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OF THE SOUTHERN AFRICAN CATHOLIC BISHOPS’ CONFERENCE 
(MAY 1986) 

 
On certain issues raised by the Kairos Document 
 
Solidarity with the oppressed 
 
Church teaching to date 
(Compare Kairos Document 4.2; 5.1) 
 
 
“After the Second Vatican Council, the Church became more conscious of her 
mission to serve the poor, the oppressed and the marginalised. In this preferential 
option, which should not be understood as something exclusive, the true spirit of the 
Gospel shines. Jesus declared the poor to be blessed (Mt 5,3; Lk 6,20) and He Himself 
wanted to be poor for our sake” (2Cor. 8,9). These words of the 1985 Synod of 
Bishops express an insight into the Gospel, which has been gaining clarity in the 
Church over a number of years. It is the realisation that in situations of poverty and 
oppression; Christians are called upon to make “a preferential option for the poor.” 
 
This was confirmed by Pope John Paul II in his address to the bishops of Latin 
America at Rio de Janeiro in 1980. Referring to the meeting at Puebla the previous 
year, he said: “You rightly called for a preferential option for the poor, not an 
exclusive nor excluding one.” It was repeated in the Instruction on Certain Aspects of 
the Theology of Liberation of 1984, the Final Report of the Synod of Bishops in 1985, 
and the Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation of 1986. 
 
By a preferential option for the poor we mean a special solidarity with those who are 
in any way deprived or wronged or placed at a disadvantage in society. It is motivated 
by the love that God wishes us to have for all people. Through this love we desire that 
the rights and dignity of every person may be respected. Therefore we are specially 
drawn to the side of those who are deprived of justice and robbed of human dignity. 
 
This option is described as “preferential” rather than “exclusive” because it does not 
imply the exclusion of anyone from our care, our respect or our love. What we desire 
for the poor we desire for all people. If the poor are given preferential treatment, it is 
because of the greatness of their disadvantage. Our aim is not to create a new elitism, 
but to bring about a situation of justice and equity. 
 
The preferential option for the poor may be compared to the special concern that a 
family would show to one of its members in distress. What is given to the one is not 
taken away from the others. 
 
This kind of preference was a distinct characteristic of Jesus, who always showed a 
special care for the poor, the sick, the marginalised and the defenceless (Mt 11:4,5; 
25-30). He wanted this characteristic also to distinguish His Church (Lk 14:12-24). 
 



Relevance to South Africa 
(Compare Kairos Document 4.1; 5.1-6) 
 
Among the many forms of human distress facing the Church in South Africa today, 
by far the most serious and most widespread is the racial, economic and political 
oppression resulting from the system of apartheid. 
 
It is our conviction that in such a situation all Christians – black and white, rich or 
poor – are called to a special solidarity with the oppressed in their struggle against 
oppression. This is to translate into local terms the Church ‘s preferential option for 
the poor. 
 
As we stated in our initial response to the Kairos Document, the Catholic Bishops of 
South Africa have been committed to this pastoral orientation for some years now. It 
was, we said, “noticeable particularly in our Call to Conscience of 1972, our 
Declaration of Commitment of 1977, the Findings of the Pastoral Consultation of 
1980, and the pastoral Planning Working Paper of 1984.” 
 
Solidarity with the oppressed in practise will mean different things for different 
people. For those who are among the number of oppressed, it will mean a deepening 
of their commitment to the goal they have already set themselves; that is, the total 
eradication of apartheid, and the creation of a truly just society. For those who are not 
among this number, it will mean giving their support to the same cause as far as their 
means and their circumstances allow. 
 
As a Church, it is necessary for us to find ways in which to give concrete expression 
to this preferential option. Among such ways the following are particularly deserving 
of consideration. 
 
Firstly, to enter more deeply into the sufferings and aspiration of the oppressed: 
Through a chance in personnel attitudes, values and lifestyle; through extricating 
ourselves as far as possible from the privileges and structures of oppression; through 
the way we organise church life, express church teaching, and celebrate the liturgy. 
 
Secondly, to distribute our material and spiritual resources in such a way that the 
oppressed may be among the first beneficiaries of our care. 
 
Thirdly, to participate in the existing campaigns for justice – especially in the non-
violent campaigns originating from the oppressed themselves – according to the 
values of the Gospel and the demands of our vocation in the Church and in society. 
 
The need for discernment 
(Compare Kairos Document 3.1; 4.1; 4.3) 
 
When working out the practical implications of this option, there is need for Christian 
discernment. We must make sure that it remains preferential and does not become 
exclusive. This can only be done if our solidarity with the oppressed is guided by the 
values of the Gospel; for it is from these values that the option arises in the first place. 
 



The most basic value is the love that god wishes us to have for all people, a love 
which exceeds justice but never falls short of it. An option for the oppressed would 
become exclusive, if in practise it were to disregard the demands of justice towards 
all. In every campaign or undertaking, Christians need to satisfy themselves about the 
rightness of the goal, of the means, and of the circumstances. 
 
For example, it is not enough to take as our goal the dismantling of apartheid alone. 
An alternative system must also be envisaged, a system that will not be a new form of 
oppression. 
 
Another value that should guide our practise is the unity and universality of the 
Church. As a sign and instrument of unity, the Church is necessarily open to all 
humanity. Hence her organisation, her teaching and her liturgy may never be 
appropriated by another. 
 
It is necessary therefore to avoid all partisanship in our solidarity with the oppressed. 
The option for the oppressed is not an option against another section of people. For 
the society in which we live does not adequately divide into two mutually exclusive 
classes or categories, the one good and the other evil, the one supported by God and 
the other by Satan. If that were the case, an option for the one would necessarily 
involve an option against the other, and the promotion of the one would entail the 
elimination of the other. 
 
What must be eliminated is a system of oppression, not a section of society. Nor can 
the characteristics of the system be simply transferred to the persons caught in that 
system. The distinction between good and evil passes through every section of 
society. Therefore a change of heart is necessary among all groups. What we must 
work for is the conversion of the people, and the replacement of the system. 
 
If our preferential option for the oppressed is guided by such values, it will be an 
authentic expression of the Gospel. Far from weakening the unity of the Church, it 
will intensify it. It will deepen the universal love from which it originates. It will also 
draw the members of the Church closer, just as a family draws closer round a member 
in distress. “if one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honoured, all 
rejoice together” (1Cor 12:1-26). 
 
Reconciliation, justice and forgiveness 
(Compare Kairos Document 3.1-2) 
 
If their anxiety to overcome the hatred and polarisation besetting the country, some 
Christians appear to grasp at a superficial and an illusory form of reconciliation They 
call for reconciliation, though there is no justice. If this were to materialise in the 
present circumstances, it would mean that the oppressed would be reconciled with 
their unrepentant oppressors, thus making themselves “accomplices in their own 
oppression.” 
 
Clearly such an approach is a distortion of the Gospel. For reconciliation is not 
possible without genuine repentance of evil. In South Africa there can be no authentic 
reconciliation as long as apartheid prevails and justice is undermined. 
 



Over many decades we have stressed the crying need for justice in this country on 
which true peace and reconciliation could be built. As far back as 1952 we spelt out 
the demands of justice for all as “full participation in the political, economic and 
cultural life of the country”. As recently as 1984 we appealed to all “to work together 
for peace based on justice and fostered by love.” In 1985 we said, “there can be no 
peace without reconciliation and no reconciliation without justice.” 
 
It is important, however, to notice a difference between reconciliation and 
forgiveness. Reconciliation is necessarily a two-sided affair, and that is why it 
demands the repentance of the other person if in the wrong. But forgiveness is not 
necessarily two-sided; it can exist even without the repentance of the other. Jesus 
forgave His executioners without any sign of repentance on their part (Lk 23:34). He 
also taught that we should love our enemies, do good to those who hate us, bless those 
who curse us, and pray for those who treat us badly (Lk 6:27). 
 
We appeal therefore to Christians not to postpone forgiveness until repentance is 
manifested. While opposing those who do wrong, let us not harden our heart towards 
them. To be unforgiving is to be lacking in love. It mutilates Christian life and makes 
the prospects of reconciliation more remote. But when forgiveness is already 
forthcoming from one side, repentance from the other is easier. 
 
Reconciliation, and whatever is necessary to it, is an absolute value for Christians. It 
represents everything that Christ lived and died for. While rejecting the reconciliation 
that is counterfeit, we renew our commitment to the reconciliation taught by the 
Gospel. In a land of deep and tragic divisions, we wish to be instruments of peace, not 
sowers of dissension. 
 
Confrontation and violence 
(Compare Kairos Document 3.3; 4.3) 
 
Given the traditional teaching of the Catholic Church, and the current situation in 
South Africa, we do not find it possible to adopt a neutral stance towards the question 
of violence. 
 
The Church has never taught that the use of violence is morally evil in all 
circumstances. She has taught that by its very nature it is something to be avoided as 
far as possible; and that when in situations of long standing tyranny it has proved 
unavoidable, it should be circumscribed by the strictest possible limits. Hence 
violence is always discouraged, but not always condemned. For this reason we cannot 
adopt a position of neutrality towards the parties involved in violent conflict by 
regarding both sides as necessarily wrong. 
 
In south Africa we have to distinguished between two kinds of violence: That of the 
state, which is institutionalised in the law, and physically unleashed in situations of 
protest; and the counter-violence of the oppressed, which shows itself in the actions of 
the liberation movements and the township dwellers. 
 
These two cannot be placed on the same moral footing; for the violence of the 
oppressed is essentially a reaction to the violence of the state. In the resultant conflict 
unthinkable atrocities occur on both sides. Yet it remains that the violence of the 



oppressed is provoked by the violence of the state. If there are wrongs on both sides, 
the wrongs are not equal. For this reason too we cannot adopt a neutral stance in the 
present conflict. 
 
Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to conclude that the teaching of the Catholic 
Church can be invoked to support or encourage violence from any quarter, whether 
that of the oppressed or that of the state. The weight of our teaching falls in the 
opposite direction; it is to prevent or to limit violence, not promote it. 
 
It is up to individuals, therefore, to acquaint themselves with what we teach, and then 
to make their own decisions. The Church cannot assume the responsibility of any 
person’s conscience; she can only inform it. 
 
We affirm our solidarity with the oppressed in their struggle against oppression. We 
encourage them to press for their rights by every just and humane means, including 
the various non-violent forms of confrontation and pressure. We also stress the need 
for evaluating every such initiative, so that it may be kept in strict relation to the good 
of all people, of which the minimum is justice. 
 
Guidelines for action 
If we are to build a future in which everyone in this country will be secure, there is 
need for a genuine political conversion on the part of all South Africans. 
We have converted from: 
Disregard for human life and dignity; oppression and exploitation of every kind; 
group domination; and the desire for revenge. 
 
We need conversion to: 
Respect and openness towards all people; the spirit of compassion and 
forgiveness; the pursuit of true justice; the search for reconciliation; the 
establishment of peace. 
 
Political conversion is an essential element of Christian conversion. 
 
Conversion will show itself in a commitment to the good of all people, and hence in 
the ability to rise above partisan politics. We must be ready to support whatever 
promotes the common good and to oppose whatever undermines it, no matter where it 
may occur in the political spectrum. 
 
The same conversion will show itself in a preferential option for the oppressed; for it 
is impossible to defend the rights and dignity of all people without giving particular 
support to those who have been defrauded of their rights and stripped of their dignity. 
 
Finally it will show itself in a respect for the legitimate diversity of political options. 
We must acknowledge that there are different ways of opting for the oppressed. This 
follows from the pluralism of politics and the sacredness of conscience. It would 
therefore be wrong to present one way as the only valid approach for a Christian. As 
Vatican Council II states: 
 Often enough the Christian view of things will itself suggest some specific 
solution in certain circumstances. Yet it happens rather frequently, and legitimately 
so, that with equal sincerity some of the faithful will disagree with others on a given 



matter. Even against the intentions of their proponents, however, solutions proposed 
on one side or another may easily be confused by many people with the Gospel 
message. Hence it is necessary for people to remember that no one is allowed in the 
aforementioned solutions to appropriate the Church’s authority for an opinion. They 
should always try to enlighten one another through honest discussion, preserving 
mutual charity and caring above all for the common good. 
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