
PASTORAL LETTER OF THE MINISTERS UNITED FOR CHRISTIAN CO-
RESPONSIBILITY ON TOWNSHIP RENT BOYCOTT AND RELATED 

MATTERS (JULY 1987) 
 

We, ministers in various townships around Johannesburg with support of our other 
brothers and sisters have decided to come forward and speak openly to our people, 
and to all who may be concerned by the hardships and sufferings generated by the 
present repression against the rent boycott. 
 
We have decided to write to you about the reason behind the boycott, about the severe 
harassment against the residents of the townships. We want to voice our solidarity 
with the victims, and we hope to build more hope and more determination towards a 
just solution of this present crucial problem. 
 
We feel that in doing so, we remember St Paul’s words “Woe unto me if I preach not 
the Gospel” (1 Cor 9:3). 
 
We feel like doing so because we are witnesses to the increasing anger, frustration, 
suffering, harassment and despair of more and more of our people, and we remember 
that, being part of the same body of Christ, “There may not be disagreement inside the 
body, but each part may be equally concerned for all the others. If one part is hurt, all 
the parts share its pain, and if one part is honoured, all the parts share its joy.” (1 Cor 
12:25-26). 
 
We want to say a word of solidarity, of concern and of hope to you the victims of 
evictions, detentions, and other prosecutions. We want to tell you that we are with 
you, recalling to mind Jesus’ words: “How Blessed are you who are poor, the 
Kingdom of God is yours. Blessed are you who are hungry now, you shall have your 
fill. Blessed are you who are weeping now, you shall laugh.” 
 
And we want the oppressor to listen once again to Jesus’ warning: 

“But alas for you who are rich, you are having your consolation now: Alas for  
you who are laughing now, you shall mourn and weep” (Lk 6:20-21). 

 
1. The grievances of our people 
 
For three years in the Vaal Triangle, for the past fourteen months in Soweto, for many 
months in many other townships, people have massively and persistently boycotted 
the payment of rent and service charges. They have boycotted rent as a form of non-
violent protest, because of the many grievances which have not been attended to by 
authorities. 
 

• The ongoing increase of rentals made it more impossible for many families to 
pay. Also the deepening economic crisis has left many people without vital 
resources. 

• The ancient promises that after a certain amount of time houses would be 
owned, never materialised. The majority of our people feel that their housing 
has long been paid for. 

• The deterioration of services in the townships resulting in: Poor sewerage, if 
any; lack of decent streets and tarred roads; no street lights at night; haphazard 



collection of refuse; no maintenance at all of houses, fences and public parks 
by the municipal authorities. 

• The housing shortage gives rise to: Innumerable irregularities in the way too 
few houses are allocated; and the high cost of rent has thrown a veil of 
suspicion over the authorities. 

• In Soweto electricity bills have led to a number of complaints. They most 
often do not correspond to the consumption of many houses, and they do not 
reflect the actual reading of meters by the people in charge. 

 
These are the grievances of our people. They have been raised a number of times and 
fallen on deaf ears. Residents then, decided to start a massive act of withdrawal of 
payment for services with which they have never been satisfied. 
 
This boycott, we believe, has been called in order that real dialogue begin between the 
community and the authorities about these grievances. It has not been called because 
people felt there was nothing to be paid for: Everybody knows that there are services 
– water, electricity, reasonable rentals for new housing – to be paid for. 
 
But people want to be listened to: They want to know why rent is so high, why the 
services are so poor, why so many promises are not honoured? Why these are 
imposed by those whose authority is questionable? We discovered, these were the 
roots and the aims of the rent boycott. 
 
 
2. The answer of the “authorities” 
 
There has not been any dialogue. 
 
There have been harassment and cold hearted repression. It has not been thought fit to 
discuss these matters with the people, but …to break resistance and unity, a state of 
emergency was declared, the army deployed in the townships. 
 
Let us look at what happened in Soweto only. 
 
In early August 1986, furniture was removed, most unlawfully, from houses in 
Jabulani. 
 
The following night, the people’s resistance was met with guns, 27 people died in 
White City on August 16, 1986. A few weeks later the same action was repeated in 
Orlando West and several people were left dead. 
 
After these horrible massacres, evictions stopped for a few months, but they started 
again, on a larger scale, early this year. 
 
In April 1987 people were evicted in Jabulani, Zola, Moletsane, Tladi, Mapetla. 
During the following months, there were evictions in Senaoane, Pimville, Orlando 
East, White City Jabavu, Moletsane, Naledi Extension, Zondi. (We have surely 
omitted some of the events). 
 



We have seen pensioners, widows and mourning families being evicted. We have 
heard that items and money disappeared, which were not part of the order of the 
messenger of court. Mainly poor and weak people have been picked upon for 
harassment. It has been said that the municipal councils started evicting people who 
were already in arrears before the boycott. In our eyes this is proof that those families 
have more financial problems, and that they should have been helped instead of being 
smashed. 
 
In past weeks, people – mostly women – have been arrested in the middle of the night, 
and either brought to court, for no further action, or gathered in offices for briefings 
about the necessity of paying rent. During a meeting with Central Western Jabavu 
residents, a Mr. Malan admitted that such detentions in the middle of the night were 
not “normal”. But they have continued in Orlando East. 
 
Other sorrowful events have accompanied the rent boycott. People have been killed in 
White City and in Orlando West, people are in prison, others have lost their 
belonging, families live in constant fear and with a sense of insecurity, not knowing 
when the violence of the eviction squad will reach them. God is not happy with 
suffering of His people, especially the poorest, the most defenceless of His children 
 
3. The light of the Word of God 
 
Several texts of the Bible which condemn such practices on the part of the authorities 
come to mind and to enlighten our hearts. “In truth I tell you, in so far as you did this 
to one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it to me” (Mt. 25:40). 
 
The Lord Jesus identified with the little one, to the extent that, we must understand 
that an eviction of one is an eviction of Christ, and therefore an eviction of God. This 
is the very root of our solidarity with the evicted people: With them and through them, 
we feel evicted. 
 
We say even more. We find it disgraceful and somehow cowardly to evict the poorest, 
the oldest, the most isolated people. We also do not pay rent, we too should be evicted 
with our people. And if it is impossible to evict everybody – we are too many – then 
let us not victimise the least one, but let us look for other ways of resolving the 
problem. 
 
The victimisation is carried out under cover of a restriction on full and free reporting 
on what is done to our people; what is happening in South Africa. Censorship is 
nothing other than darkness; a blanket hiding shameful operations. Again the Lord’s 
words come to mind: “And the judgement is this. Though the light has come into the 
world, people have preferred darkness to the light because their deeds were evil”. And 
indeed, everybody who does wrong hates the light and avoids it, to prevent actions 
from being shown up. But whenever the truth comes into the light, what is done “may 
plainly appear as done in God” (Jn. 3:19-21). 
 
We have already stated that the rent boycott is a non-violent protest, and a call to 
dialogue. When God wanted to free His people from Egypt, He sent Moses and 
Aaron, asking them to dialogue with Pharaoh: “Go to Pharaoh, King of Egypt, and tell 
him to let the Israelites leave his country” (Ex. 6:10). God did not send Moses to tell 



the Israelites to remain obedient to their oppressor. The struggle was long, until 
eventually Pharaoh heeded the call of God. Had he listened to the grievances of the 
Israelites, he would not have had his own nation undergo ten terrible plagues. 
 
This liberation of the people of God, and many other historical experiences in the 
Bible, teach us that it is the primary task of the authorities to listen, to even take the 
initiative in dialogue and to understand the grievances of the people. Otherwise, they 
could not claim that God is on their side. 
 
We are witnesses that people do not undertake acts of resistance without a grave sense 
of responsibility. It is not easy to go on strike. The workers teach us that it is not 
lightly done staying away. Our people know the pressures that abound on all sides. It 
is not easy to defy, through a boycott, the authorities “Which want to serve God for 
you and for your good” (Rm. 3:4) and who should never use harassment and coercion 
as a first move to confront grievances. They should be the most reasonable, patient 
and concerned. They should educate people by their exemplary behaviour in times of 
crisis. It is here they can show they are not serving their own interests, but the 
people’s. Authorities who in the history of the people of God have failed to do so 
have been called beasts (Dn. 7), dragons (Rv. 12), they bear the number of the Anti-
Christ (Rv. 13:18). 
 
4. A call for action 
 
We have been called to a ministry of prophetic witness to the truth of the Gospel. It 
seems to us that here and now God Himself calls on everybody to reflect and to act. 
 
We call upon all ministers of our townships to stand by the people; to be present 
physically to their sufferings. We call upon them to be, as prophets, where their 
people are, and to say the Word of God, words of comfort to those in distress, words 
of warning to those who do not care and oppress. 
 
Let our prayer not merit the terrible warning sent by God to the elite of Jerusalem: 
“When you stretch your hands, I turn my eyes away. You may multiply your prayers, 
I shall not be listening. Your hands are covered in blood, wash, make yourself clean. 
Take your wrong doing out of sight, cease doing evil, learn to do good, search for 
justice, discipline the oppressor. Be just with the orphan, plead for the widow. If you 
be willing and obedient you shall eat the good of the earth, but if you and rebel, the 
sword shall eat you instead for Yahweh’s mouth has spoken (Is. 1:14-20). 
 
We call upon our people to unite and to stand together. In this war, division is victory 
for those who do not want to listen, to share, to do justice. 
 
If we are not one, we will be defeated. Unity will mean to visit those who are evicted, 
to share with them advice and whatever they need. Solidarity means that we shall 
sometimes have to leave the comfort of our homes – if there is any – in order to join 
others, to gain strength, courage, commitment. Solidarity means avoiding 
individualistic solutions, which weaken the whole community, and to start with the 
poorest. We need to stand together we cannot part: “If the foot were to say ‘I am not a 
hand, and so do not belong to the body’, it does not belong to the body any the less for 
that” (1Cor. 12:15). 



 
We call upon the authorities to stop harassing, stop dividing our people. Stop closing 
the doors of dialogue by arresting and detaining leaders of the community. 
Demonstrate a will to find acceptable solutions to the grievances of the residents. 
 
Harassment builds more anger, more resentment, more despair and gives reasons for 
those who think that the only answer to the present harassment has to be violent. We 
ask you to meditate on Isaiah’s words: The warning in which God speaks of the 
sword, which shall eat the rebels for justice. We urge you to meet with the leaders of 
the people, some of whom you have imprisoned. Your responsibility in these matters 
places the onus on you of being, if necessary, the ones to take the first steps. 
 
Brothers and sisters, our task is to witness to the One who was crucified for the sake 
of the truth. He was accused, of course, of “inciting people to revolt, opposing 
payment of the tribute to Caesar, and claiming to be Christ the King” (Lk. 23:11). 
 
We know that these easy accusations were untrue. Jesus was fighting for a just, 
oppression-free society, a society of freedom for all God’s children. 
 

God bless Africa 
Guide our leaders 
Bless her children 

And give her peace 
Amen. 


