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The present form that the politicisation of Christianity is taking in the world is a 

particularly hazardous one—from the point of view of its survival as a distinct body 

of supernatural belief with a unique view of the place of mankind in the creation. The 

danger arises in some measure because of the collectivist nature of modern politics, 

from the politicisation of all values—so that Christianity, in identifying itself with 

versions of liberal or socialist collectivism, will become absorbed within their view of 

the moral purpose of social order. This is a danger heightened by the decline, within 

the churches themselves, of confidence in the past modes of religious understanding 

of man and of the world. The content of contemporary Christianity is becoming 

progressively secularised. Lacking a supernatural basis by their world view, 

furthermore, church leaders who argue positively for a political dimension to 

Christianity are also lacking political knowledge. The call for the church to be 

associated with the human struggle for a better society is actually made by those with 

very little understanding either of political theory or of the real dynamics of social 

structures. They tend to adapt their Christianity to the prevailing political enthusiasms 

in ways which are strikingly amateur, and upon terms of association which are not 

even their own. Thus, churchmen may be found throughout the world vigorously 

asserting the essential Christianity of political ideas which, to the trained political 

theorist or the active politician, are either plainly incompatible with religious faith, as 

formerly understood among men, or are otherwise notable for having been defined by 

those whose accomplished political structures will leave little room for religion.  

 

The present politicisation of Christianity is also very divisive, for it imports the 

divided moralism of world politics into the operations of faith. The contemporary 

conflicts between Christians arise not over differences of theological interpretation, 

but over sharply defined political beliefs. There were, of course, always political and 

social elements in the classic church divisions of the Christian past—but, again, there 

are new aspects in the present tendencies which are particularly problematical for the 

long-term prospects of Christianity. It is the secular intention of so many of the 

present formulators of political morality that is the chief danger here.  

 

Christians have adopted the moralities of political ideologies and promote them for 

what they think of as authentically Christian social ends. They are, that is to say, 

redefining their own moral identity and their own claim to significance in society, in 

terms of an external context dominated by ideologies which have no other end for 

man in prospect except as part of the material process.  

 

Throughout Western society, the politicisation of Christianity has taken the form of 

adhesion to political liberalism, and through it, to the notion of a secular, pluralistic 

society. This scheme of things is supported because of its assumed justice: that it 

accepts the existence of genuine differences of view among men and affords 
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protection to freedom of choice within the diversity. Almost every recent Christian 

statement about social morality has assumed the fundamental Christianity of the 

liberal society. Christian opinion also insists on the exclusive morality of concepts 

like democracy and equality. Politics, in consequence, is not seen as a matter of 

accommodations between legitimate differences of view, or as a calculation to 

balance interests, or as a convenience for satisfying the need for basic order while 

leaving moral refinements to the devising of individuals. It is viewed, on the contrary, 

as an expression of the Gospel in action. The modern insistence within the church for 

establishing what is regarded as a just society has shifted the whole centre of 

Christianity, so that it is now becoming defined in terms of precise political morality.  

 

The range of opinion actually agreeable to the Christian liberalism of the present time 

forms quite a narrow band in the total spectrum of human social organisation. 

Liberalism encourages a false sense of wide choice within this band, and this prompts 

its adherents to suppose themselves to be genuinely open-minded about political and 

moral choice. Within the band, furthermore, approved differences of view cultivate a 

specious sense of real division of opinion which itself assists the disintegrating 

tendencies. It is not surprising that the politicisation of contemporary Christianity 

should therefore have provoked some massive internal divisions. The new heresies are 

political options made by Christians who have not followed the liberal creed. Modern 

Christian leaders are all tolerance when it comes to departures from traditional 

religious doctrine; but they are ferocious when it comes to departures from the canons 

of liberalism over such issues as, for example, majority rule in South Africa.  

 

The contemporary equivalent of burning your opponent at the stake is to give aid, as 

the World Council of Churches does, either actively or by moral support, to those 

engaged in armed attempts to extinguish their political opponents in the developing 

world. Modern Christians are just as intolerant as their predecessors when it comes to 

values they really hold dear. They have to be; for they do not see liberal politics as a 

choice from among choices, all of which have relative claims to acceptability, but as 

self-evident moral truth. They, too, are prepared to eliminate those who do not 

subscribe to their own moral values. But they do it at the safe distance of Africa. 

‘God,’ according to Canon Burgess Carr, general secretary of the All Africa 

Conference of Churches, has ‘sanctified violence into a redemptive instrument for 

bringing into being a fuller human life’.  

 

It is, in fact, to the situation in Southern Africa that I want now to turn; for, there, is 

the clearest instance of differences of view, in reality derived from exclusive political 

thinking, being represented as fundamental Christian morality, and where the 

politicisation of Christianity has reaped its sharpest divisions. Thus, Donal Lamont, 

the Catholic Bishop of Umtali, who was expelled from Rhodesia for failing to report 

the presence of guerrilla fighters to the authorities, remarked that his actions were 

‘based on moral rather than political criteria’. It is a classic statement of the position I 

have been trying to describe.  

 

I want to consider the South African situation as a division within Christianity. 

President Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia, himself a Christian minister, once actually 

broke down in tears when he considered the South African situation in this 

perspective—as a division among Christians, some of whom, as he put it, held ‘the 

Bible in one hand and a gun in the other’. There are those who deny that this is a 
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conflict between Christians at all, simply refusing to acknowledge that any who 

uphold what they consider to be doctrines of racial supremacy can be Christians. The 

policies of the government of South Africa are condemned by the leading churches 

with a moral certainty which leaves no room for relative judgments. But the issues are 

more helpfully discussed in less exclusive terms, and without the emotive 

categorisation, now frequently made, of South Africa as a fascist or neo-Nazi state.  

 

Nor do the moral condemnations by Western Christians assist objective assessment—

especially by Americans. It may be recalled that the United States applied exactly the 

same policy of separate reservations to its own native population in the 19th century. 

Americans can afford the luxury of conscience now, precisely because the Indians 

ceased to be a major problem through the joint consequences of economic attrition 

and actual genocide.  

 

The South African situation is unusual in that much of the world’s knowledge of it is 

derived from Christian agencies. As one group of Christians first applied apartheid, so 

it is another which first rejected it. The Dutch Reformed church may still be regarded 

as the spiritual arm of the Nationalist party’s policy of separate development—or, to 

use the expression now favoured by the South African government, ‘plural 

democracy’. ‘It is not too much to say,’ Trevor Huddleston wrote of the Nationalist 

party 20 years ago, ‘that it gives to apartheid exactly the religious sanction which the 

Christian church everywhere else in the world gives to the idea that “all men are of 

equal value in the sight of God”’. But even in that statement, and from so 

authoritative a source, there is an error. For the Dutch Reformed church does not 

teach white racial superiority, nor is separate development an attempt to 

institutionalise racial discrimination. The policy, in fact, is not static. Its development, 

it is true, has been according to rather a different scale of evolving social values from 

that of 20th-century Europe or America. As Lawrence Schiemmer, of the University 

of Natal, has said; ‘most Afrikaner inte4lectuals think primarily in terms of cultural 

diversity and vertical stratification’, and most South African English- speaking 

thinkers, ‘in terms of class diversity and horizontal stratification’.  

 

Now, the Afrikaner preoccupation with cultural diversity, as expressed within the 

policy of separate development, does not mean that black or other ethnic groups are to 

be considered as inferior, but that they are to be considered as different— with 

problems of social and family organisation unlike the Western order developed by the 

whites since the 17th century. Hence the idea of encouraging the black populations in 

self-government, eventually to be expressed in a scheme of total devolution, with 

independent homelands—the Bantustans.  

 

Dr Connie Mulder has recently pointed out that ‘South Africa’s domestic policies are 

unequivocally aiming at the elimination of colour discrimination and at the goals of 

separate and equal freedoms for the major social divisions of her plural society.’  

 

Now, Christian opponents of apartheid will receive that opinion with incredulity— 

perhaps regarding it as mere window- dressing intended to mollify a hostile world. 

They will point out that racial discrimination is widely practised in South African 

society, whatever refinements of meaning may reside within the rationalisations put 

out by the government. In this, they will be partly right, and partly wrong. I do not 

myself believe that the government’s intentions are to be disregarded. They have an 
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educative effect upon society. Their object, really, is a recognition of the equality and 

integrity of each of the ethnic groups, but in parallel social units. Where critics are 

correct is in pointing to the attitudes of racial discrimination and race prejudice which 

do exist widely in South African society. Yet, listen to this judgment, from the World 

Council of Churches: ‘Racism has so permeated the churches and the societies in 

which they are set, that it has become part of the structure of ordinary life.’  

 

Now, that is not a description of South Africa,, but of Western society. Reference to 

the literature put out by race relations agencies in Britain and North America will 

confirm the point. According to the Kenyan Bishop Henry Okullu, tribal loyalty has 

taken precedence over religious and other loyalties in post-independence Africa. And 

what is tribalism but racial discrimination in a particularly pure form? In this 

situation, of almost universal racism in some degree or other, South Africa is still 

singled out because of the apparent institutionalising of race differences. As Fr Adrian 

Hastings has put it: ‘Probably nowhere else in the world is there in existence a more 

thought out and systematic pattern of human oppression’ - an assessment which 

perhaps, at the very least, does an injustice to the claims of Cambodia or of Ethiopia.  

 

At this point, I had better make my own position clear. I believe that the South 

Africans ought, a long time ago, to have constituted a multiracial state. But the fact is 

that they did not. They have become, instead, locked on a mistaken course and got 

stuck with it.  

 

As the policy of separate development has never been static, so, at the present time, 

progressive reforms (such as the creation of separate parliaments for the non-white 

races), while advantageous in their way, do not essentially alter the grand design of 

institutionalising ethnic differences. In fact, they seem calculated to ossify cultural 

diversity along racial lines in a way which, with existing educational and economic 

improvements, would otherwise prove quite ephemeral. And the rapid expansion of 

the urban black populations diminishes the possibility that the independent black 

homelands can ever be an effective means of establishing a satisfactory separate 

development. ‘What white South Africans have got to realise is that the one thing they 

fear most is actually the safest,’ as the Rand Daily Mail commented in April this year, 

at the time of the Transkei crisis. ‘Only when different races associate with each 

other,’ the Mail continued, ‘will they come to know each other and reach a degree of 

harmony.’ These are very wise observations. The fact remains, however, that South 

Africa does not intend to move towards a multiracial state structure, however humane 

and moral her intentions are in adjusting the machinery of separate development. 

What we have to ask is whether, in this situation, she deserves the moral outrage that 

is heaped upon her by world Christianity, and whether the available African 

alternatives envisaged by Christian opinion are likely to be any more moral.  

 

The truth is, however, that the alternatives rarely are considered critically. Christian 

opponents of South African policies are so preoccupied by the race question that very 

little consideration is given to the possible political consequences of bringing about 

the collapse of the existing structure—which is, after all, a Western-style democratic 

state which allows much greater internal expression of free opinion than most 

governments in the world. Other opponents of South Africa are waiting to profit from 

the undermining of society resulting from the attacks of the Christian liberals. 

Marxism, already so evidently on the march in Africa, is having the ground prepared 
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for it. Though represented as fundamental Christianity, the churches’ opposition to 

apartheid is really also a campaign in favour of liberal politics —for majority rule and 

economic equalitarianism.  

 

Though neither of these has exactly figured prominently in the political arrangements 

and ideas the Christian churches have either sponsored or tolerated during the past 

2,000 years, they are now insisted upon as absolutely required by the law of God. In 

the case of Southern Africa, some Christian groups are prepared to Shed blood for 

them on a large scale— groups like the World Council of Churches, the All Africa 

Conference of Churches, and the Christian leaders of the armed liberation 

movements. The opposition of Christian liberals to the policy of separate development 

rests mainly upon the simple moral ground of opposition to what they take to be racial 

discrimination. An indictment of economic oppression •is also frequently made. The 

demand for economic improvement, made by so many groups throughout the world, 

has been incorporated into black African nationalism. Or, as the Reverend Canaan 

Banana, of the Zimbabwe African National Council, has put it, in his version of the 

Lord’s Prayer: ‘Teach us to demand our share of the gold. Forgive us our docility, as 

we demand our share of justice.’  

 

There is a confusing war of statistics about relative wages, education, housing, health 

care, and so on, waged between the anti-apartheid groups and spokesmen for the 

South African government. In fact, the situation there is not one of oppression, but of 

paternalism. The black urban populations enjoy a higher standard of living in South 

Africa than anywhere else on the continent. There is an advanced programme of 

African education, which even opponents of the government, like Bishop Desmond 

Tutu, general secretary of the South African Council of Churches, admits has 

produced, against all their predictions, the confidence and political consciousness of 

the young blacks of today. Soweto has become an emotional symbol since the riots of 

1976, but the truth is that housing and welfare facilities in that city are, for Africa, 

extremely good, and the disturbances there are to be seen not as the hopeless 

frustration of the downtrodden, but as the symptom of the rising expectations of those 

whose standards are already well advanced. Urban violence of this sort is common in 

many industrial states.  

 

The alternative political structure envisaged by most Christian opponents of apartheid, 

therefore, is a majority ruled multiracial state. Unhappily, however, that is a very 

delicate plant, and circumstances are not very favourable for its growth. At the present 

time, only a minority of the United Nations Organisation have democratic regimes 

with universal adult suffrage and widespread tolerance of political opposition.  

 

Nor does a consideration of the existing independent black African states inspire 

much hope for the Christian liberals’ vision. There appears to have been something of 

a return to the extensive violation of human rights, which, according to the All Africa 

Conference of Churches, characterised pre-colonial traditional African society, 

however much that society may now be romanticised by African nationalists or Afro-

American aspirants to acknowledge their roots. When, in March 1977, the conference 

of churches attacked the silence of the black governments over the murder of 

Archbishop Luwum in Uganda, a spokesman told the press: ‘They cannot speak out 

because so many of them are also suppressing human rights.’ Yet, despite their 

insistence on Western-style democracy for Southern Africa, Christian liberals are, 
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seemingly, quite prepared to look benignly upon the one-party states which now 

flourish in black Africa. Julius Nyerere’s Tanzania—a country with a rigidly enforced 

socialist collectivisation and a single-party constitution—has received the public 

support of the Catholic church, of which the president is himself a member, and the 

lyrical approval of Western Protestants. And a seminar of the International 

Commission of Jurists—a body highly critical of South Africa—meeting in Tanzania 

in 1976, reported favourably on the practice of one-party government in black Africa. 

Despite the denial of ‘the right to form political associations other than that of the 

ruling party’, they found them morally acceptable. Reference to Amnesty 

International’s report for 1977, however, will show that ‘the human rights situation in 

Tanzania continued to cause great anxiety’, with accounts of torture, up to 1,500 

political prisoners, and a situation in which the defence counsel of an accused person 

is the state prosecutor, and in which the only appeal court is a political party council. 

Such conditions in South Africa would be hawked around the world as further 

evidence of gross oppression.  

 

Christian liberals, therefore, are rather selective in their concern with political 

morality. Their preoccupation with racism in South Africa tends to destroy one 

system with little prospect of establishing a satisfactory alternative. Some, indeed, are 

themselves guilty of a sort of unconscious racism in their attitudes to the rest of 

Africa, by implying that the political structures about which they become so 

passionately exclusive in the Western context or in South Africa, are somehow less to 

be insisted upon when it comes to independent black people.  

 

Not all the Christian opponents of separate development in South Africa are working 

for a multiracial society. The Black Consciousness movement is associated with the 

name of its unofficial leader, Steve Biko, whose death in police custody last year 

caused such disquiet in the West. The movement, which expresses the outlook of a 

small urban black elite, is closely associated with black theology—the South African 

version of a demand, first made by black militants in the United States, that the 

Christian Gospel must become a force for black liberation. As such, of course, black 

theology is becoming the African equivalent of the Latin-American theology of 

liberation—with the same Marxist categorisations, too. It seeks to render the Gospel 

in terms of exclusive black culture and black power. Surprisingly, in view of its 

assault upon white liberalism, the Catholic bishops of South Africa have collectively 

declared their wish to be ‘on the side’, as they put it, of black consciousness, because, 

as they contend, ‘evangelisation includes transforming the concrete structures that 

oppress people.’  

 

What do black consciousness and black theology stand for? First, they reject the 

concept of racial integration. They want a black state, to be a manifestation of black 

sovereignty. Multiracialism is condemned as ‘bourgeois ‘ and ‘ capitalistic ‘—I quote 

the words of the Rev. Basil Moore, who, after his expulsion from South Africa under 

the Suppression of Communism Act, became secretary of the Student Christian 

Movement in England. In his critique of liberalism, the dialogue between white and 

black Christians merely indicates the replacement of race loyalty by class ideology. I 

found this sort of rejection of liberalism earlier this year, when I spoke in 

Johannesburg to Constance Koza, a spokesperson for the South African Council of 

Churches. She, too, denounced those who engaged in dialogue across the race 

barriers, and in very passionate terms—as ‘hypocrites’ who wanted no structural 
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changes, but only a false semblance of reconciliation. We in the West, she said, were 

just the same as the white South Africans: our liberal attitudes were simply a 

reflection of our lack of opportunity to express overt racism. It is not clear how 

authentically this attitude represents the general measure of opinion in the South 

African Council of Churches. The council’s politics are certainly progressive, but the 

prevailing tone is probable liberal, rather than revolutionary. Bishop Tutu, the new 

general secretary— and a man of considered judgment—is clearly, in the available 

categories, liberal rather than black militant.  

 

But the trend, at least within the urban black elite, seems to be favouring the views of 

Black Consciousness. Biko, an Anglican and a contributor to a compendium of black 

theology, regarded multiracialism as ‘an integration based on exploitative values’. 

The real influence of Marxism in all this is difficult to determine. Biko himself, 

questioned about his attitudes to communism, was equivocal. Yet he named his son 

after the communist President Samora Machel of Mozambique. And it has to be 

remembered that an agency of the World Council of Churches has claimed that ‘a 

thorough analysis of racism in economic and political relations must often employ 

Marxist concepts.’ The extremism of South African black Christian militancy must 

also be seen in relation to its American counterpart, which is even more liable to slide 

into black racism. It was, after all, the professor of theology at Union Seminary in 

New York who declared that ‘the kingdom of God is a black happening. It is black 

people saying “no” to Whitey’. And it was a South African Anglican, Sabelo Ntwasa, 

who asked: ‘Are whites to be excluded (from the church) because they are not black, a 

physical fact about which they can do nothing? The answer must be “yes”’. 

  

African Christianity is full of vitality, and it is expanding rapidly. There are now 90 

million Christians throughout the continent, compared with 40 million in 1960. The 

African churches are also notably conservative in tone—both ecclesiastically and 

politically. It is the Westernised leaders who are the most politicised, and who have 

identified Christianity with African nationalism. And, as in Latin America, it is the 

clergy from overseas who are the most politically advanced of all, so that what is now 

thought of as a characteristically African voice of the oppressed is, in fact, often 

theirs. They have stamped African Christianity with their own exported liberalism. In 

the Anglican tradition I am speaking of men like Bishop Huddleston, Bishop 

Ambrose Reeves, and Bishop Winter. In the Catholic church, agencies like the Justice 

and Peace Commission of Rhodesia have worked for the politicisation of African 

Catholics, under the leadership of such as Bishop Lamont, its president, and the 

American Maryknoll sister, Janice McLaughlin, publicity officer for the 

commission—deported from the country after admitting support for the ‘freedom 

fighters’. Western Christians like these have often produced programmes for the 

‘conscientisation’ of the Africans—to educate them into political awareness. 

‘Contrary to Western myth, the conscience of the guerrilla,’ according to a recent 

independent Quaker report from Zimbabwe, ‘has been formed not by Marxist 

indoctrination, but largely by Christian teaching in mission schools’, a clear testimony 

to the effects of ‘conscientisation’. At Windhoek, in Namibia, Bishop Cohn Winter 

recollects, the Christian teachers under his direction never separated political action 

from their understanding of the Gospel. This is all strikingly similar, again, to the 

work of overseas priests in Latin America. In South Africa, as in South America, it is 

the liberal and radical ideas of Western theology which are being developed—rather 

than any genuine experience of the Third World.  
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African Christian leaders complain a great deal about the missionaries of the past, 

who sought to Europeanise the peoples to whom they were sent, and who confused 

the Gospel with European culture. But the Westernisation conveyed within the present 

Christian insistence on liberal political ideology is equally remote from African 

traditions.  

 

Even the movement for the ‘indigenisation’ of African Christianity—for African 

liturgy and African church decoration, and so forth—typically represents the 

enthusiasm of white progressives, or of those black churchmen most influenced by 

Western thought, with all its idealism about ethnic cultures. The luxuriant 

Independent African churches—classical sects—are the least influenced by 

contemporary liberal theology, and are also the least interested in politics. Apart from 

politicised Christianity, it is Marxism, paradoxically, which is the other great 

ideological influence making for the assimilation of Africa to Western political and 

social values. The conflict of the two is less sharply defined than it ought to be in 

Africa. The simple truth is that both are largely concerned with material 

considerations in their attitudes towards political change in the continent. If anything, 

indeed, it can be argued that the communists have a more coherent doctrinal 

motivation. Their vision burns with the zeal of those whose eschatology and certainty 

of salvation is non-material in its appeal. The churches, unhappily, are so concerned 

with their social and racial moralising that they have tied themselves very closely to a 

world of material values. 


