
PASTORAL LETTER OF THE DIOCESE OF BETHLEHEM ON THE 
MEANING OF CHURCH MEMBERSHIP (FEBRUARY 25, 1990) 

 
What does membership in the Church mean to you? 
 
Does saying you are a Catholic, bring to mind the beautiful words we read in the First 
Letter of St Peter: “You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a consecrated nation, a 
people set apart to sing the praises of God who called you out of the darkness into His 
wonderful light”? (1 Pet 2:9). 
 
I’m afraid that for many Catholics, Church membership is not very different to being 
a member of a football club, or a burial society. 
 
The meaning of membership in the Church is a serious question, which we should try 
to answer honestly. Lent challenges us to wake up to the fact that St Paul compares 
the Church to the human body. He says that our Lord Jesus Christ is the head of the 
body, and that all of us are members of it (1 Cor 12:12-30). Let us also remember the 
words Jesus spoke to us, when He said: “If anyone wants to be a follower of mine, let 
him renounce himself and take up his cross and follow me”. (Matthew 16:24). 
 
Lent comes to us, year after year, as an invitation to rethink our state of life before 
God: 

• Do we take our membership in the body of Christ seriously? 
• Are we really prepared to renounce ourselves, take up our daily cross and 

prepare to enter eternal life? 
 
As the Church in South Africa, we aim to become a “community serving humanity”, 
the motto in which our Church Pastoral Plan has been summarised. 
 
Dear brothers and sisters, make Lent on 1990 your earnest start to putting the Pastoral 
Plan to work: In your family, in the local Christian community to which you belong, 
in your neighbourhood, in short, wherever you are. Let us emerge from Lenten 
observance as better people, by accepting it as a time of conversion to God, and a time 
for showing intensified love to our brothers and sisters in need. 
 
Lent calls us to a complete change of heart in order that we may hear the Lord’s 
voice: He invites us to turn to Him in newness of life and to open our hearts for the 
less privileged in our society and beyond. 
 
In his Lenten Message, Pope John Paul II highlights the suffering of the growing 
number of refugees all over the world. He reminds us that Christ Himself wishes to be 
seen and recognised in every refugee, when He says: “I was a stranger and you 
welcomed me” (Matthew 25:35). Speaking as a successor of St Peter and universal 
Pastor of the Church, the Pope urges us “to help our brother and sister refugees in 
every possible way by providing a welcome that will lead to their full participation in 
everyday life of society”. 
 
Our own continent has its full share of the modern refugee tragedy. Everybody is 
familiar with the long-festering problems in Ethiopia, the Sudan, Somalia, and 



Burundi, which have driven hundreds of thousands of families from their traditional 
homesteads. 
 
The refugee problem exists on our own doorsteps too, indeed even in our very midst. 
Its continued existence puts a two-fold appeal before us: Firstly, that we do all in our 
power to bring it to an end; and secondly, to open our hearts and hands generously in 
response to the Bishops’ Lenten Appeal. 
 
Nearest to us, there is the civil war in Mozambique, which has reduced that once 
prospering country to shambles. Many thousands from Mozambique have sought 
refuge in South Africa, without being recognised as refugees by our government. 
Hundreds of thousands have found shelter in Zimbabwe and Malawi. Whole regions 
in Angola have become no-man’s land due to the protracted war in that country. Both 
directly and indirectly, South Africa in the past was involved in keeping these 
conflicts simmering, in pursuance of her policy to destabilise neighbouring countries. 
 
In South Africa, hundreds of our countrymen have been on the run during the 
emergency of the past three-and-a-half years. Thousands of others, at least 
temporarily, were held in detention. 
 
The government’s homeland policy was originally embarked upon as a corollary to 
the heartless and de-humanising migrant labour system. For more than thirty years 
that migrant labour system has deprived the majority of black men and women in our 
country of the right to live with their families, “to enjoy a stable, dignified occupation 
and a just wage; to live in dwellings fit for human beings; to receive adequate 
education for their children and young people, as well as adequate health care” – in a 
word, all the rights solemnly sanctioned since 1951 in the Convention of the United 
Nations on the Statute for refugees, quoted by the Pope in his 1990 Lenten Message. 
 
 
Why does your bishop mention these matters in his Lenten Pastoral Letter? Lent, my 
dear brothers and sisters, is a call to repentance. Repentance means to turn round; to 
leave the wrong we clung to in the past; and to enter the ways of righteousness, which 
alone can give all of us real and lasting peace. 
 
The State President has committed the country to leaving behind policies, which have 
brought untold suffering to millions of South Africans, and indeed to men and women 
of the whole subcontinent. We must support the process, which lies ahead with prayer 
and sacrifice, turning to the Lord with heart and mind. It will have to be a process of 
reconciliation between people in our country who have been kept apart by the force of 
law for so many decades. 
 
However, we must be careful not to use the word “reconciliation” as a cheap slogan. 
Reconciliation has its price, as we realise when we look at the crucified Jesus, our 
Lord and Redeemer. St Paul says of him: “In his own person he killed the hostility”. 
(Eph 2:16). Therefore let us begin to set signs during Lent which show that we are 
prepared to make a new start in our lives by reaching out towards each other across 
racial barriers which have kept us apart for so long. 
 



I recommend frequent attendance at the pious practise of Stations of the Cross for 
everyone; so much good can come into our lives. I urge continued daily recital of the 
Prayer for Peace in Southern Africa. Without doubt, it has contributed to the recent 
developments we have seen and which fill us with hope that peace in justice will be 
achieved. 
 
 
I also appeal to you to make real sacrifices during Lent, sacrifices which you will feel. 
One of these is to keep a day of fast. Statutorily, only Ash Wednesday and Good 
Friday are days of fast during Lent. However, I would like to encourage those among 
you who enjoy good health to make every Friday a day of fast during Lent – not for 
your own purposes (because you want to lose weight), but to unite yourself with the 
suffering Christ on the cross. 
 
Remember what resounding effect the hunger strike of the emergency detainees had a 
year ago. Their motive for embarking on their long fast was to draw attention to their 
plight, and to force the authorities to take positive action on their behalf. Will not the 
Lord also hear our plea for reconciliation and peace in our land, if we offer Him our 
voluntary fast each Friday, and contribute the money saved to aid refugees and the 
disadvantaged in our country? 
 
 
I appeal, brothers and sisters, that you also create a climate in your homes conductive 
to making you enter into the spirit of Lent. Give yourself and your family a chance to 
turn to the Lord, the suffering Christ; the Son of God who left the unspeakable beauty 
of heaven in order to reconcile us with God our Father through His death on the cross: 

• I ask you to forego voluntarily the watching of videos during Lent, and put the 
money saved into the Lenten Appeal envelope. Perhaps a period of abstinence 
will give you a chance to realise how much of what you watch on television is 
diametrically opposed to Christ’s teaching about love and charity, faithfulness, 
forgiveness, and truthfulness. 

• Those of you who indulge in liquor, and perhaps often over-indulge, are asked 
to make the sacrifice of giving up drink during Lent. Perhaps in doing so the 
Lord will grant you grace that you may have the strength to leave the path 
which may well lead to eventual ruin. But again be sure you give what you 
save, by abstaining from drink during Lent, to the Lenten Appeal. 

• There should be no dances, concerts nor parties during Lent, neither should 
Catholics be seen in discos during this period of identifying ourselves with the 
suffering Christ. Instead, let us meet in our families and neighbourhoods for 
sharing the Word of God; let us seek healing from the ravages modern life has 
inflicted upon us; and come in large numbers to the special Lenten devotions, 
which will be held in all our parishes and local communities. 

 
I assure you of my constant prayer for you, and implore the Lord’s richest blessings 
on you during this time of special grace. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
Signed: + HUBERT BUCHER 
Bishop of Bethlehem 


