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South Africa has entered a crisis of unprecedented proportions. Its black 
population has been in rebellion against the apartheid system for the last 
21 months. Since August 1984, uprisings have spread throughout the country-

there isn't a township or rural area that hasn't been affected. The government 
initially responded by banning all public meetings rather than listen to the 
people's grievances. Rather than negotiate, the government arrested key com
munity leaders in an effort to silence its opposition. 

Yet the protests escalated. The government responded by declaring a State 
of Emergency in July 1985, and gave unprecedented powers to the military as 
it sought to quell the resistance. 

But the people's resolve deepened and they began to openly demonstrate their 
support for the banned liberation movements. South African troops were per
manently stationed in the black townships and the government prohibited reporting 
of the rebellion, trying to deny its existence and prevent an international 
audience from being privy to the turmoil and protests. 

As popular black leaders were jailed or driven into exile by the government, 
South African church leaders became increasingly involved in anti-apartheid 
organizing. The religious community--black and white, Christian, Muslim and 
Buddhist--was forced to tremendous reflection on what God required in this 
time of crisis. 

In September 1985, the historic Kairos Document issued an urgent challenge 
to the Church to actively work to dismantle the apartheid system so that South 
African society could be transformed into one based on God's justice rather 
than the Devil's oppression. (See Sequoia, Dec. 185.) In a country where 
calling for economic, political or social chang~ is a treasonable offense, 
the issuing of such a document--and the signing by 150 church leaders--was 
a clear indication of the depth of rebellion against apartheid and the authorities 
enforcing it. 

As the Kairos Document began to galvanize South Africa's religious community, 
the South African Council of Churches asked the World Council to convene the 
emergency consultation with Western church leaders held in Harare, Zimbabwe, 
for three days in December 1985. (See Sequoia, May '86.) Many of the Western 
representatives were overwhelmed by the degree of urgency displayed by the 
South Africans. One South African after another stood up--black and white-~ 
and talked .of violence, brutality, injustice, suffering; of funeral marchers 
shot in the back by police in armored trucks, infants slain by random bullets; 
of chiidren rounded up for mass arrest; of religious leaders detained without 
trial; of anti-apartheid activists charged with treason; of hundreds of politi
cal detainees tortured in their prison cells; of 1,400 people killed during 
the prior 16 months. 

The South Africans emphasized that "it is the U.S. government and the govern
nments of France, Britain and West Germany which keep apartheid alive •••• Our 
people are dying because of your governments. We are dying because your churches 
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pass beautiful resolutions but do nothing to put pressure on your governments." 

Again and again, it was underlined that South African blacks would not be 
content with piecemeal reforms; they had suffered too much. They wanted the 
dignity of shared humanity based on equality and justice. They were no longer 
expecting their struggle to be resolved by forces outside the country, but 
would welcome those who stood with them in their oppression, who joined in 
their struggle, and who were prepared to move from armchair resolutions "to 
a campaign of costly action--the costly action of the cross." 

Thus was the major and historic challenge presented to Western churches by 
South African Christians in December 1985. 

U.S. Action Against Apartheid 

The mass protests in South Africa and the appeals from their sisters and brothers 
in South Africa had injected new energy into the churches' long concern over 
South Africa. Clergy and laity stepped forward to play significant, if often 
unsung, roles in the growth and development of the U.S. anti-apartheid movement 
in all its manifestations: from the launching of the Free South Africa Movement 
in November 1984, to key support for campus activists, to pressuring cities 
and states considering divestment actions. In fact, 1985/86 has set new prece
dents for anti-apartheid successes. 

At least 11 states and 42 cities and counties passed binding measures restricting 
public fund investment. Several of these included restrictions on purchases 
from companies doing business in or with South Africa and prohibitions on goods 
produced in South Africa. 

The Winn-Dixie chain in the South bowed to public pressure and announced it 
would stop selling South African produced goods. 12 major retail and food 
chains in California (several with national distribution) pledged not to buy 
South African goods. 

The refusal of U.S. banks to roll over their South African loans precipitated 
the economic crisis in South Africa. While agreement was reached to re-schedule 
the loans in February 1986, the Pretoria government was disappointed with the 
unexpectedly harsh terms and the limited time allowed for loan repayment. In 
California, out of the original nine banks lending to South Africa, only Bank 
of America continued to have a policy of making loans to South Africa's private 
sector, while Security Pacific ceased private sector loans but continued to 
grant trade-related loans. Barclay's Bank finally responded to international 
pressure, including that generated by CA-NV ICCR, with the announcement that 
it would make no new loans to South Africa until "there is an end to the 
bankrupt policy of institutionalized racial discrimination." It also called 
for the release of Nelson Mandela, the imprisoned President of the African 
National Congress. 

The r~~ponse by U.S. companies to conditions in South Africa and to public 
pressure in the U.S. has been dramatic. To date, at least 66 companies (48 
in 1985) have sold, closed or scaled back their operations in South Africa. 
Included are GE and Motorola which sold their operations while acknowledging 
that they would continue to do business with the government and private 
sectors from outside the country. Solomon Brothers and Apple Computer announced 
full disinvestment, citing political and economic pressure as key factors in 
their decisions. Due to pressure from ICCR, GM recently announced that 
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it would cease sales to the South African police and military; such sales 
represented 8% of the vehicles it supplied yearly to the South African government. 

More and more churches acknowledged the crucial role being played by South 
Africa's liberation movements. Numerous congregations hosted public educationals 
on the role of the movements in the current struggle in South Africa. The 
Northern California Conference of the United Church of Christ invited an African 
National Congress representative to spend two weeks speaking with its congre
gations. The Reformed Church in America voted to make contributions for humani
tarian purposes directly to the African National Congress. 

In spite of this unprecedented activity, Congressional leaders stated in the 
early Spring that they did not see enough public sentiment in 1986 to put South 
African sanctions back on their legislative agenda. 

"With One Voice" 

Now, with the Harare Declaration, the formation of the Churches' Emergency 
Committee on Southern Africa in January 1986, and the NCCC's "South Africa 
Agenda '86" campaign, a broadly representative voice is being heard (See 
Sequoia, May and June '86.) "With One Voice," the Institutional Church is 
stepping forward to demonstrate moral and political leadership in opposing 
the evil of apartheid. 

The Church is bringing its might to bear by altering its agenda and reallocating 
resources to address the Southern Africa crisis through advocacy, education, 
and resource-producing projects. Speakers were sent to Christian campus organi
zations throughout the country in April and a conferenceon 1disinvestment/divest
ment was held May 1-3. 

One June 14, church people throughout the U.S. will visit the home offices 
of Congressional members and on June 17 delegations will visit the Washington 
offices to lobby for the passage of comprehensive sanctions legislation. (The 
Washington Office on Africa Hotline has current information on the status of 
pending legislation; call 202-546-0408.) 

Congregations are being asked to commemorate the tenth anniversary of the Soweto 
Uprising during services on June 15, and to take part in the International 
Day of Prayer and Fasting being held on June 16. 

A summer traveling photo exhibition is planned, as is a consultation on women 
and Apartheid in October and a nati:onal convocation in November. 

"Whose Side Are You On?" 

Many of us have lived with the belief that, while time was perhaps running 
out in South Africa, someone would act to avert disaster • . But :the clock will 
not stand s~ationary forever. The crisis that has overtaken South Africa signals 
the beginning of a day of judgement. It is not merely that pent-up forces 
have started to boil over; the terms of the confrontation are much more than 
that. 

The magnitude of change coming in South Africa should be measured against the 
upheaval of the Iranian revolution rather than the relatively smooth transition 
in Zimbabwe. We are being told that this is the last chance for people outside 
the country to use the power of the West to shorten the disruptive transition 
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to black majority rule (universal suffrage in a unitary state) and, possibly, 
save countless lives. The collapse of the Rand in 1985, after only two U.S. 
banks refused to renew their South African loans, demonstrated the economic 
power in the hands of the West. Yet if we fail to wield this power effectively, 
if we waver on decisive action, we will be accomplices to the catastrophe Bishop 
Tutu warns is coming. 

As conflict intensifies in Southern Africa and violence escalates, shall we 
remember that an oppressed people, who sought for many decades to forego violence, 
is resisting tyranny? In the parable of the good Samaritan, the priest and 
the levite rushed past on the other side because they had other engagements, 
important meetings, sacred duties ••• Nothing is so sacred that it cannot be 
dropped with God faces us with a serious crisis. The case stands. Events 
take over from decisions already made. There are no more choices, but the 
secrets of all hearts are revealed through the inescapable questions: Whose 
side are you on? With whom are you standing? 

* * * * * * * * * * 

The time has come for the churches' long concern for South Africa to be trans
lated into systematic efforts to organize people in the community and in the 
pews to become more involved in the anti-apartheid movement. In neighborhoods 
throughout the country, churches have become--and must continue to become-
centers for local and national divestment activism, boycott campaigns, anti
apartheid educational projects, and the renewed drive for comprehensive 
Congressional and administrative economic sanctions against South Africa. 

The Northern California Ecumenical Council would like to publicize actions 
you and your congregation are undertaking. Please take a few minutes to respond 
to the following questions. 

How do you inform yourself about what is happening in South Africa? 

- Do you discuss with others what you have learned? What means do 
you use (personal conversation, letters to the editor, radio call-in ••• ) 

- How are you working to end U.S. support of the apartheid system? (This 
might include lobbying for legislation, participation on corporate boy
cott campaigns, divesting ••• ) 

- How do you act in support of the struggle for freedom escalating in 
South Africa? (For example, by participating in special projects or 
giving material aid to refugees, liberation movements, or the South 
African Council of Churches) 

Return your responses as soon as possible to WITNESS for South Africa, 464 
19th Street, Oakland, CA 94612. For further informati contact the NCEC at 
434-0670 or call Witness for South Africa on Fridays from 1-5 at 415-763-8011. 

Prepared by Miloanne Hecathorn, Co-ordinator for WITNESS for South Africa, 
a member agency of the NCEC. 
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