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It is not generally recognised that the Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
has regularly issued pastoral letters. Since 1952 the Conference has addressed the 
question of apartheid and published pastoral letters and statements that call for social 
justice and peace, and condemn apartheid in itself and its injustices. 
 
The present collection of pastoral letters is the third such volume. It includes also 
letters and statements from individual bishops on matters relating to the just 
constitution and condition of our country, and also to other questions regarding the 
Christian ordering of society  
 
This collection is presented to the Catholic people of our country and all who seek to 
practise good will. It is hoped that the republication will help to guide all in the 
formation of a correct conscience in matters of public life – economic, social, political 
and cultural. 
 
The bishops have based their findings on the social teachings of the Catholic Church, 
which are found, taught and recommended in the encyclical letters of the Popes of this 
and the last century. Commencing with “Rerum Novarum” (On the condition of the 
working class) by Pope Leo XIII published in 1891, and “Quadragesimo Anno” (The 
Forthieth anniversary) of Pope Pius XI published in 1931, the latest such encyclicals 
are from the pen of Pope John Paul II “Laborem Exercens” (On Human Work) 
published in 1980, and “Sollicitudo Rei Socialis” (On Social Concern) issued in 1988. 
 
The vast body of teaching on social questions and other issues of the day, together 
with Pope John XXIII’s encyclical “Pacem in Terris” (Peace on Earth) of 1963, offers 
us in South Africa and all the world a programme for the achievement of social and 
universal peace in truth, justice, charity and freedom. 
 
It is hoped that the publication of the Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
directives will lead to the peace of the kingdom of Christ, an eternal and universal 
kingdom of truth and life, of holiness and grace, of justice and love. May the peace of 
God, which surpasses all understanding reign in the hearts and minds of all mankind. 
 
OWEN CARDINAL McCANN 
Archbishop Emeritus of Cape Town. 
November 1989 
 
 
Father Smangaliso Mkhatshwa, Secretary General of the Southern African 
Catholic Bishops’ Conference (1981 to 1987) comments: 
 
In more senses than one, the SACBC Plenary Session of 1977 was an ecclesiologic 
watershed. The bishops’ conference issued one of its most powerful statements on 
social justice. Unlike previous pastoral declarations, this was a comment to action. 
 
The Bishops’ analysis of the South African condition was more profound compared to 
earlier joint pastoral letters and in response to the tragic events of 1976, the Plenary 



Session said: “Realising that South Africa has entered a critical phase in the rejection 
by the majority of its people of a social and political system of oppression, we add our 
corporate voice as leaders of the Catholic Church in this country to the cry for a 
radical revision of the system. People starved of freedom, deprived of their just rights 
and humiliated in their personal and corporate dignity will not rest until a proper 
balance of justice is achieved. We affirm that in this we are on the side of the 
oppressed and, as we have committed ourselves to working within our church for a 
clearer expression of solidarity with the poor and deprived, so we commit ourselves 
equally to working for peace through justice in fraternal collaboration with all other 
churches, agencies and persons dedicated to this cause”. 
 
Another revolutionary departure from its past was the SACBC’s commitment to a 
preferential option for the poor. The church’s solidarity with the oppressed, the 
exploited and the socially marginalised was an example of its new self-understanding 
in the light of the option for the poor. That meant a commitment to the cause of social 
justice in general, and a special solidarity with the victims of apartheid, in particular. 
 
The period under review (1981 – 1985) cannot be fully understood without this 
background. Like all social situations there is a direct link between one era and 
another. The seventies paved the way for the eighties. 
 
The Social Context 
 
For the church to minister meaningfully it must read the “signs of the times” 
correctly. Significant social developments or events provide the material with which 
to understand what God is saying to His people. From the ashes of the late seventies 
the country witnessed two interesting developments in the first half of the eighties. 
One was the re-emerge of powerful forces which sought to unite all anti-apartheid 
elements. The formation of the United Democratic Front in 1983, a broad and loose 
alliance of diverse pro-democracy organisations, sought the speedy demise of 
apartheid. Hundreds of residents associations, youth congresses, women and other 
democratic structures sprung up in the humblest of villages. Through people’s 
structures they laid the foundation for power and “The People shall Govern” demand 
made in the Freedom Charter was no longer an empty slogan. 
 
Alongside this development was the formation of the giant-size federation of trade 
unions called the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU). The National 
Council of South African Trade Unions also made its debut and to give more muscle 
to peaceful anti-apartheid resistance, guerrillas of the African National Congress 
stepped up their attacks on many and varied targets. State violence, revolutionary 
violence and factional violence plagued the country particularly in 1984 and 1985. In 
spite of regular fluctuations, the economy of South Africa enjoyed a fair measure of 
buoyancy in the early part of the past decade. All that was to change with the 
imposition of sanctions and the systematic isolation of the apartheid regime by the 
international community. Economic stagnation and related problems gave rise to 
unemployment, poverty, lack of much needed resources, poor education and poor 
health care services, especially among the under-privileged people. 
 
State Response 
 



Confronted by the massive upsurge of fever for democracy and people’s power, the 
government reacted: It intensified violent repression against activists and other high 
profile anti-apartheid campaigners. Hundreds were detained without trial under a 
myriad of security laws. Scores died whilst in police custody. Many activists 
disappeared without any trace or were found murdered “by unknown persons”. Many 
people were arrested and charged for treason on the flimsiest of evidence. South 
African (so-called) security forces crossed into neighbouring states and killed real and 
alleged members of the African National Congress. The best documented massacres 
were those committed in Lesotho, Botswana and Swaziland. Administrators of the 
homelands engaged in very similar exercises as practised by Pretoria. 
 
The policy of forced resettlement of black people continued unabated. These 
happenings invariably involved physical violence. At the political level, the 
government responded to popular pressure by introducing the Tricameral Parliament 
and revamped its policy on black local authorities. The United Democratic Front and 
its allies challenged the new constitution and virtually rendered it unworkable. Those 
who supported or opposed this system paid a heavy price. Lives were lost. The 
number of prison inmates swelled in an unprecedented way. 
 
The first five years of the eighties could be described as a period of heightened 
popular resistance, optimism in spite of savage repression and a time of anxiety and 
uncertainty about the future. Their self confidence was severely shaken as they saw 
the pharaoh challenged by unarmed, exuberant defiant black youth and toyi-toying 
workers. Ugly and violent footage shown on local and international television screens 
unsettled many. 
 
Church Intervention 
 
If there ever was a time when the Church came close to being a people’s church it was 
during the mid-eighties. The SACBC assumed a high profile thereby earning the 
wrath and admiration of millions of people. Many bishops, clergy and religious men 
and women made conscious efforts to make the preferential option for the poor a 
reality. When workers were persecuted for defending their rights, the church gave 
spiritual, moral and material support. At political funerals, commemoration services 
for dead activists, protest marches and defiance acts, the sight of priests became 
common. Their presence at some potentially explosive situations helped restrain 
police violence or protected innocent suspects. It was refreshing to see the clergy 
leaving the comfort of their sacristies and presbyteries or convents in order to identify 
physically with the people whom they ministered. It took courage for the SACBC to 
publish THE NEW NATION newspaper. Undeterred by threats of forced closure, the 
paper has continued to be the voice of the voiceless, the mouthpiece of those who 
struggle for justice, peace and reconciliation. 
 
When the new constitution was introduced in 1983 the SACBC joined progressive 
organisations in condemning it as undemocratic and racist, because they saw it as a 
recipe for disaster. 
 
During the period under review the SACBC maintained good contacts with people’s 
organisations in order to keep a mutually beneficial dialogue going. They met 
representatives of the United Democratic Front and in spite of Pretoria’s portrayal of 



the ANC as a terrorist movement, the SACBC saw it proper to keep in touch with its 
leadership. The bishops did unorthodox things sometimes, as, for example, taking part 
in demonstrations and pickets, while at other times the hierarchy visited trouble-torn 
townships to express solidarity with the people. The bishops and priests were not seen 
merely as providers of material needs, money and halls to hold meetings. They were 
regarded as the good shepherds who were also involved in the struggle for justice, 
peace and democracy. Those were years when church-state conflict was at its worst, 
yet even the most acrimonious critics of the church could not but admit that the 
church had finally realised that actions speak louder than words.  
 
January 1990 


