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ABSTRACT

We are persuaded that the 'preaching of the Cross' ought to be in the forefront
of the South African Church's proclamation of the Gospel.

Using the raw materials of racial feelings and historical experience Afrikaner

theologians, philosophers and politicians developed the oppressive racial
doctrine of apartheid inflicting terrible suffering upon the black community. The

past raises searching questions about God, the Church and the Christian

Gospel.

As to the present, South Africa may have entered a new political era but it
remains a place of deep social and spiritual unrest. It is clear that liberation,

democracy and justice are not enough. South Africa has "lost its anchor" and is
a nation adrift. Despite its failures the Church still has an important role to play.
One such task is to preach the Cross in its atoning significance. The doctrine of
atonement is a central theme in the New Testament and has been a key
element in the teaching and preaching of various South African Christians.

In the atonement theology of P.T. Forsyth we have a vigorous theology for

preachers at the heart of which lies the reality of the holy love of God in the
Cross of Jesus Christ in terms of which the holiness of God has been re¬

established and the world reconciled and restored to God. Jesus Christ is the

decisive and energetic Reality of all things and the Gospel's - as well as the
Church's - first concern is the hallowing of God's Name. The Church must seek
first the kingdom of God and His righteousness. Righteousness is on earth what
holiness is in heaven. It is the language of righteousness that must now be
heard in South Africa.

To preach Christ crucified in South Africa is to preach Him as the one sure

source of a nation's understanding of God. It is to declare Him as the

Righteousness One; the living Reconciler in an alienated society, the

Triumphant Lord and Liberator in the midst of new enslavements; the Morning
Star and Hope for the future of South Africa.

P. T. Forsyth has pointed us in the right direction.
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CHAPTER 1

UNDERSTANDING THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT

1. Introduction

On 27 April, 1994, millions of South African voters, black and white, stood

together - both literally and metaphorically - for the first time to cast their vote for

democracy and racial equality. The outcome was a decisive vote against 350

years of domination of blacks by a white minority and an overwhelming vote for
a political dispensation in which all South Africans could freely participate.
Thirteen days later on 10 May amidst tumultuous scenes of celebration, the
leader of the victorious African National Congress, Nelson Mandela, was

inaugurated as the first democratically elected President of the Republic of
South Africa.

Few expected South Africa's path to freedom to be without difficulties, but the

journey that began with the unbanning of the ANC [2 February, 1990] and the
release of Nelson Mandela [11 February, 1990] after 27 years of imprisonment
and which reached a climax on the 10 May, 1994, at times looked as if it was

heading toward the precipice. During this time South Africans lived in a twilight
world between despair and hope. The exodus of whites from South Africa was

a disquieting reminder of the seeming triumph of despair. Killings in Boipatong
and Bisho; the assassination of Chris Hani, the charismatic leader of the South

African Communist Party, brought political negotiations between the major

parties to a standstill. South Africa has survived a number of crises in her 88

year history, but the crisis that reached breaking point with the collapse of
international mediation attempts to bring the Inkatha Freedom Party [IFP] into
the elections a mere 14 days before the elections were due to take place
threatened to drag the country into the abyss of civil war. Conceding failure to

broker an accord Henry Kissinger observed, " I have never been on such a

catastrophic mission and its failure now has cataclysmic consequences for
South Africa."1

That such a calamitous prophecy never came true and that two weeks later all

1Cassidy,1995, p.168.
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the key parties, the IFP among them, participated in an election that was

declared by the Independent Electoral Commission to be "free and fair" and

"fairly expressed" the wishes of the South African electorate,2 left observers

searching for an explanation. When asked by a reporter how a South African
disaster had been averted, the Kenyan negotiator Washington Okumo who
secured the eventual participation of the IFP in the election, retorted, "It was
God."3 Similarly, having witnessed the turnaround of events a number of
commentators were left to invoke the language of 'miracle' in order to explain
what had happened. Time magazine stated categorically, "History has thrown

up an authentic miracle."4

However one tries to explain the events, certain facts are clear: on 13 April,

1994, Kissinger prophesied disaster. On 17 April the 'Jesus Prayer Rally' was
held in Durban. On 19 April the IFP entered the elections. On 27 April the
elections were held and amidst scenes of jubilation and applause from the
international community on 10 May, 1994, Nelson Mandela was inaugurated as

president of the Republic of South Africa. The new democratic South Africa had
been bom.

In his inauguration address President Nelson Mandela declared: "Never, never
and never again shall it be that this beautiful land will again experience the

oppression of one by another and suffer the indignity of being the skunk of the
world." Mandela went on to give his own vision for South Africa: "We shall build
a society in which all South Africans, both black and white, will be able to walk

tall, without fear in their hearts, assured of their inalienable right to human

dignity - a rainbow nation at peace with itself and the world."5

It was therefore with justifiable optimism that the fledgling democracy of South
Africa turned to the task of nation-building. As R.W. Johnson observed:

"Seldom, if ever, has a government taken power amid such euphoria." 6 Few
underestimated the magnitude of the task awaiting the new government.
Centuries of inequality had to be turned around and the country dragged out of
the quagmire of apartheid. The demand for jobs, housing and education, clean

independent Electoral Commission, 1994, p.73.
3Cassidy,1995, p. 192.
"Time, 1994, p 14
sMandela, May 1994
6Johnson,1994, p 40
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water and adequate health services; the call for the restoration of land taken
from communities by previous governments; the overturning of the disrespect
for law caused by an apartheid political and legal system that had brought the
notion of law into disrepute - these and many more legacies of apartheid

presented to the new government a mountain of challenges that was made all
the more difficult by the high level of expectations of the ANC government within
the black communities.

Whilst most South Africans were optimistic that the new socio-political order
would succeed, at the back of many people's minds was the notable failure of

democracy elsewhere on the African continent. The promise of a post-colonial
era of freedom, justice and prosperity has remained unfulfilled and now, a

generation later, famine, corruption, AIDS, ethnic violence, dictatorships and

genocide have brought Africa to her knees. It is not without justification
therefore that one prominent liberation theologian can speak of the "failure of
Africa"7

But what of the role of the church and her preachers in particular in this process

of nation-building? Few would deny that in a country where 76.97% of the

population claim an allegiance to the Christian faith,8 the Christian church has a

part to play. Speaking of the role of the church in South Africa, Nelson Mandela
has said that "the church is a power of great importance in this country."9 At a
time therefore when the situation has a measure of fluidity the church can put its

imprint on the future course of events. In this essay we are seeking to identify
what those who are called to 'preach Christ' ought to be saying at this juncture
in the country's history.

2. Understanding the Context: The Burden of the Past

Essential as it may be in any nation-building programme to look to the future, it
is equally important, especially in a South African context where the burden of
the past weighs heavily upon the present, that time be given to uncovering,

facing up to, and correcting the past. The apartheid years still cast long
shadows over the present and any nation-building programme; any commitment

7Villa-Vicencio,1992, p. 36
8South African Communication Service, 1996, p. 396
9Mandela, 1993/1994, English Text p. 1
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to reconciliation cannot afford to sweep the unpalatable truths of the past under
the carpet. If reconciliation and healing are to take place in South Africa then the

pain that remains deep in the spiritual fabric of the nation must be brought to the
surface. The past must be dealt with, for South Africans cannot afford to give

apartheid any posthumous victories. If the lessons of the past are not heeded
then we stand in danger of repeating them. Charles Villa-Vicencio has

expressed this point with force:

Seriously to anticipate a post-apartheid South Africa and realistically to
share in the process of creating a liberating and healing culture of
human rights, requires that the reality of the past and the pathos of the
present specifically inform all that is undertaken in an attempt to create a
new future. In other words, in looking forward to possibilities of justice,
we are obliged to do so retroactively, remembering past failures and
mistakes and present challenges.10

What then of the past? How are we to understand what happened? Indeed,
what did happen?

2.1. The Dignity and Demise of African Life.

There is a popular misconception that prior to the arrival of the white man Africa
was a place of dark savagery and that it was only with the arrival of European
civilisation that the 'civilising' process of the indigenous populations began.

However, the evidence of contemporary travellers, as well as reports from
survivors of shipwrecks who were compelled to live for long periods amongst

the Nguni peoples suggests that far from encountering savages they were

welcomed and hosted by a people with very clear social patterns of authority
and a surprising degree of grass-roots democracy.11 Here was a people for
whom an overriding concern was the respect of traditional customs; where the

stability of the tribe depended on the chief himself who not only exercised

practical authority but partook of the nature of divinity, mediating between his

people and his ancestors who were believed to exercise power over the country

they had once ruled. It has been claimed that in their communal relationships
these traditional African societies kindled a respect for human values and

human worth far in advance of the countries from which the travellers

themselves had come. Indeed, insists Allister Sparks, Africa was "a more

'0Villa-Vicencio,1992, pp.6-7
11See Wilson,1969, pp.75-130
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democratic place than the medieval Europe from which they [the Portuguese

navigators] had sailed."12

2.2. An African Understanding of Humanity: Ubuntu and Seriti

Whilst African societies have over the centuries been seriously disrupted

through interaction with representatives of white, European, capitalist cultures it
remains true that many of the essential features of black life have remained in

place albeit at greatly diminished levels. Africa is a harsh continent in which the
inhabitants have been left to the mercy of seemingly uncontrollable forces Be it

through drought and famine, exploitation and conflict, the people of Africa have
had to deal with overwhelming adversity and have been compelled to look for

something outside of themselves to enable them to cope with the never ending
stream of troubles. In order to survive the exigencies of life in Africa what the
African needs more than anything else is power. According to black theologian.
Simon Maimela, to the African the world is replete with dynamic powers that

influence human life for good or ill, 13 hence the great need of the African's life is

"to acquire life, strength or vital force, to live strongly"™ This he experiences

through participation in community for it is in community that the African
discovers his true humanity [ubuntu]. In relation with others he participates in
the dyiamism and vitality of life [seriti].

2.2.1. Ubuntu.

At the heart of African culture lies an overriding sense of community understood
in an holistic sense as embracing both the world of human relationships as well
as the world of nature and spirit. In terms of the African world-view a person is

not defined as a self-contained, independent and solitary human being. The
African has great difficulty with the concept of the 'individual' since s/he cannot

conceive of life apart from the network of mutual relationships in which s/he is
involved. The summum bonum of an African's life is thus not independence but

rather interdependence. The primary centre for his being is the community such
that Tokumboh Adeyemo can describe an African as "a being-in-community ",15

^Sparks.lQQI, p 5
Maimela,1991, p.5
^Placide Tempels cited by Anderson, 1990, p.65
sAdeyemo,1991, pp.89-93
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The word used to describe this essential aspect of African life is ubuntu which

means that a person's humanity is expressed and realised in community, in

relationship with others. John Mbiti expresses the same idea: "I am because we

are, and since we are, therefore I am." 16 In other words, the African

participates in and is defined by a world of dynamic reciprocal relations both
with the living and the dead This does not mean that the African loses her

individuality, rather she exercises and fulfils her humanity as she interacts with
others. The African understanding of a human person is thus of one who

belongs and who is in relationship with the world round about him.

2.2.2. Seriti.

Integral to the notion of ubuntu is that of seriti or 'energy', 'power' and 'vital
force' which conceives of life itself as immanent power. According to African

theologian, Gabriel Setiloane, all of life is charged with 'vital force' and since all

things oossess this vitality "life is a dynamic participation, a constant and ever

self-generating interaction within the equally dynamic participating and

interacting force vitale"17 If Seriti is present in all things it is so with a particular

intensity in persons. The South African philosopher, Augustine Schutte - who

acknowledges his own debt to Setiloane - defines seriti as "the essential

personal energy that is produced by interpersonal contact."18

In the inseparable notions of ubuntu and seriti we are introduced to the African

conception of what it is to be a human being. An African's humanity is
interwoven with the community and is expressed as she participates in the

dynamism and energy of life She lives her life in a network of both human and
non-human relationships. Life is personal; hers is a being-in-relation and she is
committed to the upholding of these relationships and resisting that which would
destabilise and undermine them.

2.2.3. Land

The holistic values that undergird the black communities are also integrally
related to the community's relationship with the land. The two are inseparable

16Mbiti, 1970, p 141
"Setiloane,1986(a), p 55
l8Schutte,1991, p 192
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for not only does the land provide food, the community's spiritual roots are also

deeply embedded in the soil. The land is the living link with previous

generations. It is the place of a person's birth and upbringing; the place where
the ancestors lie and their spirit's dwell and the revered guardian spirits can be

consulted. The tribe's relationship with the land therefore is more than just

physical. Theirs is a spiritual relation with the land. Land is vested with sacred

significance and unlike white notions of individual ownership land belongs to the

tribe, to both the living and the living dead. Land is thus an essential ingredient
of ubuntu and an integral aspect of the people's participation in the vitality of life
Thus v_utiloane can write:

When the Bantu say . . they are Mwana we mvu - son of the soil - it is
so They are tied to the soil, body, mind and soul. A child's umbilical cord
is buried into the soil into which his ancestors are buried, thus linking
him to them there where they are. If he is removed permanently from
that place the cord which ties him to them is broken.19

2.2.4. The Holy

The African people have a deep reverence for life that is inextricably tied in with
their capacity for sensing and knowing the sacred, or holy. For them this sense

or experience of the sacred is ambiguous since it is both attractive and

repelling. As Thomas Manyeli puts it: "They [the Africans] are psychologically

ready to capture the presence of something Divine, imposing, powerful and

commanding. A feeling of being in the presence of something "tremendous" and

"fascinating" provokes a reaction of fear, respect, self-offering, offering gifts."20
In the African world the sacred is very much part of such realities as power, life
and communion. However, as Charles Nymati has pointed out, this awe and

respect for the sacred does not necessarily imply moral sanctity since

something can be both sacred and polluted. The African believes also in evil
deities and sees no opposition between the sacred and the magical.21

2.3. The Destruction of African Communities and the Dispossession of
t_and

"Setiloane, 1978, p 410
^Manyeli.lOOS, p 27
21Nyamiti, n.d., p.68
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Given the delicate texture of the totality of relationships within the black
communities it is not surprising that there would be considerable dislocation and

profound spiritual trauma should the intricate web of relationships as we have
outlined ever be disrupted. That such a disruption would come was inevitable

given the powerful forces at work in the sub-continent. European man shaped
as he was by Enlightenment rationalism and industrial revolution materialism did
not fit naturally into the African world of spirit, and when he arrived he had little

appreciation for the deeper ways of living of the African people. He came "not
for Africa's sake but for what he could get out of Africa on his own behalf." 22
The Boer's quest for land, independence and freedom, the overwhelming

military and economic force of British colonial rule and the equal determination
of the indigenous populations to preserve what was theirs created a scenario in
which one would have to give way to another. The resultant clash was violent
and prolonged. Given the superiority of the white settler weaponry the outcome

was predictable. For the black population of southern Africa what ensued was

nothing less than their conquest, subjugation and enslavement.

It would be a mistake therefore to think that apartheid was the beginning of
black suffering in South Africa. Similarly, it would be to misunderstand the

dynamics of southern Africa to believe that only the early Afrikaners, the Boers,
were responsible for the dispossession of indigenous land and the disintegration
of the black communities. The point must be made that the communalism that
characterised the black way of life was also placed under severe threat by a

colonial system that clearly had the capitalistic interests of the white settler
communities as its primary concern. It was the white settler "with his superior

weapons and his notion of individual ownership, his theodolite and his title deed,
and his greater awareness of the operation of the market" who gained the upper

hand at the expense of the blacks.23 Economic exploitation went hand in hand

with the colonialist capitalist program invariably with devastating results.

Nosipho Majeke claims that capitalism "shattered tribalism and destroyed the
social relationships that go with it."24 The pattern of black exploitation became

predictable: The prosperity of the colonies was dependent upon the availability
of land and cheap labour. Through sheer economic necessity therefore the
black population had to become dependent upon the system which could then

22van der Post, 1955, p.42
23Davenport,1978, p.97
24Majeke,1952 p. 140
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exploit him at will. In a capitalist colonial economy therefore the control of the
land was a key element.

This was the reality behind the infamous Land Act of 1913. At a time when

many blacks had managed successfully to adapt to their status as tenants on

white owned land and some were even able to purchase land of their own, the
need 'cr cheap labour on the farms and mines became critical. In terms of the
Land Act of 1913 blacks were not allowed to purchase land outside of 'reserves'

that were designated for them. Africans living on land outside of these reserves

were evicted and in so doing were effectively made foreigners in their own

country compelling them to migrate into the cities where they were a source of

cheap labour for the captains of industry. Of the Land Act Alistair Sparks has

commented: "It was the start of the most comprehensive system of labour
coercion on a racial basis that has been devised since slavery."25 At least one
influential writer of the time understood the magnitude of what was happening in

this process of humiliation of the indigenous population of South Africa. In 1908
Olive Schreiner warned:

If, blinded by the gain of the moment, we see nothing in our dark man
but a vast engine of labour; if to us he is not man but only a tool; if
dispossessed entirely of the land for which he now shows that large
aptitude for peasant proprietorship for the lack of which among their
masses many great nations are decaying: if we force him permanently in
his millions into locations and compounds and slums of our cities . ; if,
uninstructed in the highest forms of labour, without the rights of
citizenship; his own social organisation broken up, without our having
aided him to participate in our own; if ... we reduce this vast mass to
the condition of a great, seething, ignorant proletariat - then I would
rather draw a veil over the future of this land. 26

The Land Act of 1913 serves as a symbol of what was happening to the black
communities in South Africa at the time, as well as giving a foretaste of what
was g 7 ng to happen when the Nationalist ideologues demanded that no stone

be left unturned in the pursuit of their racial Utopia. What is clear is that white
'civilisation' and the securing of economic and political power was to be secured
at the expense of the black people of the sub-continent. The individualistic and

profit driven assumptions inherent in capitalism were foreign to the communally
minded Africans who for centuries had lived within subsistence economies

25Sparks,1991, p.141
^Krige.iges, p 189
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working their lands and tending their cattle:

In the name of 'capital' and 'civilisation' the indigenous people were

overwhelmed, their institutions undermined, their traditions condemned, the

spirit of ubuntu violated, their self-confidence destroyed and replaced by an

attitude of submissiveness and subservience to the white man. It was the kind

of exploitation of indigenous peoples perpetrated in the name of commercial

gain by those from a supposedly Christian nation that drew forth a passionate
denunciation from P.T. Forsyth

When we have not persecuted, or neglected, the heathen we have
exploited them. We have been careless what became of them, provided
we made our fortunes out of them. We have done worse; we have
introduced our curses and vices amongst them. We have not only given
them stones for bread, but when they asked for an egg we gave them a
scorpion . . .We have undermined and discredited their own faith without
giving them new.27

2.4. The Apartheid Years: The Open Sore

It should be clear from the above that South Africa's problems did not begin with
the advent of apartheid. Segregatory laws were enacted long before 1948. In
1948, however, the National Party came to power on a comprehensive racial

political programme that it called 'apartheid' in terms of which racial separation
was to be rigorously implemented and enforced in all areas of life, political,

territorial, residential, cultural and economic. Through a systematic legislative

programme a carefully constructed legal order was put in place which not only
established the institutions of apartheid but prescribed in detail the social,
economic and educational status of the individual within the country.

It would be a mistake however to think that apartheid had only to do with certain
laws. Underlying the political and legal system lay a philosophy and theology
that gave legitimization to the whole edifice that was erected. Thus, before

considering a few examples of the laws of apartheid that so decisively - and

tragically - shaped life in South Africa it is important to examine the thinking
behind it.



li

2.4.1. Apartheid as a Total Ideology

At its simplest level, ideology can be defined as an interpretation of reality
understood from a particular perspective This 'neutral' view of ideology is
taken by South African missiologist Willem Saayman who defines ideology as

"a blueprint of society which is designed in order to mobilise people to bring into

being a specific kind of society." Saayman says that it depends on the kind of

society that is being envisaged as to whether the ideology is to be evaluated

positively or negatively, the test being how it measures against " the

humanising dimensions of the mission of Jesus."28 Christians therefore,

Saayman concludes, "have the responsibility to be fully involved in the
articulation and implementation of a political ideology in harmony with the

humanising dimensions of the gospel."29 The irony of Saayman's definition is
that it would in all likelihood have received the approval of the theological
architects of apartheid since, for most Afrikaners, apartheid was seen as a

supremely just and humane way of resolving the racial and cultural dilemmas of
South Africa. The sad truth of South Africa has been, and still is, that most

people act according to their own vital concerns such that reality is interpreted in
terms of the interests of the dominant political and economic group.

Taking a critical view of the notion of ideology Dutch economist Professor Bob
Goudzwaard equates ideology and idolatry. Defining ideology as "an entire

system of values, conceptions, convictions and norms which are used as a set

of tools for reaching a single, concrete, all-encompassing societal end," 30
Goudzwaard argues that "an ideology arises when idolatry takes root in the

pursuit of a legitimate end." 31 Ideology, he insists is "the conduit, track or

channel along which idolatry comes to life and moves." 32 We should add that

many of these 'societal ends' can be legitimate in and of themselves. The

difficulty arises when the 'end' is absolutised and the pursuit of the end justifies

every means used to attain it. By placing absolute value on such finite realities
as nation, culture and prosperity, ideology takes on a totalitarian character,

moving from legitimate concerns into the realm of idolatry. Instead of being

27Forsytn,1908, pp.265-266
2®Saayman,1991, p 9
ri'Saayman,1991, p 10.
3uGoudzwaard,1984, p 18
7
Goudzwaard, 1984, p 20

32Goudzwaard,1984, p 23
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realities that liberate they become idols that oppress.

The truth of South Africa is that for two centuries at least, it has been a

playground of contending ideologies each endeavouring to bend, shape and

cajole reality according to its dogmatic assumptions. J.A. Loubser described

apartheid as, "an ideology, a closed, totalitarian system of ideas" designed to

bring about the total separation of the Black and White races in South Africa/3
Johann Kinghorn further highlights the metaphysical grounding of apartheid.

Using apartheid' and 'racism' interchangeably he points out that apartheid has
to do with the fundamental ordering of life;

. . an all-embracing understanding about God, humanity and reality .

Racism/apartheid has in the first instance to do with the ordering of
reality, of how human beings and human reality in their totality were
intended to be.34

For 46 years South Africa was in the grip of an absolutist ideology where the
'societal end' was the preservation of national and cultural identities. At face
value few can object to a concern to preserve one's cultural identity. What
occurred in South Africa however, was the assumption of one aspect of life,

namely race and nationhood - as defined by Afrikaner theologians and

philosophers - and a thoroughgoing and ruthless attempt to recast the totality of
South African reality in terms of this single category. Call it apartheid' or

'separate development', it was more than a pragmatic political program

designed to eliminate friction between the races. In reality apartheid was a

determined program to bend and shape South Africa according to the

ideological program of a theologized nationalism Apartheid was a total

ideology, a 'final solution', designed to entrench and strengthen ethnic diversity
as constitutive and normative of all human behaviour in South Africa.

Since no ideology exists in a vacuum it is important to inquire into the origins of
the apartheid ideology. How was the ground prepared that allowed the ideology
to germinate, grow and flourish? Here we can point to two factors that shaped
and piepared the Afrikaners' psyche, the first, historical, the second, intellectual
and theological.

J3Loubser,1987, p.xviii
34Kinghorn,1988, pp.9-10
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2.4.2. The Nineteenth Century and the Rise of Afrikaner Nationalism:
'The Century ofWrong'

Nationalism has been described as "the idea that a group or a people have a

right to strive for or to maintain a position of independence in relation to other
groups or peoples."35 Besides the strong sense of identity and belonging that
such an idea kindles amongst a people the strength of this definition is that the
notion of self-determination implicit in the words encourages them to free
themselves from subjugation and to exercise control over their own affairs.
However, in his study of nationalism Minogue suggests that whilst the idea of
nationalism may have merit, in practise it is invariably compromised.

Nationalism, he says, " begins as Sleeping Beauty and ends as Frankenstein's
monster."36 After a consideration of modern history Max Warren develops the
idea of nationalism as being, in the first instance, a state of mind and heart.

Nationalism, Warren maintains, is that

deep inner attitude of mind which distinguishes one group of people,
large or small, calling for an exclusive loyalty which in the last analysis
limits humanity to that group, and which tends all to easily to treat
inhumanely those outside that group.37

As we shall discover, in South Africa the fears of Minogue and Warren in

respect of nationalism were amply fulfilled.

An overview of the historical experience of the Boers during the nineteenth

century gives an indication of how events slowly shaped and ultimately forged a

people with a common cultural and national identity. Whilst there were Dutch

speakers in other parts of the Cape Colony throughout the nineteenth century,
Afrikaner history has tended to focus on how an isolated and culturally alienated

group of independent-minded Boer farmers on the Eastern Frontier of the Cape

Colony resolved to shape and control their own destinies by trekking into the
interior of South Africa, and of how subsequent events forged a \lolk that was
confident enough to challenge the awesome military power of the British

Leatt,et.,al,1986, p. 76
3'JMinogue, 1967, p.7
37Warren,1965, p. 121.
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Empire. Often referred to as "n eeu van onreg" - "a century of injustice",38 it was
the nineteenth century that decisively shaped the Afrikaners' historical and
national self-consciousness and witnessed the emergence in the latter years of
the century of a passionate volksnationalisme

During this period two 'foes' and two defining events stand out. The 'foes' were
the British and the black tribes of southern Africa, and the events were the

Great Trek and Die Tweede Vryheidsoorlog or Anglo-Boer War. It was, in

particular, the policy instituted by the British colonial authorities in respect of the
black population in South Africa that was especially aggravating to the Boer
frontiersmen. By the early years of the nineteenth century there had developed

amongst the settlers on the frontiers a fierce sense of racial superiority and

contempt for surrounding black tribes. In 1828 the renowned missionary, Dr
John Dhilip, raised his voice against the colonists' "work of oppression, slavery
and extermination" and of how blacks were often killed "as game or noxious
animals".39 The abolition of slavery in 1832 further exacerbated the situation for
the Boers both in respect of the British and the indigenous populations. Besides
the bitterness over inadequate compensation for losses suffered as a result of

the freeing of the slaves, such a move was perceived by the Boers to

undermine the traditional master-servant relationship between whites and
blacks Any notion of gelykstelling' [equalization] was anathema to the Boers.
At the time Anna Steenkamp claimed that what finally drove the Boers away on

the Great Trek was the fact of black people "being placed on an equal footing
with Christians, contrary to the laws of God and the natural differentiation of

origins and faith."40

Caught as the Dutch farmers were between an unsympathetic and an

'interfering' British authority and the numerically superior and threatening blacks
on the Frontier, a quarter of their number resolved to journey northwards where

they believed they would be free to determine their own destinies and live by
their own ideals in an independent republican state where there would be 'no

equality' between black and white and where they would be beyond the reaches
of any British government. As they travelled they understood themselves as in

^Reitz,1990^Cited by Du Toit, 1983, p. 934. Philips' views were vigorously challenged by leaders of both the
British settler and Boer communities See Thompson, 1990. p 69

40Du B' ./n, 1986, p 130
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some way resembling the people of Israel journeying through the wilderness.
As Sheila Paterson has written:

To the Boers the Old Testament was like a mirror of their lives. In it they
found the deserts and fountains, the droughts and plagues, the captivity
and the exodus. Above all they found a Chosen People guided by a
stern but partial Deity through the midst of the heathen to a promised
land41

The story of the next sixty years is one of conflict, conquest, suffering and

perseverance as the Boers, in search of independence and freedom, were

caught in a pincer movement between the British to the South and a host of
black tribes to the East and North. Wherever they moved they were confronted

by one or other of their foes. Through great adversity and remarkable victories
on the field of battle that were interpreted as God's providential intervention, the
Boer dream of independence was realised in 1852 when the Transvaal was

recognized as an independent Republic.

It was however with the discovery of diamonds in Kimberly in 1870 and gold in
the Transvaal in 1886 that events were set in motion that were to lead finally to
the Boer Republics declaring war on Britain in October 1899. That one of the
smallest countries in the world could contemplate war, let alone go to war, with
the greatest imperial power on earth indicates the strength of purpose amongst
the Boers to retain their independence. Embracing an unshakeable belief that
as a 'volk' they had been chosen by God and that He was on their side they

engaged the British forces. Kruger reminded one of his generals that though the
British have thousands in the field and the Boers only hundreds, "we have the

supreme commander of heaven and earth, Jesus Christ."42

Despite some early successes the Boers were outnumbered and outgunned.

Away from the battle, eight times more Afrikaner women and children died in the
concentration camps than soldiers on the field of battle.43 Finally the Boers
entered peace negotiations and by the Treaty of Vereeniging in May 1902 they

reluctantly accepted the terms of the peace. In terms of the Treaty certain

guarantees were given in respect of economic reconstruction and the use of the

4
,Patterson,1957, p.177. This identification provided a framework for the trekkers to interpret their
arduous journey.

42Moodie,1975, p.32
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Dutch language. Lord Milner however, was determined to denationalise the
Afrikaners and immediately embarked on a vigorous policy of anglicisation.

Having forfeited their political freedom at Vereeniging, the Afrikaners saw

Milner's measures as a direct threat to their identity as Afrikaners. Between

poverty and anglicisation Afrikanerdom's struggle was for its very existence

This, says David Bosch, was "the Afrikaner's darkest hour."44

Of the Anglo-Boer War it can be said that it was the defining moment in
Afrikaner history. 45 It marked their deepest humiliation. The Boers however,
were convinced of the justice of their cause. Thus, far from destroying the

Afrikaners, the war achieved the opposite. It triggered a fierce nationalism that
was set on overturning the humiliations of defeat. What emerged from the war

was a unity of purpose among the Afrikaners and a determination to preserve

their iuontity and regain their political freedom. Though there was later to be a

Rebellion in 1914 amongst those Boers opposed to South Africa's participation
in the First World War there can be little doubt that the Anglo-Boer War effected
a remarkable transformation in the Afrikaner community. Out of the suffering of
the War a new people was bom. Despite his sometimes severe criticisms of his
own Afrikaner people, theologian J.A. Loubser has written: "To an English-

speaker, who has never experienced any threat to his own culture, the
Afrikaner's agony over his identity is often inconceivable. Behind this agony lies
a world of concrete experience."46

2.4.3. The Emergence of a Racial Theology.

From this all too brief historical overview of the so-called 'century of wrong' a

few observations are appropriate as to some key elements of the later apartheid

ideology. Beneath the maelstrom of historical events attitudes and convictions
were being forged. Firstly, we find in this century the emergence of an extra-
ecclesiastical racial theology. With the statement of Anna Steenkamp cited

earlier, we have documented for the first time the conviction that God had

ordained the divisions of colour and that these divisions could not be

suspended. 47 An argument frequently invoked to justify these racial attitudes

43Fisher,1969, p 193
44Bosch,1986, p 25
4:,Bosch claims it was the most crucial event in the Afrikaner's history. Bosch, 1986, p 25
46Loubser, 1987. p. 183.
47Loubser,1987, p 12
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was the spurious interpretation of Genesis 9:18-27 in terms of which Ham's
descendants were cursed to be slaves of Shem and Japheth. 48 The end to

which such an argument was moving was the acceptance that any policy of

'equalization' between black and white was contrary to the Divine purpose.

Whilst these beliefs were not official church teachings, there was nevertheless a

growing lobby for racial separation within congregations. In 1857 the Cape

Synod of the Dutch Reformed Church [DRC] passed a resolution that stated
that whereas it was scriptural that "our heathen members" be part of existing

congregations, because of "the weakness of some" [for which read 'white

objections'], it was preferable that they "should enjoy their Christian privileges in
a separate building." Thus came into being a significant concession to overt
white racial prejudice justified not on the basis of the teachings of scripture but
on the basis of human experience. What we have with this decision is a

fundamental shift in theological method. As Loubser observes, this concession
was "to provide the starting point for a theology of experience to infiltrate the
church." 49 Thus began a practice of separation within the church and whilst it
was initially justified largely as a matter of mission strategy, the following 70

years saw this practice of separation hardening into an effective tradition and
later accepted as a biblically justifiable and thus acceptable Christian conviction.
Whereas in 1857 separation had been a concession, by 1934 under the
influence of Kuyperian thinking it was understood to be a determining principle
of the Church's life. One might conclude that the evolution of racial thinking in
South Africa that lead ultimately to the acceptance of the theology of apartheid
was that of human experience seeking theological validation.

2.4.4. Afrikaner Sacred History and Chosen People Theology.

A second observation from our glance at the Afrikaner's historical experience of
the nineteenth century is the increasing awareness that we find among the
Afrikaners of their history as one of suffering and struggle and a willingness to

interpret that history in terms of the providential action of God. Charles Villa-
Vicencio claims that "Afrikaner culture is essentially an interpretation of history -

the past animating the present and directing the future."50 Integral to this
Afrikaner interpretation of their history was an understanding of themselves as,

48Loubser,1987, p.7
49Loubser,1987, p 7
50Villa-Vicencio, 1977, p 378
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in some sense, being a chosen people. Certainly the Boers' survival and victory

against overwhelming odds together with their assertion of political power after
the Anglo-Boer War reinforced the conviction that they were the subjects of
God's special mercy in a way that was not unlike the children of Israel in the Old
Testament. Looking back on the history of the Afrikaner people Dr. D.F. Malan
claimed in 1938 that Afrikaner history

is the greatest masterpiece of the centuries. We hold this nationhood as
our due for it was given us by the Architect of the universe. . Indeed, the
history of the Afrikaner reveals a will and a determination which makes
one feel that Afrikanerdom is not the work of men but the creation of
God.51

Malan's views reflect what we might term a 'chosen people ideology'. How far
back in Afrikaner history this ideology goes remains an issue for debate. The

prevailing view has been that from as far back as the eighteenth century

Calvinism was the key to understanding the Afrikaners' strong sense of identity.
It was argued that since the Boers came from a Dutch Protestant background it
was their Calvinistic inheritance with its emphasis upon 'election' and 'calling'
that gave to them that awareness of being a people apart in terms similar to the
Israelites of the Old Testament. 52 Because of this any 'equalization' was

contrary to the Divine order. This "Calvinist paradigm" has however, been
called into question by Andre Du Toit and Irving Hexham. In a painstaking
examination of primary sources Du Toit concludes that the "Calvinistic

paradigm" is "conspicuously absent from these accounts of the views and
attitudes of early Afrikaners until at least the middle of the nineteenth century."
53

However one may assess this debate it is clear that amongst the Afrikaner

people who journeyed unto the southern African hinterland in the nineteenth

century and established Boer Republic there was a growing sense of identity
and awareness - however ill defined - of themselves as a volk or people. What
we are able to say is that the Old Testament played a pivotal role in shaping

51ln Moodie,1975, p.1
52Patterson,1957, p. 177
53Du Toit,1983, p.937. Also Hexham, 1980, pp195-208; Bosch,1984, pp.14-35. Du Toit claims
that it was with the publication of David Livingstone's Missionary Travels and Researches
[1858] that the Calvinistic paradigm for understanding Afrikaner history first appears and that it
was only with the Rev.S.J. Du Toit in the 1880s that we find anything resembling a coherent
Afrikaner chosen people theology. Du Toit,1983, p 951
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and interpreting the raw material of Afrikaner history as well as giving them an

historical precedent in which they saw themselves as a people reflected.

2.4.5. Intellectual and Theological Developments: The Stirrings of a

Theologised Nationalism

The process whereby a people such as the Afrikaners came to understand itself
as a volk is complex one that cannot be explained exclusively in terms of a few

key historical events. Intellectual and theological developments were also to

play a crucial role. Initially these theological developments did not represent a
school of thought since the Afrikaner community was too disparate for there to
be anything resembling a coherent Afrikaner perspective. However, these

developments were ultimately going to take hold of the Afrikaner churches and

provide a theological justification of Afrikaner nationalism and the justification of

apartheid.

2.4.6. Kuyperian Calvinism

A decisive influence on the development of the apartheid theology of South
Africa was the Dutch theologian cum politician, Abraham Kuyper [1837-1920],

Kuyper embraced a strong understanding of the Lordship of Christ in terms of

which, "No single part of our thought world may be hermetically separated from
the rest; and there is not one inch of the whole field of our human life of which

Christ, who is sovereign over all, does not say, 'Mine!' " 54 This view of the

Lordship of Christ Kuyper developed into a "system of principles" that gave rise
to an all-embracing world-view. Two aspects of Kupyper's theology are of

particular importance to our discussion: firstly, he had a distinctive

understanding of God's governance of human affairs. Here Kuyper spoke of

"sovereignty in the individual sphere" 55 In terms of this notion God exercises
His sovereignty over the world in two main "spheres": the "mechanical" sphere
which pertains to the authority of the state, and the "organic" sphere of various
"social circles" which Kuyper identifies as the sovereignty of the personal; that

is, the sovereignty in the corporate sphere such as the university and
associations etc., sovereignty in the domestic sphere of the family, and the
communal sovereignty of towns and villages etc. These "organic spheres" have

5"Cited by Strauss, 1995, p.6
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their own intrinsic authority insofar as they are part of God's original creation
and are thus subject only to God. Kuyper uses the phrase "ordinances of
creation" to describe these spheres by which he means that they are inherent in
the very structures of creation having their own "innate laws" and they continue

operating according to their own fundamental God-given creational principles.
The State-government, said Kuyper, "must reverence the innate laws of life"

allowing for their full development, and it is the duty of the members of each

"sphere" to defend its own liberty.56

What was of particular significance for Afrikaner theologians was a comment by

Kuyper that "nations" were also part of the "ordinances of creation". Thus

Kuyper could write:

God created the nations. They exist for Him. They are His own. And
therefore all these nations, and in them all humanity, must exist for His
glory and consequently [live] after His ordinances, in order that in their
well-being, when they walk after His ordinances, His divine wisdom may
shine forth.57

The implications of such a statement were clear: the Afrikaner volk was an

independent and sovereign 'social sphere' with a God-given right to its
existence.

The second aspect of Kuyper's teaching that warrants brief consideration is his

theory of diversity. Whilst Kuyper acknowledged that unity was the ultimate

purpose of biblical revelation he believed that it would only be attained in the
hereafter. What he saw happening around him was an ongoing movement

towards uniformity, and this he vigorously opposed labelling uniformity, "the
curse of modern life."58 Against this uniformity Kuyper espoused the principle of

diversity as being "the greatest law of creation". For Kuyper it was sacrosanct
that "each form of life should multiply 'according to its own sort', according to the

peculiar character it received."59 This, he maintained, was how things are; it is
the way creation functions. Turning to the Bible, Kuyper argued that although
the wall of partition had been broken down, the divisions had not been

suspended. Similarly, in the book of Revelation, when all of mankind stands

55Kuyper,1970, pp.91 f
56Kuyper,1970, p. 98
57Kuyper,1970, p. 81
58Kuyper,1869.
59Kuyper,1869, p 22
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before the throne of the Lamb they worship not as uniform mass of humanity but
as differentiated nations, generation and tongues. Since, according to Kuyper,
both Scripture and creation bear witness to the principle of diversity, attempts
towards uniformity were futile and only served to frustrate the ordinances of God
60 In his later Stone Lectures delivered at Princeton Seminary in 1898 Kuyper
was to use the word "pluriformity" to describe his understanding of the world in
terms of its unity and diversity.61

It was in the 1930s that the flower of Kuyperian Calvinism began to bloom in
South Africa as increasingly theologians recognised in it a theological
framework for interpreting the nationalistic feeling among the Afrikaner
communities. It was in particular his notions of creation ordinances, the principle
of diversity and his understanding of the nation as a separate and sovereign
"social sphere" that were adapted and applied to the emerging socio-political
conditions within South Africa. For example, it was declared that after centuries
of interaction with "slaves and natives" South African Calvinism finally

proclaimed "the great commandment: no equality!" by which the author, J.W.

Coetzee, meant: "Recognise the ordinances of God and do not try to make

equal that which God has not made equal."62 In the third series of Koers in die
Krisis Kuyperian philosopher, H.G. Stoker, applied the principle of diversity

using it is an argument for separation:

God willed the diversity of people. Thus far he has preserved the identity
of our people. Such preservation was not for naught. . [God] might have
allowed our people to be bastardized with the native tribes as happened
with other Europeans. He did not allow it. He might have allowed us to
be anglicized . . He did not allow that either. He maintained the identity
of our people. He has a future task for us, a calling laid away.63

Whilst it would be wrong to place the blame for apartheid theology at Kuyper's
feet there can be little doubt that his thought was adapted to the South African
context and that it provided theologians and even politicians with a decisive

metaphysical framework that was able to justify the policy of apartheid. The
extent of his influence, even dominance, within Afrikaner theology is highlighted

by Professor J.J.F. Durand's observation that at a point it became increasingly

60Kuyper,1869, pp 23-24
6Vuyper,1970, p 18
f,:Cited by Loubser,1987, p 36
63Cited by Moodie,1975, p.67
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difficult for any theologian to openly oppose the Kuyperian system in its South
African version since "opposition to it could not only be misconstrued as treason

to the Afrikaner cause, but also as a threat to the Reformed tradition as such."64

2.4.7. Romantic Nationalism

A second major intellectual influence upon the emergence of apartheid was that
of romantic nationalism as it was imbibed and taught by young Afrikaner
students65 who had studied in Germany in the years preceding the Second
World War.

In Germany the thinking of Johann von Herder [1744-1803] and Johann Fichte

[1762-1814] had proved extremely influential in providing a metaphysical basis
for the ideas of nation and nationalism. It was von Herder66 who introduced the

notion of the Volksgeist or 'spirit of the people' in terms of which a mystical bond
existed between the individual and the Volk to which s/he belonged. According
to Herder, the Volk is not simply the people of a country but rather a

metaphysical entity within a nation that produces that which is distinctive in
terms of a particular language, culture, religion and customs. Indeed, a

Volksgeist is a manifestation of God and it is imparted to each nation so that it
can fulfill that purpose for which it had been brought into existence. With Herder
we find the priority of the Volk over the individual. Each person's identity is
defined by their being a member of the nation and it is only as a member of that
nation that they are able to realise their potential. According to Robert Ergang,
in terms of this thinking nationality is a part of the divine plan.67

In 1935 Diederichs published an important pamphlet entitled Nationalisme as

Lewensbeskouing en sy verhouding tot Internationalisme in which the influence
of the German Romanticists becomes apparent. Diederichs writes: "Only in the
nation as the most total, most all-embracing human community can man realise
himself fully. The nation is the fulfilment of the individual life."68 In words not

unlike Kuyper - who himself was influenced by ideas of romantic nationalism

64Durand,1985, p.41
'^Esp Diedrichs, Cronje & Meyer
°sFor this brief discussion of Herder's views I have used Minogue,1967, pp 57-62;
Degenaar,1975, pp.11-39; Ergang,1931

b7Ergang,1931, p.250. Fichte gave priority to the German nation insisting that it had the purest
\/olksgeist
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albeit without the notion of racial purity - Diederichs goes on:

. . just as it would be a violation of God's natural law to try to reduce all
colours to one, . everything in nature to one dull monotony, so is it just
as much a desecration of His law to want to destroy the multiplicity of
nations in the world for the sake of a monochromatic, monotonous and
monolithic humanity.69

Sparks labels Diederichs's pamphlet, "an Afrikaner Weltanschauuing" and

recognising how influential it was in the evolution of apartheid he goes on:

By the invocation of such high-sounding ideals was the ground laid for a
programme that would uproot millions of people, split families, demolish
homes, shatter whole communities, ravage peoples' lives in an
incredible attempt to reverse the integrating forces of South Africa's
industrial revolution and divide its people of various races, colours, and
tribes into separate 'nations' - according to 'God's natural law'. Thus did
reality begin to perish in South Africa and its inhumanity get underway
behind a cloak of righteousness.70

2.4.8. The Role of the Afrikaans Churches in the Rise of Afrikaner

Nationalism and Apartheid.

The Church has been an integral part of the Afrikaans community. Whilst initially
the Dutch Reformed Church in the Cape did not support the Great Trek, it
seems the more the Boers suffered the more the Church drew alongside of
them. It was prior to and during the War of Independence [1880-1881] that the
Afrikaans churches took on a much clearer national identity identifying closely
with the struggles of the people. De Zuid-Afrikaan of 22 January, 1881,
commented how "our ministers" proved that "a fluid thicker than water flows in
their veins: they also exhibit a true national consciousness." 71 Similarly, after
the Anglo-Boer War the Afrikaans churches came to the rescue of the Afrikaner
volk and played a vital role in its reconstruction. Of this period Bosch has
observed that the Church and the Volk were "virtually indistinguishable."72 The
decimation of the countryside during the war compelled hundreds of thousands
of Afrikaners and blacks into the cities to search for work. To a people raised on

a doctrine of geen gelykstelling the resultant problems of urbanisation presented

l5bDiedrichs,1936, pp 17-18
69Diedrichs,1936, pp.22-23
70Sparks,1991, pp. 167-168
71Loubser,1987, p. 149
72Bosch,1986, p 25
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a massive crisis of identity and it was the Afrikaans churches that rescued the
volk. One official publication entitled, 'Ons roeping teenoor die armes van ons

volk' [Our calling in respect of the poor among our people] observed that "the
care for the poor of the Church is not simply a question of providing relief here
and there, but a question of the existence of the volk." 73 The poor Afrikaners
had to be fed and clothed and their shattered psyches rebuilt. They had to

understand who they were in the divine scheme of things. It was therefore to
this grander task of the rehabilitation of the volk that the churches gave

themselves. In January of 1915 the Council of Churches declared that,

The Church has a special calling with regard to the Afrikaner people.
The church sees it as its duty to be nationalistic, to guard the specific
national interests, and to teach the people to see the hand of God in its
own history and to keep alive an awareness of its national calling and
purpose. 74

It becomes apparent from this that the category of 'nation' or 'volk' was clearly

functioning as a fundamental criterion for the Church's understanding of its
mission. Increasingly the motif of the 'people' was given more credence than the

'kingdom of God' as the church showed itself to be more concerned with fellow-
Afrikaners than it was about fellow Christians.

A glance at some of the important church conferences gives an indication of
how far the Afrikaans churches were a vehicle for the doctrinalisation and

institutionalising of racial attitudes not only in the church but in the wider socio¬

political life of South Africa. Whereas initially separation within the church was

encouraged as a pragmatic policy, under the influence of Kuyperian thinking it
received an increasingly theoretical or Biblical basis which was soon to harden
into an uncompromising religious ideology that was to spread to the socio¬

political spheres. The Church tracked the developing racial attitudes thus giving
an intellectual and theological respectability to the gut feelings of the Afrikaners
towards the black populations in South Africa.

In the 'Missionary Policy' that was adopted by the Federal Council of the DRC in
1935 tne clear intention of the Church became apparent. What was required in

South Africa was complete religious, social and political apartheid:

3Botha,1984, pp. 83-84
74Botha,1984, p 83
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Each nation has the right to be itself and to attempt to develop and uplift
itself. Thus, while the Church rejects social equality in the sense that the
differences between races are negated in the normal run of things, the
Church would like to promote social differentiation and spiritual or
cultural segregation.75

Such positions were supported in numerous articles and theological documents

setting forth elaborate biblical arguments and texts in justification of the policy of

apartheid. The thesis common to all the theological work done in the name of
the emerging Afrikaner nationalism was summed up by Professor J.H. Kritzinger

who, writing in 1947, categorically asserted that in Scripture "God willed racial

apartheid" and consequently we as Christians "may not make light of it." 76

In 1950 a significant shift occurred in the official thinking of the DRC with the

embracing of what Kinghorn has called the "theology of separate equality"77 in
terms of which 'nations' were regarded as having equal but separate status thus

doing away with any notion of dominance or subjugation of 'inferior' peoples.
The phrase 'separate development' was used to describe this new policy and
whilst it was perceived to be a just way forward what was being advocated was

the total segregation of South Africa. In 1948 the National Party had come to

power and was already implementing its apartheid policies. Now from the side
of the Afrikaans church had come a call to the new government to go even

further in the recasting of South African society. In truth, what was at stake was

Afrikaner self-determination: the preservation of the Afrikaners as a separate
volk. Pragmatic policies had finally given way to an absolute ideology of nations
that at heart was through and through theological. After some initial objections
from politicians the National Party embraced this view of the DRC and 'separate

development' remained political orthodoxy for the following 30 years. Thus Dr.
Verwoerd could sum up his government's policy in the pithy slogan: "Live and
let live - apart." 78 In this political doctrine it was believed by both theologians
and politicians that apartheid had been finally purged of unacceptable racist
elements. The influential Afrikaner theologian cum politician, Dr A.P. Treurnicht,
could write: "I do not know of any other policy that is so moral, so Biblical as the

75Kinghorn,1991, p.61
76Loubser,1987, p.59
77Kinghorn,1991, p.66
78Verwoerd,1965, p. 17
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policy of separate development of the diversity of peoples."79

Whilst 'separate development' appeared to give a measure of respectability to

apartheid, in effect it was racism in fancy dress. At core it remained racist,

designed as it was to ensure white supremacy in South Africa. Away from the
information brochures what was being fed to the Afrikaner population was

unabashed racist theology. For example, a 1960 publication intended for high
schoo1 pupils stated:

Our forefathers believed, and we still believe today, that God Himself
made the diversity of peoples on earth. . . Inter-racial residence and
intermarriage are not only a disgrace, but are also forbidden by law. .

The white stands on a much higher plane of civilization and is more
developed. Whites must so live, learn and work that we shall not sink to
the cultural level of the non-Whites.80

How then can we sum up the role of the Church in respect of the emergence of
Afrikaner nationalism and the eventual triumph of apartheid? It was the
Afrikaans churches that stood between the Afrikaner volk and its complete

disintegration. The Church proved to be the saviour of the volk, preserving its

unity and providing the necessary self-understanding that was to enable it once
more to believe in itself. This the church did by erecting a theological edifice or

system that not only assured the volk of their God-given right to exist but
assured them of their God-given right to determine their own future. The name

given to this was 'Christian Nationalism' and it was presented as the 'policy of

separate development'. To the millions who lived under this system it was

known only as 'apartheid', and it was upon the theological foundations provided

by the Afrikaans churches that apartheid was able to flourish. What the
dissident Afrikaner theologian, Nico Smith, writes is surely correct: "It can be
shown beyond all doubt that the Afrikaans Reformed churches gave birth to and
have nourished the policy of apartheid. No honest student of South African

politics and theology would try to deny that."81

2.4.9. The Theology of Apartheid: A Brief Assessment

At its heart the theology of apartheid was a natural theology that was conceived

?9Treurnicht, 1975, p 20
80Thompson & Prior, 1982, p. 112
81Smith,1984, p.149
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in experience and given definition in a particular understanding of the doctrine of
creation. Afrikaner theologians developed a 'biblical' doctrine of creation in
terms of which 'diversity' and 'division' were viewed as part of God's intention for
the world. Against the Pauline emphasis on all things in heaven and earth being
united in Christ, God was described as the "Great Divider" who "found it good"
to "establish boundaries between people and groups of people."82 To embrace
the theology of apartheid therefore was to embrace an Afrikaner natural

theology in which grace, reconciliation and unity were subordinated to human

experience, nature and creation and where 'the God and Father of our Lord

Jesus Christ' was replaced by an inflexible Lawgiver whose relation to the world
was more legal than it was filial.

We might conclude that South Africa's racial theology was the consequence of
the elevation of human experience as a decisive criterion for our knowledge of
God and understanding of the world. Understood in this way we would also
assert that the theology of apartheid was a peoples' theology, albeit one that
benefited a particular people at the expense of other groups but a people's

theology nevertheless, hammered out in the specific contexts of the Afrikaner's
historical experience.

2.4.9.1. Apartheid as a Heresy

It would be a mistake however to think that with the theology of apartheid we

had simply to do with a theological system containing a few theological mistakes
or imbalances. As one examines apartheid theology with its emphasis upon

diversity and separation one must recognise that it was a significant distortion of
the Gospel of Jesus Christ. In an important critique of the theology of apartheid
Bosch focusses on the notions 'unity' and 'diversity'. Recognising the reality of

diversity Bosch maintains however that diversity should not be permitted to
militate against the unity of the Church as happened in Afrikaner theology. The

unity of the Church is part of the faith we confess, whereas in apartheid

theology it is diversity that has been effectively raised to an article of faith. 83
Calling the apartheid theologians' view of the Church an "aberration", 84 Bosch

8"D/'e Kerkbode, January 1961
83Bosch,1983, p.30
84Bosch,1983, p 35
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concludes that apartheid is "nothing but a heresy".85 From the viewpoint of

ecclesiology the theology of apartheid appeared to posit that people of different
races are irreconcilable. Supporters of the theology of separate equality might
have replied that the issue is not one of irreconcilability but the simple fact that

people are different and that cognisance should be given to this fact. The

difficulty with this is that even the differences were absolutised and no

allowance was made, or opportunity given, for differences to be transcended. In
terms of apartheid theology there is a racial determinism that the Gospel of
Christ is not permitted to transcend. Against the dynamic notion of God being in
Christ reconciling the world, in apartheid theology we have a static Aristotelian
God committed to the preservation of division and separation. Besides being a

deformation of the Church it is a direct and blatant contradiction of the

reconciling Gospel of Christ.

2.4.9.2. Apartheid as Idolatry

If the theology of apartheid can, with justification, be labelled a heresy then we

must also consider the charge that at its heart apartheid involves idolatry. Our

study of the theology of apartheid certainly points in this direction and suggests

that with apartheid we have to do with a sophisticated form of idolatry. Idolatry
is "the sin of worshipping or being subservient to someone or something which
is not God, treating some created thing as if it were a god."86 We should add
that in and of themselves the phenomena that become idols can be legitimate.
Such realities as race, culture, nationality and wealth are God-given parts of our
lives. The difficulty arises when they are given an absolute value over against
the one true living God. The fact that the idols of apartheid were so

enthusiastically embraced by the Dutch Reformed Church indicates that idolatry
involves the insidious corruption of the good. Pointing to the golden calf of
Exodus 32, the South African black theologian, Manas Buthelezi, gives us an

example of the subtle shifts that take place in a society's embracing of idols:

The golden calf was made out of the legitimate possessions of the
people, the golden earrings. Race is a gift from God. When it is elevated
to the level of the ultimate, when it becomes a decisive factor in the
manifestation and direction of public morality, when it sets the
boundaries for the circles of those who qualify to be neighbours, and

85Bosch,1983, p 36
^Kairos.lQSS!, p. 10
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when it prescribes what constitutes a congregation in worship, it
becomes a god that competes with the Father of Jesus Christ. Racism is
a cult of the god of race.87

Whereas the Afrikaners believed they were worshipping the one true God, in

fact, using the raw materials of history, race and the Bible, they manufactured a

god after their own national and racial image. Our argument has been that

experience was the determinative shaper of the Afrikaner psyche and ultimately
Afrikaner theology. The images of history were so deeply embedded in the

psyche of the Afrikaner community that they were unable to read their Bibles

except through the lens moulded by their interpretations of historical events. As
Guinness and Seel have observed in another context:

what people know, and what they think they know is less important than
the underlying myths and images that spawn and interpret what they
know. When these myths and images are left uncriticised they have a
disastrous effect: They distort the gospel, they blind those who believe
them, they grow into idols, and they force those who worship them to
become what they worship.88

The end result of this movement towards idolatry was however more than the
elevation of the categories of race and culture to that of idols, that is false gods.
The truth of apartheid theology is that the very idea of God was shaped and
determined by these realities. In the pantheon of apartheid idols race and volk
were the constituent parts of the greater idol: the apartheid God. Cloaked in
biblical attire the apartheid God paraded as the one true God. In the words of
the Kairos Document: "This god is an idol. It is mischievous, sinister and evil as

any of the idols that the prophets of Israel had to contend with."89

2.5. The Imposition of an Ideology

When the National Party came to power in 1948 it wasted no time in giving
effect to its racial dreams. South Africa was to be reshaped according to the
National Party's ideologised racial masterplan. Of apartheid as a racially defined
doctrine of nationalism Johann Kinghorn has observed that it

87Buthelezi,1984, p.292
68Guiness & Seel, 1992, p.26
89Brown,1990, p.35
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eventually legitimised a policy that resulted in possibly the most
comprehensive programme of social engineering the world has seen this
century. Within less than three decades a total reconstruction of South
African society, politics and the economy enabled the poverty of the poor
whites to be converted to affluence.90

In what has been described as a "legislative blitzkrieg" 91 racial laws were

enacted that covered virtually every aspect of life in South Africa. Since it was
essential that each person be given a racial classification the Population

Registration Act of 1950 was enacted which became the legal cornerstone of
the apartheid system. On the basis of this law people were assigned to a

particular racial group, the idea being that through a web of laws intermingling
between the groups would be prohibited. The stories of human tragedy caused

by the application of this law are numerous suffice it to quote the respected
academic and historian, the late Edgar Brookes, who commenting on this law
and the apartheid edifice as a whole that lay behind, wrote:

The ravages upon human personality under this state of affairs are heart
rending. It is murder, or at very least, maiming of the human spirit .

Whatever the alternative may be, nothing can persuade me that this is
right in the sight of God, or even in the sight of frail but justice loving
man. Better to have a millstone hung about one's neck and to be cast
into the depths of the sea than to lend one's support, even by silence, to
this evil thing, fantastic in its unreason and unpredictability, unchristian,
unjust, and bitter in the mouth of every good man who knows the facts.
92

We cannot here discuss the myriad laws that made up the ideological

straightjacket that was forced upon South Africa, suffice it say that at every level
of South African social life every possible legal restriction was put in place to

keep the races apart.93 The Group Areas Act of 1950 entrenched segregated
residential areas forcing people of a different group to move regardless of how

long they may have been living in a particular area. A further concern of the
Nationalist government was to instill in the African an awareness of where he
fitted and how he ought to relate to whites. When the Bantu Education Act was

passed in 1953 thereby transferring control of black schools and teacher

training94 to central government, the Minister of Native Affairs at the time, Dr.

90Kinghorn,1991, p.63
91
Leatt,et al., 1986, p.67

^Brookes, 1953, p 148
93Dugard,1972, pp 80-99
"Among them renowned institutions as Lovedale, Healdtown and Adams Mission
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H.F.Verwoerd, said that from childhood "Natives will be taught that equality with

Europeans is not for them." 95 It was essential therefore that the government

kept a tight control over education. Despite the high-sounding vocabulary of

'separate freedoms' apartheid assigned to black people a place - an inferior

place - in society from which they were not intended to break free. Education's
task was to teach them this place and to equip them to fulfill it. However, Chief
Albert Luthuli [1898-1967] saw the Act for what it really was: "It is a tool in the
hands of the White master for the more effective reduction and control of the

Black servants."96

In the rural areas life for the African population had been determined by the
Bantu Land Act of 1913 and the Bantu Trust and Land Act of 1936 which set

aside 'reserves' for the exclusive occupation of Africans and at the same time

prevented Africans from owning property outside of these areas. This latter

piece of legislation also provided the legal mechanism for the expropriation of
land already owned by Africans prior to 1936. Whilst infrequently invoked before

1948, with the accession to power of the National Party the implementation of
these laws was stepped up and 'forced removals' became part of the application
of the apartheid policy. Precise figures are difficult to establish, but in 1983 the

Surplus People Project estimated that since 1960, 3.5 million people had been
removed from so-called 'black spots' - the land invariably was given for use by
whites - and relocated in barren homelands. 97 The policy was implemented
without mercy. In 1977, for instance, 400 Mfengu families were removed from
their traditional lands on which they had lived since 1835. They were relocated

[i.e. dumped] in an alien and inhospitable part of what was then 'Ciskei'. The cry

of one of those Mfengu victims, the elderly Maria Zotwana, echoes that of
millions of other dislocated black people:

We had no choice; the guns were behind us, then they bring us to this
sad place. Here there is no food. I am hungry now, as I am sitting here.
Everybody has died. My man has gone and died, as have my daughters.
They took away my land. The Lord has also gone, yes, I suppose he has
also gone.98

The list of discriminatory and dehumanising laws is long, each one however was

95ln Lockwood,1988, p.68
96Luthuli, 1963, pp.45-46
97ln Ormond,1985, p. 114
98ln de Gruchy, 1986(a), p. 119
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aimed at reinforcing political and social separation between the races. To
counter resistance an array of draconian laws 99 designed to deal with dissent
were introduced all of which combined to give the police unlimited powers to

'ban', arrest, hold, imprison without trial, place in solitary confinement without
access to anyone except government officials, those whom they considered to
be a threat to the state. The death in detention of Steve Biko stands out not only
as an example but also as a symbol of the inhumanity at the heart of the

apartheid system.

In 1986 the Commonwealth Group of Eminent Persons came to South Africa on

a fact-finding mission. Their conclusions are tellingly summed up as follows:

As a contrivance of social engineering, it [apartheid] is awesome in its
cruelty. It is achieved and sustained only through force, creating human
misery and deprivation and blighting the lives of millions. The degree to
which apartheid has divided and compartmentalized South African
society is nothing short of astounding.100

2.6 Apartheid's Impact on the Black Community

It is difficult for white people to grasp the extent of the suffering experienced by
the black community under apartheid. As grim as statistics may be they do not

bring home the agony of broken and destroyed lives and communities. However
much the white population may have prospered economically under apartheid,
for blacks it was an era of intensified suffering. Pre-1948 they had lived under a

system of racial injustice, post-1948 saw those injustices carried to their logical

legislative conclusion as the statute books were rewritten to enforce separation
in every possible field. Apartheid was a total racial ideology and strategy. The
Nationalist government did not invent racism it simply 'perfected' it. Whereas the
architects of apartheid hoped that the policy would lead to the freedom of black

people, in practice one word sums up the black experience: suffering.

2.6.1. The Maiming of the Spirit: the Psychological Suffering of Black

People under Apartheid.

Psychologically apartheid inflicted a terrible toll on the black people of South

"Dugard,1972, pp 96-98
100Commonwealth Secretariat, 1986, p 23
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Africa. To a people nurtured on the values of ubuntu and the sanctity of land

apartheid precipitated a profound alienation not only towards white people but
within themselves as black people. Countless laws and the innumerable day to

day racial denigrations at the hands of whites served to reinforce feelings of

inferiority. A coloured man told a distinguished Afrikaner Professor: " My father

image was that of someone wringing his hands and standing with his dog-like

eyes pleading before a White man, and accepting everything done to him with

resignation because he was a 'Hotnot'." 101 Of the psychological and spiritual
trauma of being forcibly removed from their ancient lands Setiloane has spoken
of the "depth of insult and the feeling of being raped and dismembered"

experienced by the victims. Such wounds are deep and are not lightly healed:
"This kind of despoilation and desecration of the people's sanctuaries and

shrines," concludes Setiloane, "leaves wounds which ages will not heal easily."
102 It was the sad legacy of apartheid that not only did it humiliate the black

people of South Africa it also created an essentially passive and subservient
black person who in the angry words of Steve Biko became "a shell, a shadow
of a man, completely defeated, drowning in his misery, a slave, an ox bearing
the yoke of oppression with sheepish timidity." Biko regarded it as his priority -

and that also of the black consciousness movement of which he was the

founder - " to make the black man come to himself; to pump back life into his

empty shell; to infuse him with pride and dignity; to remind him of his complicity
in the crime of allowing himself to be misused and therefore letting evil reign in
the country of his birth."103

2.6.2. The Killing of the Body: The Death of Steve Biko [1946-1977]

The brutality of the apartheid system and its refusal to countenance any

opposition has been dramatically highlighted during the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission [TRC] hearings. Daily the tales of the disappearance and death of

opponents of apartheid have been recounted and have shown the lengths to
which certain authorities went to ensure white domination of the country. The
stories are numerous. Of the death of Steve Biko in 1977 Hilda Bernstein has

written: "Stephen Biko is our magnifying glass. . In the fate of Steve Biko is

101
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102Setiloane,1978, p.410
103Biko, 1984, p 29
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encapsulated the truth about South Africa."104

It was Steve Biko's great vision "to bestow upon South Africa the greatest gift

possible - a more human face" 105 However, on 18 August 1977 Biko was

detained near Grahamstown. On 6 September he was interrogated and suffered
serious brain injuries which, according to a neurological pathologist, were the
result of 3 blows to the head. Lying naked on the floor of a police van Biko was

transported 750 miles to Pretoria where he died on 12 September.

Steve Biko's death had a profound impact upon the black community in South
Africa. To many he was a future South African President. His death stripped

apartheid of all its trappings exposing its brutal heart, a brutality that seemingly
knew no limits. The killings at Sharpeville [21 March,1961] and Soweto [16

June,1976], the deaths in detention, the dispossession of land, the uprooting of
millions from their homes and their forced resettlement in inaccessible and

abject camps, the poverty, the destruction of black family life through migrant
labour, the psychological humiliation all lead to a conclusion that Desmond Tutu
summed up with brevity and passion: apartheid, he said, is "intrinsically and

irredeemably evil";106 "evil: totally and without remainder."107

2.6.3. Poverty: the Legacy of Apartheid.

For a people schooled in an education system designed to relegate blacks to
the lowest eschelons of the job market, deprived of economically viable land,
and in millions of instances physically relocated to economic wastelands, the
concomitant problem was that of poverty. Whilst it is true that South Africa is not

the only African country confronted by the problem of poverty and that poverty
was an issue in the country before the Nationalists Party came to power in

1948, it remains, nevertheless, the judgment of the Second Carnegie Inquiry
into Poverty and Development that

From the mass of evidence collected . . . there is no doubt about the
extent to which the practices of the apartheid state in compelling people
to move from one place to another increase the burden of poverty for

104Bernstein,1978, p.7
105Biko, 1973, p 47
106Tutu,1983, p.46
107Tutu,1983, p. 39
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millions of South Africans, already poor, across the length and breadth
of the land 108

The statistics presented by the Carnegie Inquiry speak for themselves: in 1980
50% of South Africa's total population was living below the minimum living level

[MLL]. The Report goes on to point out that of the total black population in South
Africa 60,5% was living below the MLL, whilst in the 'reserves' 81% of
households were in dire poverty, or as the Department of National Health and

Population Development put it in 1992: "down and out, at rock bottom without
access to any resources."109 A more recent report on poverty prepared for the
ANC government's Reconstruction and Development Programme [RDP] Office
concludes that, "The apartheid era has left a legacy of poverty and inequality. In

spite of the wealth of the country, a large share of the population has not been
able to benefit from South Africa's resources." The RDP report claims that 53%
of the population of South Africa lives on less than R301 a month and that half
of this number - the "ultra-poor" - live on less than R178 a month. 95% of the

poor are Africans and 61% are women. If black people in South Africa were

humiliated by apartheid and, in millions of cases, their lives reduced to poverty,
it was the black women who bore the brunt of the suffering. Writing in 1986
Bonita Bennett maintained that black women in South Africa are "triply

exploited", the reason being that they were black, they were women and they
were workers.110

2.6.4. A Crucified People

Ever since the arrival of the white settlers on the shores of southern Africa the

indigenous populations lot has been one of suffering. If for many Afrikaners the

eighteenth century was "the century of wrong" then the black communities could

equally speak of three and a half centuries of humiliation and injustice. Takatso

Mofokeng speaks of the oppressed black people of South Africa as "a crucified

people" who through their

unprovoked and unsolicited suffering, expose the vicious but also the
desperate nature of humankind and of society. They present the world
with a mirror through which we can see the consequences of unbridled

10SWilson & Ramphele,1989, p 224
109Cited by Duncan,1995, p.148
l10Bennett, 1986, p. 170
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economic exploitation that increases the gulf between rich and poor, the
economically powerful and the economically powerless.111

2.7. Reactions to Apartheid

Black opposition to the racist policies of successive South African governments
did not begin with Sharpville [1961] or Soweto [1977], Already in 1912,
doubtless triggered by the grave implications for the Africans of the proposed
Land Act, the forerunner to the ANC, the South African Native Congress, was
founded for the purpose of "creating national unity and defending our rights and

privileges." Though undoubtedly a significant political force within South Africa
the Congress saw little by way of tangible results for its non-violent programs of
resistance to the injustices that daily befell the black communities. In 1960 the
African National Congress [ANC] was banned together with the Pan Africanist

Congress [PAC] and a new and violent phase of the struggle for democracy

began. In his eloquent testimony at his trial in 1962 Nelson Mandela had said:

This then is what the ANC is fighting for. . It is a struggle of the African
people, inspired by their own suffering and experience. It is a struggle for
the right to live.

During my lifetime I have dedicated myself to this struggle . . I have
fought white domination, and I have fought against black domination. I
have cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in which all
persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities. It is an
ideal which I hope to live for and to achieve. But if needs be it is an ideal
for which I am prepared to die.112

2.7.1. The Loss of Faith and the Credibility of the Church

Writing in the midst of the apartheid era Charles Villa-Vicencio argued, rightly in
our estimation, that the political problem in South Africa was a theological
one.113 Having been given the theological support from the Afrikaans Reformed
churches the policy of apartheid was effectively a church policy.114 To be black
and to be violated by a political system that bore the name 'Christian' was

inevitably to call into question not only the system but the Faith that

underpinned it. It is a terrible truth about South Africa and one with far-reaching

^Mofokeng.lQQS, p24
":Benson, 1986, p 159
113Villa-Vicencio, 1977, p.382
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implications for the Church that, as Martin Prozesky has pointed out, apartheid
became the context in many black peoples' lives for the destruction of their faith.
What apartheid did was "to kill off in some people the capacity to find God
real."115 Here, Prozesky asserts, is "the worst result of the whole tragic
connection between Christians and apartheid" namely, "the complete erosion of

any belief in a caring God or a relevant Christ."116

Even before the advent of apartheid many blacks had become suspicious of

Christianity. To a people for whom a vital and lived faith was an integral part of
their life, the cerebral faith introduced by missionaries seemed to them

incapable of translating into living emotion and powerful living. Thus Setiloane
could criticise the type of Christianity that is "dogma and creed, assensus and

concepts carried in the brain and the head, rather than essentially of action and
therefore 'a way of life'."117 Now, as if to underline this bifurcation, a supposedly
'christian' political system was being enforced upon them that ruptured the
wholeness of their world view. For many blacks Christianity involved a gross

violation of their Africanness and if some did not lose their faith many of those
who remained Christians were of the persuasion that white and black spirituality
were irreconcilable. Considering the track record of Christianity, which he

distinguishes from faith in Jesus of Nazareth as the Christ of God, Gabriel
Setiloane maintains: "I am not convinced that 'Christianity'. . offers us any hope
for use as a basis for creating the values which would help us over our

intergroup relations in this country or any other. It has become too tarnished
over the years."118

2.7.2. Black Theology.

Given the suffering of black people they found themselves unable to relate to

the problems of Western theology seeking to answer as it did questions that
black people were not asking. For black people the theological issues that

occupied their minds were those of trying to relate the black experience of

suffering with belief in a God of love. Questions like, 'Why did God make me

black?' and, 'Is God perhaps against black people?' were predictable given the

""Smith,1984, p.147
"5Prozesky,1990, p.125
"6Prozesky,1990, p 135
117Setiloane, 1986(a), p.45
"8Setiloane, 1986(a), p.45
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dehumanising environment in which black people found themselves.119 It was
into this climate that black theology spoke with a relevance and power that
made it a significant theological movement in South Africa. Allan Boesak
defines black theology as

the theological reflections of black Christians on the situation in which
they live and on their struggle for liberation. Blacks ask: What does it
mean to believe in Jesus Christ when one is black and living in a world
controlled by white racists? And what if these racists call themselves
Christians also?120

In other words, the struggle against apartheid was more than the striving for the
removal of an oppressive political system. Apartheid inflicted deep wounds on

the psyches of the black and coloured communities. What was urgently needed
was to break free from the subconscious belief that black and coloured people
lived by the grace of whites. What was called for was an understanding of the

gospel that would repair the damage inflicted by apartheid; a rehabilitation of the
black self-image that would cause blacks once more to celebrate their
blackness as a gift from God. This was the immense contribution of black

theology to the black communities for it enabled them, after three centuries of
humiliation at the hands of whites, to rediscover once again what it is to be a

human being created in the image of God. For black people the yearning for
liberation was a yearning for the experience of true humanity and black theology
was a theological process that sought to give a broken people this experience of
the humanity of Christ. Thus while black theology is a "spirituality born of

tragedy"121 and a "protest against an interpretation and understanding of the

Gospel according to whites"122 it was much more than this. In our estimation
black theology is a pastoral theology of empowerment that affirmed black

identity as God-given and at the same time summoned black people to accept,

as Desmond Tutu expressed it, "the thrilling but demanding responsibility of full

personhood - to make him reach out for the glorious liberty of the sons of
God."123

If this sounds like racism in reverse then we have missed an important
dimension of black theology. Like apartheid theology black theology was a

l19Maimela,1987, pp 69-70
120Boesak,1977, pp. 1-2
121Mosala,1995, p 80
122Stevens,1988, p. 18
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situational or contextual theology born in the experience of suffering. Like

apartheid theology it was intended to rehabilitate a shattered people as a

prelude to their political liberation. Unlike apartheid it was not theology at the

expense of another group. Rather, it sought to enable black people to

understand the Gospel in the light of their oppressive suffering and to rediscover
in that Gospel the resources for their liberation. As Simon Maimela expresses it,
black theology "invites human existence beyond the oppressive structures to a

future society in which all people will be free from all forms of oppressions, be

they spiritual, physical, racial, political or economic."124

2.7.3. Reaction of the English Speaking Churches: Tin cans tied to a

cat's tail'

The English speaking population in South Africa is a community that, apart from
a common language, has little by way of distinctive or rich cultural traditions. As
the late Alan Paton observed: "We are a mixed bunch, and we don't have the

bonds that bind so many Afrikaners together; we never had a Karoo, we never

trekked, we never developed a new language, we never were defeated in war,

we never had to pick ourselves up out of the dust."125 Derisive of Afrikaner

political control and condescending but fearful towards black people yet

themselves possessing no significant inner social cohesion or vision, English-

speaking South Africans chose the path of personal prosperity as their response
to the challenges of living in South Africa. Once more the problem of idolatry
comes to the fore for if it was to the god of race that the Nationalist Government
and its supporters had sworn allegiance then it was to the god of prosperity that
the white English-speaking community bowed its knee. This is not to suggest

that material prosperity is an evil to be combated. As we noted earlier, the

difficulty arises when the end is absolutised such that every means is regarded
as legitimate for the securing of the desired end. For English-speaking South
Africans sidelined as they were from the political corridors of power material

prosperity became an all-consuming goal that blinded its devotees to the

suffering of the black people of South Africa.

Far from being the alternative community bearing witness to an alternative way

123Tutu,1979, p.489
124Maimela,1987, p 69
125Paton,1981, p 96
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in the face of the enormities of apartheid, the English-speaking churches in
South Africa mirrored the wider norms and values of the communities of which

they were a part. Fundamentally conservative and without any great prophetic

traditions within their own ecclesiastical traditions, when faced with the evils of

apartheid the Churches rarely got beyond formal ecclesiastical handwringing
and Synodical or Assembly statements. As a Presbyterian minister once put in
an address to the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of Southern
Africa:

In previous years your committee [Church and Nation] has tried, in its
own stumbling fashion, to indicate some of the positive things Christians
may do, considering all the circumstances. We have also done our best
to study legislation and make clear its implications for the Christian. To
the best of our knowledge, these statements and recommendations,
piously noted by this Assembly, have had less effect than the rattling of
tin cans tied to a cat's tail. In fact, we are worried that they may have
had a negative effect, that they may have soothed the conscience of the
Church members, who can point to them and say There you are - that
is what my Church thinks' and then go back to their reading of the
Sunday paper.126

That many of the congregations were more concerned to retain their white and
wealthier constituencies than to speak and act the prophetic Word of God raises
the question whether the Church has any role to play in the new South Africa

except keep a discreet silence. Dietrich Bonhoeffer's searching question from
his prison cell in Germany during the Second World War is one that warrants
careful consideration by English-speaking Christians in South Africa. "Are we

still of any use?" asked Bonhoeffer:

We have been silent witnesses of evil deeds; we have been drenched by
many storms; we have learnt the arts of equivocation and pretense;
experience has made us suspicious of others and kept us from being
truthful and open; intolerable conflicts have worn us down and even
made us cynical. Are we still of any use?. . Will our inward power of
resistance be strong enough, and our honesty with ourselves
remorseless enough, for us to find our way back to simplicity and
straight forwardness?127

126Cited by Hurley, 1972, p 472



41

2.7.4. The Kairos Document: The Call to Action.

The important Kairos Document [1985]128 was a call to the Church in South
Africa from across the South African Christian community, to come 'off the
fence' in respect of its response to the intolerable suffering of black people
under apartheid. The tone of the Kairos Document is emotional; even angry, but

as Albert Nolan insists, there is "no other way of doing prophetic theology."129

'Prophetic theology ' is the key to understanding the nature of this significant

theological document for the Kairos Document was considered by its authors
and signatories to be a prophetic word spoken at a particular time into a

particular situation. According to the authors, the KAIROS, or "moment of truth",
had arrived for apartheid and the Church.130 What was called for was a

thoroughgoing critique of the theology and practice of the Church in South
Africa and a challenge to concrete and effective action on the part of the
Church. The Kairos Document identifies three theologies that were prevalent in
South Africa and seeks to examine them in turn: State Theology, Church

Theology and Prophetic Theology.

According to the authors, State theology is " the theological justification of the
status quo with its racism, capitalism and totalitarianism. It blesses injustice,
canonises the will of the powerful and reduces the poor to passivity, obedience
and apathy." Criticising the use of Romans 13: 1-7 in legitimising blind
obedience and servility to the State the document also criticizes the use made

by the South African government of the concept of law and order to maintain the
status quo. The 'law', argue the authors, is "the unjust and discriminatory laws
of apartheid", whilst the 'order' is "the organised and institutionalised disorder of

oppression". The document goes on to assert that at the back of the South
African State with its machinery of unjust laws lies a "a god . an idol". The
authors conclude: "From a theological point of view the opposite of the God of
the Bible is the devil, Satan. The god of the South African state is not merely an

idol or false god, it is the devil disguised as Almighty God - the antichrist."131

127Bonhoeffer,1964, p. 148
128Kairos,1990, pp. 18-66
129Nolan,1994, p.217
130Kairos,1990, p.26
131Kairos,1990, pp 29-36



42

Turning to 'Church Theology' the authors of the Kairos Document recognise that
whilst this brand of theology has been critical of apartheid its criticisms were

limited and very guarded. Its position is one of neutrality in respect of political
action that in practise simply enables the oppressor to continue to oppress. In
effect, say the authors, 'church theology' gives tacit support to the status quo. It
fails to engage in an in-depth analysis of the 'signs of the times' preferring,
rather, a few stock ideas such as reconciliation, justice, nonviolence as trite
answers to the South African crisis. The notion of reconciliation, the document

argue, has been made into an absolute principle when in truth there can be no

true reconciliation without justice. Reconciliation is between persons and
nowhere in the Bible or in the Christian tradition has it ever been suggested that
we ought to reconcile good and evil, God and the devil. From this the authors
conclude that no reconciliation is possible in South Africa without justice.

Similarly, nobody can be forgiven and reconciled with God unless she or he

repents of their sins. Reconciliation and forgiveness and negotiations will
become the Christian's duty only when the apartheid regime shows signs of

genuine repentance.

The Kairos Document goes on to assert that it is wrong to preserve peace and

unity r.f all costs. Rather, Christians should promote truth and justice and life at
all costs, even at the cost of creating conflict, disunity and dissension. To be

truly biblical, Church leaders must adopt "a biblical theology of direct
confrontation with the forces of evil rather than the theology of reconciliation."

Addressing church theology's use of the term 'justice' the Kairos writers claim
that it is not a radical understanding of justice. 'Church theologians' only think of
the "justice of reform" by which they mean the justice that "comes from the top".
This kind of justice is concessionary and is a far cry from true justice, God's

justice, which involves the radical change of structures. This type of justice, add
the authors, "can only come from below, from the oppressed themselves." 133
The Kairos Document is also deeply critical of the notion of 'nonviolence' that is
inherent within Church theology. Whilst often condemning the "resistance of the

people" 'church theology' ignores the violence perpetrated by the State. How,
asks the Document "can acts of oppression, injustice and domination be

equated with acts of resistance and self-defense?"134

''"Kairos, 1990. pp 37-47
1 lJKairos,1990, pp 40-42
134Kairos,1990, pp 43-45
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Turning to the notion of 'Prophetic Theology' - of which the Kairos Document
sees itself as representative - the authors maintain that what is called for in the
Kairos is a response that is "biblical, spiritual, pastoral and, above all,

prophetic." For this it is necessary to return to the Bible and to search the Word
of God for a message that is relevant to South Africa. Recognising that such a

message would have its shortcomings the Document reminds the readers that,
"A theology of the prophets does not pretend to be comprehensive and

complete, it speaks to the particular circumstances of a particular time and

place - the KAIROS." What is of importance is that the Church should read "the

signs of the time": "A prophetic theology must know what is happening, analyse
what is happening [social analysis] and then interpret what is happening in the

light of the gospel." The social analysis that must be applied to South Africa is
that of the Bible where the dividing lines are "the oppressor and the oppressed."
The oppressed are those who represent the cause of justice and freedom. 135

The Kairos Document is a passionate call to action. It makes no apology for

being confrontational since that is in the very nature of a prophetic theology.

Prophetic theology takes its stand "clearly and unambiguously". It names and
denounces sin but also announces salvation. It has the "mind of Christ, his

willingness to suffer and to die, his humility and his power, his willingness to

forgive and his anger about sin, his spirit of prayer and of action."136

The Kairos Document embodies great pathos and power. However, questions
do arise from the document. For instance, the authors claim: "nor are we

expected to forgive the unrepentant sinner . Reconciliation, forgiveness and

negotiations will become our Christian duty only when the apartheid regime
shows signs of genuine repentance." 137 To which we may ask whether it is

always right to claim that there can be no forgiveness without repentance? Is

forgiveness in the Bible conditional? We will attempt to address this question in
our closing chapter suffice it here to mention the story of Jesus' encounter with
Zaccheus where Zaccheus' repentance was a response to forgiveness and not

the other way round. As J.B. Torrance has reminded us, repentance is "a

135Kairos,1990, pp 47-53
136Kairos,1990, p.50
137Kairos,1990, p 39
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response to grace and the Word of the Cross."138

A further question about the Kairos Document pertains to its uncritical espousal
of a Marxist social analysis of South Africa. Tubingen missiologist, Peter

Beyerhaus, comments that the Document is "a thoroughgoing endorsement of
the Marxist view of class struggle".139 Certainly South African society has, in the

past, lent itself towards such a Marxist analysis. There can be little doubt that
the wealth of the country has been in the hands of the white community and that
economic exploitation of black communities has taken place on an enormous

scale causing severe disruption and suffering to black people. Nevertheless,
there remains an unsatisfactory element in the social analysis offered by the
Document. For instance, the either/or approach of the authors makes for
unsound analysis by introducing false dichotomies. The Document asserts that
in the South African conflict there are "two conflicting projects" and "no

compromise is possible. Either we have full and equal justice for all or we don't."
140 Of this last ultimatum an otherwise sympathetic Adrian Hastings has replied,
"Yes and No." Hastings maintains that no society exists that can boast "full and

equal justice for all'.

This does not mean that we should cease to strive for such an ideal; however,

adds Hastings: " It is quite another thing to use it as a tool of analysis of a yes

and no variety." 141 Similarly, when the Kairos Document claims categorically
that "reforms that come from the top are never satisfactory" and that "true

justice, God's justice" can only come "from below ", 142 it appears the authors
are locked into interpretations that fly in the face of history. Certainly no reforms
are ever entirely 'satisfactory'. However, subsequent events in de Klerk's South
Africa suggest that reforms "from the top" can achieve a great deal; in fact, as

Hastings observes, "arguably more than most reforms that come in more

revolutionary dress from 'below'." For all that Hastings appreciates about the
Kairos Document his call for realism is important for those who would

uncritically espouse an absolute social analysis : "Sound political theology may

be temporarily boosted by apocalyptic, millenarian and revolutionary rhetoric,

138J.B.Torrance,1988, p.267
139Beyerhaus,n.d., p.14
14°Kairos,1990, p.54
141Hastings,1990, p 107
142Kairos,1990, p 42
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but it won't be assisted on the long haul of unsound analysis."143 His reluctant
assessment of the Document is that it uses "a simplified, vulgar Marxist, kind of
social analysis relating to the functioning of 'justice' and 'oppression', 'the top'
and 'below', revolution and status quo, with a no less simplistic and
fundamentalistic type of biblical theology." In his estimation, what the Kairos
Document needs is to be "a more supple and perceptive, more profoundly

liberating in its concepts because also more consistently reconciliatory".144

Further criticisms could be raised in respect of the Kairos Document's

consistency in denouncing the misdeeds of state theology whilst appearing to

gloss over the crimes of those who are involved in the 'struggle'. Both the Kairos
Document and apartheid theology made the same mistake: blinded by their

ideological assumptions and convinced of the Tightness of their respective

causes, every means was considered justified in the pursuit of the 'kingdom of
God'.

Nevertheless, having raised these critical questions we must not lose sight of
the fact that those who signed the Kairos Document were not making

dispassionate academic statements. As the respected Anglican evangelical
leader, Michael Cassidy, puts it: for those who signed the Document it was " a

massive cry of pastoral anguish, theological frustration, political pain and utter

emotional trauma." 145 Hence, though the Document lacks precision it

represented an authentic voice of South African Christianity seeking desperately
to come to grips with intolerable suffering and trying to speak to a wider Church

which, to their way of looking at things, was fiddling while South Africa burned.
The Kairos Document is a bold and moving statement coming as it did "straight
out of the flames of the townships in 1985."146 It presents a clear warning to the
Church of the dangers of allowing personal and group interests to take

precedence over the righteousness and justice of God, and, for all its

shortcomings, it is a forthright challenge to the Church in South Africa to discern
the signs of the time and re-examine its witness in respect of the crises

confronting the country at the time.

143Hastings,1990, p.107
'"Hastings,1990, p.109
145Cassidy,1989, p. 321
l46Nolan,1994, p.213
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2.7.5. International Reactions

Opposition to apartheid was not restricted to internal dissent. Increasingly the
international community came to understand the implications of the policy of

apartheid and steadily pressure began to mount on the South African

government. A key player in the application of this pressure was the United
Nations (UN) which in 1952 began seriously to address the issue of apartheid.
Whilst initially there was debate as to whether the UN could become involved in
what was seen by some as a purely internal South African matter the decision
to go on the offensive against the South African government's internal policies
was justified on the basis of Article 55(c) of the United Nations Charter in terms

of which the U.N. undertook to "promote universal respect for, and observance

of, human rights and fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race,

sex, language or religion."147

The era of intense international condemnation and pressure against South
Africa began however in 1960. Besides the fact of 1960 being the peak year of
the anti-colonialism campaign, 148 in February of that year the British Prime

Minister, Harold MacMillan, warned of the "wind of change" that was blowing

through Africa. A month later the Sharpeville shootings occured. Once again
South Africa's racial policies came under intense scrutiny. In 1961 South Africa
was forced to withdraw from the Commonwealth. Anti-South African resolutions

designed to isolate the country were passed by the UN with huge majorities.
The severance of diplomatic ties with South Africa was encouraged by the UN
in 1962. Statements encouraging boycotts of South African goods and a

resolution in 1963 banning the sale of arms to South Africa all followed in quick
succession. The major Western powers however found themselves in a difficult
situation. Whilst affronted by the policies of the South African government, for

strategic and economic reasons they were unable to give their full backing to
the UN resolutions. As Davenport puts it: the South African regime's policies
"offended their sensitivities but not their interests."149

" Cited in Davenport, 1977, p. 314. Article 14 of UN Charter empowers the General Assembly to
"recommend measures for the peaceful adjustment of any situation which it deems likely to
impair. .friendly relations among nations." Davenport, 1977, p 314

"8ln 1960 sixteen African states achieved independence
"9Davenport, 1977, p. 318 The same dilemma applied also in respect of other southern African

colonial governments
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On the international sports front the isolation of South Africa gained momentum.

In 1965 South Africa's membership of the Olympic Games was terminated, and

similarly in that same year after the South African Prime Minister declared that
Maoris would not be welcome as part of a New Zealand touring team of South
Africa the process of isolation of South African rugby gathered pace.

Over the years as the situation in South Africa deteriorated and the swelling
chorus of international outrage reached a pitch, the question of economic
sanctions became the focus of international pressure. It was a highly emotive
issue with some respected anti-apartheid figures 150 opposed to the strategy. It
was Archbishop Tutu however who became the principal moral voice in support

of economic sanctions. In April 1986 a desperate Tutu pleaded with the outside
world:

We face a catastrophe in this land and only international pressure can
save us. Our children are dying. Our land is burning and bleeding and so
I call on the international community to apply punitive sanctions against
this government to help us establish a new South Africa - non-racial,
democratic, participatory and just. This is a non-violent strategy to help
us do so. 151

Not unexpectedly the South African government and state-controlled media
reacted strongly against international pressure interpreted as it was as part of a
total strategy against the country in terms of which the actions of the outside
world were perceived as part of a concerted communistic plan to gain control of
South Africa. The expressions that became common currency in government
and pro-government media circles against this kind of external pressure were

"total onslaught" and "communist antichrist", 152 and such rhetoric reached a

crescendo when the international Christian community endeavoured to make
its own contribution to the deteriorating South African situation.

2.7.5.1. The Reaction and Intervention of the World Council of Churches

(WCC), the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) and the World
Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC).

lx'E.g. Helen Ellman, Alan Paton and Helen Suzman
l51Tutu, 1994, p. 108
152See comments of Loubser on use of apocalyptic languaqe by supporters of the status quo

Loubser, 1987, p 133
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South African churches have had a close association with the modern

ecumenical movement for many decades. 153 Whilst the country's policies had
been on the ecumenical movement's agenda ever since the first Assembly of
the World Council of Churches it was with the Sharpeville tragedy in March,

1960, that steps were taken by the WCC to make a meaningful contribution
towards resolving the racial tensions within South Africa. In December of that

year a WCC consultation on 'Christian race relations and social problems in
South Africa' was held at Cottesloe near Johannesburg. Besides prominent
international Christian leaders representing the WCC, South African Christian

leaders, both black and white, as well as representatives of the Cape and
Transvaal Synods of the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) and a delegation from
the Nederduitsch Hervormde Kerk (NHK), were in attendance.

In the conference's final statement it was explicitly stated that the "principles of

Scripture" in respect of "the realisation of all men of a life worthy of their God-

given vocation" were "the final criterion" of all social and political action.
Besides rejecting every form of unjust discrimination, the statement asserted
that members of all racial groups in South Africa "have an equal right to make
their contribution to wards the enrichment of the life of their country and to share
in the ensuing responsibilities, rewards and privileges." 154 The statement went
on to affirm that no one may be excluded from any church on the grounds of
their colour or race. A number of specific and unacceptable aspects of South
African life were also addressed in the statement. 155

The intention of the Cottesloe gathering was that the Conference resolutions
would be taken by the various church representatives for ratification by their

respective churches. At this point however things went awry. The NHK rejected
the Cottesloe proposals, and following intervention by the then South African
Prime Minister, Dr. Verwoerd, in which he accused foreigners (i.e. WCC) of

meddling in South Africa's internal affairs not only did the DRC reject the

proposals but along with the NHK it withdrew from the WCC.

During the seventies the mood of the WCC towards South Africa became

l 53The DRC Synods of the Cape and Transvaal were, along with English speaking churches,
foundation members of the WCC in 1948.

'^Hewson, 1961, p. 74
"

E.g. migratory labour; low wages paid to blacks; job reservation; the position of the Asian



49

increasingly militant culminating in 1970 with the decision of the Executive
Committee of the WCC to extend financial aid to African liberation movements

as part of its Programme to Combat Racism (PCR). With this decision a new

chapter in the story of the WCC's fight against apartheid began. The fall out in
South Africa as a result of this decision was far reaching: relations between
church and state in South Africa plummeted to new lows as government and
media launched a high profile counter offensive against the WCC and any

church that remained in membership of that ecumenical body perceived as it
was by most whites to be "a terrorist organisation". Even to this day - almost

thirty years after the institution of the PCR - considerable suspicion of the WCC
remains in white communities within South Africa. 156

In June 1977 the Lutheran World Federation (1977)157 added its own voice to

international Christian concerns over apartheid in South Africa. At the 6lh
Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation held in Dar-es-Salaam the
Lutherans declared that whilst Christians may have different opinions on

political questions, political and social systems may become "so perverted and

oppressive" that it is consistent with the Church confession to reject them and to

work for change. The Lutherans appealed to their white member Churches in
Southern Africa to recognise that the situation in Southern Africa constituted a

"status confessionis" by which they meant that "on the basis of faith and in order
to manifest the unity of the Church, Churches would publicly and unequivocally

reject the existing apartheid system."158

At its 21st General Council held in Ottowa in August 1982, the oldest and

biggest Reformed ecumenical body in the world, the World Alliance of
Reformed Churches adopted a Resolution on Racism in South Africa 159 in
which it expressed its solidarity with black Reformed Christians stating that

apartheid was "sinful and incompatible with the gospel." The Resolution
declared apartheid ('separate development') to be "a sin", and the "moral and

theological justification" of apartheid a "travesty of the gospel, and in its

community in South Africa; freedom of multiracial worship
! "The same would also hold true of white communities within Zimbabwe as evidenced by the

reactions of such communities to the recent WCC Assembly held in Harare in December,
1998.
The LWF Statement is contained in de Gruchy & Villa-Vicencio, 1983, pp. 160-161

'"sln de Gruchy & Villa-Vicencio, 1983, p. 161
l 59The full text of this resolution is contained in Reamonn, 1994, pp.80-84.
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persistent disobedience to the word of God, a theological heresy."160 The
General Council then went on to suspend the membership of the two white

Afrikaans speaking churches, the NHK and the DRC.

Was the WARC justified in its suspension of these member churches? We do
not ask the question in order to exonerate the NHK's and DRC's views on

apartheid. The concern is more a tendency in certain quarters towards what
Alan Sell has called a "new legalism" in terms of which, as a first step, the gift of
salvation is identified with certain socio-ethical demands and programmes, and
conditions of fellowship are thus erected on this basis. Sell rejects such an

approach and maintains that what in effect the WARC intended to say by its
Resolution on Racism in South Africa was:

We have both received God's gift of salvation but, in the last resort, we
cannot stand with you on this question, and we urge you to mend your
ways, which we think constitute a denial of the Gospel, in order that
fellowship may be restored. 161

What is clear from the WARC statements is that it viewed apartheid as

fundamentally opposed to the very heart of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Seven

years later the WARC went on to affirm, as the Lutheran World Federation had
done in 1977, that in respect of apartheid what was called for was a status

confessionis in terms of which it was declared that the issues at stake in respect

of apartheid bore so centrally upon the Christian faith that "the decision taken
on it is one for or against the gospel of Jesus Christ." 162 In other words, the

policy of apartheid threatened faith in Jesus Christ and the integrity of the

gospel.

The question that remains is how effective was this international pressure in

undermining and ultimately destroying the apartheid system? To many it
seemed as if the greater the external pressure the more the South African

government dug its heels in. However, despite what one commentator

described as the government's "granite-like insistence" that the issues at stake
were South Africa's affair and nobody else's 163 there can be little doubt that the

""in Reamonn, 1994, p.82.
161
Sell,1990 p 71

"'"In Reamonn, 1994, p. 88 cf. "To say Yes to Jesus Christ was to say No to apartheid End of
discussion." Brown, 1990, p 9

l65Worrall, 1972, p 572
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pressure slowly but surely took its toll. Certainly the World Council of Churches'

Program to Combat Racism appeared to make no practical difference at all to
the struggle against apartheid, but as Adrian Hastings has pointed out, the

power of the PCR lay in its symbolism. It was, he writes:

a public recognition by the church that the liberation movements had a
right to be there, that is to say that black people had a right and a duty to
take the amelioration of their conditions in to their own hands even if. .

this meant violent revolution."164

Something similar might also be said of other forms of international pressure.
On the surface of things they appeared ineffectual and life continued as

normally as could be expected in such an abnormal society as South Africa.

However, after four decades of condemnation cracks began to appear and the

apartheid system looked increasingly vulnerable. Internally South Africa was in
turmoil and the international pressure served to further erode the morale and

resolve of white South Africans whilst at the same time slowly boosting the
resolve and morale of the oppressed communities. In other words, we might

argue that the principal effect of international pressure against South Africa was

psychological. When however economic sanctions began to bite threatening to

inflict serious and lasting damage on the South African economy the death knell
of apartheid was sounded. The pressure from within as well as from without the

country meant that economically and politically the South African government

had only one card left to play: negotiate the best possible deal in a hand over of

power to the black majority.

3. Disaster Averted: South Africa plucked as a brand from the fire.

The 1980s were years of crisis for South Africa. With the apartheid government

resorting to more repressive measures Desmond Tutu warned in 1984 that

South Africa was "on the verge of a catastrophe".165 It was a judgment shared

by the Afrikaner theologian and pastor, Dr. Nico Smith who that same year

warned:

Nothing short of a miracle will be needed by which the hearts and minds
of people in the country may be changed. But a miracle is not always
just a magic act of God by which things or people are changed. It usually

""'Hastings, 1979, p. 206
165Tutu,1994, p. 99



52

or very often is an act through which the Spirit of God enables us to
reach beyond ourselves, beyond our possibilities and limitations, to
perform acts of love, obedience and reconciliation - to our own surprise,
and to the glory of God.166

Whilst unrest and suppression were gaining momentum, within the Church there
were indications that considerable heart searching was taking place. In 1986 a

group calling themselves "Concerned Evangelicals" published an Evangelical
Witness that sought to do what the Kairos Document had done though from an

evangelical perspective.167 More significantly however, in October 1986 the
Dutch Reformed Church rejected racism as "a moral aberration" and "a

grievous sin" and confessed "with humility and sorrow" its participation in "the

suffering of people".168 However, on the broader socio-political front events were

moving in the direction that Tutu had predicted.

But it was on the 2 February, 1990 that the course of South Africa history was

changed. President F.W. de Klerk reached out beyond himself, his Afrikaner

people as well as his government, beyond "possibilities and limitations", and
announced the unbanning of the ANC, the PAC and the South African
Communist Party and the imminent release of Nelson Mandela. In so doing de
Klerk altered the direction of South African history and set the country on an

irreversible course towards democracy. On that day the chains that had bound
the nation for 350 years began to unravel and on 10 May, 1994, the political
chains at least, finally fell off as South Africa took its first steps as a democratic
nation.

During the years from February 1990 till April 1994 South Africa see-sawed
between hope and despair. The politicians were locked in negotiations that
seemed to founder as the country was enveloped in an orgy of violence. Away
from the negotiating halls, however, significant events were taking place that
were to give impetus to the move towards a new society. In November 1991,
230 church leaders drawn from 80 denominations and representing 90% of
South Africa's Christian community, that is, 70% of the total population of the

country, gathered in the town of Rustenburg with a view towards formulating a

united Christian response to the transitions that were taking place within South

166Smith,1984, p. 152
167Concerned Evangelicals, 1986.
168General Synod Commission, 1987, pp.20 & 48
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Africa. It will go down as one of the most significant ecclesiastical gatherings in
South African church history not least for the confession of a respected
Professor of Theology of the Dutch Reformed Church, the church regarded by

many blacks as the 'church of the oppressor'. Dr. Willie Jonker stood before the

delegates and said:

I confess before you and before the Lord, not only my own sin and guilt,
and my personal responsibility for the political, social, economical and
structural wrongs that have been done to many of you, and the results of
which you and our whole country are still suffering from, but vicariously I
dare also to do that in the name of the DRC of which I am a member,
and for the Afrikaans people as a whole. I have the liberty to do just that,
because the DRC at its latest synod has declared apartheid a sin and
confessed its own guilt of negligence in not warning against it and
distancing itself from it long ago.169

It was a moment of courage, not unlike that of de Klerk as Jonker together with
other leaders of the DRC reached out beyond themselves, beyond their church,

"beyond possibilities and limitations" and set in motion a series of confessions

by Church leaders that was to set a new course for the future of the Church in
South Africa. The Rustenburg Conference was the "Conference of

Confessions"170 and the Rustenburg Declaration issued at the Conference's
conclusion is a far-reaching acknowledgment of the sins of the South African
church and a commitment to restitution. As Frank Chikane said, "For the first

time we have condemned the system of apartheid together with those who

supported it in the past. We have confessed the sins of the past together to our

Lord Jesus Christ and to one another."171 The conference marked a

breakthrough for the unity of the witness of the Church in South Africa. With
Christian leaders by and large of one mind and spirit, the Christian community
unleashed a tidal wave of intercessory prayer as the country lurched from crisis
to crisis as violence swept South Africa threatening to derail the fragile process

of negotiation.172 The influential Christian leader, Michael Cassidy, urged South
Africans to pray. Cassidy wrote:

Christians must pray with intense and earnest intercession with weapons
which are 'not carnal, but mighty through God to the pulling down of

169Jonker,1991, p 92
170Alberts & Chikane, 1991, p. 16
171Chikane,1991, p.10
172ln an interview in Time Tutu asserted: "I dori't know one single country in the world that's been

prayed for as much as this country." Tutu,1996(a), p.31
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strongholds' [2 Cor.10:4 KJV] that Jesus, who is the Way, will have His
way with us. Without such prayer, great and positive forward movements
such as we are caught up in now, can be derailed by demonic Powers of
Darkness.173

That so many observers saw in the dramatic course of events in South Africa

something that compelled them to use the word 'miracle' suggests, at very least,
that something extraordinary happened, and the reading of events as being
linked to intercessory prayer has to be seriously considered. Thus the BBC

correspondent in South Africa at the time, John Simpson, commenting upon the
last minute entry of the IFP into the election, said that it was the huge 'Jesus

Prayer Rally' held in Durban on 17 April, 1994 that "tipped the scales." 174
Similarly, the President of the South African Council of Churches, Dr. Khoza

Mgojo, commented "It was more than a miracle. I don't know what to call it. But
what happened in the election was for sure a miracle from the Lord. I personally
believe the breakthrough came in the prayer meeting at King's Park. The people
of God came together and cried and the Lord listened. That for me was the

turning point in the elections."175

If the Boers in the southern African hinterland saw in their travels through the
veld something not unlike the children of Israel's forty year trek through the
wilderness then provided it is viewed simply as an analogy and nothing more

the same image might usefully be employed again to describe South Africa's

journey since 11 May 1994 for it is a useful symbol of the journey that South
Africa has to follow in the years that lie ahead.

4. South Africa's New Dispensation: Crossing the Red Sea and the
Wilderness Wanderings.

The 10 May, 1994, was arguably the greatest day in South African history.

Writing out of his experience of alcoholism, the world renowned South African

playwright, Athol Fugard commented: "In a strange way, watching my country

now, it's as if South Africa has been drunk for 40 years, and today is the

beginning of sobriety."176

173Cassidy,1991, p.263
|74Cited by Cassidy, 1995, p. 192
175Cited by Cassidy,1995, p 213
176Fugard,1996, p.54
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As will have become apparent from this study, the task awaiting the new

government was enormous. What was called for, at very least, was the

redressing of social injustices and the correcting of structural wrongs as well as
the restoration of faith in the system of justice as a whole. At a deeper level

however, the need for a fundamental healing and change of heart amongst the

people of South Africa was an issue that required serious consideration since
not only were the black people of South Africa denied basic human rights; put

differently, they were a people that were 'sinned against'. That in turn suggests
that somebody was to blame, but who exactly that 'somebody' is and what
action should be taken remains an issue that exercises the minds of many

South Africans. To this latter point we shall return shortly. Our concern here is to
indicate some of the significant changes that have taken place in the 3 years

since South Africa 'crossed the Red Sea' as part of the process of 'restoring the
moral order'.

4.1. The New South African Constitution

Arguably the most notable achievement to date of the new South Africa has

been the final adoption of the new South African Constitution by the
Constitutional Assembly on 11 October, 1996.177 Part of the significance of this
event was that for the first time all sections of the South African population

participated in the drawing up of the Constitution. The Constitution provides for
a Bill of Rights in which is enshrined "the rights of all people in our country" as
well as the affirmation of" the democratic values of human dignity, equality and
freedom."178 Everyone, states the Constitution, "has inherent dignity and the

right to have their dignity respected and protected." 179 Equality before the law
and the right to equal protection from the law is carefully spelt out with particular
attention being given to the provision that the state may not directly or indirectly
discriminate "against anyone" on one or more grounds including " race, gender,
sex, pregnancy, marital status, ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual orientation,

age, disability, religion, conscience, belief, culture, language and birth."180

Constitution, 1996.
178Constitution, 1996, 2:7[1]
"Constitution, 1996, 2:10
180Constitution, 1996, 2:9[3]
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The Constitution has not been without objections. J.M. Vorster considers some

possible criticisms of the document in terms of which it might be argued that the
new constitution opts for a secular as opposed to a Christian state. For

instance, there being no reference to the Holy Trinity there is no final

accountability to God. Vorster responds by drawing attention to South Africa's

past and he concludes that a Christian profession at the start of a constitution
does not guarantee the Christian character of the country. The constitution must
be tested by its contents. The important test is whether Biblical ethical principles
are present in the contents of the constitution. 181 Vorster is convinced that such

principles are contained in the constitution and insists that from a reformed point
of view the new South African constitution can in its entirety be given a positive

appraisal. He concludes by insisting that it is encumbent upon Christians and
the Church in its prophetic ministry to bear witness to the protection and

exercising of human rights.182

4.2. The RDP183

Recognising the critical need for a fundamental restructuring and reconstruction
of South Africa President Mandela gave notice in his inauguration speech that a
Reconstruction and Development Programme [RDP] would commence within
100 days of the new government. Later the six basic principles and five

programmes governing the RDP were announced: development programmes
should be "integrated and sustainable"; the RDP has to be "a people driven

process" that encourages "active involvement and growing empowerment "
rather than "the delivery of goods to a passive citizenry."; the RDP must

promote peace and security for all; it must itself be a process of nation-bulding,

creating a united society.; the RDP must link reconstruction and development,
and finally, the RDP should contribute to the democratisation of South Africa

through the involvement of people in decision-making, in planning and

implementation.184

As far as the programmes are concerned, for communities on the ground two in

particular are of particular importance: 1. meeting basic needs for jobs, land,

181Vorster,1996, pp.8-9
182Vorster,1996, p. 14
ls3The RDP has recently been superseded by the GEAR Programme [Growth, Employment and

Redistribution]
184ANC,1994, pp 4-7
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housing, water, infrastructure, health and social welfare; and 2. developing
human resources through education, training and empowerment of all. Other

programmes are to focus upon building the economy, democratising the state
and society, and, lastly, the actual implementing of the RDP which involves the

reorganisation of government and its finances so as to facilitate the entire

programme.185

Despite rumbling of discontent that the delivery rate of the new government has
been extremely slow the truth is that on the 10 May 1994 the new government
was handed a poisoned chalice. Resources to run the country had run dry and
the state that it inherited was the one originally intended to administer apartheid.
What we have therefore in South Africa is a government caught between a rock
and hard place, between the sheer magnitude of the task that awaits it and the

rising expectations of a people who are impatient to see the visible fruits of their
election votes for the ANC in their day to day living. It does underline once more

our point that though the people of South Africa may have 'crossed the Red
Sea' there is still a long journey to the 'Promised Land'.

4.3. Land: The Restitution of Land Rights Act, 1994.

One of the important points that the RDP endeavoured to make was that if the

inequities of the past in respect of land distribution were to be properly
redressed then it was not enough simply to abolish the Land Acts of 1913 and
1936. What was called for was a national Land Reform Programme that
addressed "the injustice of forced removals, historical imbalances in access to

land, and the lack of tenure security."186 In 1994 a new Department of Land
Affairs was created that was tasked with formulating a policy that entailed:
restitution for those who lost their land as a result of racially discriminatory laws;
redistribution of productive land to those who were previously disadvantaged,

especially poorer people, and women in particular; tenure reform to protect the

land-holding or land-ownership rights of all.

On 1 November, 1994 the Restitution of Land Rights Act. 1994 was signed by
Nelson Mandela. The Act provides for the establishment of an independent
Commission of Restitution of Land Rights [CRLR] whose mandate is to

185ANC,1994, pp.7-12
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investigate and mediate land claims. Where the CRLR is unable to mediate a

claim the matter is referred to the Land Claims Court which has the status of a

Supreme Court. One of the requirements of the Claims Court is that it must be
accessible to the poor and the illiterate.187 By November, 1996, 2 million
hectares of land had been redistributed. About 11,130 land restitution claims

and more than 200 applications from farm labour tenants to buy the land they
worked on, had also been received. 188

4.4. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission [TRC].

That gross violations of human rights took place under apartheid leaving a

legacy of bitterness and hatred will have become clear from what we have
written. In a country where human rights were so consistently violated, one of
the priorities has to be the restoration of the rule of law and the creation of a
culture of human rights. Alex Boraine summed it up succinctly: "One of the

ways to start the healing process in South Africa is with an honest assessment
and diagnosis of the sickness within our society in an attempt to give people,
both perpetrators and victims, an opportunity to face the past and its

consequences and to start afresh."189

With the Promotion of National Unity and Reconciliation Act, 1995 [Act 34 of

1995] the way was paved for the establishment of a Truth and Reconciliation
Commission [TRC] to probe abuses committed during the apartheid era from 1
March 1960. In December 1995 the South African Minister of Justice, Adv. A.M.

Omar, asserted that the TRC "is based on the principle that reconciliation

depends on forgiveness and that forgiveness can only take place if there is full
disclosure of crimes committed."190 In terms of the Act the TRC was to promote

national unity and reconciliation by establishing the causes, nature and extent of

gross violations of human rights; grant amnesty to those who make full
disclosure of facts; establish the fate and whereabouts of the victims of such

violations, allowing them to relate what happened and also for the TRC to

recommend appropriate reparations.

,86SA Yearbook, 1996, p.355
187SA Yearbook, 1996, p 356
188Sunday Independent, 1996
l89Boraine,1995, p 23
l9"Omar,1995, p.2
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Reservations about the whole idea of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission

came from both sides of the political spectrum. On the one hand parties to the

right argued that it would be nothing more than a witchhunt. From the left came
concerns that the TRC would simply reflect the compromise politics that had
become such a striking feature of the transition years in South Africa and that

amnesty for the guilty would mean the denial of justice for those who were killed
as well as their next-of-kin. The leaders of the TRC realised that the process

would be "delicate and risky". On the one hand they had to establish the truth
and uphold justice but they had to do it in such a way that it would not stand in
the way of reconciliation and peace.

The accounts of human rights abuses submitted to the TRC have for many

South Africans been a profoundly disturbing experience having awakened a

deep sense of guilt and shame. Thus could the Afrikaner female author and

poet, Antjie Krog, write of her own reaction to what she heard:

Week after week, from one faceless building to the other, from one dusty
godforsaken town to the other, the arteries of our past bleed their own
peculiar rhythm, tone and image. One cannot get rid of it. Ever. . Flesh
and blood can in the end only endure so much. Every week we are
stretched thinner and thinner over different pitches of grief. . how many
people can one see crying, how much torn-loose sorrow can one
accomodate . and how does one get rid of the specific intonation of the
words? It stays and stays.191

Beyers Naude may well be correct when he writes that the TRC hearings have
been "one of the most remarkable and moving events in the history of our

country" and that he is "grateful for the spiritual and psychological healing

processes which those hearings have set in motion."192 However, the
considered judgment of Desmond Tutu - the TRC Chairman - is perhaps more

appropriate at this juncture in South African history: "After seeing the reaction of
the victims and the public to the atrocities which have been revealed, can

anyone doubt that, despite a peaceful settlement and more than two years of

democracy, South Africans remain a traumatised people?"193

1S

Krog, 1996-1997, pp. 10-11
192Naude,1996, p.36
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4.5. The Crisis of Violence.

What we have written might seem to many to be cause for encouragement and

optimism in respect of the new South Africa. The sad truth about South Africa at

present, however, is that whilst one can point to significant developments over

the past 4 years the euphoria of May 1994 has given way to a deep pessimism.

Emigration levels are at their highest since the mid-1980s when the violent

struggle against apartheid was at its height.194 The main reason given for

emigration is the problem of violence which has given to South Africa the label
as "the world's most crime-devastated country."195 Confidence in the

government's ability to deal with the crime wave has plummeted with corruption
within the police force having risen to new heights.196 As we pointed out, the

problem is not a racial one since no one in South Africa is exempt. Explanations
for the violence have their merits. Thus Alex Boraine suggests that in a country

where the law was synonymous with apartheid and the violation of human

rights, the law as a consequence fell into disrepute. Life in South Africa, says

Boraine, is now "terribly cheap".197 According to Africa Today magazine, what
we are witnessing in South Africa is "that deadening of moral and human
values." The magazine argues that the present crime is a problem of "socio¬
economic degradation" perpetrated by people "who have been reduced by

apartheid and poverty to the condition of human plague rats."198 However, in an

interview with African Business the prominent South African church leader, the

Rev. Peter Storey, suggested a deeper malaise. Acknowledging the "gratuitous

brutality" of much of the crime; a brutality that "speaks of another disease, one
of the soul", Storey refused to blame all the crime on criminal elements within
South African society. What South Africa needs, he said, is not simply policing
but healing: "There is a hidden rage in too many of us, both white and black,
and we need to recognise and deal with it. To blame the criminal element alone
is to miss the point."199

Thus, whilst it is imperative that respect for the law and a culture of human

rights be created within the country and, similarly, that the critical issue of the

193Tutu, 1996(b)
194Sunday Times Business Times, 1996, cf Sake-Beeld, 1996, bid. S9
195Nevin,1996, p. 11
196Nevin,1996, p. 15
197Boraine, 1995, p.23
198Bell, 1996, p.33
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cancer of poverty be addressed, it is Storey's claim that South Africa suffers
from 'a disease of the soul' that warrants further consideration since it suggests

that South Africa may be seeking healing from its wounds in the wrong places.

The question is heightened even further when we consider a further crisis within
South Africa, that of the crisis of morality.

4.6. The Crisis of Morality.

In July, 1996 the South African Council of Churches [SACC] published a

'Statement of Concern at the Moral Decay of our Nation' in which alarm was

expressed about "the widespread and diverse evidence of moral decay among

our people." 200 Corruption scandals - some of them involving leading figures in
the anti-apartheid movement201 - have caused considerable cynicism amongst

the population, a cynicism that began early on in the new government's term as

some of the new leaders were perceived to be on a self-enrichment program.
Thus a mere 6 months into the new South Africa, R.W. Johnson was observing
that power in South Africa had merely been transferred to the same

bureaucratic bourgeoisie that took power elswhere in Africa. Johnson warned of
the tension between "the enrichissez-vous ethics of the new elite and the still

worsening poverty of the masses." It was, he said, a "yawning contradiction
between the new elite's rhetoric and its actual behaviour" that was bound to

provoke discontent.202 More recently however, both Nelson Mandela and Thabo
Mbeki have spoken out against this 'new elite'. In his speech to the ANC

Congress in December 1997, Mandela warned his mainly black audience about
the emergence of a "predatory elite" who thrived "on the basis of the looting of
national wealth and the entrenchment of corruption."203 For his part, Mbeki
criticised the "seemingly insatiable and morally unbound greed" of the new black
elite who had hijacked the sacrifices of the liberation struggle.204 Heribert Adams
- a distinguished academic - has warned against the exploitation of the notion
of black empowerment which in South Africa, he said, was merely a

See Nevin,1996, p. 14
^SAcc.igge, p.5
2jlSaturday Argus,21/22 Dec.1996
^Johnson, 1994, pp.42-43
203Mandela, 1997, p.5. A recent report suggests that US$1,01 billion in cash and assets is missing

from local and national government. According to Judge William Heath this is only 'the tip of
the problem." Cape Argus, 1998, p.1

204Cited by Thomasson,1998, p.8
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"euphemism for more control by a small privileged elite?"205 Writing in the letters
column of the Mail & Guardian newspaper an impoverished black man writes:

"Black empowerment is for some who are classes above us and I think the rest

of us are left in poverty to show the world what apartheid did."206

The 10 May, 1994, not only saw the arrival of democracy in South Africa it also
witnessed the rapid influx of pornography into the country. In an article under
the heading 'Inside South Africa' a correspondent of the Daily Telegraph

commenting on the plethora of sex shops and pornographic magazines in South
Africa since 1994 compared South Africa to Eastern Europe after the fall of
communism where, he says, "freedom has given way to license."207 Such a

development may seem trivial relative to the destruction of the immoral system
of apartheid, but the pornography phenomenon is only a small part of a larger

process of moral disintegration within South Africa. The SACC statement

mentioned specifically the "exploitation of women, children and the more

vulnerable members of society" and it concludes its 'Statement' with a call to the
Churches to "once again, stand for the truth, as we did against the evils of

apartheid, to acknowledge and teach the moral values that give sanctity and

dignity to all life in our nation."208

Such an appeal coming as it does from the SACC would appear to confirm
Peter Storey's diagnosis of South African society. There is something seriously

wrong. We may have managed to dismantle and bury apartheid. The
institutionalised god of race has been dethroned but it is not clear what has
taken its place. If anything, a moral vacuum has been created and false

ideologies are poised to fill it. We would identify this ideology to be a false

ideology of human freedom that places an absolute value on the autonomy of
the individual whose prime concern is self. It is the exercise of human freedom

apart from communal values and responsibility. It is freedom wrenched from its

proper context in ubuntu. What we have to do with in South Africa at present,

therefore, is an understanding of freedom that manifests itself in a rampant
individualism devoid of any sense of community. Villa-Vicencio calls it "an

aggressive individualism without social concern." 209 It is an individualism that

^05Cited by Thomasson,1998, p 8
206Mail & Guardian, April 30 - May 7, 1998, p 20
^Russell, 1996
208SACC,1996, p 5
209Villa-Vicencio,1992, p.6
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has attached itself to the pursuit of material prosperity as its absolute goal for in
South Africa money is god. What Albert Nolan wrote in 1986 applies equally to

the present time:

The system in South Africa has a momentum of its own, a driving force
that keeps it going. It is the incentive of money or profit. Money has
become an object of devotion that bewitches people and casts a spell
upon them. Money has become the measure of all value. Reality is then
turned upside down so that things, products,commodities, possessions
have value, while people as people have no value. Money, a mere thing,
is divinised, while people are treated as mere objects. We can do
without people but we cannot do without money. . . It is our god and the
pursuit of money is our religion.210

Sadly, what we are witnessing now even in the hitherto oppressed communities
is a succumbing to these alien values. Even before the demise of apartheid Dr.

Bongajola Goba discerned a disturbing shift in values:

In this country many of us black people have allowed ourselves to be
victims of individualism and capitalism. We are no longer living as a
dynamic community; we have lost so much of our corporate personality.
Influenced by capitalism we have become materialistically self-centred,
and the emphasis seems to be on individual enterprise and material
acquisition for the individual - not for the black masses . .We have
imbibed this individualism from the West, which is dividing and
destroying our efforts to stand on our feet as a people able to help itself
in a political and economic situation that is continuously dehumanising
and oppressing us. . .With this individualism has come domination,
oppression and economic exploitation.211

Goba goes on to contrast the two ways of living, corporate as against
individualist:

The idea of everybody being related to everybody else created a
dynamic communal life, and oriented an individual's responsibility
towards the whole community. In our emphasis on personal autonomy
and individual freedom, which has undermined the traditional authority of
the community, weakened indigenous forms of social control and raised
doubts about formerly accepted traditional norms, we have lost - or
perhaps are losing - our kinship ties and thus our corporateness . .We
must somehow remind ourselves of the significance of our living as a
related people.212

Nolan,1988, p.85
211Goba,1973, p 70
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What we have written raises the question whether we are building a more

humane society, or have we merely exchanged our idols?

For all that has been accomplished by way of the dismantling and burying of

apartheid and the introduction of new political structures that would appear to

safeguard democracy South Africa is not as Mandela in his inaugural address

hoped it would be, namely, "a rainbow nation at peace with itself." The truth
about South Africa is that democracy is not enough. A person may be given his
or her full rights. The rule of law can be restored. Both of these are essential
elements in the restoration of the moral order but we must not stop there. What
has become clear in South Africa is that the values and ethics of a society do
not change simply by altering the rules. South Africa has enough political

dermatologists and too few surgeons. The "disease of the soul" must also be
addressed and for that the surgeon's knife will have to cut deep. Racism,

consumerism, crime and corruption are manifestations of a deeper malaise.
Across society South Africans have not faced up to the truth about themselves.
The surgeon's knife has not cut deep enough. What is required is a fundamental

change of heart that goes to the wellsprings of human action and recognises
that with freedom and the exercising of rights comes the need for moral self-

discipline and the fulfillment of responsibilities, and further, that it is not only

'government' that has 'responsibilities'.

5. Concluding Questions:

In this first chapter we have endeavoured to set out something of the context in
which the church has had to operate and continues to operate in South Africa.
It will have become clear from what we have written that when the ANC

government came to power in May 1994 the past could not simply be thrown
into the rubbish bin and conveniently forgotten. The injustices and sins of the

past go too deep into the fabric of South African life and the questions are too

demanding to ignore. Not least among these questions is how a largely
'Christian' country could produce a system so evil and how a majority of white
Christians could remain so blind to the suffering caused by that system to black
and coloured people the majority of whom are fellow Christians. Three

questions remain the answers to which will take up the remainder of this study.

212Goba,1973, pp.69-70
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1. Has traditional Christianity been irrevocably compromised in South Africa? 2.

Have South Africans understood the truth about themselves? 3. What must we

do to be saved?

5.1. Has Traditional Christianity been irrevocably compromised? The

Critique of Martin Prozesky.

It is an incontrovertible fact of South African history that much of what has taken

place over the past 350 years, and in particular over the 45 years leading up to

1994, has been committed in the name of Christianity. Martin Prozesky has
claimed that the creation of apartheid is " the most problematical issue thus far
in the story of Christianity in South Africa, whose full significance and
seriousness have yet to be satisfactorily understood and faced."213 Prozesky

points out that from a religious point of view South Africa is "much more

problematic" than the savagery of Nazi Germany precisely because "the agents
of oppression have in many cases been active Christians themselves." The

problem, as Prozesky sees it, is not that South Africans are more wicked than

anybody else, the difficulty lies in the Church having succumbed to powerful
cultural and economic identities that proved to be exclusive and divisive and

effectively blinded the Church to the true social vision of Jesus of Nazareth.

Prozesky writes:

Apartheid shows just how easily even devout believers in a heavily
Christianised culture can unwittingly make their faith into an effective
component of group self-interests in the forms of nationalist domination
and economic exploitation. This reveals . . that the latter are in practice
the stronger social forces. Either that means that the foundations
created by Jesus of Nazareth simply have not yet been adequately
utilised by his followers in order to carry out his vision in the social realm
. . or his central vision has no real social power.214

Besides this criticism of Christianity as having made unholy alliances with other
interest groups, Prozesky's main charge against Christianity however is its
traditional view of salvation in terms of which, as he describes it: "only the
Christian message provides people with access to eternal life by connecting
them with Christ, or less severely, that no other religion does so as effectively."

Labelling this view "elitist" and "exclusivist" Prozesky adds that Christians who

213Prozesky,1990, p 123
214Prozesky,1990, pp. 128-129
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believe such a doctrine are most likely to hold to "discriminatory, non-egalitarian
notions" and assume that such views are "validated by God himself."215

As an answer therefore to our question as to whether traditional Christianity has
been irrevocably compromised Prozesky's conclusion is as stark as it is thought

provoking: "traditional Christianity must. . die."216

Prozesky's statement calls for a response, for the points he raises go to the
heart of what it is that Christians are to believe. We propose therefore to

respond by asking:

5.2. Who is God in South Africa?

The manner in which God's Name has been invoked by both supporters and

opponents of apartheid over the past 45 years of South African history raises
the question as to who God is. As Loubser has observed: "In essence both

apartheid and liberation theology are a reflection on God . . who is God in South
Africa?"217 We have noted how God came to be regarded as the 'Great Divider'
and how His Name was invoked to justify a political system that was racist and

oppressive. It was an understanding of God that drew forth passionate
denunciations from the Kairos Document. The authors show how the God of the

South African apartheid state was in fact an idol; "the devil disguised as

Almighty God". Such a God is the god of overwhelming power, "the god of

superior weapons" "the god of tear gas, rubber bullets, sjamboks, prison cells,
death sentences", a god without mercy "who exalts the proud and humbles the

poor". This, says the Document, is a blasphemous use of God's name.218

Certainly, the argument against the God of the apartheid South African state

makes disturbing reading but, then, to be on the receiving end of state brutality
and to hear God's name being invoked is to call this god into question.

Understandably therefore the Kairos Document is seeking to retrieve the Name
of God from its abuse. The true God is not the God of the South African status

quo but the God of liberation and justice for the oppressed. The understanding
of God as the God of justice and liberation is very much in the foreground of the

215Prozesky,1990, pp. 132-133
^eProzesky,1990, p.140
217Loubser,1987, p. 164
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message of the Kairos Document. The authors state categorically that in the
Bible God is spoken of as the liberator of the oppressed who suffers with his

people. Jesus takes up the cause of the poor219 and God is always on the side
of the oppressed. In fact, say the authors, "the oppressed's cause is God's
cause."220

Hearing this absolute identification, we might conclude that in terms of the logic
of the Kairos Document God is the God of "burning cars and buildings", the God
of the "sometimes killing of collaborators", the God of "killing and maiming", the
God of the necklacing of opponents. Furthermore, the God of the Kairos
Document resembles the apartheid God insofar as he is a God of overwhelming

power and might; a God who lends his Name to questionable practises, a God
of liberation, a God of law; the law of inexorable justice.

What is noticeably absent is a christological unfolding of who God is, that is,
God as the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, a God of righteousness
and overwhelming grace and mercy. Our point is that in South Africa we have to

go in search of more moral and personal categories in our understanding and

speech about God. Whilst not in any way wanting to diminish the importance of
the justice of God, and similarly, not wanting to overlook the significance of
'creation ordinances' we would contend that unless such understandings of God
are rooted in and deepened by a deeper exploration of the moral nature of God
in terms of His holiness and righteousness then God's relation to the world will
be conceived primarily in impersonal terms of law and justice instead of its

christological grounding in God's grace shown to the world in the atoning action
of Jesus Christ.

Our concern for a transformation in our understanding of God is echoed by

Prozesky who writes that in the light of what has happened in South Africa,
"Christians would have to recreate, or rediscover, a purer view of God as the

power of perfect, universal love effectively transforming the world." The clue to

this "purer view" of God is in the vision that Jesus himself inspires which is

a central, normative vision of reality as existing in the power of an infinite

Kairos, 1990, p.35
219Kairos,1990, p.58
22OKairos,1990, p.61
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and everlastingly loving God whose supreme wish is for all of humanity
to grow freely and creatively into the joy of a reciprocal love towards him/
her and one another. . . . Nothing less than a doctrine of universal love
for all alike, effectively chanelled into new political and economic
structures, and also issuing in a better view of the other religions and
philosophies of the earth than our present elitest and especially our
traditionally exclusivist views, will suffice to redress the damage,
because what is needed here is something powerful enough to
overcome the prejudice, fear, self-interest and greed that have proved
so intractable in the past.

Seeking to give this view of God a deeper grounding in Christology Prozesky

suggests that we should "recentre Christology " in a view of Jesus as the one

"who personifies that generous and gentle power and invites all people into its

blessings and responsibilities not in the manner of a dictatorial master but in the
manner of an inspiring and enabling friend."221

Prozesky's thoughts are splendidly expressed and few thoughtful Christians
would want to disagree with what he has written. His appeal is for a more

humane society and the place we have to begin for such a reality is a more

humane view of God. Some however would want to give greater depth and
moral vigour to his understanding of love. As perceptive as Prozesky's analysis

might be and as moving as is his presentation of God as "the power of perfect,
universal love" there remains a sense in which Prozesky fails to come to terms

with the intractability and depths of human sin. The problem in South Africa has
not simply been the lack of love between whites and blacks. The history of
South Africa reveals the insidious nature of human sin as embedding itself not

only in the hearts of men and women but more particularly in the very structures
of society such that even Christians are blinded to its presence and effects.
South African Christians have underestimated the power of evil and no mere

doctrine of love is going to dislodge what are superhuman spiritual powers at

work within South Africa society. Clearly the notion of love itself must be

deepened such that we understand and know God as the One who triumphs
over the dark and malign forces at work in the world. As we shall discover in
our study of Forsyth, it is the moral reality of God's holiness expressed in terms
of 'Holy Love' that we regard as the recreative power within history and in South
African society in particular. In asking therefore 'Who is God in South Africa?'
the starting point is with the essential being of God and as P.T. Forsyth puts it:

221Prozesky,1990, pp. 138-139
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"The starting point in our whole Christian concept of God is His holiness, the
holiness of His love."222 It is this reality, we will argue, that must be

reincorporated into the Church's proclamation of the Gospel.

A further aspect of our question as to who God is in South Africa pertains to the

problem of suffering that we have outlined in this essay. In a country where the
black community has experienced a surfeit of suffering it is surprising that more
reflection has not been given to the reality of God in South Africa as a suffering
God. Articles have been written exploring the theological question as to whether
it is proper to speak of a "crucified God",223 but apart from Sigqibo Dwane, 224
Takatso Mofokeng225 and John de Gruchy 226 surprisingly little has been written
about the suffering God within the specific context of suffering in South Africa.
The influential Ghanaian theologian, Kwame Bediako, has written:

Compared with, say, the frequent Western reflection and agonizing over
the subject of the Holocaust, there seems as yet nothing to show in
mainstream African theological reflection on the four centuries of Trade
in African humanity as merchandise, mainly promoted by the
predominantly Christian nations of the world. And yet, is such a
reflection possible without an African theodicy?227

South Africa, with its own tragic past, extends Bediako's question even further:

firstly, is it possible for there to be a South African theodicy that lays hold of God
whilst facing the depths and tragedy of human evil and oppressive suffering
inflicted upon a black community most of whom are Christians by a political

system devised and largely supported by a majority of whites most of whom
claimed an allegiance to a Christian Church? Secondly, if there is such a God
can he simply forgive those who have perpetrated such inhumanities as well as
those who quietly went about their business and failed to heed the cries of the

oppressed? If it is objected that such questions are to fight old battles and

reopen closing wounds - 'Let bygones be bygones!' - then clearly the gravity of
the question has not been properly grasped. As we remarked at the outset of
this essay, wounds cannot be healed until they are cleansed.

Forsyth, 1916(a), p. 187
223Konig,1982, pp 124-149
224

Dwane, 1988.
225Mofokeng,1983.
226de Gruchy, 1986(b).
227Bediako,1996, p.22
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How does one speak of God in such circumstances? Is there any comfort for
the victims? Can there be forgiveness for those responsible? Are whites
condemned to live with their guilt?

5.3. Have we understood the truth about ourselves? A Phenomenology
of Sin.

It is often the case that 'the truth hurts' especially the kind of truth that we have
been seeking to unfold in this essay. One of the concerns of this first chapter
has been to enable the Christian community in South Africa to face up to what

happened in South Africa, not in order to find a scapegoat and to stand in

judgment but so that we can begin to confront the past in all its brutality and evil,
as well as our own complicity in that past, acknowledging it, confessing it,

seeking forgiveness, turning to God and those who have been wronged, and

receiving the gift of healing. We are seeking to identify the 'disease of the soul'
that has infected South Africans which even the advent of democracy has not

healed

5.3.1. Guilt

It is perhaps not without significance that in 1987 the Director of the Unit of
Clinical Psychology at Stellenbosch University described South Africa as "one
of the most psychologically ill societies in the world." The causes he identified
were: "the socio-political climate, . a materialistic lifestyle among whites,
conditions of poverty and often social disorder."228 Whilst he does not explicitly
mention guilt it is likely that living in a country of such profound contradictions
and dislocations as were present, and indeed still are present, in South Africa,
few South Africans have known how to deal with the hiatus between privilege
and misery. I he tew that did seek to address the issue were more often than

not dismissed by black liberation thinkers as 'guilt-ridden liberals' and were

perceived to be more of a threat to the liberation struggle than the system of

apartheid itself!229

Our study has raised, and the TRC has underlined with particular force, the

question of guilt. The suffering experienced by the black people of South Africa

228Kotze,1987
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was an act of inhumanity inflicted upon them by a ruthless political system.

Apartheid itself was described by the United Nations as "a crime against

humanity". The question could therefore, with justification, be asked, 'Who is

responsible?' Is it all white people or only the Afrikaners? Is it the apartheid

politicians and the Dutch Reformed Church? Or was it just the officials and the

security establishment whose job it was to ensure that the policies of the

government were strictly applied and law and order maintained?

This way of putting the question might appear as if we are seeking to point

accusing fingers but that is not the intention. Ours is not to accuse and reproach
but to understand and accept and find healing, for we are of the persuasion that

in respect of apartheid in South Africa there are very few white people who can

truthfully say: 'I am not to blame.' Some have argued that all whites are as much
to blame for what happened in South Africa as the notorious assassination

squads "who executed innocent people": "We may not have pulled the trigger",

argue. Theresa Oakley-Smith, "but we must accept equal blame because the

system was maintained by all of us and for all of us."230 Such a blanket
condemnation will be vigourously disputed as recent correspondence to the

Sunday Times indicates and it does highlight the need for a more differentiated
and pastorally helpful understanding of the notion of guilt. What cannot
however be denied is that the white community did benefit from a system that
not only seriously disadvantaged blacks but oppressed them as well. The

question then becomes twofold, 'Have we the courage to face up to the past

and deal with our guilt?' And, secondly, 'Do we have the moral will and integrity
to do whatever is appropriate?'

In our cearch for a more perceptive analysis of the notion of guilt we turn to the

philosopher Karl Jaspers who as a German after the Second World War was

compelled to face up to Germany's Nazi past.231 Jaspers distinguishes between
four distinct yet interconnected kinds of guilt: criminal, political, moral and

metaphysical. 'Criminal guilt' pertains to the breaking of the law. 'Political' guilt
has to do with the general liability of a people for what goes in their country.
The 'morally guilty' are those who benefited from certain national policies that

229Biko, 1973, pp. 38-40
230Oakley-Smith, 1996
231Forthis discussion I have used Jaspers,1947; de Gruchy,1993, pp3-13; Villa Vicencio,1996,

pp 131-139
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they knew, or could have known, to be indefensible. Yet, says Jaspers, they "
walked in ways which self-analysis reveals to them as culpable error - whether

conveniently closing their eyes to events, or permitting themselves to be

intoxicated, seduced or bought with personal advantages, or obeying from
fear."232 Finally, 'metaphysical guilt' has to do with our being part of humanity
and thus co-responsible for the injustices in the world. If we did not do whatever
we could in the face of such crimes as the extermination of the Jews then we

are also guilty for what happened to them.

In seeking to understand Jasper's categories of guilt in the South African
context it is clear that not all South Africans are criminally guilty. As for political

guilt, white South Africans have to face the fact that it was the majority of whites

who, term after term, voted to keep the party of apartheid, the National Party, in

power. The notion of moral guilt is one that involves most white South Africans
since, as we mentioned earlier, there can be little doubt that whites were the

main beneficiaries of apartheid and that even if we were aware of the gross

injustices and inequities of the system we did not speak out and act on behalf of
the oppressed with sufficient clarity and resolve. Jaspers' final category of

'metaphysical' guilt understood in a South African milieu is one that looks further
afield to a universal responsibility for what happened in South Africa since what
took place, and to a certain extent still exists though without legalised sanction,
is the expression of a universal condition, namely, racism.

We should make the point that our use of Jasper is not a tactic to evade

responsibility. On the contrary, it is a serious attempt to understand and
articulate more carefully the nature of the problem that confronts us all but in
different ways. Oakley-Smith's approach leads only to the premature
termination of discussion and ultimately to the problem of guilt remaining
unresolved. A letter writer who calls him/herself 'White Apartheid Victim'

protests in the letters page of the Sunday Times that "it is deeply offensive to

indiscriminately smear all white citizens with the sins of the ethnic minority who
were in power at the time." The same correspondent then calls on other "whites
who always acted decently towards their fellow citizens" to reject "this collective

guilt trip". Similarly, another correspondent to the same page writes: "I do not

condone what happened . .1 am not to blame, and neither are most other white

232Jaspers,1947, p.63f
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South Africans. We may have benefited indirectly, but we are certainly not to
blame - so I will not accept any part of the responsibility."233

Whilst there has been and will continue to be resistance to the idea that guilt
should be acknowledged and confessed there are South Africans who have
embraced the need to face up to the past. The TRC has proved a powerful and

disturbing instrument in this process. Some have reacted to the revelations of
the TRC with "shame and horror" 234 whilst others have emotionally

disintegrated235 but what is evident is that for thoughtful South Africans the
disclosures have brought to the surface a deep sense of unarticulated guilt that
white South Africans have carried around with them for decades.

However, there remains a further aspect of guilt that ought to be addressed in
South Africa. We are speaking here of our guilt before God. However else we

may speak of the suffering and damage inflicted by apartheid upon human

beings, it should also not be forgotten that both at the theoretical and practical

levels, apartheid has defiled the Name of God and, in terms of the theology that
will underpin this study, has been deeply offensive to Him. Little has been
written about this aspect of South Africa's past which gives credence to our

suggestion that the Church in South Africa has held inadequate views of God,

having been more concerned to secure the rights of man than to uphold the

righteousness of God. This is not to suggest that the rights of man and the

righteousness of God are necessarily in opposition to one another and that the
holiness of God can be confessed in the same breath as the degradation of
man. However, as P.T. Forsyth observed - and we shall elucidate the comment

later in this work : "The only stable footing for any society is the theocentric
note which first glorifies God and hallows His name." 236 Thus for all of sin's
terrible impact upon human beings it is, in the first instance, sin against a God of

holy love. Elsewhere he writes:

The crime of man to man inflicts a greater wrong on God, i.e. on the one
who by His holy love is much more sensitive than man, and yet also
more committed to do justice. God has more to carry in the Cross of His
Son than man has in the nemesis of his sin. For God has to bear what

"

Letters to the Editor, 1997, p. 17
234Oakley-Smith,1996.
235Krog, 1996-1997, pp. 10-11
236Forsyth,1948, p. 107
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sin means to the Holy.237

In this study we have been compelled to use strong words such as 'blasphemy'
and 'idolatry' both of which pertain to gross distortions of the truth of God.

Strong words however are not inappropriate for in South Africa the Name of
God has been dishonoured and the history of the country has inflicted a wound

upon the Being of God.

5.3.2. Enslavement.

What has been a particularly striking aspect of this study has been the way in
which as a people South Africans have been hypnotized and seduced by false

gods that have taken root as idols within the soul of the nation. Be it the gods of

race, nationhood or money, what we have witnessed is an all-consuming
devotion to these idols and an attempt to recast society in terms of its absolute
demands. As we have noted, this has had a disastrous impact upon the country.

Even under the new political dispensation we stand in grave danger of merely

replacing one tyrannical idol, namely race, with another whose name is material

prosperity. Molefe Tsele, who was one of the primary participants in the drawing

up of the Kairos Document, has more recently observed:

Our cherished dreams of democracy turns out to be a fraud. We
believed in the ballot but nobody told us that we should rather invest our
power in the stock market. The new message seems to be: forget about
the vote, what matters are the shares. Real power is negotiated at the
stock exchange and not in parliament. Finally, the system seems to be
victorious in the values market. We are witnessing the emergence of a
new global value system premised on consumption and economic
growth. The growing destruction of natural resources, loss of the
reverence for life and nature, the breakdown of moral and social fibre,
the growing culture of violence and unapologetic cut-throat competition
for profit, seem to be the logical stepchildren of this system. What we are
lamenting in South Africa today, namely, car-jacking crimes, white collar
crimes, endemic corruption in big business and government sectors,
crimes against women and children, are products of this culture of
unlimited profit maximisation at all costs. The new creed seems to be:
You count if you have, you don't count if you don't have. 238

In and of themselves prosperity and love of one's people are right and proper

but when they are given the ultimacy that has been conferred upon them in

237Forsyth,1948, pp. 127-128



75

South Africa then they become objects of devotion, taking on the status of idols
and finally enslaving their devotees. This, we would contend, is part of the

spiritual condition that confronts us at present: we are an enslaved people,
enslaved not by oppressive laws but by something more subtle and more

dangerous: to spiritual powers of destruction that entrench themselves in

ideological, political and economic structures and which enslave and
dehumanise humanity as it gives absolute allegiance to them. It is a diagnosis
of the human condition that we find in the New Testament where, as Donald

Miller has observed, the human situation is pictured "as one of enslavement."
Miller writes:

The New Testament does not picture the human situation as one where
false ideologies are to be corrected, or where men are to be led from
immature to mature behaviour by rational persuasion and the power of
logic, or one that is to free men from their inhibitions and repressions
and hangups and complexes and compulsions by psychological therapy.
. . Man is not merely mistaken, he is a victim; he is not merely raw
material in need of intelligent moulding, he is a prisoner; he is not merely
bound by his inherited or acquired psychological disorders, he is a slave
to powers outside himself. Man is in thrall, the 'spoil' of a strong enemy
whose power he is helpless to break.239

What we are suggesting is that the Pauline understanding of 'principalities and

powers' is not far removed from our contemporary experience. We recall the
Pauline references to humankind's struggles not being against "flesh and blood"
but "against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark
world and against the spiritual forces of evil in heavenly realms." [Eph 6:12]

Integral to Paul's cosmology, and indeed to Jesus' own world view, is the
conviction that the world is replete with cosmic spiritual forces and that both at a

personal and societal level there is a whole system of evil at work - P.T. Forsyth
calls it "a Kingdom of evil"240 - seeking to undermine and destroy the good. Not

unexpectedly such a world-view has been rejected by some scholars.241
However, as Professor A. M. Hunter once noted: "There is no metaphysical
reason why the cosmos should not contain spirits higher than man who have
made evil their good, who are ill-disposed to the human race, and whose
activties are co-ordinated by a master-stategist."242 What precisely we are

238Tsele,1996, p.72
239Miller, 1981, pp.211-212
240Forsyth, 1919(b), p 550
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referring to in speaking this way is difficult to define but with the eminent

missiologist, Lesslie Newbigin, we would contend that whatever this 'something'

is, it is invisible and it is "real - terribly real".243 Newbigin writes:

Principalities and powers are realities. We may not be able to visualize
them, to locate them, to say exactly what they are. But we are foolish if
we pretend that they do not exist. Certainly one cannot read the Gospels
without recognizing that the ministry of Jesus from beginning to end was
a mighty spiritual battle with powers which are not simply human frailties,
errors, diseases, or sins. And one cannot read St. Paul, or the other
books of the New Testament, without recognizing that this drama of
Christ's disarming of the powers is central to its meaning.244

We might also usefully consider the meaning of the Greek word stoicheia which
is variously translated as 'rudiments', 'elements', 'elementary spirits', 'ruling

spirits of the universe'. In a phrase that has echoes of Kuyper's 'creation

ordinances', Lesslie Newbigin identifies these as "structural elements" in human
life. "All human life", insists Newbigin, "is lived and has to be lived within the
limits which are set by certain structural features, both of the natural world and
of the world of human society." These features are "necessary to guide and

protect human life. They serve God's purpose."245 However, when they are

absolutized they become demonic. Thus the God-given authority of the State
can be used for tyranny:

The power ordained by God of Romans 13 becomes the Beast of
Revelation. The Torah, that loving instruction which God gives his
people and the beauty of which is celebrated in Psalm 119, becomes a
tyrant from which Christ has to deliver us. Tradition, the handing on of
good practise from parent to child as it is so beautifully described in
Deuteronomy, becomes an evil power which comes between human
beings and the living God.246

All this is not to reduce or simply equate cosmic powers with human structures
as some scholars have done, for it is our conviction that these powers of evil are

"personal, supernatural agencies".247 We would argue however that these

powers use human structures for their own ends by incarnating themselves
within them. We would, furthermore, maintain that a key phase in the process

Newbigin,1989, p.203
244Newbigin,1989, p.210
245Newbigin,1989, p.205
246Newbigin,1989, p.206
2470'Brien,1984, p. 150
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towards the demonisation of structures is what we might term the 'ideological

phase'. It is an ongoing question how it is possible for people who, to all

appearances, are normal human beings to suddenly turn into perpetrators of
evil. Is Eugene de Kock intrinsically evil? Are the interrogators and killers of
Steve Biko pathologically wicked? One possible answer is given to us by
Alexander Solzhenitsyn who, speaking out of his experience in a Soviet prison

camp, writes in his disturbing book, The Gulag Archipelago: "To do evil a

human being must first of all believe that what he's doing is good."248
Solzhenitsyn goes on to identify 'ideology' as the diabolical element:

Ideology - that is what gives evildoing its long-sought justification and
gives the evildoer the necessary steadfastness and determination.
Thanks to ideology, the twentieth century was fated to experience
evildoing on a scale calculated in millions.249

This brings us back to what we wrote earlier in this chapter about ideology being
"the conduit, track or channel along which idolatry comes to life and moves."250
Thus within our South African context we have witnessed the ideologising and
absolutization of the legitimate category of 'race' to the status of an idol. What
we are suggesting is that demonic powers attached themselves to the racial

ideologies and structures effectively blinding the proponents to what they were

doing and enslaving both themselves and, more tragically, the black
communities and in the process almost destroying a nation. This spiritual
condition is not unique to South Africa as Solzhenitsyn's experiences suggest
but neither is such spiritual and physical enslavement confined to the political

ideologies of South Africa, Nazi Germany and the erstwhile Soviet Union though

they are given a particularly evil expression in such systems. Our concern is to

suggest that spiritual powers can attach themselves to any ideology and in the

process enslave a people. Since South Africa has had a particularly negative

experience it is incumbent upon the Church to be vigilant lest the movement
towards absolutisation reappears, this time not in the form of a tyrannical

political system but in distorted understandings of freedom and material

prosperity that makes idols of individual rights and material goods and which
form the basis of a new consumer society that defines people no longer in terms
of race but in terms of homo consumens. What the Argentinian theologian,

248Solzhenitsyn, 1974, pp. 173-174
2d9Solzhenitsyri,1974, p. 174
2S0Goudzwaard,1984, p.23
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Rene Padilla, wrote of his own context in South America could also be written of

South Africa: "Today, the idols that enslave man are those of the consumer

society." The Church of Jesus Christ, Padilla claims, is engaged in "a spiritual
conflict with the powers of evil entrenched in ideological structures that
dehumanize man, conditioning him to make the absolute relative and the
relative absolute."251

5.3.3. A Disease called Sin.

What we have written might appear to suggest that humankind is a helpless
victim in the cosmic struggle between the forces of good and evil. Whilst we

recognise the reality of such a cosmic battle we would not want thereby to

absolve ourselves as human beings of our own culpability and sin before God
and man. What has been argued in this study has been that each of us has this

capacity for evil. Evil flourishes because it finds in the human heart a

resonance; something with which it can not only engage but also exploit. There
is in the human heart an untamed egoism which if left to its own devices is

capable of destroying the good. Thus a marriage partner can be drawn into an

adulterous relationship. A human rights campaigner can be charged with

corruption and fraud. Racism can remain rooted in people's hearts. A member
of the church can become a torturer. Whilst the Christian faith might on the
basis of Genesis 3 affirm the fallenness of humankind it is hardly necessary to
invoke Genesis 3 to substantiate such a belief. Experience confirms Jeremiah's

judgment that, "The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who
can understand it?" [Jer 17: 9 NIV]

To paint the white man in South Africa as the embodiment of evil is to fail to

grasp the pervasiveness of human sin. To read the Afrikaans author, Rian
Malan's internationally acclaimed book, My Traitors's Heart,252 is to confront the
truth that the heart of darkness is a condition that knows no boundaries cutting
as it does across racial, economic and social barriers to find a place in every

South African not least, as Malan admits, in his own heart. Malan's testimony is
reminiscent of Solzhenitsyn's penetrating analysis of human nature:

It was granted me to carry away from my prison years on my bent back,

251
Padilla, 1985, p.53

252Malan,1990.
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which nearly broke beneath its load, this essential experience: how a
human being becomes evil and how good. In the intoxication of youthful
successes I had felt myself to be infallible, and I was therefore cruel In
the surfeit of power I was a murderer, and an oppressor. In my most evil
moments I was convinced that I was doing good, and I was well supplied
with systematic arguments. And it was only when I lay there on rotting
prison straw that I sensed within myself the first stirrings of good.
Gradually it was disclosed to me that the line separating good and evil
passes not through states, not between classes, nor between political
parties either - but right through every human heart - and through all
human hearts. This line shifts. Inside us, it oscillates with the years. And
even within hearts overwhelmed by evil, one small bridgehead of good is
retained. And even in the best of all hearts, there remains . an

unuprooted small corner of evil.253

How then can we sum up what our contemporary writers have so graphically

portrayed? In the final analysis we are left with the Christian teaching on original

sin, namely, that in the depths of their beings men and women are alienated not

only from themselves and from one another but, more especially, separated
from God. We are, in the words of A.M. Hunter, "fallen creatures" and no part of
our lives remains unaffected by sin. Sin, says Hunter, is a "crime and rebellion

against God" and though people will resist and refuse to own up to their

responsibility for sin, all their excuses are "but symptoms of that deeper disease
which Paul called indwelling sin, the corruption of man's heart."254

What we are seeking to argue is that the problem of human sin is a fundamental

aspect of the spiritual condition of South Africans and that, as a consequence in
South Africa, democracy is not enough. Politicians have established a political
framework for society and as remarkable and commendable as it is we have to

recognise that democracy per se does not deal with human sin and moral

disintegration. It can to an extent curb some of the excesses of human
wickedness but it cannot change the fundamental disposition of the human
heart. As John de Gruchy expressed it: "Changing laws is one thing; changing
the 'habits of the heart' . . is another."255 Men and women will continue to seek

out ways of turning even democratic structures to their own advantage. Hence,
unless there is some means of containing the natural egoism of the human
heart and shaping moral character in a society that has placed a supreme value
on the freedom of the individual then democracy too will disappoint. Writing

SoIzhenitsyn,1975, p.615
254Hunter,1954, pp.77-78
255de Gruchy, 1994, p.24
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from his North American context Stanley Hauerwas warns us:

As Christians we should be particularly sensitive to the misleading
assumption that democracies are intrinsically more just because they
provide more freedom than other kinds of societies. Freedom is an
abstraction that can easily draw our attention away from faithfully serving
as the church in democratic social orders. The crucial question is what
kind of freedom and what we wish to do with it.256

Hauerwas' point is reinforced from the experience of South Africa's northern

neighbour, Zimbabwe, that gained its independence in 1980. Speaking in 1992
to a gathering of churches President Robert Mugabe observed:

We have won our liberation but we are in danger of losing it because we
don't know how to handle our freedom. What is missing is the will and
the moral power to build a new society . . The Church should revisit its
task of moulding our values, of teaching the difference between honesty
and corruption and of creating a transformative fabric for Zimbabwean
society.257

We would contend therefore that as important as democracy itself may be it
does not go to the root of the disorder in society and what is of equal

importance is the need for a moral power that will deal with human sin and

change men and women's' moral centre of gravity from preoccupation with self
to the creation of genuine community wherein each person's humanity is
affirmed and celebrated as an inalienable gift of God. It was P.T. Forsyth who
commented: "Any social change which is to give greater scope to humanity
must go with a growth in the moral power of humanity, else it is neither safe not
stable." Forsyth identified the great lever for this purpose as "positive personal

religion" 258 rooted in the Gospel of redemption for it was his conviction that,

"The permanent condition of reconstruction is redemption."259

6. " What must we do to be saved?"

It may appear churlish to be asking at this point in South Africa's history as to
whether we can yet be saved. The exhilarating events of April and May 1994
remain etched on our minds. Hopefully, however, what we have written will

Hauerwas, 1983, p. 111
257Mugabe,1993, p.3
258Forsyth, 1908(b), p.27
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have brought home to us that whilst South Africa may have "crossed the Red
Sea' there remains a long journey before we arrive at the 'Promised Land'.

Perhaps a more appropriate question should be, 'Do we as a nation have the

spiritual resources to see this journey through?' This in turn raises the issue as

to whether the Church in South Africa is equal to this task of supplying the

country with the required spiritual and moral leadership. Certainly, the Church's
track record is ambiguous. Having made unholy alliances with alien ideologies
and having giving credence to an oppressive political system the church
established too comfortable a relationship with society when it ought to have
been addressing that society in the Name of the God of Righteousness and
Justice. Any protest that might have been raised went largely unheeded since
the church in South Africa was too divided within itself and could not speak with
a united voice.

It was a former President of the ANC, the late Oliver Tambo, who observed that

"the history of the Church in South Africa is the history of a faith betrayed."260 A

question that has therefore to be asked is this: If it happened once that the
Church in South Africa succumbed to alien ideologies, what guarantees are

there that it will not happen again? The demise of apartheid in South Africa is
not the demise of evil but simply the demise of one of its manifestations. Are we

so impotent that far from declaring and acting out the Gospel of Christ which is
"the power of God unto salvation" [Romans 1:16] we meekly surrender to every

ideological wind? As Bonhoeffer wrote from his prison cell in Germany: " Are
we still of any use? "261

The answer to Bonhoeffer is, before God, a chastened 'yes'. Despite all her past
failures the church cannot afford to fail again to speak and live out the prophetic
Word of God. In an address in December 1992 to the oldest of the African

Independent Churches in South Africa, the Ethiopian Church, Nelson Mandela
cautioned:

One thing that we must say unequivocally is that the church in South
Africa cannot afford a retreat to the coziness of the sanctuary tempting
as it may be in these confusing and challenging times. The church in our
country has no option but to join the other agents of change and

Forsyth, 1908(b), p.25
■"60Cited by Mofokeng,1993, p.21
261Bonhoeffer, 1964, p. 148
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transformation in the difficult task of acting as a midwife to the birth of
our democracy and acting as one of the institutions that will nurture and
entrench it in our society.262

Mandela's words were well chosen. Now over 4 years down the road Mandela's
dream struggles for realisation. The euphoria has evaporated and the language
of 'crisis' is heard across the land. The vision of a nation "at peace with itself
continues to elude us. The forces of disorder flourish. Despite an abundance of
riches poverty still scars the landscape. The old has passed but what was

thought to be the new has often shown itself to be the old dressed in new attire.
Blacks may have replaced whites in the corridors of power but the 'habits of the
heart' have remained the same. Corruption still abounds. The untamed egoism
of human nature has not been subdued and the new democratic structures have

given evil another opportunity to flourish. As St. Paul reminded his readers in
Rome, the law is the strength of sin! A society that once yearned for freedom
has confused 'rights' with license to do whatever each individual pleases.
Whereas the destruction of apartheid brought with it the hope of a more humane

society in which the dignity and humanity of every man and woman would be

joyfully affirmed, now new economic categories define our humanity. Our

justification by Christ is now challenged by our justification by our economic
worth. Society remains society without the reality of community.

What ought the Church be saying to a nation at such a time as this? With the
burden of our history painfully before us is there a word of forgiveness and
reconciliation that will lead us to repentance and deal with our guilt and
alienation? With the cancer of poverty eating away at the soul of the nation is
there a greater power available to us than the exhaustible resource of human

pity and that will enable us to attack this 'Egyptian plague'? In the clamour for
freedom and the aggressive expression of individualism is there a restraining
word which is in truth the Word of true freedom and responsibility? In an

idolatrous environment is there a converting and transforming word that will
reach beyond structural change to the creation of true community? In the fear of
the future and the destructive forces of evil is there a word of hope? Just as the
Kairos Document, for all its shortcomings, sought to speak a prophetic word to

the church at a particular juncture in South African history so too must the

^Speech delivered by Nelson Mandela to the Free Ethiopian Church of Southern Africa,
Potchefstroom, 14 December, 1992
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Church today endeavour to speak a prophetic word both to itself as well as to

South Africa as a whole. It is a word spoken by the Church to the Church and

through the Church to the world. It is not an 'everything-at-once' word devoid of
discernment and neither is it an attempt to tailor the Gospel to suit the times. It
is ours, said P.T. Forsyth, to "re-interrogate the Word of the historic Gospel for
its word to the historic time".263

Faced as we are with the need for profound healing and transformation both
within the Church and the nation it is the conviction of this thesis that theology
and preaching in South Africa must be put on a new footing, namely a theologia

crucis, and that it is the "message of the Cross" that must be heard and lived
out in that country. We are not seeking a new theology; rather we are trying to

retrieve the world-transtorming Gospel about which St. Paul wrote but which in
South Africa has been made to conform to the totalitarian demands of alien

ideologies and the obsessive self-interests of cultural and economic groupings.

Recognising that a theology of the Cross is not exhausted in a doctrine of
atonement we would nevertheless contend that it is the reality of atonement, or
the atoning Cross, that must come to the fore in the life and witness of the

Church. Furthermore we are of the persuasion that in the theology of Dr. P.T.

Forsyth we have indispensable insights into the Cross that can usefully be

galvanized for an understanding of the Cross that speaks with clarity and power

into the South African context.

263Forsyth, 1948(b), p 14
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CHAPTER 2.

THE DOCTRINE OF ATONEMENT: A BRIEF HISTORICAL AND SOUTH

AFRICAN OVERVIEW

Following our proposal that it is the message of the Cross understood in its

atoning sense that should be heard in South Africa, this chapter seeks to

indicate that such a message is central to the New Testament. Further, we

propose to examine the doctrine of atonement as it has been taught through the
centuries by different theologians asking, as we proceed, what understanding of
the human condition each approach presupposes. Since the question of this
thesis is how we are to understand and preach the doctrine of atonement for

South Africa, we will endeavour also to highlight how this doctrine has been

taught and preached within the country. In this regard we have taken

representative preachers and teachers whose influence extends to this day.

Reflecting critically upon these atonement perspectives we propose to

enunciate what we regard as fundamental requirements for a contemporary

understanding of the doctrine of atonement.

This is not an exhaustive study. In our general historical overview representative
thinkers have been chosen, namely: St. Anselm, Gustav Aulen, and Jurgen
Moltmann. In respect of our South African study we have focused upon two

men, Andrew Murray and Desmond Tutu, whose preaching has influenced
Christian thinking in South Africa. Finally, we consider the thinking of the
underrated black South African theologian Bishop Sigqibo Dwane.

1. The Centrality of the Cross in the New Testament:

Few Christian scholars would question the importance for the New I estament ot
the cross of Jesus Christ. By the 'Cross' we mean specifically the death of
Jesus Christ and the various meanings that the New Testament attaches to that
death. According to the New Testament theologian, Leon Morris, "New
Testament Christianity centers on the cross." 1 From an earlier generation
comes the verdict of Dr. James Denney who writes: "The Cross dominates

1Morris,1988, p.2. Both Morris and Denney are reputable twentieth century New Testament
scholars who have written extensively on the meaning of the Cross. See bibliography
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everything. It interprets everything. It puts all things in their true relations to each
other."2

The Gospels themselves are structured in such a way as to focus upon the
cross. 3 En route to Jerusalem Jesus spoke to his disciples about the meaning
of his mission. He told them: "For even the Son of Man did not come to be

served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many." [Mark 10:45] Of
these words Denney has written that "the death of Jesus, or the giving of His life
a ransom for many, is itself the very soul of His vocation . . that the object of His

coming was to give His life a ransom for many."4

Other New Testament writers place similar emphasis upon the death of Jesus.
In the Gospel of John we are presented with both the person of Jesus and the
sacrificial work that he came to fulfil, a work that reached its climax in his

sacrificial death upon the cross. This is the 'glory' of which Jesus speaks in
John 13:31 when he tells his disciples, "Now is the Son of Man glorified." It is a

majesty, but a majesty defined by sacrifice and death. As Michael Ramsay

points out, 'glory' as interpreted by St John "is the glory of self-giving love, for it
is in self-giving love that the divine majesty is supremely revealed, and it is by
the self-giving love that Christ conquers and reigns as king." 5 From John the

Baptist we hear the declaration that Jesus Christ is the "Lamb of God who takes

away the sin of the world." [John 1:29] Whether the 'Lamb of God' is to be seen

in terms of the paschal lamb of Exodus 13 or the sacrificial lamb of Isaiah 53:7,

or, as Ramsay suggests, "a new complex Christian image in which several
Jewish images are fused together in a composite picture of Christ as 'the lamb
of God'",6 what is clear is that we have to do with an atonement theology built
around the notion of the lamb of God.7 In the Book of the Revelation the title of

'Lamb' as applied to Jesus appears 29 times, and it appears that the

soteriological significance of the Apocalypse is gathered around the word
'Lamb'. Though it is the exalted Lamb "standing at the centre of the throne", it is
never without the power of its death, that is, "looking as if it had been slain." In
other words, as the Lamb Jesus is both the sacrificial victim and the sovereign

2Denney.1902, p.315
3Morris,1988, p.2
4Denney,1902, p.41
5Ramsay,1980, p.71
6Ramsay,1980, p 68
7Green,1993, p. 162
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and victorious King. Ramsay says

Nothing is more significant in New Testament theology than the fusion of
sacrifice and sovereignty both in the imagery of the lamb and the throne
in the Apocalypse and St John's narration of the Passion.8

Before considering the testimony of St Paul, we pause at the Epistle to the

Hebrews in which the Christian gospel is presented as the final and absolute

religion. The aspect of Jesus' person and work on which he concentrates is his

priesthood. Though the idea of Christ's priesthood is suggested in a number of

places in the New Testament, it is only in the Epistle to the Hebrews that Jesus
is expressly called a priest. Integral to the idea of priesthood is the notion of

sacrifice, and in Hebrews Christ exercises his ministry on the basis of a real and
efficacious sacrifice, namely, "the sacrifice of himself." [Hebrews 9:26] In the

Epistle to the Hebrews therefore Christ is at once both priest and sacrifice, and

by the offering of Christ's life for the atonement for sins, God's people have
been cleansed in heart and conscience and they now have "boldness to enter

into the holy place by the blood of Jesus." [Heb.10: 19] Donald Baillie reminds
us that there is an ongoing dimension to the sacrifice of Christ. Writing about the

Epistle to the Hebrews Baillie writes:

The atoning work of Christ, as Priest and Victim in one, is not confined to
His Passion on earth and did not end with His death on the Cross. That
work on Calvary was indeed a finished work, a perfect sacrifice made
once for all on earth. Yet it was the beginning of a priesthood which goes
on forever in the unseen realm, in heaven, in the Holy Place beyond the
Veil, into which our High Priest entered through death, and where he
'ever liveth to make intercession for us', being continually 'touched with
the feeling of our infirmities.' 9

1.2. The Cross in Pauline Theology

Turning to the Apostle Paul, it is clear from his writings that the cross or the
death of Christ is at the centre of his theology. He tells his Corinthian readers
that what he is declaring to them he "received" from others, namely, that "Christ
died for our sins according to the Scriptures." Paul makes it clear that 'Jesus
Christ and Him crucified' [1Cor 2:2] is the one theme he has been determined to

keep before the Christians in Corinth. It is a point he reinforces in his letter to

the Galatians: "God forbid that I should glory in anything except the cross of our

8Ramsay,1980, p 70
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Lord Jesus Christ." [Gal. 6:14],

In his examination of Paul's understanding of the death of Christ Joel Green
concludes that the death of Christ occupies "center stage" in Paul's theology.
The Cross, he says, "lies at the intersection of the major avenues of his

theology and of his understanding of faithful living before Christ returns."10
Similarly Alister McGrath maintains that the Cross stands in Paul's thinking as

"immovable, as the fundamental reference point of faith. It is from here that faith

began, and to here that faith will continually return, to be nourished by the
crucified Christ."11

This central place of the Cross in Pauline theology is reiterated by Ernst
Kasemann who, invoking Paul's words in 1 Corinthians 1: 23 and 1 Corinthians
2:2, says that Pauline theology "cannot be anything but a theology of the cross."
12
Though Kasemann argues that the Paul's understanding of the Cross is not

exhausted in its saving interpretation 13 he nevertheless affirms that the cross is
the "foundation of the church and the salvation proleptically given to us." Since
the time of Paul, Kasemann concludes, all theological controversy proceeds

ultimately from one center and is therefore decided only in terms of this center:

Crux sola nostra theologia. 14

In a further important study of Paul's theology of the Cross, Peter Stuhlmacher
is insistent that the centre of the New Testament message of salvation lies in
the proclamation of the Cross of Jesus Christ.15 He claims categorically that for
Paul talk about the atoning death of Jesus is "the condition that makes his

theology of justification and of the cross possible!" 1 Corinthians 1 and 2, he

argues, can only be explained with reference to other passages that speak of
the saving significance of Jesus death upon the Cross. 16 Stuhlmacher's

argument is clear: it is the crucified Christ who stands at the very centre of

9Baillie, 1961, p. 195
10Green,1993, p.209
11
McGrath, 1993, p. 197. McGrath has made a number of scholarly contributions to our
understanding of the Cross and the Pauline doctrine of justification by faith. See bibliography.

"Kasemann,1971, p.46. Kasemann and Stuhlmacher are both renowned Pauline scholars and
both have been influential in the twentieth century in redefining Pauline theology in terms of the
theologia crucis.

"Kasemann distinguishes between Paul's insights into the cross and Paul's use of pre-Pauline
material. Kasemann, 1971, pp. 153-154 For a critique of Kasemann see McGrath, 1993, pp 193-
194

"Kasemann,1970, p.177
"stuhlmacher, 1986, pp.155-168
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Pauline thinking. This emphasis, says, Stuhlmacher, is no Pauline invention;
"Paul proclaims what Jesus himself sought and lived."17

Having sought out the place occupied by the Cross in the New Testament
understood as the death of Christ in its saving significance we are able to

conclude with W. Schmithals in his contribution to the New International

Dictionary of the New Testament that,

Statements about the death of Jesus form the central point of the story
of salvation in the NT. .. Jesus' death is regarded neither as the death of
a noble man and martyr for a good cause, nor as that of a political rebel
or the victim of an error of justice. It is rather as a unique, fundamental
event of salvation history, and is proclaimed as such [Romans 6:10] 18

2. The Cross as Atonement.

The doctrine of the atonement has to do with the central assertion of the

Christian faith that in the Christ-event that culminated in the Cross and

Resurrection of Jesus Christ, God has done something uniquely unrepeatable in

reconciling the world to Himself and that on the basis of this event He continues
to act for the salvation of the world. The doctrine of the atonement thus remains

an integral part of the theological heritage of the church and the contemporary

understanding of the gospel. Earlier this century James Denney observed that,

The atonement is the key to Christianity as a whole. The Son of Man
came to give His life a ransom for many.' 'Christ died for the ungodly.'
'He bore our sins in His own body on the tree.' 'He is the propitiation for
the whole world.' 'I beheld, and lo, a Lamb as it had been slain.' It is in
words like these that we discover the open secret of the new creation.19

Denney's words find an echo in Colin Gunton who, more recently, wrote:

The Christian church still stands or falls by whether it proclaims and lives
by the Gospel of the liberating grace of God, or whether its life
degenerates into some form of self-salvation. For that reason, the
doctrine of atonement must continue to be at the heart of Christian
theology. , and the metaphor of justice at the heart of the doctrine of
atonement.20

16Stuhlmacher,1986, p. 157
1
Stuhlmacher, 1986, pp.166-167

18Schmithals,1975, p.438
19Denney,1902, pp. 333-334
^Gunton.igsg, p. 101
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It would have to be conceded however, that the word 'atonement' itself has, as

far as general English usage is concerned, an unfamiliar ring about it and is

rarely used outside of theological contexts. Even within certain theological
circles the notion of atonement has been questioned. Simon Maimela claims
that 'atonement' is not part of the vocabulary of liberation theology. He

questions the relevance of traditional understandings of atonement arguing that
in the context of the oppressed they are no longer serviceable for theology in
our time. 21 Paul Avis claims that even if the word 'atonement' was understood

its appropriateness would not be self-evident since to be asking how God
redeemed the world is less the concern of modern men and women than is the

question as to whether there is a God in the first place.22 Such an assumption
however has not gone unchallenged. Carl Braaten protests:

Is it really true that modern people are more profoundly concerned about
whether God exists at all than whether God speaks a gracious word for
our existence, in our time? Does it really matter to me that God exists if
there is no way that I can know whether he cares for me or not?23

The question of atonement has invariably been considered under 'theories of
atonement' whose merits and demerits have been carefully examined, criticised
and choices made as to which 'theory' makes most logical, moral and spiritual
sense. Such an approach has not always proven helpful since it assumes that
the New Testament is concerned with giving us a precise account of the
mechanics of the Cross and that the work of Christ is capable of careful
dissection. The end result has been a reduction of the Cross to theological
theories and a consequent loss of its transforming power. What has often been

forgotten is that Christian faith has less to do with ideas and statements about
the atonement than it has to do with an encounter with the living and saving
God. 24 What we find in the New Testament is the fact of the Cross and the

resurrection together with the claim, using various analogies, that this event has
transformed and continues to transform the human situation. This is not to

suggest that the Church should not think through the meaning of the Cross and
endeavour to understand as much of this extraordinary event as it possibly can.

However, such concepts and statements do not exhaust the significance of the
Cross and as vital as interpretations of the Cross may be, in the final analysis

21Maimela,1987, p.87
22Avis,1989, p 124
23Braateri,1985, p.26
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the atonement remains a mystery about which we have only been given

glimpses that help us to gain partial and incomplete insights into its significance
for God and humankind.

Before considering Forsyth's own insights into the atonement it would be helpful
for us to consider some of the interpretations of the Cross and, in particular, the
use made of such interpretations within the church in South Africa.

3. Understanding the Atonement.

The simplest statement and summary of the meaning of the Cross and the

gospel as a whole is given to us by the apostle Paul in his first letter to the
Corinthians. Paul writes that, "Christ died for our sins." [1 Corinthians 15: 3]25

When we take a closer look at the Cross we find that there are many

interpretations. Drawing on the analogy of a beam of white light being split into
its constituent colours by a glass prism, Alister McGrath says that the message

of the Cross is a "complex unity" made up of many component parts. As the
colours in the beam of white light have always been there and the prism simply
isolates them and allows them to be examined individually, so by examining the
Cross in its individual components the whole message of the cross can be

appreciated and understood.26 What becomes apparent from a study of the
different models or images of atonement that have exercised the mind of the
church is the contextual nature of these interpretations. The meaning of the
Cross has been expressed in terms of the concerns or world-view of a given

age and has answered to particular understandings of the human condition.
Such an observation is unsurprising since, as Douglas Hall reminds us, "We

always think and write, pray and speak, and work as persons who reflect their

particular context." The history of atonement theology, Hall asserts,
demonstrates the "inherently contextual character of the Christian message."27
Our concern in this overview therefore is to identify atonement models as they
have been used within the South African context and also to inquire as to what

understanding of the human predicament each seeks to address.

24Cf. McGrath,1987, p.75
25Cf. McGrath, "That Jesus died is history; that Jesus died for our sins is the gospel,"
McGrath, 1992, p. 37

26McGrath,1992, p. 107
27Hall, 1993, p.404
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We can conveniently consider the interpretations of the cross under at least
three headings: a. Substitutionary Atonement; b. Christus Victor; c. The

Suffering God.

It is with these considerations that we turn to a brief overview of how the church

has endeavoured to understand and present the meaning of the Cross in its

atoning power.

3.1. Substitutionary Atonement.

The doctrine of substitutionary atonement has had an immense influence in the
life of the church and remains one of the distinctives of evangelical Christianity.
Christina Baxter observes that "thousands have been converted through the

preaching of the penal substitutionary theory of the cross",28 whilst Professor
Ron Nicolson, for all his severe strictures against the doctrine, admits that in all

probability substitutionary atonement remains the dominant salvation theory in

Christianity and in the preaching of the church. It is still, says Nicolson, "the
basis of most evangelical appeals."29

The picture of Christ that stands at the heart of the doctrine of substitutionary
atonement is of him as the sacrificial victim giving his life as atonement to God
for the sin of the world. Whilst numerous Bible passages have been interpreted
in terms of this view of atonement it is probably Isaiah 53 that lends itself most

readily to such an atonement reading.30 Similarly, Paul's words in 2 Corinthians
5: 21 have also been influential in the development of substitutionary thinking.

As to the meaning of substitutionary atonement Denney says Jesus did for us
what we could not do for ourselves yet what had to be done if we were to be
saved. He writes:

What the word substitution expresses in the doctrine of the atonement,
is the truth . . that man is unconditionally and for ever dependent for his
acceptance with God on something which God has done for him, and

28Baxter, 1995, p. 54
29Nicolson,1990, p. 110
30
Of this passage Douglas Hall has written: "It is almost impossible for those influenced by
Anselmic and Calvinistic traditions to hear such Scripture without assuming that it is a clear
statement about the cross of the Christ." Hall, 1993, p.426
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which he could never have done, and never needs to do, for himself.
Christ died for our sins. That death we do not die. Because he bore our

sins, we are accepted with God; and we are to eternity absolutely
indebted to Him. . [The] forfeiting of His free life has freed our forfeited
lives. That is what is meant by calling Christ our substitute, and to that
use of the word no objection can be taken which does not strike at the
root of New Testament teaching.31

It will be evident that the doctrine of substitutionary atonement answers to the

problem of human sin as guilt before God. In this sense it can be viewed in legal
terms. Sin is an offence against God not in the sense of some personal insult

against him but, as McGrath expresses it: "a violation of the moral ordering of

creation, established by God himself at the foundation of the world." 32
Humankind is thus guilty before God and only an infinite sacrifice drawn from
the heart of a holy and loving God can atone for sin and deal with such guilt.

Denney is careful to point out that this sacrifice for sin has its source in the love
of God. What is revealed at the Cross, he says, is "redeeming love" and it is
revealed as "the last reality in the universe, the eternal truth of what God is."
"You wish to know the final truth about God? asks Denney: "Here it is, eternal

love, bearing sin."33

The notion of substitutionary atonement is closely tied in with that of the

theological understanding of the word 'satisfaction' which in our context means

that the action of Christ in restoring humankind's relationship with God is to be
understood as in some way 'satisfying' God requirements in the face of
humankind's violation of the moral fabric of creation.

The earliest and clearest expression of this understanding of the work of Christ
was given by Anselm of Canterbury [1033-1109] who bequeathed to the church
a profound understanding of the atonement and to whom theologians return to

study his seminal contribution.34 It is important for us in this study to consider
Anselm for two reasons, firstly, because P.T. Forsyth's atonement theology -

which we will be considering at greater depth - falls into the same category of

interpretation of the Cross albeit with significant modifications, and secondly, the

'substitutionary' or 'satisfactionary' understanding of the atonement has been

31Denney,1895, pp.126-127
32McGrath,1992, p.55
"Denney, 1911, pp.24-25
34Timothy Gorringe claims that "to all intents and purposes the theology of satisfaction begins
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prominent part of the preaching of the Cross within South Africa. What we

propose therefore to do is to examine the definitive presentation of the

satisfaction/substitutionary view of the Cross as it is given to us by Anselm, and
then go on to consider one example of this teaching in South Africa, the

teaching of the Rev. Andrew Murray Jr.

3.1.1. Substitutionary - Satisfactionary Atonement: Anselm of Canterbury

[1033-1109]

In his influential work Cur Deus Homo? 35 Anselm endeavoured to answer the

question contained in the title: Why did God become man? His answer centres

round two seemingly opposite realities: the honour and majesty of God, as well
as the seriousness and great weight of sin.

Anselm maintains that sin has disrupted humankind's fellowship with God. By
sin he means the withholding from God of the honour that is His due: "One who
does not render this honour to God takes away from God what belongs to him,
and dishonours God, and to do this is sin."36 But what does it mean, we might

ask, to 'dishonour God'? Anselm says it is "to disturb the order and beauty of
the universe"37 In other words, it is less God than the creature itself who suffers

as a result of human sin. This point needs underlining since Anselm has often
been interpreted as saying that God is personally affronted by sin, when in fact,
the issue at stake is the "order and beauty of the universe" which God is
committed to upholding.38

If God's intention for the world is not to be defeated then sin has to be

overcome. However, God cannot simply ignore sin or decide by some decree to
annul it as if it did not matter. In response to Boso's question as to why

repentance was not enough, Anselm replies, Nondum considerasti quanti

ponderis sit peccatum ["You have not yet considered what a heavy weight sin

is."] 39 God cannot simply forgive since he must act in accordance with His

with Anselm." Gorringe,1996, p.90
3SAnselm,1956, pp. 100-183
^Anselm.lOSe, p. 119 [I: XI]
3'Anselm,1956, p. 124 [l:XV] Gorringe points out that to speak of honouring God is to speak of the
"integrity of God's creation" and of his purposes for the world. Gorringe, 1996, p95

^Cf. Gunton,1989, p.90
3&Anselm,1956, p.138.[l:XXI] Douglas Hall considers this statement to be "one of the most
important sentences in theological history." Hall, 1993, p.424
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dignity. Simply to forgive without satisfaction would be less the annulment of sin
than it would be the annulment of the moral order through which God expresses

Himself in the world. It would mean not that sin had ceased to be sin but that

God had ceased to be God. 40 What was at stake therefore was the very

integrity of God and his creation.

How then is God's honour to be restored? Anselm tells us that it can only be
restored by satisfaction or by the punishment of the offender. 41 Punishment

might seem an easier course since it would vindicate God's honour but it would
in turn frustrate His purposes in humankind. What was called for therefore was

satisfaction. The difficulty that then arises is that whilst humankind had to pay

the debt of honour, such a debt was beyond its power to render: "I have nothing
to repay him for sin."42 Anselm responds by asserting that whilst no one ought
to make the satisfaction but man, "no one but God" can do this. It is necessary

therefore that "a God-Man" should make it.43 He must be man but he must also

be God for only God could render appropriate satisfaction.

Wherein lay the God-man's satisfaction? Anselm tells us that it was in the

offering, surrender and sacrifice of Christ's sinless life on the cross and in that

self-offering he satisfied the divine honour. His death was thus a death of infinite
worth and weight - the great weight of the sin of the world was outweighed. The
honour of God is thus upheld and the world's salvation is secured.

Reflecting upon the meaning of the word 'satisfaction' in Anselm's teaching
Colin Gunton defines it as having chiefly to do with "the divine action in setting

right that which has been thrown out of kilter by human sin." 44 In Anselm's

theology such a 'setting right' is not limited to individual salvation but embraces
the whole-created order. Certainly, there is an element of transaction in
Anselm's thought as the Son offers a satisfaction to the Father to compensate

for what humankind has done, but as Gunton points out, whilst the notion of a
transaction is present it "is not a legal transaction but an act of unmerited

grace."45

40Anselm,1956, p. 121 [i:XII]
41Anselm,1956, p. 122 [I XIII]
42Anselm,1956, p.137[l:XX]
43Anselm,1956, p. 151 [ll:VI]
44Gunton,1989, p.91
45Gunton,1989, p.92
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We have given a brief but sympathetic account of Anselm's teaching. Some
critics however, have viewed him in a different light.46 Our concern however is
to consider a South African example of this understanding of the atonement and
in the process we will incorporate some of criticisms that have been made.

3.1.2. Substitutionary Atonement. A South African Example: Andrew

Murray [1828-1917]

Few Christians in South Africa have left a deeper impression upon the church
than Andrew Murray. Though Murray died over 90 years ago his influence upon

evangelicalism and pentecostalism as well as the Dutch Reformed Church in
South Africa persists to this day. John de Gruchy observes that Murray "stands
as a symbol of the evangelical tradition in South Africa, a tradition of piety that
has greatly affected the life not only of the churches but also of the nation to this

day." 47 The irony is that people would probably differ as to whether Murray's
influence has been for better or worse.

Murray has been labelled a "mystic" whose thought pattern and life-style
reflected the influence of such figures as William Law and Bernard of

Clairvaux,48 and during his long and fruitful ministry South Africa experienced
several widespread revivals. Born in South Africa and educated in Aberdeen
and Utrecht, Murray's first sermon on his return to South Africa was based upon

1 Corinthians 1:23: 'We preach Christ crucified.' This sermon, claims Dr. A.J.
Van der Merwe, established the basis of Murray's entire preaching ministry. We
could be even more specific and say that Murray's own vision of the Cross
focused upon the notion of the 'blood of Christ' and that it was this metaphor of
the 'blood' that unlocked for him the meaning of the Cross and the atonement in

particular. Not surprisingly therefore it was the Epistle to the Hebrews with its

unfolding of the eternal priesthood of Christ that provided Murray with his basic
text and to which he returned time and time again.

46Gorringe,1996, pp. 85-103
47de Gruchy, 1979, p.200. It is a tradition that has produced such outstanding twentieth century
names in South Africa as B.B. Keet, Jan Hofmeyer and Alan Paton. And, says de Gruchy, "You
do not have to look far beneath the surface of black Christianity itself to discover a very similar
spirituality." de Gruchy, 1979, p.200

48van der Merwe, 1951, p. 188. Van der Merwe adds that Murray was a mystic in the way that the
Apostle Paul might be regarded as a mystic when he wrote to the Galatians: 'I have been
crucified with Christ, I live yet not I, but Christ lives in me.'
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While most of his books make reference to the Cross, Murray's chief writings on

the meaning of the Cross are contained in The Power of the Blood of Jesus 49
and The Blood of the Cross,50 fundamental to which is the assertion that there

can be no approach to God and no fellowship with Him by faith; "apart from THE
BLOOD."51

For Murray the fundamental problem of humanity is that of sin and this
determined the raison d'etre of the work of Christ. God's object in Christ is "the
removal and destruction of sin." 52 Sin is "disobedience, a contempt of the

authority of God", and, using Anselmian language, Murray claims that sin "seeks
to rob God of His honour, as God and Lord."53 The sinner is guilty and guilt is

debt; a debt that must be "met and settled." God's law has been despised; He
has been dishonoured and His rights must be upheld.54 Thus, whilst it was
God's desire to continue in love and fellowship with humankind, sin has

compelled God to become an "opponent". Sin has compelled Him to pour out

upon man His wrath, and curse, and punishment, instead of His love. 55

The question for Murray therefore was "How can we be delivered from the guilt
which is heaped up before God?"56 Murray speaks of the "holy love" and "holy
wrath" of God as being "in irreconcilable strife" with one another: "holy love"

being unwilling to let man go and the "holy wrath" unable to surrender its
demand.57 Wherein lies the solution? Murray is clear: it lies in reconciliation, 58
and invoking the imagery of the blood, he says: "nothing but the Blood of Jesus,
shed in His death for sin, can cover sin on God's side, or remove it on ours."59
In the Old Testament, Murray explains, sacrificial blood always meant the

offering of a life. Since the soul or life is in the blood, the value of the blood

corresponds to the value of the life that is in it. In the blood of Jesus was carried
"the eternal life of the Godhead" and the power of that blood in its divers effects

49Murray,1963(b)
"Murray, 1963(a).
51Murray,1963(b), p.6
"Murray,1963(b), p.24
"Murray, 1963(b), p.25
54Murray, 1963(b), p.26
"Murray, 1963(b), p.25
"Murray, 1963(b), p.25
"Murray, 1963(b), p.26
"Murray, 1963(b), p.27
"Murray,1963(b), p 11
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is "nothing less than the eternal power of God Himself." 60 Jesus' blood
therefore was in itself of infinite value and in holy obedience he subjected
Himself to death which was the penalty of the broken law. His blood was shed
and in so doing He atoned for sin rendering it "powerless"61

Besides the blotting out of sin and the destruction of guilt, we also find in
Andrew Murray the theme of victory in the blood of Jesus. Citing Hebrews 2:

14, Murray says that in that holy moment when our Lord shed His blood in death
and it seemed as if Satan had been victorious, Satan was in actual fact robbed

of his authority. Similarly in the book of the Revelation the song of triumph that
is heard in heaven ascribes victory to the "blood of the Lamb". Any victory
therefore that God's people might attain on earth is made possible by that

victory won by the blood of the Lamb.62

It is clear from Andrew Murray's teaching that his primary application of the
notion of the blood is in terms of the individual's own standing before God and
the need for personal salvation and holiness. This point is borne out as one

considers Murray's view of sanctification. Murray could be described as South
Africa's 'apostle of holiness' for the theme of personal holiness in the blood of

Christ was a theme that pervades most of his writings. Holiness is "the

perfection of God's nature", and holiness in our lives in turn means "oneness
with God";63 that is, fellowship with God and His dwelling in us. Murray uses the
term 'sanctification' to describe this union; a union that implies both 'separation'
and the surrender of ourselves to God as His "entire possession".64

If one verse in the New Testament could sum up all that Murray endeavoured to

communicate it would be Hebrews 10:19-22: "Having therefore, brethren,
boldness to enter into the holiest by the blood of Jesus, let us draw near, having
our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience", for it was this notion of 'drawing
near by the blood of Jesus' that Murray regarded as the basis of all Christian

living. Whilst his teaching can be interpreted in an exclusively individualistic
manner Murray did seek to draw out the meaning of the 'blood' by showing how
the power of the 'blood' procures blessing for others. He sees it in two main

^Murray, 1963(b), p. 16
^Murray, 1963(b), p. 17
D2Murray, 1963(b), p.84
63Murray, 1963(b), p 41
'"Murray, 1963(b), p.46
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areas: firstly, through intercession and, secondly, by Christians becoming
instruments through whom the blessing of the blood reaches others. Here

Murray's mind is moving in the realm of the priestly mediation of the Letter to
the Hebrews. As the priests in Israel were mediators between God and the

people carrying the needs of the people into the presence of God and obtaining
the power to declare the pardon of sin and the right of blessing others, so now

this privilege belongs to all believers. Christian believers have a "priestly heart"
and a "priestly power": a "heart" that sympathises with those who are weak, and
a "power" that obtains the blessing of God and conveys it to others.55

It was also however in the area of Christian missions in South Africa - of which

Andrew Murray was a key figure - that Murray applied his understanding of the
'blood of Christ' and the notion of instrumentality. It is the triumphant power of
the sacrificial blood of Christ and faith in that blood that is "the power of

missionary endeavour."66 It is as the believer lives in the "power of the blood"
that s/he is enabled to view humankind in the light of redemption. Murray insists,
"That the blood has been shed for the most degraded, bestows a value on every

man and forms the band of love which embraces all."67 Following Revelation

5:9, what gave missionaries the courage to persevere in the work of missions
was that the

blood availed for every kindred and tongue and nation. ; that blood had
power to conquer [Satan] on earth also and to deliver prisoners out of
his hand . . They knew with certainty that the blood of Jesus Christ,
God's Son, was the pledge that men from every people and tongue
should bow before Jesus.

Furthermore, argues Murray, it was this 'blood' that was the missionaries' chief

weapon for it alone could move "the darkened heart" to "forsake the gods of its
forefathers." 69

In what was intended as a reference to the racial divisions within South Africa at

the time Murray observes that the "separation between peoples and nations"

presented an enormous obstacle in the accomplishment of Christian missions in
South Africa. Anticipating later Afrikaner racial theology arguments about the

65Murray, 1963(b), p.54
66Murray, 1963(a), p.23
67Murray, 1963(a), pp.22-23
68Murray, 1963(a), p.22
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tower of Babel, he comments against them that the "judgement upon the sin of
Babel - the division of mankind, by confusing their languages - is a real curse,
under which mankind sighs."70 Murray admitted that the "comparatively illiterate

though God-fearing " Boers amongst whom he worked did not distinguish very

clearly between "the relation of Israel to the heathen in Canaan, and their own
to the savages by whom they saw themselves surrounded." The often
acrimonious collisions between the Boers and "English missionaries" over the
treatment of black people revolved around, according to Murray, different

understandings of nationality and racial policies towards black people. English

speaking missionaries made 'liberty' and 'equality' their watchword, whilst the
German missionaries emphasised 'subjection' and 'discipline'. Not surprisingly
therefore the undiscriminating Boers welcomed the German missionaries but
clashed with the English speakers. 71 Addressing what were clearly criticisms of
the missionary movement in South Africa, Murray called for greater toleration
and patience when it came to the oft-perceived lack of trustworthiness to be
found among new converts. Turning the criticism around he claims that

European Christian -"and sometimes truly pious people" - themselves do not
have clean hands insofar as the practise of "truth and honour, love and

righteousness" are concerned.72 Similarly, in responding to the charge that
missionaries do not emphasise "submission" enough among the coloured

peoples, Murray reminds his readers that, "What the Gospel has done for our
forefathers in the awakening of personal self-worth, of liberty, of progress, it
effects also in the coloured people; and out of the fermentation of this yeast
more than one difficulty arises." 73

Murray also witnessed the rise of Afrikaner nationalism a phenomenon that he

appeared to welcome insofar as he recognised that "the love of language and

country is an instinct implanted by nature and of almost inconceivable strength."
74 However, as the resurgent Afrikaner nationalism was fanned by political
events Murray watched with concern at what was happening within the
Afrikaner community. Whereas he had supported the movement insofar as it

69Murray, 1963(a), p.23
70Murray, 1963(a), p. 18
71
Murray's views were reflected in a sympathetic though by no means uncritical article on The
Church in the Transvaal [hat appeared in The Catholic Presbyterian. Extensive excerpts of this
article are contained in the definitive biography of Andrew Murray by Du Plessis, 1919, pp.415-

^ 418
,2Murray,1963(a), p.20
73Murray, 1963(a), p.21
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gave the Afrikaners dignity and self-respect and was himself committed to

helping the Afrikaners "to attain the highest possible standard of national

character", 75 Murray was forced to concede that the "sin of self-will and
lovelessness" 76 is always present and that "the danger always exists that the
voice of blood, the voice of passion, of partisanship, of group interests will

overpower the voice of the gospel." 77 Sadly, however, despite his

acknowledgement of the "inconceivable strength' of nationality, it would seem

that Murray underestimated its potency. For all his insights into the sinfulness of
the human heart Murray seemingly did not understand the process whereby
even the devout come to make political choices. His theology was to prove

inadequate in the face of an overbearing nationalism. When the headwaters of
racial nationalism descended on South Africa the numerically strong Murray-

type piety was powerless to resist. It was not Murray's atonement 'blood'

theology that was at fault. The difficulty lay in his persistent reduction of the

gospel, at least in his conference addresses and voluminous writings, to

personal holiness and the cultivation of the inner life. Certainly, there were times
when he rebuked policies and government actions. His impassioned appeal to
the British government and people on behalf of the Afrikaner people just before
the outbreak of the Anglo-Boer War stands as a striking example of an incisive

prophetic ministry.78 However, Murray was better at rebuking the British - with
whom he enjoyed good relations - than he was at rebuking his own Afrikaner

people with whom he was more empathetic than prophetic, preferring to

announce general theological principles that should be adhered to than getting
down to specifics.

Of Andrew Murray it has been said that he was a "preacher of the cross of great
distinction." [kruisprediker by uitnemendheid] 79 Throughout his ministry he
embraced the vision of Revelation 5 with its vision of the saints on high
redeemed by the blood of Christ and drawn from "every kindred, and tongue,

and people, and nation". Of this vision Murray writes that "there was no division
of language or nationality of which the breach had not been healed; all were

74Andrew Murray to one of his daughters. Du Plessis, 1919, p.428
75Murrayto his daughter, Du Plessis, 1919, p.429
76Murrayto Malan, Du Plessis, 1919, p.432
77Cited by Villa-Vicencio, 1992, p.8
78See Murray's 'Appeal to the British People'. Du Plessis,1919, pp 424-426
79van der Merwe,1951, p. 187
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united in one spirit of love, and in one body, before the throne."80 It was for the
fulfilment of this vision that Andrew Murray strove in a country where the Boers
clashed with the Blacks, the British clashed with the Boers and the Boers

argued among themselves, and though his methods were insufficient to the task
we must keep in mind the words of a former Prime Minister of the Cape Colony,
John X. Merriman, written soon after Murray's death in January 1917. Merriman
wrote: "Well for all of us would it be if we could bury in his grave that racial
bitterness and social discord against which his whole life was a protest." 81
Murray's ministry, both publicly and in his writings, had a spiritual intensity that
made a deep impression upon Christians in South Africa. At the end of the day

however, the fears that he expressed about the "voice of blood" overpowering
the "voice of the gospel" were to prove correct and it is the sad truth and a sober

warning for Christianity in South Africa that the 'voice of blood' has often
drowned out and trampled under foot the 'blood of Christ.'

3.1.3. Substitutionary Atonement: A South African Critique:

Writing as a liberation theologian Professor Simon Maimela raises objections to
what he calls the "Anselmian theory of atonement". He does not go into much
detail but his points are worth considering since, firstly, they are criticisms from
within the South African context, and secondly, they reflect criticisms of

substitutionary atonement made by other theologians speaking in different
contexts.

Maimela's first difficulty with the Anselmian type of atonement is its emphasis

upon the death of Jesus Christ at the expense of the soteriological significance
of his whole life and person.82 As we have seen, Murray centres his

understanding of the atonement in the New Testament epistles and especially
the Epistle to the Hebrews where little attention is given to Christ's life, whilst for
Anselm's christology we might term, a dehistoricised christology having to do
more with theological and abstract understandings of humanity rather than a

concrete and historical view of what it is to be human.

Maimela's second objection pertains to the notion of satisfaction or payment to

80Murray, 1963(a), p. 17
81
Du Plessis,1919, p.511

82Maimela,1987, p.90
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divine justice that is explicit in substitutionary atonement and the picture of God
that lies behind it. The idea of an eternal law that has to be satisfied, argues

Maimela, fails to come to terms with the complexity of human suffering and

. . to comprehend the extent of divine involvement in human suffering on
behalf of the oppressed; . . it fails to recognise . . the Creator who is
totally for humans in their suffering, agony and pain which God took
upon divine-self on the cross in order to vanquish these enemies which
oppress the weak and the defenceless.83

A further objection raised by Maimela has to do with what he calls the

"anthropological limitation" of Anselm's atonement thinking in terms of which
humankind is seen in the first instance as "sinners" and the person and work of
Christ reduced to atonement for sins through which individuals can "experience
relief" from their guilt. Salvation, says Maimela, then becomes "a sort of
translation of individuals out of this unredeemed and oppressive situation into
some mystic communion with God" 84 Furthermore, it fails to see

that God's liberative activity is the drama that is not acted somewhere in
the skies but on the earth where God is actively involved on the side of
humans in order to destroy evil powers that deny them freedom and
dignity.85

Maimela has made an important point for it is surely the case that in the South
African church context talk of the atonement has frequently been abstracted
from the very practical concerns of society. One of the questions we asked in
our first chapter was how it was possible for a policy like apartheid to flourish
and to inflict so much damage to human beings in a country that prided itself on
its Christian heritage. The answers are complex and we have endeavoured to

explore some of them. Maimela has given us a clue to a further reason:

Christianity in South Africa has held an inadequate view of what it is to be
human. Humankind has been viewed largely in terms of 'the lost' and 'the
saved' and the church's main task reduced to that of ensuring that as many

'souls' as possible were transferred from the kingdom of darkness to the

kingdom of light thus securing their eternal destiny which in the final analysis
was the only destiny that really mattered. In terms of this view the message of

83Maimela,1987, pp.90-91
84Maimela,1987, p.92
85Maimela,1987, pp.92-93
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salvation was individualised, interiorised and privatised: individualised insofar as
salvation was for lost souls; interiorised insofar as the problem of humankind
was the problem of the human heart; and privatised insofar as sanctification
was understood as having to do with the individual's personal sanctification.

This narrow anthropology is particularly evident in the writings of Andrew

Murray, and for all his immense influence for good upon the church in South
Africa, he created a spiritual climate in South Africa that saw no necessary

contradiction between apartheid and the Christian gospel. Since the gospel had
to do with the saving and cultivation of one's soul it was of lesser concern as to

what political policies were in place as long as they did not interfere with the
Church's spiritual mandate to preach the gospel to those 'apart from Christ.'
The idea that structures themselves could be corrupted and become evil does
not appear to have made much of an impression upon the thinking of

evangelical Christians. The evangelical piety of guilt and atonement for which
the doctrine of substitutionary atonement was invoked thus has a questionable
track record in South Africa. Whilst there were a number of dissenting voices
raised from within the Murray-type piety against racial theology and the political

philosophy and practise of apartheid, it would be true to say that, by and large,
such a piety acquiesced in the face of apartheid and if people were

uncomfortable with what was going on then Romans 13 interpreted in the

quietistic way was always a convenient passage to fall back on and
'reconciliation!' a sufficiently vague slogan to mouth since it was reconciliation

apart from righteousness.

Douglas Hall has made some incisive comments in his own analysis of this
tradition albeit from the perspective of Christianity in the First World. Hall writes:

So long as we can believe that our real problem is personal guilt, we do
not have to confront either the great social evils perpetuated, in part by
our corporate life-style or the underlying apathy of spirit that feeds the
life-style. It is altogether possible that the soteriology of sacrifice, more
than any other single aspect of Christian doctrine, prevents large
numbers of churchfolk in North America from coming to the point of a
more genuine self-knowledge.86

A further searching critique of substitutionary atonement has come from Ron
Nicolson who makes two serious charges. He claims that substitutionary



104

atonement contributed towards the creation of what he terms the "apartheid

mentality" and paved the way "for the establishment of an apartheid regime",87
and, secondly, he believes that traditional understandings of salvation as set out
in the various atonement theories have little to offer the oppressed people in

South Africa.

As to his first accusation Nicolson tries to establish a direct link between the

Christian faith and the development of racial attitudes in South Africa. The

principle of discrimination, he claims, was "well entrenched, and rationalised on

the basis of soteriological theory." He argues that substitutionary atonement

encouraged an exclusivist approach to salvation in terms of which only those in
Christ have Adam's curse removed. Accordingly the message was conveyed
that only those who had appropriated the benefits of the death of Christ were

"justified and worthy of mercy in God's eyes." Non-Christians were still under
the curse and therefore " have no claim on human rights." Nicolson refers to the

early years of settlement in the Cape where it was forbidden to use a fellow-
Christian as a slave. Here, claims Nicolson, is evidence of "the implication of an
exclusive substitutionary soteriology."88

What is more, according to Nicolson, at the heart of substitutionary atonement

lies the principle of retributive justice, and however one may try to soften the
claims of such an atonement theory what such a principle presupposes is an

impersonal system of law and obligation that takes precedence over everything
else. Such a law even God himself is obliged to keep. It is hardly surprising
therefore that in a country like South Africa where the retributive principle is so

deeply etched into the spiritual and theological fabric of the nation that we
should find such random retributive violence.

Of greater concern for Nicolson however is his second contention that in South
Africa the traditional atonement theories simply do not work, or at very least do
not apply. Taking as his starting point the life-experience of a young black lad
called 3ipho who lives amidst appalling squalor and violence in a township
outside Pietermaritzburg, Nicolson examines the views of salvation and asks
how each particular view helps Sipho to extricate himself from his predicament.

^Hall, 1993, p.428
87Nicholson,1990, p. 123
^Nicholson.iggO, p. 126



105

What is the Gospel as 'good news' for someone like Sipho?

Nicolson says that Sipho's problem is not one brought about by his own sin.

Sipho is more sinned against than a sinner. Hence to speak to him about sin
and the release of guilt is to deal with symptoms and not root causes. Nicolson
is convinced that substitutionary atonement is for those who are well off. It is, he

says, "theology for the bourgeoisie."69 It offers forgiveness to Sipho's

oppressors, but it gives no assurance to Sipho that he is loved by God. What is
needful in Sipho's context is a different notion of salvation understood primarily
as "salvation from his socio-political situation, from the social structures that so

severely handicapped his humanness and his potential."90

It is apparent that Nicolson is wedded to "the Calvinistic hypothesis" mentioned
in Chapter One. As we noted, there is no substantive evidence to support this
claim. To press the point and point fingers at substitutionary atonement makes
Nicolson's case all the more speculative. Having said this however, the
criticisms we have raised in respect of substitutionary atonement are serious
and whilst we do not reject substitutionary atonement they should at the very

least cause those who embrace such a perspective to engage in searching
critical reflection upon the practise of evangelical piety within South Africa.

3.1.4. Substitutionary Atonement: Some Further Criticisms.

When substitutionary atonement is interpreted to mean that on the Cross there
took place a transference of guilt from the sinner to the sinless Son of God, and
that Jesus was punished in our place and that this was something that God
demanded of Christ, then, according to critics, we are up against a serious
moral problem. Douglas Hall questions the intelligibility of the idea of
substitution - "How could the substitution of one man's innocence and

righteousness make amends for the guilt of all the others? " - and concludes
that the idea of a "Christ who substitutes himself or is substituted for the guilty
and condemned" is not only remote and improbable but "repulsive" as well.91
John Macquarrie is clear in his rejection of such an idea of God. Labelling this

theory "substitutionary punishment", Macquarrie says that it is an "affront to

89Nicholson,1990, p.112
^Nicholson.iggO, p.218
91
Hall, 1993, pp.472-473
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reason and conscience". 92 Paul Avis quotes H.P. Owen who suggests that

juridical theories of atonement "confuse moral and legal categories." In the legal
world a debt has to be paid but in the moral sphere "there is no such necessity".
A loving father, says Owen, "will readily waive a debt owed to him by his own

son, just as he will do all he can to save his son from the self-destructive effects
that his son's sins have caused."93 Such an observation is not dissimilar to that

of Anselm's Boso who, as we noted, asked why God could not simply forgive
sin. The answer that Anselm gave was to remind Boso of the great weight of
sin. Sin cuts deep into the moral fabric of creation that is the reflection of the
moral righteousness of God. God cannot simply wave the magic wand and say,

'I forgive you.' Such an action would be less the annulment of sin as it would be
the annulment of the moral constitution of the universe. We should add here

that sin is not just an offence against a testy divine monarch; it has nothing to do
with personal insults. Sin touches the very moral basis of the universe.
Satisfaction has to do with the restoration of that which has been thrown out of

kilter by sin and only God could perform such an act of restoration. This he has
done in his Son - with whom he is one - who, in our stead, willingly sacrificed his
life so that humankind might share in the blessedness of knowing a holy, just
and loving God whom to know is the foundation of all justice and order in the
universe.

This clarification notwithstanding, we must listen to Maimela's objection that the

picture of God that lies behind the satisfactionary understanding of the
atonement is one of a "remote Being" who is indifferent to pain and suffering.
What this atonement theory implies, Maimela charges, is that God "demands
the death of an innocent person in order to uphold his honour and justice." Such
a view of God serves the interests of oppressors who will readily sacrifice the
defenceless and oppressed "in their zeal to uphold some law and order."94 In
similar vein certain feminist theologians have also expressed their revulsion of
the God of atonement theology. Reflecting on the atonement with its notion of

redemptive suffering, Joanne Carlson Brown claims that, "Christianity has been
a - sometimes the - primary force in shaping our acceptance of abuse."95 Brown

goes on:

92Macquarrie,1966, p.284
93H. P.Owen cited by Avis, 1989, p 130
9"Maimela,1987, p.91
95Brown,1992, p.24
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Christianity is an abusive theology that glorifies suffering. If Christianity
is to be liberated for the oppressed, it must itself be liberated from this
theology. We must do away with the atonement, this idea of a blood sin
upon the whole human race which can be washed away only by the
blood of the lamb. This blood thirsty God is the God of patriarchy who at
the moment controls the whole Christian tradition. We do not need to be
saved by Jesus' death from some original sin. We need to be liberated
from this abusive patriarchy.96

Such accusations cannot be summarily dismissed for it has to be acknowledged
that atonement language has often been unguarded and the portrayal of God
has frequently been far removed from what Robert Paul calls "the merciful

humility of God the Son."97 The picture that Murray gives us of a God who is
man's "opponent" and who "pours out" upon humankind "His wrath, and curse

and punishment" is hardly a God that we can be invited to love and worship.

Certainly Murray does not omit to speak of God's love. However, in our

estimation, in his specific teaching on the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ,
Andrew Murray - and the same might also be said of Anselm - dealt more

effectively with the honour of God, the problem of human sin and the shedding
of the blood of Christ than he did with the love of God. Indeed, James Denney
remarked that the most striking defect in Anselm's atonement doctrine is its
failure to relate the work of Christ to its source in the love of God.98

There is therefore merit in Maimela's objection and it lays upon us is an

imperative to seek out more moral categories in speaking about God within the
context of the doctrine of atonement.

In our estimation, substitutionary atonement is an indispensable part of the

meaning of the cross. What is required is a careful use of language when

speaking about the meaning of the Cross. When analogies are used it is

important to recognise them for what they are: analogies. Here we can learn
from James Denney who in using analogies to describe the work of atonement,

qualified them and cautioned us that such analogies must not be pressed to

imply that they are exact equivalents to the truth. They only approximate to the
truth. In describing what is meant by 'substitutionary' atonement, Denney is

96Brown,1992, p.28
97Paul,1961, p 75
98Denn>.>,1919, p.78
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careful to add the rider that the word 'substitutionary' "covers and guards" the
truth. He says that we must not define the word with reference to a dictionary.
That way inferences are drawn into theology that lead to heresy in much the
same way as heresy would follow if we tried to define theological terms like
'Person' or 'Trinity' with reference to a dictionary. 99 What Denney is saying is
that he is simply illuminating and not finally explaining the character of Christ's

substitutionary death upon the Cross. Such atonement analogies are closer to
the truth than their denial would be.

As to the actual choice of analogies, we recall what Douglas Hall said about the

inherently contextual nature of the Christian message and atonement theology
in particular. Analogies will reflect the time in which they come to the fore. Thus
the feudal world that Anselm inhabited provided him with the general outlook of
Cur Deus Homo'? However, it is important to note that whilst feudal society
forms the backdrop it would be an injustice to Anselm to see exact equivalents
in his writings. Anselm did not view God as a feudal baron. What Anselm did in

his atonement teaching was as many other writers on the atonement have

done, not least the Apostle Paul, namely, to employ words and concepts that
were familiar to his readers, e.g. 'satisfaction' and 'honour', but Anselm then

goes on in the light of the Christian message to fill them with their own meaning.
In other words, in order to communicate and express as best they are able the

profound truths of the gospel to their own generations, atonement writers
resorted to analogies. However, they are analogies, and "any analogy if pressed
hard enough yields poison."100

Is satisfactionary or substitutionary atonement no longer relevant because the

concepts that undergird it are incomprehensible to the modern mind? Speaking
from his North American context Douglas Hall thinks that this is the case,101 to
which we might reply by asking how then we are to explain Baxter's observation
and Nicolson's begrudging admission, cited earlier, as to the ongoing effective

propagation and reception of the doctrine of substitutionary atonement? Does
the untrained lay mind recognise something in this doctrine that more recent

theologians have lost by applying the test of rationality to the doctrine?

"Dertney, 1895, p. 126
100Vidler, 1957, p.93
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3.2. Christus Victor

The theme of divine victory is an important aspect of the New Testament's

teaching on the significance of the life, death and resurrection of Christ.
Whether it be the Apostle Paul writing about being "more than conquerors

through him who loved us" [Romans 8: 37] or Paul exclaiming, "Thanks be to

God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ" [1 Corinthians

15:57], the sense of joyful exuberance pervades the pages of the New
Testament. Writing in Colossians 2:13-15 Paul gives us further insights into the

meaning of the divine victory of Christ especially in terms of it representing the
overthrow of cosmic principalities and powers.

As to how we are to interpret "principalities and authorities", we noted in our

previous chapter that their meaning was not exhausted by reference to earthly

structures, be they religious, social, economic or political. The New Testament's

point however, is that in respect of the triumphant dimension to the work of

Christ, in the cross Christ overcame such powers and in the resurrection this

victory was, in the words of John Stott, "endorsed, proclaimed and
demonstrated."102

What is often overlooked is that the earthly ministry of Jesus was itself an

engagement with and victory over the powers of destruction and death. Jesus'
arrival heralded the advent of the Kingdom of God, and as Jurgen Moltmann

points out,

When the living God comes to God's creation, the powers of torture
must give way, and the tortured creatures become healthy. The
Kingdom of the living God expels the germs of death and spreads the
seeds of life. It not only brings salvation in a religious sense but also
health in the physical experience. In the healing of the sick the Kingdom
becomes concrete.103

The miracles of healing must therefore be seen in that context. When Jesus

expels demons and heals the sick, he is "driving out of creation the powers of
destruction." Moltmann's conclusion is memorable: Jesus healings "are not

supernatural miracles in a natural world. They are the only truly 'natural' things

101
Hall, 1993, p.473

102Stott, 1986, p.235
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in a world that is unnatural, demonized and wounded."104

But what does this biblical description of the work of Christ imply about the
human condition? The answer is clear: we are to think of sin as enslavement

and bondage. McGrath tells us that, "Sin is like a force, which holds us captive.
It is disruptive. . We cannot control this situation. It is like being taken captive by
a strong man. . Think of the cross and resurrection of Jesus as breaking the

power of sin."105 In terms of this condition Jesus Christ is thus presented as the
deliverer or liberator from such sin and evil.

3.2.1. Gustav Aulen.

In his influential book, Christus Victor, 106 Gustav Aulen challenged the

predominance of Anselm's satisfactionary view in the church's teaching of the
doctrine of atonement arguing instead that it was the 'classical theory' that
dominated the early church and Eastern Orthodoxy's understanding of the
Cross. The central theme in the 'classical' view is, as Aulen defined it:

the idea of the Atonement as a Divine conflict and victory; Christ -

Christus Victor - fights against and triumphs over the evil powers of the
world, the 'tyrants' under which mankind is in bondage and suffering,
and in Him God reconciles the world to Himself.107

A key element in Aulen's thinking is that of sacrifice which, he says, is the
means whereby the tyrants are overcome. Sacrifice, he says, "stands in the
Divine Economy as the means whereby the Divine will-to-reconciliation realises

itself, and which also shows how much it costs God to effect Atonement."108 As

to the "evil powers" that hold humankind in its thrall, Aulen says that 'sin' takes
"central place." All other powers stand in relation to it. Similarly, death is "the
last enemy to be destroyed", whilst together with them stand the "great complex
of demonic forces, 'principalities' and 'powers' which Christ has overcome in the

great conflict."109 Aulen concludes: "It is precisely the work of salvation wherein
Christ breaks the power of evil that constitutes the atonement between God and

103Moltmann, 1993, p.8
104Moltmann,1990, pp.98-99
105McGrath,1992, p. 53
106Aulen,1970.
107Aulen,1970, p.4
108Aulen,1970, pp.57-58
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the world."110

Besides John Macquarrie's criticism of Aulen's failure to come to grips with what

Macquarrie considers to be the mythological aspects of the notion of

'principalities and powers', 111 Aulen's view has been criticised for what we

might term its existential remoteness. The classic view, it is claimed, lacks
"existential involvement". Hall argues that what is being described in the classic
view is a "transaction . . on a plane outside of history", involving "suprahistorical

beings".112 Any notion of our participation in the work of atonement is absent.
This criticism is further heightened when we consider Hall's further observation
that the classic view focusses almost exclusively upon the divinity of Christ;
Jesus' humanity playing no real role in the event of atonement.

Such criticisms would appear to have merit. Aulen's statement that when the
atonement is no longer understood as a divine act "it is entirely destroyed",113
may appear sound enough. However, what Aulen has overlooked is the
vicarious humanity of Christ. In Jesus Christ we have to do with One who is

wholly God and yet who is wholly man. In the incarnation God took upon himself
the whole nature of man. Jesus is God coming to us as man, and it is as man

that he takes our place and acts in our stead and secures the victory over death
and Satan. As T.F. Torrance expresses it: "In the fullness of his Deity he
became man in the undiminished reality of human and creaturely being, without

ceasing to be God the Son."114

A further question that has been raised has to do with what F.W. Camfield
refers to as "the recalcitrant problem of the past" 115 Against Aulen Camfield
asks: "How can victory over evil as a power be atonement for evil as a guilt?
What does such a victory do to repair the past?" He then concludes,
"Atonement means repairing and rectification of the past, or at least it means

nothing at all."116

Aulen, 1970, p.67
110Aulen,1970, p.71
1l1Macquarrie,1966, p.287
112Hall, 1993, p.422
113Aulen,1954, p.223
1,4Torrance,1988, p. 150
115Camfield,1948, p.291
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3.2.2. The Christus Victor View of Atonement. A South African Example:
Desmond Tutu.

It was Nelson Mandela who observed that history placed Tutu at the "epicentre"
of the struggle against apartheid, racism and injustice. 11' Even in his capacity
as Chairperson of the TRC Tutu continues to play a key role in the ongoing

process of seeking to heal the wounds of the nation.

At a time when credible black leaders were either in prison or in exile it was left
to Tutu to speak on behalf of the oppressed peoples of South Africa. Tutu was

not a political activist but a pastor and priest whose life was rooted in

contemplation and action. In his enthronement sermon as Archbishop of Cape
Town in 1986 Tutu declared that the Holy Spirit is not given so that the
individual may "luxuriate in its possession." The Spirit is given, rather:

To goad him and her into action, to prepare him for the stern business of
loving God and loving his neighbour, not in a nebulous fashion but in
flesh and blood terms, love incarnated in the harsh reality that forms the
ordinary life setting of so many of God's children. 118

What is significant for our purposes however, is the place that Tutu gives in his

preaching and teaching to the 'dramatic' or 'classical' understanding of the
atonement. As a liberation theologian seeking to interpret the gospel within an

apartheid-ridden South Africa it is not surprising that Tutu's understanding of
salvation was largely shaped by the experience of alienation, oppression, and
brokeness that he witnessed in South African society and that his view of the

gospel reflected this diagnosis. It says something about Tutu's theological and
ecumenical breadth that to read his addresses and hear him preach is to be
drawn in the same breath into the finest of both evangelical and liberation

theologies.

An examination of Tutu's sermons and addresses indicates how he understood

the desperate plight of humankind and South Africans in particular.
Fundamental to his diagnosis is the problem of alienation. Following the Book of

Genesis, Tutu says that the world was once a place of harmony, peace and

Camfield,1948, p.284
117Mandela, 'Foreword' to D. Tutu,1994, p.xiii
118Tutu,1994, p. 111
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justice. When sin entered, this "primal unity" was disrupted and in its place
came disunity, alienation, disorder, chaos and separation. The story of the
Tower of Babel represents the complete destruction of fellowship and

community. Of this story Tutu writes:

The entire situation at the end of the story of the Tower of Babel cried
out for reconciliation, for atonement. Please note that this word
atonement is also at-one-ment, meaning at-one-ing, the reconciling of
those who are separated, divided; reconciliation means friendship,
bringing together, uniting those who formerly were at variance, who were
enemies before, who were alienated. 119

Seen in the light of the pervasive alienation that was present in the world Tutu
claims that the "central work of Jesus was to effect reconciliation between God

and us and also between man and man."120 Thus could Tutu remind his hearers

in a sermon on the Sunday before the April 1994 elections that when Jesus

died, the curtain in the Temple was torn from top to bottom signifying

that we are no longer separated from God. Jesus has effected
reconciliation between us and God. We are now God's friends . . We,
mere mortals, sinful, sinful as we know ourselves to be, can call the King
of Kings, the Lord of Lords, he who dwells in light unapproachable, we
can have the privilege, the incredible intimacy, to call God 'Abba'.121

It was out of his understanding of the reconciling work of Christ that Tutu

rejected both the theology and practise of apartheid. Whereas Christ came to

restore human community and brotherhood that sin had destroyed, what

apartheid proclaimed was the "fundamental irreconcilability" of humankind. 122
Apartheid, Tutu asserts, "repudiates this central act of Jesus and says we are

made for separateness, for disunity, for enmity, for alienation which we have
shown to be fruits of sin."123

Alienation, however, was not the only malaise that, in Tutu's estimation, afflicted
South Africans. Being a black South African Tutu was until April 1994 a member
of an oppressed black community. What emerges from his sermons is the
conviction that basic to the human predicament - especially for black people in

119Tutu,1984, p. 162
120Tutu,1984, p 155
121Tutu,1994, p.255
122Tutu,1994, p 145
123Tutu,1994, p 65
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South Africa - is the problem of enslavement and oppression and that salvation
within a South African context has largely to do with liberation. Such a liberation
is not exclusively political. Tutu recognised that "the most fundamental

bondage" is that of sin and that freedom from such sin is basic to any

understanding of liberation. 124 Black theology is not so naive as to think that the

only oppressions that afflict blacks are economic and political. Liberation in the
fullest sense must be understood as the "removal of all that which keeps us in

bondage, all that which makes us less than what God intended us to be." 125
However, Tutu goes on, Jesus did not regard liberation simply as an "ethereal
act of God." 126 The Exodus was not just a spiritual or mystical experience. It
was a "comprehensive liberation" having to do with their whole lives - "political,

social, economic, personal, corporate". Furthermore, salvation for the Israelites
was not just liberation from bondage, it was liberation also for the purpose of

being God's people. 127 Since the Israelites owed God their very existence and
were bound in covenant relationship with Him there were obligations that they
were bound to fulfil. Thus Tutu can define his understanding of God's liberation:

It was liberation from bondage and liberation for the service of God and
of his creation, liberation so that we might become fully human with a
humanity to be measured by nothing less than the humanity of Christ
himself.128

Tutu follows through the Exodus theme of liberation into the New Testament

showing that the Exodus provides a typology which finds its fulfilment in the life,

death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ: "The setting free of captives
comes to be a central theme in the Biblical description of what God has done
and will do."129 Jesus' entire earthly ministry and not just his death was

concerned with the overcoming of Satan and the delivering of people from
Satan's grip. His mighty works were performed "to set them free so that they
could enjoy the glorious liberty of the children of God." Jesus is the "second
Joshua" leading God's people into the Promised Land of what the book of
Romans calls 'the glorious liberty of the children of God'. Jesus describes
himself as the ransom, and the ransom is paid to set free those who are

kidnapped, and far from rejecting the use of such an analogy - Tutu says this

124Tutu,1994, p.38
125Tutu,1984, p. 77
126Tutu,1994, p. 38
127Tutu,1984, p.56
128Tutu,1994, p.38



115

language is more than "just a picturesque figure of speech" 130 - Tutu reminds
his hearers that they refer to the cost of the Cross and that the notion of the
'blood of Christ' has to be understood in this context. 131 It was supremely in the
cross that Jesus exposed the sinfulness of sin when He took on the powers of
evil and "routed them comprehensively." 132 When he cried out "It is

accomplished", he overcame Satan, a victory underscored by His resurrection
and ascension. 133 What we now enjoy is the glorious freedom of being children
of God because we have been accepted in the Beloved [Eph.1:6]134 Thus Tutu
can declare:

We have full confidence in God, as children have full confidence in their
parents. We have been set free and our liberation is total and
comprehensive - it includes being set free from political, social and
economic structures that are oppressive and unjust since these would
enslave us, and make us less than God intends us to be.135

This confidence in the triumph of God is reflected in numerous sermons and is a

striking feature of Desmond Tutu's preaching. For him the triumph of God was

the foundation of a theology of hope. To an oppressed people for whom their

suffering seemed to be unending and who despaired that the day of liberation
would ever come, Tutu's preaching provided hope in a desperate situation. It
was no mere wishful thinking but a gospel rooted in the mighty acts of God into
which Tutu himself had sunk his own spiritual roots and from which he drew

encouragement and strength. To read the sermons is to become aware that the
darker the night the greater became the light of the gospel. The graver the
situation the bolder the proclamation. Thus at the funeral of Steve Biko after

reflecting on the resurrection triumph of Jesus Tutu concluded his sermon

before 15000 mourners with the closing words of Romans 8: . we are being
treated like sheep for slaughter - and yet in spite of all, overwhelming victory is
ours through him who loves us. 136 Similarly, Tutu concluded his enthronement
sermon with the ringing assertion:

We shall be free, all of us, black and white, for its is God's intention. He

129Tutu,1977, p. 114
l30Tutu,1994, p.37
131Tutu,1977, p. 114
132Tutu,1984, p. 38
133Tutu,1984, p.57
134Tutu, 1984, p. 58
l35Tutu,1984, pp 58-59
136Tutu,1994, p 21



116

enlists us to help him to transfigure all the ugliness of this world into the
beauty of his kingdom. We shall be free, all of us, because the death
and resurrection of Jesus Christ our Lord assures us that life has
overcome death, light has overcome darkness, love has overcome hate,
righteousness has overcome injustice and oppression, goodness has
overcome evil, and that compassion and caring, laughter and joy,
sharing and peace, reconciliation and forgiveness have overcome their
awful counterparts in God's Kingdom where God is all in all. 137

Further examples could be cited to illustrate Tutu's relentless proclamation of
the gospel in terms of the classical or dramatic view of the Cross and in the face
of seemingly uncontrollable evil. In a sermon shortly after gunmen burst into a

church in Cape Town and killed 11 worshippers Tutu did not try to play down
the depths of the evil that had been perpetrated. However, he pointed his

congregation to the mighty acts of God in creation, the Exodus and,

"supremely", in the Cross:

Evil men perpetrate vile deeds of darkness, of violence, of death, with
breathtaking impunity. They have reached the bottom of depravity in
attacking and so desecrating a place of divine worship and adoration,
God's sanctuary.
A creeping despondency and sense of impotence want to cover our

beautiful land, like threatening clouds.
Our God is a god who is an expert at dealing with evil, with darkness,

with death. . Out of the despair, the evil, the darkness, the pain of
slavery, God, our God brought about the great deliverance, the Exodus.
. .Our God is a God of justice, of peace and goodness.
Supremely, God, our God, did his stuff in the awfulness of the Cross,

its violence, its darkness and its death. For out of this ghastly instrument
of death and destruction, our God produced the glorious victory of Jesus
Christ in the Resurrection - a victory that was the victory of life over
death, of light over darkness, of goodness over evil.138

It is clear from a study of Tutu's sermons that the classical theme of atonement
was not some vague theological doctrine but a burning spiritual reality that Tutu
held before his hearers. If, as Tutu asserted back in 1981, "the theme of

liberation and deliverance is as characteristic of the New Testament as we have

seen it to be of the Old"139 then such a theme was uppermost in his preaching
at least until 11 May 1994. His confidence in the God of the Exodus, the God of
the Cross and resurrection was finally vindicated and before a watching world at
the inauguration of Nelson Mandela Tutu declared in his prayer what he

137Tutu,1994, p. 124
138Tutu,1994, p.250. CfTutu's address at the funeral of Chris Hani. Tutu,1994, p.247
139Tutu,1984, p.57
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believed to be the true source of South Africa's liberation.

Thank you O God our Father that by the death and resurrection of your
only begotten Son Jesus Christ our Lord and Saviour, you have
overcome sin and death and evil, injustice and oppression, hatred,
separation and alienation. 140

If Tutu regarded alienation and bondage as part of what we might call 'the South
African condition' then an intimate aspect of this condition is that of 'brokeness'.
Generations of enslavement and alienation have left deep wounds in the

spiritual fabric of the nation. A week before the 1994 elections Tutu observed,
"We are all wounded people, traumatised, all of us, by the evil of apartheid. We
all need healing and we, the Church of God, must pour balm on the wounds
inflicted by this system."141

The healing and restorative dimension of the Gospel featured prominently in
Tutu's preaching. Ever the pastor seeking the well-being of those to whom he

ministered, Tutu sought to rebuild the broken psyches of black people in

particular. He reminded them again and again that they were made in the image
of God. The closing words of Romans 8 recur in many places in his sermons.

At every opportunity he sought to remind his hearers that despite the brutality of
the society in which they lived God placed an infinite value upon them.142

Reconciliation, freedom, healing, forgiveness, these Christian realities are all

integral to Tutu's proclamation, and his work as Chairperson of the TRC simply
underlines his determination to seek healing for South Africa's wounds. One
extended quotation sums it up:

The Gospel of Jesus Christ is a many-splendoured thing. It is like a jewel
with many facets to it. . But however we approach it, the heart of the
Christian Gospel is summed up in the word reconciliation. This means
that Jesus came to restore friendship and fellowship between God and
man, between man and man, between man and the rest of God's
creation. He was sent into the world to effect atonement, at-one-ment;
where there was disunity, division, alienation and estrangement, He
established their opposites - fellowship, unity, togetherness, friendliness,
community, peace and wholeness.143

140Tutu, 1994, p.262
141Tutu,1994, p 256
142Tutu,1994, p. 178
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3.2.3. Christus Victor: A South African Critique.

The only serious attempts to get to grips with the use made of atonement
theories within South Africa have come from Simon Maimela and Ron Nicolson.

As a liberation theologian Maimela regards the particular strength of the
'Christus Victor' understanding of atonement as lying in its emphasis upon evil
as an objective power that holds people in bondage. On the other hand, his
concern about the theory, at least as it has been taught by many of its main

proponents, is that it fails to focus on concrete political structures that oppress
and cause human suffering. Similarly, it fails to address the question of God's

empowerment of the victims of political oppression.

Our discussion of Desmond Tutu will have indicated that some contemporary

interpretations of the Christus Victor theme have avoided the pitfalls raised by
Maimela. Maimela himself defines sin "an objective social historical fact, . . a

fundamental state of alienation which is the root cause of the situation of

injustice and oppression as well as the root cause of self-centredness, isolation
and denials of fellowship."144 Maimela sees the atonement largely in terms of
the classic view of the life, death and resurrection of Christ. The atoning work of
Christ is

a triumphant message that springs from liberation theology's conviction
that the Christian God is not merely capable of defeating 'spiritual' sin
and death but is powerful enough to conquer all evil forces that hold
humans in physical bondage.145

Maimela reminds his readers that the war against evil must continue "until all
evil forces are vanquished and until freedom and self-realisation have become
the common property of humankind."146

A second South African critique comes from Ron Nicolson who, while

recognising that the Christus Victor motif is an important biblical theme, raises

objections to the way it has been applied in South Africa especially by the early
Boers and latterly by Afrikaner nationalism who developed their own version of
the theory. Because of their sense of racial and religious superiority they

143Tutu,1983, p. 42
1'4Maimela,1987, p.95
145Maimela,1987, p.96
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believed that God was on their side.

Nicolson argues that it may have been easy for Afrikaners to accept this theory
but for the likes of Sipho, for whom the system under which he lived [1990] was
so overwhelmingly powerful and unjust, far from helping him to believe that God

gives victory to the oppressed it encourages him to think that God is "on the
side of Afrikaner nationalism."147 Furthermore, complains Nicolson, the view of
the victory of Jesus as a victory over oppressors has often lead to arrogance

and insensitivity on the part of the victors towards the 'enemy'. Inherent within
the victory theory is the "temptation to righteous arrogance", and Nicolson

expresses his concern that what happened in the Afrikaner community when it
came to power could also happen when black people achieve their victory. The

victory theory of Christ's work, says Nicolson, could well turn a black victory
"into a triumph not of righteousness but of self-righteousness and oppression of
other groups."148

In a further criticism of the Christus Victor view of atonement Nicolson asks how

the notion of Christ's victory actually helps Sipho: "If the victory over sin is real,
where is the evidence of it for Sipho?"149 The daily grind of poverty gives little
indication of such a victory. The problem is compounded by the fact that it has
been Christians who have oppressed Sipho and when this fact is understood it
becomes unrealistic to speak about the victory of Jesus since such a victory has

clearly not been reflected in the lives of many Christians in South Africa, and if it
does not work for them then it is unlikely to make much difference to Sipho in
his struggle with his oppressors. The uncomfortable truth about the practise of

Christianity in South Africa is that it belies the bold claims of atonement

theology. Nicolson argues that the view of Jesus' victory encourages human

passivity since if God has secured the victory why not leave everything for him
to accomplish? Even if God did act and a revolution swept away oppression the

tragic truth would be that it succeeded too late since "whole generations of black

people have lived and died in unfulfilled misery." Why, Sipho might ask, did God
wait so long? 150 Nicolson insists that,

Maimela,1987, p 93
147Nicolson,1990, p 122
148Nicolson,1990, p 121
149Nicolson,1990, p. 118
1S0Nicolson,1990, pp.121-122
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The saving power of Jesus has to be demonstrated in response to the
fact [of oppression], or it is not a saving power at all. . . Unless
Christianity can be shown to have a this-worldly saving power it has lost
a very great part of any claim to be worth following. 151

It might be easy from our perspective in a post-apartheid South Africa where

democracy has prevailed and apartheid has been destroyed to claim that both
Nicolson and Sipho got it wrong. Nicolson's concerns however go deeper than
that. His question is, fundamentally, how one in situations of political oppression
where even hope seems hopeless applies the Biblical truth of the victory of
Jesus? Our study of Tutu's sermons suggests one possible way forward: the

awakening or kindling of hope in the triumph of God through the preaching of
the Gospel of the grace of God. The Gospel, said P.T. Forsyth, is not a

statement or a scheme but an act and a power. It is " an eternal perennial act of
God in Christ repeating itself within each declaration of it. " 152 The Gospel

"spoken by man is the energising of the Gospel achieved by God." 153 To a

broken and dispirited people therefore the call to faith in this Gospel was not a

call to simple and passive trust in Christ but a creative and energising

experience of the grace of God in the Cross. Such an experience of Christ is at

the same time the energetic principle of personal and social righteousness and

justice. It fills a man or a woman with self-respect and sets them seeking the

righteousness of the Kingdom of God. [Matthew 6:33] If the white churches in
South Africa by and large failed in this task being more concerned with their
own self-preservation than securing the righteousness of the Kingdom then it
was left to certain courageous Christians at key points to 'step out of line' and
reach beyond themselves and the cultural limitations of a politicised culture and
in the name of the Gospel declare that Jesus and not the Nationalist
Government is Lord. It is not simply the preaching of this Gospel that is mighty
to save but the preaching of this same gospel from the lips of those who have
themselves suffered for righteousness sake. The church as a whole in South
Africa failed Sipho. Its Synodical declarations were not matched by

corresponding actions, and it was left to the prophetic witness of such people as

Desmond Tutu, Albert Luthuli, Nelson Mandela, B.B. Keet, Beyers Naude, Nico
Smith and Willie Jonker, and even F.W. de Klerk - to name just few - to hold
aloft the beacon of hope. It was often from 'outside of the camp' that the

151Nicolson,1986, p.36
1S2Forsyth, 1949(a), p.3
153Forsyth, 1949(a), p.5
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authentic voice of the Gospel was heard, and if Sipho would never go near to a

church to listen to sermon, he might at least have been deeply moved, as

indeed many were, by the gospel proclaimed by one of those suffering yet
unbowed servants of God.

Nicolson admits that such is Sipho's physical environment that even given the

political triumph of the liberation struggle in South Africa his condition is unlikely
to improve. In other words, alienation and self-hatred are likely to remain his lot
for a long time to come. The question for us therefore is how one speaks of the
victorious Christ in the midst of unimaginable poverty? Part of the answer has to
lie in the reality of Christian discipleship and the embodiment of Christian
atonement in the lifestyle of the Christian community within South Africa. To this
we shall return in a later chapter.

One further concern about the Christus Victor view of atonement is related to

what we raised about the inappropriate triumphalist mentality that can so easily
attach itself to this view of the work of Christ. This triumphalism goes beyond
that of arrogance towards defeated political foes and has to do with the church's

inability to distinguish between the triumph of Jesus that was and is an

appropriate message for the Christian community as it exists in contradiction to
the prevailing political, moral and spiritual values of society, and the church's
accommodation to a cultural triumphalism which is mistaken for the victory of
Jesus. Douglas Hall has summed it up well albeit from a North American

perspective:

The language of 'overcoming' in the perspective of the cross depends
for its authenticity upon the context in which it is used. It is one thing for
the oppressed of the world, like the American black community, to sing
the triumphant 'We Shall Overcome'. It is something else when the same
spiritual is sung by a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant congregation in an
affluent neighbourhood.154

Hall's conclusion is appropriate for later consideration in our closing chapter:
"The critical theological task of an indigenous theology is to extricate the Biblical
confession of the divine triumph pro nobis from the triumphalistic worldview of
western bourgeois society."155

Hall, 1976, p.242. footnote 17
1ssHall, 1976, p.211



122

3.3 The Suffering of God and the Divine Solidarity: Jurgen Moltmann
and 'The Crucified God'.

Jurgen Moltmann's name stands out as one of the foremost theologians of the
latter part of the twentieth century and he is, perhaps, the best-known exponent
of contemporary understandings of the theology of the Cross. Many of his

writings tackle the vexed question of human suffering and how we can speak of
God in the context of such moral suffering since "a God who lets the innocent
suffer and who permits senseless death is not worthy to be called God at all."156

Moltmann rejects the traditional attempts of theism to justify God in the face of

suffering since, in his estimation, they raise more difficulties than they resolved.
All we are left with in such arguments is an "inhuman God, a God without
Jesus".157 To this extent Moltmann has considerable sympathy with 'protest
atheism' which rejects God in the name of suffering humanity. However,
Moltmann adds that protest atheism itself "runs aground on the rock of

suffering." It too can neither explain suffering nor assuage pain. 158

According to Jurgen Moltmann, what Christian theology required was a

"revolution" in our concept of God and for such a radical rethink we must return
to the death of Jesus. 159 God is revealed in the Cross of Christ who was

abandoned by God and faith must now understand God in the light of the

suffering and death of Jesus. Moltmann reasons that if it can be shown that in
the suffering of Christ we have to do with the very suffering of God himself; that
God himself is a suffering participant in human history; that God is in suffering
and suffering is in God, then protest atheism would be less inclined to criticise
God. In that event the cross of Christ would become " the Christian theodicy - a

self-justification of God."160

This Moltmann sets himself to do and his trinitarian theology of the suffering
God seeks to establish the extent of God's involvement in the Cross. His point is

l56Moltmann,1981, p.47
157Moltmann,1974, p.251
ls8Moltmann,1981, p 48
1S9Moltmann,1974, p.201
160Moltmann,1971(a), p.43
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that the suffering of the Cross involves the whole of the Trinity. The Father
suffers the death of his Son: "The grief of the Father is just as important as the
death of the Son."161 As to the place of the Spirit, Moltmann maintains that at
the very point where the Father and the Son are furthest divided from one

another they are most deeply one through their mutual surrender. The decisive
link in the "community in separation and separation in community", 162 is the

Holy Spirit who binds the Father and the Son together. The Spirit is the "unifying
God"163 and just as he unites the Son to the Father so he unites both humanity
and creation with the Son and the Father. The Spirit is thus, in the widest sense,
"the bond of fellowship and power of unification". 164

Having established that suffering is in God, Moltmann presses this assertion to

its logical conclusion. Arguing that the Trinity is not a closed circle of perfect

being in heaven but is "open to man, open to the world and open to time", 165
Moltmann maintains that in the event of the Cross the trinitarian being of God is

opened to include within itself all "the depths and abyssess" of human history.
He writes: All human history however much determined by guilt and death, is
taken up into this 'history of God', i.e. into the Trinity and integrated into the
future of the history of God.166

We might ask how this event of the Cross can help those who are caught up in
actual suffering? What does the recognition of the crucified Christ means for

countless millions who sigh under the chains of oppression? Here Moltmann
believes that suffering men and women experience solidarity with Christ in his
own suffering. Suffering is overcome by suffering and wounds are healed by
wounds. Moltmann cites Bonhoeffer's well known words that "Only the suffering
God can help".167 Moltmann writes:

Throughout history men have again and again been able to recognise
themselves in this crucified one. They have given up their illusions about
themselves and discovered in his wounds their wounds and in his
abandonment their abandonment.168

Moltmann.1974, p 243
162Moltmann,1972, p.29
'wMoltmann,1981, p.126
164Moltmann,1979, p.91
165Moltmann,1977, p.56
l66Moltmann,1974, p.246
'67Moltmann,1974, pp.46-47
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The key ideas that Moltmann employs to deepen his understanding of the divine

solidarity are the Johannine and Pauline concepts of mutual abiding and being
'in Christ'; "life in communion with Christ" which at the same time is "full life in

the trinitarian situation of God." Moltmann calls this experience a "realistic
divinisation [theosis]" and concludes that in communion with Christ it can be
said that men live in God and that in Him 'they live, move and have their being.'
169

There is however a further dimension to this divine solidarity. Moltmann rejects

any understanding of communion with Christ in terms of a world transcending
"a-historical unio mystica". Arguing that sympathy has a dialogical structure,
Moltmann maintains that divine solidarity with suffering men and women draws
them in turn into a "historical unio sympatheticus". Divine sympathy finds its

response in the sympathy of man. Since the suffering of the world is the

suffering of God, not only do suffering men and women experience the solidarity
of the suffering God; they also discover solidarity with the suffering of God. The
more humankind is drawn into the suffering of God the more he experiences

solidarity with the suffering of the earth. As Moltmann puts it: "The community of
Christ always leads us deeper into suffering with humanity . .Love makes

suffering of the others unbearable for one who suffers."170

3.3.1. The Suffering God: A Critique.

Space does not permit us to comment extensively on Moltmann's understanding
of the cross. 171 We would however raise three critical points. Firstly, what is the

picture of God that lies at the heart of Moltmann's teaching on the suffering
God? When we read that the Father "annihilated" the Son, we might
understand Leonardo Boff's scathing dismissal of Moltmann's perspective. In
Boff's estimation the Father kills his Son. The Father is "Jesus' murderer" and

"filicide is promoted to the rank of the sacred theological."172

Moltmann's response to this kind of criticism is by way of by pointing out that
Jesus deliberately accepted and consciously affirmed his own death. In other

1b8Moltmann, 1971(b), p.36
169Moltmann,1974, p.277
170Moltmann,1975, p.42
171

For a critical assessment of Moltmann's view of the suffering God see Gray, 1988, pp. 74-124
172Boff, 1987, p 114



125

words, in respect of the death on the Cross there was a mutual surrender and a

conformity of wills between the Father and the Son.

A further question about Moltmann's view of the suffering God pertains to

whether there is any salvation in his view of the Cross? The respected
Afrikaner theologian Professor Adrio Konig draws an analogy with a beggar

walking helplessly along a road. If someone joins him and becomes a beggar
himself and they walk together, it may mean a great deal to the beggar but it
does not solve his problem. Konig explains that the gospel not only tells us of a
God who has drawn near to humankind but has also done something about evil,

suffering and death. 173

In fairness to Moltmann it should be acknowledged that there is a clear

emphasis upon salvation in his writings. 174 His theology of the pain of God is
more than that God 'understands' our situation. Moltmann sees the vicarious

sufferings of Jesus 'for us' as an objective act of divine solidarity with the

godless and the godforsaken. In the incarnation God not only enters into the
finitude of men and women, he enters into the situation of their sin and God-

forsakeness. He accepts the pain and makes it his own. It is in community with
this God, says Moltmann, that the spiritual pain of suffering is healed. The
believer is brought into solidarity with Christ and the pain of God-forsakness is
healed.

A further question pertains to the acceptability within African culture of the
notion of 'divinisation' or theosis. The black South African theologian Bishop

Sigqibo Dwane maintains that in such an environment talk of divinisation "goes

against the grain". Dwane says that in an African society like the AmaXhosa,
"God is God and man is man, and there is no blurring of distinctions." Dwane
reminds us that ancestors as well as people of noble rank function as go-

betweens. Whilst such a religious tradition might embrace the idea of a more

perfect Mediator in the person of the Christ, the God-man, the idea of such a

Mediator divinising fellow human beings would be difficult to accommodate.
What the African people would respond to is the Christ who humanises rather

Konig, 1982, p. 142
174Surin speaks of Moltmann's "unrelenting emphasis upon the salvific significance of the cross of
Christ." Surin.1986, p. 128
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than divinises his brethren.175

3.3.2. The Suffering God: A South African Example

Not a great deal has directly been written within South Africa about the idea of
the suffering God. This is not to suggest that the question of suffering has been
overlooked in the reflections of the church. Indeed, it could be argued that South
African black liberation theology has been determined and shaped by precisely
this problem of oppressive suffering and the psychological humiliation of black

people. Where the 'suffering God' has been addressed it has encompassed
more than the event of the cross. What we find in South African liberation

theology is a clear emphasis on the story of Jesus from incarnation through
resurrection and ascension as the story of God's identification with the poor and

oppressed people of South Africa. Bishop Sigqibo Dwane has movingly

expressed the perspective of black liberation theology as follows:

Jesus the homeless and defenceless man stands where the poor stand,
and speaks to the lowly and oppressed, not from outside or above but
from within. And the wonder of this man's life is that in him, and through
him, God . exposed himself to the full range of human misery. St Paul
makes reference to the kenosis of the One who left the riches of glory,
and took the form of a servant. . When we say that Jesus is the Son of
God, we mean that God himself became the companion of the fishermen
of Galilee, of tax-collectors like Matthew, and notorious sinners like Mary
Magdalene. God knows the worst excesses of squalor and degradation
not by seeing them through a telescope, but on account of his own
baptism in them. What makes the life of the Man of Nazareth
redemptive, is the fact that it is God who suffers with him as one of the
outcasts and oppressed. This man would not let his spirit be twisted, and
his humanity to be distorted by hatred of those who inflicted suffering
upon him. In him there is to be found the freedom with which man is
endowed at creation, the freedom to be available to God, and to be lined
up on his side against the powers of evil, corruption, injustice, greed and
ignorance.176

What stands out in this passage is the importance of the incarnation for
liberation theology's understanding of God's suffering involvement and solidarity
with the world. In other words, in the person of Jesus Christ we have to do with

God himself understood not in vague and obtuse theological formulae but in the
concrete personality and events of the man Jesus Christ. Thus Dwane is

175Dwane,1977, p.5
176Dwane,1977, p.9
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uncomfortable with the word homoousios. He does however affirm the truth

contained in such an important concept:

In and through this man, God stands where we stand, and does his
great work for us. Christ is not simply a channel through which God's
grace comes to us, but he is God in action, loving and treating us
graciously. As the New Adam, he is our brother, the first born among all
creatures. But as the Eternal Word made flesh he is God in his majesty
and sovereignty, the One who stands over against us as the Eternal
Thou. 177

Developing the notion of kenosis as we find it in St Paul's writings, Dwane says

that for our sakes Jesus became poor; "the King whose crown is the crown of
thorns and whose throne is the cross of shame." Here, Dwane continues, is the

"crux of the matter" for the "disenfranchised and dispossessed" - and Dwane
includes himself in this group - in that

God himself knows what it is to suffer pain, anguish and rejection. He
knows this not by standing somewhere on the periphery of human
experience as a dispassionate observer, but as himself the recipient of
the cruellest forms of torture and torment. The Cross therefore is a sign
of hope because the son of God suffered and died there victoriously.178

A key element in Dwane's christology, and indicative of how seriously he takes
the incarnation, is that of the humanity of Jesus. Few, if any South Africans
have dealt so effectively with the humanity of Jesus as an integral aspect of the
work of Christ. Dwane's thoughts are crystallised in his reflections upon the
resurrection which, he says, is

God's declaration that humanity, as he himself created it, shall not be
overthrown by the enemy, or diverted from the course on which he
himself has set it. When God suffers with this man, and vindicates his
humanity, he commits himself to giving life in abundance to all who
acknowledge this man as Lord and Christ, and are on that score grafted
into his humanity. Jesus chose to die in the hands of God rather than
live a living death, for life under the demonic powers is living death, but
death in the hands of God is the gateway to resurrection. 179

Such a hope is not simply a matter of a few individuals receiving inner security
and peace. On the contrary, whilst salvation in its fullness belongs to the future,
its power is already present in the world. "It is the power of the risen Christ, or

Dwane,1988, p.59
178Dwane,1988, p.59
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his Spirit, which is directed towards the upliftment of the oppressed out of

misery and self-hate, and the oppressor out of self-deifying tendencies."

Quoting F.D. Maurice, Dwane says that the incarnation is "the unveiling of a

mystery hidden in the ages, that Christ is the foundation of man." Dwane then
concludes: "Jesus the Christ liberates man and humanises him because he is

himself free and truly human. 'If the son of Man sets you free, you will be free
indeed.' "18°

4. Requirements for a Contemporary Understanding of the Doctrine
of Atonement:

Our study of the way in which the atoning Cross has been interpreted has
covered many centuries. The different perspectives have reflected the concerns

of the Church in particular eras and have come clothed in the terminology of
their day. The task of the theologian and preacher is to engage in a threefold

dialogue: it is to address Scripture; address contemporary concerns; and
address the Church's atonement tradition. This we have endeavoured to do and

it brings our discussion to a point where we are able to establish the

requirements for a contemporary South African understanding of the atonement.

Of such an approach we would ask the following:

4.1. Does it uphold the ethical nature of God in his personal dealings
with the world?

Each writer we have considered has emphasised that aspect of the character of
God that helps him to unlock some of the mysteries of the Cross in the face of a
certain understanding of the human condition. Majesty, sovereignty, suffering
love: each is grounded in the Scriptures and each is an ethical category, but
each needs the other No single category can ever contain God, and no 'theory'
can exhaust the meaning of the Cross. We must affirm the complementary
nature of the attributes of God and the different atonement understandings. P.T.

Forsyth has said that, "It is a good test of the native aptitude of any theologian,
and of his evangelical grasp, that he should find them all necessary to express

the fullness of the vast work." 181 Having said this however, rather than simply

l79Dwane,1977, p 10
1S0Dwane,1977, pp 10-11
181
Forsyth, 1965, pp 161-162
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pasting together the different approaches our search is for an underlying unity
both in respect of who God is and of the work of Christ. We are seeking a co¬

ordinating principle or reality which will undergird our understanding of who God
is in the action of the cross. When, for instance, we say that 'God is love' we

may have said something of crucial importance to our understanding of the
atonement without which we have distorted the message of the Cross, but we
have not said all there is to say about God. What the category of 'love' requires
in an age of cheap grace in order to preserve it from secular dilution is the
absolute ethical reality of holiness. Any view of God that drives a wedge
between holiness and love compromises both. Similarly, any understanding of
the cross that seeks to interpret it apart from the holy love of God misses the

magnitude of the atonement. This is a point we shall endeavour to establish in
our next chapter. As Forsyth reminded his readers: "The starting point in our

whole Christian concept of God is His holiness, the holiness of His love."182

The unfathomable nature of God and atonement will always be part of the faith
we profess. With St Paul we can only declare: " Oh! the depth of the riches of
the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgements, and his

paths beyond tracing out! " [Rom.11:33] Nevertheless, different historical
contexts will call for different emphases. It is the task of the theologian not say

everything at once but to identify that aspect of the Biblical witness that is

appropriate for the historical hour.

4.2. Does it give a central place to the reality of sacrifice?

Our brief overview of the doctrine of atonement has disclosed that sacrifice is a

vital dimension to our understanding of the Cross. Our representative thinkers

may have differed on the precise nature of this sacrifice but each has discerned
in the Cross of Christ the profoundly moving reality of sacrifice, and it becomes
clear that we cannot properly understand the atonement without this notion.

Indeed, Moltmann goes further and argues that we cannot understand God
without the notion of sacrifice. The Cross, he says, is at the centre of the Trinity:
"No Trinity is conceivable without the Lamb, without the sacrifice of love, without
the crucified Son."183

182Forsyth, 1916(a), p.187
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Our task of exploring an understanding of atonement within South Africa must
embrace the reality of sacrifice. The message of the Cross as the sacrifice of

holy love should be clearly heard and practised by the church.

4.3. Does it do justice to the Incarnation and the humanity of Jesus
Christ?

A further requirement for a contemporary understanding of the atonement within
South Africa is that it should effectively incorporate the reality of Incarnation and
the humanity of Jesus Christ. We have noted that considerable emphasis has
been placed in atonement thinking upon the divinity of Christ. What is needful in
our estimation is a rediscovery that the humanity of Jesus is more than simply
instrumental in the atoning work, it is integral to that atoning action. If Jesus is
the Incarnate God come amongst us then, as T.F. Torrance expressed it: "He
saves and heals by opening up the dark, twisted depths of our human being and

cleansing, reconciling and recreating us from within the very foundations of our

existence", 184 and it is "as man that Jesus Christ takes our place, acts on our

behalf and in our stead, and that it is precisely as man that God himself came to

us in the Incarnation." 185

4.4. Does it take sufficient cognisance of the seriousness of sin?

Any attempt to play down the depths of sin and evil present in the world can

only be regarded as morally naive. McKinnon makes the important point that,

"Any presentation of the work of Christ merits rejection as morally trivial, if it
does not touch the deepest contradictions of human life." 186 Our present

chapter has sought to give examples from the atonement tradition of the church
of how theologians and preachers have attempted to relate the work of Christ to
the problem of sin and evil. Although Anselm's solutions may not strike many

familiar chords it was one of his considerable strengths that in respect of the

depths of sin Anselm, in the words of Jan Milic Lochman, "plumbed [the

problem] with a profundity unparalleled in the history of theology."187

Moltmann,1981, p.83
1MTorrance,1983, p. 73
l85Torrance,1983, p.91
186McKinnon,1966, p. 172
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The point should also be made that recognising what Anselm said about the

'great weight of sin' in terms of sin's impact upon God, there remains also a

'great weight' upon the shoulders of South Africans that cannot be overlooked.
Our first chapter concluded that South Africans carry heavy burdens, and our

conviction is that an atonement theology must face up to the reality of this 'great

weight' and be able to speak the word of forgiveness, healing and

empowerment into South African society.

4.5. Does it reflect both the objective and subjective dimensions of
salvation?

It is one of the ongoing discussion points of atonement theology how something
that took place centuries ago can be said to impinge or intersect with our lives

today. How can a past event become a present experience? The issue is

highlighted when critics argue against so-called 'objective' views of the
atonement by claiming that they imply something as having been done 'over our
heads' to the point where the atonement is so objectivised that we are removed
from the picture altogether. In response to this observation we might say that
the strength of the objective atonement views is that they underline for us that
there is in the Christian gospel itself something that remains unalterable in the
midst of the tumult of history and the unpredictability of human response. There
is within time and eternity a rootedness, an axis, a pivot upon which everything
turns: "Jesus Christ and him crucified."

However, the question remains: How does the atoning death of Christ become a

contemporary reality in our own experience. The point needs to be made clearly
that intrinsic to the action of the Cross is its transforming impact upon the
church and the world. Here theologians and preachers have invoked the
doctrine of the Holy Spirit as the One who makes the reality of atonement

contemporaneous with each age. Any contemporary understanding of the
atonement must therefore give a decisive place to the work of the Holy Spirit as
One who is intrinsic to the atoning action of the Cross itself and whose action

upon us incorporates us into the reconciling activity of God. In other words, the

experience of the Spirit is an experience of Jesus Christ and Him crucified and
such an experience will lead the Christian believer into deeper levels of

187Lochman,1980, p 100
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Christian discipleship. As Moltmann expresses it, quoting Patriarch Philareth of
Moscow, the Holy Spirit is "the unvanquishable power of the cross."188 Intrinsic
to the reality of atonement therefore is its regenerative and life transforming
action upon us, for the work of the Holy Spirit is the actualising of atonement in
our lives, in the church and, through the Christian community, in society and

throughout the created order. Pentecost and Calvary are thus inextricably
bound together. We might speak here of the reality of the grace of God which
has to do with the way in which God encounters us, bestowing upon us the gift
of salvation, restoring us to the place of shalom in the Father's house and

leading us to take up our Cross and follow Christ.

4.6. Is righteousness, both personal and social, intrinsic to an

atonement theology?

We have noted in our first two chapters how certain understandings of the
atonement led to a diminution of the gospel to the salvation of souls and the

quest for personal holiness. In terms of this diminished view people were

viewed largely as individuals for whom social righteousness and the healing of
creation were of little concern. The consequences for Christianity in South Africa
of this narrow anthropology and reduced understanding of salvation were to

prove grave as it found itself both unwilling and incapable of resisting a fiery,
nationalist and racist ideology.

Any proclamation of the atoning gospel must therefore declare that it was not

simply for a few well-meaning souls that Christ lived, died and rose again. The
atonement is a work of God on a universal scale and addresses humankind in

its relatedness to creation and society. Whilst salvation is personal to every

believer it is communal in the widest sense embracing as it does the church,

society and creation. In this regard the African notion of ubuntu is one that

readily lends itself to an atonement theology. Righteousness is intrinsic to

salvation and no view of the atoning gospel can be taken seriously that does not

hunger and thirst after the personal and social righteousness of the kingdom of
God.

188Moltmann,1981, p.83
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4.7. Is it preachable as Good News?

The doctrine of atonement has less to do with theories than it has to do with life-

transforming realities. It is an attempt to understand and speak about the

meaning of the life and death of Jesus using terminology that will enable people
to come to a deeper knowledge of the Cross, or rather Jesus Christ and him
crucified. In other words, the doctrine of atonement must be preachable, and by

preachable we mean to suggest that it must be capable of being proclaimed and
communicated as what it is: euaggelion - good news. Any theology that does
not have good news at its heart has missed the essential character of the
Christian faith.

Such is the challenge of the Christian community in South Africa: it is to grapple
with the 'message of the Cross' in an environment where guilt, brokeness, moral

decay and poverty continue to cast their tragic shadows over a scarred

landscape. Such a 'message' is not in the first instance a theological

proposition, it is an action of the gospel wherein forgiveness, healing, hope,

righteousness and justice are not simply heard but become veritable realities in
the life of a nation.

Certainly the different ways of speaking about the cross are not without
difficulties. However, what should be borne in mind is, as we pointed out earlier,
that preachers are not seeking finally to explain the Cross but to proclaim it as

good news. The various atonement models are best understood as declaratory
and not explanatory statements about the work of Christ. They have their
limitations. Denney's conclusion is nevertheless appropriate still for this

generation:

A doctrine of the atonement which cannot be preached is not true. If it
cannot be told out, lucidly, unreservedly, passionately, tremblingly, by
any simple man, to gentle and simple alike, it is not that word of the
Cross which Paul describes as the power of God unto salvation to every
one who believes.189

This chapter has endeavoured to show how the central doctrine of atonement
has been utilised by the Church as it has sought to present 'Jesus Christ and

189Denney,1895, p. 127
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Him crucified' to the world and to South Africa in particular. Though we have
raised difficulties and suggested ways of ensuring faithfulness to a true

understanding of atonement it is the conviction of this work that if we would
address the disease of the soul that is not only present in the nation but present
also with such tragic effects in the hearts of every South African then it is to the
doctrine of atonement that we must return. In this regard we turn to consider a
P.T. Forsyth's atonement theology which we consider would assist us as we

seek to understand the doctrine atonement for South Africa.
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CHAPTER 3

THE ATONEMENT THEOLOGY OF P.T. FORSYTH

1. Introduction

To seek to characterise a theologian's work in a phrase or sentence runs the
inevitable risk of oversimplification. The writings of P.T. Forsyth [1848-1921]
however do lend themselves to such categorisation. Though Forsyth made a

substantial contribution in a number of areas of theology, not least the

christological debate, it is chiefly in the field of the theology of the Cross that he
is popularly remembered. In Forsyth's overall theology the themes of holiness,

grace, judgment and reconciliation coinhere to provide a formidable

understanding of the atonement, and we would thus venture to categorise his

thinking under a 'theology of the Cross' and Forsyth himself as a 'herald of the

Cross', for if he understood the identity of the Christian Gospel in terms of the
Cross then its task was primarily that of the proclamation of the Cross.

P.T. Forsyth was no ivory tower theologian concerned with remote theological
theories of the Cross. Forsyth was a pastor, preacher and theological teacher

seeking to discover and articulate spiritual realities not only for himself but for

people caught up in the cut and thrust of life, and it was to the Cross that he
took his hearers and readers. The Cross was Forsyth's rock and reality and his
life's work was to unfold its meaning for the church and the world. His was not

the obsession with seamless theological robes. He always maintained that
some things have to be reckoned as 'real' which were quite irrational, and life's
whole destiny risked on them.1 The Cross, with its haunting moral paradox, was
the chief amongst realities. It was the pole star of Forsyth's thinking and his
voluminous writings reflect a man, rooted in the Cross, in earnest conversation
with his age. That age was for Forsyth an age of crises: personal, theological
and social, but far from driving him away from Christian faith these crises were

the opportunity for faith's deepening and renewal. Forsyth came to realise that a
faith built upon a "God of order" was unable to withstand the onslaughts of life. It

1Forsyth,1951, p.70
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was only faith in a "God of crisis", 2 the God of the Cross, that could

meaningfully cope with catastrophes that might otherwise unhinge the mind. It
was Forsyth's unshakeable conviction that "Nothing but the great theologies of

redemption are adequate to the great tragedies of the world."3

2. Towards the Cross: Forsyth's Spiritual and Theological Pilgrimage.

Though Forsyth has been labelled a "prophet of the cross",4 the Cross did not

always hold centre stage in his theological reflections. At the outset of his

ministry his sympathies lay more with liberal theology. If Forsyth's later critique
of liberal protestantism reflects his own earlier liberal perspective then we have
a fairly clear picture of what he believed. A key element of this theology was the
claim that the Apostle Paul had perverted the simple religion of Jesus. Thus,

against what Forsyth had perceived to be an over emphasis on Paul, he urged
the church to lean more simply on Christ and to regard as members of Christ
those who worship the "goodness of Christ".5 In terms of this approach Jesus is
the pinnacle of humankind's yearning after God, and the principle of Christianity
is "the principle of man's incorrigible spirituality, with Christ only as its classic
case and supreme prophet."6

A further important aspect of this brand of theology was the doctrine of the
fatherhood of God in terms of which the prodigal's father in Luke 15 was

determinative of our understanding of God. Thus, God was seen as a God of

pity, kindness and sacrificing love rather than a God of absolute Majesty, holy

mercy and atoning righteousness. Sin was viewed as the transgression of love
that required only - to use a typical Forsythian aphorism - "rinsing in water"
rather than "cleansing in blood." 7 The Cross was regarded as a divine object-
lesson in self-sacrifice and not a sacrifice for guilt, and faith was perceived as

being in a God like that of Jesus and not faith in Christ as true God.

In a later reflection upon theological liberalism Forsyth maintained that part of

2Forsyth, 1948(b), p.30
3Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 126
"Anderson, 1975, p.146
sBradley,1952, p.29
6Forsyth,1949, p.163
7Forsyth, 1962(b), p.105
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the problem with that approach was that it began "from the wrong end." 8 It
started with the world and not with the Word. It began "with some rational canon
of life or nature to which Christianity has to be cut down or enlarged." 9 In

seeking to explain the liberal phase of his life Forsyth says it represented a

legitimate demand for freedom from the strictures of a sterile theology. The

problem however as he later reflected upon it was that he and others were

clearer in their minds about what they wanted to be freed from than what to put

in its place. Theirs, he said, had been "a theology of revolt" that in reality had
turned out to be nothing more than "accommodation theology"; that is, theology
accommodated to the cultured and humane concerns of the day. 10

2.1. Forsyth: A Man in Spiritual and Theological Crisis.

Gradually Forsyth became dissatisfied with liberal theology. He was being made

acutely aware of two things, firstly, that for the pastoral needs of his people his

understanding of the Christian faith was inadequate: "enlightened instruction
and liberal theology" 11 simply did not answer to the deep issues of life.

Secondly, Forsyth was coming under an increasing sense of his own sinfulness
for which he realised his liberal theology had no answer. What he was in
search of therefore was an understanding of the work of Christ in terms of
human sin and divine grace. What the situation called for was "a new

concentration, a new evangelization"12 and not only was liberal theology unable
to help him, in Forsyth's view orthodox theology was equally impotent.

It was against orthodoxy that Forsyth had felt compelled to rebel as he
embraced liberal theology. Such a theology, he maintained, was highly

systematic and dominated by "the regime of intellectualism". 13 Forsyth called it
a number of things: "the reign of Chalcedonism"14; "propositionalism"; "orthodox
rationalism"; 15 his complaint being that this theology was subservient to a

rationalistic theological method that lead to the intellectualising of faith and to

the assumption that mere assent secured Christian status, the implicit order

"Forsyth, 1949(a), p. 169
9Forsyth, 1949(a), p. 143
10Forsyth,1949(a), p.196
11Forsyth,1949(a), p 193
12Forsyth, 1949(a), p.194
13Forsyth, 1949(a), p. 137
14Forsyth,1948(b), pp.86-87
15Forsyth, 1948(b), p.91
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being creed before salvation. This type of theology, insisted Forsyth, placed a

premium upon a " non-ethical type of religion." 16 It "postponed experience to

belief, practise to creed, conscience to assent, or regeneration to impression, in
the non-moral way." In short, such a theological method made ethics a by¬

product and not something intrinsic to the very nature of theology. Such views
of theology were, in Forsyth's opinion, one of the chief reasons why the church
made such a weak, moral impact on the world; its theological foundations
seemed "irrelevant to righteousness and impotent for crisis in history and

society. They do not coincide with the foundations of the moral world. . . They
are treated as academic principles instead of life-giving spirits."17 This theology,
said Forsyth, far from being "alive, alert and in power" was doctrinaire, or as he
labelled it, was "canned theology gone stale."18

Dissatisfied with liberal theology and rejecting 'propositional' theology Forsyth
was a man in a theological and spiritual crisis. Years later he was to speak of
the "shipwreck" of his life and how God "opened my grave and made me live."19
This spiritual transformation not only changed his life it changed his theology
and his understanding of the atoning Cross in particular. Significantly, it
coincided with a discovery of the Pauline gospel for it was the message of
divine grace in the atoning cross of Jesus Christ as given to us by the Apostle
Paul that was the basis of his experience and provided Forsyth with his

understanding of the Christian faith.

In his Yale Lectures of 1907 Forsyth spoke about his change in outlook. He
declared: "It pleased God by the revelation of his holiness and grace, which the

great theologians taught me to find in the Bible, to bring home to me my sin in a

way that submerged all the school questions in weight, urgency, and poignancy.
I was turned from . . a lover of love to an object of grace."20 In a discussion of
the nature of Christian experience in which we detect Forsyth reflecting upon his
own experience, Forsyth speaks about the experience of the Gospel - as

distinct from a mere religious experience - as marking "a definite passage from
death to life." It was "an overwhelming final, comforting, kindling, subduing,

irrepressible, unmistakable sense of what has ever been positively and

16Forsyth, 1948(b), p.94
"Forsyth,1048(b), p.96
18Forsyth, 1949(a), p.138
19Forsyth,1908(a), p 340
20Forsyth, 1949(a), p. 193
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decisively done for us, for me, in Christ's cross."21

In seeking to come to terms with P.T. Forsyth it is vital that one does not

underestimate the significance of this conversion experience for it lies at the

very heart of his theology and constitutes the key hermeneutical principle in his

approach to theology. A theologian, he said, must in the first instance be a

"saved man with eternal life working in him" and theology must proceed on the
basis of this reality. Christian theology is the theology "not of illumination but of
conversion." 22 Forsyth called his method the "moral method" as opposed to

protestant orthodoxy dominated as it was, so Forsyth claimed, by the primacy of
the rational or scientific. In terms of his approach Forsyth set out to moralise

dogma by giving a decisive place to the experience of redemption, or as he

preferred to call it, the experience of Christ as Redeemer.23 In theology we rise

from experience of the Gospel to assent to Christian theology of it, from
life-doctrines we can verify to thought doctrines we cannot, from
experience of redemption to assent to Incarnation, from personal religion
to corporate dogmatic.24

The reference to the Incarnation is an example of this theological method. It was

Forsyth's conviction that the person of Christ can only be understood by those
who hold the right relation to him. The deity of Jesus is thus not a philosophical
or metaphysical conclusion but rather an evangelical necessity. As Forsyth put
it: "The article of Christ's deity is the theological expression of the evangelical

experience of his salvation."25

This is not to suggest that we are dealing here with a theology that emerges
from experience. Forsyth is adamant that experience is an insufficient basis for
either Gospel or theology and he is emphatic that what he is describing is not a

theology of experience so much as an experience of the Gospel. Forsyth wants
to underline the vital role of Christian experience in the formation and

understanding of Christian theology. Am I really forbidden, he asked,

to make any use of my personal experience of Christ for the purposes of
a scientific theology? Should it make no difference to the evidence for

21
Forsyth, 1962(b), p.104

22Forsyth, 1949(a), p.208
23Forsyth, 1949(a), p.39
24Forsyth, 1948(b), pp.88-89
25Forsyth,1951, p.74
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Christ's resurrection that I have personal dealings with the risen Christ
as my Saviour, nearer and dearer than my own flesh and blood?26

2.2. The Spiritual Malaise of Christianity: The Crisis of the Church and
the World.

Whilst Forsyth had come to the realisation of the sheer impotence of his

previously held theology and wholeheartedly embraced his new found faith in
the atoning Cross of Christ, he was deeply aware that his former spiritual and

theological viewpoints were still very much alive in the church of his day. This
caused him considerable anguish and he was unsparing in his criticisms of the
church. To read Forsyth's writings is to be confronted at many points by an

aggression that might in other circumstances seem inappropriate. However,
behind the theological assault lay a pain and a great zeal; pain at how
ineffectual the church had become through her reduction of the atoning Gospel
to that of a Gospel of fatherhood and the brotherhood of man; and zeal for the

Gospel of the atoning Cross in which alone Forsyth saw hope both for the
church and the world.

The difference between Forsyth's own conception of the Christian faith and that
of the popular Christianity of his day was that whilst he regarded his own

understanding of the Gospel as theocentric, the wider church had been infected

by man-centred or "egoist religion"27 that simply reflected man's preoccupation
with himself. The tacit understanding of God in such anthropocentric religion
was of One whose chief concern was to promote and crown man's

development. God was seen more as an asset; "the banker of a spendthrift
race"28 to be drawn upon when humanity's career is most threatened. Forsyth

regarded such religion as having lost the stamp of the holy and, as a

consequence, as having trivialised and thus desecrated the idea of love by

dropping from it the idea of majesty and judgment. 29 This "unmoralising of

26Forsyth,1951, p. 196. Cf. Metropolitan Anthony of Sourozh: "What we say about Christ is
experiential. We could say, in the same terms as St Paul said, that we know the risen Christ. I
know God exists because I have met him. . [It] is as certain, to those of us who believe, as so
many other things which are not rational but which are both reasonable and real We do not
speak of beauty or of love in other terms than we speak about God. It too is a direct
experience. It cannot be proved. It is known only from within." 'Interview with Metropolitan
Anthony ofSourozh', in Walker, 1988, p.25

27Forsyth, 1948(b), p 106
28Forsyth, 1948(b), p.25
29Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 107
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love", as Forsyth called it, was responsible for the loss of moral strength which
had robbed the church's message of its public influences reducing it to the

sphere of the individual and depriving it of the power to reconcile either man
with man, people with people, or history with God.30 Such an enfeebled religion
has neither power nor a future, for not only does it have no moral strength, it
has no due sense of the tragedy of the human condition; it is a moral failure and
stands by helplessly as civilisation collapses. Any conception of God that exalts
His Fatherhood to the neglect of His holiness

unsettles the moral throne of the universe . . And . . robs us of the moral

energy . It tends to take authority out of the Gospel, the sinew out of
preaching, the insight out of faith, the stamina out of character. . It has
no spiritual depth . .It has certainly no due sense of the tragedy, the
moral tragedy of the race.31

Having himself been so profoundly affected by the message of the Cross and
the power of the Gospel, Forsyth was in no doubt about what was required of
the church in the midst of the Great War and the post war reconstruction.

Taking his theological cue from St Paul and his historical cue from St. Augustine
32 Forsyth boldly asserted:

The first business of the Church to find its way in this world is to go back
and recover its footing in another, to return and readjust its compass at
the Cross, to rise above the precepts and principles Christ taught to the
power He put forth the for the world's regeneration, and to recover a
Christian ethic . there at the seat of Christian judgment unto moral
reconciliation.33

2.3. The Influence of the Apostle Paul.

In all that we have written Forsyth saw himself as reflecting the approach of the

Apostle Paul. Paul, he says, was no dogmatician like Aquinas or Melanchthon.

Certainly he was "saturated with theology" but, claims Forsyth, Paul was less
concerned about correct forms of belief than he was to communicate the

burning reality of redemption. Paul was "afire with the faith which is a life, with

30Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 129
31Forsyth,1949(a), p.243
32Forsyth writes: "In the collapse of the ancient civilisation, it was the church that saved the world
for another. Upon the sack of Rome . . Augustine wrote his City of God and opened a new era
which he has not yet ceased to mould." Forsyth,1948, p.34

^Forsyth, 1948(b), p.104
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an experience which made his mere ideas possibly inconsistent but still
incandescent." 34 In order to articulate a reality so "unspeakable" he "strained

language and tortured ideas". Thus Forsyth can conclude that Paul was "the
first of Christian theologians only because he was the greatest of Christian

experimentalists."35

However, it was not only in respect of his theological method that Forsyth saw

himself as following St. Paul. If his conversion marked the watershed in his

spiritual pilgrimage then theologically this transformation corresponded with a

rediscovery of Christianity as it had been expounded by Paul for it was the
Pauline understanding of the Christian gospel that Forsyth sought to interpret
and proclaim to his own age. Forsyth acknowledged his debt to Paul in a

reflection upon his Positive Preaching and the Modern Mind. He writes:

If there be anything in the book which St. Paul, as the supreme devotee,
organ, and expositor of Christ, would not have passed or paralleled, that
I would at once withdraw and lament, whether it were in matter or tone.
36

The transformation in Forsyth's outlook is clearly now complete. From his initial

charge that Paul had perverted the simple religion of Jesus, Forsyth has turned
full circle and now defines Christianity in terms of Paul's outlook. He now

vigorously affirms what he regards as the vital connection between the Jesus of

history and the gospel of Christ as taught by Paul as well as other apostolic
writers. Christ was not simply a character but the Gospel itself; God in living
action. Thus can Forsyth conclude:

The real Jesus of history is the Christ that the apostles preached, and
that the Church exists to preach. It is not the Jesus of biography but the
Jesus of Gospel, made unto us justification, and sanctification and
redemption. For the church to leave behind that apostolic gospel is to
leave behind its vocation, dignity, and existence as a Church.37

To acknowledge the inseparability of the Gospels and the Epistles was to place

34Forsyth, 1949(a), p. 127
35Forsyth, 1949(a), pp.11-12 Cf. Robert Banks writes: "Objective truth is not communicated apart
from subjective experience of it. . As Adolf Deissman points out, [Paul] was "far more a man of
prayer, a witness, a confessor and a prophet, than a learned exegete and a close thinking
scholar " Banks, 1988, p. 117 Banks concludes, "Paul's theology has a decidedly practical
orientation It was not formulated by study and reflection it arose from his experiences as an
apostle . . " Banks,1988, p.128

^Forsyth.igOSfb), p 83
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Pauline Christianity with its stress upon atonement and reconciliation as the
definitive exposition of the Christian Gospel. The one text of Scripture that
seemed to Forsyth to sum up the gospel that Paul proclaimed was 2 Corinthians
5:19 in which Paul asserts that "God was in Christ reconciling the world to

himself". Reconciliation, observes Forsyth, is "Paul's great characteristic word
and thought"38 and it is upon this interpretation of the work of Christ, Forsyth

insisted, that the whole church rests. It is "the ruling note of Christian

preaching." 39 In defining reconciliation Forsyth understood Paul to mean "the
total result of Christ's life-work in the fundamental, permanent, final changing of
the relation between man and God, altering it from a relation of hostility to one

of confidence and peace." 40 However, Forsyth cautions, if we want to

understand what is involved in reconciliation we must go on to complete verse

19, for not only does Paul tell us that "God was in Christ reconciling the world to

himself", God, he continues, was "not counting men's sins against them" and
the basis of this action was that God made Christ "who had no sin to be sin for

us." In other words, reconciliation rests upon and is grounded in atonement. 41
By 'atonement' Forsyth means

the covering of sin by something which God provided, and by the use of
which sin loses its accusing power, and its power to derange that grand
covenant and relationship between man and God which founds the new
humanity.42

To the doctrine of atonement and reconciliation we shall shortly return. Our
concern has been to indicate the central place that Forsyth gives to the apostle
Paul in his understanding of the Gospel. He referred to Paul as "the Fifth

Evangelist"43 and it was Forsyth's conviction that it was Paul's understanding of

Christianity with its emphasis upon the universality of the Gospel as the power

of God and in which is revealed the righteousness of God [Roman 1:16-17], that
needed to be recovered if virility was to be restored to the church. The great
crises of the Church, he argued, coincided with those periods when "Paul went

under", and the recovery of the church reflected the rediscovery of the power of
the Pauline Gospel at the heart of which is the atoning and reconciling action of

Forsyth, 1915(e), p.71
^Forsyth.lSSS, p 71
39Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 171
"°Forsyth,1965, p.70
41Forsyth,1965, pp.71-72
42Forsyth,1965, p.71
43Forsyth, 1962(a), p.84
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God in the Cross.44

P.T. Forsyth was a theologian, preacher and pastor dominated by the atoning
Cross of Jesus Christ as expounded in the New Testament epistles. It was the
Cross that provided the focus of his theology not just as an abstract theological

principle or concept but rather as the pole star of his thinking. It is to a deeper

exploration of this reality that we now turn for like St. Paul, Forsyth resolved to
know one thing: Jesus Christ and him crucified. Hence he could declare: "The
one article, or dogma, of a standing or falling Church is the statement, but not
the exposition, of God's act of justifying grace in Christ and him crucified."45

3. Foundations of P.T. Forsyth's View of Atonement

If P.T. Forsyth's experience of redemption constituted a vital dimension of his

understanding of Christian theology then it was the revelation of God's holiness
that gave his experience its distinctive character and at the same time provided
the fundamental category and controlling reality of his theology. "Everything",
writes Forsyth, "begins and ends in our Christian theology with the holiness of
God."46 In approaching Forsyth's theology therefore it is with the reality of the
holiness of God that we must begin; with what Forsyth termed "the absolute

supremacy of the holy."47

3.1. The Absolute Supremacy of the Holy

For P.T. Forsyth it was the holiness of God that constituted "the real foundation
of religion" and "the ruling interest of the Christian religion" in particular. Forsyth
writes: "In front of all our prayer or work stands, 'Hallowed be Thy name.' "48
Such holiness however, is not simply an attribute of God among many, but
rather the very essence of God's own being. It is therefore not something that
God could ever trifle with but rather was bound to uphold and restore: "Better it

were", Forsyth writes, "that man should wreck than that God's holiness be

44Forsyth,1965, p.86
45Forsyth,1915(a), p.34
46Forsyth,1965, p.85
47Forsyth, 1948(b), p 107
48Forsyth, 1948(a), p.23
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defiled and defied."49

This theocentric emphasis is a striking feature of Forsyth's theology. However,
an important qualification is necessary: holiness is not something static, abstract
or subjective but is a dynamic moral reality and should be seen as a qualitative
rather than a quantative concept. What, he asks, "is the nature of that reality
which besets us before and behind, that end which not only works for us but
works in us, and works especially in the way of repair, redemption and
reconciliation?" 50 Forsyth responds to his own question: "The last reality . .

when reality is understood morally and personally, is the Holy." 51 In terms of

Forsyth's thinking therefore, reality has an inherent moral character, not

primarily in the sense of morality, though such a notion can never be separated
from the holy, but rather in the sense of being creatively moral and regenerative.
The holiness of God is God in His absolute moral and personal energy. It is "the
whole concrete righteousness of existence self-sustained at white heat. For our
God is a consuming fire,"52 and it is Forsyth's contention that the moral order of
the world is but a reflection of the holy nature of God. 53 It is thus something
inviolate.

There is in Forsyth's theology however, a second important aspect to his

understanding of holiness. It is essential when considering Forsyth's thinking
that holiness and love be seen as inseparable. Forsyth was careful to make this

point: "The nature of Godhead is Holy Love",54 and again, when the Great War
was raging, "The starting point in our whole Christian concept of God is his

holiness, the holiness of His love."55 At the same time however, Forsyth warns

against merging God's holiness into his love. His point is clear: whilst the two

are to be seen together, God's holiness is the foundation of His love as indeed it
is of all Christian realities. Thus love is the outward movement of holiness, sin

its defiance, grace its action on sin and faith its worship.56

A further aspect of Forsyth's teaching on the holy love of God has to do with the

reality of judgment. Forsyth maintains that if the holy is the foundation of

49Forsyth, 1949(a), p 241
50Forsyth, 1948(b), p.61
51Forsyth, 1948(b), p.63
52Forsyth, 1948(a), p.78, footnote 1
53Forsyth, 1962(b), p 63
54Forsyth,1951, p.313
55Forsyth,1916(a), p.187
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religion then "we must recognise an eternal and fundamental movement in a

holy God to judgment."57 Judgment is thus a necessary reaction to sin in a holy
God. It is God giving effect to His Being. There is, Forsyth insisted, a "judgment

principle" in the affairs of history. Such judgements may not always be apparent

but they are nonetheless real. They may be unhurried but they are certain. God
moves "in long orbits out of sight and sound. But He always arrives. Nothing can

arrest the judgements of the Cross, nothing can shake the judgment-seat of
Christ." 58 Forsyth is careful to insist however, that judgment not be seen

primarily in terms of retribution or the infliction of punishment; positively stated,

judgment is "the assertion of holy love in dark, mortal and final conflict with
sin.". 59 It is "the establishing and the securing of eternal righteousness and
holiness."60 Such judgements are not in some far removed and unearthly dies

irae, but are rather in the midst of history. History is one of two spheres in

which, according to Forsyth, the judgements of God unfold. The other sphere is
the realm of human conscience. This, said Forsyth, is the intra-worldly action of
Christ's Cross.

Judgment is integral to Forsyth's atonement theology, as we shall see in his
discussion of Jesus' death as a judgment-death, and he regarded as "defective"

any version of Christianity where it was omitted. 61 Our concern here is to note

how Forsyth regards judgment as a function of holiness, that is, God giving
effect to His own Being: "Love is not holy without judgment. It is the love of holy
God that is the consuming fire." 62 In other words, Forsyth did not see the
fatherhood of God as being compromised by an emphasis upon judgment. In

Forsyth's theology we find no strife of attributes between God's holiness and
love. Indeed, he regarded the enforcement of God's holiness by judgment as

being as essential to a universal and eternal Fatherhood as the outflow of His

love,63 and he was thus able to speak of God as the "Father-Judge."64

^Forsyth, 1948(a), p.23
57Forsyth, 1915(d), p.419
^Forsyth, 1948(b), p.207
59Forsyth, 1915(d), p 419
^Forsyth.igeS, p. 122
61
Forsyth, 1915(d), pp.417-418

62Forsyth,1965, p.89
63Forsyth,1957, p. 10
64Forsyth, 1915(f), p. 118
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3.1.1. A critical question: Does Forsyth do justice to the reality of the
love of God?

Forsyth has been criticised for holding a view of God that is fundamentally

opposed to the New Testament. T.H. Hughes has argued that P.T. Forsyth's
God has "a sterner face" than the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ. He

maintains that Forsyth's God is holy at the expense of the overriding claim of
the New Testament that God is love. His God is thus "hard" being more akin to

the Old rather than the New Testament.65

A similar criticism of Forsyth has been levelled by Nels Ferre who whilst seeking
to eliminate any possible tension between God's love and His holiness
nevertheless insists that holiness should be placed under love. God, he argues,

"is conclusively love in the New Testament and this act constitutes its deepest

unity." The definition of holiness therefore "must ever be in terms of God's
love."66 Elsewhere Ferre argues that our symbol of God should be found in the
Father of the Prodigal Son and not in a God of judgment.67

In responding to Hughes and Ferre we would have to concede that Forsyth's

writings do reflect a greater emphasis upon God's holiness. However, such an

emphasis never excluded the reality of the love of God. What should be
remembered however is that Forsyth's statements are not always carefully
nuanced reflections of the whole Gospel. His is a theology in prophetic mode;
an attempt to speak the Word of the Cross to a particular time about a particular
situation. In respect of his understanding of God Forsyth saw himself as fighting
for the very survival of Christianity threatened, as he believed it was, by the
dilution of the Gospel by the stripping away of intrinsic holiness from the
Christian understanding of love. Again, as we noted, so serious were the

consequences of this that Forsyth regarded the Great War as the outworking of
this man-centred, pallid religion. It is understandable therefore that when

Forsyth saw so much at stake, in his zeal to salvage the situation he might

appear to many to have placed greater emphasis upon God's holiness. As he
understood it, "The great spiritual task for Christianity at this hour is to replace

65Hughes,1949, p.45
^Ferre.igSI, pp.115-116
67Ferre,1943, p 43
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its holiness in command of its love."68 The point that he was endeavouring to
make was that having said 'God is love' we have not said all there is to say

about the nature of that love. In emphasising holiness his concern was to

deepen our understanding of the true nature of the love of God.

It was one of Forsyth's overriding concerns to restore to its rightful place in the

theology and preaching of the church the reality of the holiness of God without
in any way undermining the majesty of His Fatherhood. Indeed, it was Forsyth's
conviction that if you are to do justice to the Fatherhood of God you have to take
His holiness as seriously as His love. 69 It would not therefore be an

exaggeration to say that Forsyth's theology is an attempt to unfold for the
church and the world what it means to speak of God as 'Holy Father.'

3.1.2. Holiness and Righteousness

Before proceeding further, a word of explanation is called for in respect of

Forsyth's use of the notion of 'righteousness'. It is clear from his writings that

Forsyth regarded 'holiness' and 'righteousness' as expressing the same reality,

namely the godness of God. If we are to try and identify a distinction then it

might be asserted that holiness describes God in His inmost Self and

'otherness', whilst righteousness is the making visible of that holiness in God's

saving relations with the world. Forsyth writes: "The Holy Lord shows his
holiness in righteousness." 70 Elsewhere he writes: "What we on earth call

righteousness among men, the saints in heaven call holiness in him."71 In other

words, we might argue that divine righteousness has to do with God's dynamic
and saving actions; the action of holy love. Far from being interpreted in a

narrowly individualistic sense Forsyth correctly uses righteousness in its Old
Testament and Pauline sense where it is a relational concept in terms of which
God brings his people into relationship with Himself and from this relation calls
forth a response of righteousness from our side that is social in character. 72
Understood in this way the 'righteousness of God' suggests an empowering

relationship both in terms of God giving life and His bestowing upon His people

68Forsyth,1952, p. 366
69Forsyth, 1915(d), p417
70Forsyth,1952, p.66
71
Forsyth, 1948(a), p 23

72Cf. Dunn,1992, p.16 Also "God's righteousness may be rendered as "saving deed" or "relation-
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the power also to give life in the practise of righteousness in the world. To this
latter dimension we shall return later suffice it here to repeat our observation
that besides 2 Corinthians 5:19 it is Romans 1:16-17 that sums up Forsyth's

understanding of the nature of the Gospel. What is it in the Gospel, we might

ask, that reveals itself as the very power of God? The Apostle answers our

question: "For I am not ashamed of the Gospel of Christ because it is the power
of God for everyone who believes . . For in the Gospel a righteousness from

God is revealed." Expressed differently we might say that the Gospel is not in
the first instance a proposition but an action; the very saving and empowering
action of righteousness, of holy love, expressed in terms of vertical and
horizontal relationships.

3.2. The Tragedy of Man: Forsyth's Analysis of the Human Condition.

Forsyth saw clearly the implications of speaking of God as 'Holy Father'; indeed,
as we have seen, his own experience of God's holy love had brought home to

him the reality of his own sin. However, this emphasis upon holiness not only
afforded him an awareness of his sin but also the spiritual plight of humanity as

a whole. Forsyth did not need any theology of an historic fall to support his
conviction about the human condition and its guilt before God. Against the
moral optimists of his day who sought to explain sin away in terms of a lingering
on in a higher stage of elemental instinct, he presented a diagnosis of man and
the world that less patient students might dismiss as pessimistic. That however
would be to misunderstand Forsyth. Certainly he was no soothsayer, but the
truth is his experience and understanding of the holiness of God with its
concomitant knowledge of sin, guilt and grace had made him a Christian

theologian of profound moral realism. What he wrote about the Scandanavian
dramatist Ibsen can be applied equally to Forsyth himself. Ibsen's moral

realism, he said, made him "tear the veil away from so much stock belief, trite

ethic, vulpine egoism, and simpering religion in society." 73 Such also is

Forsyth's own searching realism. For all the religious and ethical activity going
on around him Forsyth was acutely aware that seen in the light of God's
holiness his age was one of considerable spiritual derangement and moral
dissolution.

restoring love." Onesti & Brauch, 1993, p.836
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3.2.1. Conscience

Before considering the problem of humankind one or two observations are

appropriate in respect of Forsyth's view of man. Man, he maintained, is more

than a consciousness, he is a conscience. We are not only aware of ourselves,
we are critical of ourselves as well. There is in the soul a tribunal that tries our

thoughts and actions and passes judgment on what we have been and done.
This "judge", 74 as Forsyth calls conscience, is there in spite of us. We cannot

get rid of him and we cannot unmake him. Conscience, he goes on, is

something spiritual, "a living moral mind"; "the Word of God within us"75 and it
is here, in conscience, that the destiny of the soul stands rooted. Furthermore,

argues Forsyth, since conscience is the expression of God's moral law in
human beings making as it does a demand, an 'ought', of a universal kind, 76
then it is in conscience that members of the human race stand in relation to

each other and in objective relation to a holy God. The conscience is thus the
"creative region of all history" and when that is set right with its Holy Creator "all
will be right in tail."77

3.2.2. The Corporate Nature of Human Existence.

A further important aspect of Forsyth's anthropology is his understanding of the
collective nature of human existence. Against the popular individualism of his

day Forsyth laid considerable emphasis upon the corporate nature of man's life

arguing that the solidarity of society rests upon the unity of the Godhead. God is
in His Nature social 78 and He must therefore work a social salvation. His

dealings are with the world as a whole and not with a minority of individual units;
the race stands as an organic unity before Him. Not surprisingly therefore,

Forsyth rejected individualistic notions of humanity insisting that there is no such

thing as an absolute, solitary individual. We share a common moral life.

Whether Christian or not, we "belong"; we are members of one another and our

actions, be they for good or ill, spread out and affect the organism as they could

73Forsyth, 1915(b), p 458
74Forsyth, 1948(a), pp.62-63
75Forsyth, 1948(a), pp.64-65
76Forsyth,1965, p 114
"Forsyth, 1948(b), p.80
78Forsyth,1899, p 601
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not if they were absolute units.79 In respect of sin therefore, Forsyth is able to

say that it is not a mere influence which affects a few members of the race,

rather, it "affects and vitiates the whole conscience, the whole man . . and the

whole race in its moral aspect and reliability."80

3.2.3. The Power of Sin and the Tragedy of Guilt.

Having noted some aspect of Forsyth's theological anthropology we turn to

Forsyth's analysis of the human condition which could be summed up in one

phrase - 'the tragedy of guilt'. Man, argues Forsyth, is a sinner who has
rebelled against a holy God: "As a race we are not only stray sheep, or

wandering prodigals merely; we are rebels taken with weapons in our hands."
The result is alienation from God. There is between the Creator and the

creatures "a huge dislocation" and "breach of communion".81 Forsyth would not

allow for any diminishment of personal responsibility for sin. He rejects

evolutionary interpretations arguing instead that sin is rooted in a perverse will

involving the entire personality:

It is I who, at my will's centre, did that thing. It was my will and self that
was put into it. My act was not the freak of some point on my
circumference. It was my unitary, indivisible self that was involved and is
infected.82

The full extent and depth of human wickedness Forsyth recognised as being

impossible for any person to fully comprehend but he warned against

underestimating its power and influence. Speaking to aspiring preachers he said
that in society they were up against "a radical evil in human nature and spiritual
wickedness in deep places."83 Far from being something sporadic and casual,
sin is organised and malign; it is, he says, "the organised power of

disorganisation". 84 This power Forsyth identifies with the kingdom of evil, a

notion that together with a belief in Satan he regarded as essential to a proper

understanding of the kingdom of God for, as he argues, to lose the sense of the

79Forsyth,1965, p. 113
80Forsyth,1952, p. 404
81
Forsyth, 1949(a), p.38

82Forsyth,1957, pp. 100-101
83Forsyth, 1949(a), p 234 Cf. "All that has ever been condensed into our conception of a devil
exists in human nature as a devilish element. And to cope with that the last reality has to be
drawn upon." Forsyth, 1962(a), p.98

84Forsyth,1953, p. 99
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kingdom of evil means a slackening of our sense of the kingdom of God. We

are, he said, inextricably enmeshed in this kingdom of evil that has in varying

degrees taken hold of us. Without wanting to diminish human culpability in sin,

Forsyth makes it clear that in respect of the presence of evil in the world God
has "a controversy" not only with his people but with a "rival king and strategy".
Such a foe was a non-human spiritual reality implacably and actively opposed to

God. Forsyth can thus speak about "a war in heaven" between the forces of

Righteousness and those of evil. 85 In terms of Forsyth's cosmology therefore,
the world is replete with moral forces "deep in our moral order of things."86

Concerned as Forsyth was to speak Christ's word with relevance to the needs
of the world he was not content simply to identify the foe in terms of a spiritual

kingdom of evil. Writing in 1919 he named the "Satanism" that the world was

having to deal with as "the worship of efficiency prosperity, progress and force -

all as natural powers, egoist powers, non-moral powers, demonic powers, which
first allure us, then confuse us, then disappoint us, then terrify us, and then rend
us." Whereas people had initially embraced such striking power it had now

turned on them leaving them helpless and fearful. Whilst Forsyth had misgivings
about the shift away from concern over sin and the wound that such sin inflicted

upon God, he was realistic enough to accept that such was the changing

spiritual temper of the day. What men and women now sought deliverance from
was not sin but the burden of fear; fear of what this "civilised machine" might

bring with it in the way of poverty, anarchy and suffering; fear of "a future of
heartless force."87 The question therefore for Forsyth was whether the Christian
faith has a gospel of deliverance relevant to man's fear of the dehumanisation

process. Have we, asked Forsyth,

the message of a forgone disempowerment of such Satans deep in our
moral order of things? . . Can we be effective about an achieved
deliverance from the moral impotence in us which gives these evil
powers their chance.88

As serious as the human predicament may appear from what we have written,
in terms of Forsyth's thinking the problem of human sin and guilt goes far

deeper. In keeping with the way his theology has been built around God's

85Forsyth,1953, p.98
86Forsyth, 1919(b), p.550
87Forsyth, 1919(b), p 549
^Forsyth, 1919(b), p.550
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infrangible holiness Forsyth is at pains to point out that God is fundamentally
affected by sin. Sin is not simply a transgression against a loving God. More

seriously, it is an assault upon the very Being of a holy God. The sting in sin is
its "wound to God, its stain to holiness . . the sense of having struck in the face
God's holy love. . We have soiled His purity, despised His love, and crossed His
will."89 There can thus be no compromise between holiness and sin; one must

give way to the other. Sin challenges God's place in the moral world: "It puts
Him on His trial as God. It is, in its nature, an assault on His life. . It is His total

negation and death." Hence, Forsyth maintains:

Sin is the death of God. Die sin must or God. . There is no compromise
possible between the holy and the sinful when the issue is seen from the
height of heaven to the depth of hell, and followed into the uttermost
parts of the soul. 90

Forsyth's point is clear: God cannot ignore such violations of His Being and
neither can He simply wipe the slate clean. What therefore can adequately
redress the wrong done to God? What is more, sin has shattered the moral
order of the universe; that very order which is the righteousness of God. How
can such an order be healed and restored? One cannot simply stitch up the

moral order of the universe as one might a tear in a tent canvass. The universe
we inhabit is not simply mechanical it is also moral; it is constituted in a moral
order that makes a claim - a "universal demand" - that must be met. In other

words, God cannot simply waive His moral order: "He must honour it" and not

merely incidentally: "The judge of all the earth must do public right. . . He must

be shown as honouring His own holiness in the motive and act of the
revelation." 91 What, we may ask of Forsyth, is then required? Again Forsyth

replies:

Wounded holiness can only be met by a personal holiness upon the
scale of the race, upon the universal scale of the sinful race, and upon
the eternal scale of the holy God who was wounded.92

All this underlines the desperate plight of humanity. Account must be had and
God must give effect to His own Self. Humankind is unable to render to God

89Forsyth, 1915(c), p.327
90Forsyth, 1948(b), p 147
91
Forsyth, 1949(a), p.213

92Forsyth,1965, p. 116
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what has been lost because of its sin. Man cannot save himself: "The past

cannot be erased, cannot be altered, cannot be regained. There it stands. It can

only be atoned; and never by us"93

It is here, then, that the real tragedy of man's situation emerges standing as he
does before a holy God. Recognising that there is a tragedy in the world,

Forsyth nevertheless focuses on the tragedy of the world, that is, the tragedy of
its guilt. 94 We are sinful people, members of a sinful race, and the more we

realise this solidarity the more our moral condition becomes, what Forsyth terms

a "collectivism of guilt"95

Recognising that the sense of sin was low, nevertheless Forsyth remained
convinced that guilt was not an illusory phenomenon. Despite outward

appearances the sense of sin was active; the "grim dull ache of guilt" 96 was
something that men carried around with them. Such guilt was not always that of

guilt before God but rather the fear of judgment, the fear of being found out be it

by self or society. Nonetheless the experience of inner schism and a sense of
retribution were real. Where its reality is known in human experience is in the
realm of history as well as in the human conscience. If there is guilt there is

judgment. If it is the holiness of God that makes sin guilt then it is guilt that

cripples conscience and if, as we have already noted, the conscience is the
creative region of all history 97 it is clear that its crippling will have the opposite
effect. It is in conscience that man has been broken and his will paralysed, and
in terms of Forsyth's thinking this has spread to society as a whole. Man's life is
now one of spiritual and moral impotence.

3.2.4. The Moral and Spiritual Impotence of Humankind

The fact of the moral and spiritual impotence of the human race is a

fundamental aspect of Forsyth's analysis of the human condition and he spared
no language in seeking to expose the moral paralysis of his age. He speaks of
the "moral hollowness" and "crumbling moral interior" of the age with its "shell of
self-confidence". The conscience, he says, has been "narcotised by civilisation,

93Forsyth,1957, p. 11
94Forsyth, 1948(b), p.50
95Forsyth, 1949(a), p.40
96Forsyth, 1949(a), p 103
97Forsyth, 1948(b), p.80
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by science, by culture, by religion, by morality itself."98 As civilisation advances,

argued Forsyth, humankind grows in power over everything but itself99 and he

goes on to ask whether humankind has the natural resources to "organise
human nature, land leviathan with a hook? Can we organise ourselves into
eternal life? . . Do we not already know more than we have the power to

manage?"100 The answer is an emphatic 'No!' The critical issue therefore for

Forsyth was this matter of spiritual and moral power.

There is no question in the world so vital to society as this of spiritual
power. The temperance question, the sexual question, the war question,
the Irish question, the negro question, the question of labour, the
question of the proletariat, and other such are most grave and pressing.
But none of them are so grave and deep, in the long run, as the question
of the spiritual power. Society coheres with many abuses, but it cannot
remain society without spiritual power. What shall that be, and where is
;*S seat? 101

For Forsyth the moral impotence of humankind constituted a fundamental

critique of all political and economic systems and he did not see any future in

any ordering of society that did not address itself to this moral paralysis: "Any
social change which is to give greater scope to humanity must go with a growth
in the moral power of humanity, else it is neither safe nor stable", and

addressing the advocates of socialism he asks "Do your proposals include the

machinery for the production of this moral power, this moral change?"102 This
was also Forsyth's chief concern after the Great War when the question of
reconstruction exercised people's minds. Recognising the importance of new

programmes and organisations of the social machinery Forsyth warned against

becoming so preoccupied with the schemes and reorganisation that society
overlooked the "fundamental thing". 103 The way out of the moral crisis

precipitated by the war was by the formation of "moral character" and for that
what was needful was not new ideas or even a new theology but moral power
for "It is moral power that makes the destiny of the world." 104 For Forsyth
therefore the question was where one might obtain such power. How does one

remake and re-empower conscience? Forsyth's answer is clear: "The last

"Forsyth, 1949(a), pp.225-226
"Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 18
100Forsyth, 1908(a), pp.327-328
101

Forsyth, 1899, p.607
102Forsyth, 1908(b), pp.26-27
103Fors> i 1918, p 15
104Forsyth,1918, p 16
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reconstruction is a regeneration. People say it now who never did before - that
the condition of lasting peace is a change of heart." 105 Put differently, what
humankind needs in the face of its guilt and moral bankruptcy and enslavement
is "God's holy reaction of grace . .invading, mastering, regenerating grace."106

Forsyth realised his analysis would create difficulties for many since nothing is
so resented by the natural self primed as it is by the great heroisms and

accomplishments of the race, as having to admit man's lostness and

helplessness.107 However, Forsyth did not hold these views on the basis of
some 'received' theology. What he saw unfolding in the Great War confirmed
his diagnosis and unwelcome though his views may have been there can be no

doubting their moral realism. In this respect Forsyth was at one with what he
called the "old orthodoxies". For all that was outdated in their theology they

had, he said:

a true eye for what really mattered in Christianity; and especially that
they did grapple with the final facts of human nature, the abysses of
moral experience, the wickedness of the human heart, and its darling
self-will. . They did not heal lightly the wound of the people. . . They did
not toy with the human curse. They did face spiritual reality.108

Such could also be said of P.T. Forsyth. He was no sunny optimist and neither
would he trivialise evil. Forsyth was a profound realist, and if it be objected that
he overstated his case then he would remind us, citing Anselm, that humankind
had not comprehended the gravity and far-reaching consequences of human
sin: "quanti ponderis sit peccatum." 109 The impact of sin upon human nature

was self-evident, but sin's effects extended far beyond the foibles of individuals.
As we have noted, sin is an assault upon a holy God and in terms of Forsyth's

thinking on the relation between God and the moral order, it is the entire moral
universe that has been thrown into disarray. Sin has thus created a crisis for
God in His relationship with the world: the one holy law which is a reflection of
the holy Being of God has been broken. What is now needed if the world is to

be saved is a redemption that not only destroys sin and reconciles humankind

105Forsyth,1918, p.23 Cf. "Is there any other influence . . that can so change a man's moral
centre of gravity? The permanent condition of reconstruction is redemption."
Forsyth, 1908(b), p.25

106Forsyth, 1910(c), p.558
107Forsyth, 1948(a), p.47
108Forsyth, 1962(a), p.121
109Cf. "The first question for a Redeemer is still the old one, quanti ponderis sit peccatum."
Forsyth, 1949(a), p.233
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to God but does so by re-establishing the moral foundations of the universe. It is
thus an action of God on a universal scale that is called for, and this, for

Forsyth, was the significance of the cross:

The cross is not a theological theme, nor a forensic device, but the crisis
of the moral universe on a scale far greater than earthly war. It is the
theodicy of the whole God dealing with the whole soul of the whole world
in holy love, righteous judgment and redeeming grace.110

What is essential to keep in mind in all this is that what we are speaking about is
God's loving relations with the world that He has made - a relationship that has
been disrupted because of human sin - and His determination to restore that
relation in a manner that is both consonant with His holy Being and that, at the
same time, upholds the dignity of humankind and the integrity of creation. The
initiative rests entirely with God. The way forward was to be through the Cross
understood not as a legal transaction but as the establishment of righteousness
and the redemption, empowerment and renewal of the world. In other words,
whilst Forsyth's diagnosis of the human condition may appear to some as grave

his concern in doing so was to highlight the overwhelming grace of God in the
action of the Cross in the face of such a desperate situation. It is important that
we grasp this point. For Forsyth Christianity is "the religion of grace" and the first
feature of the Gospel is that it is "a Gospel of pure, free grace to human sin."111
The "greatest fact of history", says Forsyth,

is neither man's ruin nor his struggle, neither the human tragedy nor the
human epic, but the Gospel, the divine, composite, and continuous fact
of God, sin, redemption, and eternal life - a holy God, a solidary, ruined
race, a grace atoning, forgiving, redeeming, reconciling all, and an
everlasting kingdom. 112

What Forsyth is describing, in effect, is the doctrine of atonement, or at-one-

ment, in terms of which the world is brought back to God through the action of

holy love in the Cross of Christ, an action whose first concern was the

acknowledgement and re-assertion of God's holiness, and upon this foundation
of righteousness secured the reconciliation of the world.

110Forsyth, 1948(b), p.133
l11Forsyth,1949(a), p.144
112Forsyth,1971, p 105
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3.3. The Person of Jesus Christ: Christological Presuppositions.

What will have become clear from what we have written so far is that what is

required by God in the face of the desecration of His holiness, which is at the
same time the violation of the moral order, is a personal holiness on the scale of
that which has been defiled. Forsyth asserts:

Nothing, no penalty, no passionate remorse. . no ritual can satisfy the
claim of holy law - nothing but holiness, actual holiness, and holiness
upon the same scale as the one holy law which was broken.113

This, as we have pointed out, humankind is unable to do, and since God cannot
be atoned by an outside party, it is God Himself who must take the initiative.
This He has done in Jesus Christ. Quoting 2 Corinthians 5:17, "God was in
Christ reconciling" Forsyth understands Paul to be saying that the action of
Christ is God's own action. Forsyth writes:

It was God himself that came to us in Christ; it was nothing about God,
even about his eternal essence or his excellent glory. It is God that is our
salvation, and not the truth about God. And what Christ came to do was
not to convince us even that God is love, but to be with us and in us as
the loving God forever and ever. He came not to preach the living God
but to be God our life; yes, not to preach even the loving God but to be
the love that God forever is.114

To affirm, as Forsyth has done, the deity of Christ whilst at the same time

holding to the humanity of Jesus raises it own questions not least, "How can we

have these apparent contradictions united in one historic personality - absolute
God and relative man, absolute finality and growing attainment?"115

Forsyth's proposal for understanding the "apparent contradictions" was not that
of the two-natures christology of Chalcedon christology. Chalcedon, in Forsyth's

estimation, missed the whole point of christology since it never really got

beyond the question as to how two natures, human and divine, can co-exist
within one Person. It made the Incarnation a philosophical rather than a

religious and experiential issue. Forsyth did not question the reality of the

Incarnation, for him the issue was the Why?' of the Incarnation rather than the

113Forsyth,1965, p 116
l14Forsyth,1951, p.354
11sForsyth,1951, p 345
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'How?' - an approach that he considered brought with it little moral reality. Put
in Anselmian terminology Forsyth was concerned to know, Cur Deus Homo?
The question of Christ, he maintained, is not the question of a divine hypostasis,
but of a divine Saviour.116

Forsyth's own proposal in respect of Christology was formulated in terms of
what we might label a 'two-act christology' his argument being that in the single
historic life of Christ we find a double movement: a gradual descent - which is
God's movement towards man [kenosis] - and a growing ascent which is man's

perfect response to God [plerosis]. By kenosis Forsyth understood that the
Incarnation was the result of a creative moral decision before Christ entered the

world in terms of which, in Christ, the changeless God in his absolute mobility
moved in holy love towards man, limiting Himself to human existence. Those
attributes that we usually associate with Godhead, Forsyth insists, were not so
much renounced as retracted becoming thus potential rather than actual. What
we find in the historic Christ therefore is not the whole Godhead packed into
conditions of space and time but rather

a Godhead self-reduced but real, whose infinite power took effect in self-
humiliation, whose strength was perfected in weakness, who consented
not to know with an ignorance divinely wise, and who emptied himself in
virtue of his divine fullness."117

Forsyth however recognised that taken on their own, kenotic theories were

inadequate since redemption required something more positive. Kenosis leaves
us with the spectacle of a humbled God and not a redeeming and royal God.
What had therefore to be kept constantly in mind was that running parallel with
the "diminuendo of Kenosis" was a corresponding "crescendo of a vaster

Plerosis" 118 in terms of which Christ's life was a continuous and ascending
moral struggle. His moral personality developed thus giving effect to the
Godhead that was at its base. In other words, Christ did not come into the world

as a completed personality. Although His objective relation to God remained the

same, like any moral personality He had to grow. When therefore we speak of
Christ's sinlessness we do not mean that by virtue of His rank He remained

holy; rather, such sinlessness was the result of the victory of his moral strength.

116Forsyth,1948(a), p 16
117Forsyth,1951, p.294
118Forsyth,1951, p.311
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What Forsyth was concerned to uphold in this presentation of his views was,

firstly, the Godhead of Christ by which he understood that in Christ's historic

person God offered Himself in His saving fullness to and for humankind. In
terms of our thesis, only Christ as the sinless and holy Son of God could make

complete reparation to the holiness of God the Father. Secondly, in asserting
the humanity of Christ Forsyth was expressing the moral reality of Christ's

experience in the midst of the sternest moral struggles: the work of Christ, he

argued, was "moral and not official. It was the energy and victory of his own

moral personality, and not simply the filling of a position, the discharge of an
office he held." 119 His being man, His identity with us, was more than the

"continuity of substance" or even "participating in personality", rather, it was His

assumption of man's "conditions of personality".120 Thus Forsyth can write that
the Incarnation was "not His deep and quiet habitation of human nature but an
active moral conquest of history, under conditions the most extreme of

antagonism from evil, and especially national evil."121

It is clear that the humanity of Jesus occupied an important place in Forsyth's
atonement theology.122 His emphasis upon the holy obedience of Christ as a

genuine moral achievement and especially Christ's self-identification and moral

solidarity with humankind underscores this contention. It is this moral solidarity,

says Forsyth, that is "the very thing that also gives, and must give, him his

mighty and revolutionary power on us."123

Forsyth did not view his proposals as the last word on christology. He did
however regard it as having the particular strength that it came nearer to human
existence than talk of the conjunction of natures and identity of substance.

Again, we should point out that Forsyth did not regard rationality to be the test of

christological thinking. He recognised that in christology we are dealing with
antinomies that defy rational adjustment. It was only in the alogical unity of a

119Forsyth,1965, p. 151
120Forsyth, 1951, p.352
121Forsyth,1916(a), p. 188
122Forsyth's comments in his discussion of Holman Hunt's painting, 'The Shadow of the Cross':

"We never can have a Christ in Art whose divinity is as unmistakable as His humanity. We
have neglected and falsified the humanity in the effort to render such a Christ. Our artistic
effort must now, perhaps, be rather to represent the divine Man than the human God."
Forsyth, 1901, p.195. It is unlikely however that Forsyth would have gone to the extent of J.B
Torrance in asserting that "Christ does not heal us by standing over against us, diagnosing
our sickness. Nol He becomes the patient." See Torrance,1981, p 141.
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person that these antinomies could be resolved. Paradox, he said was the only

way of expressing such realities. Indeed, he writes, "We do not touch the deep

illogical things of God until we find paradox their only expression." 124 When we

come to christology we discover "the greatest of paradoxes."125

In the final analysis however Forsyth maintained that the deity of Christ can only
be proved religiously, by which he means that we cannot convince the person in
the street that Jesus is God since such a question can only be resolved by an

experience of Christ as Redeemer. In terms of Forsyth's thinking the only true
confession of the Incarnation is living faith in Christ as Redeemer. Expressed in
more axiomatic terms we have Forsyth's contention that, "Soteriology is the way

of access to Christology."126

Such an approach has been criticised by those who have argued that the

question of who Jesus Christ is must take precedence over the question of what
He does for humankind. The concern common to these critics is that when we

approach christology via soteriology then christology becomes essentially a

subjective experience in which the subject of the experience projects onto Christ
whatever his or her experience of salvation requires.

How might Forsyth have responded to such criticisms? Firstly, he would have
reiterated that his method is that of the New Testament writers themselves.

Forsyth points out that when the Apostles spoke about matters such as the
eternal sonship of Jesus they spoke as men in whose experience Christ Himself

spoke and the conclusions they reached were evangelical rather than

philosophical; that is, it was in their experience of redemption in Christ that they
were led to their conclusions about His Godhead. Paul's thought worked
backwards from the workings of Christ in his own life as well as that of the

Church to Christ being from all eternity at the Father's side. It was, as Forsyth

expressed it, "an inevitable rebound of spiritual logic under faith's obsession by
the Christ in glory." 127 From what Forsyth therefore regarded as the New
Testament's own christological method he concludes that "the only confession

Forsyth, 1965, p 156
124Forsyth, 1949(a), p.203
125Forsyth,1951, p.70
126Forsyth,1951, p.220
127Forsyth,1951, p 269
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of the Incarnation is living faith."128 It is the incarnate and risen Christ who is the
source of the Christian experience of redemption but it is only those who stand
in right relation to Him who will recognise Him as such. Put differently, Forsyth
was able to assert the full deity and humanity of Christ but the 'truth' of such an

assertion can only be religiously and not rationally proven, that is, to faith which
is the creative gift of God.

4. The Atonement: The Sacrifice of God

At one level the Cross is a self-evident event since Christ crucified is a plain
historical fact. However, such a fact, on its own, is worthless. For Forsyth

Christianity depends upon the interpretation that is put on such facts. What is

required is "insight"; to be able, like Paul to see into Christ and His cross with

"eyes unsealed and purged by the Holy Ghost." 129 When faith - which Forsyth

regarded as a legitimate organ of knowledge 130 - so operates it discerns in the
Cross of Jesus the very action of God.

Our discussion thus far will have brought home the point that in respect of the
atonement it is God who takes the initiative in providing atonement. If the

underlying reality is God's loving grace shown to a broken world then the

underlying action of that grace is that of sacrifice. Forsyth is careful to point out
however that contrary to pagan notions of God receiving sacrifice, the Christian
faith asserts that it is God's Divinest work to offer such sacrifices. In terms of

this perspective God is the "giving God" who in His own Son offers a sacrifice
"rent from His own heart" to His own holy nature.131 In other words, the sacrifice
was given by God before it was made to Him. This new note, Forsyth

maintained, was "bold and original in the extreme" for not only did it carry the

power of sacrifice into the Godhead, it declared this "priestliness" to be the very

saving power of God: For God so loved the world that He gave. Herein for

Forsyth lay the marrow and "sublimity" of the Christian faith, namely, that "the
Divine King is King because He is Priest". 132 What Christ did in His own self-

offering was thus only what he saw the Father do. The Cross was thus the

128Forsyth,1951, p.243
129Forsyth,1965, pp.67-68
130Forsyth,1951, p.69
131Forsyth,1957, p.4
132Forsyth,1957, p.44
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"historic pole" of an act within Godhead. 133

What such a notion emphatically excluded for Forsyth was any view of the
Cross that saw it as in some way procuring grace. The Cross flowed from God's

grace, and it is this clear and decisive note of grace as "the bestowing,

spending, pouring itself out on us" of God's own self in His Son 134 that lies at

the heart of Forsyth understanding of the Cross and his atonement theology as

a whole.

4.1. The Atonement of Christ as a Representative Sacrifice: Christ our

Representative

Recognising that it is the Holy Eternal Father who offers sacrifice we must

enquire how we are to understand the sacrifice of Jesus as having been offered
to God. For Forsyth Christ was before all else a priest, and crucial to an

understanding of priesthood is the representative nature of His work. What God

sought was a "confessor, a priest, one taken from among men."135 This role
Christ perfectly fulfilled; He was not simply an individual but the representative
of the whole human race who in His life-act of self-identification with the sinful

race became one with the race. Such solidarity, Forsyth maintained, lay not in a

natural identity with us but in the act of self-identification by which he became
man. Thus when Christ offered Himself to God, that is when as priest he also
became the victim, 136 it was as representative of the whole race that he acted.
His sacrifice is a "representative sacrifice" acting as He was both as

representative of God and humanity. 137 To change the metaphor to that of the
courtroom: on the issue of human sin as an affront to God's holiness Christ was

on God's side; as to the practical satisfaction of such holiness Christ was

"beside man in the court."138

4.2. The Atonement of Christ as a Substitutionary Sacrifice: Christ our
Substitute.

133Forsyth,1951, p 270
134Forsyth, 1962(b), p. 11
135Forsyth,1965, p 156
136Forsyth, 1949(a), p.248
137Forsyth,1965, p 127
138Forsyth, 1948(a), p. 102
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Forsyth understood however, that part of Christ's representative work of man to

God involved His identification with human sin and with it, in turn, the judgment
of sin. Yet it was not His own judgment that He bore, it was ours: "It was not

simply on our behalf, but in our stead" that Christ died. Here Forsyth is speaking
about Christ not simply as our Representative but Christ as our Substitute and it
is clear he regarded substitutionary atonement as an essential element in the

understanding of the Cross. More than that, besides asserting that the
atonement is "substitutionary, else it is none",139 Forsyth goes on to speak of
the work of Christ in the Cross as "a holy substitutionary atonement with a penal
element."140 Forsyth is careful to explain what he means. He distances himself
from any thought of substitutionary punishment. The suffering of the Cross was

not God's punishing of Jesus and Jesus never experienced it in that way.

Rather, Jesus endured sin's penalty. He consciously submitted Himself to the

consequences attached by God to sin. Forsyth writes: "He was made sin. God
did not punish Christ, but Christ entered the dark shadow of God's penalty on

sin." 141 Put differently: "Christ experienced sin as God does, while he

experienced its effects as man does."142

We could best sum up Forsyth's thinking in respect of Christ's Representative
and Substitutionary work thus: as Priest He acted as our Representative

accepting the divine verdict upon sin; in His Representative self-offering as

Priest He also consented to become the Victim, and in bearing our sin and the

judgement attached to such sin He is our Substitute.

In all this the parallels with the action of the high-priest in the Day of Atonement

liturgy and in particular as these actions are applied to Christ in the Epistle to

the Hebrews, are striking, and when we consider the place that Forsyth gives in
his theology to the dynamic notion of priestliness, it suggests that his atonement

theology is worked out within this soteriological horizon.

4.3. The Sacrifice of the Cross as the Satisfaction of God.

We have already highlighted the need for satisfaction to be offered to God. The

139Forsyth,1900, p 83
140Forsyth, 1962(a), p26. R.S, Paul Is thus incorrect in asserting that Forsyth "would not use the

word substitution." Paul,1961, p.235
141Forsyth, 1949(a), p.248
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word 'satisfaction' understood in the sense that it is being used in this thesis is

probably unfamiliar to most and would probably be misinterpreted to mean the

meeting of the demands of an inexorable justice or the claim of an outraged

deity. Recognising however that some might regard talk of 'satisfaction' as
obsolete theology Forsyth nevertheless regarded the notion as being
fundamental to any doctrine of atonement and he set himself to rehabilitate the
term. He offers a pithy definition: "the absolute reestablishment of holiness", 143
by which he means that from within sinful humanity Christ as Representative of
humankind offers a racial obedience, perfectly acknowledging the righteousness
and holiness of God. 144 As our Representative and Substitute Christ as man

entered into the judgment entailed by humankind's sin which is death. He

placed himself under the Divine reaction absorbing God's just judgment and

thereby establishing it in the world. Henceforth, therefore, both

Father and Son dwell in each other in mutual personal satisfaction, full
and joyful, evermore delighting in each other, and saying each to the
other,'Holy, Holy, Holy, Heaven and earth are full of Thy glory.'145

It is important to reiterate again that in the satisfactionary action of the Cross
Jesus Christ was not punished. What Christ experienced was the judgment of
God which we have already noted is the reassertion or reestablishment of holy
love in the world. What Christ did therefore as humankind's Representative and
Substitute was to enter into the judgement that was entailed by man's sin. He

placed himself under the reaction of holy love, absorbing God's just judgment
and thereby re-establishing it in the world. Thus was Forsyth able to assert that

"judgment - and not penalty - is the root of the whole doctrine of the atonement."
146

When we ask what it was in the action of Christ that was the satisfying element

Forsyth, 1948(a), p.102
143Forsyth, 1949(a), p.238
144ln this respect Forsyth differed from MacLeod Campbell who, Forsyth maintained, emphasised

Christ's confessing human sin to the neglect of the greater dimension of His confession of
God's holiness. Forsyth,1965, p. 129. Similarly, a further objection - and one that Forsyth
anticipates - arises from the perception that the value of Christ's work is impaired in that the
confession of God's holiness was made by the Guiltless and not the guilty. Our own
repentance must therefore be outside of the completed act and to that extent the atonement is
external to us. Forsyth responds by insisting that the essence of repentance is the
acknowledgement of that which makes sin sinful, namely the holiness of God and the
recognition that such holiness has been offended Only Christ could do this since He alone
realised what sin meant to God.

145Forsyth, 1948(a), p 104
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in the sacrificial death of Christ then we are reminded that it was the offering of
Christ's holy obedience. Here we must be clear lest confusion arise: For Forsyth
Christ's death was decisive. However, it was not Christ's death in and of itself

that atoned. What does justice to God's holiness is the holy obedience of Christ
offered to God. Thus, maintains Forsyth, provided it can be understood that

Christ's death was the crowning experience that sealed forever humankind's
reconciliation with God and gave meaning to the rest of His life, it is "more true"
147

to speak of the atoning life of Christ than of His atoning death. Christ's blood
was shed in Gethsemane as truly as on Calvary. Indeed, Forsyth pushes the
sacrificial action of Christ back even further for he maintains that Christ's

sacrifice began before He came into the world. Taking the Biblical idea of "the
Lamb slain before the foundation of the world", Forsyth says that there " was a

Calvary above which was the mother of it all." In other words, we have too

limited a view of Christ's obedience if we see it simply in terms of Christ's

earthly obedience. His obedience as man was the "detail" of that obedience
which made Him man.148

If it be objected that in arguing this way Forsyth has diminished the centrality of
the death of Jesus by shifting the emphasis away from Christ's actual death to

the spirit in which He died, 149 then we would point out that Forsyth's concern

was not to take anything away from the significance of the Cross but rather to

emphasise that the life of Jesus, as a real moral experience of struggle and

mastery, is integral to the atoning action. Christ's death was not simply an

obedience in death, it was an obedience jnto death:

The great confession was not made alone in the precise hour of Christ's
death, although it was consummated there. It had to be made in life and
act, and not in mere feeling or statement; and for this purpose death
must be organically one with the whole life. You cannot sever the death
of Christ from the life of Christ. . The death of Christ must be organic
with his whole personal life and action. And this means not only his
earthly life previous to the Cross but his whole celestial life from the
beginning, and to this hour, and to all eternity. The death of Christ is the
central point of eternity as well as of human history.150

Forsyth, 1948(b), p.177
147Forsyth, 1948(a), p.68
l48Forsyth,1951, p 271
,49H.D.McDonald claims that in terms of Forsyth's thought Mrs Alexander's hymn could be
rewritten: "He confessed that we might be forgiven/ He obeyed to make us good. . ."
McDonald says that mere confession of God's holiness is inadequate. McDonald, 1985, p. 257
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If all this sounds theologically dense we should recall that what Forsyth is

describing is how the universe was put back on track having been derailed by
the sin of humankind. The Cross, Forsyth says, is a "world-event" 151 in which
Christ as the universal Personality did the one thing that needed to be done,

namely, the hallowing from the side of humanity of that holiness violated by
humankind. But, as we have argued, if it was done by the Son of God it was
done by God. In Christ therefore God has justified both himself and humankind
such that the whole Race's relation and destiny with God is decisively changed
from one of alienation to one of communion. The breach has been overcome.

The world has been reconciled to God and re-constituted in Him such that

because of the Cross new relationships and possibilities open up for God in His

dealings with the world. But it should be emphasised that the salvation of the
world was only secured by an action that first secured the righteousness of God.

Again we should make it clear that as far as Forsyth's thinking was concerned it
was God's relationship with the world that was altered and not simply a cluster
of believers. We recall our earlier discussion of Forsyth's view of the corporate

nature of man's existence. For good or ill we are members of one another.
Before God the Race is an organic unity. Hence Forsyth can write invoking his
Pauline summary of the Gospel [2 Cor:5:19]

God so loved the world that He was in Christ reconciling the world. One
God, one Saviour, One World, One Church. . .It is a social salvation, and
it is a final salvation. It was the world that lay on God's heart, and not
only the rebels or unfortunates within it . . The world was saved,
redeemed, reconciled once for all when Christ died and rose. Its relation
to God was changed as a whole. We are each saved in Christ's cross as
members of a saved race, and not by private bargain.152

4.4. The Suffering God

Recognising that Forsyth resisted efforts to interpret the Cross in terms of the
amount of suffering that Christ endured, the question still remains whether in

viewing the action of the Cross as the action of God we are able to say that God
can suffer.

Forsyth, 1965, p 132
151Forsyth,1916(a), p. 146
152Forsyth, 1962(b), p.35
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In this regard Forsyth does not shy away from bold patripassian claims. He

speaks frankly about "God dying for man", maintaining that he cannot do without
such language. 153 In his more measured writings however, Forsyth's approach
is more trinitarian and he insists that whilst the suffering of the Father was not

identical with that of the Son - the Father's suffering being more that of suffering
with the Son - nevertheless such suffering was no less real. Forsyth can thus

speak of "the heart of the infinite Father, once bereaved of His Son, and the
Eternal Son, once orphaned of His Father." 154 What he intends to convey in

speaking in this way is the depth of God's involvement in the Cross. What

happened to Christ happened to God. In one passage Forsyth puts words into
the mouth of God, "I am no spectator of the course of things. . I spared not My
own Son. We carried the load that crushes you." 155 Whilst Forsyth does not

develop the notion of the suffering God to the same extent as his contemporary
Studdert Kennedy 156 or Jurgen Moltmann decades later157 there can be little
doubt that the idea of a suffering God is never far from his view of the Cross.

4.5. The Atonement of Christ and the Triumph of the Cross: Christ Our
Victor.

Our study of Forsyth's understanding of the Cross has focused upon the notion
of satisfaction as "the absolute reestablishment of the holiness of God." What

is implied in such a definition is that integral to the atoning action of Christ is the
establishment of righteousness in the face of unrighteousness or evil. In other

words, intrinsic to the idea of satisfaction is that of the triumph of Christ over the

powers of darkness. It is one of the particular strengths of Forsyth's handling of
the atonement that whereas the different interpretations of the atonement have
tended to be discussed in isolation from each other, Forsyth views them as

integral to the one action of the Cross. The integrative key that unites the
various emphases is the holy love of God, and as we have noted, the active and

practical confession of that holiness in Jesus' obedience unto death. For

Forsyth the language of power and victory was not the language of brute force
or inexorable justice. In his theology the language of power was the ethical

language of holiness: righteousness is the divine power. Hence the victory of

153Forsyth,1965, p.52
1S4Forsyth,1957, p 26
155Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 164
156Kennedy,1919, clips. I & IV
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Jesus lay not in the amount of suffering He endured nor in and of itself in the
death He died but in the holiness of the action. Forsyth writes:

The holiness of Christ was the one thing damnatory to the Satanic
power. And it was His death that consummated that holiness. It was His
death therefore that was Satan's fatal doom. It was not His dying that
saved but the holiness of it.158

Again, as we have noted, such a victory as Christ secured was not inevitable. It

involved a titanic struggle between good and evil. Throughout His life Christ was

engaged in a battle with the forces of wickedness and in the Cross this conflict

came to a head. This culminating battle was "the crisis of the moral universe on

a scale far greater than earthly war." 159 And out of this struggle came victory
and the establishment of God's kingdom. The resurrection is the confirmation
that "the knot of a whole world was loosed, the world foe vanquished forever,
the final and absolute conquest won, the everlasting Salvation brought in." 160
Christ has vanquished, and though Satan is still active in the affairs of nations
and individuals he is "A chained beast kicking himself to death."161

Of this truth Forsyth was sure and his writings, though at times overwhelming in
their rhetoric, resonate with the triumph of Christ and the conviction that all

authority belongs to God. In one particular declaration Forsyth places the Cross

against the background of the awesome power of creation and the astonishing

accomplishments and often abominations of humankind:

The more we know about cosmic forces, . .seas, continents, vastitudes
of every kind, of geological ages, stellar spaces, solar storms; of creative
agonies, of social miseries, devilish wickedness, civilised triumphs,
historic heroisms, the grandeur of genius and unquenchable love; of all
the passions, for evil on the one hand, or, on the other, for the Eternal,
Immortal and Invisible good - so much the more we must feel how awful
is the holy love of God that . . surmounts all the principalities and
powers, things past, present, and to come, every other omnipotence;
surmounts . . them all, in the Holy One of God, who by His cross is the
same world conqueror yesterday, today and for ever. 162

1S7Moltmann,1974, chp. 6
158Forsyth, 1903(a), p.306
159Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 133
160Forsyth, 1915(d), pp.407-408
161Forsyth, 1903(a), p.307
162Forsyth, 1951, p 228-229
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4.5.1. Satisfaction, Triumph and the Re-assertion of Righteousness:

Forsyth's response to the problem of evil.

What we have written constitutes Forsyth's response to the problem of evil, a

problem that exercised his mind especially in the dark days of the Great War.
How can one speak meaningfully about God in the face of such horrors as the
world was then facing? Forsyth emphasises that since humankind's attempts to

justify God had failed - "No reason of man can justify God in a world like this", -
God must justify Himself and this He has done in the Cross of Jesus Christ.

There, Forsyth claims, God gives the final account of Himself for in the Cross
God in Christ takes upon Himself the responsibility for the destiny of the world.
He deals with human guilt, overcomes evil and founds in history the

righteousness of the Kingdom of God. What we find at the Cross therefore is

God's vindication of Himself in the face of evil and it is Forsyth's considered
conclusion that no theodicy is possible in this world except in a theology of the
Cross understood not as a system of theology but as God's own saving Act. It is
the theology of the Cross and its atonement that is "the solution of the world.
There is no other. It is that or none."163

From his understanding of the Cross Forsyth goes on to make an important

methodological point in respect of our own response to the vexed question of
evil and suffering. The Cross, he insists, involved "the sharpest crisis, the

greatest war, the deadliest death and the deepest grave the world ever knew."
164 The God revealed in this crisis in which the very moral structure of the
universe seemed to collapse is a God of crisis. Out of this crisis however came

victory and the establishment of the kingdom of God. And, continues Forsyth,
the chief reason why faith fails in the midst of catastrophe is that peoples' faith
is drawn more from the order of the world than its crises. When faith is

grounded in this 'crisis', i.e. the Cross, which turns out to be the source of

unending blessing for the world then the convulsions and crises of civilization
need not destroy it for if evil failed to win at the only time it might conceivably
have done so then it cannot now prevail. Forsyth's perspective is an important
hermeneutical departure point for anyone seeking to respond to the enigmas of
life and the world. He does not play down human tragedy but endeavours to

Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 122
164Forsyth, 1948(b), p.57
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place it against what he regarded as the profoundest tragedy ever known to

humankind, that is, the Cross of Jesus. The Cross stands thus at the centre of

life, both human and divine. Indeed, God's own response to evil is determined

by the Cross. Forsyth makes his point with great eloquence:

The eye of God, ranging the ways of men, and reckoning their good and
evil as only the Holy can, turns from every crime and every conflict on
whatever scale - nay, turns from every other moral achievement in the
race, to rest upon the Cross of Christ as the spot where He has set His
name for ever, where He has His eternal delight, and where He finds
Himself... for ever and ever. As He saved man from there for Eternity
He has also judged man there for Eternity; but also there, bearing
Himself the judgment of His own holiness, He has brought in an eternal
righteousness by a way which shows Him as not undone in suffering or
sacrifice by any or all of the victims of the whole pain and wickedness of
the world. He thus puts Himself into a theodicy which hallows His name
for ever as just and good in face of all the sin or evil possible to the most
satanic power.165

4.6. The Atonement and the Kingdom of God: Forsyth's View of Reality.

It might conceivably be argued that as strong and as eloquent Forsyth's

thoughts may be in respect of the victory of Christ they smack of a trite

triumphalism that shows little understanding of the harsh realities of a world

where evil flourishes and innocent people suffer and die. Forsyth's contribution
to the problem of evil notwithstanding, can we honestly proclaim such a

triumphant gospel knowing all too well the real condition of the world? To clarify

Forsyth's thinking we must explore his triumphant atonement theology in terms
of his understanding of the kingdom of God.

The idea of the 'Kingdom of God' was never entirely absent from Forsyth's
earlier theology, but it was during the Great War and the years leading to his
death in 1921 that the 'kingdom' comes into clearer focus in his theology. To
understand his view of the kingdom we must first grasp Forsyth's view of the

reality of the unseen world.

There is, maintained Forsyth, another world without which this world is

incomplete. It is not a new tract of time beyond the grave, it is rather another
dimension or order, active within and ultimately determinative of the present

165Forsyth, 1948(b), pp.149-150
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order. This unseen world is the "real" world of spiritual realities where spiritual
forces compete for ascendancy. Hence Forsyth can speak of "a war in heaven."
166 In terms of this thinking, whilst the Cross was a historical event at an actual

point in time, it is also a 'super-historical' event in which Christ overcame the
Satanic power ranged against God and established the Kingdom of God once

for all "in the real world unseen." 167 If therefore we are to understand what

Forsyth meant by the kingdom we must grasp his notion of what we might call 'a
world within a world' or, as he put it, that "interior to all space and time and

history there is a world where God's Name is perfectly hallowed, His will fully
done and His kingdom come." 168 It is this Kingdom in the "the real world
unseen" that is the key to history itself for it pervades history not simply as

presence but more particularly as righteous control. In other words, in the Cross
the Kingdom of God has broken in and has been set up and exists as a spiritual

reality which albeit "below observation" is nonetheless the fundamental and

ultimately irresistible power in deep and subtle command of all history. In a

helpful analogy Forsyth explains what he means:

As behind muscle is nerve, behind nerve brain, behind brain the psychic
man of thought or feeling, and behind that the life and destiny of the
moral soul in universe which is nothing if not moral . . so beneath and
behind all else in the scale of creation is the moral reality of the Kingdom
of God, which is His true image in humanity, at once the strong
foundation of the earth and then last ferment in its greatest affairs.169

Rather therefore than speak of the "immanence of God in nature" Forsyth spoke
of the "immanence of God in history".170 Thus beneath the apparent disorder of

history there is a movement, an "ordering energy" 171 which is the Risen, Royal
and Atoning Christ giving effect to His reconciliation. This Forsyth took to be the
real meaning of Christ's intercessory ministry. Christ the Intercessor is not the

kneeling figure beseeching God for us. His intercession is simply "the prolonged

energy of His redeeming work";172 "the standing and inexhaustible energy of the
divine soul as Redeemer", and it is this eternal intercession working incessantly
from the atonement that is "the moving force within all the spiritual evolution of

Forsyth, 1953, p.98
167Forsyth, 1962(a), p 10
168Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 151
169Forsyth, 1919(b), p.552
170Forsyth,1919(b), p.552
171Forsyth, 1948(b), p.43
172Forsyth,1957, p. 94
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history." 173 History is now charged with reconciling power as Christ slowly
subdues all powers and forces to the moral sanctity of the Kingdom of God.

Here again we meet Forsyth's notion of judgment, for if it is in the judgement
action of the Cross that the Kingdom of God is established then, argues

Forsyth, it is through judgement that this same kingdom emerges into history.

The judgment principle, searching, sifting, parting to right and left, to life
and death, settling all things, slowly setting up an eternal Kingdom, and
not merely moving onwards like civilisation, was within all that Christ was
and at last did.174

Forsyth can thus conclude that the Kingdom of God is

The emergence into the life of history, both by growth and crisis, of that
saving sovereignty which is the moral power and order of the spiritual
world. The coming of the kingdom is the growth or the inroad of God's
will on earth to be what it always is in peace and glory in Heaven.175

Forsyth's understanding of the Kingdom of God represents his view of spiritual

reality. We recall his question cited earlier: "What is the nature of that reality
which besets us before and behind that end which not only works for us but
works in us and works especially in the way of repair, redemption,
reconciliation?" 176 On the basis of what we have noted about Forsyth it would
be helpful for us to sum up Forsyth's understanding of reality since it is the

reality that not only surrounds each one of us but also upholds and sustains

history and the universe itself. In a phrase we could sum up this reality as, 'God
in Christ reconciling'. It is the risen Christ giving effect to his atoning action. It is
thus a triumphant reality insofar as the righteousness of God has been
vindicated and is now in final command of all things. It is a moral reality, a Holy
God in his absolute moral and personal energy reasserting his righteousness
within history. It is also a dynamic reality. God, not as an infinite spiritual power
in repose but rather as an energeia; 177" an infinite spiritual power in essential
action"178 reconciling and redeeming; reasserting the righteous rule of God on

173Forsyth,1957, p.95
174Forsyth, 1948(b), pp.191-192
175Forsyth,1946, p.60
176Forsyth, 1948(b), p.61
177Forsyth, 1949(a), p. 120
178Forsyth, 1949(a), p.207
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earth as it is secured in heaven, "in the real world unseen". It is also a

paradoxical reality defying as it does the ability of thought to encapsulate it.

Many things, argued Forsyth, have to be reckoned as real which are quite
irrational in form and life's destiny risked upon them. The Christian faith, he

claimed, is "a mass of contradictions" but at the same time is a "glorious tissue
of harmony."179

We return to our question about whether we can with integrity proclaim the

triumph of God in the Cross. Forsyth responds by drawing a distinction between
"actualities" and "realities". 180 "Actualities" are what we see going on around

us, whilst "realities" are the realities of grace rooted in the decisive action of the
Cross and which are in ultimate command of history. Thus, with the writer of the

Epistle to the Hebrews Forsyth says that whilst at present we may not see all

things brought under His feet but we do see Jesus the Saviour of all. We do not
see the answer but "we trust the Answerer."181 Forsyth writes:

Our faith is not that one day we shall solve the riddles of providence, and
see all things put under us, but that now we see Jesus; and that we
commit ourselves to one who has both the solution of every tragic thing
and the glory of every dark thing clear and sure in a kingdom that cannot
be moved, and, therefore alone, moves for ever on 182

Such a conviction Forsyth recognised is not according to the principles of

rationality. It called for "supernatural courage"183 and such courage emerges in
the experience of the Gospel. In other words, to the question whether there is a

righteousness in final control of the universe Forsyth asserted that we cannot be
certain of such a thing until we are sure of the establishment of God's holiness
in the action of the Cross, and that we can be sure of openly as we know the

reality of the crucified and risen Christ in the experience of grace. The more

therefore we can know of Christ's Cross for ourselves the less we can believe

that anything or anyone is beyond its, or rather, His power or range.

"Experience wavers. Common sense denies. But faith is sure."184

Forsyth, 1957, p 83
180Forsyth, 1962(a), p.96
181Forsyth, 1948(b), pp 220-221
182Forsyth, 1948(a), p 34
183Forsyth, 1948(b), p.222
184Forsyth, 1903(a), p.312
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4.7. A critical question: Has Forsyth successfully answered the critics
of traditional atonement theories?

In Chapter Two we noted some of the criticisms that have been levelled at the
traditional understandings of the atonement, and especially the substitutionary

interpretations of the Cross. Thus Simon Maimela objects to the notion of

"payment" being made to divine justice; similarly Nicholson speaks of the

principle of retributive justice that, he says, lies at the heart of such a view of the
Cross. MacQuarrie strenuously objects to the notion of "substitutionary

punishment",185 while Paul Avis is critical of what he calls the "external
transactions" and "judicial manipulations" 186 that he insists are inherent in the
traditional atonement theories. It is hardly surprising therefore that given these

interpretations of atonement theology the picture of God that emerges should be
called into question. Furthermore, besides the more obvious question about

why, rather than demanding a Cross, God cannot simply forgive, there is the

angry accusation of Joanna Brown that Christian theology is essentially an

"abusive theology."

Can Forsyth be accused of any of these charges? Certainly, fingers have been

pointed at him specifically. T.H. Hughes accused Forsyth of holding a "hard"
view of God and whilst he does not directly accuse Forsyth of holding a penal
view of the Cross - a view that would inevitably raise many of the above

objections - he says that Forsyth sails perilously close to such a view. Forsyth
would reply that his atonement theology is not without a penal "element"; his

emphasis upon the 'judgment' of the Cross is ample evidence of that. The truth

is, however, that Forsyth realised that he was walking a theological tightrope.
There can be no doubting that the overall thrust of his atonement theology is
away from the judicial language of the world of law courts. At points he

emphatically sets out the boundaries of his atonement theology; what it is he
embraces and what he specifically excludes. His most important consideration
is that in the atonement we have to do with a God of Holy Love whom Jesus
addressed as "Holy Father" and not, to use a Forsythian appellation, the "Lord
Chief Justice of the world".187 In other words, Forsyth sees the atoning Cross as

Macquarrie, 1966, p. 284
186Avis,1989, p. 130
167Forsyth,1957, p.4
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an expression of the profoundly personal and loving relations within the
Trinitarian life. He distances himself from the judicial realm of law courts. Thus
he categorically rejects any notion of Christ having been punished by God.

Similarly, 'satisfaction' is not the satisfaction of divine justice through 'external
transactions' and 'judicial manipulations' but rather the obedient and joyful

offering of a holy life for the restoration and reestablishment of the Father's

holiness, a holiness that is the basis of the moral order by which the universe
subsists. Sin, Forsyth maintains, is not measured by a law or system but in a

Person: "The essence of sin is exposed by the touchstone of His presence and

by our attitude to Him."188

However, despite not wanting to invoke the language of law Forsyth finds
himself compelled to use vocabulary that, at very least, has a penal connotation.
What he therefore sought to make clear is that far from reflecting forensic
considerations his penal language emerges from his emphasis upon the being
of God as Holy. We recall Forsyth's program to moralise theology and
atonement theology in particular by a recovery of the dynamic reality of the
holiness of God; what Forsyth called the "primacy and finality of the holy" in the
construction of the Gospel.189

In arguing this way, Forsyth has released atonement theology from the shackles
of impersonal, legal categories and theories of grace and has presented to us a

God who in the action of the Cross relates dynamically and personally with His
own Son and the world. Such a relation is not one of law but of holy love acting

consistently in terms of its own holy nature. In other words, Forsyth's God is no

remote, abusive deity but One who in His Son reaches out to the world in holy
love. Taking upon Himself the guilt of the world; becoming profoundly involved
in the pain and loss of the death of Jesus, God assumes responsibility for the
world He has made. God, says Forsyth, is " no spectator in the course of

things"; 190 He is the suffering God who in the Cross bears our guilt and

experiences the anguish of bereavement, reconciling the world to Himself and

renewing its spiritual foundations. He is also "a social God with a social gospel,
a triune God who is an eternal home and society within himself."191

186Forsyth, 1908(a), pp.56-57
189Forsyth, 1949(a), p.206
190Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 164
191

Forsyth, 1957, p.25
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5. The Atonement and the Transformation of the World: The Personal

Cruciality of the Cross.

One of the features of Forsyth's atonement theology has been its strongly

objective character. It is clear that in terms of Forsyth's teaching the once-for-all

aspect of the Cross constituted the bed-rock of his atonement theology. The

question must however be asked as to how this past event of salvation
becomes an active power within history and human experience. Where do we

as members of the human race come into the picture by way of our own

response to and participation in such things? In this regard there are three

points that should be made.

5.1. Christ our Response.

We have already seen how Forsyth regarded the spiritual impotence of the
human race. There is nothing in us that can respond adequately to the Cross.

Telling people to 'Believe!' is futile. Humankind cannot respond to God as it
should. Christ's death therefore was on behalf of a people in whom the power of

responding had to be created and only Christ could create this capacity, and He
does so since as our Representative He has made the perfect human response

to God. As our Representative, that is, as " a confessor, a priest, one taken from

among men"192 - Christ has on our behalf made the perfect human response to
the Father. Our faith is thus already present in His self-offering. Not only is
Christ the pledge to us of God's love, He is the pledge to God of our response
to that love.193

Here we arrive at the second point, namely, that whilst Forsyth regarded the
Cross as a once-for-all event, it remains a "timeless act" - Forsyth also speaks
of an "Eternal Cross" 194 - intrinsic to which is a faith-creating power. This

ongoing action Forsyth identifies as the action of the Holy Spirit which is the
action of the glorified Christ giving fresh and personal effect to His historical

Forsyth, 1965, p. 156
l93Forsyth,1965, p 158
194Forsyth, 1949(a), p.43
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work.195

5.2. The Holy Spirit.

It is a particular strength of Forsyth theology's that he regarded the Holy Spirit
as being integral to the action of the Cross. Recognising how easy it is for the

Spirit to become detached from its objective base in the Cross and degenerate
into a vague, creedless spirituality, Forsyth argued that the Spirit is inseparable
from the work of the atoning Christ and, in truth, has its real source in the Cross.
195 He was thus adamant that the Holy Spirit is always clothed in the 'fact' and
'word' of the Cross. The Holy Spirit is an objective power working from the
Cross and resurrection. He is the very saving action of the Cross itself turning
"the gospel Word into living and personal experience";197 the reconciling Spirit

creating in the present the reality of reconciliation. It is this energetic action of
God that constitutes Forsyth's dynamic understanding of the Gospel. The

Gospel is not a report that reconciliation has taken place, it is God in Christ

reconciling. It is the "perennial energy of the holy love of God in Christ'; 198 the
power and action of God to salvation in which is revealed the righteousness of
God.

It is the Holy Spirit therefore who creates within us the power to respond. What
we are called upon in effect to do is to respond to our Response. We must

"enter upon" or "appropriate" the reconciliation. 199 If such language suggests
that in the final analysis we are cast back onto our own resources we should

explain that what Forsyth intended by such a notion was the "personal
surrender of ourselves to a real creative object" 200 - the key word being
'creative' which we understand to mean that God creates within us the very

capacity to respond to Him. Repentance and faith are thus gifts of God the Holy

Spirit and it is only Christ as Spirit who can evoke within us the cry, "My Lord
and my God."

Forsyth, 1949(a), p. 16
196Forsyth,1965, p. 174
197Forsyth,1955, p.307
198Forsyth, 1949(a), p.3
199Forsyth,1965, p.90
200Forsyth,1952, p.334
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5.3. Justification by Faith and the Experience of Grace

The point at which the living God encounters our lives making the past event a

present experience has been expressed within Protestant theology in terms of
the doctrine of justification by faith. At the risk of introducing a dualism into what

Forsyth regarded to be the one action of the Cross, what we have written thus

far might be termed the 'grounds' of justification, that is, how a holy God can

enter into fellowship with sinful humanity in a manner consistent with His holy

Being. The 'doctrine' of justification, on the other hand, has to do with how this

objective action can takes hold of history and becomes part of our lives. In other

words, it has to do with the actualising of salvation in our life's experience.
When Forsyth used the word 'doctrine' he did not have in mind theological

propositions but rather "vital powers" that go "to the very foundations of life in
will and conscience."201 The doctrine of justification was thus an experience of
an objective and personal Reality of God in Christ reconciling, and it is this

experience that is one of the most decisive moral powers and energies that

shape and command people.

What, we may ask, is the content of this experience? Forsyth would respond by

stating that it is the experience of the "pure, free grace" 202 of God to human sin.
As the recipients of such grace the gift of God is forgiveness, redemption and

regeneration. Forsyth is persuaded that it is the forgiving grace of God that is,

The deepest, mightiest most permanent and persistent power in the
moral world. Not that we may make it so but that it is . . . There is a
universe of moral forces and soul powers about us, shaping us more
really than our physical world does, and all its forces. All things work into
this moral order, this realm of the conscience, this passion which quells
passion and teaches peace. And in this awful, certain realm, the
mightiest power is grace, is Christ. . . The greatest, subtlest, final power
in the world, which will grow on you as life deepens and matures, is the
grace of God. It has the promise and reversion of all things, and will let
nothing go. You have to do chiefly and lastly with a world in which this is
the central principle.203

It would be a mistake however to interpret this statement as suggesting that the
Christian faith has only to do with forgiveness in the narrow sense of the
removal of guilt and the experience of peace in the conscience. Besides being

^'Forsyth,1916(a), p 117
202Forsyth, 1949(a), p. 144
^Forsyth, 1903(b), pp.190-191
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an individualistic view of salvation - a notion that Forsyth vehemently rejected
204- such a conviction, in Forsyth's estimation, succeeded in severing the gospel
from public affairs leaving the gospel in the clutches of individuals and pietism.

Forsyth viewed the experience of forgiveness as being more creative than the

expiation of guilt. Intrinsic to Christ's forgiving action is His redemptive and

regenerative action upon us. The gift of forgiveness is at the same time the gift
of new life; the healing of conscience is also its empowerment. It is therefore

upon the reality of forgiveness, that is, the life changing experience of

justification, as the gift of new life, that Forsyth's view of the Christian life

hinged. The key notion here is that of 'union with Christ' which we have left to
this point since if we would grasp Forsyth's understanding of the Christian faith
in terms of the personal and social regenerative action of the atoning Christ then
attention must be drawn to his view of the dynamic character of such a union.

5.4. Union with Christ and the Sacraments

We have already observed how Forsyth affirmed the race's "mystic

incorporation" into Christ's death and resurrection. Forsyth makes it clear that
he regarded the mystical dimension as being essential to the Christian faith. 205
What he was careful to point out however, is that when we speak of "union with
Christ" we are not speaking of union with a static person but rather union with
Jesus Christ crucified, risen and atoning, or, as Forsyth put it, union with "the
continued energy of the crucified and risen One." 206 To speak therefore of
'union with Christ' is to speak of being united with Christ in His energetic and
invincible work of reconciliation. We become the beneficiaries of Christ's victory

through union with Him. Such a union is made possible through the action of the

Holy Spirit, whom Forsyth describes as "creative energy".207 To live in the Spirit
is thus to exercise this energy.

But Forsyth would not have us stop there for he points us to the centrality of

prayer and the sacraments; to baptism and the Lord's Supper, in our ongoing
union with Christ. We shall consider prayer in greater detail later in this chapter.

^"Salvation is personal, but it is not individual. .. Individualism is fatal to faith." Forsyth,1965,
p.112

205Forsyth, 1951, p. 287
206Forsyth, 1965, p. 144
207Forsyth, 1949(a), p.139
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Here we note his understanding of the sacraments and their relation to our

union with Christ.

Forsyth believed that the central sacrament of Christianity is "the sacrament of
the living and preached Word of Reconciliation, whether by speech, rite or

work."208 By this he meant that it is the Word, or gospel of reconciliation, that

gives value to all the other sacraments. It is the work of Christ that is the
effective thing both in Christ and in His Sacraments. There, said Forsyth, "all

begins and all takes order."209

Forsyth maintained that just as preaching is the Word made audible, so the
Sacraments are "the acted Word . . They are the Word, the Gospel itself [made]
visible."210 Each Sacrament, he said, is an "act of conveyance" of the Gospel
211 in which Christ - "in a real presence" - by His Holy Spirit "conveys himself to
us in His saving Act, 212 offering anew to us "the finished offering which on the
Cross He gave to God once for all."213 We in turn give ourselves anew to Him
in responsive faith.

Forsyth called the Sacrament of Baptism the "Sacrament of the new birth"

representing and conveying as it does to the believer "the release from the guilt
and bond of sin." In a striking passage he sets out what he means. Baptism

opens prison doors from . . . slavery. It flushes the whole life as it covers
the whole body. And, with the threefold name, it means that the real
author of the change is the triune God acting on the whole man, and
becoming eternal surety for his whole life. . . [Baptism] is a living, acting
channel for the indwelling of the Redeemer. . . The whole man begins
mightily to share the new power and reconciled experience of Christ
which underlines Word, Church and Sacrament.214

Such an assertion underlines for us the strongly moral nature of Forsyth's

Forsyth, 1953, p. 141
209Forsyth, 1953, p. 198
210Forsyth, 1953, p. 176
211Forsyth, 1953, p.204
212

Forsyth, 1953, p. 176. "It is a miracle in the Sacrament that the old historic Redeemer should
stand in our midst making nothing of time, and stand there qua Redeemer and not merely as a
benign presence; that His one eternal act should function ever anew within the Church's act
and rite. . Such is the . mystic miracle, as we might call it, in the gospel's action." Forsyth,
1919(c), p. 153

2 3Forsyth, 1953, p.223. Citing Goodwin, Forsyth says that Christ is present in the Sacrament
"not simply as person but as crucified." Forsyth, 1915 (d), p.415

214Forsyth, 1953, p.202
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understanding of grace and our union with Christ, and he is careful to point out
that when he speaks of baptism he means 'holy' baptism; baptism that affects
the soul and conscience, indeed, the whole life of the believer. Hence:

it does not simply wash away; it floods with new life. It is not negative for
the cleansing of the soul but positive for the gift of the Holy Ghost, and
union with Christ in His life as well as His death. It stirs not repentance
only but living faith.215

Put differently, we might say that Forsyth's view of baptism is at the same time a

summons to righteousness, and his teaching on the Lord's Supper further
underlines this moral understanding of the Sacraments. If baptism is the
"sacrament of the new birth" then the Lord's Supper is the "sacrament of the
new life". 216 What is conveyed in the Lord's Supper is grace as "a new moral
order of things, a new creation of a new Israel by forgiveness, atonement,

redemption, and the indwelling of the Spirit. (Jeremiah xxxi.31)"217 It is not

simply "vision"; it is "life."218

In the phrase, "a new moral order of things", we have before us a key element
in Forsyth's theology of the Sacraments; indeed a key element in his vision of
the Christian life, for it reiterates what for him was absolutely vital to his

theological vision as a whole, namely, the energetic and moral nature of reality
and redemption. Understood in these terms, the grace of God conveyed in the
sacraments is a moral relation of active persons. "It is mercy and not magic."219
Furthermore, it is communal and personal to each, and not individual. To

partake therefore in the Sacraments is to participate in a new order of

righteousness. Such a participation is not passive. It is energetic. The Lord's

Supper is thus our "active union in kind with the mystic and moral act in which
he [Christ] exists." 220 When viewed in this light Forsyth can say that "the

repeated rite [becomes] the stated and pointed expression of what life must now
be . . - the appropriation of Christ's heavenly, and eternal, and regenerating

personality in a new creation."221

Forsyth, 1953, p 192
216Forsyth, 1953, p.275
217Forsyth, 1953, pp.253-254
218Forsyth, 1953, p.249
219Forsyth, 1953, p. 195
220Forsyth, 1953, p196
221

Forsyth, 1953, p249
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What we have therefore with Forsyth's teaching on the Lord's Supper is its
decisiveness for the Christian's - and with him/her - the Church's ongoing union
or participation in Christ. It is an energetic symbol and such was, and is, its

significance for faith that Forsyth asserts that it is the Lord's Supper that is "the
real centre of the Church's common and social life."222

5.4.1. A Critical Question: Has Forsyth neglected the mystical side of the
Sacraments?

Some might claim that with his stress upon the moral dimension of the
Sacraments Forsyth has underestimated the mystical side of the Sacraments.
223 Certainly it would be true to say that Forsyth placed considerable emphasis

upon the moral side but it would be wrong to conclude that he was opposed to a

mystical aspect of the Sacraments. What he was seeking to play down was a

certain understanding of mysticism in terms of which what took place in the
Sacraments was an "infusion of vital substance". Such a perspective Forsyth
dismissed as "magic". 224 Instead, Forsyth pressed upon his readers the

recovery of the mystic dimension of Christianity understood as "personal
intercourse with the personal, historic, and living Saviour." Such an

understanding of mysticism, in his estimation, is supremely moral. If that be

mysticism, Forsyth insisted, then "faith is essentially mystic" 225 In the
Sacrament therefore we live "not on a sacramental substance, but on a divine

person;, on a holy redeemer of regenerating love." 226 Where this was present

Forsyth could readily embrace a mystical understanding of the Sacraments.

5.5. The Grace of God: The Decisive Reality

When understood in the terms that we have described, it becomes clear that for

Forsyth Christian faith is more than simple trust in God; rather, faith is the "one

creative, authoritative, life-making, life-giving, life-shaping power of a moral
soul." 227 In other words, in the personal reality of grace; in being dynamically

Forsyth, 1953, p.260
223

Hunter raises this as a possible criticism but goes on to reject it. See Hunter, 1963, p. 173
224Forsyth, 1953, p.284
225Forsyth, 1894, p.26
226Forsyth, 1953, p.303
^Forsyth, 1949(a), pp. 145-146
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united to Christ the Forgiver, we are partakers of a new life power and energy

that is the decisive and creative power in our lives and that of the Church.

The radical nature of this experience is brought out by Forsyth in a sermon

given at the commemoration service for the Rev. William Knibb who served as a

missionary in the West Indies and who fought for the rights of the enslaved
black peoples of that part of the world. Forsyth points out that what the

oppressed black people received through the ministry of Knibb was more than

simple conversion, they experienced redemption. What such redemption did for
the black communities was to raise their self-respect to the point that it
subverted the prevailing social order which happened to be the slave trade.

Forsyth observed,

You cannot introduce it [i.e. Christianity] into any race and expect that
they will remain docile pietists without a growth of self-respect and public
rights . . Faith does raise a man's self-respect, and makes him difficult
for any master who will not recognise it.228

What we are able to say about Forsyth's understanding of justification is that it
is this experience of grace that is the controlling principle or rather, the

controlling reality not only in His atonement theology but also in his

understanding of the Christian faith. Unless we come to terms with this we will
not understand Forsyth. Forsyth's is a theology of reconciliation and

redemption. He insists that the first requirement of a theologian is that he should
be "a saved man with eternal life working in him" 229 for it is only from within the

experience of redemption that he, as indeed every believer, is given what we

might call the decisive vantage point from which to understand Christian
realities. We might call it, to use a Forsythian phrase, the "evangelical principle
of redemption" 230 by which we mean that it is from the perspective of

experienced grace that we must approach the theological task. This experience
of grace is not a one-off meeting with the risen Christ but is the action of prayer
as the ongoing principle of redemption. It is prayer, says Forsyth, that gives us

power and vision:

Forsyth, 1908(a), pp.180-181
229Forsyth, 1949(a), p.208
230Forsyth,1951, p. 129. Forsyth first uses this phrase in the context of the Church's selection

of the canon. It is however an appropriate description of Forsyth's theological method as a
whole
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It opens a fountain perpetual and luminous at the centre of our
personality, where we are created anew and not simply refreshed. For
here the springs of life continually rise. And here also the eye discerns a
new world because it has second sight. It sees two worlds at once. .

Here we learn to read the work of Christ which commands the world
unseen. And we learn to read even the strategy of Providence in the
affairs of the world.231

5.6. The Authority of Grace and the Workings of Providence

We have already noted instances of this theological method in what we wrote

earlier about Forsyth's christology. There we noted his remark that only the
saved have the secret of the saviour. Similarly, we noted how, by distinguishing
between "actualities" and "realities", 232 Forsyth deals with the glaring
contradiction between the redeemed nature of the world and the all too obvious

evidences that meet the eye. "Realities", he said, are the realities of grace
rooted in the doctrine in the decisive action of the Cross that is in ultimate

command of history.

5.6.1. Grace and Christian Ethics.

The same 'evangelical principle of redemption" is also evident in Forsyth's

understanding of Christian ethics. For him Christian ethics were not simply a

matter of following Jesus' example and obeying his teaching. Such an approach
to Christian ethics went about things in the wrong way for it betrayed an

ignorance of the moral and spiritual bankruptcy of human nature. This was why

Forsyth would not trust himself to any political and economic system. They
failed to take cognisance of the moral impotence of the human Race. Forsyth
makes the point that what transformed the early disciples was not the teaching
and example of Jesus; the result of His life and teaching was that "they forsook
him and fled". 233 Christ's supreme value to us is not as a grand spiritual

personality. What changed the disciples was the impact of the Cross,
Resurrection and Glorification of Christ; in a word, the Gospel, and it was in the

light of their experience of the atoning Christ that they sought to interpret the

teaching of Jesus. In other words, the teaching of Jesus is not directed at the

Forsyth, 1949(b), p.47
232Forsyth, 1962(a), p.96
233Forsyth,1951, p.326
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'natural ' man. His teaching is "guidance" for those who have already been
made new by the Gospel. The Sermon on the Mount presupposes those who
have been made new by the Gospel. Seen in this way it is clear that for Forsyth
Christian ethics are evangelical ethics. The Gospel is creative rather than

preceptual:

Jesus' ethics is not for the natural man, but for the saved, the man lifted
from the centre in his egoism and planted with Christ in God. It is . . .

founded on a presupposition of moral regeneration, and cannot come
home but in its wake. Such ethics cannot therefore be separated from its
context in the Saviour who spoke it, the Kingdom He brought, and the
power He gave. . . It is an ethic of the Kingdom, and it is for the world
only as the world comes to seek first the Kingdom.234

5.7. The Atonement as the Basis of Forsyth's Social Theology

What we have written indicates the dynamic reality of justification understood as

the personal experience of the forgiving grace and redemption of God. What we
are concerned now to indicate is how Forsyth regarded the experience of grace
not only as the organising principle and power of Christian living but more

particularly as the organising principle of both the Church and society.

As we noted, to speak of 'union with Christ' is to speak of being united with
Christ in His energetic and invincible work of reconciliation. It is through the
action of the Holy Spirit that we are made partakers of new life power and
creative energy that is decisive not only in our personal lives but more

particularly in the life of the Church and through the Church into society.

5.7.1. The Role of the Church: Seeking First the Kingdom of God and His

Righteousness.

Determined as Forsyth was to combat individualistic interpretations of salvation,
he was adamant that whilst salvation may be personal in appropriation it
remains nevertheless corporate in its nature. The faith that unites us to Christ in
the same act commits us to His community, the church. In other words, the
Christian experience of redemption is not the domain of a few isolated believers,
it is the decisive experience of the corporate Church. Forsyth placed
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considerable emphasis upon the church. In a memorable passage Forsyth

places the church within the Divine economy; within the Divine redemption:

The first missionary was God the Father, who sent forth His Son in the
likeness of sinful flesh. That is the seal and final ground of missions -

the grace, the ultimate, unbought, overwhelming grace of God, the
eternal heart and purpose of the Father, who gave us not only a prophet
but a propitiation. The second missionary was that Son, the apostle of
our profession as the New Testament calls Him, the true primate of the
apostles, of those that he sent forth who himself came forth from the
bosom of the Father to declare Him; who exiled and emptied Himself in
this foreign land of earth, and humbled himself to death, even the death
of the cross. And the third missionary is the Holy Ghost, whom the
Saviour sends forth into all the earth, . .subduing all lands to the
obedience of the kingdom of Christ. And the forth missionary is the
Church. And these four missionaries are all involved in the one Divine
redemption to which we owe ourselves utterly, which is the ground of the
divinest claims on us, and makes us debtors . . But we are debtors,
wholly and always debtors, because we owe ourselves, our faith, hope,
and eternal destiny to the eternal God redeeming us to His eternal self in
Father, Son and Holy Ghost. These go forth into each other, into all the
world, into the depths of the soul.235

The Christian faith, Forsyth maintained, "fades away" if it is not "nourished and
built up in a community, in a church." 236 The mystical, moral and energising

experience of grace, that is, of justification, must lie at the very heart of the
Church's life, and insofar as the church knows this experience she will be

energised and charged with healing and reconciling power as she seeks to

introduce into society the reality of the Kingdom of God established once for all
in the Cross. The fullness of redemption in the Cross

. . does not simply place us in a warm fellowship and moves us to the
adoration of Him who loved us and gave himself for us, but it also places
us in a holy Kingdom, and lifts us out of devout groups to the
righteousness which exalts nations in the very blood.237

However, the order of doing things was important for Forsyth: "We can do most

for the kingdom of God in this world when we are rooted in a kingdom of God
not of this world." 238 If the first interests of the Cross was to secure God's

righteousness then the realisation of such righteousness of the Kingdom in the

234Forsyth, 1915(f), p. 128
235Forsyth, 1908(a), pp.270-271
236Forsyth,1965, p. 145
237Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 156.
238Forsyth, 1908(b), p.49
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actual course of history is laid upon the Church embracing as it does this

dynamic Gospel of righteousness. Forsyth frequently drew attention to the fact
that the petition for the hallowing of the Father's Name in the Lord's Prayer

precedes the petition that His Kingdom should come. 239 The Church's prime
concern therefore is the hallowing of God's Name, and in respect of her work in

society and her witness in public affairs her conduct is to be shaped by a desire
for righteousness as a reflection of God's holy Kingdom:

The righteousness that reigns in heaven is the same righteousness that
wrestles in historic affairs for judgment in mercy. Therefore to men of
faith this world righteousness must be, in public matters, the first charge
on their love. . . Love, when we pass beyond instinctive or domestic
limits, and when we enter its historic Christian principle, is the desire to
see our neighbours in the possession of their best right, dignity, and
liberty, and liberty, which is a common life in the loving and saving
righteousness of God.240

Forsyth was quite sure that the church as the trustee of the Gospel is the only

hope for society. However, he makes clear that as the trustee of the gospel the
Church does not have to create the Kingdom of God; rather, the church exists to

certify that the decisive battle has been won by Christ and the Kingdom has
been set up. What the church has to do now is to introduce the Kingdom. So

Forsyth can conclude that if it is the Kingdom of God that is the key to history
then it is the church that holds the power of that key and that power lies in her

Gospel whose keynote is righteousness. In respect therefore of the regenerative
dimension of the Cross, and in particular social regeneration, Forsyth saw the

church, created and possessed by the atoning Gospel, as the crucial agent of
renewal in society both at home and abroad. Human society, he argued, is too

highly organised and too securely entrenched for well meaning individuals to
make any significant impact. It can only be "evangelised, converted and

captured for the kingdom of God" by "a society organised ... as an Economy of
the Spirit."241 The church thus has a decisive role to play in Society. Embracing
as she does the gospel of the Holy love of God in the Cross she has to lead

society in the sense of guiding it by setting out the principles and providing the

people who can resolve the problems of society. Thus could Forsyth insist that if

239Forsyth,1957, p. 5
24°Forsyth, 1916(a), pp.167-168
241Forsyth,1962(b), p.42
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we want to change the world we must first convert the Church.242

But how, we may ask of Forsyth, does the church go about its task?

5.7.2. The Church as Priest

Considering the overwhelming theocentric emphasis of Forsyth's atonement

theology it will come as no surprise that he understood the role of the church in
a similarly theocentric way. Forsyth is careful to point out that the church's work
for the world is not offered primarily to the world but rather is offered to God for
the world. 243 The Church, he maintains, is "first a priest to God and then a

blessing to men." 244 Implicit within this 'offering to God' is the priestly role of the
church. Forsyth speaks of the "essential priestliness of the Church" 245 in terms
of which the Church unites itself with the priesthood of Christ - "the perpetual
and universal intercession of Christ" - carrying into the "sin-destroying presence

of God" the "heinous, crushing sin of the world." 246 The Church "confesses . .

intercedes, suffers, is offered " for the world. It is, under Christ, "the world's

High-Priest".247

Again, implicit in the notion of the priestliness of the church is that of sacrifice.
We have already noted how Forsyth incorporated the notion of sacrifice into his

understanding of the nature of God. However, to speak of the church uniting
itself with the priesthood of Christ - "a priesthood of self-oblation" that is

perpetual and "sacrificial" - is to imply that sacrifice is integral to the church's
own priestly ministry. Forsyth clarifies the nature of Christ's heavenly

priesthood: it is service, blessing, and intercession, 248 and it is from this

heavenly intercession that the Church takes its cue. Its work and ministry in the
world is an offering of itself to God for Christ's sake. The victory that overcomes
the world is faith. But, explains Forsyth, faith not only trusts the Cross, it "wears

it, lives it and dies it." For Forsyth however, it was especially in the missionary

Forsyth, 1899, p.608
243Forsyth, 1962(b), p 98
244Forsyth, 1908(a), p.21 This statement should not be Interpreted to mean that the church's

ministry to the world is only sequential and not intrinsic to its theocentric ministry. Forsyth
understood that it is only as the church is first a priest to God that it can effectively fulfil its
ministry to the world.

245Forsyth,1953, p. 145
246Forsyth, 1962(b), p.98
247Forsyth,1953, p. 145
248Forsyth, 1908(a), p.21
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history of the church that the reality of the church's sacrifice becomes most

apparent. The Church that missions, Forsyth asserted, "dies with Christ" and its
missionaries "show forth its death." They are "priests of a sacrificial church."249
Forsyth however hastens to underline that such sacrifices as the missionaries

daily make are not simply for the sake of sacrifice. Sacrifice is not an end in

itself, it is "self-sacrifice that does not think of the sacrifice but of Christ." 250

Sacrifice for the sake of the Crucified Christ was for Forsyth an integral part of
his understanding of the church especially in its priestly task before God on

behalf of the world, and he suggests that a number of the shameful episodes in
the Church's history as being when the Church overlooked this sacrificial

ministry becoming more militant and military than sacrificial. What the Church
needs to keep ever before it in respect of its work in the world is that the Cross
was not only Christ's message it was His method as well.251

5.7.3. The Church as the Moral Guide of Society.

The second response to our question about how the church should go about its
work is contained in part of the title of an address that Forsyth gave: the church
as the 'moral guide of society'. 252 The church must act by guidance, by
influence and by education rather than by pressure. The church must permeate
the moral mind of society with Christian principles. It must not solve the social

problem, but rather "provide the men, the principles and the public that can."253
Far from the cosy relationship with society that is often conjured up by such an

approach Forsyth did not view it that way. The Church, he said, must study both
her own message and the actual social situation in which it finds itself. This, he

recognised was no easy matter. It is not easy to be light in a dark place. There
are plenty of "professors of the obvious" but all too few "seers of the moral
order" 254 What was called for was more than philanthropy and policing. Rather
it is

to gauge the deepest moral influences in the age and bring them into
relation with her own perennial moral foundations; to qualify herself to

249Forsyth, 1908(a), p.36
250Forsyth, 1908(a), p 45
251Forsyth, 1908(a), p.22
252Forsyth. 1962(a), p.5
253Forsyth, 1908(b), p.72
254Forsyth, 1962(a), p.59
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utter guidance, both of a competent and unselfish kind, to those who
handle the age's forces; rightly to divide and declare the will of God in
the gospel at the great junctures; and in the intervals to permeate the
moral mind of society with the Christian principles and sympathies
which must come into action when the crises arrive. She would thus act

by guidance, by influence, by education, rather than by pressure.255

At a number of points in his writings we find Forsyth wrestling with some of the
issues of his time. For the purposes of this thesis it would be helpful to consider
one of these issues, namely the economic question. Have we, Forsyth asked,
"a real, relevant message to the greatest powers now ruling the world - say, to
finance?"256

5.7.3.1. The Church and the Economic Question.

Writing in 1912 Forsyth observed that the burning social issue of his day was

that of poverty, 257 and taking his writings as a whole it is evident that the
economic issue was one that greatly exercised his mind. It is clear that he had

grave reservations with the economic systems of his day. His was an age of
economic transition. Whereas capitalism had held sway, socialism was on the
rise. This, to Forsyth, was an unsurprising development. Capitalism had, in his

estimation, overreached itself. By capitalism Forsyth understood, "The

possession of the means of production on a concentrated and colossal scale by

private hands instead of by the whole body of workers." 258 Its genius, at least
when it was a moral power, lay in its passion for production and enterprise.
What however Forsyth saw happening around him disturbed him deeply.

Capitalism had become wedded to a philosophy of natural rights expressed in
terms of liberty, fraternity and equality. This liberty, far from increasing fraternity,
had simply given room to the natural, unsubdued egoism of the human heart.

'Liberty' was interpreted to mean the removal of all obstacles to the capable

man, and 'equality' the equality of opportunity for people of varied gifts. What in
effect happened was that the freedom of all became the freedom of some.
"Power rose to power. The weak went to the wall." 259 Whereas capitalism had

265Forsyth, 1910(b), p 85 Forsyth adds: "This is the method which is most characteristically
Protestant and best embodies the Protestant principle of relation between Church and State.
Forsyth, 1910(b), p.85

256Forsyth, 1962(a), p. 17
2S7Forsyth,1955, p.257
258Forsyth, 1962(a), p.41
259Forsyth, 1962(a), p.35
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been a "stage in the Kingdom of God" it had begun seriously to limit freedom. Its

energy was turning into "the passion for power" 260 and man was now being

exploited having become "a means to an end." Forsyth's verdict therefore was

blunt: "Any economic system where wealth accumulates and men decay has its
doom written if the moral order is still in power behind all." 261 It was this
situation that, in Forsyth's estimation, drew forth what he called "the protest of
Socialism."262

Forsyth's criticism of capitalism did not mean that he had no reservations about
socialism. Despite his recognition that the Bible displays an "anti-capitalist

tendency", 263 and whilst it is probable that his sympathies lay more with
socialism he recognised that not even socialism could kill or convert by

legislation the egoism of human nature. The Church does not base its moral

principle upon a confidence in the possibilities of human nature when left to
itself. We have grown in our power over everything, said Forsyth, except
ourselves.264 What humankind and society needs is moral authority and power.

Thus Forsyth's first question of any political or economic system was whether it

proposals contained any mechanism for producing moral power.265 The truth is
that Forsyth was convinced that it was only the Church's Gospel that could

conquer the human heart and that in her message of redemption and

empowerment in the cross was contained a crucial social moral principle. As he

expressed it, "The permanent condition of reconstruction is redemption."266

Having said all this, where did Forsyth stand in relation to the economic theories
and systems of his day? Recognising that he was suspicious of all systems,
economic and political, nonetheless we do find in Forsyth an important

guideline. For Forsyth what was a fundamental criterion for assessing any

economic system was how it contributed towards the formation of a moral

personality in terms of "manhood [sic], happiness, and dignity." 267 God, he said,
is not necessarily on the side of the poor, but "on the side that needs most help

260Forsyth, 1962(a), p.44
261Forsyth, 1908(b), pp.14-15; also pp.23-24.
262Forsyth, 1962(a), p.36
263Forsyth, 1962(a), p.40 Forsyth argues that the Old Testament prophets stood for the poor and

that Christ appeared to be more concerned with the moral dangers of wealth than with its
possibilities. Forsyth, 1962(a), p.40

^Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 18
265Forsyth, 1908(b), p.26
^Forsyth, 1908(b), p.25
^Forsyth, 1910(b), p.78
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to get its head up in a moral world which is the social world to any faith whose
ideal is the kingdom of God."268

On the question of wages, for instance, Forsyth argued that the church was not

qualified as church to enter the public debate by advocating a particular
economic viewpoint such as whether workers should have the right to a share in
the profits of capital. Of greater concern for the church, Forsyth claimed, was to

argue the principle of the living wage to all; that is, "the demand that a man

should enjoy the fruit of his labour to an extent that enables him to live under
cheerful family conditions without hardship, poverty, and strain." 269 Forsyth's
verdict in respect of both capitalism and socialism is that they must be judged

"by their power to contribute to such life, and to serve the powers and causes

that chiefly and finally make man and establish him in the purpose and glory of
God."270

This is not to suggest that Forsyth was so naive as to think that simply by

making someone a Christian all social questions would be resolved and that all
that at was required was the preaching of conversion and the promotion of
missions. Neither was it sufficient simply to call on people to glorify God in their

particular station. Such an approach, he maintained, betrayed a woeful lack of

insight into the complex nature of social issues. Christian love must stop

"cooing" about principles and "go to business". What Christian ethics had to

do, for instance in the realm of the economic structures of his day was to

promote the reorganisation of industry so as to give workers freedom and hope.
271 That meant for Forsyth the gradual change of the whole economic order
under the ethical influence of the Church's Gospel. In this regard Forsyth

rejected any suggestion that for Christians to resort to legislation to secure

justice was to replace grace with law. Laws, he insisted, can forward the

Kingdom; they have "a moral and educative effect" and can "be agents of

grace.'272

5.7.4. The Prophetic Ministry of the Church.

Forsyth,1910(b), p.82
289Forsyth,1955, p 255
270Forsyth,1910(b), p.87
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To speak of the Church as being primarily concerned to hallow God's Name and
to seek first the righteousness of the kingdom of God suggests that when the
church encounters unrighteousness she would have to resist it. So to resist evil
was to partake in Christ's intercession which, Forsyth explained, was not mere

petition but "the energy of the soul poured out still in real action for the kingdom
of God among men and affairs." 273 Forsyth would not therefore exclude the use

of force in the securing of righteousness; for him the issue was not peace at any

price but righteousness at all costs. The order is important: first righteousness
then peace.274

That the Church has to exercise this prophetic ministry was, for Forsyth, an

essential dimension of her being the Church. She has therefore to be free from
the State and cannot afford to be wedded, as a Church, to political and social
orders. The church, he concluded, must be free and have the power

To beard, and, if need be, defy, its State in the name of conscience,
righteousness, and humanity of the World-Kingdom of God. . If the
Church lose that prophetic office to the State, it ceases, amid whatever
pietism or learning, to be a Church of the living God, or an agent of His
kingdom; which Kingdom and its righteousness is the most irresistible
thing in the world.275

Forsyth recognised that such a rebuking and demanding church would be

unpopular, but the Church simply had to be prepared to be unpopular. It must
be prepared

to go into the wilderness with Christ; it must suffer outside the camp; it
must show itself independent of the world it would chiefly save and
bless, and perhaps be crucified by it.276

This last passage is of particular importance for it emphasises what was of
fundamental importance to Forsyth, namely, that for all its involvement in

Society there had to be a certain distance between the Church and the State,
the Church and Society and the Gospel and Culture. The moral and spiritual

impotence of the Church was due to compromises and consequent dilution of

2 1Forsyth,1962(a), p 54
272Forsyth, 1908(b), pp.28-29
273Forsyth, 1916(a), p.142
274Forsyth, 1916(a), p.114
275Forsyth, 1915(a), p.325
276Forsyth,1953, p. 15
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the Gospel that had taken place as the Church feebly succumbed to the

prevailing Zeitgeist. The great ages of the church's life, Forsyth observes, were
marked by the Church taking an "attitude of detachment . . rather than
accommodation." The church faced the world not only with "a boon but also a

demand. . She did not lead the world nor echo it; she confronted it." 277 This is

not to suggest that Forsyth was opposed to the idea of culture. On the contrary,
he recognised that many of its social and intellectual insights could serve to

deepen the Church's own understanding of her Gospel. The Gospel is

supremely capable of responding to the deep spiritual questions of any given
cultural era, questions of guilt, moral impotence and pessimism. However,
affinities notwithstanding, what stands out in an examination of Forsyth's

perspective on culture is his insistence on the priority of the gospel over culture
in the sense of the gospel standing in judgment over it. This demanded of the
Church that she take a position of detachment from rather than accommodation
to prevailing culture. Thus, whilst not denying culture, Forsyth believed that

Christianity in a very real sense "antagonises" it, indeed, it is as she does so

that the survival of both Gospel and culture alike are guaranteed. Forsyth writes:

Christianity can endure, not by surrendering itself to the modem mind
and modern culture, but rather by a break with it; the condition of a long
future both for culture and the soul is the Christianity which antagonises
culture without denying its place. Culture asks but a half gospel; and a
half gospel is no gospel. We must, of course, go some way to meet the
world, but when we do we must do more than greet. A crisis has from
time to time to be forced, a crisis of the will. And the world, which is not
unready to profess itself enchanted with Christ, must be converted to
Him, and subdued, and made not merely a better world, but another
world reconciled and redeemed.278

Forsyth's point is that it is only by the Church being the Church shaped by the
decisive Word of the Gospel that she retains her true identity, and Society, and
in particular the culture of that Society can truly be redeemed. This emphasis

upon a clear distinction between the Church and Society is tellingly made in the

following passage:

A gospel which is not exclusive will never include the world, for it will
never master it. No religion will include devotees which does not exclude
rivals. . We must make it clear that Christianity faces the world with
terms, and does not simply suffuse it with a glow; that it crucifies the

277Forsyth, 1949(a), p.79
278Forsyth, 1949(a), p.89
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world and does not merely consecrate it; that it recreates and does not
just soothe or cheer it; that it is life from the dead, and not simply bracing
for the weak or comfort for the sad. 279

The important social principle for us that emerges from what we have written is
that Forsyth's criterion for making judgements upon society and the church's
involvement in Society is the Church's atoning gospel wherein is revealed the
universal righteousness of God. It is the universal and atoning action of the
Cross which is the criterion for the transformation of the world. In this regard

Forsyth saw himself as following St Paul's own statement given in the letter to
the Romans. Writing as he was in the threshold of mighty Rome, Paul declared
that he was not ashamed of the Gospel for it is the power of God to salvation
since in it is revealed the righteousness of God. It is this righteousness of God
in the atoning Cross that for both St. Paul and Forsyth is the criterion for the
transformation of the world and gives to the gospel its dynamic world-power

placing upon the Church an absolute moral imperative in respect of its
realisation in peoples' lives and in the life of Society. Hence Forsyth can

conclude:

The grand purpose and justification of all that went before is the
righteousness of God secured by the miraculous grace of the Cross, its
hallowing of God's Name in all nature and history, and its subduing of all
evil to the service, increase and praise of eternal good.280

5.7.5. Atonement, Prayer and the Transformation of the World: The
Church at Prayer.

We have considered the satisfactionary, triumphant and regenerative action of
the Cross and we have drawn attention to the central place that Forsyth gives to

the experience of justification and the reality of union with Christ as the decisive

experience of the Church for its own life and its work in society. We noted how

Forsyth was careful to point out that the Church's work was not to achieve the

victory of the Cross, but rather to introduce it, and that it is the Church's

dynamic gospel that effects such personal and social transformation. What we
have not adequately addressed is the important place that Forsyth gives to

prayer and preaching. For it was his conviction that these two actions were

decisive in the actualising of the atonement. To examine Forsyth on these two

279Forsyth,1953, p. 18
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matters is in effect to be asking how everything we have been writing about
becomes part not only of our experience, but actually begins to restore and

reshape history. We made the point that it is in the Church's experience of

grace that the hope of the world lies. What has not been made sufficiently clear
is that basic to this experience of grace - and thus basic to the emergence

within history of the Kingdom of God - is prayer, more particularly intercessory

prayer, for it is in prayer that the "two worlds" of which Forsyth speaks are

brought together in such a way that history begins to be reshaped and

straightened towards the Kingdom of God. Notwithstanding the place Forsyth

gives to the preaching of the Gospel in the Churches striving to introduce the

reality of the Kingdom of God into history, what was of crucial importance for
him was intercessory prayer. It is clear from Forsyth that if Christian work is our

participation in the reconciling action of Christ then at the heart of that lies

intercessory prayer, indeed he regarded it as being at the very heart of the
Church's life and witness. Here we come back to what we noted about the

priestly role of the church as the "world's High-Priest"281 in the presence of God.

We drew attention earlier to the action of the Cross in terms of its manward -

Godward movement, arguing that Forsyth's use of the kenosis - pleroma motif

together with the high priestly theology of the Epistle to the Hebrews was central
not only to his view of christology but also to his understanding of the work of
the Church. It is in respect of the Godward movement of the action of the Cross
that we must understand Forsyth's view of prayer. The "heart of atonement",

Forsyth insists, is "prayer - Christ's self offering to God in Eternal Spirit". 282
Prayer is thus the central act of the soul, one with the action of Jesus Himself.
God became man in His Son, that man might become divine, and prayer is in
the wake of the Son's return to the Father; it is a function of the Ascension and

Exaltation in which at a practical and an experiential level we are made

partakers of the divine nature. Forsyth is able to conclude that it is in prayer

that we, and by implication the Church, assimilate God's moral strength. 283
Seen simply therefore in terms of empowerment to live and be God's Church in
the world for Forsyth Christian prayer is the very foundation and ground of all
Christian work and witness in the world.

280Forsyth, 1948(b), p 155
281

Forsyth, 1953, p. 145
282Forsyth, 1949(b), p. 14
283Forsyth, 1949(b), p. 12
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Ever the practical theologian, Forsyth believed with St Paul that the Gospel is
the power of God for the saving of the world, but it is so in the actualities of
human history only as the outcome of intercessory prayer. In terms of Forsyth's

perspective, intercessory prayer is a history shaping action. It has, he

maintained, a "vast effect on the course of things." It is "a power behind
thrones" and can "neutralize . . visible powers of armies and their victories."284

How, we may ask, is this possible?

Here we must remind ourselves of two things: firstly, Forsyth's understanding of
the world of unseen spiritual forces that surround and shape what happens in
the physical world. We recall his teaching about an ongoing war in heaven
between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of evil. Whilst Satan may have
been defeated in the Cross he remains a foe with real influence. The battle in

heavenly places rages on. In terms of Forsyth's thinking however, though the
risen and redeeming Christ be the Triumphant Reality of all existence, reality is
so constituted that the people of God play a key part in pushing back the
frontiers of darkness, and this they do when intercessory prayer becomes the
foundation of their corporate life. Put another way, we could say that God has
bound Himself to acting in response to the prayers of His Church. Thus we can

say that if, as Forsyth maintains, the Kingdom of God in Christ is the key of all

history, and the Church has the power of that key, then intercessory prayer is
that power for reasons we next consider.

We must understand, secondly, the nature of the relationship between Christ
and ourselves as His people, His church. We have already spoken of our

'mystical incorporation' into Christ and of our union with Him not as a static

personality but as the "ordering energy" of all life. In terms of Forsyth's whole

theology, it is clear that he is saying that Christ's intercession is not apart from

us, just as our salvation is not apart from Christ. When we pray we enter

communion with the eternal Act of God in Christ that upholds the world. We are,

as Forsyth puts it, integrated into "the dual soliloquy of Father and Son" which is
" the divine give and take which upholds the world". 285 What prayer does is to
set us at the very heart of the world in God; it "locks" us with and into the inmost

284Forsyth, 1949(b), pp.54-55
285Forsyth, 1949(b), p. 18
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reality of things such that prayer becomes " a part and function of the creative,

preservative, and consummatory energy of the world". 286 Intercessory prayer

has thus a decisive effect on the course of human history because to intercede
is to be united with Christ's own intercession and it is Christ's intercession that

is the moving force of history. Christ's intercession however is not apart from the

prayers of His Church. Forsyth writes:

The real power of prayer in history is not a fusillade of praying units of
whom Christ is the chief, but it is the corporate action of a Saviour-
Intercessor and His community, a volume and energy of prayer
organised in a Holy Spirit and in the Church the spirit creates. The saints
shall thus judge the world and control life.287

Here we are face to face with the real potency of the atonement. We are not

dealing with a remote belief that we may or may not choose to believe in. In
terms of Forsyth's approach we have before us a doctrine so crucial and pivotal
for life and history as a whole that the worst of all sins is the sin of

prayerlessness 288 for not to pray is to deny the world the reality of atonement
which is grace experienced as forgiveness, reconciliation, redemption and

empowerment.

Forsyth realised that what he had to say on prayer might be dismissed as

extravagant but working as he was from a sure belief in the power of the risen
and atoning Christ he was absolutely persuaded as to the momentous power of

intercessory prayer. As he put it:

Prayer of the right kind, with heart and soul and strength and mind,
unites any society in which it prevails with those last powers of moral
and social regeneration that settle history and that reside in the creative
grace of the Cross, which is God's true omnipotence in the world.289

No study of Forsyth's thinking is complete that does not engage him on this
matter of intercessory prayer. Surprisingly, few commentators have taken with
sufficient seriousness the determinative place that Forsyth gives to intercessory

prayer. The truth is that to overlook prayer in any study of Forsyth is not only to
omit a key dimension of his view of atonement, it is to leave out one of the basic

286Forsyth, 1949(b), p. 19
287Forsyth, 1949(b), p.55
288Forsyth, 1949(b), p. 11
289Forsyth, 1949(b), p.56
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pillars of his spiritual agenda which was to reawaken the church to realities of
the life-transforming, indeed, world-transforming power of her atoning gospel.

5.7.6. Atonement, Preaching and the Transformation of the World:

Preaching as a "living function of the Cross."

We must press further and examine Forsyth's view of preaching for besides

insisting that with its preaching Christianity stands or falls Forsyth believed that

preaching is a living function of the Cross. We have laboured the point about
how Forsyth understood the Gospel as an action not only at a particular point
but as an action contemporaneous with every age. The gospel, he said, is "the

perennial energy of the holy love of God in Christ", and Forsyth believed that it
is in preaching that this Act is maintained. Preaching is thus "an act prolonging
the Great Act, mediating it, and conveying it. . The Gospel spoken by man is the

energising of the Gospel achieved by God." 290 What Forsyth understood by this
is that 'preaching Christ' is Christ's own act, and the sermon is a 'deed' in which
Christ Himself, and not simply truth about Christ, is conveyed. For Forsyth
therefore it was this real presence of Christ crucified that constituted true

preaching.

Closely allied to this is Forsyth's conviction that whilst preaching is a

sacramental act in which the crucified and risen Christ reasserts His own work it

is never apart from the sacramental personality of the preacher. In other words,

Forsyth did not hold an ex opere operatum notion of preaching: the preached
Word is the "creative sacrament", but it is so by the medium of a "consecrated

personality".291 So Forsyth can conclude that the ministers of the word are living
elements in the hands of Christ,

broken and poured out in soul, even unto death; so that they may not
only witness Christ or symbolise Him, but by the sacrament of
personality actually convey Him crucified and risen.292

As to how the preacher is to go about his work, Forsyth was careful to point out
that the preacher is not to preach theories of grace but the realities of grace

^Forsyth, 1949(a), p.57
291

Forsyth, 1953, p. 142
^Forsyth, 1953, p. 141
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themselves. What that meant was that the preacher has not done his work

merely by studying the Cross. He must grasp the context of the world in which
the Cross stands. In other words, Forsyth's concern was to contextualise

preaching. Without bowing to the spirit of the age preachers must address the

age. They should, he said, "apprehend the reality of Christ's death in terms of
the spiritual dialect of our time." 293 As Forsyth put it:

Every age has its own spiritual problem. It interrogates the unseen with a
new demand. . . Our age has a question and need of its own. It is not the
same as that of the reformation. It is not exactly that of the first century.
Jesus dealt with a Jewish civilisation, the apostles with a pagan, and
Luther with a Catholic. Luther arose amidst a Europe long exercised
about the question about sin, penance, and the means of grace. His
gospel to that age was the gospel of a gracious God to a sinful
experience. He spoke to people who were in a church and who knew
sin. But we stand in a different Europe, a modem Europe, scientific,
critical, ethical, and social. We have the same gospel, rich to all, but it
faces a different need. 294

This cardinal contextualising principle is evident in Forsyth's own preaching and

writings for as one studies them it becomes apparent that for all his rootedness
in the atoning Cross his mind is moving in the historical contexts of his day. For
all his critical words about a gospel of Fatherhood without the atoning Cross

Forsyth recognised that there had been a time when because of an undue

emphasis upon the sovereignty of God the teaching about the Fatherhood of
God had been lost. The recovery of this truth Forsyth regarded as essential.
However in the rediscovery of the reality of the Fatherhood of God the

pendulum had now swung the other way: the Fatherhood of God was

emphasised at the expense of atonement. Forsyth's program to moralise

theology in terms of the ethical category of holiness is a reflection of such a

determination to contextualise the atonement and to bring it up to date.

Similarly, his admiration of the writings of Ibsen whom, he felt, had accurately

captured the spiritual temperature of the day with its hidden and immobilising
sense of guilt, reflects a man in deep empathy with his age. We also find

Forsyth insisting that one could not preach in any real way without facing the
critical social issues of the day. As we have seen, many of these issues related
to the serious questions that were being asked about the moral impact of

capitalism and the position of the poor.

293Forsyth,1957, p 61
^"Forsyth, 1971, p. 100; cf Forsyth, 1955, pp. 186-188
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That Forsyth sought to proclaim that word in all earnestness is also apparent in
what has come to us from the period of the Great War. In this material we find

Forsyth wrestling with the tumultuous personal, national and international issues
of the day but, more importantly, we hear above all else the Gospel as the
action of holy Love. For the fearful, this Gospel comes as victory, love, comfort
and hope; for the church at large as well as the nations the Gospel comes as

judgment and forgiveness, but however it comes the Gospel comes as the

reconciling and transforming action of grace to individuals, churches and
nations living in a specific time and confronted by distinctive problems. The

Gospel does not come as a formula to be applied, but as the dynamic and
creative action of Grace adequate for each historical situation and spiritual
condition. It is when this creative, reconciling and regenerative Word is received
in faith that the hearers partake in the experience of reconciliation and

redemption, becoming members of the new Humanity from whence, in union
with Christ, they participate in the ongoing action of the Gospel as it effects the

reality of God's Kingdom in the midst of history.

6. Forsyth's Atonement Theology: Some Further Critical Questions

We have already considered some criticisms of Forsyth's perspectives, as well
as raised questions of our own that arise from a reflection upon Forsyth's
atonement theology.295 Whilst secondary literature on Forsyth is, on the whole,

strikingly uncritical, a recent scholarly publication of essays on Forsyth's

theology has raised some issues that merit consideration.

In his contribution to the volume D.M. McKinnon complains that P.T. Forsyth

emphasised the cruciality of the cross to the neglect of a theology of
incarnation. McKinnon does not develop his argument at any length but he has
raised an important issue. When we read Forsyth's comments that the
Incarnation "has no religious value but as the background of the atonement",296
and similarly that, "The miracle of the Incarnation is not the Word made flesh
but the Holy made sin for us",297 it is likely to raise questions in respect of a

295See objections of Hughes on pp.147-148 above; also Ferre on pp 147-148 above, also
McDonald footnote 149 on p 166 above; also Hunter's on p 183

2&°Forsyth, 1949(a), p 124
297Forsyth, 1953, p 196
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failure on Forsyth's part to appreciate the majesty and power of the Incarnation.

By the same token, in an important article that is both appreciative and critical of

Forsyth, Alan Sell cites passages from Forsyth's christological reflections

where, Sell maintains, there opens up before us "the chasm of docetism".298

6.1. Has Forsyth an adequate view of the incarnation and the humanity
of Christ?

Sell's is a serious charge suggesting as it does that there is a major problem
with Forsyth's christology and in particular his understanding of the humanity of
Christ. When taken together with McKinnon's question it compels us to ask of

Forsyth whether he has an adequate view of the Incarnation, and, secondly,
whether Forsyth takes with sufficient seriousness the real humanity of Jesus?

Before considering these objections three things ought to be stated. Firstly,

Forsyth never disputed the reality of the Incarnation; however, secondly, he had

grave difficulties with the philosophical manner in which the theology of the
Incarnation had come to be articulated. The christological formulation of the
Chalcedon Definition reflected a theological method that Forsyth rejected as

"non-ethical." 299 Forsyth insisted, as we observed earlier, that the question of
Christ was not that of a divine hypostasis but a divine Saviour. However, far
from conceding the significance of Chalcedon in terms of it having set out the

parameters within which the theological discussion of Christ should procede,
because Forsyth's thinking on the Incarnation was so coloured by his suspicion
that much incarnational theology was synonymous with the non-ethical religion
that he so despised, not only was the Chalcedon Definition criticised 300 - as

reflecting an unacceptable way of doing theology - Forsyth failed to discern the
riches of an incamational theology that could only have added depth to his
desire to proclaim the Gospel. Hence there was left a gaping hole in his

theology. Thirdly, Forsyth was correct insofar as he refused to separate the
Incarnation and atonement. Where he went wrong was to relegate the
Incarnation to the status of the "background of the atonement."301 It is doubtful
if Forsyth would have been able to bring himself to speak with T.F. Torrance of
the "atoning work of the incarnation" 302- the meaning of which we will shortly

298
Sell, 1995, p. 121 Sell cites Forsyth as saying that the inner life of Jesus could "could not
really reveal to man the inner life of God if at his centre he was not more God than man, and
doing the redeeming thing which God alone can do " Sell, 1995, p. 121
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make clear.

Turning more specifically to Forsyth's views on the humanity of Jesus Christ it is
clear that the Jesus' humanity occupied an important place in Forsyth's
atonement theology. His emphasis upon the holy obedience of Christ as a

genuine moral achievement, and especially Christ's self-identification and moral

solidarity with humankind, underscores this contention. It is this moral solidarity,

says Forsyth, that is "the very thing that also gives, and must give, him his

mighty and revolutionary power on us." 303 On the other hand however, certain
statements of Forsyth's call into question the nature of that humanity that Christ
assumed. When we hear Forsyth saying that, "Our Redeemer must save us by
his difference from us. . . He saves because he is God and not man", 304 and

again that, "It is not in his humanity that Christ is Redeemer", 305 then questions
arise in respect of Christ's humanity and the place, if any, that His humanity

occupied in the divine redemption. At very least, the evidence appears to

suggest that for Forsyth Christ's humanity was 'external' as distinct from
'intrinsic' to the act of atonement, whereas we would want to assert that the

atonement was effected from within Christ's incarnate constitution as man. His

assumption of our broken, sinful and lost humanity thoroughly anchored the
atonement in our human existence. We would concur with the judgment of
T.F.Torrance who maintains that,

if Jesus Christ is God the Creator himself become incarnate among us,
he saves and heals by opening up the dark, twisted depths of our human
being and cleansing, reconciling and recreating us from within the very
foundations of our existence.306

The humanity of Christ in the Incarnation of the Son is thus absolutely intrinsic
and vital to the atonement and a sine qua non of a proper understanding of the
action. The incamational union is at the same time an atoning union. Incarnation
and atonement are inseparable and both have a decisive value for the Gospel.

299
For Forsyth's critique of this theological method see pp. 144-147 above. Norman Anderson
comments that the Chalcedon Definition leaves Christ "very much a philosophical
abstraction."

Anderson,1978, p.55
300

Sell speaks of Forsyth's "running battle with Chalcedon". Sell, 1995, p. 120
301

Forsyth, 1949(a), p.124
302Torrance,1992, p. 243
303Forsyth,1965, p. 156
304Forsyth,1951, p. 342
^Forsyth, 1953, p.293



205

In arguing this way we affirm what in our estimation is a proper view of the
incarnation and humanity of Christ; namely, that in God becoming man in Jesus
Christ

[the] broken state of human personal being, resulting from the alienation
of humanity from God and the conflict between them that became
embedded within its very existence, is brought within the redeeming,
healing and sanctifying activity of God in Jesus Christ.307

A great deal more can be said, suffice it to affirm the vicarious humanity of
Jesus as decisive for our redemption and that far from saving us by his
difference from us, in his life, death and resurrection Christ saves us in His

ontological oneness with us. In addition, in arguing this way we have hopefully
shown that it is possible to speak about the Incarnation in a way that is both

ontological and ethical. Regrettably it appears that Forsyth was too busy fighting
his battles with Protestant Orthodoxy and especially theological liberalism, to

recognise that within his own theological method it was possible to creatively
reflect upon the meaning of the Incarnation.

Such theological battles however do bring home to us the importance of

understanding Forsyth in his own context. Alan Sell has rightly observed that
much of Forsyth's writings were of an "occasional nature"; a description that

suggests that specific contexts required specific responses. In seeking to
understand Forsyth therefore we should bear in mind words of Martin Luther:

If I profess with the loudest voice and clearest exposition every portion of
the truth of God except precisely that little point which the world and the
devil are at that moment attacking, I am not confessing Christ, however
boldly I may be professing him. Where the battle rages, there the loyalty
of the soldier is proved, and to be steady on all the battlefields besides is
mere flight and disgrace if he flinches at that point.308

Such was Forsyth's own approach. He was seeking out the appropriate word or

emphasis for the occasion. His writings do not reflect the careful, disciplined

thinking of a systematic theologian. He was in the first instance a preacher.

Certainly he was a fine theologian working consistently from the perspective of
the atoning Cross. His chief concern however was to preserve and proclaim the

Gospel at a time when he regarded its very future to be at stake. The foe was at

^Torrance, 1983, p.73
307Torrance, 1983, p.79.
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the gate of the church, if not already inside it, and since there was everything to

fight the best form of defense was attack. Not unexpectedly perhaps, the
downside of this approach was that at points Forsyth overstated or played down
certain emphases which in quieter contexts he might have wanted to vigorously
defend. Hence his numerous antitheses which Sell says were "frequently

inspired by the horrors he wishes to avoid." 309 One might consider, for instance,

Forsyth's dispute with R.J. Campbell in whose preaching and writings Forsyth
was confronted by a greatly reduced christology in terms of which Christ's
oneness with us did not pertain to God's becoming man so much as Christ

being only a man - albeit the "only Man";310 the type of manhood each of us

ought to aspire to. In all likelihood it was this kind of reinterpretation of Christ
that gave rise to Forsyth's playing down the vicarious humanity of Christ and his
insistence that "liberal theology finds Christ centre of gravity in what He has in
common with us, a positive theology in that wherein He differs."311 As Sell

observes, Forsyth's antitheses trip him up leaving only further unanswered

questions. 312

Certainly from our vantage point almost 80 years after his death we might have
wanted more precision in Forsyth's theological reflections, but in fairness

Forsyth was not seeking to formulate or articulate a watertight theological

system. He was first and foremost a preacher and he saw his task as a

theological teacher to give aspiring preachers a Gospel to preach. Part of that
task involved defending the Gospel. What lay behind his passionate
denunciation of the reductive approach of theological liberalism with its rejection
of atonement in the name of the fatherhood of God was the realisation that

without an atonement there would be no Gospel to preach. Though at times his

theological rhetoric led him into some exaggerated antitheses few contended as

effectively for the preservation of the Gospel as did P.T. Forsyth. Thus were his
students able to say that whilst Garvie (Forsyth's younger colleague) got them

through their B.D. examinations it was Forsyth who gave them a gospel to

preach.313 It is an antithesis reminiscent of Forsyth himself but it is testimony to

Cited by Hall, 1984, p 257
309

Sell, 1995, p.122. On Forsyth's views on the Incarnation J.K. Mozley says that Forsyth was
"over-much dominated by polemical necessities." Mozley, 1922, p. 168

310Campbell,1907, p.77
311Forsyth, 1949(a), p.163
312Sell, 1995, p. 119
313Cited by Sell, 1995, p. 145
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Forsyth's legacy and Forsyth would probably have enjoyed it for in the final

analysis it was the legacy that mattered most to him!

6.2. Has Forsyth managed to show how the entire Godhead is involved
in the work and reception of redemption?

Alan Sell suggests that Forsyth's teaching in respect of the above question is far
from clear and that those who embrace an objective atonement such as Forsyth

taught' iave to do more than simply declare the Trinitarian nature of redemption.

They must go on to show how the entire Godhead is involved.314

.n seeking to respond to Sell's challenge, from what we have written in this

chapter it will hopefully be clear as to the respective roles of the Father and the
Son in the Cross. Perhaps Sell's question pertains more to the place that P.T.

Forsyth gives to the Holy Spirit in the redemption of the Cross, for one could
with justification conclude from a study of his writings that despite some

incontrovertible Trinitarian declarations Forsyth's atonement theology is

essentially binitarian. In some of Forsyth's most important discussions of the
Cross there is an almost complete absence of any reference to the Holy Spirit.

In fairness however it would have to be conceded that the New Testament itself

is sparing in its comments on the precise role of the Holy Spirit in the Cross.

Certainly we would want to point to the role of the Holy Spirit as the One who
discloses and applies the salvation of Christ to the world underlining at the
same time that this personalising work of the Holy Spirit is an inseparable part
of the atoning work itself. The danger of such a view however is that the role of
the Holy Spirit can often be relegated to that of a second-hand witness or, to put

it more crudely, to that of "publicity agent for the 'real' work undertaken by the
Father and the Son."315

So where does this leave us in respect of Sell's objection? The irony is that

despite the strong binitarian impression created by his writings there are

indications that in fact Forsyth had an explicit Trinitarian understanding of the
act of redemption or atonement and that he everywhere assumed it to be so. A

J

Sell, 1995, p. 125
315

The expression is that of Keith Clements. Clements, 1984, p. 170



208

verse that Forsyth kept going back to was Hebrews 9:14 where we are told of

"Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God".

Forsyth cites this verse in various forms but despite only a few scattered
references to it,316 it is likely that this text was at the heart of his understanding
of the atonement encapsulating as it did not only the satisfactionary dimension
of the Cross but also the Trinitarian nature of the action. In terms of Forsyth's

usage of this scripture, the Cross is more than something that took place
between the Father and the Son. Expressly stated, the Holy Spirit is "the divine

power of the act".317 By this we interpret Forsyth to be saying that in the totality
of His life and ministry from conception through the Cross to Resurrection,
Jesus' work was never apart from the Spirit. Jesus was someone anointed by
the Holy Spirit enabling Him to perfectly fulfil His God given task of offering the
one unblemished atoning sacrifice for sin for the reconciliation of the world. The

self-offering of His life whilst culminating in the Cross was made throughout His
life and it is this self-offering of His own Holy Self (i.e. personal holiness on a

universal scale) through the Holy Spirit that constituted the basis of redemption.
In other words, the Holy Spirit is integral to the atoning reconciliation and in truth
is the very power of that reconciliation. The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of

reconciliation; the "unifying God"- to use a phrase belonging to Jurgen
Moltmann.318 Thus is Forsyth able to conclude "Christ's great self-offering in the
Eternal Spirit" is the "heart of atonement"319 By virtue of Jesus Representative

self-offering we in turn have access to the Father through the blood of Jesus
Christ by that self same Spirit.

7. The Gospel of Atonement: Some Highlights of Forsyth's
Atonement Theology.

In drawing this chapter to a close it will be helpful to highlight briefly what we

regard as some significant aspects of Forsyth's atonement theology, or his

'gospel of grace' as we might call it. In the writings of P.T. Forsyth everything

keeps coming back to the Cross. His entire theology, his understanding of the

Gospel, gathers around the atoning Cross. However, far from being bogged

See, amongst other references, Forsyth,1946, p.58; Forsyth, 1949 (b), p. 14
317Forsyth,1952, p. 115. We recall Forsyth's words that the death of Christ is "organic" with His

whole personal life and action . Forsyth, 1965, p. 132
318Moltmann,1981, p.126
319Forsyth, 1949(b), p. 14
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down in soteriological theories of the Cross, Forsyth's concern throughout is to

convey the supreme reality of grace, or the graciousness of God. The Cross of

Christ, eternalised in His risen life and made contemporaneous with every age

through the action of the Holy Spirit, is the action of grace; the sacrificial action
of holy love in the reconstitution of the moral universe and the personal gift of

forgiveness, reconciliation, redemption and regeneration to a guilty and
rebellious world. The outstanding features of Forsyth's atonement theology we

might set out as follows:

7.1. Forsyth's Successful Moralising of Atonement Theology.

We have noted Forsyth's concern to moralise atonement theology by asserting
that it is the "primacy and finality of the holy"320 in the experience of grace that
lies at the heart of the Church's theological method. Our theology, claimed

Forsyth "is not a fixed system we must accept but a gracious experience we

must declare."321 Lest some should interpret this to mean that we have here to

do with a theology of experience Forsyth was quick to point out that in speaking
this way he is unfolding the experience of theology. His point is clear: in
Christian theology we have to do, not with closed systems, but living truth.

Forsyth has been concerned to release theology from static categories of

thought and to galvanise life transforming spiritual truth that, he believed, had
become fossilised in theologians' passion for systematisation.

Forsyth's agenda to moralise atonement theology was also the concern to

recover the personal nature of God in His dealings with the world. To this end,
he was determined to move the atonement away from forensic and judicial

categories in order to emphasis that in the Cross we have to do with a Divine

Person; a God of Holy Love, and not impersonal divine law.

Here then is one of the great strengths of Forsyth's atonement theology. His is
an atonement theology alive and with power. His was not the quest for the

symmetry of truth. What Forsyth sought was truth's reality and power. This for
him was the true evangelical theology: neither systematic nor liberal but a

theology that does full justice to the one creative reality of grace. An example of

this, as we have seen, is the deity of Christ that can only be understood from

320Forsyth, 1949(a), p.206
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the perspective of soteriology, that is, from the perspective of the experience of
the grace of God. Similarly, Forsyth urged the divinity students at Yale to
"moralise" their eschatology. They should, he said, "ethics" their understanding
of judgment: "Drop . . the drapery of the remote assize"; "Couple it up to the
hour. . . The judge is at the door. Everything comes home. It comes home in

calamity if you do not take it home in repentance."322 By the same token,

Forsyth has redefined or 'moralised' the notions of power and victory. In the

triumphal dimension of the Cross we have to do not with inexorable brute force
but with the "morally irresistible power of holy love."323 If we recall how 'sacrifice'
is a key element in Forsyth's understanding both of God, the Cross as well as
the Church then we can define 'power' and 'victory' in terms of the triumph of
the self-emptying [kenosis] holy love of God in Christ. This is the true meaning
of the 'kingdom of God': the reign of holy sacrificial love; the triumph of grace.
The power of the church lies thus, not in its social prestige or financial clout but
in the power of its Gospel of grace understood not as a statement or proposition
about God but as a Holy Spirit's energy and action arising from the self-offering
love of Christ in the Cross of Calvary.

7.2. The Majesty of Grace

If Forsyth was the 'prophet of the Cross' then he was also, par excellence, the

preacher of grace, for our study has highlighted that it is the reality of the grace

of God in the Cross that lies at the heart of his understanding of the Christian

Gospel. Such grace has a human face: "Jesus and him crucified."324 It was this

recovery of the note of grace in the Cross that some might regard as his signal
contribution to the Church of his day.

7.2.1. The Priority of Grace

Forsyth has underlined for us with particular force that when we speak of 'grace'
we mean the very action of a God of holy love in the reconciliation, forgiveness
and redemption of an alienated and guilty world. Forsyth has been careful to

point out that this action is not external to God as some force that emanates

321
Forsyth, 1910(c), p. 557

322Forsyth, 1949(a), p.105
"'Forsyth, 1951, p.227. Forsyth says the principle of Jesus life was neither power nor force but
"the Omnipotence of holy Grace" Forsyth,1916(b), p.766

324Forsyth,1957, p 26
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from Him. The grace of God is God forgiving, God reconciling, God

empowering, God healing. Similarly, grace involved a Cross. It is costly. It does
not treat sin as anything less than what it really is: an assault on the very Being
of a holy God and the disruption of the moral constitution of the universe. For

Forsyth the doctrine of grace and the doctrine of the Atonement are identical.325
It is in this action of grace that the holiness and righteousness of God are re¬

established and the whole world is reconstituted. It is grace that is now the

"ground plan of the universe".326 It is the forgiving grace of God that is now the

principle and reality of all life, and it is this personal and costly grace that stands
in the forefront of the Christian faith.

Such a claim for the priority of grace has, of course, far reaching consequences

for our understanding of the Christian Gospel and is surely one of Forsyth's

important contributions to contemporary understandings of the atoning Cross for
what he has done is to establish the grace of God as the true starting point of
Christian theology. In respect of where we begin the theological task Forsyth
asks whether we are to demand that Christ shall conform to the standard of

certain principles and ideals found in human nature or the natural order, or
whether Christ himself is the standard by which all things are measured. In
other words, is it grace that stands at the heart of the gospel or is there

something else? Forsyth saw the issues at stake with particular clarity. We have
a choice, he said, between

theological liberalism [where the general laws of rational progress are
intruded on the positive content of free grace] and the positive gospel
[which starts from a unique and autonomous experience of that grace
and develops upon principles of its own]327

Such a choice is no mere academic exercise but one that goes to the heart of

Christianity and it was one of Forsyth's great contributions to recognise it and
alert the Church to its decisiveness. He warned against a Christianity "ruled" by
culture.328 The catastrophe of the Great War Forsyth recognised as having a

clear theological component for what he saw happening in Germany - where
German nationalism had captured Christianity - was the choice having been

Forsyth, 1962(a), p. 122
326Forsyth, 1948(b), p.58
327

Forsyth, 1910(c), p.533
328Forsyth, 1948(b), p.93
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made in favour of a version of Christianity in which religion had been
subordinated to nature. This, said Forsyth quoting a German theologian, is the "

very essence of Paganism."329

In this emphasis upon the priority of grace Forsyth has shown himself to be

remarkably prescient and his teaching warrants careful consideration by the
church in every age: "The seat of revelation is in the cross, and not in the heart."
330

7.2.2. The Energy of Grace

We noted earlier Forsyth's understanding of reality. Reality is life and "energy"
and God Himself is an energeia\ 331 He is "the source of vital force". 332 In this

Forsyth has moved away from static ontological categories of thought and in
their place has embraced a thoroughly dynamic understanding of reality; what
he calls, "a metaphysic of energy".333 This 'energy' however is profoundly moral
in nature. The reality of God is Eternal Life and absolute moral and personal

Energy.

It is an impressive feature of Forsyth's atonement theology how he has

incorporated this dynamic understanding of reality into his atonement theology
and his understanding of the gospel of grace. What is the Gospel? It is not a

statement that reconciliation has taken place; it is an "act and a power: . . an

objective power, a historic act and perennial energy of the holy love of God in

Christ";334 it is "God himself in Christ reconciling." 335 It is the regenerating Holy

Spirit, working from the focal point of the Cross, turning the living Word into

living and personal experience.

What Forsyth has given to us therefore is an atonement theology of great

power. In terms of his theology, the world is 'charged' with the reconciling,

forgiving and redemptive holy love of Christ. Fundamental Christian realities
such as 'union with Christ', 'faith' and 'prayer' are properly viewed in the light of

329Forsyth, 1915(a), p.328
330Forsyth,1951, p. 193
331Forsyth,1949(a), p.207
332Forsyth, 1949(a), p.208
333Forsyth, 1948(b), p.62
334Forsyth, 1949(a), p.3
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this energetic understanding of grace. It is a thoroughly dynamic vision of the

saving power of the Gospel that is but the exposition of what St. Paul wrote in
Romans 1:16-17, 'For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ for it is the

power of God unto salvation . . for therein is revealed a righteousness of God.'

As we have seen, such a dynamic understanding of grace is not at the expense

of the objective dimension of the Cross. Forsyth very clearly affirms that in the
Cross something was actually 'achieved'. In the Cross the whole world was

reconstituted. Christ's death "altered from God's part the whole relation between
God and man for ever." 336 Indeed it is because of this objective dimension that

Forsyth can speak so eloquently about the dynamic nature of the reality of

grace. All Christian work, indeed, the Christian life as a whole, is the

participation in a redeemed reality, or, put differently, it is the participation in a

reconciled and reconciling reality; the reality of the gospel of grace. It is this

dynamic action of holy love that is the foundation of Forsyth's entire theology.
Without such a dynamic we are left with a Cross set in concrete with no power

to transform the present.

7.2.3. The Righteousness of Grace

Our study of Forsyth's atonement theology and understanding of the Gospel
has revealed the decisive place that Forsyth gives to the principle of

righteousness. We noted earlier how Forsyth rightly understood divine

righteousness in terms of God in His saving relations with the world. In other

words, righteousness is a relational concept. It is God in saving relation with the
world He has made, and, humankind in turn responding in righteousness
towards God and others. With Paul, Forsyth affirms that the Gospel of grace
reveals this righteousness of God [Rom. 1:16], But against attempts to diminish
the scope or extent of this gospel of righteousness by restricting it to the realm
of personal piety Forsyth has forthrightly established that in the Cross God
plants His righteousness firmly within history. Forsyth's importance for us in this

regard therefore has been to underline that righteousness is relational, and in so

doing he has opened up for us the profoundly social and political dimensions of
the Gospel of grace. Might one label P.T. Forsyth a 'political theologian'? If by

'political theology' we mean theology that seeks to grapple with God's

335Forsyth,1904, p.83
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relationship with humankind in specific socio-political and economic contexts
then we would most certainly consent to such an appellation. As we have seen,

Forsyth would not commit himself to any 'system' since, in his opinion, 'systems'
never went to the heart of the problem of societies. This did not mean however
that Forsyth stood on the sidelines. What is clear is that for Forsyth the Gospel
is intrinsically righteous and that meant, amongst other things, that the very

structures of society itself had to come under the scrutiny of the Gospel.

The righteousness that reigns with Christ in heaven is the same
righteousness that wrestles in historic affairs for judgment and mercy. . .

To men of faith this world righteousness must be, in public matters, the
first charge on their love .. Love .. is the desire to see our neighbours in
the possession of their best right, dignity, and liberty, which is a common
life in the loving and saving righteousness of God.337

It is a commitment to seeking this righteousness, the righteousness of the

kingdom of God, that Forsyth regarded as fundamental, indeed, an absolute

non-negotiable in respect of the church's role in the world. During the Great War
he declared unambiguously that there could be no compromise with

unrighteousness: "Peace at any price is false Christianity, righteousness at any
cost is true." 338 Similarly, when it came to questions of poverty and the
economic issues and systems of his day Forsyth was concerned to ensure that
even in these fields the principle of righteousness was upheld. At one point he
accuses the church of his day of being more concerned to build business
confidence than of upholding the righteousness of the kingdom of God. 339 In a

particularly telling sermon Forsyth warned:

Our very religion, our Churches, have become infected with the passion
to prosper at any price. . . May God send us prophets to save the
kingdom of God from the calamity of prosperity and the usurpation of
finance.340

Our point in all this is to highlight how Forsyth refused to reduce the

righteousness of the Gospel of grace to a narrow individualistic and quietistic

experience. The Cross as a world event established a universal righteousness

336Forsyth,1949, p.246
337Forsyth, 1916(a), pp. 167-168 "The Cross shows that the public form of love is righteousness."

Forsyth, 1916(a), p. 170
338Forsyth, 1916(a), p.93
339Forsyth, 1919(b), p.549
340Forsyth, 1908(a), p. 174
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that is now working itself into history as the risen Christ gives effect to his

atoning action, and it is now given to Christ's church to actively and earnestly
seek the righteousness of the kingdom.

Integrally related to this process is the reality of judgment. Here Forsyth has
done Christian theology the great service of recovering the note of judgment as
a decisive aspect of the proclamation of the Christian gospel of grace. There is,

Forsyth has reminded us, a "judgment principle" in the very order of things.
Such a principle is established for us in the Cross that Forsyth interprets as the

judgment of holiness upon human sin. However, Forsyth has been quick to
clear away misconceptions: judgment has less to do with retribution and
destruction than it has to do with reconstitution; "the establishing and the

securing of eternal righteousness and holiness." 341 In other words, Forsyth

places judgment in its proper context within the holy love of God, and it is the

action of this holy love - of the grace of God - as it reclaims history for Christ
that is the effective principle of judgment - indeed progress - in the world. By

telling us not to look for the judgment of God in some far off place and time but
rather to discern the judgment of God in the midst of history Forsyth has
reminded us that judgment is written into the moral constitution of the world.

Though at times God appears to be out of sight and sound, "He always arrives."

Nothing, Forsyth asserts, "can arrest the judgment of the cross, nothing can

shake the judgment seat of Christ. The world gets a long time to pay, but ail
accounts are kept-to the uttermost farthing,"342

In respect therefore of the righteousness of grace we have in the theology of

Forsyth a profoundly prophetic theology; a theology of penetrating insights that

brings to the light of righteousness the sin-blearied guilt and impotence of the
world. It does not heal lightly. It does not declare, 'Peace!' when there is no

peace; but such grace does come finally to forgive, to heal, to redeem into that
order of righteousness that is the kingdom of God. Thus can Forsyth say:

Christ's gift . . of a totally new righteousness, which is identical with
faith, rises in forgiveness, emerges in repentance, acts in love, spreads
in society, and proceeds in Eternal Life, 343

341
Forsyth, 1965, p. 122

^Forsyth, 1948(b), p.207
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7.2.4. The Authority of Grace

As we have seen, such was the centrality of the grace of God in Forsyth's

theology that we are able to identify grace as the true authority in his theology.
One of the important questions that stands behind Forsyth's theology pertains to

the nature of authority. What is the true nature of authority for Christians, for the
Church and for Society as a whole, and what is the relation between that

authority and the principle of freedom so passionately espoused by the modern
world? Forsyth rejected any notion of freedom that suggested freedom without

authority. What we need, he insisted, is a power that rules our freedom.344 If we
are to speak of freedom then it must be of a "founded freedom";345 a freedom
created and nurtured by authority. But what is the nature of that authority? Is it
the Bible? Is it the Church or the Church's creeds? Is it in the natural religious
instincts of the human heart? Our study of Forsyth's atonement theology
establishes a clear answer: it is the grace of God in the Cross of Jesus; it is
Jesus Christ and Him crucified. In other words, Forsyth's understanding of

authority is not in the first instance statutory or regulative but personal and

religious. It is something creative; it becomes a source of power. It is, says

Forsyth, the authority of grace:

Our great authority is what gives us most power to go forward; it is not
what ties us up most to a formal past. It is of Grace and not of law. It
cannot be a doctrine, nor a book, nor an institution; it must be a person.
And a person who is . . an active source of life, a person who is gathered
up and consummated in a creative, redemptive act. . the Lord and Giver
of Life. 346

Such an expansive view of the authority of grace underlines the breadth of

Forsyth's atonement theology. Forsyth's was not the private individualised

understanding of grace that has so often compromised Christian piety. Forsyth
was quite clear as to what, or rather who, is the Christian's, the Church's and

Society's final authority: not Christ as the superlative character of the Bible but
Christ as Redeemer. 'Redeemer' implies Liberator and it is one of the many

paradoxes within Forsyth's theology that the gospel of grace comes to the
Church and society of today more as a gospel of authority than as a gospel of

Forsyth, 1949(a), p. 124
^Forsyth, 1899, p. 593
345Forsyth,1955, p.347
346Forsyth,1952, p. 13
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freedom.347

7.3. The Christological focus and Theocentric emphasis of Forsyth's
Atonement Theology.

With his emphasis upon the nature of God as 'holy love' Forsyth has gone to the
heart of atonement theology. In the Cross we have to do not with a God of
divine law and inexorable justice, "the Lord Chief Justice of the world 348 but
rather God as he was to Christ and as he was in Christ, "Holy Father." 349 This

christological centre is decisive for our understanding of Forsyth's atonement

theology. Against those who would imprison Christian faith in theological

systems Forsyth has directed us to the true source of our understanding of God;

namely, the experience of grace. And where do we discover this grace?

Forsyth writes: "The grace of the Holy Eternal Father has but one image among

men, and it is the holy face of Jesus and Him as crucified."350

Forsyth's teaching on holy love underlines the fact of God as a living, dynamic,
moral Reality of absolute purity concerned to uphold the universal moral order
understood not as an impersonal law but as the self-expression of His own holy

Being. This holiness God cannot deny and He calls the world to account. By
the same token however, Forsyth's emphasis upon holy love brings to the fore
the personal reality of a God who cannot deny His grace to a rebellious world.
The two realities are not in opposition to one another but are both fully upheld in
the death of Jesus. The Cross is a paradoxical reality. There the inviolable
nature of both love and holiness are affirmed. As another theologian of

Forsyth's day expressed it, speaking about the death of Christ: "Nothing else in
the world demonstrates how real is God's love to the sinful, and how real the sin

of the world is to God."351

In Forsyth's atonement theology therefore God is shown to be supremely the
God who upholds His own Nature as holy love. If a word like 'satisfaction'
sounds unfamiliar to most, what is conveyed by such a word is that God's
faithfulness to the world flows from His first being true to Himself as a God of

347Forsyth,1899, p.592
^Forsyth, 1957, p.4
^Forsyth, 1957, p 3
350Forsyth,1957, p. 26
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holy love. For the preacher of the Cross seeking to confess Christ before the
church and the world Forsyth's message will be clear: the Cross that s/he

proclaims has an inescapable theocentric character. In approaching the atoning
action of Jesus Forsyth's first concern was to establish what such an action
meant to God. This theocentric emphasis also provided Forsyth with his

conception of the ministry of the church for he believed that the Church's priority
was with God and then only - but inseparably - with Humankind: "The Church is
first a priest to God and then a blessing to men." 352 Without in any way

diminishing the church's commitment to the marginalised, the oppressed and
the suffering, what Forsyth has reiterated is that such a commitment is properly
fulfilled only as it is grounded in the gospel of atoning love wherein is
established and revealed the righteousness of God. As Forsyth put it: "We shall
never worship right till we are more engrossed with our God than even with our

worship, with His reality than our piety, with His Cross than our service." 353
The prime duty of the Church, he insisted,

is not to impress, nor even to save men, but to confess the Saviour, to
confess in various forms the God, the Christ, the Cross that does save.
The Church is there as the great confessor, in thought, word, and deed,
of its Creator; and its action, varying with each occasion, is only a
special form or corollary of its central confession that it owes itself, its
worship, and its world to the glory of the grace that saves,354

For Forsyth this assertion was not just a piece of theologising; it was an

essential aspect of his understanding of the Church's mission to the world

especially in situations of overwhelming human need. What is it that gives the
church the power to continue its ministry in the face of overwhelming human

suffering? Human sympathy, Forsyth maintained, will fail: "Human misery is
too great for the power of human pity." 355 The answer, Forsyth claimed, lies in
the Church's practical realisation of who God is:

A creed which starts from the glory of God has more power for man's
welfare than one that is founded in the welfare of man alone ... A
theocentric creed has more and longer blessing for man than an
anthropocentric. It is the divine in our creed that makes it last, though it

Denney,1964, p. 189
352Forsyth, 1908(a), p.21
353Forsyth,1953, p.25
354Forsyth, 1955, p.220
35SForsyth, 1948(a), p.81
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may be the humane that makes it attract.356

In all this it becomes apparent that Forsyth placed considerable emphasis upon

the Church. As we have noted, he asserted that the Church is a participant in
the Divine redemption. Forsyth regarded the church as a pivotal factor in the

securing of freedom in the world. The Church, he said, must "control, lead, and
secure human freedom" by providing that authority whose very nature creates
freedom: the authority not of the Church itself but of its Gospel and Saviour.

Indeed, Forsyth declares categorically that that there is no hope for society in
the long run except in a Church that proclaims such a Gospel, 357 and he thus

concludes, "To change the world convert the Church."358 Indeed, this pivotal role
that Forsyth gave to the church explains his withering critique of the church of
his day. When one considers the place of the Church in the divine scheme of

things it pained Forsyth to see how ineffectual the Church of his day had
become.

7.4. Its recovery of the notion of sacrifice for our understanding of

Atonement, God and the nature of reality.

A further important insight that Forsyth has incorporated into his atonement

theology is that of the decisiveness of sacrifice both for our understanding of
God and the nature of the atonement. As we have seen, though the notion of
sacrifice is not without theological baggage insofar as some have presupposed
a God who demands and receives sacrifice, Forsyth turns this thinking around

arguing instead that God is the One who offers sacrifice. In Christ we do not

have human nature offering its best to God, but rather "God offering his very

best to man." 359 In other words, the God of the Cross, the God of atonement,

the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is the self-emptying, self-giving,

dying God who becomes Priest and Victim for us, not in order to impress the
world but to reconcile the world to His own Holy Self.

The reality of the sacrifice of God was a fundamental pillar or core element in

Forsyth's atonement theology. His doctrine of God, shaped as it is by the

JSbForsyth, 1948(b), pp.83-84
^Forsyth, 1952, p 8
358Forsyth, 1899, p 608
^Forsyth,1965, p. 51
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atoning Cross, leads him to state that the Christian faith "carries into Godhead
the power of sacrifice".360 This understanding of God in turn shaped Forsyth's
whole view of reality such that he is able to assert that the "grace of God in the
death of Christ has . . revealed the principle of sacrifice as an essential, or even

supreme, factor in human progress."361 The order is important for Forsyth: our
sacrifice is rooted in the sacrifice of God; Christianity "is not the sacrifice we

make, but the sacrifice we trust."362

7.5. The Moral Realism of Forsyth's Atonement Theology

Few can have espoused an atonement theology of such depth and vigour as
P.T. Forsyth and the strength of this theology is the measure of the greatness
and the ruin of humankind. Forsyth's atonement theology is no 'poultice for a

cancer'; it is the very life of God for a world wrecked by sin. It is the offering of

holy obedience for the tragic guilt of humankind. It is healing in Blood for a

broken and diseased world.

Forsyth's diagnosis of the human condition in terms of the tragedy of guilt is

perceptive as it will be unpopular. Certainly, some kinds of evangelistic

preaching do stimulate feelings of guilt and, given some preachers emphases,
Gerald Priestland may have had a valid point when he spoke about certain
forms of Christianity as "guilt-edged religion".363 Forsyth's insights however are
a perceptive analysis of the phenomenon of guilt and how it impacts on peoples'
lives and upon society as a whole. Far from trying to rouse guilt he is describing
the way things are with human beings. Guilt is a fundamental aspect of the
human condition. If there is such a thing as a moral order that we violate when

we sin then in relation to that order we stand as guilty sinners. We should
hasten to add that such a moral order is the reflection of the holy character of
God. Sin is thus against a person. It is a relational concept and it is in relation to

God therefore that we stand as objectively guilty. Such guilt goes down to the
roots of human existence and is the source of that alienation with which

humankind struggles. Subjective guilt, that is, our feelings of guilt, pertains to
our awareness of our guilt, and whilst there are Christian communicators who

^Forsyth, 1957, p.44
361

Forsyth, 1957, p 75
^Forsyth, 1948(b), p.220 Cf "Christ is not just the divine symbol of sacrifice but our propitiation,

our sin-bearer." Forsyth, 1919(c), p. 153
^Priestland.igSI, p.59
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would exploit this condition there can be little doubt that the sense of guilt is for

many terribly real. It is folly to imagine, says Walter Brueggemann, "that modern

people do not struggle with the reality of guilt and the yearning for healing." 364

In Forsyth's atonement theology we have to do with a searching moral realism
that is the fruit not of an inherited theology but an incisive eye and profound

insights into human nature. To some the statement that, "All that has ever been
condensed into our conception of a devil exists in human nature", 365 might

suggest a bleak vision of humanity, and certainly to those who have never

stared evil in the eye, it might appear to be the case. Why speak of the 'devil',
'evil' and 'guilt' when one might more comfortably speak of 'error', 'ignorance'
and 'weakness'? To such Forsyth might have invoked St Anselm: Nondum
considerasti quanti ponderis sit peccatum ["You have not yet considered the

great weight of sin,"] Forsyth however was a prophet who never shied away

from naming evil. He was a man who knew and understood the human heart
and he refused to heal wounds lightly. He never pandered to human nature and

certainly would not trust himself to any political and economic system apart from
the regenerating and transforming power of the atoning gospel. Humankind's
unbridled and self-seeking egoism was always the fatal and tragic flaw in every

man-made dispensation. No mere doctrine of Fatherhood was adequate to

address the depths of the human situation. The problems of humankind were

too deep to be dealt with by either education or by outward changes in

circumstances. Guilt, bondage and impotence hold humanity in a prison of
alienation. Furthermore, Forsyth has emphasised what has all too easily been

forgotten; namely, that sin has, in the very first instance, to do with a holy God.

This may seem like a pessimistic vision even if it was true to the last detail. But
therein lies the strength of Forsyth's atonement theology for far from it being
bleak it is supremely a vision of hope and it is hope rooted in the realities of

forgiveness, reconciliation, healing, power, life; in moral regeneration, and it has
its focus in Jesus Christ and Him crucified. Few can have presented such a

overwhelming overview of what Forsyth himself called "the moral power of the
Christian Gospel."366

^"Bnjeggemann.igSO, p.31
^Forsyth, 1962(a), p.98
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7.6. P.T. Forsyth and Paul the Apostle: The Pauline Character of

Forsyth's Theology.

In a memoir about her father, Jessie Forsyth cites her husband's assessment of

P T Forsyth: "Like St Paul, he imposed upon himself the limitation, 'I
determined to know nothing among you save Jesus Christ and him crucified.'. .

For him the Cross was everything - 'his rock, his reality, his eternal life.'"367

The parallels between the theology of Forsyth and the faith of the Apostle Paul
are very striking. As we have observed, Forsyth saw himself as drawing upon

the method and content of the Apostle Paul who undoubtedly stands as the
decisive influence in Forsyth's own theological pilgrimage. 363

7.6.1. The Place of the Reconciling Cross

The place given by both theologians to the atoning Cross is the outstanding

point of convergence between Forsyth and Paul. Certainly 2 Corinthians 5:9
and Romans 1:16-17 stand at the centre of Forsyth's theology. The 2
Corinthians 5 passage underlines the central place that Paul gives to the

message of reconciliation in Christ in his understanding of the Christian Gospel,
369 and for Forsyth the reality of reconciliation was one that had been burned
into his soul. Reconciliation, he said, is "Paul's great characteristic word and

thought",370 and it must be the "ruling note of Christian preaching."371 Thus can

Forsyth conclude:

The great sacrament of Christianity is the sacrament of the living
preached Word of Reconciliation, whether by speech, rite or work. The
elements may be anything; the Word is everything; the active Word of
God's Act, Christ's personal Act met by His Church.372

Forsyth, 1949(a), p.227
367J, Forsyth, 'Memoir' in Forsyth, 1965, p.28
36eForsyth,1907, p.83
369Ralph Martin asserts that Paul's thought can best be captured in the term 'reconciliation'

which, he says, is the "organising principle" of Paul's theology and religious experience."
Martin, 1981, p46 Not all New Testament scholars would agree with Martin, but there is a
general agreement that if reconciliation was not the controlling theme then it was, at very
least, amongst his main concerns. Fitzmyer,1981, pp. 162-185

370Forsyth,1965, p71
371Forsyth, 1948(b), p 171
37zForsyth,1953, p. 141
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7.6.2. The Gospel as the Power of God

By the same token the dynamic Pauline notion of the Gospel as the "power of
God" in which is revealed the "righteousness of God" is one that is integral to

Forsyth's own experience of the Gospel as well as his teaching and preaching.

Joseph Fitzmyer's description of Paul's understanding of the Gospel as a

"salvific force unleashed by God in human history through the person, ministry,

passion, and resurrection of Jesus" could equally have been taken from

Forsyth's writings.373

7.6.3. The Righteousness of God in the Gospel and "the living reality of
atonement."

Similarly, the righteousness that Paul asserts is revealed in the Gospel is a

power that is not confined to individual states of piety but is unleashed within

history; upon the Church and upon Society. The righteousness of God is God in
Christ in saving action in the world. Both Forsyth and Paul underline this crucial

point. Paul has been criticised for his reduction of the Gospel to a "religious

opium . offering private dreams to compensate [suffering people] for an

intolerable public reality."374 This however is to misinterpret the great Apostle.

Showing the Old Testament roots of Paul's teaching on righteousness, James
Dunn states:

The more fully we recognise that Paul's teaching on divine
righteousness is Old Testament through and through, the more we must
recognise the character of that righteousness as calling for a
righteousness in response which is social in character and gives highest
priority to sustaining the disadvantaged in society.375

As we have seen, such also is Forsyth's approach. Such righteousness is not
reduced to simple acts of individual charity but is a commitment on the part of
the Church to seek first the righteousness of the kingdom of God at every level
of society. Working therefore with the notion of divine righteousness and its

response in human righteousness both Forsyth and Paul have brought out the

profound socio-political dimensions of the atoning Gospel of the Christ, We

might go even further and show how these two men's concern for the poor was

373Fitzmyer,1981, p,153
374Pixley,1981, p. 100
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a direct outworking of their understanding of the atonement. For instance, what
is often overlooked in the study of Paul's understanding of the atoning death of
Christ in 2 Corinthians is the general economic context of the Epistle. Corinth

being a commercial centre, it is not surprising that Paul's presentation of the

Gospel is couched in economic terms. 376 Thus in 5:17-21 the key metaphor is
that of 'exchange*. Similarly, in 8:9 Paul expresses the kenosis of Christ - so

central to both Paul and Forsyth - in financial terms: "For you know the grace of
our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he becomes

poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich," What is especially

significant in this latter text is that Paul's assertion about Christ is given at the

point where he is telling the Christians in Corinth about the "rich generosity" of
the churches in Macedonia who in their "extreme poverty" gave "beyond their

ability" towards the collection for the poor Christians in Jerusalem. 377 In other

words, intrinsic to the act of atonement is its practical outworking in terms of a
commitment to the poor, even on the part of the poor themselves! As David
Ford expresses it: Paul regarded the Macedonian Christians as embodying "the

living reality of atonement." 378 While Forsyth refused to sanctify the poor simply
because they were poor his writings are replete with references to the poor, and
his judgment is clear: the restoration of righteousness in the Cross has

profoundly economic implications. He writes: "Any system where wealth
accumulates and men decay has its doom written if the moral order is still in

power behind all." 379 In this the inseparability of doctrine and ethics has been
underlined by both Paul and Forsyth

Other corresponding features between Paul's theology and that of P. T. Forsyth
we need not go into here, suffice it to say that Forsyth shares with Paul a

seeming indifference to the detail of the actual life of Christ. Like Paul, Forsyth
is less concerned with what Christ said and did in his earthly life as he is with
who Christ is and what he accomplished for the world in his death, resurrection
and heavenly intercession.

Dunn,1992, p.20
376Cf. Ford,1989, pp 118-122
3772 Corinthians 8: 1-4
378Ford, 1989, p. 121
"9Forsyth, 1908(b), pp. 14-15
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7,6.4. Paul and the Principle of Indebtedness

One final aspect of Paul's teaching that Forsyth's develops and which, for the

purposes of this essay, we regard as important pertains to Paul's notion of
indebtedness. Forsyth maintains that Paul lived with a threefold debt: a debt,

firstly, to Christ for his redemption; secondly, a debt to Christ in respect of his

special calling to be an apostle; and thirdly, a debt - "a negative obligation" or

"negative compensation" - that Paul believed he owed Christ by way of making
amends to Him for having been "Christ's persecutor". As Forsyth expresses it:
"It was an atonement in Paul to preach the Atonement." Furthermore, Forsyth

says Paul had a "double debt" to the Church he had once ravaged: "His old
havoc committed him doubly to the ministry of help. . .He had a debt to his own

blind past. It was to spread light He owed its payment to Jew and Gentile alike."
330

Taking up this idea of a threefold indebtedness Forsyth then turns the

argument on the church as a whole. In respect of the 'making amends' principle,

Forsyth says, "There are cases where the policy of persecution in the Church
has robbed Christ of fruit that he should now enjoy" and he concludes: "We
have infinite amends to make Christ for our persecution of Him in the name of

religion. Yes, religion owes Christianity infinite amends." 301 Forsyth's chief

point in highlighting this all too infrequently raised aspect of Pauline missionary

theology was to bring home the onus that is laid on the Church today in respect

of missions. Missions, he said, are "a debt on the Church," However, the

principle of indebtedness or making atonement, is one that should be furthered

explored since it is not a note that is heard very often, having been submerged
in the assertions of preachers whose lack of historical awareness and

theological prejudices have swept under the carpet the Church's betrayal of her
Lord or whose theology has basked in 'grace' but has never understood its

righteousness and has failed to heed the cries of the victims of such spiritual
abuse.

8. Conclusion.

It is clear that Forsyth did not view the atonement as some theological relic of
the past. Neither did he see such a doctrine as simply a once-for-all action

^Forsyth, 1908(a), pp.258-259
331

Forsyth, 1908(a), pp.262-263
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between the Father and the Son that we must now try to realise for ourselves.

Forsyth was in the first instance a practical theologian concerned with Christian
realities that would change lives, build the Church and regenerate society.

Having started out by his own admission as a liberal theologian he discovered
that as a pastor entrusted with the spiritual well-being of his people he had little
to offer them by way of a gospel that answered to their deepest needs.

Furthermore, faced as he was by the impotence of the church in the midst of a

collapsing society he sought the renewal of the church in a rediscovery of the
moral power of atonement; in the realities of the holy grace of God, and through
such a renewal the transformation of Society. For all his realism about the

desperate nature of the human condition he remained utterly convinced of the

power of the Gospel to transform the human situation and, in particular, of the

efficacy of the preaching of the Cross in this redemptive process. Showing, as
he has done, how in the action of the Cross the righteousness of God was

established forever, an action that incorporated our response, and embracing as

he did the dynamic understanding of reality and identifying the atoning and

reconciling Christ as that reality, Forsyth has given us a doctrine of atonement
of extraordinary power and has established the atonement as being at the heart
of the church's fife and message.
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CHAPTER 4

PREACHING CHRIST IN SOUTH AFRICA: THE GOSPEL OF ATONEMENT

1. The Importance of Preaching

We have travelled a long journey in this essay. We have moved backwards and
forwards across the centuries in search of understanding and wisdom. Ours has

been the search for what P.T. Forsyth called a "real gospel"; a gospel that "is
true to the NT on one side, and on the other is real and relevant to the religious,
moral and intellectual situation of the hour in which we live."1 The religious,
moral and intellectual environment in which we as interpreters and preachers of
the Gospel live, listen and work is that of present day South Africa. Ours is the
task of proclaiming the Christian gospel, a gospel that is not in the first instance
about propositions but is, rather, an act and power of God in Christ. Preaching
is "an act prolonging the Great Act, mediating it, and conveying it.. . The Gospel

spoken by man is the energising of the Gospel achieved by God."2 It is, said
P.T. Forsyth, "a living function of the atonement". In other words, integral to the
action of the Cross is its proclamation. Having said this, preaching Christ is not

a straightforward matter for whilst preaching involves the declaration of what
God has done and is doing it presupposes an understanding and careful
interaction with the spiritual temper of the age. Each age, Forsyth reminded his

hearers, "interrogates the unseen with a new demand. Our age has a question
and need of its own. . . We have the same gospel, rich to all, but it faces a

different need."3

It might be objected that we have put the cart before the horse and that prior to

considering the content of the Christian proclamation we should in fact have
asked whether the notion of preaching makes any sense at all in the modern

age. People today, it might be claimed, inhabit a different world. Whereas there
used to be what resembled a coherent understanding of the nature of things,
that has now changed and the preacher can no longer presuppose an

acceptance of the spiritual/ theological framework in which s/he is speaking.

1
Forsyth, 1962 (b), p.45
2Forsyth, 1949(a), p.57
3Forsyth, 1971, p 100, Cf. Forsyth, 1955, pp. 186-188
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Furthermore, the twentieth century has seen the manipulation and devaluation
of language and even in South Africa with its long history of Christianity, for
decades Christian preachers spoke the language of the Bible to support a

system of oppression described by the United Nations as "a crime against

humanity". It is an inescapable truth about Christianity in South Africa that for

generations the gospel was humiliated by her preachers. Should not the

preachers resolve to keep an appropriate silence? After all, is there not a time to
be silent as well as a time to speak? To this we might make three responses:

Firstly, whilst preachers in South Africa by and large turned a blind eye to what
was going on around them, as we noted in our second chapter there were those
whose preaching awakened hope in the hearts of the despairing. The sermons

of Desmond Tutu, for instance, stand as a model of preaching that was food for
the oppressed and bitter medicine for the status quo. When hope seemed

hopeless the Gospel declared from the mouths of numerous courageous

preachers who would not bow their knees to Baal ensured that hope was not

totally eclipsed. When we recall the impact of such men and women we must
conclude that preaching must continue. Secondly, Africa is a place of rich oral
traditions.4 The telling of and listening to stories is an integral part of the social
life of Africa 5 Hence, though questions may be asked about the relevance of

preaching in first world countries, preaching remains part and parcel of the
vibrant spiritual life of Africa. Thirdly, Forsyth has suggested a further answer: In
the opening pages of his great book on preaching he states: "With its preaching

Christianity stands or falls because it is the declaration of a Gospel. Nay more-

far more- it is the Gospel prolonging and declaring itself."6 This is no mere

statement reflecting the preaching age in which Forsyth lived, it is a Pauline
conviction shared not only by P.T. Forsyth but by theologians and preachers of
our own time. Alan Lewis has movingly stated:

Preaching must continue - responsibly, skilfully, critically - because the
message itself is so concerned with words: the promise of forgiveness,
the reconciling of estrangement including the divorce of sight and
hearing; and above all the restoration of broken men and women to the
wholeness of personhood, in mutual togetherness and communion by
adoption with the Triune family of God. . However risky, impotent and
culturally inept, the preached word enacts God's personal, personalizing
truth, and affords his humanizing, healing grace some hidden, cross-like
leverage against the mighty social forces of depersonalisation and

4Phororo,1995, p. 132-133
sDlugwane,1995, p.134-135
®Forsyth, 1949(a), pp,1&3
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division. .,

Christologically conceived, preaching makes God present in the midst of
an absence to which both faith and unfaith bear their different testimony;
and the church's words today of affirmation and reconciliation
surreptitiously invade a world rendered increasingly speechless at the
absence of reason, righteousness, hope and thus of God. . The church's
speech may thus substantiate the reality and love of God for a
generation haunted by silent memories of an inhuman, loveless
yesterday, and may promise hope to a globe fearing an unspeakable
tomorrow.7

2. South Africa: the context into which we must speak

In terms of our understanding of the nature and practise of Christian faith,

preaching must continue in South Africa. Furthermore we are persuaded that it
is the 'word of the Cross' that must be heard across the land. For despite all the

good things that have happened since Nelson Mandela's inauguration in May
1994 South Africa is a country struggling to come to terms with its past,

2.1. South Africa: the Actualites

South Africa is a country with a tragic past that still scars the physical and

spiritual landscape and left to themselves these wounds will not heal. Thabo
Mbeki has spoken of the "great crevices" that still exist within South African

society.8 An editorial in the Cape Times of May 1998 draws attention to the fact

that, "Divisions between Africans, coloured, Indians and whites are sharper than

ever, not to mention the divide between rich and poor as unemployment grows."
9 Furthermore, for all the merits of democracy in the affirmation and

institutionalising of the rights and freedoms of hitherto oppressed communities,
what has happened in South Africa has been the entrenching, even idolising, of
an ideology of freedom that confuses it with license and divorces it from
communal responsibility. Though individual freedom and the desire for material

prosperity are fundamental to the human quest, when they are uprooted from
their proper context in ubuntu and become synonymous with an overbearing
individualism and rampant self-interest they take on the status of totalitarian
idols. As we have noted, freedom apart from responsibility has simply allowed

Lewis, 1989, pp. 88-89
sBoyle, 1997, p. 10
9Cape Times Newspaper, May 1998.
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the natural unsubdued egoism of human nature to flourish. Whilst people may

be given their 'rights' it is not inevitable that they will treat one another as

'brothers' and 'sisters'. Our study has shown that under the guise of human

rights the rights of some have in practise been more zealously guarded than
others and that the advocacy of the rights of the poor has often been a cloak for
the aggrandisement of the rights of the noveau riche. In South Africa the danger

exists, as Forsyth observed about his own time, that power rises to power and
the weak go to the wall. 10 In 1910 Forsyth spoke of the danger to his own age

of the possession of public freedom and powers by "hands not morally equal to
it."11 Freedom that is not grounded in moral authority rapidly degenerates into
moraf chaos. It is a view of freedom that impacts significantly upon the
economics of a country for it stands at the heart of the so-called free market

system with its demand for unfettered freedom to pursue the maximisation of

profit. The result is dog eats dog economics, and the weak simply go to the wall
The suffering of poverty remains a way of life for a huge proportion of South
Africans. In South Africa money and the freedom to make as much of it as

possible have become the all-consuming gods that demand unquestioning

allegiance. Not surprisingly, in many quarters disillusionment has set in In other

words, South Africa's crumbling moral interior has been laid bare. Recognising
the merits of the struggle against apartheid, nevertheless the nation shows

signs of moral bankruptcy as corruption bleeds and undermines the rich gains of

democracy. Clearly democracy, for all its merits, has not been enough. New

political structures have simply given evil a fresh opportunity to flourish. It was
left to Nelson Mandela to state bluntly the extent of the moral wilderness in
which South Africa has found itself. Speaking to the ANC Congress in
December 1997 he spoke of the moral corrosion that was taking place in South
Africa. He asserted that a philosophy of the "survival of the fittest" where the

only ruie was the "unhampered pursuit of self-interest" had forcefully and

effectively ousted the place of "fundamental values." He spoke of the "virtual

collapse" amongst the Africans of their traditional system of social behaviour
informed as it used to be by African humanism. In short, said Mandela, South
African society has "lost its anchor". 12

There can be little doubt that compared with what went before South Africa is

10Forsyth,1962 (a), p.35.
11
Forsyth, 1910(c), p.82-83

1zMandeta, Dec.1997,
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today a more humane society. However, the miracle of South African

democracy notwithstanding, there is a marked feeling in the nation that all is not
well. There is great fear and insecurity as violence flourishes unabated. The
sense of being one nation - a rainbow people - has significantly diminished.
South Africa remains a deeply divided nation. Some will urge 'patience' arguing
that the effects of three hundred years of oppression are not going to be undone
in a mere four years, however there can be little doubt however that in South
Africa there is a creeping sense of crisis.

Forsyth drew a helpful distinction between "actualities" and "realities";

"actualities", he said, are those things that the human eye sees going on around
us Realities, on the other hand, are the determinative realities of grace rooted
in the atoning Person of Jesus Christ and him as Crucified and who is in final
command of history, 13 In terms therefore of the "actuaries", South Africa is a

place of pain, of anger, and of alienation; a place of idolatry, violence and fear,
Mandela's image of a nation without an anchor suggests a nation that has lost
its moorings; a nation at the mercy of every ideological wind that sweeps across
the South African landscape. South Africa's search is thus for an anchor that will
remain fastened to the foundational rock of a moral universe in the midst of

such historical, moral and spiritual onslaughts, and without which the nation will
run aground. The need is for a moral authority that goes deeper than the 'will of
the people' for it is an incontrovertible fact that every human system however

socially, politically and economically commendable is going to be exploited by

people for their own selfish ends. Forsyth's warning is thus apposite, "Any social

change which is to give greater scope to humanity must go with a growth in the
moral power of humanity, else it is neither safe nor stable."14 South Africa's
search therefore is the search for a power that masters our freedom. It is the

quest for spiritual rebirth. A central focus of Mandela's ANC speech, therefore,
was a reaffirmation of the "critical importance" of "moral renewal" as a "central
and inalienable part" of the reconstruction and development of South Africa.
What South Africans must aim at, he declared, is the spiritual rebirth of South
African society:

We have not fully understood the centrafity and decisive importance of
the moral renewal of our country to the success of our objective of

"Forsyth, 1962(a), p.96.
14Forsyth, 1907(b), p.27
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creating a people-centred, humane and caring society. . We must
understand the extraordinary complexity of the task of achieving the
spiritual as opposed to the material rebirth of our society.15

Part of the "extraordinary complexity" is, in our estimation, that there is in human

nature, as P T. Forsyth expressed it, "a radical evil . . .and spiritual wickedness
in deep places."16 The prophet Jeremiah's assessment that the human heart is
"wicked and desperately corrupt" [Jer.17] is one that rings true even in this age

and until we address the problem of the human heart we continue to build our

lives upon sand. With insight Helmut Thielicke observed just before the close of
the Second World War that attempts at political and social reform fail because

"they begin at the wrong place . . . they put the cart before the horse." The

gospel, he asserted,

contains no prescription of a valid world order but is rather medicine for
our hearts. . . The painful abscesses which today are breaking out over
the whole body of mankind cannot be cured by physicking and lancing
them from the outside, but only by cleansing the blood from the inside
and renewing the heart, the animating and regulating centre of the
body.17

Evil, however, is not confined simply to individuals. Contrary to prevailing

ideologies of individual autonomy, as human beings we are bound to one

another. Humankind has an essentially social nature. There is thus no such

thing as the absolutely individual person. Martin Luther King maintained that as
human beings we are "caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied into a

single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly affects all indirectly. We
are made to live together because of the inter-related structure of reality."18 We
would want to go further however and insist that besides our being related to

God and to those around us, we are also bound to the created order. Our

actions, be they for good or ill, spread out and affect - and tragically infect - not

only the whole human moral system but the created order as well The natural
and spiritual worlds interpenetrate. James Denney used to speak of man's sin
as "setting in motion a force which is beyond human control and which acts

according to its own laws . . in ever widening circles." The universe, he said, is

l5Mandela,1997, Cf Mbeki who stated in November 1998, "To meet the challenge of stemming
the tide of corruption we need to march to the tune of a new song. The song of regeneration
and rebirth." Mbeki, 1998, p 13

16Forsyth, 1949(a), p,234
!7Thielicke, 1965, p. 108
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"a system of things in which good can be planted and in which it will bear fruit; it
is also a system of things in which there is a ceaseless and unrelenting reaction

against evil."19 In South Africa therefore we are faced with a situation where the

damage done by human sin has gone so deeply into the fabric of life that no
mere change of political structures, however admirable, is going to be able to

root it out. The problem of sin and evil is compounded, however, when we recall

our earlier discussion about how in South Africa spiritual powers are contending
for the soul of the nation. These powers entrench themselves in, and distort, the

legitimate structures of society. To invoke Forsyth once more, these powers

"first allure us, then confuse us, then disappoint us, then terrify us, and then
rend us."20 Far from being an outmoded perspective these spiritual powers are

nevertheless very real. To assert this is not only to affirm a New Testament
world view, it is to articulate an African world view as well as a perspective that
is shared by many other Christians, biblical scholars included.

2.2. South Africa: The Reality that Surrounds us.

This essay is a serious attempt to see the South African actualities in the light of
a different reality that we are persuaded is decisive for the spiritual rebirth of
South Africa. This is not to make light of the current South African situation. On
the contrary, we are seeking to inject hope into an increasingly pessimistic
environment. What we are proposing is a way forward for the Church as it seeks
to articulate its Gospel in the face of the tragic history of South Africa and the

shadow that that history still casts over the land. In short, we are calling the
Church back to the proclamation both in word and deed of the fundamental

gospel of atonement - the doctrine of grace - which is the perennial action of

the holy love of God in the Cross of Jesus Christ by which the world has been
set on new spiritual foundations and an entirely new and universal spiritual

reality has come into being; a reality that is dynamic, personal and life-

transforming. It is the perspective of this thesis that all of God's actions in the
world flow from the atoning Cross by which human guilt and sin were overcome

and the spiritual constitution of the world restored and a new world of

possibilities opened up not least of which is the freeing, reconciling and
empowering of God's people for the establishment of righteousness on earth.

18King,1967, p.68
19Denney,1919, p.202
^Forsyth, 1919(b), p.549
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What then is the nature of that reality that surrounds us in this land and for
which the church exists to declare?

2.2.1. The Grace of God: The Ground Plan of the Universe.

Recognising the malignancy of sin and the desperate attempts of the powers of
darkness to reassert themselves, our study of the doctrine of atonement has

suggested that it is the grace of God understood not as inexorable law or an

impersonal force emanating from God, or even an esoteric theory about God
but rather grace as the action of holy love that is in final command of all things.
In the action of the Cross the very nature of reality was changed forever.

Something happened on that day when Jesus died upon the Cross. Something
was put right on a universal scale. That which was out of joint was restored. The
relation of the whole human race with its Creator was on that day changed by
the action of the holy love of God in the humanity of Jesus Christ. The word, or
rather the idea, that we have used to describe this action of 'setting things right'
is that of 'satisfaction'. It is a greatly misunderstood word since it has often been

interpreted to mean that an offended God refuses to emerge from his heavenly
chamber until such time as He has been offered an apology and rendered

appropriate restitution for the wounding of His divine Being. Whilst the word
itself may well be obsolete the idea behind it is one that we consider

contemporary understandings of atonement must incorporate. We have
endeavoured thus to rehabilitate, if not the word then at very least the idea for in
our estimation it stands at the heart of the Cross.

'Satisfaction' has to do with the repair and restoration of the moral constitution
of the universe that has been thrown out of kilter by human sin. It says that God
is holy and that His nature is inviolable. To sin against God is to sin against the
universe; it is to sin against life itself. It is not only to disrupt the relation between
God and the world, it is also to throw into disarray the moral, spiritual, and even

the physical, constitution of things. Humanity is called to account but has

nothing to offer by way of healing. Saying 'sorry' is well and good but it cannot
undo the catastrophic consequences of human sin. Sin is the very negation of
God and of that moral order that is the reflection of His Being. When we speak
of 'satisfaction' therefore we are speaking about how God has put things back
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on track in a manner consistent with who He is and the way the world, seen and

unseen, is constituted. Christ's death is the affirmation of that order rather than

God's punishment of the sinner. The Cross is Christ's 'Yes' to that moral order
which is the righteousness of God for in the Cross Christ gives effect to that

system of protection that God put in place. To use the language of 'satisfaction'
therefore is to declare unequivocally that God so loved the world that he offered
His own holy Self in Christ for the restoration of that holiness which is the one

true basts of all life and living. Holiness is the basis upon which the universe
exists. Where there is holiness and righteousness on earth we taste the shalom
of the kingdom of God. To seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness
and to live to the glory of God is thus to seek the truest welfare of the world. To

pray "Hallowed be Your Name" is, in the same breath, to pray for the healing of
creation and the establishment of personal and social righteousness within a

nation, if a word like 'satisfaction' remains unfamiliar to most, what is conveyed

by such a word is that God's faithfulness to the world flows from His first being
true to Himself as a God of holy love, God's relationship with the world is

governed thus not by law but by His righteous grace in Jesus Christ. It is not

divine law that we see operative in the Cross, it is mercy and grace rooted in
holiness. It is the action of holy love encapsulated in the word 'righteousness'
and it is this righteousness that is the last, in the sense of ultimate, reality of the
world. The Gospel, said Forsyth, "is not just a message that God is love; but it is
the historic act in which God's holy love is installed as omnipotent for ever

among the world's powers and affairs."21

In the Cross therefore, righteousness was re-established and the world
reconstituted in the grace of God. Grace however is not inert; a mere statement

of something having happened long ago. Grace is holy Energy; the personal,

forgiving, healing and redeeming action of God in restoring a broken, guiity and
lost world to Himself. It is the self-expression and dynamic action of who God is:

holy love. Whilst therefore the Cross secured forever the righteousness of God
in a world stained and broken by sin, its redeeming energy reverberates through

history. It surrounds us on every side - sometimes imperceptibly, sometimes

loudly in the midst of the upheavals of history as grace, reasserting itself,
collides with human wickedness. But however it is discerned it is always for the
salvation and restoration of the world as a reflection of the holiness and majesty

21Forsyth, 1919(b), p.551
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of God. The grace of God, said P.T. Forsyth, is the "ground plan of the
universe."22

Such grace, we should hasten to add, has a human face. At the heart of this
thesis lies the claim that, "The grace of the Holy Eternal Father has but one

image among men, and it is the holy face of Jesus and Him as crucified."23 In
other words, the decisive - we might also say the defining - reality for South
Africa is the crucified and risen Jesus Christ who in His atoning Person has

reshaped reality, opening up the enclosed world in which South Africans have
for too long lived. It is in His redeeming light that we view the South African
actualities. It is the atoning and redeeming person of Jesus Christ who is the

"spinal cord of history". 24 He is truly the Alpha and Omega [Rev.1:17] and the

supreme Contemporary and ruling power of every age. He is the transcendent
Source of a nation's well being. Expressed in more Pauline terminology, Christ
is before all things and in Him all things hold together. [Col.1:17] He is, said

Forsyth, "a world within a world, the destiny awaiting the world, the truth which
the world is working out. He is the order within the order of things, prescribing
their order at last."25

Such claims are, to say the least, staggering, and it requires supernatural

courage to embrace them, but, as James Denney once reminded his hearers, it
is an assertion that is not according to science but according to the wisdom
about which St Paul writes when he speaks of Christ as the "wisdom and power

of God". [1 Cor.1:24]26 Such wisdom is found only in the Church's experience of

redemption for as Forsyth would remind us, it is only the saved who have the
secret of the Saviour. Thus can the writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews affirm
that whilst we do not see everything subject to Christ, " we see Jesus . . now

crowned with glory and honour." [Heb 2: 8-9]

Such a perspective cannot be foisted upon a nation; it must start from below in
the personal transformation of peoples' lives and their reorientation away from
the kingdom of mammon to the personal and social righteousness of the

Kingdom of God as the one true basis of a nation's freedom and peace.

22Forsyth, 1948(b), p.58
23Forsyth, 1957, p. 26
24Forsyth,1971, p. 102
25Forsyth,1957, p.90
26Denney,1911, p.24
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Ideologies have failed and will continue to fail. The real world, warned David
Walsh in his study on ideology, "refuses to be confined within a system". 27 The
spiritual bankruptcy of South Africa has been glaringly exposed. What is needful
is a 'lived' truth; a participation in a transcendent reality; an experiential recovery
of the rich Gospel of grace in the Cross of Jesus Christ. This is not to make

society dependent upon the vagaries and unpredictabilities of spiritual

experience. What we are proposing is not a new theology of experience but a
fresh experience of theology, for Christian faith is not a vague inspiration but
rather an experience of an objective reality. Experience, said Forsyth, is "the
field where our theology arises, but it is not the spring."28 The fundamental thing
is not experience but the a priori element within experience and it is Jesus
Christ and Him as crucified who corresponds to this a priori element given in

experience. Christian faith, cautioned Forsyth, is faith

neither in our experiences not in our energies; and it is not
preoccupation with them but rather faith in something external and
given, faith not in experience but in something experienced; faith which
lives in definite Christian categories prescribed by the nature of God's
historic gift, and not by our native sympathies.29

In all this the church has a vital role to play. Itself being fed and nourished by
the very life of God its calling is to live out and declare that the final reality that
surrounds us - indeed the gift of God to a broken world - is the holy love of God

experienced in our lives in terms of the reality of grace in the shape of

forgiveness, redemption and regeneration. Grace, as Timothy Gorringe has

splendidly written, is:

theological shorthand for God's continuing engagement with us, for his
refusal to let us go, for the judgment and forgiveness with which he re¬
makes us, for his opening up of closed and impossible situations, for his
subversion of the constricting regularities of human history towards the
openness of the kingdom. It is shorthand for the power of the presence
of Jesus to make all things new.30

Who then is Jesus Christ for South Africa? And what does all this mean in

27
Walsh,1990, p. 10. The "horrors of our time", says Walsh, are not to be explained in terms of
stupidities and misunderstandings, but rather to a passion " to compel recalcitrant reality to fit
within the perimeters of one or another intellectual system." Walsh,1990, p.10

28Forsyth,1952, p.211
29Forsyth,1971, p. 112
30Gorringe,1989, p.169
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practise for the church in South Africa and its preaching in particular?

3. Jesus Christ: The Alpha and Omega

One of the theological issues raised by the history of South Africa pertains to

where we begin our theological work. Is it with the context in which the church
finds itself? Is it primarily in human subjectivity; in the deepest instincts of the
human heart - in feelings of nationalism or 'Africanness'? In this regard,

Forsyth's warning is straightforward: Christianity, he said, "is not an instinct". 31
Neither the instincts of the heart nor the natural order or even human reason are

the final standards to which Christ and His Gospel must conform. For all the
influence of the Church in South Africa and the striking statistical data that

suggest that an overwhelming majority of people in South Africa profess to be

Christians, the distortions in the doctrine of God indicate that the mind of the

church and the mind of South African society has remained fundamentally

unevangelised. What Forsyth said to his own generation can be applied equally
to future generations as well, not least to the Church in South Africa: "The seat

of revelation is in the Cross, and not in the heart."32 In other words, there is in

the Christian faith a 'givenness' that precedes the actual work that the Church

may perform in a specific situation. This is not to diminish the importance of the
context in which we might be seeking to articulate the faith but it does mean that
there is a faith commitment, a pre-understanding, that is prior to the context in
which the church may be operating. In other words, we address the actualities
of a particular situation in the light of the given and living spiritual realities of the

Gospel. Such a faith commitment is not exhausted in the mere statement of

such a truth but is rather the surrender of one's being to that decisive yet

personal, dynamic and universal Reality that enfolds the world.

Our way of doing practical theology therefore assumes this Reality; a Reality
constituted in the Cross where God in Christ acted decisively for the world and
for own His glory's sake and on the basis of which He continues to act for the

healing of the restoration of the world. In the reality of grace in the atoning
Person of Christ we have been given our definitive starting point as preachers
and teachers of the Christian Gospel in South Africa. Hence as a living
confession of faith for the church in South Africa we would, following P.T.

31Forsyth, 1971, p. 112
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Forsyth, suggest the following: "God was in Christ forgiving and reconciling the
world by a new creation in the person and cross of Jesus Christ, His only Son,
our living Lord."33 This means that it is not with a 'system of principles' or the
fateful inevitabilites of history that preachers of the Gospel must begin but with
the grace of God in the Cross of Jesus Christ; it is the energetic, holy, liberating
love of God opening up new possibilities for South Africa; it is God reconciling
South Africa and the people of South Africa to Himself in Christ.

The grace of God in the Cross thus summons the Church in South Africa to

rethink its understanding of the Christian faith. We are invited with St Paul to
reconstruct our universe with Christ as its Alpha and Omega. What is needful is,
as T.F.Torrance asserted in a different context, a "metanoia, a radical repentant

rethinking of everything before the face of Jesus Christ." 34 This implies,

amongst other things, that the crucified and risen Christ is the critique of every

ideology and system of thought - theological systems included - that would

imprison reality within narrow and restrictive confines. We must heed
Setiloane's warning about that type of Christianity that is "dogma and creed,
assensus and concepts carried in the brain and head rather than essentially an

action and therefore a 'way of life.'"35

Forsyth has pointed the South African Church in the right direction: it is Jesus
Christ and Him as crucified who is the measure of all things, and his challenge
to the Church is to rethink its faith, indeed the meaning of the Gospel for the

country in terms of Jesus Christ and him crucified, understood not simply as a

some divine symbol but as the very action of holy love; of divine grace. It was
Padre Studdert Kennedy who once observed that Christian theology is

the interpretation of the Universe and human life in it in terms of Jesus
Christ. That is what Christian theology has always been, the effort of
thinking men to express the stars and the stones, the wind and the
waves, the laughter and the tears, the peace and the pain of the world in
terms of Jesus Christ.36

32Forsyth, 1951, p. 193
33Forsyth, 1955, p. 341
34T.F.Torrance, 1987, p.5
^Setiloane,1986, p.45
38Kennedy,1923, p. 119
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3.1. Jesus Christ and Him Crucified: The True Image of the Invisible God.

The task of rethinking the Christian doctrine of God in terms of Jesus Christ is
no mere academic quest. If, as Forsyth implies, there is a direct relation
between a peoples' doctrine of God and the practices of a state - a point that
has been amply and tragically illustrated in South Africa - then the question as

to the identity of God goes to the heart of a nation's life. Forsyth was convinced
that the appalling events of the Great War were related to an apostasy in both
Britain and Germany in respect of the doctrine of God, more specifically, the

uprooting of the Fatherhood of God from its soil in His holiness. Such religion,

Forsyth said, simply has no moral strength and can only stand by and watch as

civilisation disintegrates. 37 In South Africa historical experience, creational

principles and romantic nationalism combined to create the authoritarian God of

apartheid. South African history is strewn with the tragic consequences of such
a view.

Who then is God in South Africa? Is He the austere and impersonal God of

apartheid theology - the Great Divider? Is He the Kairos Document's God of

uncompromising justice - the Lord Chief Justice of the world? Is He the loving
Father about whom Jesus spoke - the waiting Father of the prodigal son? Who
is God whom we encounter in the Cross of Jesus Christ?

Our study has identified the Cross as the true seat of revelation, and in this

respect Forsyth anticipated the twentieth century recovery of Martin Luther's

theologia crucis. Decades later Jurgen Moltmann was to write: "When the
crucified Christ is called the image of the invisible God the meaning is that this
is God and God is like this."38 Similarly, Alister McGrath declares:

When the New Testament speaks of 'God' it does not have an
anonymous concept in mind, but it directs our attention and our
concentration to a point, to a moment in history. From its beginning to its
end the New Testament directs us to the crucified Christ who is now

risen. Here is no idea, no concept. . - here is the living God who makes
himself available for our acceptance or rejection in the crucified Christ.39

Forsyth might have wanted to underline the Cross as pre-eminently an action

37Forsyth,1949, p.243
38Moltmann,1974, p.205.
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directed towards God. Nevertheless in the action of the Cross the essential

nature of God as 'holy' is disclosed. In that action God is revealed as the

atoning God; "holy Father". In other words, the theology of the Cross and the
doctrine of atonement are synonymous. The Cross is never without its atoning

significance, and the atonement has to do not simply with the fact of God being
love [1John 4:8] but more particularly that this God of love "sent his Son as an

atoning sacrifice for our sins." [1John 4:10] In other words, if 1John 4:8 says

'God is love', then 1John 4:10 delves more deeply into the nature of that love
and suggests for us that God is holy love. Any conception of God that would
view Him apart from the atoning sacrifice for sin in the Cross of Jesus Christ not

only falls short of the New Testament picture, it is inadequate to the depths of
human wickedness and the extent of the disruption to the constitution of things

precipitated by that sin. No mere doctrine of Fatherhood can repair or undo the

damage done to God and the universe caused by human sin. It is not simply a

matter of forgiveness as we might find in the parable of the Prodigal Son. It is
about the reorganisation of a moral universe thrown out of joint by sin. It is
about the re-establishment of righteousness in the universe and only a holy God
of love can do that.

Furthermore, the problem in South Africa is not just about the lack of love
between the races but rather about the fundamental problem of evil in the
human heart and the powers of spiritual wickedness that entrench themselves
in legal, political and economic structures. Despite the merits of the new

dispensation things remain profoundly out of synch. The moral disintegration is

symptomatic of a deep spiritual malaise. Apartheid may have been broken but
the egoist nature of humankind remains enthroned and unchallenged. Colin
Morris observed in a sermon a few years ago that the human predicament is not

simply a matter of erring and straying sheep: "The challenge is not simply to
restore the Prodigal but to transform the moral condition of the whole
household." The difference between these two conditions, he said, is the

difference between forgiveness and redemption; the difference between "loving
fatherhood" and "holy fatherhood".40 Some contemporary South African

presentations of Christology are thus unequal to the magnitude of the situation
in which South Africa finds itself. Whilst Martin Prozesky's Jesus who

"personifies that generous and gentle power and invites all people into its

39McGrath,1987, p 18
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blessings and responsibilities not in the manner of a dictatorial master but in a

manner of an inspiring and enabling friend",41 is a helpful insight it falls short of
the Redeeming God who in the offering of holiness in the life and death of His

Son, Jesus Christ, engages and overcomes the forces of darkness, and re¬

establishes the moral foundations of the universe. Similarly, Ron Nicolson's
Jesus is "the man for others"; the "teacher", "model", "example", "encourager";
even the "catalyst in a process of 'autosoteriology', of self-salvation", but is

pointedly not the "one perfect, sacrifice and atonement for sin". 42 Besides

driving a wedge between the religion of Jesus and the faith of the Apostle Paul
such a view misrepresents the overall witness of the New Testament and is

inadequate to the profound issues that the church in South Africa is having to

grapple with, not least the extent, depths and intractability of human sin. It has
little power to deal with past and alter the shape of the future.

Our study, therefore, has lead us to the conclusion that in terms of the crucified
Jesus, the God with whom we have to do is a God of holy love who upholds His

holy nature and sustains the universe in the face of the world's sin not by

turning a blind eye to it but by engaging it in all its awfulness. The God who
surrounds us is the God of grace who so loved South Africa that He gave His

Son for the healing and salvation of that traumatised and rebellious country.

This God does not treat the sins of the nation as anything other than what they

really are: a violation of the very life of God. He will not have us sweep South
Africa's past under the carpet. He would have us understand what it is in His

sight and how it has stained and torn His universe, hurt His children and broken
His heart. He would however lead us to the place of redemption and

forgiveness; the place not where such realities might be procured but where

they might be found. In the oft repeated words of Forsyth: "Christianity is not the
sacrifice we make but the sacrifice we trust."43 Certainly, God is 'Father' in all
the richness and beauty of that term, loving His people with a passionate

yearning to see them restored to the Father's household. However, He is never

'Father' without the Cross. The Cross says that the God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ is holy and that He does not act in terms of a divine law external to
Himself but according to His Holy nature. The Cross therefore declares that the

40Morris,1994, p158. From this sermon the influence ofP.T. Forsyth is apparent.
41Prozesky,1991, p 139
42Nicolson,1990, pp.242 & 216
43Forsyth,1948, p.220.
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moral constitution of the world is not a statute but a personal, loving and acting

holy and heavenly Father.

The God revealed in the Cross is holy and righteous and it was one of Forsyth's
most significant contributions to reintroduce the words 'holiness' and

'righteousness' into the working faith of the Church. In his rehabilitation of these
terms he has delivered them from their greatly reduced usage in individualised
and narrow piety. To speak of God as holy and righteous is to go deeper than

saying God is a God of justice. Certainly God is just and is concerned about

justice, but for too long the cry in South Africa has been "justice!" without the

ethically deeper reality of 'righteousness', a word that has virtually dropped out
of the Church's working vocabulary since it is regarded, together with its
correlate 'holiness', as synonymous with interior states of individual piety. To

speak of God purely in terms of justice can imply that God's relation to the world
is legal and thus ultimately impersonal Justice in South Africa has been

equated with the establishment of new political structures but what recent South
African history has demonstrated is that for all the importance of such political
structures such a reduced notion of justice is not enough. Righteousness is
never without justice and has, in our view, a profounder ethical connotation both
in respect of who God is and what God requires of us. It is a view shared by
David Nicholls who writes that 'righteousness' has "a prophetic and

uncompromising tone", whilst justice is "a question of balance, a nicely
calculated less or more." Without denying the Church's political role within

society, Nicholls maintains that the language of justice is the language of
"moderates" whilst "only extremists talk of righteousness."44

Righteousness as a human characterisation, says Walter Brueggemann, is "a

shaping of human life according to God's intent and even according to God's

person. It is a quality of 'ethical imitation.' "4S It is a sentiment shared by the
black American civil rights leader Carl Ellis who places the "quest for

righteousness" as the priority of the black agenda. His point is that liberation
without righteousness falls short of the true meaning of liberation. True

liberation, says Ellis,

is not the right to do what I want, it is the power to do what is right. If we

44Nicholls, 1989, p. 179
45Brueggemann,1986, p.28



244

are going to achieve liberation in our historical quest, then we must go
beyond liberation to righteousness - God's righteousness. Not the 'holier
than thou' brand, not religiosity, but an applied righteousness lived out in
all aspects of culture.46

We will return later to the notion of righteousness. Our point at this juncture has
been to indicate that it is the God of holy love that we encounter in the person of
the crucified Christ and that faith and trust in this righteous and loving God is, as

Forsyth expressed it, "A life practically devoted above all things to the

righteousness of God, its New Creator in Christ." In Christ, Forsyth hastened to

add, means "in history."47

This theocentric emphasis, we would argue, is the true function of the Church in
South Africa; a function that embraces its political role within society. Our

understanding of the atoning Cross in its reassertion of the righteousness of
God declares to any nation and people that its true exaltation or salvation lies
not in this or that political or economic system - however just - but rather as it
reflects in its national soul and structures the reality of righteousness. As

Forsyth reminded his readers: "The public form of love is righteousness."48 And
he goes on:

The righteousness that reigns with Christ in heaven is the same
righteousness that wrestles in historic affairs for judgment and mercy. . .

To men of faith this world righteousness must be, in public matters, the
first charge on their love . . . Love is the desire to see our neighbours in
possession of their best rights, dignity, and liberty which is a common life
in the loving and saving righteousness of God.49

3.2. The Crucified Christ and the Suffering God

That the problem of human suffering remains one of the unresolved issues of
Africa needs hardly to be restated. Africa is a suffering continent, and Africans,
maintains Takatso Mofokeng, are a "crucified people"50 Suffering calls into

question the reality of God since, as Moltmann pointed out, "a God who lets the
innocent suffer and who permits senseless death is not worthy to be called God

46Ellis, 1983, pp. 174-175
47Forsyth, 1916(a), p. 180
48Forsyth, 1916(a), p. 170
49Forsyth,1916(a), pp.167-168
5llMofokeng,1993, p.24
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at all." 51 How then does one speak about God in a continent that has had a

surfeit of suffering? A feature of twentieth century theology has been the

development of the theologia crucis and the idea of the suffering God as a

specific response to the problem of human suffering. Whilst Forsyth does not

spell it out to the same extent as Moltmann and Studdert Kennedy the notion of
the suffering God is clearly stated in his theology. What Forsyth intends to

convey hereby is the depth of God's own involvement in the Cross: "I am no

spectator of the course of things. . I spared not my Son. We carried the load that
crushes you."52 What happened to Jesus happened also to God and when we

see the face of the suffering, sin-bearing Christ then we realise that this is the
God with whom we have to do. It is at this point that many Africans relate most

closely to the Christian Gospel. So much of Christianity, complains Gabriel
Setiloane, does not speak to the African, "at the depth of our situation, past,

present or future"; but, he adds, "when we come to the Crucified One straight
from our cultural and historical situation, it is then that He has meaning, and
becomes not only our Saviour, but also Saviour of All Mankind. He then helps
us to see God."53 "With holed hands and open side", writes Setiloane, "like a

beast at a sacrifice. . beaten, tortured, imprisoned, spat upon. . . How like us He
is . . We cannot resist Him."54 Here, then, in the face of the suffering Jesus is
God Himself, not standing on the periphery of our experience but in the midst of

pain and anguish. Christ is thus "our Brother and Friend"55 who can be trusted
because He knows and has suffered everything that we have. In union with Him

dignity and humanity are restored. Important and necessary as the language of
'human rights' may be what Christ's Gospel confers upon His suffering people is
this inestimable gift of humanity and dignity. Faith, said Forsyth, "raises a man's

self-respect."56 What does the Gospel bring to the poor? asks Jurgen Moltmann,

except

a new dignity .. Jesus brings the poor the certainty of their indestructible
dignity in the eyes of God. And with this consciousness the poor, the
enslaved, and the women who have been sold can rise out of the dust
and help themselves.57

51
Moltmann, 1981, p 47

52Forsyth, 1948(b), p. 164
"Setiloane, 1978, pp.411-412
54Setiloane,1978, pp. 130-131
"Moltmann, 1993(b), p.23
"Forsyth, 1908(a), p. 181
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It is at this point, we would claim, that we have the beginnings of an authentic
South African and African theodicy. It is not a theodicy rooted in human reason

as reason is not the final measure of life. Some things have to be taken as

absolutely real, said P.T. Forsyth, that are quite irrational and our lives staked

upon them.58 What we are asserting is that the specific Christian response to

suffering and evil is not a theory but a Person; a concrete, historical yet living
and empowering Person in whose history and experience of suffering the

people of God have found hope and the strength to endure. The ground of this

hope, says Cornel West, is neither rationally demonstrable nor empirically

verifiable; rather

it [is] existentially encountered in an intense personal relationship with
Jesus Christ, whose moral life, agonising death, and miraculous
resurrection literally and symbolically enacted an ultimate victory over
evil - collective slavery and personal sin - a victory that had occurred
but was not yet consummated, with evil conquered, but not yet
abolished.59

3.3. Jesus the Sin-Bearer and Reconciler in a Land of Guilt and

Alienation

South Africa is a place where people carry great burdens. For all the changes
within the country the past weighs heavily upon its peoples both in terms of the

injustices perpetrated against black people as well as the wounds that many still

carry from those days. The recent Truth and Reconciliation Commission [TRC]

hearings have brought home the extent of the moral darkness in which South
Africans lived for so long. Ironically, far from reconciling the nation the hearings
have probably exacerbated tensions and driven black and white further apart.
What the TRC sought to do was to bring to the light of day the terrible deeds
that were committed during the apartheid era, and even if the TRC was not

completely even handed in the way it went about its business there can be little
doubt that South Africans were confronted with the past and that it was a

profoundly disturbing experience.60

"

Moltmann,1993(a), pp. 10-11
58Forsyth,1951, pp.69-70
59West,1988, p.5
6uWriting in Time Peter Hawthorne writes: "The TRC has been a traumatic litany not only of
horrific truths but also half truths, avoidance of the truth, accusations, denials and plain lies."
Hawthorne, 1998, p.31
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What the hearings did raise with a special poignancy is the question of guilt. As
our first chapter indicated, to mention the word 'guilt' in South Africa is to stir up
a hornet's nest. Whilst the hearings provided an opportunity for the victims of
those years of suffering to tell their stories, many whites fought the TRC all the

way. It was not the facts that were in dispute, it was the explanations given as to

why people behaved in the way they did as if a 'good reason' might be found for
the inhumanities that were perpetrated! Rather deny guilt than have to deal with
it. Shift the blame. People respond to guilt in different ways: whilst some will not

accept any responsibility, others respond by urging the victims to 'forgive and

forget'. The difficulty with this approach is that guilt is only buried and never

finally dealt with. At the other extreme we might find those who simply cannot let

go of their guilt and who build their lives around an unresolved and ultimately
destructive sense of guilt and self-condemnation.

South Africa is a place of guilt. Whatever tactic may have been employed to
evade responsibility the accounts and testimonies of those who suffered have

highlighted the gravity of sin and alienation that hangs over South Africa.

Forsyth spoke about a "collectivism of guilt" 61 and it is a useful phrase to
describe the totality of that which we are describing. Certainly there may be
those who bear a greater responsibility than others in terms of specific deeds
but if we understand sin not only in terms of those things that we have done but
also those things that we have left undone then our perspective on the past

begins to change. Similarly, bearing in mind the 'inter-related structure of reality'
it is the case that our actions, or our indifferent and cowardly refusal to take
action in the face of wrong, spill over into society in ever widening circles and
that no one therefore can wash their hands in innocence for what took place in
South Africa.

The question that remains unanswered is, 'What does one do with the past?' It
cannot be undone. We have inflicted a grievous wound upon the black people of
South Africa and to compound our guilt we have done so in the Name of God.
We have offended our black brothers and we have offended God. We have

blasphemed His Name. We have, as Forsyth once put it: "Stung God to the
core" and challenged His place in a moral universe. 62 Do we now simply wash

61
Forsyth, 1949(a), p.40

62Forsyth, 1949(a), p.252
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our hands of everything and, like Pontius Pilate, proclaim our innocence, or like

Lady Macbeth desperately try to rid ourselves of its guilty stains? Is it possible
to find forgiveness and move from guilt to healing, or are we locked into the
inexorable law of guilt and retribution and reduced to weariness and cynical

resignation? What is clear is that something must be done, for the past will keep
on revisiting us and it will do so in destructive ways: "Guilt unaddressed, will

finally kill."63

On the other hand, there is the anguished issue of forgiveness. After what has

happened, is forgiveness a possibility in South Africa or do we live by the
inflexible law of revenge; "the terrible logic of unforgiveness" - to use a phrase

penned by Philip Yancey to describe the centuries old conflicts between
Muslims and Serbs. 64 Laurens van der Post has rightly observed that

forgiveness is no mere "religious sentimentality". Forgiveness, he insists, is as

"fundamental a law of the human spirit as the law of gravity". He goes on:

If one broke the law of gravity one broke one's neck; if one broke this
law of forgiveness one inflicted a mortal wound on one's spirit and
became once again a member of the chain-gang of mere cause and
effect from which life has laboured so long and painfully to escape.65

If however we can embrace the idea of forgiveness on what basis do we forgive
others: freely or conditionally? Can we forgive someone who shows no sign of

repentance? Must forgiveness and reconciliation wait upon repentance or even

justice? Furthermore, if forgiveness and reconciliation are offered and then

refused, what then? The perception amongst many of the previously oppressed
communities is that there is amongst the whites an "absence of reciprocity". 66
Some black commentators in South Africa accuse whites of "spuming the
black's hand of reconciliation" and they warn of the "mounting rage" within the
black community.67

With insight F.W. Camfield wrote back in 1948 that temporal life is a "becoming

past". The real problem of life, he said, is not "the problem of the future, but the

o3Brueggemann,1989, p. 17
64Yancey,1993, p.26
'"van der Post, 1970, p.
66Jaffer, 1998, p. 12. On the other hand, an editorial in The Citizen newspaper complains that the

white community is "paying a far heavier price" than the government is willing to acknowledge.
The editorial speaks of the "disempowerment, dispossession and lower standards of living"
that many whites have experienced in recent years The Citizen, June1998, p.6

o7Mazwai and Qwelane,1997
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problem of the past; or more strictly, it is the problem of the future, because it is
first the problem of the past." 68 Unless we have a way of dealing with the past
we remain its prisoners and are likely to be locked into decades of simmering
social resentment and conflict. Can we break out of the inevitabilities of the

future? What do we do with this load on our backs? What actions towards our

black neighbours are appropriate as signs of the genuineness of our sorrow and

repentance? Certainly at a human level such things remain beyond our human
reach.

The insight that we have endeavoured to offer in this study is that fundamental
to the healing - and thus the future - of South Africa is the reality of atonement
and that it is to the Cross of Jesus Christ, or rather to Jesus Christ and him as

Crucified, that we must return. What is needful, as Jurgen Moltmann observed
in another context, is atonement:

Atonement is necessary in order to be able to live with such a great
burden of sin. Without forgiveness of their sins, the guilty cannot live and
cannot die, for they lose all self-respect. There can be no forgiveness of
sin without an atonement for sin - yet this is not a human possibility, for
the injustice which has taken place cannot be "repaired" by human
action. Is, on the other hand, atonement for human sin a divine
possibility?69

This is the concern of this study for what we have been trying to put forward is
that what we are unable to do God has done for the people of South Africa. In
Jesus Christ God has taken upon Himself the sin of the world. It is the greatest

story ever told: of how Jesus - concerned to hallow His Father's Name and to

bring a guilty and broken world back to God - came from God, assuming our

humanity and in that very humanity as our Representative and Substitute went

into that place where none save the Holy could go and there offered His holy life
as an atoning sacrifice for the sin of the world. If in the Old Testament the

picture of the scapegoat that God provided was an enactment of divine

forgiveness and reconciliation then in the New Testament it is Jesus the Lamb
of God who takes away the sin of the world. As our High Priest He becomes the
victim. In our place and in our stead God offers Himself in Jesus Christ for the

forgiveness, reconciliation and healing of the world. Jesus stands in the place of

judgment owning the world's sin, absorbing the divine reaction to it and in so

68Camfield,1948, p.290
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doing reconciling an alienated world to God. This is no quick fix reconciliation.
God does not trivialize evil or sweep anything under the carpet. Rather, He
confronts evil in all its virulence, and it is at the cost of His own life that it is dealt

with.

Certainly these are matters that take human thought and language to the limit
and we must recognise in much atonement language a "dramatic, kerygmatic

picturing of divine action". 70 This consideration keeps us from pressing Biblical

metaphors too far for, as we noted in chapter two, when this happens they "yield

poison".71 The point however that we must embrace is, surely, that God in
Christ takes the responsibility and consequences of human sin. As James

Denney expressed it: "It is in this we see a divine love which does not shrink
from taking upon itself to the uttermost the moral responsibility for the world it
has made, for all the order of being in it, and all their failures and fortunes." 72
Do you wish to know the final truth about God? asks Denney elsewhere: "Here it
is, eternal love bearing sin." 73 Similarly, Jurgen Moltmann points out that

throughout the Bible

it is always God himself who "carries" the sins of the people, thus
making reconciliation possible. God suffers "for us" and "for many",
taking our place. God is himself the atoning God. How does this
happen? God transforms human sin into his suffering by "carrying
human sins. According to the New Testament, Christ is not only the
Brother of the victims but also the expiation of the culprits. ... As long
as this world exists, God not only bears the world's history of suffering
but also humankind's history of guilt.74

What does this atoning action tell us about the nature of that Reality that
surrounds us in South Africa? Our study of Forsyth has provided us with an

important insight: it is the forgiving and reconciling grace of God. Reality is
cruciform. History is charged with reconciling power.

The forgiving grace of God is the deepest, mightiest, most permanent
and persistent power in the moral world. Not that we make it so but that
it is. . the greatest, subtlest, final power in the world, which will grow on
you as life deepens and matures, is the grace of God. It has the promise

69Moltmann, 1993(b), p.25
70Packer,1974, p. 16

1 Vidler, 1957, p.93
72Denney,1902, p.200
73Denney,1911, p.25
74Moltmann 1993, p.26
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and reversion of all things, and will let nothing go. You have to do chiefly
and lastly with a world in which this is the central principle.75

In other words, the Christ who surrounds this nation is the risen Christ in the

power of His atoning and reconciling death. For the Church to preach Christ in
South Africa therefore is to proclaim Him as the forgiving and reconciling

presence of God. If a divisive and alienating spirit has for centuries driven and

kept people apart then it is the work of the risen Christ to give effect to His great
work of reconciliation. This is the proper meaning of Christ's intercession for the
world: it is the prolonged energy of his redeeming work and it is prayer that
releases this energy into history 76 - but to this latter point we will return. Our

point here is that in the light of Calvary and the Empty Tomb history is not only
reconciled to God it is charged with forgiving and reconciling power. Here is
Christ in actu, seizing the initiative, dying for us whilst we were yet sinners;

loving us before we ever loved Him; working His healing and reconciling will on
earth as it is in heaven. Here also is the Gospel to those struggling with guilt as
well as those grappling with bitterness: God is more for us than we are for
ourselves. In a memorable passage Brueggemann has written:

It is the very life of God that deals with the lingering poison of our "evil
conscience", poison that causes death to us and to those around us.
God's way with us emerges out of God's deep love that cannot stand by
while we die of the poison. In the priestly version of God's care, it is
God's blood, God's self, God's own life, God's love that is passionately,
generously, recklessly thrown across the poison of guilt.77

Such grace does not diminish the gravity of our sin. Grace does not let us off
the hook. Rather, grace summons us to draw near and see our sin for what it is
in the presence of holy love. Christianity, said Sebastian Moore, "invites us to

experience our evil as never before, at last unmasked . . and in that experience
to feel for the first time the love that overpowers evil." 78 Grace compels us to

confront our past in all its ugliness and sinfulness but to do so in the presence of
the One who cries out, "Father, forgive!" The dark burden of guilt is relieved
when seen in the greater light of the costly and forgiving grace of God. Here, in
our estimation, is an essential prerequisite for the healing of South Africa's

wounds, for the future cannot be built upon a foundation of guilt and bitterness.

75Forsyth, 1903, pp. 190-191
6Forsyth,1957, pp.94-95
"Brueggemann, 1989, p 36
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The way forward is through forgiveness. Having said this, however, the past
cannot simply be forgotten but it is the forgiving grace of Jesus Christ who
enables us to face up to the past and, without self-justification, to bring that past
before God and the world. Certainly such an acknowledgment of sin and
confession of guilt cannot be forced upon anyone and no amount of haranguing
can elicit genuine sorrow for sin. Acknowledgment, confession, repentance are

the fruit of forgiveness; they are the response to grace rather than the condition
of it. The forgiving grace of God precedes our repentant response. It is the
kindness of God that leads towards repentance. [Romans 2: 4] True repentance

however, goes further than confession of guilt. Whilst it is true that God forgives
our sin, the effects of our sin can be far reaching and can last for decades. The

guilt can be removed but the scars remain. A vital aspect of repentance and
conversion therefore is the appropriate restitution. It was an integral part of the
Old Testament79 and it is evident also in New Testament times.

The story of Zaccheus in Luke 9 is a splendid illustration of the principle before

us, in fact, it highlights a number of the points that we have been making:

Zaccheus, the corrupt and exploitative tax collector, responds to Christ's
initiative. His conversion was founded in a prior mercy. Grace was offered

unconditionally and Zaccheus responded with genuine repentance offering to
make restitution to those whom he had exploited. His experience of the grace of
Christ was at the same time the realisation that grace is never without

righteousness. Here we have the true "evangelical repentance":80 Zaccheus

responding to grace with repentance and doing what is in the nature of grace to
do: acting justly.

What we have written might be construed as if the only problem is that of the

guilty. What of those who have been sinned against and who, quite

understandably, find themselves grappling with resentment and anger and
unable to forgive? We might include in this the violent conflict between black

political groups especially in Kwa-Zulu Natal where it seems the only law that is

operative is an eye for and eye and a life for a life. By the same token, the
British concentration camps of the Anglo-Boer War in which tens of thousands
of Boer women and children died, left a festering wound on the soul of the

sMoore,1977, p. 14
79Leviticus 6:1-7
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Afrikaners that was to have a profoundly negative effect on the subsequent

history of South Africa. Is it wishful thinking to maintain that forgiveness and
reconciliation are real possibilities in South Africa or are we trapped in the
destructive determinism of unforgiveness? Certainly Forsyth was correct in his
assertion that some wrongs are "past human nature to forgive", 81 but he
remained unwavering in his proclamation of the gospel of forgiveness and in his
conviction that it is the forgiving grace of God in Jesus Christ that is the most
decisive moral force operating within history - "Not that we make it so but that it
is so. It is so."82 Forgiveness is in the very nature of God's relationship with the
world. Such is the nature of the reality of the Christ present to us: God is in
Christ forgiving, reconciling and healing. The implication of this for those of us

struggling with the problem of unforgiveness is that forgiveness is not an

attainment so much as a gift. It is not in the first instance something that I do
when I can bring myself to doing it but, rather, it is an attitude, a spirituality that
seeks to live life in the light of the forgiving grace of Christ. Forgiveness and
reconciliation therefore are not something we achieve but something we

discover and share in as we are united to Christ.

Having said this however, like confession, no one can compel people to forgive
and neither should we urge such forgiveness in such a way as to diminish the

magnitude of that which gave rise to the bitterness. The task of the preacher in
South Africa therefore is to proclaim Jesus Christ and Him as crucified: to set
forth Christ in the power of His forgiving and reconciling Presence, urging both
offender and offended to view their own life with all its brokeness and alienation,

guilt and anger, in the light of the overwhelming grace of Christ. To the guilty
and contrite He brings forgiveness and the desire to see right prevail; to the

suffering and angry He imparts the grace of forgiveness enabling them to do
that which in their own strength is impossible. It is given to the church in South
Africa and to its preachers to declare to the nation: "Behold the Lamb of God
that takes away the sin of the world!" It is not cheap grace that is offered, for

grace is never without the Cross. It is however liberating grace enabling us to
cast off the shackles of the past. Christ's word to the nation is a word of

cleansing and forgiveness, it is at the same time a summons to righteousness,
or in the words of Micah: "To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly

8lJThe phrase is that of John Calvin. Cited by J.B.Torrance,1988, p.267
81
Forsyth, 1903, p. 187
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with your God." [Micah 6:8] It is also a summons to freedom, a letting go of the

past and a breaking of the oppressive chains of the spirit that would lock us into
a fatalistic and ultimately tragic future.

In all this a further question arise. What if people refuse to acknowledge their

part in the sinful life of a nation? We have suggested that no one can claim
clean hands in South Africa but not everyone will see it this way. Some will
accuse us of encouraging a guilt mentality. Our claim however is that we have
been party to the infliction of deep wounds upon both God and our black
brothers and sisters and that if there is such a thing as a moral order then we

stand objectively guilty before God and humankind. The Gospel that we

proclaim however is how God in Christ has provided a way out of our dead end
street. Far from leading South Africans on a guilt trip we are proclaiming a more

excellent way; another path and another Companion on that path; a path to
freedom. It is a path that goes first to the Cross and confronts the past in all its
hideousness in the light of the Cross. There judgment and mercy kiss. We

glimpse the cost to God of our actions and we see the suffering, sin-bearing
Jesus in our place - the Lamb of God taking away the sin of the world. Ours is
not a wallowing in the guilt of man but a humble and profoundly thankful

participation in the forgiving grace of God.

Having said this however, many will refuse to hear the Gospel and the question
then arises: if the people themselves will not accept responsibility and express

their sorrow at what has happened and do what God asks of us, who then will?
Here again Forsyth has proved helpful. In his unrelenting emphasis upon the
church and in particular the Church's High-Priestly role interceding as it does,
under Christ, on behalf of the world, Forsyth emphasised that it is given to the
Church to "confess for the world", to intercede, to suffer and be offered for the

world. 83 The Church carries into the "sin-destroying" Presence the "heinous

crushing sin of the world."84 It is a point that Dietrich Bonhoeffer sought to bring
home two decades later to the church of his own day in Germany. Bonhoeffer
wrote:

The Church today is that community of men which is gripped by the

"Forsyth, 1903, p 190
"Forsyth, 1953, p. 145
"Forsyth, 1962(b), p.98
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power of the grace of Christ so that, recognising as guilt towards Jesus
Christ both its own personal sin and the apostasy of the western world
from Jesus Christ, it confesses this guilt and accepts the burden of it. It
is in her that Jesus realises His form in the midst of the world. That is

why the Church alone can be the place of personal and collective rebirth
and renewal.85

"Gripped by the power of the grace of Christ." Therein lies the open secret of the
Church's willingness to confess the sins of the nation. It sees the One who has

unconditionally taken upon Himself our guilt and without any attempts at self-

justification cries out: mea culpa, mea maxima culpa. Bonhoeffer provides us

with a powerful and specific example of the kind of confession of guilt that he is

speaking about which, though articulated between 1940 and 1943, is not out of

place in present day South Africa.

The Church confesses that she has not proclaimed often and clearly
enough her message of the one God who has revealed Himself for all
times in Jesus Christ and who suffers no other gods beside Himself. She
confesses her timidity, her evasiveness, her dangerous concessions.
She has often been untrue to her office of guardianship and to her office
of comfort. And through this she has often denied to the outcast and to
the despised the compassion which she owes them. She was silent
when she should have cried out because the blood of the innocent was

crying aloud to heaven. She has failed to speak the right word in the
right way and at the right time. She has not resisted to the uttermost the
apostasy of faith, and she has brought upon herself the guilt of the
godlessness of the masses.

The Church confesses that she has taken in vain the name of Jesus
Christ, for she has been ashamed of this name before the world and she
has not striven forcefully enough against the misuse of this name for an
evil purpose. She has stood by while violence and wrong were being
committed under cover of this name. And indeed she has left

uncontradicted, and has thereby abetted, even open mockery of the
most holy name. She knows that God will not leave unpunished one who
takes His name in vain as she does....

The Church confesses that she has witnessed in silence the spoliation
and exploitation of the poor and the enrichment and the corruption of the
strong. ..

The Church confesses that she has desired security, peace and quiet,
possession and honour, to which she had no right, and that in this way

85
Bonhoeffer, 1955, p.47. Cf. Jean-Jacques von Allman speaks of the Church as the "world's
protectress" and of the "substitutional" character of the Church. By her presence in the world
the Church "protects the world against its own destruction" since if she occupies the place she
is called to occupy then "it is the Church that God sees when He looks at the world, and when
He sees her, His love prevails against His wrath." von Allman, 1969, p. 50
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she has not bridled the desires of men but stimulated them still further.86

It might be argued that what we are speaking about has already been
addressed and that at a conference such as the Rustenburg Conference of

November 1991 a number of public confessions of the sins of the past were

made, not least the remarkable and moving confession of Professor Willie
Jonker of the Dutch Reformed Church.87 Subsequent to that conference further

public acknowledgments of sin, confessions of guilt and expressions of sorrow
for the past have been made and we should not underestimate the impact of
these events. It does seem to us however that the TRC hearings have brought
to a head the sins of the past and that in humility - and at the likely risk of
ridicule - the Church as a whole in South Africa should appoint a time when the

people of South Africa would gather together as an expression of public sorrow

and penitence for the sins of the past - and we should add, the sins of the

present as well. This would be the Church confessing, interceding, suffering and

being offered for South Africa. Thereafter the people of South Africa must move
forward in such a way that whilst the past is not forgotten it no longer becomes
a wall between them. The principle at stake is not 'forgive and forget' but

'forgive and remember' without bitterness and rancour. It is only the grace of
Christ crucified and risen that enables anyone to do that. By the same token, to
be forgiven is not to be released into a moral vacuum. Forgiveness is always
into righteousness. As forgiveness is rooted in God's righteousness so it issues
in righteousness. Social righteousness, said P.T. Forsyth, is the "form of the

Kingdom" into which "forgiven men fall as they realise and live up to what their

forgiveness means."88

The gift of forgiveness is thus not a private reassurance that my failures are now

something of the past and that life can now continue as normal. With

forgiveness comes the desire to see right prevail and the willingness to address
the damage done by our sin. The precise form that this restitution takes will vary
from place to place. The important principle is that the gift of forgiveness brings
with it responsibility towards those who have been offended. As we highlighted
in our last chapter, the Pauline principle of indebtedness is a particularly helpful

s6Bonhoeffer,1955, pp.48-50 Bonhoeffer includes other areas of life such as the loss of the
Sabbath and the collapse of parental authority as well as the disintegration of sexual morality.

"
Jonker, 1991, p.92

88Forsyth,1903, p. 195
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notion as it suggests to us that however the Church may come to terms with the

past there ought to be incorporated into the Church's understanding of itself and
its mission in South Africa a standing obligation that is not guilt driven but in
terms of which the Christian community recognises its ongoing obligation to

those who have been wronged and especially to the poor. Such actions are

offered to Christ who, as Forsyth put it, has been "robbed of fruit He should now

enjoy."89

Here in our estimation then, is a cornerstone of reconstruction in South Africa: it

is the remaking and renewal of society on the ethics of forgiveness. It is

gratitude answering grace. Such love and gratitude are not naive, it recognises
what the human heart is capable of and it hungers and thirsts after

righteousness. It is not ashamed to advocate laws that will curb human egoism,
but as Alan Torrance asserts, such laws are "a safety net for failure", something
in place for the protection of humanity when inter-personal relationships

collapse.90

3.4. Jesus and the Message of Reconciliation in South Africa

What we have been describing above is that process which, we are persuaded,
is integral to reconciliation in South Africa. In the message of reconciliation we

have the summation of the Christian gospel and the church's task in South
Africa is to articulate for contemporary life the significance of St. Paul's words in
2 Corinthians 5: 19-20 &17:

God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself. . and entrusting to
us the message of reconciliation. So we are ambassadors of Christ, God
making His appeal through us. We beseech you on behalf of Christ, be
reconciled to God . . If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old
has passed away, behold the new has come.91

We would have to admit however that the word 'reconciliation' has had a

questionable history in South Africa. In this regard the valuable critique of the
notion of 'reconciliation' that we found in the Kairos Document highlighted the

89Forsyth, 1908(a), p.262
''"A.Torrance, 1986, p.58
"Moltmann writes: "In these unforgettable words the Apostle Paul summed up the Christian
message of God, the ground of faith and the practical aspect of the new life." Moltmann,1970,
p.105
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extent to which this fundamental biblical and Pauline reality had been devalued

by separating it from issues of righteousness and justice. By the same token
however we raised questions about the Kairos' unambiguous assertion that, "No
reconciliation is possible in South Africa without justice, without the total

dismantling of apartheid."92

Our study has disclosed that reconciliation has to do with the costly action of
God in Christ in restoring a lost, guilty and alienated world to Himself. It is
reconciliation brought forth in righteousness; a reconciliation through judgment

upon human sin in all its corrupting, alienating and enslaving power. What
God's reconciliation means for us therefore is that through the atoning action of
the man Jesus God's whole relationship with the world has been changed
forever. Something unique and unrepeatable of universal significance took

place when Christ died upon the Cross: In the Cross the world was reconciled to
God: "saved, redeemed, reconciled once for all when Christ died and rose."93
When the disciples went out in the Name of Christ they "confronted [the world]
with something which had been done, and done by God for ever - one mighty
act, decisive, final and complete."94 This surely is the main idea behind Paul's

understanding or proclamation of the message of reconciliation, and following
St. Paul and his interpreter P.T. Forsyth we have sought to show that this past
event was the decisive shaper of the moral and spiritual reality of the universe.
God's standing attitude to the world is, as it were, one of reconciliation and
restoration of broken relationships. Even His acts of judgment within history are

the actions of restoring grace; of holy love, for the purposes of bringing a

rebellious and broken world back to Himself, the true Source of a nation's well-

being. Reconciliation therefore is not in the first instance a human activity. God
is in Christ reconciling, and we are invited as Christians, and the Christian

community in particular, to participate in this ongoing reconciling action of God
in Christ. All reconciliation within society therefore is the outworking of God's

reconciliation, thus far from being that which happens at the end of the process

of negotiation when repentance is secured and justice is implemented,
reconciliation is in fact our departure point [uitgangspunf]. Reconciliation is the
Christian's standing attitude; "a stance assumed before a broken world."95 Like

9:Kairos,1990, p.39
93Forsyth, 1962(b), p.35
94Stewart,1956, p.29
95Schreiter,1992, p.7
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forgiveness, reconciliation is a spirituality. It is the basis of the Christian life; the
foundation upon which interpersonal and societal relationships are established.
We might say therefore that reconciliation is the ground we stand on, the road
we travel on, and the destination to which we journey. Whilst we use the term
'reconciliation' we must be clear that we are speaking of the present and

dynamic action of Jesus Christ as the Reconciler. He is our Reconciliation. He is
our Peace. As James Denney expressed it: "The whole promise and power of
reconciliation are in Him."96

3.4.1. Declared in the Gospel

It is given to the church at this time of alienation in South Africa to declare the

message of reconciliation, or rather, to proclaim Jesus Christ as the Reconciler
of an alienated world, of a sighing creation, of estranged husbands and wives,
of separated black and white, rich and poor, young and old. In the preaching of
the Gospel it is the living and crucified Christ who speaks, and understood in
this way preaching becomes "a living function of the Cross"97 In preaching the

message of the Cross is not simply repeated it is reenacted in us and amongst

us. To declare, "God was in Christ reconciling the world", and to conclude with
the appeal, "Be reconciled to God", is not a message of appeasement or one
that avoids the truth, it is reconciliation through the atoning Cross. It tells us

what God has done and is doing. It declares God's reconciling and redeeming

love, and whilst it is a word of grace it is so also as a word of judgment. It

exposes us. It is however a word that points to the holy love of Christ who
enables us to face the alienating actualities and to find in Him the means of

overcoming them. Opening wounds is a painful process but such wounds are

opened only to be cleansed and healed. Nearly three decades ago Jurgen
Moltmann wrote:

The message of reconciliation is not the religious balm of polite society,
but the salt of the earth. And salt burns in the wounds of the earth, yet it
prevents rotting. We must regain this penetrating sting of the Gospel if
we would really radiate the freedom of the crucified Christ in this chaotic
world.98

Denney, 1919, p. 10
''

Forsyth, 1915(g), p.347
''''Moltmann, 1970, p 115
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What we have before us then is 'the word of the Cross' declared as the

message of reconciliation, and it would be to misunderstand both the message

and the experience of reconciliation as having to do with a private and ultimately

quietistic experience of union with Christ. In this regard Forsyth has an

important message for the Church in South Africa with its past tendency of

diminishing the scope of reconciliation to a narrow spiritual experience with little
or no relation to the wider issues of social justice. To be united with Christ is to

be united with Him in His energetic work of reconciliation and the scope of this
reconciliation extends to the whole of creation. The Cross, said Forsyth, "was
not shown in the air but inserted in the tissue of history, with the eloquence and
action of affairs . . Its ethic therefore is not trivial, ethereal, not aloof, but

concrete with affairs." 99 The Gospel declaration of reconciliation with God is
thus in the same breath a summons to the Church to participate in the

reconciling action of God in the world. Reconciliation has to be lived out within
the Church and within the concrete relationships within society. To be 'in Christ'

is, as Forsyth reminded us, to be 'in history'. 100 The call to "be reconciled to
God" is thus in the same breath a summons to righteousness, and this
summons is not only made audible in the church's preaching, it is made visible
in the church's Sacraments.

3.4.1.1. Reconciliation and the Sacraments

Africa, as we remarked earlier, is a place of story telling. At the same time
however the African has a deep-rooted understanding of symbols. As Manyeli

points out, Africans use symbols "in order to reach the threshold of the

meaning of the invisible, the spiritual and the incomprehensible." Perhaps not

unexpectedly therefore, such an appreciation of the power and effectiveness of

symbols prepares the people of Africa for the reception of the Sacraments of the
Church. 101 This is not to play down the importance of the spoken word within
Africa. It does underline for us however that access to the human soul is not

exclusively through the 'ear gate'. Symbol is a powerful category in the spiritual
formation of a people,102 not least the people of God.

"Forsyth,1916(a), pp. 170-171
100Forsyth,1916(a), p.180
""Manyeli, 1995, pp. 28-29. Manyeli admits however that Africans have all too often fallen into

the trap of placing an exaggerated emphasis upon symbols, giving them a power they do not
have.

"':ln his fascinating book on his work amongst the Masai people of Tanzania, Fr, Vincent
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It is in the light of this capacity to embrace symbols that the Sacraments of the
Church are a powerful and effective means of God's grace to his Church in
Africa for they lie at the very heart of the Church's corporate life and provide the
Christian community with focus and energy as it participates with Christ in His

ministry of reconciliation. Sacraments are the "acted Word" 103 in which Jesus

gives His own Self in real presence and gift, through the Holy Spirit, for the

healing, renewal of the Church and its empowering for ministry in the world. In
other words, the Sacramental symbols of the Church do more than merely

signify something, they convey that which they signify.104 The bread is broken
and offered, the cup is outpoured and shared, and in and through them Jesus
as Redeemer and Reconciler gives Himself anew to His people.

But there is a further vital dimension of the Sacrament that Forsyth has drawn
our attention to. Forsyth used to speak of the grace of God conveyed in the
Lord's Supper as a "new moral order of things, a new creation",105 and it is an

emphasis that we are persuaded requires to be heard again and again at a time
and in a country where the Gospel and with it the Sacraments, have been
domesticated to the individual's experience of Christ. The Sacraments have all
too often been uprooted from the Church's common experience of Christ's

reconciling of the world to God and all that that means in terms of Christ
summons to His Church to seek first the righteousness of God's Kingdom, and

relegated to the level of private experience. Such a notion of the Sacraments is
a travesty of the power and majesty of the sacred rites of Church.

What we are asserting therefore is that to share or participate in the Sacraments
is to enter (baptism) and be sustained (sharing in the Lord's Supper) by Jesus
Himself in a new order of righteousness. The gift of Christ to His Church in the
Sacraments therefore is received not in passive acceptance but as an active

Donovan points to the significance of grass as a sacred sign amongst the Masai. Since both
humans and animals lived off grass it is "a vital and holy sign, a sign of peace and well being."
When therefore conflict arose amongst the Masai people a tuft of grass was offered by one
Masai and accepted by another, (my emphases) This was an assurance that no violence
would erupt. Donovan comments: "No Masai would violate that sacred sign of peace offered,
because it was not only a sign of peace: it was peace. . Such was the sacramental system of
the Masai." Donovan, 1978, pp. 124-125

""Forsyth, 1953, p. 176
lwDonovan, 1978, pp. 124-125

pp. 124-125
""Forsyth, 1953, p.254
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summons to righteousness. The Lord's Supper is fellowship and communion,
but it is more, for in the rite we meet a Saviour and Redeemer; the Righteous

One, such that the Lord's Supper is both an affirmation and a summons. The
Sacraments affirm and convey what Christ has accomplished in the atoning
Cross and what He continues to do in the world on that basis; they summons us

to seek first the universal righteousness of the kingdom of God. As von Allman

expresses it: "in the Eucharist there is enacted the anamnesis of the death of
Christ which saves and keeps the world."106 The Lord's Supper thus draws the

Christian community into its deepest relations with the world, and it is from the

Holy Table that the Church is sent out into the world. The Sacraments are the

gift of God in which He imparts His righteous grace of forgiveness, reconciliation
and new life. At the same time however the Lord's Supper "regenerates men

(sic) into His own crucial life",107 which suggests that to share in the Lord's

Supper is not only to passionately embrace the personal righteousness of the

Cross, it is to protest unrighteousness in its every manifestation in the Name of
Jesus the righteous Redeemer. To fail to discern this fundamental dimension of
the sacred rite is to invite the prophet Amos' denunciation:

I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your assemblies. .

Away with the noise of your songs! . . But let justice roll on like a river.
Righteousness like a never-failing stream.108

In baptism therefore, we take our stand with Christ, dying with Him and being
raised to new life. It is the Sacrament of our incorporation into Christ on the

ground of His finished work. Correspondingly, the Lord's Supper is the
Sacrament of our continuous participation in Jesus Christ and all He has done
and continues to do for us by His grace. In the Lord's Supper we are sustained

through the forgiving, regenerating and renewing grace of God in that new life of

righteousness by the same atoning Presence of Him who first called His Church
to follow Him.

Well might we ask after sharing in the Sacrament of the Lord's Supper, 'What
have I done today?' To which Forsyth would have us reply, "I have yielded

myself to take part with the Church in Christ's finished Act of Redemption."109 It
is a far reaching assertion but it remains a note that demands to be recovered if

"von Allman, 1969, p 50
lo7Forsyth, 1953, p.254
lcwAmos 5:23
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the Sacraments are to be understood for what they really are, namely, living

expressions of Jesus Himself of that one overarching Sacrament which is, as

Forsyth put it, "the sacrament of living and preached Word of Reconciliation".110

3.4.2. Embodied in the Church,

Not only must the Church declare the Gospel through Word and Sacrament, the

message of reconciliation must also be embodied in the life of the Church if its

Gospel is to have any credibility. Here Forsyth's emphases upon the Church
and the social nature of salvation has proven particularly helpful; indeed, it is an
antidote to the Zeitgeist caught up as it is in the cult of individualism in which

light the Gospel is now popularly interpreted. Salvation, we pointed out earlier,
has been individualised and spiritualised and the result has been a weakening
of the impact of the Gospel upon society. What needs to be underlined - and

Forsyth did so tirelessly - is the corporate nature of the Christian faith and that
faith in Christ is inseparable from the community of faith. There is no such thing
as an 'individual' Christian. Christian faith, whilst it is personal, is not
individualist. Because Christian theology is based on "a social Godhead and
the kingdom of God" it is at the same time a "social theology".111 The faith that
unites us to Christ at the same time unites us to His community, the church, and
it is here in the community of Christ's Church that the reality of Christ as

Reconciler is made most visible. T.F.Torrance has said that the Church is "the

atonement becoming actual among men in the resurrection of a new humanity."
112 It is a point endorsed by Moltmann who asserts that the Christian community

gives visible form to the reconciliation of enemies with God in a divided
world when it is a community of 'Jews and Gentiles, Greeks and
barbarians, masters and servants, men and women' [Gal 3:28] The walls
and barriers of the ghettoes ... are undermined and broken down by
the Christian community. For in the spirit of reconciliation, the crucified
Christ himself steps between the hostile parties and calls a new
community into being [Eph 2:14ff] Old enmities, as well as old
friendships, break down in face of the new creation in Christ. Then the
church is really the reconciling body of Christ in the world. 113

In all this we are affirming the decisive role the Church as community is able to

109Forsyth ,1953, p.233
11 "Forsyth, 1953, p 141
"'Forsyth, 1903, p.202
":T.F.Torrance,1954, p.268
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play in the healing of society, but it does so by itself being a reconciled and
healed community. The alienation within society can only be overcome by a

united community energized by the reality of reconciliation. Society is too strong
and the destructive and alienating powers within society too overwhelming for a
divided church or even, for that matter, for a full church made up of solitary
souls. Far from taking reconciliation to the world in the Name of Jesus the
Church in South Africa has all too frequently succumbed to the divisions of the
world and in its own life has been guilty of perpetuating these divisions. The
blunt truth is, however, that as much as we try to preach the message of
reconciliation the church cannot, with integrity, offer reconciliation and healing to
the world in Jesus Name whilst its own life is so deeply fragmented. "What can
obstruct or damn the service of the Church more." asks Professor T.F.

Torrance, "than to act a lie against what it proclaims and by perpetuating
division within itself to blaspheme the blood of Christ shed to make men at one
with God at one with each other?" Instead of allowing the divisions of the world
to reflect back into its own life the Church "should live out in the midst of a

broken and divided humanity the reconciled life of the one unbroken Body of
Jesus Christ."114

Torrance's words are well chosen, but the 'divisions of the world' that he refers

to are a complex factor in the search for reconciliation. South African church

history raises the perplexing question as to how the churches in South Africa
could be party, either by their active support or by their timid silence, to such an

inhuman system that posited the irreconcilability of peoples and in the process

destroyed communities, divided families and inflicted wounds that will take
decades to heal. It is a question that is raised with even more dramatic

emphasis in Rwanda - "one of the jewels in the crown of charismatic

Christianity" 115 - where Christians of one ethnic group mercilessly cut down
hundreds of thousands of Christians from another ethnic group. It compels us to
ask if in the final analysis reconciliation is nothing more than a Christian veneer

that in due course gets ruthlessly stripped away by primal passions and

ideologies, and that ethnicity, nationalism and culture are the things that

ultimately determine the relations between people, communities, tribes and
nations? The atoning Gospel of Jesus Christ and Him as crucified must seem

"'Moltmann.lQZO, p.115
"•'T.F.Torrance,1966, pp.16
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very feeble when compared with the power of ethnic rivalries, nationalisms and
cultures. Miroslav Volf cites 116 a study of Ralph Premdas that establishes that in
the southern hemisphere "inter-communal antipathies present in society at large
are reflected in the attitudes of churches and their adherents." Both clergy and
their parishioners, concludes Premdas, are "trapped within the claims of their
ethnic or cultural community."117 What does this say, we might ask, about the

feasibility of genuine reconciliation. Is it ultimately an illusion?

The answer to that question has to be 'no'. It is a 'no' in the face of distorted

understandings of the message of reconciliation. It is 'no' to a Gospel of
reconciliation in the grip of ideologies of tribe and race and which compel
reconciliation to wait upon feelings tribal or racial loyalties. It is 'no' to a Gospel
of reconciliation presented largely in terms of the individual's relationship with

God, with the wider social dimensions either being overlooked or relegated to

an optional extra rather than being a summons intrinsic to our reconciliation with
God. It is 'yes' to a Gospel of reconciliation that declares unequivocally the

reconciling reign of Jesus and the priority of the grace of God over race and
blood. It is 'yes' to a Gospel that declares that in Christ there is no Greek nor

Jew, male or female, black and white, Inkatha or ANC, Hutu or Tutsi, for "all are

one in Christ Jesus." [Gal 3:28] Though 'one in Christ' the track record of South
Africa and indeed of Africa is that such a unity has to be vigorously pursued. We
must become what we are in Jesus otherwise instinct will take over.

What has to be urged upon the Church is faithfulness in the proclamation of
Jesus as the Reconciler of the world, and vigilance in ensuring that the

message of reconciliation is not tailored to suit the ideological pursuits of the

age. P.T. Forsyth rightly insisted that the gospel is exclusive. "A gospel which is
not exclusive will never include the world, for it will never master it. No religion
will include devotees which does not exclude rivals." Christianity, he said,

faces the world with terms, and does not simply suffuse it with a glow; . .

it crucifies the world and does not merely consecrate it; . . it recreates
and does not just soothe or cheer it; . .it is life from the dead, and not
simply bracing for the weak or comfort for the sad. 118

'"Martin, 1995, p.1
"Volf, 1998
"
Premdas,1994, pp.788-793. Cited by Volf,1998, p.3
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It is atoning reconciliation, the righteousness of the Gospel of grace that binds

people together and brings to human society that elusive yet fundamental reality
of unity, a unity rooted in the holy love of God in the Cross. The Church is the
"alternative community"119 that bears witness to a different truth; a transcendent

reality and an alternative way of life. In a divided society the Church bears
witness to a living unity that is more than the birds of a feather variety of unity.
The unity we have in mind is that between those who would not normally be part
of one another; people from diverse racial, economic and social backgrounds.

Again Moltmann has summed it up: "Only where a Christian community consists
of unequals, of educated and uneducated, of blacks and whites, of high and low
does it become a witness to our hope of a world reconciled by God."120

What we have before us then is reconciliation as more than a "theological code¬
word" for God's work of restoring men and women to Himself. Reconciliation,

says Ralph Martin,

marks the way of life to which those people are summoned by the fact
that they are reconciled and share in God's continuing ministry of
reconciliation in the world. The life of the Pauline congregations was for
the apostle one of the most telling methods of evangelism since that
corporate life was meant to reflect both the character of God and the
outworking of the message as it applied to the human context.. As
Christians loved one another, forgave and were compassionate to one
another, and showed forth in their mutual attitudes that they shared a
new spirit which was not self-centred, hard hearted or spiteful but one
that made for unity and harmony, so they were giving expression to the
authenticity of the message of reconciliation.121

If we are speaking of the Church as the new and alternative community seeking
and practising reconciliation then, more specifically, we are speaking of the

importance of the local congregation as the most effective means of reaching
into and of transforming society. It is the local congregation that puts flesh on

the Gospel by living out the reconciled life within society. It is given to local

congregations to be integrated communities of reconciliation; communities
rooted in the Cross, seeking first the righteousness, social and personal, of the

kingdom of God and who, looking upon the brokenness of peoples' lives and

alienating forces at work within society, will pray above all else, "Hallowed be

ll8Forsyth,1953, p 18
"9Bosch,1977, p.4
,2°Moltmann,1970, p. 116
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Your Name."

3.4.3. Practised in Society.

If, as we have noted, to be 'in Christ' is to be 'in history' then clearly the church
as a whole, and the local church in particular, as a reconciling community has a

decisive role to play within South African society at large. That the Church has

always played a significant role in South Africa will have become evident from
our first chapter. Sadly, her witness and credibility were seriously compromised

by her being party to the tragic forces of alienation that were institutionalised in
the system of apartheid. This means that the Church has had to hear again for
itself the word of the Cross and be forgiven for failures and distortions of the
Christian gospel. On the positive side however it means that as the Church
hears and receives the word of forgiveness and reconciliation for itself it
discovers anew the energizing power of the Gospel of forgiveness and that its

ministry of reconciliation within the alienating structures of society at large is
less a social or political program than it is the natural expression of the

experience of the new creation in the Gospel of forgiveness and reconciliation.
122

3.5. The Pursuit of Righteousness and Justice as the Practise of
Reconciliation

If history is charged with reconciling power then to seek for righteousness, both

personal and social; to pursue justice and to resist evil, is to participate in the

reconciling action of Christ in the world. Certainly such reconciliation happens at

the interpersonal levels. However, a further challenge of the message of
reconciliation is when we have to confront structures within society that drive

people apart. What does reconciliation mean, for instance, in a land where there
are such extremes of wealth and poverty as we find in South Africa? As we

have seen in Chapter One, South African history has created huge disparities
that requires of the Christian Church that it asks what the righteousness and

justice of God's reign demand in the concrete actualities of South African

society? We recall Forsyth's words: "Any economic system where wealth

Martin, 1981, p.230
122cf. Newbigin,1991, p.86
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accumulates and men decay has its doom written if the moral order is still in

power behind all." 123 Righteousness, as Forsyth reminded us over and over

again, is not some vague other worldly notion:

The righteousness that reigns in heaven is the same righteousness that
wrestles in historic affairs for judgment and mercy, sweating great drops
of blood . .To men of faith this world righteousness must be, in public
matters, the first charge of their love . . Love . . is the desire to see our
neighbours in the possession of their best rights, dignity, and liberty,
which is a common life in the loving and saving righteousness of God.124

In other words, following Forsyth's thinking, we would assert that the pursuit of

justice and righteousness in the Name of Christ is the practise of reconciliation
in the alienating and broken actualities of South African life and that this pursuit
is no optional extra but is integral to the Gospel of atonement in the country.
The grace of God is never without the righteousness and justice of God.
Gustavo Gutierrez once observed that

Grace is not opposed to the quest of justice nor does it play it down; on
the contrary, it gives it its full meaning. God's love, like all true love,
operates in a world not of cause and effect but of freedom and
gratuitousness . . the issue is not to discover gratuitousness and forget
the demands of justice, but to situate justice within the framework of
God's gratuitous love.125

To pray in South Africa, 'Hallowed be Your Name' and 'May Your Kingdom
come' is to pray nothing less than that the righteousness and justice of God will
be reflected in the totality of the nation's life. Personal holiness must never be
divorced from social righteousness. To be united with Christ is to share His
heart and it was the first call upon Christ's heart to hallow the holy Name of His

heavenly Father. It is therefore one of the persistent questions for the Church in
South Africa to ask what it means at the level of the economic life of the nation

to pray, "Hallowed be Your Name'? Forsyth could not concur with those who

argued that it is not the church's business to be dabbling in economic issues:
"To sever the economic question from the moral is to ruin both in the long run."
126 It is a perspective supported in more recent times by Lesslie Newbigin who
writes:

i:3Forsyth,1908(b), pp. 14-15
'"^Forsyth,1916(a), pp.167-168
'"3Gutierrez,1987, p.87
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The idea that if economic life is detached from all laws all will be well is
simply an abdication of human responsibility. It is the handing over of
human life to the pagan goddess of fortune. If Christ's sovereignty is not
recognised in the world of economics, then demonic powers take
control. 127

Having said this however, Forsyth was wary of every economic system for the

simple reason that they were all flawed insofar as they made no provision for
the transformation of the human heart which in the final analysis left them
vulnerable to human greed and egoism. The human heart is too deceitful for an
absolute value to be placed upon any system. Hence it is inappropriate for the
church to be advocating either socialism or capitalism or whatever 'ism' might

emerge to take their place. This did not mean that Forsyth abandoned economic
life to 'market forces'. For him the absolute principle of economic life, indeed
the life of a nation, is righteousness. We have belaboured this point throughout
this thesis but we regard it as fundamental to our understanding of the Gospel
of reconciliation as we seek to practise it in South Africa. What we have tried to
show in this study is that the God with whom we have to do is a God of holy
love whose main concern is righteousness. This righteousness has been
established in the Cross as the last reality of the world. It is, says Forsyth, "the
moral power, deep, immanent, and upworking to the command of all things and
affairs." 128 This requires of a nation that it acts with justice and righteousness;
that its first concern is to strive for the establishment of such realities in the life

of the nation integral to which is its economic life. It is righteousness that exalts
a nation. The order of priority is, first, righteousness and then prosperity.

Forsyth was very clear: "A society rises in the scale in proportion as

righteousness is felt to be central and supreme."129 We must however be clear
what we mean by righteousness. Gunther Wittenburg has reminded us that
when the eighth century BC prophets spoke about righteousness they were not

thinking about an absolute ethical norm so much as the specific relationship of

people towards God and their fellow human beings, arising out of Israel's
election by God. 130 In other words, as we pointed out in our last chapter,

righteousness is a term of relationships. It is not something one has

126Forsyth, 1962(a), p.33
12
Newbigin,1991, p 77

128Forsyth, 1919(b), p.552
,:9Forsyth, 1948(a), p.69
1'"Wittenberg, 1978, p.49
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independently of others. Righteousness and individualism are opposites.

Righteousness summons us to care for others, to affirm peoples' humanity in
the Name of Jesus Christ and to build healing and reconciling communities. It
asks the question of economic systems and practises how it upholds the dignity
and moral worth of those who are dependent upon it.131 It requires of the Church
that it exposes and combats practises that crush and destroy lives. This might

involve, we would want to suggest, a searching critique of the practise of the
free market system devoid as it seems to be at present of any moral
considerations. Recognising the potential in the free market system Lesslie

Newbigin nevertheless cites it as an example of "something good being

corrupted." Newbigin is rightly concerned that "when the free market is made
into an absolute, outside of rational control in the light of ethical principles, it
becomes a power that enslaves. The free market is a good servant but a bad
master."132

What the Church must do is to introduce into public discourse the language of

'righteousness'. Essential as 'liberation' and 'justice' may be when we speak of

'righteousness' we go more deeply into the moral nature of things for

righteousness is on earth what holiness is in heaven. The Church must
therefore speak into the life of a nation about the standards of God and the
demands of righteousness and justice. It is justice and righteousness that must
be the guiding principles of any social order. What this means in general terms
is that prosperity can never be at the expense of righteousness. It would have
to be conceded that for many years in South Africa the prosperity of the white

community was at the expense of the impoverishment of the black community.

Systems where the rich get richer and the poor go to the wall have to be

challenged in the Name of righteousness, and a fundamental restructuring take

place. Thus whilst the implementation of just laws is not the complete solution

they certainly can further the Kingdom of God since laws can be "agents of

grace."133 In South Africa this process is well under way as we have seen from
our first chapter. The land issue is being addressed and development of poor
communities is proceeding albeit at times in an inefficient manner. Affirmative
action policies are being implemented and though they are controversial and

deeply painful to many whites the principle at least should be endorsed and

l31Forsyth,1910(b), p.78
|,:Newbigin,1991, p.76
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vigilance maintained lest we find ourselves in a position of reverse racism. 134
Alister Sparks spelt out the issue with clarity and wit when he wrote:

One cannot hobble people for centuries, give others every possible
advantage for generation after generation, then put both in the same
starting blocks for a flat race and say piously, "May the best man win."
Anyone who doubts that should try joining a Monopoly game late, after
the other players have bought nearly all the properties and built houses
and hotels on them, and see how he fares.135

Our point in all this is that the practise of reconciliation is never without the
active pursuit of righteousness and justice and that in South Africa this practise
has involved far reaching changes in the laws of the land. This is not to suggest
that social reconciliation can be achieved merely by changing laws. In the final

analysis reconciliation has to do with a fundamental change of heart. Whilst the
church ought to be able to commend the intent of such laws it must at the same

time warn against laws being exploited in the name of callous greed. Changes
in laws without a change in the human heart simply provides evil with a fresh

opportunity to flourish. Furthermore we are urging the return of spiritual and
moral values into the market place. In particular we are pleading for the principle
of the righteousness of the reign of God in Christ to be reasserted within the
economic life of the country and for the church to take on its prophetic role in

unmasking ideologies of freedom and prosperity that absolutise the autonomous
individual's right to operate apart from the inter-related structure of life and to

prosper at the expense of every moral and spiritual value.

A further and decisive aspect of the church's reconciling ministry within South
African society is her emulation of her Lord in service [diakonia] in the world and

especially to the poor. Moltmann reminds us that "holistic diakonia" is

healing action directed toward all of the unhealthy distortions and
estrangements of human existence, whether in personal, social, or

'"Forsyth, 1908(b), p.29
' "Concerns have been voiced about the "re-racialisation" of South Africa. The argument is that

under the guise of correcting the imbalances of the past by a vigorous program of affirmative
action, new racially based laws are now appearing on the statute books. In a document
produced by the Democratic Party [DP] the point is made: "Racial legislation is a very slippery
slope: apartheid, American segregation and Nazi Germany all had very small beginnings.
Once the system is established it starts to shape reality, and becomes part of the very nature
of things." [Democratic Party,1998, p.3] Though some argue these fears are unfounded, the
Church has, at very least, a duty to be vigilant.

' "Sparks,1991, p 388
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religious life. Diakonia in the context of the Kingdom is a realistic ministry
of reconciliation. What is separated is brought together again, and peace
is found in the midst of strife. 136

That the Church in South Africa has a role to play needs hardly be stated since,
as we have seen, poverty is such a critical issue in the country and it is a

dangerous thing to underestimate its destructive power. The difficulty however
is that the sheer magnitude of the problem of poverty that confronts the Church
in South Africa can so easily paralyse action. The question, then, is not, 'Should
the church?' but 'How does the church respond to such overwhelming need?'
This was the key issue for Forsyth. Despite an impression that less careful
readers of Forsyth's works might be left with of a man whose attitude to the poor

was perhaps not as sympathetic as it could have been, 137 in truth Forsyth never

sought to play down the Church's commitment to the poor and suffering. It was
an integral part of his understanding of the Christian faith and implicit in his

teaching on the righteousness of the Kingdom. "It is quite impossible today",

Forsyth wrote in 1902, "that a Christian faith should be real, and yet refuse to

respond in any way to the social need, suffering and sin which are special to
this hour."138 What he did maintain however was that human pity is an

exhaustible human resource and that if it was left only to pity then the Church's
well intentioned and active social ministry would eventually burn out. He
understood the tension between pity and paralysis and could write: "Human

misery is too great for the power of human pity."139 What is needful is a greater

vision and a mightier power within the Church than the sheer and crushing

magnitude of human suffering and poverty in particular. Only then can the
Church fulfil its ministry of mercy, compassion and healing in a suffering world.
That vision and power is Jesus Christ, the living, reconciling and healing Christ,

energising His Church in righteousness to serve Him in the world. Basically,

Forsyth's social theology was founded upon the conviction that we can do most
for this world when we are rooted in another.140 It is the righteousness of God in
the Gospel of grace that is the power of God for the salvation and
transformation of the world. 'Union with Christ' is union with Jesus in His

l36Moltmann,1979, p.27
"
Forsyth was not convinced that Christ's ministry was, in the first instance, directed towards the
poor. If we are to speak of Jesus 'taking sides' then it was "on the side of the devout and
unrabbinical laity, the quiet godly ones" who, it so happens, were mostly poor. "Many who
were not poor felt His call and rose to meet Him." Forsyth, 1908(b), p.63

l38Forsyth,1902, p. 320
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energetic work as the reigning Saviour of the world. Some will object that this
smacks of an otherworldliness that past experience has shown can lead to the
Christian community turning in upon itself unable to recognise the presence of
Christ in the suffering of the world. Forsyth however could write - and it is the

perspective that we are persuaded needs to be reiterated in our time:

A creed which starts from the glory of God has more power for man's
welfare than one that is founded in the welfare of man alone ... A
theocentric creed has more and longer blessing for man than an
anthropocentric. It is the divine in our creed that makes it last, though it
may be the humane that makes it attract. 141

Elsewhere Forsyth writes that the first duty of the church

is not to impress, nor even to save, men, but to confess the Saviour, to
confess in various forms the God, the Christ, the Cross that does save.
The Church is there as the great confessor, in thought, word, and deed,
of its Creator; and its action, varying with each occasion, is only a
special form or corollary of its central confession that it owes itself, its
worship, and its world to the glory of the grace that saves. 142

3.5.1. Jesus' Ministry of Diakonia and the Quest for Healing and
Reconciliation: The Servanthood of the Church

"To confess the Saviour" - that is the Church's task, and to do so in word and

deed. It is to be united with Christ and to learn from Him the true meaning of
service [diakonia] in the midst of the alienating actualities of South Africa. Whilst

Forsyth did not develop what we might call 'a theology of servanthood', the raw

material for such a perspective is present in his thought, more particularly in his

christological emphasis upon kenosis and plerosis. We recall how Forsyth
understood Christ in terms of a divine-human movement: the self-giving, self-

emptying movement of God to humankind [kenosis], and an ascending self-

offering which is humankind's response to God [plerosis]. We might assert
therefore that it is as man that God came amongst us in Christ and in so doing
not only affirmed our humanity but took upon Himself the burden of our human
existence. It was from within our broken humanity that Jesus lived His life,

U0Forsyth, 1908(b), p.49
,41Forsyth,1948(b), p.83
l4:!Forsyth,1955, p.220
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becoming a servant and ministering at the sharp edge of human need. His was

not the dazzling display of divine power. He went about doing good, bringing

healing, hope and humanity to broken lives, dying upon the Cross as the
climactic act of identification with and assumption of the tragic condition of men
and women. Such was and is His identification with the suffering of the world

that Jesus is still to be found wherever there is sickness, poverty and

imprisonment [Matthew 25:35-36], and as the church is incorporated into His life
so diakonia becomes a distinguishing mark of its life and mission. "No servant is

greater than his master", said Jesus to His disciples after He had washed their
feet. That action in the Upper Room is a symbol of the self-emptying [kenosis] of

God in Christ. Laying aside what was His by right by virtue of being the Son of
God He took the symbols of service, the basin and the towel, and proceeded to

perform the most menial of tasks, and then turning to his disciples He gave

them, as the nucleus of the messianic community, a mandate that every

community that owns the Name of Jesus Christ must follow: "If I your Lord and
Teacher have washed your feet," he said to the disciples, "then you also should
wash one another's feet." [John 13:14] T.F. Torrance has written:

It is only in Jesus that we learn what diakonia really is, the loving service
in mercy that looks for no reward beyond the knowledge that we do what
is commanded of us and looks for no thanks from those to whom mercy
is extended, but it is only because this Jesus has made our cause His
very own, sharing our existence in servitude and sharing with us His own
life of love, that we may and can engage in this kind of diakonia in Him.
143

If Jesus' life and ministry was a kenosis then it was at the same time a plerosis;
an ascending offering of Himself to God through struggle and suffering. In His
humiliation Jesus was exalted; in His life and death was His glory. In the
sacrificial self-offering of His life unto death not only is healing and reconciliation
to be found, but there is spelt for us, as Forsyth would have us remember, "the

principle of sacrifice as an essential, or even supreme, factor in human

progress."144 Such sacrifice, Forsyth hastens to add, is not an end in itself, it is
"self-sacrifice that does not think of the sacrifice but of Christ." 14S Such is the

Church's diakonia, it is an offering of herself to the crucified Christ for the sake
of Christ for the healing and reconciliation of the world. What the Church in

' "Torrance, 1966, p. 3
M'Forsyth,1957, p.75
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South Africa has to keep ever before it in respect of its own life and work in the
world is that the Cross was not only Christ's implicit message, it was His explicit
method as well. We are summonsed therefore to be the Church of Jesus Christ,

communities of kenosis, and we will only be recognised as such as there is
embodied in the worship and witness of local Christian communities or

congregations the meeting of the crucified and risen Christ in the Gospel of

healing and reconciliation and the Christ - mostly unrecognised - in the

suffering of the world. As T.F. Torrance reminds us, it is given to the Church "to
be in history the bodily instrument which Christ uses in the proclamation of the
divine mercy to mankind and in prompting their responses to that mercy."146 It is
a perspective shared by Jurgen Moltmann:

The Christian community in her diaconal ministry is precisely that sign of
hope in a hopeless world which we profoundly believe God will use to
accomplish his saving work among us today.147

3.5.2. Ubuntu

It is one of the great strengths of Forsyth's atonement theology that he has

opened up for us the meaning of righteousness and the reconciling action of
God within the context of human community. The atonement made real among
men and women creates healing communities of righteousness that are the

living embodiment of atonement and that exist to participate in God's reconciling
action in the world in the restoration of peace - shalom - to broken lives,
alienated communities and a wounded creation. It is for this reality that the
Church prays and expends itself. It is a vision of a healed creation. This is the
true vision of the Cross. It is a vision that resonates with the African conceptions
of ubuntu and seriti. We recall our earlier comments about the overriding sense

of community that has been an integral part of African life, and that the African
realises his/her humanity in the context of the multiplicity of relationships in
which he or she is involved; relationships that embrace the extended family,

neighbours, ancestors, the land, indeed the whole of creation. Against the
Cartesian "I think therefore I am" the African finds him/herself primarily in the
context of community:

'■'-'Forsyth,1908(a), p.45
''"Torrance, 1966, p. 9
l41Moitmann,1979, p.36
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Whatever happens to the individual happens to the whole group, and
whatever happens to the whole group happens to the individual. The
individual can only say: "I am because we are: and since we are,
therefore I am." This is a cardinal point in the understanding of the
African view of man.148

Adeyemo has observed that, "Africans don't break easily under adversity", 149
and when given the reality of ubuntu the reason is not hard to find. Again, as
Mbiti says, "Only in terms of other people does the individual become conscious
of his own being, his own duties, his privileges and responsibilities towards
himself and towards other people."150

This sense of communalism as a reflection of ubuntu is seen very practically in
the African attitude towards the poor where poor people help each other. How,
asks Bruwer, do the millions of unemployed Africans survive? "There is always
an extra plate of food and the wealthy [African] farmer shares his cattle with the

poor so that there is milk for everyone to drink."151 This is the manifestation of
the true spirit of ubuntu. It is the affirmation and experience of the inter-related
nature of everything; of men and women dwelling in the totality of community:
with God, with one another, and with creation. Integral to this experience is the

reality of seriti which is that personal energy generated by our being-in-
communion. Life, we recall Gabriel Setiloane saying, is charged with 'vital force';
it is "a dynamic participation, a constant and ever self-generating interaction
within the equally dynamic participating interacting force vitaie."152

In these two notions of ubuntu and seriti we have a powerful social philosophy,
but it is more than that: it rings with the themes of the Christian Gospel. Indeed,
it is a theology, a Gospel of healing and reconciliation as Christ draws people
and communities and creation itself together in the oneness of life that flows
from the atoning Cross wherein all things were restored to the Father in Him. It
is our participation in the continuous reconciling action of Christ as He gives
effect to His atoning work upon the Cross.

l4xMbiti,1969, pp.108-109
"yAdeyemo,1991, p.91
150Mbiti, 1969, pp.118-119
l5'Bruwer,1997, p.21
l>:Setiloane,1986, p.55
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We suggest therefore that one possible reason why people are leaving South
Africa is because without 'community' we live as individuals, and individuals
cannot sustain an adequate response to the crises of South Africa. The mass

exodus from South Africa is a commentary on our inability to form meaningful
communities of support. Individualism has left us rootless. In the pursuit of
financial prosperity we have forfeited the true security which is our 'being-in-
relation' understood in the fullest sense of that phrase. What, we might ask,
sustained the Africans over the past 45 years. Materially they had very little, and
it was not simply a question of them having nowhere else to go. They had

ubuntu, communities of support; relational resources that came to the fore
within their suffering communities. Churches were places "where needs are

shared; pains are borne together; and love is spread."153

Sadly however as materialism and with it secularism makes inroads into black
communities and people get caught up in the cult of individualism the reality of
ubuntu is diminished though not extinguished. The Church in South Africa thus
has a fight on its hands to combat the ideology of individualism and freedom
that compels people to think only in terms of themselves. What we have to

declare and live out in the midst of a fragmenting environment is the reality of
Jesus Christ as the One in whom all things hold together; Jesus, the Reconciler,
Redeemer and Servant, the One in whom we find our true identity, humanity
and calling.

Forsyth has given us clues that we have employed to formulate a holistic

Gospel of reconciliation. He steadfastly refused to separate the sacred and the

secular, the spiritual and the material, the personal and the communal. All is
subsumed under the reality of righteousness and grace as the living, recreative
and relational action of holy love. God's movement towards the world is for the

purposes of creating that community that will bear witness to a Reality in which
alone communities are able to celebrate what it is to be truly human:

"ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven."

I MAdeyemo,1991, p. 90
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3.6. Jesus the Victor and Liberator in a Land of Enslavement

If ever a day in the life of a modern nation might, with justification, be likened to
the experience of the Exodus of the children of Israel then it would be 11 May
1994 when South Africa's 'Moses', Nelson Mandela, assumed office as

President of the Republic of South Africa. On that day 350 years of humiliation
were overturned and the country set on a new course. For the black community
in South Africa it was a days of days; a day of liberation. Chains fell off, idols
were cast down, people's dignity was restored. It was the dawn of a new era of
freedom and justice. For some it seemed that the Kingdom of God had come.

Archb. • iop Tutu's prayer at Mandela's inauguration was a powerful reminder to
the world of the source of South Africa's newly won freedom, and few black
Christians - and perhaps not too many white Christians as well - could have
ailed to have recognised the action of God in the victory over apartheid:

Thank you O God our Father that by the death and resurrection of your
only begotten Son Jesus Christ our Lord and Saviour, you have
overcome sin and death and evil, injustice and oppression, hatred,
separation and alienation.154

Such is a contemporary expression of the 'classic' view of atonement in terms of
which Christ has broken the powers of darkness that hold humankind in their

sway, ~nd has opened the prison doors and brought forth His people to a living
freedom. To say, 'Jesus is Lord', is to assert the sovereignty of Christ over all

things. It is to proclaim Jesus as the Liberator of humankind who in His life,
death and resurrection has overcome the powers of destruction and death and
has founded amongst us the Kingdom of God.

Such a view of Jesus does not trivialize the very real presence of evil in the
world and does not deny that the "principalities and powers" and "spiritual forces
of evil in heavenly realms" that the Apostle Paul refers to [Eph. 6:12] are not

simply pre-scientific ways of speaking about psychological disorders. They are

terribly real as not only the New Testament suggests but as many New
Testament theologians have also confirmed and any non-western African will

testify. Such forces affect people at both the personal and structural levels.

Missiologist Alan Anderson has observed that the African's greatest need is for

;'Tutu,1994, p.262
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a "dynamic, life-giving power that secures deliverance from evil and allows

people to feel safe in a hostile world."155 He is doubtless correct but we would
add that it is a need that is not restricted to African people for there is in South
Africa a profound and overall sense of insecurity and helplessness in the face of

unpredictable forces, social and economic, but forces nevertheless having a

spiritual basis. Some of these forces we have identified during the course of this

study not least of which are the seemingly uncontrollable forces of violence,

corruption and greed that currently seem to have taken root within South African

society.

It is in within this context however that the Church must declare again Christus
Victor as the fulfilment of that fundamental human need for spiritual power that
both Anderson and Forsyth have highlighted. In Africa, Kwame Bediako has
reminded us, Jesus is seen "above all else" as the Christus Victor. Where there

is a keen awareness of forces and powers that threaten the interests of life and

harmony "the portrait of Jesus as Christus Victor answers to the need for a

powerful protector against these forces and powers." 156 To such people the

knowledge of the pre-eminence of Jesus Christ established in the Cross and
Resurrection speaks a powerful word of reassurance and hope. The Cross was

the fatal stroke upon the Kingdom of evil and the non-human forces of

darkness, and Christ now meets us as the reconciling and victorious Lord.
Whilst Satan is still active in the affairs of nations and individuals he is "a bull in

a net. A chained beast kicking himself to death."157 Christ's present intercessory
work is the bringing in of that reign into the hearts of men and women and the
soul and structures of a nation's life where these spiritual powers invariably
entrench themselves. Union with this Christ is union with Jesus in His energetic
and empowering work such that one is able to say that He gives strength to the
fearful and increases the power of the weak.

In this sense Forsyth's atonement teaching is a powerful and deeply personal

theology, but it is also more than that for when we ask wherein lies the nature of

that transforming power that Christ exercises in the world we encounter a strong
social theology that gives the Church the clue as to what it should be saying at
such a time as this.

'^Anderson, 1990, p.71
l56Bediako,1983, p.97
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The principle of Jesus' life and death, Forsyth would remind us, was neither

power nor force per se but "the Omnipotence of holy Grace". 158 It is the
holiness of Christ that is the one thing "damnatory to the Satanic power."159 We
need not rehearse everything that we have already addressed on this matter
suffice it say that we are speaking of the action of the holy, sacrificial and
liberating love of God in Christ. This, we are persuaded, is the true principle not

only of all Christ's actions in the world, it is the principle of all Christian living
and the Church's work in the world, for righteousness is the ethic and power of
the Kingdom of God. When therefore we declare Christ as Lord and Liberator
we declare Him to be the One who casts down every idol and overcomes every

principality and power and who summons and empowers His Church to set forth
the holy and liberating reign of God in Christ in the midst of the enslaving
structures of life, calling on the people of God to reflect in their life together, and
to establish at every level of life, the righteousness of the Kingdom of God. Such
a task will at times be confrontational but the Church must be willing "to go into
the wilderness with Christ." It must, said Forsyth, "Suffer outside the camp; it
must show itself independent of the world it would chiefly save and bless, and

perhaps be crucified by it."160 It is a word in season for a Church in a country like
South Africa where for too long the Church was on good terms with society and
in most cases merely reflected society's ways of looking at things. The sense of

being an alternative community was absent. The damage done to the credibility
and witness of the Church was incalculable and if the Church has repented of
that particular compromise then it has to be doubly vigilant lest something of a
similar but far more subtle nature appears again. The Church must understand
that process whereby the values of the world infiltrate the Church causing
further compromises and betrayals of her Lord. In a submission to the TRC,
Professor Ponti Venter warned of a "new form of totalitarianism" that is wreaking
havoc in South Africa and, to make matters worse, has been embraced by the
churches. "Competitive capitalism" with its ethic of 'win at all costs' is the "new
saviour" and its insidious infiltration of the churches is reflected in the churches

which now "talk market and business language."161 In his own day Forsyth was

l57Forsyth,1903, p.307
158Forsyth,1916(b), p.766
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warning against a "prosper at any price"162 attitude that was taking hold of the
Church and in terms of which "the Saviour we turn to is one who will restore

business confidence rather than the righteousness of God's Kingdom." 163
Though spoken seventy years ago these words might be applied to the church
life in South Africa and it is imperative that we hear Forsyth's plea: "May God
send us prophets to save the kingdom of God from the calamity in prosperity
and the usurpation by finance."164

Our point is that the Christian community must derive its identity and its

understanding of its mission from the atonement and that besides being a

reconciling community it is also a community that challenges and even

confronts governments, societies and entrenched cultures in the Name of

righteousness and the Christus Victor. For the early Christians it was the
Christus Victor understanding of atonement that defined their relation to the
world around them.165 Denney Weaver has argued persuasively that the early
church was "a beleaguered church" that stood over against the empire. The
church confronted the empire and was uncomfortable with the structures around

it. At such a time it was the Lordship of Jesus that was the norm of faith and

practice; "Being a Christian meant to live the life modelled by Jesus, the head
or Lord of the church."166 In its cosmic form this confrontation was between the

forces of God and those of Satan, whilst historically it took the form of the
confrontation between the Church and the structures of first century Judaism
and the Roman empire. Weaver concludes that for those who would view the
Church as an "alternative society" Christus Victor is not just one way of viewing
the atonement. It is, he says, "the understanding of atonement which best
underscores a believer's church ecclesiology."167

3.7. The Lordship of Jesus and Human Freedom

We must not underestimate what we are up against in South Africa. If on 11

May 1994 the walls of oppression crumbled and cherished idols were destroyed
and freedom was proclaimed and celebrated, what should not be forgotten is

'"Forsyth, 1908(a), p. 174
'"Forsyth, 1919(b), p.549
'"Forsyth, 1908(a), p. 174
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that unless we have a proper understanding of the nature of the freedom that
Christ has won and confers upon us we simply reach a point where old idols

give way to new leading to different but nevertheless real enslavements. This,
we would suggest, is the process that is presently taking place in South Africa
where new golden calves have been erected in the place of those that came

tumbling down in 1994. Fundamentally, the new idol is the idol of freedom
which has become the basis of an absolute ideology of human autonomy. It is a

situation about which Forsyth constantly raised the alarm, for freedom without

authority simply degenerates into chaos and he would entertain no notion of
freedom without a corresponding understanding of authority. What we need, he

insisted, is a power that rules our freedom.168 If we are to speak of freedom then
it must be of a "founded freedom". 169 In the Hebrew language we find two
words to describe freedom: hofesh and herut. Hofesh is used in the Bible to

describe the setting free of a slave and suggests, according to Rabbi Jonathan
Sacks, the absence of external constraints. Someone who has hofesh "is no

longer subject to anyone's will." Clearly however such a notion of freedom is not

enough since, as Sacks points out, "A system free from external constraint can
still be unstable, chaotic. It can still be a situation where, as it says at the end of
the Book of Judges, everyone did what was right in their own eyes."170

This, in our estimation, is what has been happening in South Africa. Political

repression may have gone and South Africa may have become a free nation but
it is so only in the sense of hofesh . But what is hofesh without an anchor except

instability and ultimately chaos? Criminal violence, moral disintegration and
endemic corruption and the looting of national resources by "a new predatory
elite" can only have the effect of destroying the fruits of liberation. We have only
understood freedom as hofesh. We thought that freedom consisted of breaking
the chains of oppression, and that a free society would come about when black

people replaced white people in the corridors of power. Freedom has been
understood almost exclusively in terms of freedom from limitations and not

freedom for righteousness. We recall Carl Ellis' words that liberation "is not the

right to do what I want, it is the power to do what is right."171 It is an important

point, for what can subdue the overbearing self-centredness and greed of the

Forsyth, 1899, p 593
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human heart? What is needful for us at this hour is to press the other side of the
freedom coin: herut. A free society, says Rabbi Sacks,

begins with hofesh, but culminates only when it achieves herut. For
herut is the presence of internal restraints, imparted by a strong moral
code through which we restrain our own desires and recognise other
people's needs. In this sort of free society, we recognise that freedom for
me must also mean freedom for you: freedom from fear, from injustice,
and from lack of compassion. . . A society that is free in the sense of
herut has to be a moral society.172

Forsyth would have applauded Sacks for both men understood the paradox at
the heart of freedom: there can be no freedom without moral authority. Ours is a

search for a new principle for life. Our problem is not lack of freedom but the
absence of a liberating and empowering moral authority. In the Gospel of grace
we find such a creative authority for it is a gospel of holy love centred around
the redemptive and living person of Jesus Christ and Him as crucified who turns

our hearts away from self and towards God and the righteousness of His

Kingdom. He is the One who can command human freedom. Our authority, said

Forsyth,

. . is what gives us most power to go forward; it is not what ties us up
most to a formal past. It is of Grace and not of law. It cannot be a
doctrine, nor a book, nor an institution; it must be a person. And a
person who is . . an active source of life, a person who is gathered up
and consummated in a creative, redemptive act. . . the Lord and Giver
of Life.173

3.7.1. Jesus Christ and the Reality of Judgment

To speak, as we have, of the action of Christ in the world is to declare the reality
of the kingdom, or reign, of God which, says Forsyth, is "the most irresistible

thing in the world."174 That it is "irresistible" must be carefully explained lest we
fall into the trap of a trite triumphalist theology. The active righteousness of God
declared in the Gospel of grace is ceaselessly at work in the world but its action
is often through judgment which is the reassertion of the righteousness of God
in the face of human sin. That God appears at times to be silent in the face of

'"Sacks,1995, p.732
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human evil is a perception that many will hold. Evil seems to flourish and violent
and corrupt men appear to prosper. Our study however has suggested that
God's silence is not His apathy and that humankind can continue to flout

righteousness only for so long. There is within history a principle of righteous

judgment. Righteousness must reassert itself and when it collides with human
sin there is a shaking out of history. Such a 'shaking out' is not primarily
retributive but restorative for righteousness is the antiseptic that God applies to

the rottenness of history. His concern is to cleanse and heal and He does so

through judgment which is given to His Son in Whom all things hold together.

Judgment, in the words of P.T. Forsyth, is "the assertion of holy love in dark,
mortal and final conflict with sin."175 How to apply the notion of judgment to a

situation like South Africa calls for great wisdom for it requires of the Church
that it discerns the voice of God in the midst of the upheavals of history. Some

may have read 'judgment' in the terrible build up to elections in 1994 when it
seemed the country was going to disintegrate in an orgy of violence. 350 years

of repression had finally caught up with South Africa. That the elections took

place in the way they did and were labelled a "miracle" might be seen as God

staying His hand in mercy upon the people of South Africa. Our point is that
God's ways are not our ways and His judgements are difficult to interpret. What
the Church must, at very least, say is that righteousness alone exalts a nation
and that for a people to turn its back upon the God and to spurn His ways is to

invite disaster for the holy love of God must assert itself until righteousness is
established and the kingdoms of this world become the Kingdoms of our God
and King. When the nation is in upheaval and people's faith is unnerved, the
Church must also speak words of comfort for there is in the notion of the

judgment of God a deep consolation. In The Evangelical Quarterly of 1944 a

Scottish minister writes:

I remember an old man saying to me not long ago that for the first time
he had come to know the comfort of thinking that God's judgements
were abroad. "Comfort?" I said. "Yes: comfort. I had an awful fear that all
was out of hand and that there was no meaning in life after all. It all
seemed so utterly senseless. But now I see that God is in it and though I
am sometimes sorely afraid, better fear His judgment than just
something that has happened."176

l75Forsyth, 1915(d), p 419
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What we have written about judgment underlines the Church's prophetic role
within society. It must proclaim unequivocally Christus Victor, the Lordship of

Jesus, established in the Cross and declared in the Resurrection. Such a

proclamation does not take place in vacuum and the Church must honestly seek
to discern the signs of the times in the light of the righteousness of the Gospel
of grace. But the Church has more than a prophetic role it has also a priestly
role to fulfil. A prophet without tears has never understood the meaning of

restoring grace, and Forsyth was careful to point out how, bearing the world on

its heart, the Church enters the presence of God as "the world's High-Priest"177
there to join her prayers with the intercession of Christ for the world.

3.7.2. Jesus and the Power of Intercessory Prayer

We can speak of the Church's role in society and how she should be doing this
and that in order to fulfil her calling before God and the world. What we consider
however to be one of the main contributions of this essay to our understanding
of atonement and its realisation within the world is the central place of

intercessory prayer. To speak the word of the Cross is an empowering action.
To declare Christus Victor is a message of hope for uncertain times. In the final

analysis however if our preaching and service in the world is without the energy

of prayer then we underestimate the magnitude of the task awaiting us and the

strength of opposition that we will encounter. Certainly 'Jesus is Lord'; the ever

living and reconciling Saviour of the world, but the realisation of these things is

closely tied into the intercessory prayer of the Church. The Gospel of the grace

of God is the power of God for the saving of the world, but it is so in the
actualities of human history as the outcome of intercessory prayer in which the

people of God are integrated into the Trinitarian life of God by which the world is

upheld. Intercessory prayer, said Forsyth, is " a part and function of the creative,

preservative, and consummatory energy of the world". 178 It has a "vast effect on
the course of things." It is "a power behind thrones" and can "neutralize...
visible powers of armies and their victories."179 As he put it:

Prayer of the right kind, with heart and soul and strength and mind,

l77Forsyth,1953, p. 145
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unites any society in which it prevails with those last powers of moral
and social regeneration that settle history and that reside in the creative
grace of the Cross, which is God's true omnipotence in the world.180

If such claims are considered extravagant in South Africa then we need only
recall the impact of the Jesus Prayer Rally just prior to the April 1994 Elections.
As we noted in our first chapter, a number of commentators pointed back to that

prayer rally in Durban as the decisive event that pulled the country back from
catastrophe. It was the Jesus Prayer Rally, said the BBC's John Simpson, that

"tipped the scales".181 Intercessory prayer assumes a conflict in heavenly places
and it is into this realm that the Church enters when it intercedes for the world.

As T.F. Torrance expresses it, the Church's intercessory prayer is "a

participation in the final victory of the Kingdom of Christ". 182 Elsewhere
Torrance writes:

The intercessory prayer of the church is direct engagement in the mighty
apocalyptic battle between the Kingdom of Christ and the kingdoms of
this world and in the triumphant reign of the enthroned Lamb over all the
forces of evil and darkness in history. The Church's greatest need is to
believe again in the intercession of Christ and to find through prayer the
sole source of power in its mission.183

3.8. Jesus Christ - the Hope of South Africa

The ancient seafarers used to refer to the Cape as the 'fairest Cape in all the
world.' To them it was a place of refuge, a half way station between east and
west. It was the Cape of Good Hope. Other travellers however saw the Cape in
a different light. To them it was the 'Cape of Storms', a place of angry seas and
furious gales, the graveyard of many unsuspecting ships. Like the Cape was to
those early seamen so South Africa is to its modern day residents: a nation of

paradoxes, a nation of hope and despair, light and darkness, reconciliation and
alienation. Is it possible, we ask, to speak the language of hope, or is South
Africa like the rest of Africa fated to live forever in unfulfilled promise and
ultimate failure? What light has our study thrown on this critical issue for people
cannot live without hope and the human exodus from South Africa is probably
the most tangible expression of this loss of hope. If hope is to be found how

lsoForsyth, 1949(b), p.56
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does one proclaim Jesus Christ as the one true hope of South Africa?

Here we have no easy answers. There will always be the jaunty optimists just
as there will be grim pessimists but the Christian faith is not about optimism or

pessimism it is about faith, hope and love rooted in the Cross of Christ "standing
o'er the wrecks of time". It is one of the important insights of this thesis that
faith in God is not derived from the order of the world but rather from its greatest

crisis, the Cross. Where faith is rooted in this "crisis of crises" in which the holy
love of God is established as the principle and power of all being then faith is
able to withstand the crises that confront the world. "The evil world will not win

at last because it failed to win at the only time it ever could."184 Faith's starting

point therefore is found in the face of Jesus Christ and him as crucified. At the
darkest point where it seemed God Himself had been eclipsed a light shines.
This is the image of Jesus as the "Morning Star" [Rev 22:16] which is that star
that often appears when the night is at its darkest. It is a small and vulnerable

light but when you see it you know the morning is not far behind. Jesus says, "I
am the bright Morning Star". It is a powerful image of hope in the midst of
darkness reminiscent of what Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 4:6: "For God who

said 'Let light shine out of darkness' has made His light to shine in our hearts to

give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus
Christ." It is one of the deepest paradoxes of the Christian faith: the glory of God
in the face of a man dying in agony upon a Cross; the strength of God in human

weakness; the hope of the world in a scene of divine dereliction; the grace of
the Holy Eternal Father in the face of Jesus Christ and Him as crucified. It is a

daring assertion especially since we do yet see all things under Jesus feet. We
do however see the face of Jesus Christ, and it is in the light of the experience
of His grace that "with eyes unsealed and purged by the Holy Ghost"185 we can

stare into the uncertainties and darkness of history and not flinch for Christ has
overcome the world. "The key to history is the historic Christ above history and
in command of it, and there is no other."186 Such an assertion is not according
to the normal canons of rational thought but according to faith. For all his

impressive intellectual power, Forsyth did not always regard rationality as the
test of reality. Some things, he insisted, have to reckoned as 'real' which are
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quite irrational and life's whole destiny risked upon them.187 Christian hope falls
into this category. Hope is not, as C.F.D. Moule put it, "a calculated security".
Rather,

its first requisite is that we should be dispossessed of security, and
instead should daringly and at absolute risk cast ourselves trustfully into
the deep which is God's character. To hug the shore is to cherish
disappointing hope; really to let myself go and to swim is to have
discovered the buoyancy of hope. 188

Such a confidence in Jesus Christ however is not a disembodied hope confined
to feelings of the heart. Hope is not passivity but finds expression within the
Christian faith in hopeful actions of mercy and healing. Hope is unafraid to seek
first the righteousness of the Kingdom of God. Christian hope is F.W de Klerk's
determination to overturn 350 years of white domination by releasing Mandela
and leading South Africa to its first democratic election. Christian hope is
Professor Jonker standing up at the Rustenburg Conference regardless of the
cost to himself and confessing the sin of the Dutch Reformed Church. Christian

hope is Professor Nico Smith resigning his Chair of Missiology at the leafy and

prosperous Stellenbosch University and resettling as a parish minister in a poor,

sprawling black township outside Pretoria. Christian hope is Desmond Tutu's
refusal to keep silent in the face of tightening repression in the 1980s and when
he was on many a hired assassin's hit list. Christian hope is Johan Heyn's
commitment as Moderator of the Dutch Reformed Church to lead that Church

away from apartheid even though it cost him his life. Christian hope is the

disfigured Fr. Michael Lapsley's refusal to give way to bitterness despite having
been hideously scarred by apartheid bombers.189 Hope is Esther's willingness to
intercede on behalf of her Jewish people whose very existence was threatened

though it might mean her imminent death. Her walk to speak with the King was

a turning point in Israel's exile. There was no miracle as we have come to

understand that word, only one woman's willingness to do what was right

regardless of what it might cost her. Though God's name is not mentioned in the
Book of Esther Esther's actions saved the Jews in exile. Esther's name means

'morning star'.

l87Forsyth,1951, pp.69-70
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Christian hope is about refusing to let go of God despite all the evidence to the

contrary. It is about the reality of the grace of God in the crucified and risen
Person of Jesus Christ. Hope discerns the "bright Morning Star" and commits
herself to following it wherever it may lead her. Christian hope is thus not

something we have to 'work up', rather in union with the living and atoning
Christ we participate in His divine energy. The decisive thing in Christian faith is
not the victory we win, "but the victory we inherit." That, says Forsyth, "is the

evangelical principle". We do not gain the victory; "we are united to the Victor."
190 That is the secret of the Church's mission in the world. It is not guilt driven -

though there will always be a sense of indebtedness. It is not a trite

triumphalism that sees the imminent arrival of the kingdom of God. It is patient
and often thankless ministry offered to God in the Name of Jesus Christ. It is the

self-offering of the Christian community for the sake of the righteousness of the

kingdom of God in the sure knowledge that the crucified and risen Christ is the

Alpha and Omega; the One in whom all things hold together, and from Whose

holy love and righteousness nothing can ever separate His people. To those of
us living in Africa and South Africa in particular faced as we are with one crisis
and human tragedy after another, hope is a vital ingredient in short supply, but
the claim of this thesis has been that an authentic theology of hope is so

because it is in the first instance a theology of the cross. Jesus' call is at the
same time a summons to the Church to venture forth in the Name of Christ to

reclaim the world for Himself not in a narrow spiritual sense but in the fullness of
the universality of the Gospel that addresses personal, social, political and
economic structures of being.

Words of Alan Paton are an appropriate point at which to bring this chapter to a

close. Though written in the midst of the black student protests of 1977 they

speak powerfully into the ongoing crisis within South Africa:

I say to my fellow South Africans; if you have no hope, you should get
out as soon as possible. If you have unbounded hope you should go and
see a psychiatrist. If you can't give up hope, if you insist on hoping
against hope, then persist with all the things you have been doing to
make this a better country. 191

1 "'Forsyth, 1948 (a), pp.220-221
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

On the 11 May 1994 South Africa, metaphorically speaking, passed through the
'Red Sea'. However, when the people stepped ashore they discovered that it
was not the Promised Land they had entered but a wilderness fraught with

dangers and difficulties. Many of these challenges have, as we have seen,

been successfully overcome not least the establishment of new constitutional
structures that have enshrined freedoms hitherto denied to most people. Other

dangers remain and few are under any illusion as to the magnitude of the
obstacles that still have to be overcome. One thing that has become clear in
South Africa is that important as justice, democracy and freedom [hofesh] may
be, they are not enough. South Africa's journey through the wilderness must,

like the ancient Israelites, move to the place of spiritual and moral rededication
and renewal. To those refugees from Egypt it was towards Mt. Sinai that they
headed, and whilst the Church must also pass that way Forsyth has pointed us

in the direction of Mt. Calvary for it is at the Cross that we must readjust our

compasses and recover our moral and spiritual bearings. The journey that
South Africa must now travel is from freedom to freedom; from hofesh to herut,

which, says Jonathan Sacks in another context, is the journey "from the
freedom which is the victory over tyranny imposed by others to freedom from
the tyranny that we create for ourselves."1

As welcome as political developments have been, unless the new order is
established upon the spiritual foundations of the holiness and righteousness of
God in the Cross of Jesus Christ then we are ultimately building a future upon

sand. As the writer of the book of Proverbs observes: "Righteousness raises a

people to greatness." [Pr.14:34] Addressing himself to the dangers that he saw

in the American Civil Rights Movement, Carl Ellis commented:

Righteousness will never liberate ungodliness to do its thing.
Righteousness, both collective and individual, will lift a people above the
frustrating effects of ungodliness and give them the will and power to
realise their loftiest aspirations [Matt.5:6], The quest for righteousness in
every area of life must be on top of the black agenda if we are to

'Sacks, 1995, p.732



291

become the people God created us to be [Matt.6:33].2

In this regard the church has an important role to play for it is given to the
church in South Africa and to her preachers in particular to keep encouraging

the nation to go forward. What the church has to remember however is that she
must embody in her own life that reality that she presses upon the nation. This

essay has been an attempt to uncover that reality. It is the conviction of this
thesis that in the Word of the Cross, in the atoning Gospel of the grace of God,
in the proclamation of 'Jesus Christ and Him as crucified' as St. Paul and his
twentieth century interpreter, Dr P.T.Forsyth, unfolded it, we have not just a

statement or message but, rather, that one recreative power for both church and
nation in South Africa without which both will, like Israel of old in the wilderness,

simply go round in painful and repetitious circles.

The claim for the doctrine of atonement has, as we have seen, been vigorously

challenged. We recall Prozesky's blunt statement that traditional Christianity
"must die".3 From our study it has become clear that the Church has failed and
will continue to fail if it does not heed the theological and moral lessons of the

past. The truth about Christianity in South Africa is that the doctrine of
atonement which is central for our understanding of the message of the New
Testament and without which the Church in every age is an extinct volcano, was

captured and tailored to suit the ideologisation of the Gospel by which the

Gospel was nationalised, privatised and spiritualised. Far from the doctrine of
atonement being the energising and creative declaration that in the life, death
and resurrection of Jesus Christ the abundant, seeking and piercing holy love of
God has destroyed human guilt and triumphed over every principality, power
and spiritual stronghold and is the very principle and reality of personal and
social righteousness, what took place within the church in South Africa was the
domestication of the Gospel and its reduction to the individual's relationship with
Jesus, the gift of forgiveness and inner peace, the hope of heaven and the need
to witness to others lest they too die and not go to heaven.

Whereas some have jettisoned the doctrine of atonement we are of the

persuasion that it is not its rejection but its rehabilitation that is called for. In this

respect we have been stimulated and challenged by the atonement theology of

:Ellis, 1983, p. 174
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Dr. P.T. Forsyth for he has directed our thinking to much that is overlooked in

contemporary reflections on the Cross and has given us important insights as

we search for an understanding of the atoning Gospel that is faithful to the

Scriptures and speaks with power into the present situation in South Africa. In

short, our claim is this: It is the atoning and eternal Cross understood as the
action of the holy love of God in Jesus Christ that is the living, personal and
world transforming reality that we are persuaded is the one thing needful for the
church to realise in its life if it is to chart its course and be the channel of healing
and renewal in the new dispensation that South Africa has entered.

Furthermore, we are daring to suggest that this same transcendent Reality is
the true source of a nation's regeneration, freedom and stability. "The

permanent condition of reconstruction", said P.T. Forsyth, "is redemption."4 It
was one of South Africa's most distinguished and largely forgotten black sons,

Solomon Tshekisho Plaatje [b. 1876], who many years ago wrote:

Alas, my country! Thou wilt have no need
Of enemy to bring thee to thy doom ..

For not alone by war a nation falls.
Though she be fair, serene as radiant morn,
Though girt by seas, secure in armament,
Let her but spum the vision of the Cross;

Tread with contemptuous feet on its command
Of mercy, Love and Human Brotherhood,

And she some fateful day, shall have no need
Of enemy to bring her to the dust.

The "vision of the Cross". This, we are persuaded, is what the Church and the

people of South Africa must keep before the land. It is a vision declared and
realised in the preaching of the Gospel, in the ministry of intercessory prayer

and in the self-giving diakonia of the Christian community. It is that moral and

spiritual authority that renews the wellsprings of the nation and will empower
South Africans to respond creatively to the past, with integrity and moral

purpose to the present and with hope for the future. This Gospel, wrote the

apostle Paul to the Christian community in Rome is:

the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: . . for in the
gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by
faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."
[Rom. 1:16-17]

'Prozesky, 1990, p. 140
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Such an assertion was born in the transforming grace of God in Jesus Christ; in
the experience of reconciliation, forgiveness and redemption in Jesus' Name.
Thus to preach the Gospel is not to preach theories of atonement but rather
Christ as the One who atones, who forgives, who reconciles and redeems. It is
to proclaim Jesus Christ not simply as an interesting personality but as the
Redeemer of men and nations: Jesus Christ and Him as crucified. [1Cor.2:2]
With insight Alister McGrath has written:

The continued existence of the Christian church depends upon its ability
to call a generation which is yet unborn to faith in an unseen God
through its preaching of the crucified Christ.5

But let the final word be that of Dr P.T. Forsyth himself.

If the whole Church preached the grace of the cross for its age as Paul
did for his and the Reformers for theirs, it would set up a moral authority
in the heart of the world which would settle all national and social

questions for a willing people with a godly power. The cross is nothing
statutory. Its theology is not forensic. It is the focus of that moral order
on which society must live, and the shrine of that holiness which
mankind was redeemed to love, honour, and obey. The power is there,
the love is there, the light is there. It is we who are timid, bewildered, and
unsure. Get you to the stronghold, ye prisoners of hope!6

•'Forsyth, 1908(b), p.25
5McGrath, 1987, p. 125
6Forsyth, 1962(a), p. 123
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