are singularly graced for this undertaking.

Best as always

Denise
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(Endnotes)

1. Over the years Dirkie Smit has published his writings in this genre in a series of collections. They are too
many to list here, but | have in mind books such as Geloof Sien in die Donker (1998), and ... Want God is
ons Hoop (2000). For purposes of this letter, reference is restricted to columns that have appeared in the
weekend edition of Die Burger between August 2010 and February 2011. Quotations are my translation
from the Afrikaans.

2.The term “ragbag theologian”is one | have used to describe my theology - cf. Ackermann 2009.

3. See Smit 2009.

4. Critical theory emanated from the Institute for Social Research affiliated to Frankfurt University in the
early 1920s. Beginning with the work of Max Horkheimer and later Theo Adorno and Herbert Marcuse,
it sought a radical change in social theory and practice to cure the ills of society, as well as to critique
any doctrine, including Marxism, that was considered one-sided. Jirgen Habermas subsequently
became a leading member of the Frankfurt School. Critical social science, prompted by critical reason
is used to interrogate the driving forces of modernism such as questions of power, economy, history
and exploitation. Critical theory recognises that a position of resistance can never be fixed but must be
refashioned perpetually to address shifting social conditions and circumstances. David Tracy (1987:80)
explains succinctly: “Critical theory in the full sense, however, is any theory that renders explicit how
cognitive reflection can throw light on systemic distortions, whether individual or social, and through that
illumination allow some emancipatory action.”
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Akper, Godwin, I
Stellenbosch University

Dialogue and an advocate of dialogue - Dirkie Smit on
dialogue

ABSTRACT

The essay explores Smit’s thoughts on dialogue. In the first instance, the essay reflects on
Smit’s conviction on the need for dialogue in all human endeavours. Secondly, it explores
Smit’s (together with Leon Fouche) analysis of four dominant discussants on dialogue,
namely Hans-Georg Gadamer, Jacques Derrida, Richard Rorty and Jiirgen Habermas. What
the essay sees as Smit’s own idea of dialogue in relation to the four discussants is stated in
the concluding part of the essay.

INTRODUCTION

This essay is written in honour of Dirk Jacobus Smit’s sixtieth birthday. Smit has published
over four hundred articles in scholarly journals of international repute. He has also written
several books on a variety of topics. Many of Smit's former students are professors and
lecturers themselves. It will be impossible to capture all of such a renowned theologian and
scholar’s work and life experiences in one essay. Instead, this essay attempts to explore some
of Smit’s thoughts on dialogue. First, it reflects on Smit’s conviction of the need for dialogue
in all human endeavours. This is followed by his exploration (together with Leon Fouché) of
the views of four dominant participants in the discourse on dialogue, namely HansGeorg
Gadamer, Jacques Derrida, Richard Rorty and Jirgen Habermas (Fouché and Smit 1996). The
article ends with a brief discussion of what appears to be Smit’s own position on dialogue in
relation to the views of these four thinkers.

DIRKIE SMIT ON THE NEED FOR DIALOGUE

Postmodernity’s emphasis is on “particularity” and “subjectivity” indirectly calls for plurality.
But plurality and all its ramifications necessitate dialogue between groups and individuals,
between traditions and disciplines; between religious groups and their adherents; between
academic disciplines and those that specialise in them; et cetera. With dialogue, pluralism
becomes a process that paves the way for communality - something especially cherished
in African traditional circles. The different ideas, traditions, communities, theologies,
hermeneutics, et cetera become vantage points for looking at the whole - the issue that forms
the subject of conversation (the topic of the discussion). The merit of this process is that, by
gaining “new insights’, various groups come to realise that, even though they all have different
perspectives on an issue, the issue itself is one. Therefore, although Smit respects and stresses
the pluralistic nature of all theology, society and church traditions, he sees the different views,
traditions and even denominations in conversation with each other. Stressing the pluralistic
nature of theology, society and church traditions, Smit writes:

Christian theology — probably similar to law and economy - does not speak with one voice.
Historically the dominant theological traditions - including the Orthodox, Catholic, and

~16-



NGTT Deel 54, Nommers 3 & 4, September en Desember 2013

Protestant traditions — have developed different views concerning authoritative theological
positions regarding theories and practices of social, economic or legal justice. All claims are
therefore modest and contextual, and reflect specific traditions, experiences and perspectives
(2005:225).

The conviction expressed above clearly shows Smit’s support of the view that context gives
more meaning to and brings closer to home an idea, tradition, theological position, and so
on. Writing specifically on the shift from context to dialogue with particular reference to
hermeneutics, Smit and Fouché state that contextuality “yielded an insight into the ethic of
interpretation”’ among other things (Fouché and Smit 1996:79).

However, they argue that for long the emphasis, especially of contextual hermeneutics,
has been on particularity, creating “awareness of power relations and their impact on
responsibility and accountability of the interpretive acts” (Fouché and Smit 1996:79). This
unavoidably puts almost too much emphasis on particularity — amongst others on particular
contexts, persons, the com munity of interpretation and interpreters, and particular historical
traditions - so that what one is left with is an emphasis on the “self” as a particular context and
agent of interpretation and theologising. Therefore, we find, even within the same traditions -
including Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant traditions - different approaches to and ethics of
both interpretation and theologising (cf. Smit 2005:225).

In view of the above situation, Smit calls for dialogue between contexts (contextual dialogue),
between communities of interpretation (interpretive dialogue), between different church
traditions (interdenominational dialogue), between theologians and sociologists, economists,
philosophers, lawyers, educators, et cetera (interdisciplinary dialogue).

Despite his enthusiasm for dialogue, Smit is careful to note and address the ambiguity within
the concept of dialogue itself. Therefore, he attempts, with a great degree of success, to give a
dialogical description of dialogue between four distinguished scholars who wrote extensively
on the subject, namely HansGeorg Gadamer, Jacques Derrida, Richard Rorty and Jirgen
Habermas. The following sections follow Smit’s concise exploration of their various positions
on dialogue. His exposition is important as it will hopefully provide better insight into Smit’s
own position on dialogue. The first section explores Smit’s conversation on dialogue with
Gadamer.

DIALOGUE ACCORDING TO GADAMER

Gadamer sees the “event of understanding as dialogue” (Fouché and Smit 1996:80; cf. Gadamer
1975:324-360 and 1972a:27-49; Vandenbulcke 1973:141-178). According to Smit, Gadamer
did not use dialogue as the only metaphor to describe the event of understanding but in
fact sees the so-called hermeneutic circle of understandinginterpretationapplication as one
grand hermeneutical event. Hence, according to Gadamer, understanding is by its very nature
a multifaceted event and dialogue forms an integral part of the event he calls understanding.

Furthermore, understanding is a process. This process encompasses “a fusion of horizons in
which the horizon of the event to be understood comes to the fore as a single horizon and that
changes the understanding and his or her [the dialogue partner’s] horizon” (Fouché and Smit
1996:81; cf. Gadamer 1975:284-323). This means that all initial assumptions are “thwarted” as

1 All italics in quotations of Fouché and Smit are those of the authors.
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understanding takes place. The subversion of initial assumptions, coupled with new realisation
facilitated by the process of understanding, then brings dialogue to the fore. For this to take
place requires what Gadamer refers to as a “trusting goodwill’, which to him is “a model for
dialogue” (cf. Fouché and Smit 1996:81).

For this reason, Gadamer insists that “authentic dialogue takes place between an | and a
you” (Gadamer 1975:340-345; cf. Fouché and Smit 1996:81). Therefore, dialogue takes place
when there is an understanding between an | and a you, a willingness to listen to and to
accommodate the other. In other words, this calls for — what Gerald West (1997) refersto as - a
“transaction” between the | and the you (cf. West 1997 and 2002). It calls for the building of
a culture of accommodation — or what Robert Vosloo (2004) would term - the cultivation of
the habit of “hospitality”. In other words, there has to be a deliberate attempt to develop “an
attitude with which to enter into the dialogue if the dialogue is to be an authentic dialogue and
not smothered or distorted or forced with hidden motives into a particular direction” (Fouché
and Smit 1996:81), an attitude of respect towards the views and insights of the other. If this is
not present, then there is no sustained dialogue or no dialogue at all. But what precisely is this
attitude that is so necessary for authentic dialogue to take place? Smit and Fouché identify
three kinds of approaches to dialogue in Gadamer’s philosophy:

(i) An approach in which a particular behaviour is “derived” from human actions and, on the
basis of this, a fixed expectation of the other is created. This implies a prediction on the part
of the | of the you’s behaviour, views and beliefs well in advance and deals with them on the
basis of categories drawn up in advance (Fouché and Smit 1996:81). The authors categorically
state that in this kind of dialogue the | imitating the you is precisely the “whole intention of
Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics’, namely to dismiss it as “totally unattainable” (Fouché
and Smit 1996:81).

(i) An approach/attitude where | acknowledge you as a person, but not as a you that has any
claims on me. In this attitude towards the you, his or her views are considered interesting to
the extent that they are listened to. However, they have no impact on the |, and the latter’s
assumptions are not changed and influenced by supposedly new realisations and insights
gained through information provided by the former. Also, there is no mutual impact between
the two parties (cf. Fouché and Smit 1996:80-82; Gadamer 1975:324-360).

(iii) The third approach/attitude towards the you that Gadamer distinguished is one whereby
the | is open to the you which has something to say to him or her. In this kind of dialogue
there exists a mutual willingness, an openness to be addressed by the other (Fouché and
Smit 1996:82). There is communication between the | and the you. The former is addressed
by the latter — a kind of transaction then takes place between the two participants to the
discussion. Both “open themselves to be addressed by and to the impact of what they are
talking about” (Fouché and Smit 1996:82). However, “neither the | nor the you submit in any
way to the other, but place themselves under the control and persuasive power of what is
discussed” (Fouché and Smit 1996:82). For Gadamer this kind of dialogue “corresponds with
an authentic hermeneutic experience” (cf. Fouché and Smit 1996:82). It constitutes authentic
dialogue (Gadamer 1968:13-80). In this third kind of dialogue, what necessitates a willingness
to open up to the other is the constant acknowledgement by the partners in the discussion
that they “do not know”. This the authors explain as follows: “The role of the question is to
subvert fixed opinions in the open space of profession of meaning, so that the partners in the
discussion respectfully know that they do not know” (Fouché and Smit 1996:82). They then
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summarise what constitutes authentic dialogue for Gadamer:

... for Gadamer authentic dialogue is thus possible only between participants in a
dialogue who are prepared to listen to one another; who are willing to be told something
by the other one; who have goodwill towards one another; who are prepared to give in
and allow themselves to be persuaded by the power and legitimate claims of the relevant
issue (die sache) (Fouché and Smit 1996:83).

Authentic dialogue is, therefore, not just an event; it is also a process of opening up to the
other.

DIALOGUE ACCORDING TO DERRIDA

Smit and Fouché also explore Derrida’s position on dialogue. They follow Derrida’s description
of dialogue as “suspicious dialogue in counterposition”. Unlike Gadamer, for whom dialogue
takes place in a living exchange between an | and a you, dialogue - according to Derrida -
takes place in a written text (Fouché and Smit 1996:84; cf. Derrida 1982:109-136). What is a
written text? For Derrida “language is always already text” because the writer is “already a
disrupted sign, infiltrated by absence” (Fouché and Smit 1996:84).

Derrida’s scepticism towards authentic dialogue is further revealed by his insistence that it
is “constantly impossible to decide which possibility is the true and authentic one” (Fouché
and Smit 1996:84). Hence Caputo (1987:116-117 cited in Fouché and Smit 1996:84) likens the
works of Gadamer, emphasising openness and willingness to be addressed by the other you
to a rabbi, while that of Derrida, emphasising counterposition and never a position, is likened
to a poet:

Gadamer is like a rabbi who conveys the truth of the ancient text respectfully and
truthfully; Derrida is like a poet who sees the impossible possibilities in the text and
caricatures it in a matter of associations (in Fouché and Smit 1996:84).

Gadamer assumed that one participates in dialogue in order to understand and to be
understood. Hence his view of dialogue as an event that mutually benefits the | and the
you engaged in the dialogue. Derrida always withdraws from this eagerness to engage in
a dialogue by adopting a strategy of irony in which he wishes to overwhelm his discussion
partner through a deliberate misunderstanding of the other (Fouché and Smit 1996:84). In this
way, for Derrida, what actually ensues in dialogue is a counterposition to a position taken in
a dialogue and, in his own view, it is this that gives meaning to the dialogue. Hence Derrida’s
attitude to dialogue is simply the second kind of attitude found in Gadamer’s analysis of
dialogue. Derrida is not influenced by information offered by the (other) you and insists that
the lis absolute, so that the latter finds no possibility in the text of the (other) you.

However, Fouché and Smit — perhaps for the sake of dialogue - do identify some useful
contributions that Derrida makes to the discussion on dialogue. They argue that

[ilt would be more appropriate to see that Derrida has a tempering function in the

dialogue on dialogue which could lead to a fuller realization of what we are doing when
we engage in a dialogue ... [Thus] ... Derrida’s contribution to the dialogue on dialogue
is to demonstrate that constructive contributions should not be taken too seriously, but
with a pinch of salt. His subversive suspicion directed at the scaffolding does not lead to

-19-



NGTT: Oopbron — http://ngtt.journals.ac.za

the joyful and mirthprovoking, and draws the marginalized being into the centre of the
discussion (Fouché and Smit 1996:84, 85).

RORTY’s IDEA OF DIALOGUE

According to Fouché and Smit, Rorty examines dialogue as therapy that changes our
vocabulary. This is because Rorty

... characterizes the tendency of Western thought as a search for foundations, a striving
for the ideals of objectivity, rationality and truth. His intention is to show that these ideals
are unattainable. He does this by proposing a better system of thinking which, according
to him, could liberate these thinkers from enslavement to “unattainable ideals” (Fouché
and Smit 1996:85).

Rorty’s intention, according to the authors, is therapeutic and interestingly characterises
dialogue partners as “excessively serious and plagued by unnecessarily hang-ups and afflicted
by the unfortunate tendency to scratch where it doesn't itch” (Fouché and Smit 1996:85).

For Rorty the better way is to accept “the contingency of existence” which makes it meaningful
for one to search for the truth. Both truth and objectivity are relative in Rorty’s view. Dialogue
is the best way of achieving solidarity with the society in which one lives (Fouché and Smit
1996:86). In fact, dialogue is strictly participation in discussion within society. It is dialogue
between people whose path through life have fallen together united by civility rather that
by common goal, much less by common ground (Rorty 1980:318 cited in Fouché and Smit
1996:86).

Dialogue is, therefore, not a mutual understanding impacting on the | and the you as in
Gadamer’s view. It is almost an empty exercise devoid of set goals, but it is nevertheless
important for society, and the | that is engaged in dialogue with that society. Fouché and
Smit (1996:87) locate the importance of dialogue in Rorty’s intention “to free people from
fundamental thinking for the sake of a new vocabulary, a new way of learning, so that they
may become new people”

HABERMAS’ VIEW OF DIALOGUE

Smit and Fouché’s discussion of Habermas’' concept of dialogue as noncoercive dialogue
according to rational procedures shows that, for Habermas, dialogue is necessitated by his
appeal to rationalism (Fouché and Smit 1996:87). For Habermas “ideology criticism should take
place through rationalisation”. This is because of his understanding that rationalisation “will
lead to a better, more human, life in society” (1996:87). This is also because of Habermas’' deep
conviction that only a society built on rationality and not supposedly on “false democracy”
— the latter being, more often than not, a product of manipulation - is an ideal society (Smit
2007:17, cf. Habermas 1962). But for ideology critique to take place through rationalisation
there has to be dialogue and true democratisation. The latter occurs in a context where
everyone affected is really and fully informed, empowered and in the position to take part in
a rational discussion, and not in a false democracy as it is found in political systems all over
(Habermas in Fouché and Smit 1996:87).

True democracy is linked to, what Habermas calls, noncoercive dialogue. Noncoercive
dialogue, the so-called ideal speechsituation, is found where “an open, free and informed
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discussion in which no partner has the power to force or influence the other into accepting
ideas” exists (Fouché and Smit 1996:87). Therefore, Habermas distinguishes his own idea of
rationality from those popular in the society. Smit reports that Habermas does this in his
Knowledge and Human Interest (German edition 1968). Habermas'kind of rationality is the one
understood as “interhuman conversation and debate, the kind of rationality that is intended
to promote ideals of freedom and liberation, humanness and dignity” (Smit 2007:17). In this
sense, Habermas' idea of dialogue is similar to Gadamer’s description of the third approach
to dialogue with the other, where there is a willingness to be informed by and to listen to the
other.

SMIT’S PARADIGM OF DIALOGUE

For the purpose of dialogue itself, Smit and Fouché do not choose Gadamer, Derrida, Rorty or
Habermas' paradigms of dialogue as having any comparative advantage over the others. At
the end of their detailed discussion of these four views of dialogue, they expressly state:

Perhaps it would be best, in line with a typical postmodernist approach or simply in line
with Paul Celan’s words - “wahr sprichtwer Schatten spricht”, not to choose between
these alternatives, but to juggle them in the awareness of the abundance of possibilities!
Different metaphors, including dialogue, function in different ways in different historical
situations. What may be more suitable in one situation, may be problematic in another
(Fouché and Smit 1996:135; cf. Celan 1975:135).

One finds, therefore, with Smit and Fouché a deliberate and conscious attempt to understand
and to be informed by, to be in conversation with (cf. Tracy 1981 and 1987), the partners in the
dialogue. In the view of the authors, the emphasis on contextuality, on particularity, however
important, must be complemented by a move towards the other, respecting the otherness,
the strangeness, the particularity, and legitimate claims, of the other. And perhaps this is what
dialogue proper should be (Fouché and Smit 1996:90). This perhaps informed their decision
not to choose between the four alternative paradigms of dialogue they discussed.

However, like the American theologian David Tracy (1990) whom Smit very often cites, Smit’s
position is closer to Gadamer’s third approach to dialogue. Like Gadamer, Smit emphasises
the importance of respecting the otherness, strangeness and particularity of the apparent
legitimate claims of the other. When this takes place there is mutual understanding and
influence that impact on all the partners in dialogue - a position towards which Rorty and
Derrida are not favourably disposed. While Rorty calls for, what Smit describes as, “empty
dialogue” - saying that there is nothing outside of the dialogue that can support it or guide it
or guarantee anything - Derrida is sceptical about the legitimacy of truth claims made by the
other you.

In any case, Smit’s attempt at a dialogue between the four alternative views on dialogue he
does by searching for a perspectival view of the four alternatives rather than by looking at them
as mutually exclusive. By “juggling” the four paradigms one is likely to end up with a variety of
possible approaches to dialogue that can be applicable in different situations and contexts.
This is again close to Gadamer’s third approach to dialogue where there is a willingness to
listen to and to be informed by the other. Like Gadamer, Smit sees the wisdom of listening to
the views of Rorty, Derrida and Habermas, though he seems to part ways with some aspects of
relativism in their analyses of what dialogue is and should be. In many of his works Smit favours
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dialogue between positions, persons, traditions, contexts, communities, disciplines, et cetera,
rather than making a biased selection of seemingly alternate positions and traditions. For
example, in a discussion of the Barmen Declaration and the Belhar Confession, Smit states that
“[t]he Belhar Confession is the product of a conversation with the Barmen Declaration. Without
Barmen there would have been no Belhar in its present form” (2006:291 - my emphasis — GIA;
Cf. also Smit 1982, 1998a, 1998b, 2001, 2005). With this statement, in the case of Barmen and
Belhar, Smit underscores the importance of conversation, of dialogue and of the willingness
to listen to the other as that did and will open up new possibilities that otherwise would have
been impossible. When Smit elaborates on how Barmen should be listened to today, he argues
thatitis important to read Barmen not as six separate and distant theses — precisely as it is true
of Belhar - of which we can adhere to some while ignoring and neglecting others. Only in their
joint claim do they confess what is truly at stake. Therefore, the informed structure, the overall
thrust of Barmen is of extreme importance (Smit 2006:293).

CONCLUSION

Dirkie Smit’s appreciation of dialogue does not come at the cost of an under estimation of
the reality of the ambiguity and the pluralistic nature of academy, church and society (cf.
Tracy 1981 and 1987). As was seen at the beginning of this essay, Smit admits, in commenting
on the pluralistic nature of contemporary theological discourse, that “Christian theology ...
does not speak with one voice” (2005:225). However, Smit acknowledges that the genius of
dialogue lies exactly in the possibility that conversation creates between a plurality of views,
ideas, possibilities, traditions, theologies, hermeneutical methods, philosophies, church
doctrines, ethical approaches, as well as between different approaches to dialogue itself.
Hence Smit’s idea of dialogue is not a call for hegemonic views, opinions, methods, persons,
traditions et cetera. He does not call for a choice between paradigms or for the adoption of
a single approach to an issue such as dialogue. Rather, Smit thinks that various perspectives
on an issue, together with its discussants, should speak to each other and that they should be
listened to as a way of learning from each other. In this sense Smit comes close to Gadamer’s
(third) approach to dialogue. Smit succeeds in advocating authentic dialogue while upholding
the reality of a plurality of views, societies, traditions, hermeneutics, communities, ideologies,
et cetera. Therefore, he also listens to Rorty, Derrida and Habermas even though their concepts
of dialogue are quite different from his own.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Caputo, J. D. 1987. Radical Hermeneutics. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.

Celan, P. 1975. Gedichte, I. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp.

Derrida, J. 1982. The Ends of Man. In Derrida, J. Margins of Philosophy, tr. and notes Bass, A. Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press, 109-136.

Fouché, H. L. and Smit D. J. 1996. Initiating a Dialogue on “Dialogue”. Scriptura (57), 79-102.

Gadamer, HG. 1968. Platos Dialektische Ethik Philosophie. Hamburg: Felix Meiner.

Gadamer, HG. 1972. Platons Ungeschriebene Dialektik. H-G Gadamer Kleine Schriften 111. Tubingen: J.C.B.
Mohr, 27-49.

Gadamer, HG. 1975. Wahrheit und Methode. (Truth and Method.) Tibingen: J.C.B. Mohr Paul Sierbeck.

Rorty, R. 1980. Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Smit, D. J. 1998a. Biblical Hermeneutics: The First 19 Centuries. In Konig, A. and Maimela, S. (eds.),
Initiation into Theology: The Rich Variety of Theology and Hermeneutics. Pretoria: Van Schaik, 275-296.

Smit, D. J. 1998b. Biblical Hermeneutics: The 20th Century. In Konig, A. and Maimela, S. (eds.), Initiation
into Theology, 297-317.

-22-



NGTT Deel 54, Nommers 3 & 4, September en Desember 2013

Smit, D. J. 2001. Rhetoric and Ethic? A Theological Perspective on the Politics of Reading the Bible.

Paper delivered during a consultation with the Center of Theological Inquiry (Princeton Theological
Seminary, NJ) on Reformed Exegesis and Ecumenicity held at Stellenbosch University, 30 March to 3
April 2001.

Smit, D. J. 2005. On Social and Economic Justice in South Africa: a Theological Perspective on Theoretical
Paradigms. In Van der Walt, A. J. (ed.), Theories of Social and Economic Justice. Stellenbosch: Sun
Press, 225-238.

Smit, D. J. 2006. Barmen and Belhar in Conversation - A South African Perspective. NGTT (47), 291-301.

Smit, D. J. 2007 What Does “Public” Mean? Questions with a View to Public Theology. In Hansen, L. (ed.),
Christian in Public: Aims, Methodologies and Issues in Public Theology. Stellenbosch: Sun Press, 11-46.

Tracy, D. W. 1981. The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism. London:
SCM.

Tracy, D. W. 1987. Plurality and Ambiguity, Hermeneutics, Religion, Hope. San Francisco, CA: Harper and
Row.

Tracy, D. W. 1990. Dialogue With the Other: The Inter-Religious Dialogue. Leuven: Peeters. Vandenbulcke, J.
1973. Hans-Georg Gadamer: Een Filosofie van het Interpreteren. (HansGeorg Gadamer: A Philosophy of
Interpretation.) Brugge: Orion, Nv Descleé de Brower.

West, G. 0. 1997. On the Eve of African Biblical Scholarship. Trajectories and Trends. Journal of Theology
for Southern Africa (99), 99-115.

Vosloo, R. R. 2004. Identity, Otherness and the Triune God: Theological Groundwork for a Christian Ethic
of Hospitality. Journal of Theology for Southern Africa (119), 69-89.

KEY TERMS
Dialogue/

Dirkie Smit

Jacques Derrida
Hans-Georg Gadamer
Jurgen Habermas

SLEUTELWOORDE
Dialoog

Dirkie Smit

Jacques Derrida
Hans-Georg Gadamer
Jurgen Habermas

Dr. Godwin | Akper

14-16, Ahmadu Bello Way,
Victoria Island

Lagos

NIGERIA
igodwin@nou.edu.ng

-23 -



NGTT: Oopbron — http://ngtt.journals.ac.za

Bedford-Strohm, Heinrich'
Bamberg University / Stellenbosch University

Poverty, wealth and ecology - A theological perspective
ABSTRACT

Reflecting on poverty, wealth and ecology — and connecting it with a call for social and
environmental transformation — demands an understanding of the

present and at the same time a vision of a transformed future. For this reason this the es-
say takes as point of departure a fictitious newspaper report on a conference in 2100 that
reflects on the history of the world over the past century, a history of exploding globaliza-
tion, economic injustice, massive growth in the divide between rich and poor and increased
ecological degradation. All of this, this according to the report, lead to a gradual global
change in consciousness and efforts to address these challenges to make the twenty-first
century an age of global transformation towards a true “world society” In light of this ficti-
tious future, our societies, but especially also our churches, and where they find themselves
today are reflected upon. Then some of the sources we come from, beginning with the Bible
and continuing onto some of the rich traditions of our churches is followed by an appeal for
overcoming certain false alternatives in how we as churches act in a developing global civil
society.

INTRODUCTION

Reflecting on poverty, wealth and ecology - and connecting it with a call for social and
environmental transformation — demands an understanding of the present and at the
same time a vision of a transformed future. Sometimes the best way to understand the
present is a look into the future. We need distance from the practices of our own time in
order to understand the deep contradictions amidst which weliveand which we have gotten
used to, often without noticing. One of the fascinations of science fiction movies is their
implicit or explicit assessment of our own time as either a lost paradise or a dark age from
which we will have been delivered in a fictitious future. Being aware of the limits of such
simplifications, | want to take the reader into the future for a moment, on a journey into
the year 2100; and when we arrive there, to read a news report from the Global Electronic
Observer, with two billion subscribers the world’s leading newspaper at the beginning of
the twenty second century.

The report gives some interesting insights into the results of an international conference
of historians, and the reader may recognise him/herself or people he/she knows in the
conference discussions:

At an international millennium conference in Cape Town, South Africa, leading historians

1. Heinrich Bedford-Strohm holds the Chair in Systematic Theology and Contemporary theological issues at
Otto Friedrich University, Bamberg, Germany. He is Extraordinary Professor in the Theological Faculty
of Stellenbosch University and Director of the Dietrich Bonhoeffer Research Centre for Public Theology
in Bamberg. BedfordStrohm is also President the Society of Protestant Theology in Germany and
Deputy Chairperson of the Chamber for Social Responsibility of the German Protestant Churches. Since
2009 he is main editor of the journal Evangelische Theologie.
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yesterday pleaded for new efforts to gain an understanding of the history of the twenty
first century. Renowned German historian Michael Misakwani recalled the massive
violation of human rights characterising the whole first half of the twenty first century.
Misakwani, who has African roots himself, was referring especially to the immense misery
that was caused by the lack of food and basic medical care in many countries in Africa.
Nowadays 25 000 deaths are mourned every day as a result of poverty. Even at that time it
was clear that there was enough food and medicine to guarantee an existence minimum
for every human individual. Especially in the first decade of the twenty first century,
wealth in parts of the world increased massively, but was not used to fight poverty
determinedly. Not even the global economic and financial crisis of 2008 generated a
fundamental reorientation. The guaranteed global basic income that is an entitlement

of every citizen of the planet today was seen by many in those days as an illusion,

even though the resources were available. According to Misakwani, faith communities
continuously and publicly pointed out those global injustices. But many of their members
were in positions of power without using it to stop the immense poverty that caused
violations of human rights. Until today historical science has not really understood how
this could happen.

Harvard historian John Obama, a descendant of the first black president of the USA,
pointed out the complexity of the economic situation in those first decades of exploding
globalisation. The economic dynamic was so strong that the humanitarian dynamic did
not keep up with it. Many of the leading economists and politicians of the time honestly
thought that overcoming poverty would automatically follow if economic activities were
hindered as little as possible. Therefore, they did not realise the moral ambiguity of the
existing economic system.

A widely acknowledged point was made by Chinese church historian Ka Wee Yan. Yan, who
represented the OECC (One Ecumenical Church of Christ) at the conference, analysed the
role of the churches in her lecture. Accordingto Yan, the churches —which were still divided
in different denominations then —were in many cases so occupied with themselves that they
underestimated the moral volatility of the situation. In addition, despite media coverage on
aglobal scale, direct confrontation with daily misery and death was lacking in the churches
of the North. At the time many Christians, when they were personally confronted with such
misery, were already engaged in helping those in need. However, they deemed global
injustices to be insurmountable - as little as this is understandable from a contemporary
point of view. Yan advocated further efforts for ajust and sustainable future. Even though, in
the past decades, it was made possible for every human being to live without serious material
concerns, the complete integration of robot technology into daily environments has
created new challenges for human social life.

Australian historian Irabinna Ngurruwutthun spoke about ecological reorientation in the
twenty first century. Today we can hardly imagine the massive amount ofviolence that human
beings had perpetrated against the earth at the beginning of the twenty first century. At the
time people spoke of “garbage” referring to many things used in daily life. They burned or
buried these materials. With some materials, such as glass and paper, recycling processes
were already in use. According to Ngurruwutthun, the complete recycling system that we
are used to today was, however, considered too expensive at the time. In only a few decades
those societies extracted precious resources from the earth, resources that took millions of
years to form. The great resettlement programmes of the last decades, said Ngurruwutthun,
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had become necessary because of massive climate change that was still developing more
or less unrestrained at the beginning of the twenty first century and which had led to
a considerable rise in sea levels. Many politicians and scientists of the time still thought
that a complete conversion of energy supplies to regenerative sources was an illusion - a
process that was completed later, by the middle of the twenty first century. Lifestyles were
still based on wastage of water and energy. Only through the well organised internet based
global civil society movements of the early twenty first century did afundamental change in
consciousness occur. The Australian historian further emphasised that today we cannot even
imagine anymore why a century ago people considered ever more material consumption
to be a source of happiness. This insight, she said, should teach present generations to
overcome contemporary ignorance on issues of the future.

Various other contributions to the symposium emphasised in a similar way the necessity
to learn from history. The general perception was that the twenty first century occupies a
special place in modern history, a place only comparable with the age of the Reformation
in Europe when constellations were formed that shaped the centuries that followed. The
twenty first century was seen as the age of global transformation towards a true “world
society” The reflections that followhere are nothing more than a commentary on this news
report. My comments are firmly rooted in the theologically based conviction that another
world is possible and it reflects a reading of the signs of the times today that sees God at
work. Nobody described this theological basis as clearly as Dietrich Bonhoeffer. In his Ethics
fragments, written only a few years before his execution by the Nazis, Bonhoeffer affirms his
Christological understanding of reality and emphasises the necessity of fully engaging in
worldly reality without simply repeating what the world says:

In Christ we are offered the possibility of partaking in the reality of God and in the reality
ofthe world, but not in the one without the other. The reality of God discloses itself only
by setting me entirely in the reality of the world, and when | encounter the reality of

the world it is always already sustained, accepted and reconciled in the reality of God.
This is the inner meaning of the revelation of Godin the man Jesus Christ (Bonhoeffer
2005:55).

From this perspective our reading ofreality can neither demonise the world nor remain blind
to its grave inner contradictions. It looks instead at the world with love that includes grief
in the face of suffering as much as hope in light of potential change. | will, therefore, after
this first introductory step, look at where we find ourselves in our societies but especially
also in our churches (2). I will then recall some of the sources we come from, beginning
with the Bible and continuing onto some of the rich traditions of our churches (3). I will,
furthermore, plead for overcoming certain false alternatives in how we as churches act in a
developing global civil society (4) and then conclude (5).

WHERE ARE WE?

What, Dirkie Smit once asked, is globalisation? Then he added, “There simply seems to be no
satisfactory answer to this question” (Smit 2007:125). Moreover, an assessment ofthe risks and
chances of our increasingly globalising economy is highly dependent on its starting point.
If we assess globalisation in terms of developments from an earlier period, we are faced with
both good and bad news. Many people are materially better off. Some countries, notably in
China and Brazil, have progressed considerably in combating poverty and developing their
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economies. If we considerthe overall global picture, however, far too many people’s situation
has remained miserable or has worsened. As far as ecological destruction is concerned the
overall situation has definitely grown worse, especially due to climate change and its
negative impact, primarily on many poor countries. Questions regarding ecological justice
are only beginning to appear in international debates. Given these downsides, the overall
assessment of the 2010 United Nations Human Development Report is relatively optimistic
in its assessment of the global human development indicators, even though backlashes are
mentioned as well. For the first time the authors looked at long term developments. They
summarised as follows:

The past 20 years have seen substantial progress in many aspects of human development.
Most people today are healthier, live longer, are more educated and have more access
to goods and services. Even in countries facing adverse economic conditions, people’s
health and education have greatly improved. And there has been progress not only in
improving health and education and raising income, but also in expanding people’s
power to select leaders, influence public decisions and share knowledge. Yet not all
sides of the story are positive. These years have also seen increasing inequality — both
within and across countries — as well as production and consumption patterns that

have increasingly been revealed as unsustainable. Progress has varied, and people in
some regions — such as Southern Africa and the former Soviet Union — have experienced
periods of regress, especially in health (UNHDR 2010).2

If we do not base our assessment of globalisation on relative improvements but on
normative accounts of what would be a “natural” situation, the conclusion is far more
negative.® Every human being dying from lack of food or medication represents a serious
moral shortcoming. Moral questions of this kind are a matter not only of ethics but of
ecclesiology (Smit 2007:262-269). Faith in the triune God is inseparably linked to human
dignity (Koopman 2010:231-236). This is why the churches’ assessment of globalisation has
and must have an inbuilt critical bias. Even if we could name considerable improvements,
we can never be satisfied with the speed or extent of the process. To be sure, assessments of
what the best options would be to improve the situation are highly relevant. We, therefore,
need an intensified discourse in the scholarly world as much as in the churches on this
exact question.

Dirkie Smit has given an insightful overview of some recent scholarship on globalisation in
the global South that has not been acknowledged and reflected upon enough in Northern
discourse (Smit 2009). In a recent excellent, comprehensive article on the discussion in the

2. The report summary continues: “In some basic respects the world is a much better place today than
it wasin 1990 — or in 1970. Over the past 20 years many people around the world have experienced
dramatic improvements in key aspects of their lives. Overall, they are healthier, more educated wealthier
and have more power to appoint and hold their leaders accountable than ever before. Witness, for
example, the increase in our summary measure of development — the Human Development Index (HDI)
—that combines information on life expectancy, schooling and income in a simple composite measure.
The world’s average HDI has increased 18 per cent since 1990 (and 41 per cent since 1970), reflecting
large aggregate improvements in life expectancy, school enrolment, literacy and income. But there has
also been considerable variability in experience and much volatility.”

3. See also Section IX of the final document of the 10th Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation
(Winnipeg, 2003) entitled “Transforming Economic Globalization”.
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churches, Konrad Raiser has shown how many churches in Europe and worldwide have
addressed the challenges of globalisation in public statements (Raiser 2009). Among
the most vigorously discussed contributions to an on-going debate are: the document
produced by the 24th General Assembly of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC)
in August 2004 in Accra, Ghana; the World Council of Churches (WCC) document Alternative
Globalization Addressing Peoples and Earth (the so called AGAPE document) produced in
2005 in preparation for the 9th Assembly of the WCC in Porto Alleger in February 2006; the
Conference of European Churches’ 2005 statement, European Churches Living Their Faith in
the Context of Globalization; the German Protestant Churches (EKD) synod’s Organizing the
Global Economy Responsibly, issued in 2001 already; and the 2005 document by the Swiss
churches, Globalance. Christian Perspectives on Globalisation with a Human Face (Swiss
Church Federation).*

Since the Porto Alegre Assembly the world has experienced a serious economic and financial
crisis that confirmed some of the worst fears that the ecumenical movement had been
expressing for a long time. The WCC Central Committee (meeting in Geneva, Switzerland, 26
August to 2 September 2009) called upon governments to take actions that would clearly
show that a fundamental reorientation was required regarding the dominant ways of doing
economics. Similar insights can be gained from a recently published book, a fruit of the WCC’s
now continuous study on poverty, wealth and ecology. Justice Not Greed was produced by
the WCC Advisory Group on Economic Matters and can be seen as a call to finally face the
consequences of the highly ambiguous global mechanisms, which are even more evident
now than before the crisis (Brubaker and Mshana 2010).

I shall not repeat the contents of all these statements and documents. What | want to comment
on is the lack of impact it had on public discourse, which makes no sense. The Christian
churches represent one of the most important religious traditions in the world. It lies in the
nature of religious traditions to touch the deepest levels of existence in their followers — and to
open their wallets. People give tremendous amounts of money to their religious communities.
But, and this is even more important, religious traditions also have power over their members’
souls. Therefore, at a global level - as Piet Naudé rightly stated - “the institutional church’s
witness against the systemically uneven distribution of economic goods in the world and the
declaration of a confession like that of Accra should not be underestimated” (Naudé 2010:215).
Yet the churches have not lived up to their potential in this respect. There has been an illogical
and unsatisfactory impact on global political life by statements on economic justice issued
by ecumenical bodies. Especially in the wealthy countries of the North, where many of the
far reaching decisions regarding the global economy are made, Christianity is the formative
religious tradition. If the churches in these countries, together with the churches worldwide,
would succeed in drawing Christians in their sphere of influence into a process of ethical

4. The report summary continues: “In some basic respects the world is a much better place today than
it wasin 1990 — or in 1970. Over the past 20 years many people around the world have experienced
dramatic improvements in key aspects of their lives. Overall, they are healthier, more educated and
wealthier and have more power to appoint and hold their leaders accountable than ever before. Witness,
for example, the increase in our summary measure of development — the Human Development Index
(HDI) — that combines information on life expectancy, schooling and income in a simple composite
measure. The world’s average HDI has increased 18 per cent since 1990 (and 41 per cent since 1970),
reflecting large aggregate improvements in life expectancy, school enrolment, literacy and income. But
there has also been considerable variability in experience and much volatility.
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reflection and self-examination on their place in and possible calling towards the economic
life, the seed for a reorientation of global economic life would have been planted. Why has
this not happened? In short: because churches have not listened to each other and, therefore,
have not found a unified voice in global civil society.

Manyvoicesin the North have reacted against the radical condemnation of globalisation in
the Accraand AGAPE documents. Many of those who at least took notice ofthese documents
are closely connected with market economies as consumers, business people, employees or
politicians. They could not see those statements as helpful contributions, because they did
not see the value of these documents for orienting daily life and the political processes in
their own countries. What some critics in the North do not understand is the clear focus
of Accra and AGAPE on neoliberal globalisation as an ideology. They read these documents as
a condemnation of globalisation as such, rather than a condemnation of a certain version
of globalisation. Maybe they also do not sufficiently understand, in their very souls, how
destructive the concrete experience of capitalism has been in many countries of the South.

On the other hand, the detrimental effects of certain practices of global trade have had
such a an impact on the South that those countries do not see the marked differences
between Swedish social democratic policies and the rigorous free market policies of the
Bush administration. Although both approaches go under the label of capitalism, their
consequences are very different, and so is their moral value. Especially in light of the
situation in Europe, the label “neoliberal globalisation” and the notion of “empire” do not
sufficiently take into account these widely differing approaches. In Germany, for example,
where the model of a social market economy is held in high esteem in the social teaching
of the churches, the ecumenical documents are misunderstood as constituting a critique
on market approaches as such, including the social market approach. Therefore, to some
people in the Northern churches these documents seem easy to dismiss. The potential for
common ground has been overlooked.

It is time to move beyond such miscommunication. It is, above all, the biblical tradition and its
reflection in the churches’ teaching that creates such common ground. What | shall give now
is not an in depth analysis of all these teachings, but a kind of summary. The purpose is to
highlight the surprising extent of the consensus across the vastly different traditions we come
from. If we could raise an awareness of this common ecumenical ground, the churches might
gain new momentum in forming a strongly united ecumenical voice in global civil society.

WHERE DO WE COME FROM?

The biblical option for the poor has become a key phrase for a characteristic of both the Old
and the New Testament that has gained wide acceptance in churches all over the world. No
ideological distortion of the biblical witness has ever been able to extinguish this keyfeature
ofthe Bible,so prominent in its various layers. We only have to recall the notion ofhumankind
being the image of God, which forms the basis of equality, or the astonishing fact that the
very founding story of God's people is a story of liberation from slavery. We may simply look
at the specific character of the Torah as protecting the weak and marginalised, or listen to
the prophets’ passionate critique ofa religious cult that ignores the struggle for justice. We
only have to consider Jesus' understanding of his mission as proclaiming the good news
to the poor (Luke. 4), his critique of wealth detached from the needs of the community,
and his radical identification with those who are hungry, thirsty, naked, strangers or sick
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(Mt. 25).We simply have to make an effort to understand the deep socio ethical implications
ofa God’s incarnation on earth that ended in him becoming a victim of torture, and we need
only take seriously Paul’s reflection on the cross as a key to God's work in the world (1 Cor. 1).
If we reflect on all of this, we cannot but understand that concern about the situation ofthe
poor and disadvantaged, and making every effort possible to improve their situation, is not a
special interest of some politically biased Christians influenced by radical theologians; it is a
central characteristic of the Christian understanding of God and, therefore, an indispensable
dimension of Christian faith and the personal practice that flows from it in every Christian’s
life - including its political consequences.

It is, therefore, not surprising that in the foundational traditions of the churches and the
denominational expressions thereof, this concern playsa special role. Alexandros Papaderos
has shown how the witness of the church fathers, so central to the Orthodox tradition, has
always expressed this concern. He quotes Basil the Great in his homily against the usurers,
condemning oppressive attitudes towards the poor that are guided by greed and self-
centeredness (Papaderos 2005:78). He points out how John Chrysostomos continuously
admonished the wealthy to share their possessions with the poor (Papaderos 2005:79).
Many other examples could be given.

A similar plea on behalf of the poor can be found in Martin Luther’s work. Whole libraries
have been written on his doctrine of the two kingdoms and his rediscovery of the idea of
justification by faith. However, Luther’s ethic of economics, with its passionate critique of
early capitalism, seems widely forgotten. Even in the Lutheran world almost nobody knows
that Karl Marx quoted Luther many times in his famous Das Kapital - in most cases affirming
Luther’s views. Luther’s critique of the practices of banks and multinational corporations of
his time, such as the Fuggers, cannot be directly applied to our world. It was motivated by
a conservative defence of the old feudal system. Nonetheless, his scepticism about the new
practices of early capitalism was fed by the biblical command to love and by the Golden Rule,
which he interpreted in a way similar to what we today call the “preferential option for the
poor”® Regarding the economic practice of multinational companies, such as the Fuggers
(who at that time were growing powerful), Luther states:

Kings and princes ought to look into this matter and forbid them by strict laws. But

| hear that they have a finger in it themselves, and the saying of Isaiah [1:23] is
fulfilled, “Your princes have become companions of thieves.” They hang thieves who
have stolen a gulden or half a gulden, but do business with those who rob the whole
world and steal more than all the rest, so that the proverb remains true, “Big thieves
hang little thieves.” As the Roman senator Cato said,“Simple thieves lie in dungeons and
sticks; public thieves walk abroad in gold and silk”(Luther 1962:271-272).

These words express a protest against the alliance of power and money that denies the
interests and rights of the poor. If we look at the work of John Calvin and its connection to
modern capitalism, most people think of Max Weber’s thesis on the close connection between
Calvinism and capitalism. It has, therefore, often been overlooked that for Calvin himself
economic activity undoubtedly came with a social obligation. Matthias Freudenberg has
shown how Calvin emphasised the social responsibility of wealth. According to Freudenberg

5. For a closer look at Martin Luther’s ethics of economics see BedfordStrohm 2008:151-154. There is an
excellent interpretation of Luther’s works on these lines from a South African perspective that has not
received the attention it deserves, namely Niirnberger 2005. Cf. also Duchrow 1987:53-56.
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(2009:163), while Calvin was no social revolutionary, he “pleaded for a balance between
economic growth and social justice.”

An assessment of later Calvinism in theological scholarship, too, results in a different
understanding than popular use of the Weberthesis might suggest. In an article on charging
interest in the Reformed church, German early twentieth century church historian Karl Holl
comes to the conclusion that Calvinism was “the strongest enemy of capitalist striving” until
the middle of the seventeenth century (quoted in Kértner 2008:211). Ulrich Kortner has
even stated that original Calvinism always tended to turn towards Christian socialism
(Kortner 2008:213). In its decisiveness to contribute towards society and its economic well-
being, says Kortner, Calvinism has always criticised capitalism and called forthe church to be
socially and practically involved in politics (Kértner 2008:215).

We can thus conclude that not only the Bible but also the teachings of great traditions of
our churches speak clearly concerning the moral basis of economic activity. The exclusion of
the poor is irreconcilable with the Christian faith. The goal of the economy should be just
participation for all members of society.

I cannot discuss here the different traditions with regard to our relationship with nonhuman
nature; | have dealt with it elsewhere at length (BedfordStrohm 2001). But what Musa Panti
Filibus has described as the consequence of the “principle of enough” can very well be
seen as a summary of all the work that has been done in developing a new ecological
understanding of creation overthe past decades. According to Panti Filibus, an economy built
on the principle of enough

...urges us to shape our thinking differently, to recognise that the earth is not just a place
for unrestrained growth but also a place of stewardship and responsibility towards each
other, a place where human beings can live in peace and justice and, together with all
creation, can relax and share God'’s gifts of nature (Panti Filibus 2010:54).

Closely echoing this biblical description of our task, German economist Hans Diefenbacher
has pointed out the way from a growth oriented world economic system towards one of
sustainability:

Away to manage a reduction ofeconomic growth in the developed world by the
combination of an efficiency “revolution” and a positive change of lifestyles. Such a
strategy would aim at a deliberate and democratically planned reduction of economic
growth. Such a reduction would have to be the consequence of political influence
and control, a result of changing values in our societies, and not the consequence of a
bellicose world economic crisis that inevitably will occur if we keep on following the
current growth strategies (Diefenbacher 2011:86).

What Diefenbacher has said regarding the ecological question can be applied to the
necessary reorientation of the global economy as a whole: it flows from the Christian faith
and its constructive “will to the future” (Bonhoeffer 1972:15f) that we should not wait until
some catastrophe forces us to change radically, but that we should become aware that we are
not facing a blind fate; we are historical agents who are able to shape the world according to
the will of its Creator.

To fulfil the task connected with this vision we need - this is my firm conviction —to develop
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a new public theology that is firmly grounded in biblical and theological tradition and at the
same time supports concrete political reforms, however limited they may be. If we want
to be more successful as churches in making an impact on global economic and political
processes, we need to move beyond false alternatives. In the next section, | shall explain what
I mean by that.

TOWARDS A PUBLIC THEOLOGY THAT MOVES BEYOND FALSE ALTERNATIVES
Inspiration vs. incentive

The first false alternative | call “inspiration or incentive”. In much of the work on economic
and ecological justice in the ecumenical movement the existingeconomicorderis criticised
because it relies heavily on the profit motive. Indeed, churches around the world widely
agree that greed, as an attitude that knowsnothing but self-interest, clearly contradicts the
Christian faith. But does this apply to the majority of business people who make a living,
often a very good living, by profiting from selling their products? Their daily activity as
business people is not a charitable activity; it is based on incentives. If it would increase
their chances of selling their products they would try really hard to ensure that it is the
best on the market. They are not greedy; they pursue their self-interest while respecting
everybody else’s right to make a living. If they are Christians, they might even stretch their
willingness as far as distributing the fruits of their labour among all workers involved in
the process without running the risk of going bankrupt. Still, the profit motive plays a role
in their economic activity as an incentive beyond pure engagement for the sake of the
community.

How do we evaluate their activity as Christians? In many ecumenical documents the
instrument of incentives does not play any role. Therefore, any efforts towards an ethic
of entrepreneurial action are suspicious — they seem to sanctify what is fundamentally
contradictory to gospel values. The WCC Central Committee has stated in its document on
Just Finance and the Economy of Life that

...the system that privatizes productive goods and resources, disconnecting them
from people’s work and needs and denying others access to and use of them is a
structural obstacle to an economy of cooperation, sharing, love and dynamic harmony
with nature. Alternative morality for economic activity is service/koinonia (fellowship) to
human needs; human/social self-development; and people’s wellbeing and happiness
(quoted in Brubaker and Mshana 2010:219-222).

We can wholeheartedly support this call for an economy of solidarity, love and sharing. All
the better if this call is successful and leads to a conversion of all people to this new way of
doing economics. However, we must be aware of the fact that this call relies on inspiration,
not on incentive. It does not offer any solution to our economic problems short of calling
for a world in which people are willing to share freely. This is why | think we need both
inspiration and incentive. Concern for incentives is based on the assumption that people do
not always spontaneously act in an ethically responsible way but act in such ways only, or
only effectively, when it is in their own best interests. A solidarity model of economics would
tend to dismiss this assumption because its point is exactly to overcome self interest driven
economics.
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We have to honour inspirational examples as signs of a new world in which sin has been
overcome. But to generate change effectively, we must put equal emphasis on incentives
that connect ethical goals with self-interest. These raise, for example, the political question
whether incentives have to be created so that it would be in everybody’s self-interest to save
energy. One ofthe possible out comes of this reflection would be a call for an ecology tax that
makes ecologically hazardous goods expensive and gives market advantages to products
that save energy. The appeal to consumers to live more in tune with the environment would
be supported by good economic reasons, not only for everyindividual in his or her consumer
habits but also for the companies to produce their goods in ecologically friendlier ways.
Ecological consciousness at the sociocultural level would both support and be strengthened
by such an ecology tax.

Moving beyond the false alternative of incentive versus inspiration would mean directing
much more energy towards conceptualising incentives for ecological and justice oriented
economic action. It would mean acknowledging the value of ethically grounded
entrepreneurial action, and dialoguing with business people on the ethical dimensions of
their daily professional lives. With this | come to a second false alternative.

Prophetic speech vs. dialogue

The prophetic tradition has always played a prominent role in church history, and with good
reason, even though often enough a close alliance between throne and altar has silenced
critical voicesin order to protect church privileges.Those who voiced prophetic criticism have
often been criticised in turn as being naive, unconstructive or overly negative.

On the other hand, defenders of prophetic speech have attacked those in dialogue with
power as betraying the moral values of the gospel by adapting according to the demands
of those in power. We need to move beyond such false alternatives. We need both prophecy
and dialogue, for they have different roles.

The primary task of prophetic voices is to call for repentance and for change of mind and
attitude. Therefore, prophetic voices need not always be constructive. They can criticise
injustice passionately without necessarily offering a clear practical path towards justice. Yet
deconstructive prophetic voices cannot claim any moral superiority over those approaches
that worktowards justice by means of little steps in the daily political process. There is a time
for both; both can even be elements of the same church statement.

Prophecy has an especially prominent role in dictatorships, where fundamental criticism
that delegitimizes the system is the most appropriate mode of achieving change. In
democratic societies, prophetic speech must be related to the “ecology of consciousness” of
a dynamic civil society. If prophetic speech can help to change basic attitudes, it is ethically
justifiable and necessary. However, if it prevents a change of mind in the public realm, it
may even be ethically questionable.

In a democratic public with many voices but unequal possibilities of drawing public attention,
propheticaction, creative forms of protestand civil disobedience in morally crucial situations
fulfilan important function. But they must be related to free discourse and the exchange
of arguments about the best way to achieve moral goals. If prophetic witness blocks such
an exchange of arguments, it is an obstacle to change. The churches’ mode of action in
democratic societies is, therefore, what | would call an “inclusive prophetism” based on
Biblical truths and supported by good arguments in the public discourse.

-33-



NGTT: Oopbron — http://ngtt.journals.ac.za

In terms of theological paradigms we may say: Where dictatorships have allowed room
for the development of civil societies, liberation theology has to be developed further
into public theology. The latter provides the grounding for church based inputs in public
discussions in pluralistic democratic societies. In such societies, voters decide deeply ethically
relevant political questions by way of democratic elections. Therefore, the churches, in order
to reach the public, have to be “bilingual” That is to say they must have a clear theological
profile and speak a biblical theological language while speaking the language of public
discourse and showing why their contributions to the debate in civil society make sense, not
only to Christians, but to all people of good will.

Prophetic speech, therefore, must be related to discourse as well as dialogue. This leads me
to a brief discussion of a third and final false alternative to be overcome.

Moral rigour vs. discursive openness

Church statements have often been accused of moral rigour Those who make the
accusations usually say that moral rigour does not replace expertise in the field. However,
there isalso afrequent attack from the opposite side. The word“experts”sometimes becomes
pejorative. Experts are people who believe in and work with numbers and often ignore the
stories of suffering of the victims of grave injustices. The statistics given by experts that, for
example, show certain successes in fighting poverty are countered by the moral scandal of
undoubtedly still existing poverty. Weneed to move beyond the false alternative of numbers
versus stories, of moral outrage versus sober statistical analysis.

If economists can convincingly show that certain mechanisms have increased participation
ofthe poor, we need to leaveall political prejudices behind and learn from it. There must be
completely open discourse regarding the best ways to overcome poverty and ecological
destruction. We need as much data as possible to judge what works and what does not.

At the same time, the moral rigour in pursuing these goals cannot be strict enough. Deep
solidarity with the victims of human made suffering is exactly the reason why the best ways
to overcome their suffering should be searched for as thoroughly as possible. Only complete
discursive openness can ensure that effective ways to a better future are not overlooked only
because they do not fit our political worldview or our common intellectual designs. Moral
rigour also needs radical curiosity. Sometimes it will be a desperate curiosity; at other times it
will be a hopeful curiosity. But it will live from the eschatological vision of God's kingdom
and it will breathe the air of shalom which is promised to us on earth.

COoNCLUSION

| conclude with an example of new efforts to move beyond the false alternatives which |
have described. From 11 to 13 October 2010 leading representatives of German and South
African churches met during a consultation in Stellenbosch, South Africa, joining global
church bodies such as the World Council of Churches, the World Communion of Reformed
Churches and the Lutheran World Federation or bilateral church projects such as the
German and South African Joint Globalisation project (Boesak, Weusmann and AmjadAli
2010 and Lombard 2010)in trying to reach anew consensus between North and South on the
ethical foundations of globalisation and its consequences. The meeting included church
leaders, theologians and economists ranging from the president of the World Communion
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of Reformed Churches and a representative of the World Council of Churches’ process on
Wealth Poverty and Ecology to the chairperson of the Social Chamber of the EKD, which had
published several publicmemorandumswith a quite different tone not long ago. Atthe final
meeting participants discussed twenty theses that had met with wide ranging consensus.
In light of the different approaches that the churches of the South and those of the North
have taken, this “Stellenbosch consensus” is remarkable and can possibly streggthen already
existing efforts of ecumenical bodies to move beyond unfruitful polarisations.

This is only one initiative among many that are necessary to unify the voices of the churches
worldwide in order to be at the forefront of a new global movement to open the door to
a world for us all where we can live with dignity and where nature is seen as a precious gift
from a Creator who, in the end, has “got the whole world in his hands".
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The doing of the little righteousness — the on-going search
for justice after the TRC

ABSTRACT

Taking as point of departure, South African theologian Dirkie Smit’s theological oeuvre,
particularly his theological reflections issues such as politics, justice, peace and reconcilia-
tion, the essay moves on to focus on Mahmood Mamdani’s view of the differences between
the Nuremberg trials, South Africa’s political negotiations held in Kempton Park and the
TRC and his critique of the latter. This once again raises the matter of justice, different forms
of justice — especially as either “victor justice” or “survivor justice” and the consequences

of this for the TRC and for Christians in the call for the doing of justice. With reference to
the views of Desmond Tutu (especially his understanding of the concept of ubuntu), it is
suggested that the TRC’s only choice was not just between retributive and restorative justice,
revenge and forgiveness, but that it was incumbent upon it to advance the gains made at
Kempton Park and to move from victim’s justice to survivor’s justice and from the founda-
tion of political justice to social justice which it did not do.

POLITICS, PEACE, JUSTICE, RECONCILIATION

Dirkie Smit’s impressive theological oeuvre defies simple characterisation. He is at once
the consummate Reformed theologian yet thoroughly ecumenical; he revels in complex
theological and philosophical argumentation but is simultaneously the epitome of clarity.
Systematics is his field, yet he burns with ethical concern; himself eminently peaceable, yet in
his own way he engages every battle for justice, peace and reconciliation. He is the last to call
himself a politician, not even an “accidental” one,? but his work shows that he, like Karl Barth,
knows that

Christianity has do to with politics thus theology is itself political action. There is no
theological reflection or elucidation, no sermon and even no catechism for children
which does not imply political meaning the Kingdom of Jesus Christ is itself a political
reality (Barth 1962:17177; cf. Smit 2007:361).

Smit’s work reflects passionate defence of those social, ethical, and political issues that are of
great import to South African society in general and to the Christian community in particular,
yet he is comfortably global in his thinking.> He is convinced that for Reformed Christians

1. Allan Boesak is Theologian in Residence at the Institute for Race, Reconciliation and Social Justice,
University of the Free State and Extraordinary Professor at the Faculty of Theology, Stellenbosch
University.

2. See Allan Boesak, Running with Horses. Reflections of an Accidental Politician (2009).

3. Cf. The collections of excellent essays where Smit addresses a wide range of issues, some pure theoretical
theological reflection, others practical, directly addressed to pastors and other audiences, but always rich,
clear and elucidating. Cf. As just a few examples of this wide ranging, insightful and always relevant
thinking: Reformed Faith, Justice and the Struggle against Apartheid; On the Impact of the Church in
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“involvement in political and economic life is clearly a matter of faith” (Smit 2007:383) just as
he knows that “more fundamental than any possible political, social or ethical use of the Bible,
is the fact that reading the Bible itself is political” (Smit 2009:53, 54).

What is always striking is not just that the inherent humility Smit exhibits does not quite
succeed in subsuming the brilliance of his work, but that in the broad range of his
theological endeavours the themes he constantly returns to do characterise his theological
commitments: politics, peace, reconciliation, justice. As theologian he captivates me because
I sense in him the theologian as described by James Cone:

The theologian is before all else an exegete, simultaneously of scripture and of existence
to be an exegete of existence means that scripture is not an abstract word, not merely a
rational idea. It is God’s Word to those who are oppressed and humiliated in this world.
The task of the theologian is to probe the depths of scripture exegetically for the purpose
of relating that message to human existence (Cone 1997:33).

Herein Smit presents himself in the words of Karl Barth — and one must read him like one reads
Barth.Itis, Smitsays,“notvery heroic—very unassuming’,an effort towards humanrighteousness
thatis“imperfect, fragile and highly problematical” (Smit 2007:367). Nonetheless, it is the call of
the kingdom of God, and even though it sometimes demands “swimming against the stream”,
itis prayerfully (“Your kingdom come!”), “accepting the responsibility for the doing of the little
righteousness™ (Smit 2007:359-378). Secure in the knowledge that Jesus came, “and since He
came, we are sanctified for the service of this King", we work for the coming of this kingdom
(Smit 2007:361). This service takes the form of a “revolt’, “a struggle’, not against people, but
against a“plight”that has stricken all humanity, “a disorder which both inwardly and outwardly
controls and penetrates and poisons and disrupts all human relations and interconnections”
(Smit 2007:362). While waiting for the kingdom we hasten towards it, determined

to do resolutely what we can here and now on this side in orientation and with a view
to God's side, without claim or illusion, not trying to anticipate what only God could
begin and finish, but rising up for righteousness and order in the midst of disorder and
opposition (Smit 2007:363).

n

Even though this is done “in weakness’, we engage it because “something [then] happens
(Smit 2007:365).

Twice Smit returns to Barth's injunction that no matter how unassumingly, we must still
engage in this battle, to “say Yes and No and often to do it resolutely” — albeit not absolutely
- “not afraid of taking sides for or against” - in freedom, that is — with a certain distance, a
certain hesitancy, for we must remember that our total yes, a “definitive decision” is “always
for human beings and never for any cause” (Smit 2007:369).

At the end of this fascinating piece on Barth, Smit - always somewhat reticent - finally takes
ownership in an expression of the need for support of

South Africa after the Collapse of the Apartheid Regime; The Symbol of Reconciliation and Ideological
Conflict in South Africa; Theological Assessment and Ecclesiological Implications of Human Freedom.

4 This sentence, taken from Karl Barth’s 1962 Theology Today article, is the title of Smit’s essay The Doing
of The Little Righteousness On Justice Barth’s View of the Christian Life (Smit 2007:359-378). In my
view, this is one of the finest theological pieces in Smit’s highly remarkable oeuvre.
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many South African Christians in their participation in their on-going struggle, albeit
small, relative, provisional and ambiguous to contribute to a little human righteousness,
while praying sol iustitiae illustra nos, and waiting (Smit 2007:378).

| find this theological reflection quite characteristic of Dirk Smit’s work and his person, and
in offering my own reflections here, | wish to pay tribute to that invaluable contribution to
Christian faith as politics, theological engagement as a struggle for peace, reconciliation and
justice. As he says of Barth, “beneath the seemingly quiet and peaceful surface” Smit’s work
resonates with these themes and never more so as when he struggles with South Africa’s
truth and reconciliation efforts, Reformed faith and confessions, and our endeavours towards
justice.

As is clear from Smit’s reflections, Barth’s terminological intention is Gerechtigkeit (justice),
constantly translated as “righteousness” in this piece, but his reference is to the terms in the
Hebrew Bible, mishpat and tsedeqa, and the New Testament word for justice, dikaiosune,
also usually translated in most English translations of the Bible as “righteousness”® This
biblical justice is the undoing of injustice and the bringing about of justice for those who are
vulnerable and wronged, the poor and the lowly. It is Yahweh's “abiding cause” (Wolterstorff
2008:81) as well as that of Jesus, “the One who brings justice” (Wolterstorff 2008:115ff.). This
is how | believe Smit understands it and this is how “righteousness” will be understood in this
contribution.

This essay will continue the conversation with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s
(TRC) monumental work and will raise questions from what | consider to be less explored
perspectives.

Taking as point of departure Mahmood Mamdani’s intriguing thoughts on the Nuremberg
trials, South Africa’s political negotiations held in Kempton Park and the TRC (Mamdani
2010), we shall once again reflect upon the issue of justice, the way it is understood and the
consequences of that understanding for the TRC and for Christians in the call for the doing of
justice.

NUREMBERG; KEMPTON PARK AND THE QUESTION OF JUSTICE

Inaprofound and provocativelecture Mahmood Mamdani, the world renowned social scientist
of Uganda’s Makerere University, reflects upon the difference between the Nuremberg trials,
the Kempton Park negotiations and the TRC. He begins naming “the two great human
wrongs that occurred in the twentieth century - the Holocaust and apartheid” (Mamdani
2010:1) He then contrasts the ways in which we have settled accounts “with these great
crimes againsthumanity”: with criminal trials in Niremberg and with a political settlement
in Kempton Park.

Mamdani makes the point that, while the world has become fascinated with South Africa’s
TRC, it has not taken the lessons from Kempton Park as seriously as it should have. To begin
with, whereas Niremberg shaped a notion of justice as criminal justice, few recognise that

5 For a discussion ofthe extraordinary difficulties English translators have had with these terms cf.
Wolterstorff 2008:69-75. Wolterstorff argues convincingly that the biblical authors do not deal in a
theory of justice, but in the truth that justice is Yahweh’s cause in which Israel is called to participate by
pursuing justice. “It is not the abstract entity justice as such that God loves.
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Kempton Park calls on us to think of justice primarily as political justice. Furthermore, and
more importantly, whereas Niiremberg has become the basis of a notion of victim’s justice
- as a complement of rather than a contrast to victor’s justice — few acknowledge that
Kempton Park provides the basis for an alternative notion of justice, which Mamdani calls
“survivor’s justice” (1). South African’s failure to understand this distinction contributes to the
limitations of the South Africantransition, which Mamdani traces to “the failure to broaden
the discussion of justice beyond political to social justice” (2).

Mamdani previously (1996) wrote a telling critique of the workings of the TRC. In it he argued
that the problem was that the TRC made an improper distinction, namely between victims
and perpetrators. Properly, the distinction should have been between beneficiaries and victims
of apartheid. While some white South Africans perpetrated human rights crimes (for which
the TRC tried to hold them accountable), all white people benefited from apartheid. This,
Mamdani said, is how we should address the questions of guilt, repentance, reparations and
restitution. He then warned:

If reconciliation is to be durable, would it not need to be aimed at society
(beneficiaries and victims) and not simply at the fractured elite (perpetrators and
victims)? And does not justice then become a demand for systemic reform of society
as a whole, so that the “target” is all who benefited, rather than just the personal
conversion of“the perpetrator”? (Mamdani 1996.).

This issue has been pursued and, following economist Sampie Terreblanche, it has been
pointed out that the TRC has indeed failed to understand the systemic nature of the wrongs
perpetrated against an economically oppressed and exploited population. The TRC also
failed to grasp the causative role played by the systems of white political dominance, racial
capitalism and apartheid over a considerable period of time in bringing about and sustaining
white wealth and privilege on the one hand, and black poverty, black deprivation and black
humiliation, on the other (Boesak 2005:192-193). That point was well taken.

Now, however, Mamdani both broadens and deepens his critique. In the popular imagination,
he says, the South African transition is mainly identified with the work of the TRC. However,

[tThe TRC had more in common with the logic of apartheid than is often realised. First,
when the TRC held individual state officials criminally responsible, it was only for actions
that would have been defined as crimes under apartheid law. It did not hold them
accountable for the violence that was authorised by apartheid law, but only for the
violence beyond the law, violence of which they were individual authors rather than
implementers. When it held them accountable, it was for excess, for violence beyond the
law. By ignoring the violence authorised the apartheid state and apartheid law, the TRC
ignored political violence. Instead, it set out to identify criminal violence - violence that
exceeded political orders, violence that would have been punished as crime even under
apartheid law had it been fully implemented. In other words, the TRC upheld rather than
question the rule of law identified with apartheid (2010:5).

In my view this analysis has immense consequences. Without doubt it had an enormous
impact on the outcomes and conclusions of the Commission. Not only was the work of
the TRC limited to a rather random period of South Africa’s history — it did not include the
historical wrongs of colonialism and slavery — but, regarding the period, it did focus on the
apartheid era; it worked only with what was lawfulunder apartheid law.Not only were historic
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injustices ignored, but whole communities - victims of historic wrongs — were thereby also
excluded from consideration for justice.

But this is an entirely different matter. The TRC argued, Mamdani writes, that most rights’
violations under apartheid — roughly over half of it - had occurred during the period of
transition from apartheid, and not during apartheid proper; hence the strange outcome of
the statistical analysis made by the TRC. Working from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission
Report (Volume 1, page 172, paragraph 25), Mamdani (2010:5) calls the TRC’s lists and rankings
of “victim organisations” and “perpetrator organisations” The list of “victim organisations” is
headed by the ANC followed by the Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP), with the South African Police
in seventh place. The IFP comes first among “perpetrator organisations’, the ANC second, the
SAP third and the South African Defence Force is in fourth place.

Since the TRC also declared apartheid a “crime against humanity”, Mamdani (2010:6) feels
compelled to ask: Who authored this crime? “If", he states, “not only most victims, but most
perpetrators, were black people, then was apartheid, this ‘crime against humanity;, primarily
a “black-on-black” affair?”

| believe this is a most disturbing question, but a necessary one. Beyond political theatre
and human drama, what precisely, then, was the efficacy of the TRC? What purposes toward
real truth and reconciliation did it serve? That would mean that black people would now
have to live with the most painful of contradictions: being both victims of apartheid and
perpetrators of a crime against humanity — in effect against themselves. Where does this
leave white South Africans, not just as individual perpetrators but as collective, generational
beneficiaries of apartheid? This surely is an issue of justice, but one far beyond social justice
alone. At another level this raises questions we cannot pursue here: What is the meaning
of “violence”?; and, more importantly: What does this mean for the forgiveness black South
Africans were called upon to extend?

However, Mamdani goes yet further still: The expectation would have been that, since
Kempton Park moved beyond the Niremberg paradigm (moving from criminal justice
to political justice and from victim’s justice to survivor’s justice), the TRC would, as it were,
complete the circle by moving from political justice to social justice.

Kempton Park did not ignore the question of justice, Mamdani insists. On the contrary, it
provided us “with a radically new way of thinking about justice”and this represents”“a double
breakthrough” (2010:6). First, it distinguished between criminal, political and social justice
- 50 as to prioritise political justice: the reform of the political system above the other two.
This is important, since the object of criminal justice is punishment; that of political justice
is political reform. Second, “it decriminalised the other side so as to treat it as a political
adversary”. Finally, and thisis a hugely important point to which we shall return, political
justice prioritises the claims ofthe living over those ofthe dead (2010:8).

A PARADIGM SHIFT

We are following Mamdani yet another step forward. Whereas Niremberg was “backward
looking” in its preoccupation with justice as punishment, Kempton Park sought a balance
between past and future, between “redress for the past and reconciliation for the future”
(2010:7). The “real trade off” between truth and amnesty did not occur at the TRC, but at
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Kempton Park: “The amnesty offered perpetrators and the stay offered beneficiaries was in
return for political reform. It is at Kempton Park where the rules changed” (2010:7). Mamdani
is right. The rules agreed on were the same for all survivors, beneficiaries and victims alike,
not just for surviving victims. “The shift in paradigm changes the meaning of survivor to
include all those who survived yesterday’s catastrophe, apartheid” (2010:7).

We have mostly missed the extraordinary magnanimity in and theological import of this:
that we speak of both the victims and the beneficiaries, even the beneficiary as perpetrator,
as survivors. In a real sense victims of apartheid survived not simply because they were
left alive, but because they resisted and overcame the systems of oppression despite the
determination of the beneficiaries to uphold these. “Looking forward”, Kempton Park not
merely shaped a common future because we had no other choice: there was no clear
victor in the struggle against apartheid. One can say that perhaps only in the military
sense. In all other ways apartheid was defeated, rendered unsustainable (Boesak, 2009:157-
195;338362).

Therefore, the process of forgiveness which the TRC worked with in terms of selected
individuals had already begun, but only begun, since its meaning and completion lies in the
fulfilment of social justice. The reconciliation we ascribe to the TRC began here, on behalf of
the nation, with the inclusion of yesterday’s victims, yesterday’s perpetrators and yesterday’s
beneficiaries. This is what the shift from victim’s justice to survivor’s justice means (Mamdani
2010:7). The creation of a common future is hereby not just the result of cold, calculated real
politik (there was no clear victor), but of a willingness to take the risk of inclusive solidarity in
order to make possible the reconciliation the TRC could have vested with further meaning.

Exchanging amnesty for political reform — or theologically speaking, revenge for forgiveness
— is reflected also in the central place the writing of the new Constitution claimed in those
negotiations at Kempton Park. Mamdani criticises the South African Constitution because
of its private property clause which, he argues, obfuscates the truth regarding the violations
of property rights black people suffered under apartheid and enabled the TRC to ignore
violations of property rights when “most group violence under apartheid constituted extra
economic coercion, in other words, it was against both person and property” (2010:8).° Again
Mamdani has a point.

Recognising that, my argument is different. The Constitution as a whole, in its humanising
intent, needs to be seen not so much as a conclusion to negotiations, but as the framework
for genuine, continuing political reform. It is intended as the foundation of an on-going
process at the heart of South Africa’s transformation project, acommitment to the furthering
of justice to which all South Africa’s people, as survivors of the apartheid tragedy, are held.
The legislation that created the TRCconstituted the legal framework, which itself fell within
the mandate for on-going, systemic justice given by the Constitution. What Kempton Park
achieved was what the TRC should have taken forward: the prioritisation of political justice
over criminal justice meant to give preference to the demands of the living over those of the
dead in ademand for social justice.

6 “When the TRC made public its tally of victims of human rights violations as a little over 20,000, it was
telling the public that it did not consider victims of pass laws, that is, all blacks in South Africa, or of
forced removals, their numbers running in the millions, as victims of human rights violations” Mamdani
(2010:8).
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GIVING PREFERENCE TO THE LIVING

For those parts of Africa torn apart by internal political conflict — from Ivory Coast to Liberia,
to Sudan and Kenya and from Zimbabwe to Congo - the great lesson is to remember what
happened at Kempton Park. Precisely because its recommendations were not mandatory,
the TRC had the opportunity to explore the future beyond Kempton Park, the step after
political justice. The TRC could not make law, but it could push forward social justice as
a social project to lay the basis for social reconciliation, to expand the notion of justice so
as to make reconciliation durable (Mamdani 2010:9). The TRC failed in what is “the greatest
challenge South Africa faces today” (Mamdani 2010:10). In other words, unlike NGremberg,
the TRC had the opportunity to give preference to the demands of the living over those of
the dead by insisting on social justice. Instead of moving forward with regard to social justice,
the TRC moved backward toward Niremberg. Defenders of the TRC would argue that what
South Africa chose in the TRC was exactly the opposite of Niremberg. This is done, in any
case, by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Chair of the TRC and arguably one of the best to explain
the work of the TRC. The Niiremberg option was not really a viable option at all, Tutu writes in
his insightful and hugely influential book, No Future without Forgiveness (1999:24). Niiremberg
imposed victor’s justice, a term Mamdani also uses. In South Africa, neither side could impose
victor’s justice because neither side won the decisive victory that would have enabled it to do
so. Like others, Tutu sees as decisive the fact that

the security forces of the apartheid regime would not have supported the negotiated
settlement which made possible the “miracle” of our relatively peaceful transition from
oppression to democracy had they known that at the end of the negotiations they
would have faced the full wrath of the law as alleged perpetrators. They still controlled
the guns and had the capacity to sabotage the whole process. If we had insisted on
trials, “there would have been no democratic South Africa” (Tutu 1999:25).

Tutu sees other “cogent and important reasons” as well. Nliremberg style criminal trials
“would have placed an unbearable burden on an already strained judicial system” (1999:27).
Disturbing details from such cases aired “for an unconscionably long time would be
distressing to many and disruptive of our fragile peace and stability” (1999:27). This concern
apart, Tutu returns to the overriding political and security consideration: “We could very
well have had retributive justice, and had a South Africa lyingin ashes - a truly Pyrrhic victory
if ever there wasone”(1999:27).

Tutu then mentions another argument, one also raised by the then Deputy Minister of Justice,
Johnny de Lange, in the first debates surrounding the TRC and the outcomes of its work. It
seems to have been an important consideration for those involved, namely the uncertainties
faced in our courts at the beginning of our transition in the 1990s (cf. De Lange in Villa-Vicencio
and Verwoerd 2000:14-31; Boesak 2005:171-173).” Discussing first the difficulties of presenting
evidence in court to be proved “beyond reasonable doubt’, Tutu then gets to the heart of the
matter. First, there was the admission that much of the evidence in terms of documentation
had been destroyed (1999:27; cf. Boesak 2005:191). Second, there was the question of the
mendacity of those charged with human rights abuses:

7 De Lange mentions two cases that failed in court because of the reasons he and Archbishop Tutu expound
upon, namely that of former Minister of Defence, Magnus Malan, and apartheid scientist, Dr Wouter
Basson.
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We discovered in the course of the Commission’s investigations that the supporters
of apartheid were ready to lie at the drop of a hat. This applied to cabinet ministers
and commissioners of police right down to rank-and-file supporters [They perjured
themselves] brazenly and with considerable conviction (Tutu 1999:27-28).

Besides that, there was the important consideration that the majority of judges were still
white,

sharing the apprehensions and prejudices of their white compatriots, secure in enjoying
the privileges that the injustices of apartheid provided them with so lavishly and
therefore inclined to believe that all opposition to that status quo was Communist
inspired (Tutu 1999:28).

We do not find any consideration of insights like those offered by Mamdani reflected in
Tutu's arguments surrounding the rejection of the Niiremberg option. While this does have
consequences for where the TRC ended up, this does not mean that they were ready to
“let bygones be bygones” (Tutu 1999:27-28). That would have amounted to what Tutu calls
“national amnesia”. “Accepting that notion would have victimised the victims of apartheid
a second time around. It would have meant denying their experience, a vital part of their
identity” (1999:32). However, through the TRC, “they would be empowered to tell their stories,
and allowed to remember and in this public recounting their individuality and inalienable
humanity would be acknowledged” (1999:32-33). Truth would be found in these stories, a
truth different from the forensic, factual truth, verifiable and documentable. Not just the social
truth, that is, the truth of experience that is established through interaction, discussion and
debate, but the personal truth Tutu describes with the words of the late Chief Justice of the
Supreme Court Ishmail Mahomed, “the truth of wounded memories” (1999:33). Tutu uses this
expression several times since it is intimately related to what, for him, lay at the heart of the
work of the TRC, namely ubuntu, a concept we shall return to in greater detail.

The TRC was, of course, concerned about justice. The Archbishop devotes one whole chapter
titled What About Justice?, to it (Tutu 1999:47-60). The argument is a discussion on retributive
justice - “in which an impersonal state hands down punishment with little consideration
for the victims and hardly any for the perpetrator” (1999:51) — versus the justice the TRC
preferred, namely restorative justice for reasons already mentioned above.For the TRC these
were the only forms of justice they considered. Restorative justice, writes legal expert Mike
Batley,

is a theory of justice that emphasises repairing the harm caused or revealed by
criminal behaviour, transforming the traditional relationship between communities and
their governments in responding to crime (Batley 2010:21).

Firmly embedded in criminology and victimology, restorative justice is based on three
principles. First, it requiresthe aim of restoring those who have beeninjured. Second, those
most directly involved and affected by crime should have the opportunity to participate fully
in the process of response, and third, government’s role is to preserve a just public order and
the community’s role to build and maintain a just peace (Batley 2010:22). Apology, changed
behaviour, sincerity and restitution - the payment of a sum of money by the offender
“to compensate the victim for the financial losses caused by the crime” (2010:22) - are all
essential elements of successful restorative justice. However, Batley too believes that “the
spirit of ubuntu” drives the process (2010:22).
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It is understandable that, in its emphasis on victims, perpetrators and its request for
reparations for those victims, the TRC felt the need to identify its concept of justice as
restorative justice. “l contend that there is another kind of justice” (Tutu 1999:51). Such is
also the view of De Lange (Villa-Vicencio and Verwoerd 2000:14-31). De Lange forcefully
makes the point that the idea of a TRC did not arise from any law or from the Constitution;
it is the result of “our morality as a people who want to heal our nation, and restore the
faith of those in our country and the international community in our common future” (De
Lange 2000:18). Archbishop Tutu claims that this understanding of restorative justice is the
“traditional understanding of African jurisprudence’, in which

the central concern is not retribution or punishment, but in the spirit of ubuntu,

the healing of breaches, the redressing of imbalances, the restoration of broken
relationships. This kind of justice seeks to rehabilitate both the victim and the
perpetrator, who should be given the opportunity to be integrated into the community
he or she has inured by his or her offence. This is a far more personal approach. Thus
we would claim that that justice, restorative justice, is being served when efforts are
being made to work for healing, for forgiveness and for reconciliation (Tutu 1999:51-52).

Tutu again and again returns to ubuntu as the foundational element in the TRC’s work and links
it to forgiveness and healing, justice and reconciliation, as well as amnesty and reparations:
“Thus our recommendation to the President and parliament provided that a sum of money
reasonably significant in amount would be paid to those designated as victims” even though
it should be acknowledged that it was really meant to be symbolic rather than substantial
(1999:57). Ubuntu is not just a (black) African trait; it is the gift of all South Africa’s people
(1999:117, 221-223) and at times even universal (1999:213).

However, the question remains: Is restorative justice adequate for what was required of the
TRC? Is it really “the doing of the little righteousness” as we understand it? Restorative justice
is a concept enjoined to the criminal justice system, it works with individuals and their
restoration and their reintegration rather than with systemic social change. It is limited to
criminal justice and personal responses to a crime and explicitly steers away from systemic
socioeconomic justice, which is the main problem | have identified in the work ofthe TRCin
this essay and elsewhere (Boesak 2005:171-212).True reconciliation means not just the healing
of broken relationships (however important that may be) or even reparations— assuming the
government is willing to pay for it (which this government was not and the TRC did not
ask reparations from the perpetrators). Reconciliation in its deepest sense is transformation
- of the individual, the community and the systems of society (economic and political) in
order for justice to effect genuine restoration: of integrity, of human dignity and of human
contentment, which makes reconciliation as the expression of compassionate justice and
love not only possible but durable (Boesak 2008:633-654).

Our contention is not only that the TRC's only choice was not just between retributive and
restorative justice, revenge and forgiveness, but following Mamdani, it was incumbent upon
the TRC to advance the gains made at Kempton Park, to move from victim’s justice to survivor’s
justice and from the foundation of political justice to social justice. For Christians, social
justice is also the indispensable biblical demand and, inasmuch as the TRC vested itself with
an explicitly Christian understanding of reconciliation, that demand is unavoidable and
irrevocable (Tutu 1999:86; Smit 2007:325-342; Boesak 2005:171-212).
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I am speaking here of the justice required by the Lord that deals directly with iniquitous
decrees and oppressive statues and practices. As Wolterstorff says, it is primary and
rectifying justice, the overturning of injustice and the bringing of justice. This is to be done
as Yahweh's and Jesus'cause, especially towards the ones at the bottom, the lowly and the
downtrodden whose daily condition is one of injustice (Wolterstorff 2008:75ff.).

The TRC could have called for distributive justice, and it would have produced a better result
than the mere juxtaposition of vengeful punishment and restorative justice. In this we
follow Hebrew Bible scholar Walter Brueggemann who asserts:

The intention of Mosaic justice is to redistribute social goods and social power; thus

it is distributive justice. This justice recognises that social goods and social power are
unequally and destructively distributed in Israel’s world (and derivatively in any social
context), and that the wellbeing of the community requires that social goods and
power to some extent be given by those who have too much, for the sake of those
who do not have enough (1997:736-737).

Tutu'sdirect call upon Jesus at the TRC would also have made it natural forthe TRC to heed the
NewTestament not only in its call for forgiveness, but also in its call for radical justice, despite
what Wolterstorff calls its “dejusticising” (Wolterstorff 2008:96-108) and Richard Horsley its
“depoliticising” (Horsley 2003) by many. “If there is forgiveness in the New Testament’, says
Wolterstorff, “there has to be justice in the New Testament” (2008:109): Jesus is “the One who
brings justice’, is the conclusion of his utterly convincing exposition (2008:115).

THE SPIRIT OF UBUNTU

But what about ubuntu? The word has figured prominently in and since the work of the TRC.
(Smit 2007:340) The latter was driven by “the spirit of ubuntu”, as Archbishop Tutu states, and
it was the compelling force behind the desire to find forgiveness in extraordinarily painful,
almost impossible moments. Tutu speaks glowingly about ubuntu and its meaning, and he is
not the only one (Lesiba Teffo in Makgoba 1999:146-169).

Not everyone sees it this way. Richard Wilson recalls how, in the amnesty process, the word
ubuntu was used to persuade the victims of apartheid to once again make the sacrifices,
something which “was never demanded of the perpetrators” (Graybill 2002:35; Boesak
2005:186). Convinced that ubuntu was used as a sort of emotional blackmail, Wilson rejects
the term as“a current invention” (Graybill 2002:33; Boesak 2005:198).

I will not saythat. Ubuntu is doubtless an enormously powerful philosophy and as a“concept
of brotherhood [sic] and unity for survival” it does “empower people to love and respect
each other” (Teffo 1999:164). It is indeed everything that Desmond Tutu claims, and in 1976
| already concluded my dissertation with a call upon ubuntu as “gospel truth” (Boesak
1984:152). However, the question now is whether ubuntu is an adequate concept for our
situation, and for all its humanising aspects. Does it enable us to bring about the justice
Christians are called to as required by the Lord?

The concept of ubuntu might doubtless have inspired some to forgive. But did it enable
the doing of systemic justice and the undoing of systemic injustice? Regrettably, the answer
is “no”. Ubuntu led to a recommendation to the government to pay reparations and a
call on the business community to play a voluntary role in compensating black people
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for the disadvantages of apartheid. But clearly, as Sampie Terreblanche correctly argues,
the exploitation of blacks did not happen voluntarily. “It was compulsory and systemic’,
embedded in a network of compulsory legislation and justified by ideologies “that were
propagated as self-evident truths” To expect big business to compensate voluntarily
and to the necessary degree for injustices done over a century is both “idealistic and naive”
(Terreblanche 2000:268). Even though the ANC claims ubuntu as philosophical possession, it
did not feel morally or politically compelled by it to do what was right.

Ubuntu is based on the recognition of human worth and the interconnectedness of all
persons, but it has scarcely offered an imperative for the restoration of worth and human
integrity of women, and certainly not for homosexual persons, for example. It assumes an
interdependent humanity, but it does not speak of the systemic inequalities that today
prevail in the relationships, systemic, personal and communal, of women and men, rich and
poor, threatening or obliterating human dignity in South Africa. It appeals to assumptions
of solidarity but it does not speak of rights and wrongs, of oppression and liberation. Justice
may be implied, but it is not demanded. Nowhere is ubuntu used to critique and challenge
the factthat our societyisorganised in away that deliberately places some (the wealthy and
privileged elite) at the top and others (the impoverished masses) at the bottom. Doing
justice means that one does not only recognise that the otheris human, but that the other
is not trampled upon, purposely placed and kept at the bottom.

Again it is Nicholas Wolterstorff who offers an extremely valuable insight in this regard. It is
an insight crucial to our understanding of justice, of rights and wrongs, and of the bringing
of justice to the wronged. “Metaphors common in present day discourse’, he writes, “are
those of the margin and the outside” (Wolterstorff 2008:123-124). Some people are in the
centre, some on the circumference, and some are on the outside. However, Biblical writers
worked instead with the image of up and down. Some are at the top of the social hierarchy
and some are at the bottom. They are at the bottom not because of their own fault; they
are there because they are downtrodden. Those at the top “trample the heads ofthe poor
into the dust of the earth” (Amos 2:7).

When centre and circumference are one’s basic metaphors, the undoing of justice will
be described as including the outsiders. When up and down are one’s basic metaphors,
the undoing of injustice will be described as lifting up those at the bottom. The poor
do not have to be included in the social order; they have always been there, usually
indispensable to its functioning. They have to be lifted up (2008:123).

The aim, it seems to me, is not charity or even solidarity, but equality:
God raises the poor from the dust,
And lifts the needy from the ash heap
To make them sit with princes (Ps. 113:7).

This is also true of the New Testament, Wolterstorff argues. A striking feature of the New
Testament writings and of Jesus’ preaching is the frequency with which the up-and-down
metaphor, so common in the writings of the Old Testament, is employed to say something
that the Old Testament writers at most hint at. “The rectification of injustice requires not
only the lifting up of the low ones but casting down the high ones. The coming of justice
requires social inversion” (Wolterstorff 2008:123).
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Ubuntu knows no such call. It is a wonderful concept that calls upon values without which
human community is not really possible, but justice is irreplaceable. Ubuntu needs the
imperative to the doing of justice and the undoing of injustice that is so pervasive in the Bible,
the imperative towards the radical overturning of the unjust social order so that justice is
done. For the doing of even the little righteousness we need the full power of the conviction
that justice is Yahweh's cause, as it is the cause of Jesus; that the pursuit of justice for the lowly
and the downtrodden, the weak and the wronged is our enduring calling: “Justice and only
justice you shall pursue” (Deut. 16:18-20).

Beyond Kempton Park and the TRC this remains our responsibility. Not on our own, as Dirkie
Smit reminds us, but “alongside suffering and hopeless people’, not “with good words alone”
or as “weary sceptics’, but doing what we must do “even at the risk of making mistakes”,
helping those who suffer “by strengthening their courage not to be content with the
corruption and evil of the world but even within this horizon to look ahead and not back”
(Smit 2007:371).
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Botha, Johan!
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Diversity in unity — Voices from the past, the focus on
Belhar and the on-going quest for unity

“When the reconciliation in Christ becomes visible it will be a sermon that echoes around
the world”

P. F. Theron (Die Kerkbode, 23 June 1982)

ABSTRACT

This contribution focuses on the on-going ecclesiological quest by the Dutch Reformed
Church (DRC) family to become a visible, living and practicing diversity in unity. It high-
lights remarkably clear and foundational theological contributions with regard to this mat-
ter, by trustworthy voices from inside (e.g. individuals like Botha, Durand, Jonker as well
as by several church meetings and synods) and outside (e.g. theologians like J Calvin and
K Barth) the DRC Family, in opposition to wrong ecclesiological convictions and practice.
In relation to this the core focus of the Confession of Belhar on the church as visible and
as diversity in unity, is emphasised as foundational to the character of the church of Christ.
Guiding perspectives on this fundamental truth are also drawn from important contribu-
tions by Dirkie Smit, in particular from his thoughts on the ecclesiology in the Confession
of Belhar.

THEOLOGICAL VOICES PRECEDING BELHAR

Over the past fifty years, the quest for the one visible church of Christ received continuous
attention within the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) family? in South Africa. At times this quest
dominated church debates and practices. In the midst of serious discord, trustworthy voices
kept calling the church back to its roots and its foundation in Jesus Christ.

Dirkie Smit’s contributions gave and continue to give credible guidance in the international
discourse on (for example 2008a and b; 2010a) and the practice of church unity within the DRC
family in particular (for example 1992; 2010b). He was intimately involved in the birth of the
Belhar Confession in 1982. This confession’s vivid and self-evident focus on lived church unity

1 Johan Botha is Director of the United Commission for Witness of the DRC family in the Cape (DRC
Western Cape, RCA and URCSA Cape). He also is Scribe of URCSA Cape Synod and research associate
in the Faculty of Theology, Stellenbosch University. All translations of Afrikaans texts in this essay are
the author’s own.

2 The four racially/culturally separated DRC denominations/Churches in South Africa in 1960 were
the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC- — for whites); Dutch Reformed Mission Church (DRMC — for
coloureds); Dutch Reformed Church in Africa (DRCA — for blacks) and the Reformed Church in Africa
for Indians).
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continues to challenge the fragmented DRC family in South Africa and the church worldwide.?

What follows broadly reminds of the nature of the theological discourse that preceded the
birth and informs the focus of Belhar, and that this focus should be maintained today.

Discerning contributions before Belhar’s adoption in 19864 came from individual voices,*
church conferences, associations® and synods® These called attention to the theological truth
that the church as the body of Jesus Christ is fundamentally to be understood as diversity
in unity,” comprising of people who naturally have obvious differences, represent diverse
cultures, may not prefer each other’s company, yet form the one visible, reconciled body (Eph.
2) that confesses and lives the truth that “Christ is all, and in all” (Col. 3:10-11) and that He
reigns over this church and over all else (Eph. 1:20-23).

In the early 1960s, three respected voices from different contexts, David Botha, Jaap Durand
and Willie Jonker,2 emphasised this truth and its implications for the DRC family’s ecclesiology

3 Belhar was formally adopted by the Protestant Church of Belgium in 2001 and the Reformed Church of
America in 2010. Its is currently under consideration for adoption in 2012 by the Christian Reformed
Church of North America and the Presbyterian Church of the USA.

4 Some public voices in the quest for visible church unity in South Africa before Belhar’s formal adoption
in 1986, besides those mentioned in this article, included Beyers Naudé¢, Nico Smith, Ben Marais, John de
Gruchy, Johan Heyns, Allan Boesak, Bernard Lategan, Adrio Konig, Bernard Combrinck, Douglas Bax,
Willem Nicol, Willem Vorster, G. J. Swart, O’Brien Geldenhuys, Klippies Kritzinger, Willem Saayman,
Ettiene de Villiers, Johann Kinghorn, Richard Stevens, A. B. du Toit, Lex van Wyk, Hannes Adonis,

Piet Meiring, Lukas Mabusela, Henri Lederle, Chris Loff, Phil Robinson, Daan Cloete, Chris Botha, Jan
Mettler, J. W. Hofmeyr, Andrew Esterhuizen, Nico Botha, Gerrie Lubbe and the 123 signatories to The
Open Letter of June 1982

5 For example, the strong plea for visible church unity at the 1979 ecumenical South African Christian
Leadership Assembly (SACLA) meeting in Pretoria; the 1981 ABRECSA (Alliance of Black Reformed
Christians in Southern Africa) Charter (De Gruchy, 1983); the DRC family workshop on What is
Mission? in Bellville during April 1986 (cf. Robinson and Botha, 1986).

6 For example, the serious theological reflections and decisions on visible church unity at the 1975 General
Synod of the DRCA, the DRMC synods of 1978 and 1982, the 1983 DRC Western Cape Synod.

7 The enlightening publication in the 1950s by W. A. Visser 't Hooft, then General Secretary of WCC,

Tot Eenheid Geroepen (Called to Unity) stressed that unity in Christ calls for its visible expression in
common faith, sharing in the sacraments, common ministry and life in community in every place where
the church is planted. It does not call for uniformity since the New Testament church was characterised by
an almost bewildering diversity of ministries and they rejoiced in the variety of spiritual gifts (1958:109-
110). The WCC Assembly of 1961 stated that “the unity which God promises and to which He calls his
church is a unity of Christians ‘made visible as all in each place who are baptised into Jesus Christ ... are
brought by the Holy Spirit into one fully committed fellowship, holding the one apostolic faith, preaching
the one Gospel, breaking the one bread’” (Braaten 2003:11).

8 D. P. Botha’s book, which reflected on the position and development of the members of the DRMC
in particular and so called coloured people in general, was published in 1960. He was pastor in four
DRMC congregations (19481980), the actuarius (19621974) and moderator (19741982) of the DRMC,
and editor of Die Ligdraer (the official mouth piece of the DRMC) (19791990). Jaap Durand’s doctoral
dissertation was published in 1961. Durand was pastor in two Xhosaspeaking congregations of the
DRCA, was appointed Professor of Systematic Theology at the University of the Western Cape in 1973
and its Vice Chancellor from 1981 to 1994. Willie Jonker’s Mission Regulations of the DRC of Transvaal
was published in June 1962. He was pastor in two DRC congregations, actuarius of the DRC Northern
Transvaal (19611963), and Professor of Systematic Theology at Stellenbosch University from 1971 until
1992. Dirkie Smit interacted closely with all three: Botha tutored him in the practice of congregational
ministry in the Bellville DRMC (1975); Smit was an undergraduate and doctoral student of Jonker’s
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and missiology. Their perspectives fundamentally challenged the official position of the Dutch
Reformed Church (DRC),° as well as apartheid ideology and practice. This stirred intense
debate, caused uneasiness, conversion for some and essentially contributed to the birth of
Belhar.

In 1960, David Botha' pleaded on sociological and theological grounds that the white and so
called coloured sections of society should be regarded as one people. Botha’s view as pastor
and church leader on the nature and visible embodiment of the church is particularly relevant.
His theological reflections, experiences in congregations and perspective on the relationship
between white and coloured people in broader society, led him to oppose the reigning
theological convictions and motivation for separation within church and society. He called for
one synodic structure in the DRC family and for open membership across the colour line where
people resided and worked within the same geographical context. He also argued strongly
against colour prejudice amongst white people, resisted the push for physical separation
in favour of contact amongst the different groups and races in the church and in society,
proposed a new demarcation of presbyteries and regional synods where colour prejudice
would no longer prevail and strongly rejected what he called “foolish, blind, irrational class
prejudice within the church” (1960:152-157).

(19731979); and he became Durand’s colleague at UWC (19812000) and co-authored the Belhar
Confession with Durand, Gustav Bam, Izak Mentor and Allan Boesak (1982).

9 See, for example, the report of the ad hoc committee for race relations, appointed by the former Federal
Council of white Dutch Reformed Churches in SA: The DR Churches in SA and the Problem of Race
Relations (1956). The report describes the belief of the DRC at the time that unity “is to be found in
the very nature of the Church of Christ.” However, the report also states that “[i]t is not found in the
institutionalised or organised Church, which appears in numerous different and often conflicting forms”
(7). In its “Doctrinal Approach” the report states that “because of the depraved and finite nature of people,
the ecclesia of the New Testament is still imperfectly manifested, realised on earth.” The context (for
example, racial contrasts and tensions in South Africa) clearly overrides sound theological principles
on unity. The synods could, therefore, declare: “In its essence the Church is the one mystical body of
Christ before God in its spiritual reality this unity must be stressed as strongly as possible the unity of
the Church remains the Christian ideal. Further (paragraph 3): “This, however, does not mean that the
one true Church cannot be embodied in separate independent Churches, which in truth confess the Christ
of Holy Scripture as their Lord and Saviour (paragraph 5).” Finally, they stated that “the founding and
development of independent indigenous churches for the purpose of evangelizing the non-white races of
South Africa, was both necessary and in accordance with our understanding of the nature of the Church
of the Lord Jesus on earth” (paragraph 7). In the “Declaration of Principles” (paragraph 4) the report
used Genesis 11:69 and Acts 17:26 as reference to God’s graciousness by which greater diversity was
decreed “to restrict the expansion of mankind in its apostasy and insubordination to Him” and “to check
the effect of sin” in this way. Paragraph 7 then claimed that “[t]he natural diversity and the different
spheres of influence and relationships of authority which God has ordained, are in no way broken down
by this unity in Christ, but rather restored and sanctified.”See also publications by J. D. Vorster, F. J. M.
Potgieter and others during the 1970s. In the 1978 publication on Pluriformity and Unity, Vorster wrote:
“Nowhere in Scripture is the visible revelation of the unity stated as characteristic of the essence of
the Church. It belongs to the wellbeing and not to the being of the Church” (Vorster 1978:78). Later he
concurs with T. N. Hanekom, onetime Professor of Church History and Church Law at Stellenbosch: “Let
every Church keep its own form, government and authority.” Vorster concluded that church pluriformity
is acceptable according to Reformed polity and practice, and correct in principle where one finds great
ethnic differences (1978:85, 86). The story of the growing opposition to these theological convictions and
practices that resulted in the state of confession and the birth of Belhar (1982) is told in Botha and Naudé,
2010.

10 This was also the year of the Sharpville killings, Langa unrest and Cottesloe Church Consultation
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With regard to the need for adjustment on the terrain of the church Botha argued

that“the complete absence of ethnological and cultural distinctiveness of the
“Coloureds” made the apartheid formula and even the Tambaram formula for
indigenous churches, in distinction of white churches, never applicable to them.”

In conclusion, Botha stated that “[a]ll reasons advanced for separation can be unmasked as
rationalization. This kind of prejudice is sinful and the church itself will be guilty of sin if it
does not combat it with all its power”(1960:157).

Jaap Durand also challenged the reigning theological convictions of the time. In 1961, in his
doctoral dissertation he claimed that “"kerugmatik exigencies” (prerequisites) necessitated
an indigenous development of the church in the mission field - not only for the internal life
of the church, but also for its concomitant missionary witness. However, Durand insisted,
such an indigenous development, taking the particular mission context and distinct needs
into account, should never lead to a breach of the church’s visible unity. The call is for one
denomination within which there is room for diversity (Durand 1961:260). In his dissertation
and articles he wrote on the ecumenical church (cf. Van Wijk 1964 Durand theologically
emphasized the focus of the Reformed fathers (Calvin in particular, as well as Articles 27 to
29 of the Belgic Confession) on the unity of the church as anchored in Christ himself, and
which does not exist in the visible church alone but has a clear bearing on the "visible church
so that each one of us is united in brotherly unanimity, united [saamverbind] together with
all the children of God." Because the catholicity and unity of the church is a given in Christ,
Durand claimed, we should strive and wrestle to make it visible (in Van Wijk 1964:34-39).
Durand stated that wherever the church may be, there the biblical demand for the unity of the
church simultaneously applies. The disunity of the church undermines its defense against the
diversity of powers that it faces (Van Wijk 1964:83-84).

In 1961, Willie Jonker heralded that a people (volk) should not structure the church.? He thus
opposed the regulation (Article 3) of the Transvaal DRC according to which only white people
were allowed to be members of the DRC and, as actuaries, Jonker omitted it from the synod’s
church orderly regulations (1998:53,54).

Jonker also identified clear discriminatory tendencies in the synod’s regulations on mission.
His consequent 1962 publication in this regard pleaded on theological grounds for visible
church unity. Jonker stressed that we may never become complacent about the existing
disunity of the church, let alone defend disunity or encourage the church to abandon its
pursuit of visible unity of the body of Christ.

According to Jonker, the New Testament knows only one church. When the plural form for
churchis used, it indicates the various local congregations in which the one church of Christ
is revealed. Although each congregation locally constitutes the church in its totality, these
congregations are not separate from each other but are in the closest possible association.

11 In the preface to the book, leading Afrikaans author N. P. van Wyk Louw declared: “the brown people
are our people and they belong with us” (1960:v). Botha and Louw’s perspectives received widespread
support in society but also solicited strong opposition in political circles. According to the publisher,
reaction came from incumbent Prime Minister Hendrik Verwoerd himself who, in opposition to Botha and
Louw’s perspectives, promised not to deviate from the apartheid path (Rousseau 1993:14).

12 Jonker later explicitly declared that his own ecclesiology in the 195060s could not be aligned with
apartheid (1998:43).
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The essential unity that the one, catholic, Christian church already possesses in Christ should
be revealed in a relationship encompassing churches in all locations and countries (1962:25).

“The manifestation of the multitude of churches that stand over and against each other is a
sinful dissension [sondige verskeurdheid]’, Jonker stated (1962:28). He continued his plea that

“Iwle may not rest, before the different churches of whom we cannot say that they
represent the false church, also visibly show their unity. Allthat is still church should, in
obedience to the Word of God, be united. This will not be happening spontaneously.
We should wrestle to come to agreement with each other in the light of the Word.
But this alone will be true ecumenicity that the question of truth will be put in all
seriousness and that the unity of the whole body of Christ will be earnestly sought.
Only in doing so can a responsible and common witness be rendered in response to
the false church, in whichever shape it may reveal itself (Article 29, Belgic Confession)”
(1962:28).

Jonker claimed that “there should only be one church of Jesus Christ in the world.” National
borders, nation (volk), language and cultural differences should not divide the church of Jesus
Christ (1962:29).

Jonker also emphasised the necessity for indigenisation in order to penetrate all the layers
of peoples’and societies’ thinking and practices. But he was also clear about what that could
not mean: “After all had been said, we must however maintain that it should not mean that
a separate church should come into being for each people [volk]" Jonker was clear that “the
diversity of nations must be revealed within the one communion [verband] of the church of
Christ on earth” (1962:30-31).

“This other thing also is to be ranked among the chief evils of our time, viz., that the
churches are so divided, that human fellowship is scarcely now in repute amongst

us, far less that Christian intercourse which all make a profession of, but few sincerely
practice Thus isit that the members of the body lie bleeding. So much does this concern
me, that, if | could be of any service, | would not grudge to even cross ten seas, if need
be on account ofit (in Vischer 2000:29).""3

13 Voices from 1981 and 1982 (the year of the birth of Belhar) indicated the same, for example: The
ABRECSA Charter (1981) stated: “The unity of the Church must visibly be manifest in the one people of
God. The indivisibility of the body of Christ demands that the barriers of race, culture, ethnicity, language
and sex be transcended” (in De Gruchy 1983:161, point 1.1.e); the doctoral dissertation of Hannes
Adonis, pastor in the DRMC on the Cape Flats (later Professor of Church History and Church Law at
UWC and Stellenbosch), analysed the DRC’s mission policy of 1933 and emphasised the incorrect use
of diversity as a principle to structure community in church and society (Adonis 1982:200ft.). With his
paper of April 1986 (1986:163-165), Adonis assisted colleagues to grasp the unfortunate consequences of
this policy and to eventually confess the DRC family’s guilt with regard to the disunity of the church (cf.
Robinson and Botha 1986:62-86). In his article on the context of the so called Open Letter (Bosch, Kénig
and Nicol 1982:33-52), David Bosch stated that the quest for visible unity has to do with mission. If the
carriers of the gospel are untrustworthy, then the gospel they preach becomes suspect. However, if their
daily conduct radiates love, forgiveness and reconciliation, the world outside the church is drawn to Christ
by the magnetism of their witness (1982:52). Bosch concluded with what Flip Theron (later Professor of
Systematic Theology at Stellenbosch University) wrote in Die Kerkbode (the official mouthpiece of the
DRC) of 23 June 1982: “When the reconciliation in Christ becomes visible among us, it will be a sermon
that echoes around the world.”
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Calvin's passionate and consistent commitment to the unity of the body of Christ was lived out
within the reality of an already fragmented church. In the midst of division, he acknowledged
the one Lord of the one Church, stressing repeatedly that Christ’s body is one, that there is no
justification for a divided church, and that schisms within churches are a scandal (WARC, 2007).

Calvin'swillingness to mediate controversial matters such as the Lord’s Supper, and his tireless
efforts to build bridges at everylevel of church life, still stand as a contemporary challenge to
this day for churches to understand the causes of continuing separation and, in accordance
with Scripture, to strive towards visible unity by engaging in concrete ecumenical efforts, all
for the sake of the gospel’s credibility in the world, and the fidelity of the church’s life and
mission (WARC, 2007)."

Karl Barth reiterates Calvin's perspectives, gives guidance regarding the nature of the unity
of the church, and stresses that its disunity ought to be rejected (1974, CD 4/1:675-677 -
On the Being of the Community). For Barth many churches imply many Lords, many Spirits,
many Gods. He claims:

“There is no question about it: to the degree that Christendom existsin Churches which
are really different and opposed to each other, to the degree she is denying in practice
what she acknowledges in theory, the unity and uniqueness of God, Jesus Christ, the
Holy Ghost ... [Therefore] whatever good reasons there may be for the beginning of
such schisms, whatever serious obstacles there may be to ending them, whatever
interpretations and extenuations may be made of them, nothing alters the fact that
every schism is as such a dark riddle, a scandal”

In Barth's opinion the whole of Christendom ought at least be one in this: that we can think
of it only as a constant subject of repentance, and not on any of our parts a repentance to
be expected from others, but one in which we are willing to meet others, cost what it may.

“Anyone who is prepared to come to terms with schism in the Church, being at ease with
it, tranquil about it, may be a good loyal believer in some sense that belongs to his [sic]
particular denomination - a good Roman or Calvinist or Orthodox or Baptist — but he
must not think that he can possibly be a good Christian. He has not honestly and seriously
believed and known and confessed the una ecclesia [one church]. For the una ecclesia
cannot exist if there is a second or third side by side or opposed to it. It cannot exist in
opposition to another church. It cannot be one among many.”’

Barth stresses that the New Testament knows nothing of the plurality we know of in the
church today. In view of the being of the community as the body of Christ it is — ontologically
- quite impossible, he argues; it is possible only as sin is possible. Thus Barth is clear that we
should not deduce this plurality of churches,

“as if though the contradictions are necessities from the una ecclesia, as though this
Church had to be divided into the churches of the East and the West, the Church of the
West into Romanist and the Evangelical, the Evangelical Church into the Lutheran and
Reformed and Anglican, as though there was no trouble, no disorder ...""

14 Cf. also the WARC 2000 publication by Vischer, Pia Conspiratio, Calvin'’s Legacy and the Divisions of
the Reformed Churches Today.
15 Cf. CD 4/1, “upbuilding of the community”, perspective on the confession: credo unam ecclesiam in the
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BELHAR'S FOCUS ON DISUNITY IN UNITY

Despite the authoritative theological voices in South Africa to the contrary, the lack of visible
unity was evident at the beginning of the 1980s. Within the established separate Dutch
Reformed Churches, denominational branches for different races and cultures were firmly
believed to be theologically sound doctrine and church practice.’

The prophetic calls for ecclesiological conversion were not heeded. Nor were the passionate
pleas for visible church unity by the national synods of the DRCA (1975) and the DRMC (1978)
attended to by the DRC."” A growing disunity and estrangement amongst the DRC family of
churches and its members in South Africa was the unfortunate result.

In South African society between the late 1970s and early 1990s, the political polarisation
between race groups became unmanageable. Peace and calm disappeared, communities
organised protest actions and the government effectively lost control. On the borders the
South African Defence Force was waging war and domestically a low level civilwar developed.

With the DRC family caught up in these worsening conditions and while the church was
struggling to find fundamental, biblical guidance to address the reigning false doctrine on
unity, the Belhar Confession was born. The DRMC General Synod of October 1982 basically
confessed that the church' could no longer contradict the gospel with its order, its life and its
witness (Smit, 2010b).

Belhar is a remarkable ecclesiological confession (Botha and Naudé 2010:176), at heart it is a
confession about the unity of the church (Smit 20104, par. 6). In 1982, the DRMC was convinced
that on the issue of unity no differences of opinion should exist because the heart of the gospel
clearly teaches such unity. The opposite — disunity between fellow believers — was rejected as
an error, “a false doctrine, which misleads many, without them realizing it” (Smit 2010b).

Belhar confesses three things about unity?' First, that the church is already one, called from
the entire human family into unity, as a gift, within the powerful bond of the Holy Spirit; one
with our brothers and sisters, irrespective of who or where they are. We cannot choose or
refuse our brothers and sisters, we receive them. We are invisibly and spiritually one; only one
church, one body of Christ, one people of God, one “building of the Spirit”. We believe and
confess this gift of unity, the reality of this unity, this bond of the Spirit.

Second, this spiritual unity must be visibly lived and practised. The reconciliation in Christ must
be recognisable in the church - man and woman, slave and free no longer count. The unity
is a gift but also a calling (an obligation) and must be pursued, sought, and must constantly
be built up. Christ binds us together as a visible community of faith. Reconciled with God and
with one another, we are given the opportunity to mutually serve and enrich one another

face of scandal of disunity.

16 Cf. J. D. Vorster 1978. Contributors to the latter work were F. J. Botha, F. J. M. Potgieter, E.P.J.
Kleynhans, C. I. van Heerden, D. S. Snyman, J. H. Roos, A. P. Treurnicht and S. J. Eloff.

17 The DRC rather continued its theology of separation in its policy document of 1974, Ras, Volk en
Nasie. Volkereverhoudinge in die Lig van die Skrif (Race, People and Nation. Race Relations in Light of
Scripture).

18 Belhar’s birth and its context are recorded in Botha and Naudé 2010:37-72.

19 Smit summarised the confession’s focus on unity in three points at the URCSA Cape Synod on 27
September 2010 (Smit 2010b). f also Botha and Naudé 2010:61-63.
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with our variety of gifts, opportunities, backgrounds, convictions, languages and cultures. This
was not, of course, a novel idea. The Heidelberg Catechism underlines this unity of the faithful
and teaches —in Q. and A. 54 and 55 - that we are called to use our gifts for the wellbeing and
benefit of one another.

Everything that threatens this living unity must be resisted and has no place in the church.
All division, enmity and hate amongst people and groups are sins and, therefore, already
conquered in Christ. The unity must become visible so that the world may believe, that is the
simple point, so that the world may see that the unity in the church transcends all personal,
natural and cultural differences and divisions, so that the world may believe in the gospel of
the love of God (Jn. 17:20-23).

Third, regarding the way unity should become visible: What does visible unity look like? What
are we striving for? What do we long for and work for? What do we pray for and what do we
dream of? Belhar responds to this question with a threefold confession. The visible unity a)
includes, not excludes, a rich and wondrous variety and diversity, b) can take form only in
freedom and not under constraint and pressure, coercion and force, c) is diversity and freedom
“within the one visible people of God” - this is what we confess, pray and work for.

Belhar rejects any teachingthat uses diversity or sinful division among people in a manner
that hinders or disrupts visible and effective church unity. The view should be condemned
that believers may share the same confession while being organised in different ways in
different churches because of the existence of diversity and the absence of reconciliation.
Finally, Belhar rejects any teaching that refuses to declare it sinful not to pursue the visible
unity of the church as a precious gift.

THE QUEST CONTINUES

Smit stated before the URCSA Cape Synod in 2010 that “[p]recisely this visible unity was at
stake then [in 1982 and before - JGB], as it still is today” He emphasised that

“Im]any confess the invisible and spiritual unity but deny that it needs to become visible,
living and practical. We deny it with our words, with our actions, with our omissions. We
confess with the tongue, but do we truly oppose everything that threatens the visible
unity?”

This, Smit maintained, is “the challenging question everywhere in the worldwide church
today” (Smit 2010b).

It is true that some strategic, hope giving interactions and structural unification took place
in and around the DRC family with regard to the practice of visible diversity in unity. Since
1982 Belhar became a yardstick in the structural church reunification process between the
members of the DRC family. Occasionally hope giving decisions were taken by some DRC
synods with regard to church unity.®

20 One example is the following decision taken by the DRC Western/Southern Cape Synod in 1987 (Acts
161: point 2): “Synod is in favour of one church relation (denomination) for the DR Church family. One
church relation is formed when separate congregations with the same confession and church polity are
grouped together in broader church gatherings to give effect to essential church unity. Such a church
relation may be structured in various ways” [my translation — JGB]. Since this decision was taken,
several DRC General Synods (between 1990 and 2007) resolved to pursue visible church unity with sister
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Laudable and credible (yet partial) unification did occur: in the 1994 reunification of the DRMC
and DRCA to form the Uniting Reformed Church in Southern Africa in the light of Belhar’s
call for diversity in unity; in the establishment of the United Synodic Commission for Witness
(CFW) of the DRC family in the Cape region in 1991; in the joint congregational ministries of the
DRC family in the Western Cape from 2002 to 2010; in the unification of the diaconal/ service
ministries of the DRC family in the Cape region since 2006; in the national United Ministry for
Service and Witness (UMSW) of the DRC family of churches in the RSA and Namibia through
a process that started in the 1990s and that was concluded in 2008; in the establishing of
the united presbyteries of Wesland, Stellenbosch and Caledon Presbyteries; in the joint efforts
regarding theological training at Stellenbosch, Pretoria and Bloemfontein; in joint projects in
which members of the DRC family combine their efforts annually to develop tools for use
in congregations, for example, the Lectionary for preaching, liturgical guidance, Bible study
and group interaction, as well as guidelines for the Week of Prayer and Pentecost (Botha and
Naudé 2010:73-93; 156-164).

However, the separate churches within the DRC family in South Africa have still not been fully
united into the one, visible church of Jesus Christ for which he prayed and gave his life, which
the gospel proclaims and Belhar confesses. The quest continues for the credible, visible unity
to which we are called in Scripture, which is more than agreeing and declaring together that
we are one, which also includes a process of open worship, of life together, of the healing of
memories, of continuous praying for this unity, of journeying together, of together seeking
compassionate justice ?'
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DJS as “populist” theologian - On Dirkie Smit’s newspaper
column

ABSTRACT

Dirkie Smit’s weekly newspaper column, written under the pseudonym DJS, is understood
as constituting an important part of his academic theological literature. One of the
characteristic theological perspectives found in these columns is the problematizing of any
clear distinction between “church theology” and “public theology” A further typical element
of these columns is that forms of interpretation in which both “points of departure” as

well as “hermeneutical horizons” appear, but these do not function in any contrasting way.
Amazement and hope are themes often found in the columns. The column’s inherited title,
“Geestelike Waardes” [Spiritual Values], can even be interpreted in those written by Smit as
referring to the often-made distinction between “spiritual” and world in the ways he breaks
through this distinction. Finally, the contrast of “public” and “popularistic” is analysed with
reference to these columns.

INTRODUCTION

A study of Dirkie Smit’s theology that considers only his long list of scholarly publications will
be incomplete. A characteristic of his theological work is also the commitment and energy
with which he puts his academic knowledge and insight at the service of a broader circle
than only that of fellow scholars in his field. Just how important and indispensable he finds
this aspect of his work is attested to by the fact that — despite his very full programme as
an internationally respected scholar and his duties as a teacher and supervisor — he almost
never declines an invitation to lead a church service, offer courses to congregations, provide
further education to pastors, get involved with ecumenical initiatives and serve on synodical
committees and other church bodies. He is, moreover, the author or co-author of countless
essays, sermons and sermon frameworks, analyses of biblical writings, accessible works on
theological themes and official church documents like discussion papers, reports and public
statements (cf. Vosloo 2007:398-399).

A special place in this more than merely academic oeuvre is occupied by Smit’s weekly column,
Geestelike Waardes (Spiritual Values), in the Afrikaans daily Die Burger. Under the pseudonym
DJS, Smit has been responsible for this column uninterruptedly for almost 15 years - since
the death of his predecessor, the Old Testament scholar Ferdinand Deist.> What makes the

1T

2 Deist’s predecessor was another Stellenbosch (systematic) theologian, Willie Jonker (Smit’s doctoral
supervisor who also became his father-in-law), who was responsible for the column from 1974 to 1992.
Before this, since the early 1950s, the Stellenbosch New Testament scholar Jac Miiller was responsible
for the column under the pseudonym Soeker (Searcher) (Van der Westhuizen 1996; Smit, personal
communication).
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column unique in comparison to his other writings is the extent to which it also addresses
readers outside or on the margins of the church. During my stint as editor of Die Burger's book
page, several authors, literary scholars and journalists without any church affiliation shared
with me their appreciation for both the style and content of Smit’s column. Given the quality,
extent and multidimensional nature of this part of Smit’s work, one hopes that it will, at some
stage, become the subject of thorough scholarly research (for example, in a doctoral thesis)
from a theological, literary and/or media studies perspective. In this article, however, | can only
highlight briefly some striking characteristics of Smit’s newspaper column as theology.

“EccLesiaL” or “PuBLIC” THEOLOGY?

What kind of theology does one find in Smit’s column? In systematic theological circles a
colleague’s position within the discipline is sometimes roughly (and always unfairly) indicated
in terms of two contemporary trends that might be called “ecclesial theology” and “public
theology” respectively. The former recalls, on the one hand, Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics
(Barth 2004), with which some “ecclesial” theologians consciously identify, but on the other
hand, more negatively, also the Kairos Document’s rejection of so-called “church theology” as
a theology that, in attempting to remain politically neutral, actually helps maintain the status
quo (Kairos Theologians 1986) — an interpretation that no “ecclesial” theologian will apply to
him- or herself. Theologians often associated with “ecclesial” theology? believe that theology
should primarily serve the church - for instance by unravelling the internal coherence and
implications of church doctrine, unlocking the “grammar” of the language of faith (cf. Lindbeck
1984) and continually reminding the church of its deepest origin and calling.

By contrast, “public” theologians* consciously seek to address a broader audience; deal with
issues that society as a whole, rather than Christians only, are concerned with; speak a language
that is also comprehensible outside the church; and participate actively in public debates and
processes in order to serve the common good. Whereas many “ecclesial” theologians lean
strongly on Barth, the modern church father of many (but by no means all) “public”theologians
is perhaps Paul Tillich with his search for “correlation” between faith and (a broad concept of)
culture (cf. esp. Tillich 1951:59-65).

Smit’s theology can hardly be mapped in terms of this opposition, partly because he tends to
question the uncritical way in which concepts such as“church”and “public” are often employed
in theological discussions. As far as ecclesiology is concerned he often reminds us, among
other things, that the church exists not only as denominations, but in many forms, which
include local congregations, worshipping communities, the ecumenical church, individual
believers, and voluntary action groups, organisations and initiatives (cf. Smit 2002:243ff.).
From this perspective one could argue that, in Smit’s newspaper column, even when questions
of faith are not explicitly raised, the church is nevertheless speaking. Furthermore, if Smit’s
understanding of the church is correct, then no clear boundary can be drawn between church
and context, since these two realities, though distinguishable, are inextricably intertwined so
that the Christian audience is part of the broader audience. That is to say, even as a “public”
theologian addressing a “general” audience in a “secular” daily, Smit practises “ecclesial”
theology.

3 Such as Stanley Hauerwas, John Milbank and Bram van de Beek.
4 Such as William Storrer, Keith Clements, John de Gruchy or Heinrich Bedford-Strohm.

-62-



NGTT Deel 54, Nommers 3 & 4, September en Desember 2013

The question of what“public”means is also addressed by Smit in a fashion that raises questions
about the instinctive use of this term in theological discourse and the uncritical way in which
theologians sometimes take up the ideal of “public” relevance and involvement (cf. for
example, Smit 2007). In connection to this he, inter alia, points to the fact that a distinguishable
public sphere, linked to the romanticism (whether nostalgic or idealistic) of power free public
discourse characterised by rationality, truth and truthfulness, is a late modern phenomenon,
and that the assumptions and values on which the dominant discourse on the “public” rests
are both historically-sociologically and theologically questionable. In others words, as an
“ecclesial” theologian who highlights forgotten and suppressed implications of the language
of faith, Smit also functions as a “public” theologian asking critical questions about widely
accepted assumptions and expectations concerning public life.

Smit’s critical insights into the concepts “church” and “public” are not only useful for
characterising his role as a columnist but are also addressed in the column itself. A constantly
recurring theme in his column - sometimes in conversation with the Afrikaans author and
poet N.P. van Wyk Louw - is precisely the various ways in which language and communication
function in the interactions between people and the shared lives of communities. In the
column Oop Gesprek (Open Discussion) (Smit 2005:270-271%), for instance, he sketches Louw’s
seductive analysis of the ideal of an open discussion (cf. Louw 1987:415ff.), but also evokes the
experience of frustration and disappointment in this regard:

Ironically, the truth of Van Wyk Louw's words is also highlighted by our negative
experiences, by our failure to communicate truthfully, by confusion in our talking and
living with one another, and by our persistence in the ways of misunderstanding, mutual
estrangement and violence ... Jiirgen Habermas, the founder of discourse ethics, writes
... with much concern and disappointment about the future. If even dialogue does not
help, he writes, if in fact it does not even occur, what then remains? ... Of course, family
therapists know this even better ...°

Against this background, so accurately and movingly sketched in a view words, the reader
suspects that the concluding sentence must be a double edged sword: “The mere willingness
to talk and listen is itself already a form of love.”

In the column Oor Woorde en Dade en Feeste en Dinge (On Words and Deeds and Feasts
and Things), published during the annual Woordfees (Word Fest) in Stellenbosch, Smit
also addresses the destructive potential of words, but now as one aspect of a variety of
possible speech acts, and in the almost eschatological perspective — admittedly somewhat
melancholically - of the longing for a true feast of words (“Our words ... which, thanks to our

5 A number of the columns have been published in book form (see Smit 2005 and Smit 2009). Where one
of those columns is referred to in this article the source reference is to the book in question. The original
dates of publication of the columns are unfortunately not mentioned in the books. Some columns that
have not (yet) appeared in book form are available online (sometimes incomplete) on Die Burger’s
website and/or on the discussion page of Stellenbosch University’s Faculty of Theology, Sol lustitiae.

6 “Die waarheid van Van Wyk Louw se woorde word ironies genoeg ook bevestig deur ons negatiewe
belewenisse, deur ons mislukking tot ware gesprek, deur ons by-mekaar-verby-praat-en-leef, en deur
ons voortgang op paaie van misverstand, onderlinge vervreemding en geweld ... Jiirgen Habermas,
grondlegger van die diskoersetiek, skryf ... met groot besorgdheid en ontnugtering oor die toekoms.

As selfs gesprek nie help nie, wonder hy, as dit trouens nie eens plaasvind nie, wat bly dan nog oor? ...
Gesinsberaders weet dit natuurlik nog beter ...” [all English translations are my own — GB].
7 “Bloot die bereidheid tot praat en luister is self al 'n vorm van liefde.”
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gift of the word, could have been a feast of words ...").2 His opening words on the prologue
to John’s Gospel (“In the beginning was the Word ... What might that mean?”)° serve more as
background to his reflections than as basis for his argument. From the biblical text Smit moves
to a general reflection on language and meaning:

That'’s the problem with words. They have such complex meanings, evoke so many
associations — even in a single language - that when they are further translated the
semantic fields of the words we grope for simply never correspond sufficiently. The new
words we employ do not say everything we wanted to say, and say things we did not
mean to say — without us being able to preventit ...

When Smit then also ends with a reference to the Bible (James 3:1-12), it is done in such a
manner that it need not necessarily be understood theologically, but does raise questions to
which, who knows, the Bible might perhaps suggest answers:

Our words destroy relationships, put curses on others, label and humiliate the “thems”
who are not like “us”. Our words are full of evil, they poison relationships. Our words
render life — which, thanks to our gift of the word, could have been a feast of words — a
hell on earth for many, says [James]. And asks how this can be?"

In light of what has been argued and illustrated thus far, the use of the term “public theology”
as a characterisation of Smit’s work as a columnist should not only be welcomed, but also
qualified and approached with strong reservations. There is no question of an idealisation
of the public sphere. Later in this article | suggest another characterisation that, by way of
contrast, might bring about the necessary qualification.

“PoINTS OF CONTACT” AND “HERMENEUTICAL HORIZONS"

As the examples just quoted illustrate, Smit often uses seemingly general, non- ecclesial and
non-theological language in his columns to implicitly suggest certain theological insights
in @ manner which sometimes probably escapes his non-churchgoing (and perhaps also
many church-going) readers. The purpose is not to mislead in the sense of “smuggling” faith
convictions into seemingly “secular” analyses (cf. Smith 2010). Any such suspicion is ruled out
by the fact that the column is entitled Geestelike Waardes and contains many contributions
in which traditional faith language is indeed used. What Smit succeeds in — and probably also
aims to achieve — with his “hidden” theological references is to bring to the fore aspects of
present-day life — not only the cracks and dark corners, but also the magnificent light - that, to
be sure, do not require a Christian faith perspective in order to be recognised, but nevertheless
are placed in a new perspective for “those who have eyes to see”

8 “Ons woorde ... wat danksy ons gawe-van-die-woord 'n woordféés kon wees ...”

9 “In die begin was die Woord ... Wat sou dit kon beteken?”

10 “Dis ... die ding met woorde. Hulle het sulke komplekse betekenisse, roep sovele assosiasies op —
alreeds in één taal — dat as hulle vérder ver-taal word die velde van betekenis van die woorde wat ons
soek net nooit lekker ooreenstem nie. Die nuwe woorde wat ons inspan sé nie alles wat ons wou sé nie, en
hulle sé dinge wat ons ni¢ wou sé nie — sonder dat ons dit kan verhelp ...”

11 “Ons woorde verwoes verhoudinge, bring vloek oor ander, etiketteer en verneder die ‘hulle’s’ wat nie
s00s ‘ons’ is nie. Ons woorde is vol kwaad, vergiftig verhoudinge. Ons woorde maak die lewe — wat
danksy ons gawe-van-die-woord 'n woordféés kon wees — vir vele tot hel op aarde, sé [Jakobus]. En vra
hoe dit kan wees?”
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It may be that many fellow theologians regard Smit as a Barthian to the quick, but of DJS
one cannot but conclude that he occasionally (in a very un-Barthian way) tends more in
the direction of Tillich’s quest for points of contact with Christian faith in common human
experiences and impressions! One might even suspect that in this way he takes on, cautiously
and subtly, something of Friedrich Schleiermacher’s quest to make Christian faith plausible, or
at least comprehensible, to its “cultured despisers” (Schleiermacher 1996). DJS an apologist? A
mediating theologian?

Another theological perspective from which this approach in his column can be considered is
Anthony Thiselton’s use of the horizon metaphor from Hans-Georg Gadamer’s hermeneutical
thought (Thiselton 2007). For Thiselton, systematic theology, or as he calls it:“the hermeneutics
of doctrine”, involves identifying the hermeneutical horizon(s) from which a specific Christian
doctrine must be clarified (177ff). My use of the word “must” has to do with Thiselton’s
somewhat prescriptive understanding of what counts as appropriate horizons. By contrast, in
Smit’s column (as in his theology in general), this prescriptive element appears to be absent.
The column rather gives the impression of an exploratory yet expectant and receptive search
for previously unexploited hermeneutical horizons — a special kind of fides quaerens intellectum
(faith seeking understanding).

In Smit’s column yet another dimension, which is less evident in Thiselton’s theological
approach, can be discerned, namely, the fact that hermeneutical horizons work in two
directions. When a common human experience or an experience typical of life in a particular
context, is employed as a horizon from which to clarify an aspect of the Christian faith, it also
has the opposite result, namely that the life context in which the horizon has its origin is seen
in a new light. This characteristic of hermeneutical horizons emerges strongly in Gadamer’s
original use of the term “fusion of horizons” (Gadamer 2004:xxxi, 217, 305-06, 337, 341, 367,
390, 533, 578 —italics added), and is often strikingly illustrated in Smit’s column. In many cases
the question whether Smit uses a contemporary experience to elucidate the faith or rather
faith perspectives to elucidate the context can only be answered with: “both at the same time.”

One example is the column Wie is nie Siek van al die Geweld nie? (Who is not Sick of all the
Violence?) (Smit 2010). Like a good poem it starts with an everyday, recognisable experience
or way of speaking, but ends with estrangement from that everydayness, a reversal, which
suggests something unexpected, even disturbing:

But who doesn't feel this way - sick, tired, exhausted with reports of crime, rape, murder?
... Indeed, we live in a culture full of violence. It is unnecessary even to tell these stories
any longer. Direct violence. Physical violence. Horrific violence. Only politicians can still
want to deny this ... Surely, in a normal society people need not live imprisoned like this
- both in real prisons and in houses, neighbourhoods and streets that feel like prisons?
There are simply too many of us in prisons today. It's enough to make one sick.

But it's even worse. For, hidden in our cultures of violence, says the conflict expert Johan
Galtung, is a cultural violence ... Our convictions, ideas, opinions justify the inequalities
- so that we cannot even see the systemic violence! We are never frightened by it,

never wish to talk about it ... Even our gods help us justify this world ... No, our cultural
traditions can themselves be violent, can be prisons ... We are always complaining about
a culture full of violence, but hardly recognise the culture of violence. Why? Perhaps
because cultural violence justifies it in our eyes? Yes we are sick of violence. Perhaps even
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more sick than we may think."?

Are the experiences of violence and Smit’s deepening illustration of how we are all intertwined
with them used here to throw light (again, for those with eyes to see) on the nature of sin and
the powers, or is it rather that these Christian motifs (only suggestively, to be sure) help us
understand the violence in our society anew? Which aspect is being interpreted and which
constitutes the hermeneutical horizon from which the interpretation is done?

WONDER AND HOPE

As mentioned earlier, not only the “darkness’, but also the “marvellous light” is dealt with in
Smit’s columns. He writes, among other things, of the beauty of nature, the miracle of love and
liberating words or deeds. As far as the latter is concerned many of the columns take the form
of a celebration or remembrance of the extraordinary lives and work of certain individuals.
While the dark sides of human existence are usually also mentioned in these personal eulogies,
the dominant note is nevertheless mostly one of gratitude and hope, of a light that can be
neither fathomed nor overcome by the darkness. In the New Year’s column In 'n Neutedop (In
a Nutshell) (Smit 2005:11-12), dedicated to theologian Denise Ackermann on the occasion of
the publication of her book After the Locusts (Ackermann 2003), Smit writes:

A happy new year! This we wish one another. And often also: May it be a year of great
things for you!

At the end of [Ackermann’s] book follows an afterword to her grandson ... it is as if the
heart of the book beats here. She reflects on ... Julian of Norwich’s words: Everything
that is, is contained in a hazelnut — small and insignificant as it may seem. Why? Because
God created the nut and loves it. That is, after-all, why it exists. In the nut, as in all small
and inconspicuous, all ordinary and unremarkable, things ... is hidden the mystery of life,
since it shares in God’s eternal love. That is life, as it were, in a nutshell. That is, therefore,
her wish for her grandson: that he will always stand in awe before the seemingly
insignificant; that he will always keep noticing the mystery of simple things; that he will
keep discerning God’s love in everyday things; that he will appreciate the greatness of
small things. Now isn’t that something to wish one another ...? A happy new year, and
may it be a year of small things for us!'

12 “Maar wie voel nie 60k so nie — siek, sat, moéég vir berigte oor misdaad, aanranding, moord? ... / Vir
seker, ons lewe in ’n kultuur vl geweld. Dis onnodig om di¢ stories nog te vertel. Direkte geweld. Fisieke
geweld. Erge geweld. Dis net politici wat dit nog kan wil ontken ... S6 hoef mense vir seker nie in tronke
opgesluit te leef in *n normale gemeenskap nie — sowel régte tronke, asook huise, buurte en strate wat
voél soos tronke? Daar is eenvoudig te veel van ons in tronke, vandag. Dis om van siek te wees. / Maar
dis nog erger. Want onder ons kultuur vol geweld skuil ’n kultuur van geweld, sé geleerdes. Onder die
direkte skuil indirekte geweld — strukture, sisteme ... Sonder dat iemand ’n hand teen hulle oplig, het talle
byna geen kans op geluk, toeckoms, lewe nie ... Van die wieg af bestem vir swaarkry ... Vir vele is die
lewe sélf ’n tronk. / Maar dis nog erger. Want onder ons kulture van geweld, sé die konflikkenner Johan
Galtung, skuil kulturéle geweld ... Ons oortuigings, idees, menings regvérdig die ongelykhede — sodat
ons die sistemiese geweld nie eens kan sien nie! Nooit daaroor skrik of (wil) praat nie ... Selfs ons gode
help dié wéreld goedpraat ... Nee, ons kulturele tradisies sélf kan gewelddadig wees, tronke ... / Ons kla
aldag oor die kultuur vol geweld, maar herken beswaarlik die kultuur van geweld. Hoekom? Dalk omdat
kulturele geweld dit in ons o€ regverdig? Ja, ons is siek van geweld. Dalk selfs sieker as wat ons mag
dink.”

13 “Voorspoedige nuwe jaar! wens ons mekaar toe. En dikwels ook: Mag dit vir julle ’n jaar van groot dinge
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And listen to what DJS says in Die Wag van Advent (The Waiting of Advent) (Smit 2009:431-32):

The life of faith is a life of longing, of looking forward, dreaming, persevering — and
waiting ... thinking of Advent. Every year these four weeks bring a time of longing, of
looking forward, dreaming and waiting. Advent is exercise-in-longing ... It is exercise-
for-the-church-in-the-posture-of-waiting. And how we need this exercise! Do we still
even know what it is to long, look forward, dream — and wait? ... In our age of immediate
fulfilment, of instant everything, of consumption and saturation and the immediate-
satisfaction-of-remote-control? ... It is rather tragic. For not only faith, but also being
human and happiness, yes even love, is kept alive by longing, looking forward - and
waiting ..."

Consider also a column like Vreugde (Joy) (Smit 2009:97-98):

Is it not strange that we need to be, yes, are commanded to be, full of joy? Somewhat
paradoxical that, in the Bible, we are ordered to be cheerful? One would think that this
type of thing comes naturally? ...

It is indeed necessary, for many of us have a gift for resentment! We have a knack for
grumbling, we cherish incessant complaints, we remain perpetually burdened and bitter.
We delight in reproach, in torment and rancour. Many of us truly have difficulty with
respect for life ..."

Texts like these make clear how wonder and hope in Smit’s understanding of life and the
gospel never take the form of “false consciousness” (Engels 1893), of a denial or forgetfulness
of bewilderment and despair. The so-called “theology of hope” (see Moltmann 1993) arises
precisely out of the experience of forsakenness, but also overcomes it. In Leonard Cohen'’s
words (Cohen 1992): “There’s a crack, a crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in.” Hope
never tries to soften or sidestep the reality of evil and suffering (Smit 2003):

wees! .../ Aan die einde van [Ackermann se] boek volg ’n naskrif vir haar kleinseun ... dis asof die hart
van die boek hier klop. Sy peins oor ... Juliana van Norwich se woorde: Alles wat is, sit opgesluit in n
haselneut — hoe klein en gering ook al. Waarom? Omdat God die neut gemaak het en liefhet. Daarom

is dit immers daar. / In die neut, soos in alle kleine en onopvallende, alle gewone en vanselfsprekende
dinge ... skuil die geheimenis van die lewe, omdat dit deel in die geheimenis van Gods ewige liefde.

/ Daarom is dit haar wens vir haar kleinseun: dat hy hom steeds sal bly verwonder aan die oénskynlik
onbeduidende; dat hy die geheimenis van die eenvoudige sal bly bespeur; dat hy Gods liefde in die
alledaagse sal bly raaksien; dat hy waardering sal hé vir die grootsheid van die kleine. / Nou dis mos 'n
wens vir iemand anders ...? Voorspoedige nuwe jaar, en mag dit vir ons 'n jaar wees van kleine dinge!”
Dis die lewe, as ’t ware in "n neutedop. /

14 “Die lewe van geloof is 'n lewe van verlange, van uitsien, droom, volhou en wag ... Of dink aan
Advent. Dié vier weke bring jaarliks 'n tyd van verlange, van uitsien en droom en wag. Advent is 'n
oefeningsessie-in-die-verlange ... / En hoe nodig het ons tog nie di¢ oefening nie! Want wat wéét ons
eintlik nog van verlang, uitsien, droom en wag? In ons tye van onmiddellike vervulling, van kits-alles,
van konsumpsie en versadiging en oorvloed en die terstondse bevrediging-van-remote-control? / Wat alles
maar tragies is. Want nie net geloof nie, maar ook mens-wees en geluk, ja selfs liefde 1¢éf van verlange,
uitsien — en wag.

15 “Dit is darem tog vreemd dat dit nodig is dat ons, ja, selfs gebiéd word om vol vreugde te wees, né? 'n
Bietjie paradoksaal dat ons in die Bybel bevéél moet word om vrolik te wees? 'n Mens sou immers dog
dat so iets vanself sou kom? ... / Dit is nodig, want vele van ons is begaafd met gegriefdheid! Ons het
’n talent vir pruttel, ons koester ewige klagtes, ons bly blywend beswaard en bitter. Ons verlustig ons in
verwyte, in wroeg en wrewel. Vele van ons sukkel omtrént met respek vir die lewe ...”
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It remains remarkable how the gospels repeatedly portray women as Jesus’ witnesses

... Now witness literally means martyr. The early witnesses were martyrs, who witnessed
with their own suffering to their connection with Jesus. And - remarkably - also in this
sense countless women through the ages remain true witnesses, sharers in his suffering,
also in and thanks to the church. They continue to endure, they tolerate, like Him -
remarkable bearers of his spirit and his compassion. And thus often also the real bearers
of the church!™

What Gerhard von Rad says in his Old Testament theology (Von Rad 2001:ch. D5) with reference
to the Book of Proverbs can also be applied to DJS: The search for and discovery of wisdom,
of growing (yet fallible) insight into the paradoxical mystery of life, goes hand in hand with
grateful wonder over God’s creation of and providential care for the world. There is a proper
type of curiosity for believers — even though it is not always clear what it consists in ... (Smit
2009: 49):

Over the years people have known that there is curiosity and curiosity. A conscious
distinction was made between “idle curiosity” on the one hand, and a “thirst for
knowledge” on the other, curiositas and studiositas. The one destroys life, the other serves
it. ... In foolish self-destruction people want to try out everything for themselves, and do
not believe those who warn them against hot stoves and against drugs. But out of equally
foolish self-satisfaction others trust only in what they already know and already can, and
do not long to discover, to learn, to grow, yes, even to fly.

So, is curiosity virtue or vice? Good or evil? Why would you like to know? Why do you
ask?"”

Christian thinkers need not add a sprinkling of Christianity to everything, but can express
their faith by simply celebrating and enjoying the fragile magnificence of being human. A
theologian like Barth is an inspiration in this regard (Smit 2009:97):

Respect for life — thus ponders Karl Barth, ... includes joy. Our calling to have respect for
life, deference to God’s wondrous gifts, surely also includes that we shall be cheerful. Be
people who ... stand in wonder before the good, are easily joyful; people who each day
notice anew the mysteries of creation, in gratitude and joy.'®

16 “Dit bly net merkwaardig hoe die Evangelies vroue uitbeeld as getuies van Jesus ... Nou beteken
getuie letterlik martelaar. Die vroeé getuies was martelare, wat met hul eie lyding getuig het van hul
verbondenheid aan Jesus. En — merkwaardig — ook in di¢ sin bly tallose vroue deur die eeue ware getuies,
deelgenote in sy lyding, ook in en danksy die kerk wat sy Naam dra. Hulle bly verduur, hulle verdra, soos
Hy — merkwaardige draers van sy gees en sy deernis. En so, dikwels ook die eintlike draers van die kerk!”

17 “Deur die jare het mense geweet daar is nuuskierigheid én nuuskierigheid. Doelbewus is daar 'n
onderskeid gemaak tussen ‘ydele nuuskierigheid” aan die een kant en ‘weetgierigheid” aan die ander,
curiositas en studiositas. Die een verwoes die lewe, die ander dien dit ... In dwase selfvernietiging wil
mense alles self beproef en glo hulle nie as ander hulle waarsku teen warm plate en teen dwelms nie.
Maar uit ewe dwase selftevredenheid rus ander weer net in wat hulle reeds weet en reeds kan, en hunker
hulle nie om te ontdek, te leer, te groei, ja, selfs te kan vlieg nie. / Dus: Is nuuskierigheid deug of ondeug?
Goed of kwaad? Hoekom wil jy weet? Hoekom vra jy?”

18 “Respek vir die lewe — s6 peins Karl Barth, ... sluit blydskap in. Ons roeping om eerbied vir die lewe te
hé, ontsag vir God se wonderbare gawes, sluit sekerlik ook in dat ons vrolik sal wees. Mense sal wees wat
... hulle verwonder oor die goeie, hulle gou verbly; mense wat dankbaar en met vreugde die geheimenisse
van die skepping elke dag opnuut raaksien ...”
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Joie de vivre is also characteristic of Smit as a person and a theologian, and is evident in
his column. Like the biblical teacher of wisdom he stands in awe before life without always
expressing that awe in explicitly theological terms. Humour is an integral part of such
reflections (Smit 2011):

The problem with humour - as with regret — is that it often comes too late. Think of Ben
Maclennan’s Apartheid: The Lighter Side. Nothing but news reports from back then. What
politicians said, officials did, spokespersons spoke publicly — painfully absurd after the
fact. Yet it appears only in 1990. We need such self-ridicule in the midst of the kairos, also
right now, not one day."

SPIRITUAL VALUES?

As mentioned earlier, there are also columns in which Smit deals more explicitly with faith
convictions and theological concepts - especially when the column’s theme is inspired by the
liturgical calendar. These pieces probably relate most directly to what most readers will expect
in a column entitled Geestelike Waardes. However, Smit inherited this title of his column and
it is unlikely that he would have chosen it. In conventional usage “spiritual” has too much the
connotation of inner, non-bodily, other-worldly — “a resting-place along the way” rather than
a journey on a winding road. The latter, which David Bosch (2001) called a “spirituality of the
road’, comes closer to the “spirit” of Smit’s theology: faith has to do with the present and future
of this world, this life.

That Smit sees it in this way is often clear from his columns. Take the column “Heilig” (Holy)
(Smit 2009:15-17):“The art of living is to discover the exceptional in the ordinary, the eternal in
the everyday ... to learn to discern true holiness.”

Nor would “values” have been Smit’s chosen title. He is quite critical of a liberal theology that,
in the spirit of Immanuel Kant, wants to relate faith above all to values and morality. Worse
still, the combination of “values” with “spiritual” suggests a dualistic value system, as if faith has
to do with the “things above” rather than the “things below”. In fact, the author of Colossians
uses these phrases ironically, in order to show that those who are concerned with so-called
elevated things, like contact with heavenly beings, are actually busy with all too human things,
things below, whereas the “things above’, the things of God, have to do precisely with worldly
matters, for instance, how men and women, and masters and slaves should treat one another.
The things below are the things above!

This is also the secret of the Christian gospel — and the offence of it. The Word became
flesh and lived among us ... God has made a home among us, in our time, so that we may
see his glory ... God’s shapes among us do not really impress us. We would have expected
his presence so differently! ...

... Surely God should look different, come differently ... more recognisable, more Godly,
more holy ... as we would expect Him to be ... If we want to see Christ, says Luther, we
should not yearn for the heavens, but look around us. Not look for Him there, for He is to

19 “Die ding met humor — soos met spyt — is dat dit dikwels te laat kom. Dink aan Ben Maclennan se
Apartheid: The Lighter Side. Bloot nuusberigte van t6¢. Wat politici ges€, amptenare gedoen, joernaliste
geskryf, woordvoerders die publiek gevoer het — na die tyd pynlik belaglik. Dog dit verskyn eers in 1990.
Ons kort di¢ self-spot reg in die kairos, ook néu, nie eendag nie.”
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be found here ...?°

But perhaps it is a good thing that DJS' column bears a title that Smit would not have chosen
himself. Precisely the stereotyped expectations of the kind of thoughts and emphases to be
found in a column on “spiritual values” create an opportunity for the sort of reversals and
surprises so characteristic of Smit’s columns (and of his theology in general).

Thus he tells the story of one Mrs. Shapiro from Brookline, Massachusetts, who took to the
Himalayas in search of a holy man who lived on one of the most inaccessible peaks. After many
toils and privations, among them a stay of several days in a cold cave with little to eat, she is at
long last given permission to see the holy man: “And indeed, there he sits, the holy man. Mrs.
Shapiro approaches him without further ado and says: ‘Marvin, come home now for once!’
Now isn't that a real sort of saint? That Mrs. Shapiro?”?'

If this is what “spiritual values” means, then Smit’s column may bear that name!

“PusLIC or “PoPULIST"?

In conclusion, once more: Is DJS a“public” theologian? In the sense in which Thiselton, among
others, speaks of the “public” nature of the church and its witness in the New Testament
(Thiselton 2007:21, 24, 41 46-49, 53, 55, 106, 178, 243-244, 246-252, 320-325, 556-558),
certainly. DJS does not hide the Christian message under a bushel and is interested precisely
in points of contact and resonances between Christian faith and everyday life, both on the
wide canvass of “society” and in the smaller, though equally important, picture of the joys
and heartaches of unknown individuals. In his academic and other theological writings, Smit
often makes a plea for a church that speaks out audibly on issues of the day and concerns
itself with such issues (Smit 2008b; Koopman and Smit 2007). This is even inevitable given his
understanding of the different forms of the church, for if ordinary believers in their daily lives
are also the church, then “involvement” with the challenges and possibilities of life, shared
with neighbours, fellow citizens and others, is unavoidable.

Yet enough has already been said about Smit’s question marks concerning the theological use
of the term “public” to make it less than obvious to call him, without qualification, a “public”
theologian — despite the fact that he is a leading figure in present-day “public theology”.
This label will probably not be easily cast aside for some time to come. However, precisely
for that reason it might well be worthwhile to also consider other characterisations of Smit’s
theology - the more improbable the better.

I want to suggest that Smit, especially also as columnist, can be called a “populist” theologian.
This will probably not only surprise Smit’s fellow scholars, colleagues and friends, but will

20 “Die kuns van die lewe is om die buitengewone in die gewone te ontdek, die ewige in die alledaagse
... Om ware heiligheid te leer herken. / Dis ook die geheimenis van die Christelike evangelie — en die
aanstoot daarvan. Die Woord het vlees geword en onder ons kom woon ... God het onder ons kom huis
opsit, in ons tyd, sodat ons sy heerlikheid aanskou ... / God se gestaltes onder ons beindruk ons nie regtig
nie. Ons sou sy teenwoordigheid eintlik so anders verwag! ... /... God behoort darem anders te lyk,
anders te kom ... meer herkenbaar, Goddeliker, heiliger ... soos 6ns sou verwag Hy moet wees ... / As
ons Christus wil sien, sé Luther, moet ons nie hemelwaarts hunker nie, maar rondom ons kyk. Hom nie
daar gaan soek nie, want Hy is hiér te vinde ...”

21 “En daar sit die heilige inderdaad. Mevrou Shapiro stap summier nader, en sé: ‘Marvin, kom nou ’n slag
huis toe!” Nou, daar is nou vir jou ’n regte soort heilige, of hoe? Dié mevrou Shapiro?”

-70-



NGTT Deel 54, Nommers 3 & 4, September en Desember 2013

also make Smit himself fall off his chair. After all, the word “populist” suggests a concern for
popularity, “playing to the gallery”, and might as such suggest a type of theology that seeks to
“market” the gospel, soften the scandalon of the cross, “give the people what they ask for”. That
is certainly not Smit’s aim! Least of all in his column. Jesus himself was, after all, no populist
rabbi in that sense of the word either - as the cross overwhelmingly shows.

However, | borrow my reference to “populist theology” from Tony Jones, who, in his foreword
to Philip Clayton’s book Transforming Christian Theology for Church and Society (2010:viii),
stresses the need for such a theology:

If there is to be a salvation of mainline Christianity, it will be theology. Indeed, it will be
populist theology. I'm going to repeat that: the salvation of progressive Christianity will be
populist theology [italics in original].

He then praises Clayton as a practitioner of such theology and contrasts his“populist”approach
with that of many other theologians: “they are for the most part completely uninterested in
promulgating their ideas over the high walls of the academy (gasp!) by posting something on
Facebook.

It can certainly not be said of Clayton that he tries to sell an easily digestible theology. What
can truly be said of him is that, like Smit, he produces not only academic work, but also puts
his impressive academic knowledge and insight in the service of the populous. This he does,
inter alia, by means of a lively blog in which he enters into discussion with “ordinary” (also
non-Christian) people, and through publications such as the book just mentioned, which
are accessible to a broad church audience. Smit does the same with his varied oeuvre, and
especially in his newspaper column — something that cannot be said of all “public” theologians.

Perhaps the initial shock of the word “populist” can be softened by linking it to the moA\oi
(polloi), the “crowds” to which the gospels refer so often (cf. Brand 2010). Although Jesus was
continually in discussion with other rabbis, other teachers, his real audience was the crowds,
the moA\oi. His ability to address them, to find particularly for them, “old and new things” from
Scripture — with stories, witty sayings and concrete acts of care and compassion — was probably
part of what made him “unpopular”among the religious elite. In this sense of “populist” Jesus
was most certainly a“populist’, and Jones is right to suggest that we are today in great need of
good “populist” theologians like Dirkie Smit.

COoNCLUSION

The aim of this article is that the excerpts from the Geestelike Waardes column discussed
here, and the elements of “ecclesial’, “public’, and “populist” theology highlighted in it, will
awaken enough enthusiasm and curiosity among others to exhume and unravel further the
theological wealth in this part of Smit’s oeuvre. | hope that | have succeeded in this and that,
in addition, something has shone through of a former journalist and current colleague’s great
appreciation for Smit as a theological columnist. May he continue for many years to come!
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Systematic reflections upon the Christ images in some
modern Western films

ABSTRACT

All of the images applied to Jesus in the New Testament have as their context the religious
world of that time. So, there was a vivid interaction between gospel and culture. Especially
in Western culture, however, that seems not anymore the case. This lack of interaction
might be one of the main crises of Western theology. Could modern Jesus films fill in this
gap and offer new, useful images? Partly, they do indeed. Referring to films like Babette’s
Feast, A Short Film About Love and Breaking the Waves is shown that filmmakers often have
more tools at their disposal to express the meaning of Jesus Christ in Western culture than
theologians have.

INTRODUCTION

In the 1990s a large number of exciting, exegetical studies were published on Jesus images in
the New Testament. All of these have Western, academic theology as background. British New
Testament scholar James Dunn is about to publish the third volume of state of the art results
in this field in his series Christianity in the Making. The first two volumes appeared in 2003
and 2009. These momentous works clearly show the interaction between the Mediterranean
religious world and the Jesus imagination of New Testament authors. All of the images applied
to Jesus have as their context the religious, or what we call pagan, world of that time (Ohlig
1986:554-661). Nowadays one can observe exactly the same happening in the non-Western
world. Contextual religious concepts are applied to Jesus.

In this application process one can often trace a two-sided transformation. At the moment
contextual concepts are applied to Jesus, they are transformed by Jesus. The power of the
“remembered Jesus” (Dunn) is often so strong that our concepts clearly only partly and
insufficiently cover his impact. Therefore, New Testament concepts like lord, king, priest,
prophet, healer, rabbi, et cetera can only be applied to Jesus by analogy - that means
according to a classic definition of analogy, namely on the basis of a similarity in the midst of
a still greater dissimilarity. That is, however, only the one side of the coin. The flip side is that
these concepts leave their traces upon Jesus as well as they, in turn, colour the remembrance
of Jesus. They add something new to him. In a certain sense they “transform” him. In this
way it is a two-sided process. Elsewhere | called this two-sided process a process of “double
transformation” (Brinkman 2009:17-23).

Remarkably, however, this historical process in New Testament times and the current process
in the non-Western world do not match similar current developments in the Western world.
When | ask my students to name some potential new Jesus images they often do not respond.

1 Martien E. Brinkman is Professor of Ecumenical/Intercultural Theology at the VU University Amsterdam
and Director of the International Reformed Theological Institute (IRTI). He is also a research associate in
the Department of Systematic Theology and Ecclesiology, Faculty of Theology, Stellenbosch University.
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When |, then, slightly challengingly refer to images like ombudsman, lawyer or help desk
officer, they smile shyly and feel uneasy about being forced into such an unfamiliar name-
giving process.

What could be the cause of this reluctance? Some would say that it is because the name-
giving process had been accomplished, if not already in the New Testament, then definitely in
the history of the church. Others might add that the names given in early Christianity remain
satisfactory. Names such as advocate, mediator, substitute, saviour, judge, exorcist, et cetera,
incorporate real meanings and some words, such as healer, prophet and exorcist, are even
spectacularly revitalized, especially in Pentecostal circles. So, do we really need new names?
The main thesis of this contribution is that we do. Of course, old names such as advocate,
mediator, substitute and saviour are not deplete of meaning in contemporary Western culture.
However, their original meaning is often so far removed from daily use that they at least need
a continuous and thorough reinterpretation. Could the pious invention of new names offer an
alternative?

In my opinion this question touches on of one of the main and most serious crises in Western
theology, namely its lack of vivid and spontaneous contact with contemporary Western culture.
Western Christologies are not used to account for their interaction with Western culture. Of
course, idealism, romanticism and existentialism left their traces, but these are barely explicit
(Schwarz 2005). And, the closer we come to our own time, the more explicit dealings with the
philosophical and cultural context are lacking. Would that have something to do with the still
existing, implicit, universal pretensions of Western theology?

If one is allowed to consider artistic expressions as relatively faithful antennas of what is
happening in a specific culture, one can award them the same pride of place as philosophy
had in the time of the church fathers. | am fully aware of the complexity of this relation because
one of the most prominent characteristics of contemporary Western culture is that there are
not only no dominant philosophies, but also no dominant artistic expressions anymore. As
for the recent past, however, one may say that, in the second part of the twentieth century,
films constituted the most culturally influential artistic expressions. Its “lan-guage” became
the lingua franca of that part of the century. Among them Jesus films enjoyed enormous
popularity: Ben Hur (1959), King of Kings (1961), The Gospel according to Saint Matthew (1964),
The Greatest Story ever Told (1965), Jesus Christ Superstar (1973), The Last Temptation of Christ
(1988), Jesus of Montreal (1989) and The Passion of the Christ (2004). All of these attracted
audiences numbering several millions.

As to the quest for new images, however, the harvest of these films is relatively poor. They
often do not deliver an original contribution to the process of giving meaning. Therefore, | am
inclined to look in another direction, namely to that of the so-called hidden Christ images in
modern Western films. In this contribution | shall briefly refer to four of them: Gabriel Axel’s
Babette’s Feast (1987), Kieslowski's A Short Film about Love (1988) and Decalogue Six (1988-
1989), and Lars von Trier’s Breaking the Waves (1996).

I intend to look for the above-mentioned phenomenon of “double transformation” in these
films. In what sense do these movies influence (transform) our images of Jesus? Do they
introduce new images? That will be my first question. It concerns the fact that the medium
colours the message. However, the message colours the medium as well. That will be my
second point and it concerns the other element of two-sided transformation. Translated into
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the language of the film, one may then ask in what sense the filmmaker introduces a “foreign’,
transcendental element by which his Christ figure changes (transforms) that which one would
expect.lam indeed inclined to presume that there is a compelling mysterious force within the
creative human imagination that shapes fictional characters and dramatic plots in the image
and likeness of the central personage and central events in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark,
Luke and John. Apparently there is a transformative power in the Christ figure engineering
subtextual (see below) Christian construction (Kozlovic 2004:nos. 6-7). This implies that rather
than unilaterally using the New Testament story to interpret cinematic Christ figures, the
stories in these films can also be employed to interpret the New Testament Jesus. That would
indeed be the “reverse of the hermeneutical flow” (Kreitzer 1993).

Jesus AND CHRIST FIGURES

It is common among film critics to distinguish between Jesus and Christ images (Reinhartz
2009:420-439). For most of us the term “Jesus movies” calls to mind biblical epics that lavishly
depict Jesus' life from birth to death (for example, The Greatest Story Ever Told) or dramatise
a particular period of his life (for example, The Passion of the Christ). Like other biographical
films (so-called biopics), they make explicit use of primary sources (the Gospels). In claiming
fidelity to Scripture, most Jesus movies also claim to be true to the historical events of Jesus'’
life. In spite of this pretension, most of these films, however, move far beyond the constraints
of history in the strict sense. They include scenes, dialogues, characters and subplots that have
no foundation in the canonical Gospels. Thus, these Jesus movies always express a paradox:
they claim to be authentic, scriptural and historical, but undermine this claim by their own
creativity (Reinhartz 2007:252-255).

From a narrative point of view, Jesus movies face two almost insurmountable difficulties: a
key person whose divine character is extremely difficult to convey and a plot that is actually
already known to all viewers before they have seen the film. However, for audiences without
any detailed foreknowledge and without a prior faith commitment to a specific Christology,
the ability of a film to engender a powerful spiritual response may well be in an inverse
relationship to its fidelity to Scripture and tradition. It certainly is the films that strayed the
furthest from a literal depiction of the Gospels (for example, The Last Temptation of Christ and
The Passion of the Christ) that have resulted in the most powerful public reaction (Reinhartz
2009:429).

Even more numerous than the Jesus movies are the so-called Christ figure films. Whereas
Jesus figures are representations of Jesus himself, Christ figures are fictional characters that
resemble Jesus in some significant way. Among critics the personal name of Jesus is often
used just for the Jesus figure. The title “Christ” is used for those who are seen to reflect his
mission (Malone 1997:59-60). By their very nature, Jesus figures are easier to detect. Christ
figures are built into a different kind of film, are frequently ignored by critics and are often left
unappreciated by film fans. Conversely, believers sometimes want to see Christ figures where
none credibly exist. They are often inclined to “baptise” films (Kozlovic 2004:nos. 1-16). In this
way the Christ figure is often a contested figure, because he (or she) is not portrayed directly
but represented symbolically or at times allegorically. This kind of film is used to deal with
religious themes in a“secular wrapper” (Ellis 2003:304).

This secular wrapper is sometimes called the “subtext”. A filmic narrative often has a dual
nature: an overt plot as well as a covert storyline of varying complexity that is comparable to
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the metaphorical or symbolic within literature. The narrative and the infra-narrative (the text
and the subtext) are not two separate entities - there is after all only one film - but rather
two concentric circles with the infra-narrative within the narrative. Through this narratological
arrangement, secular films can engage in religious storytelling about biblical characters, ideas
and themes without appearing religious. Therefore, the “Christic” resemblance needs not
always be significant and substantial. It will sometimes be difficult to accurately distinguish
between reading into the text what does not exist in it and the legitimate observer’s construct
- similar to the legitimate reader’s construct as justified in so-called reader response theories.
“Response” refers here to the creative and responsible reception by the competent reader
who is able to read the “code” of the text in order to come to a certain “match” between what
the author probably intends and what the reader understands (Thiselton 1992:495-503 and
515-523). So, the reference to reader response theories quite differs from a reference to mere
subjectivism.

There is often no clear watershed between intended and not intended Christ figures. This lack
of clarity not only has to do with the above-mentioned potential tension between the intention
of the film maker and the interpretation of the audience, but also with the impossibility of
delineating exactly in advance the basic structural characteristics of the cinematic Christ figure.
Such a delineation would suggest that we already have a complete Christology in mind, while
the purpose of many Christ films is precisely the opposite, namely to explore how the biblical
Christ figure and the cinematic Christ figure shed light on each other. There is no such entity
as an objective cinematic Christ figure (Deacy 2006:n0. 10). Although some characteristics are
indispensable in one’s own Christ image - for example, (a) his ethic attitude, (b) his willing and
vicarious self-sacrifice, (c) his survival (resurrection) and (d) his dual human-divine (like us and
yet not like us) character — not every good Christ film needs to include all of these (in the same
way as not every good sermon needs to mention all these characteristics). A simple checklist,
therefore, does not work. Being one-sided can in certain circumstances and at certain times be
more revealing than being complete. Meanwhile, it remains an open question what dynamic
takes place in the viewing audience as they experience the protagonists of these films and
are invited to make their identifications and distinctions between the Christ figure and the
transcendent reality it points to, the Christ (re)figured (Baugh 1997:235).

FOur FILMS

Babette’s Feast is based on a story published in 1950 and written by the Danish author Karen
Blixen (pseudonym Isak Dinesen), who was also the author of the novel Out of Africa (1937)
that decades later became famous because of the film based on it (1985). The story tells of
the mysterious conversion experience of members of a small Danish, Lutheran community
occasioned by the activity of a French female refugee Babette, a victim of the tragic events of
the Paris commune (1871). Babette becomes the cook in the house of the two daughters of the
founder of the community, a Lutheran pastor. In Paris she used to be a famous, professional
cook. After the death of the founder, the community fell into decay. Resentment, fear and guilt
threaten to destroy it. On the occasion of the centenary of the birth of the founder Babette,
who won a lottery in France, prepares a meal for the remaining ten members of the community
and two guests, Mrs. Lowenhielm and her nephew, the general and former lover of Martina,
one of the two daughters. Twelve persons in total enjoy the meal and