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This volume of the Bishops Speak – from 1991 to 1994 – covers a unique moment in 
South African history: it is the time of transition from the apartheid era to a new 
democratic dispensation – the new South Africa. The Pastoral Letters, Declarations 
and Statements made by the Bishops’ Conference, the Administrative Board, the 
President as well as individual Bishops, focus almost entirely on the socio-political 
issues of the time. Through its pronouncements the Church engaged in public debate 
with South African society, bringing the insights of the Gospel and the social teaching 
of the Church to bear on the crucial issues of the day. The negotiations between the 
governing National Party and the ANC, the talks about democratic elections and a 
new economic system, as well as the escalating violence that threatened to derail the 
negotiation process and plunge the country into civil war, were among the most 
important topics treated by the bishops. 
In 1991, the celebration of the centenary of the first social encyclical Rerum 
Novarum, encouraged the Bishops to make known their views on the political 
negotiations that brought the apartheid government and the liberation movements 
around the same table. In their Pastoral Letter the Bishops called on all Catholics to 
become involved in the process of negotiation, understanding that it ‘can lead to big 
changes: the recognition of equal rights for all people, equal political rights and equal 
opportunities in education and in making a living’. 
The launching of the year long program to commemorate Rerum Novarum, became a 
useful instrument for implementing the pastoral plan ‘Community Serving Humanity’ 
launched two years before in 1989. 
Faced with the challenge of dealing for the first time with the topic of faith and 
politics – the majority of the population had been excluded from political life since 
1910 – by means of these documents, the Church in South Africa called on every 
Catholic to be at the forefront of the efforts to build a new South Africa, by working 
to restore the social and economic fabric of the country. 
In 1992, the pastoral Letter ‘A call to build a new South Africa’ appealed to Catholics 
as well as all people of good will to promote a spirit of peace, tolerance and respect 
for one another across different political views and party allegiances. 
The same pastoral letter stressed the principal of working towards a fair distribution 
of the country’s wealth among all its people and the duty of everyone to promote the 
vision of people-centred economy, in which persons are valued more highly than 
profits. 
In political negotiations the bishops supported CODESA as morally legitimate and 
deserving the support of all in order to transform South Africa from an apartheid state 
to a country where all people can exercise their democratic right to vote for a new 
constitution and a new government. 
In the years preceding the first democratic elections, the Conference issued many 
statements condemning violence and the massacre of innocent people. The bishops 
condemned state violence, which was clearly aimed at the destabilization of the 
country and thwarting political negotiations. 
In 1993, the Pastoral Letter ‘Towards a democratic future’ called for the speedy 
establishment of a democratic constitution and government, emphasising that ‘a 
multiparty democracy is the best way of building a truly human society which 
protects and promotes the dignity of each person’. 



The acceptance of the concept of the separation between state and Church did not 
mean that religious leaders had to remain silent on political matters. ‘The Church has 
the right to speak out on issues of justice even when these are political issues. Abuses 
of power and violations of the human rights must be addressed by the religious 
community’, stated the Bishops in their pastoral letter. 
They went on to appeal to members to prepare themselves to exercise their right to 
vote in the first democratic elections, by: 

a) Gathering information about the manifestos of the different parties and the 
competence and integrity of the candidates; 

b) Carrying the Gospel values of justice and love into political life, by 
participating in the different parties. 

 
The response to our letters was most encouraging. Catholics were active in many 
spheres, helping to bring about a new and better South Africa. Many were involved in 
voter education, and observing and monitoring elections. 
In ‘Free at last’ of 1994, the Bishops associated themselves with the people of South 
Africa and indeed of many around the world in giving thanks to God for the 
extraordinary event of a peaceful, free and fair democratic election. Warning against 
the danger of falling into complacency, the Bishops urged all Catholics to play their 
part in building the new South Africa, by working for healing and national unity, 
contributing towards the solution of problems inherited from apartheid, such as 
poverty, homelessness and malnutrition. While pledging the new government the 
support of the Church, the Bishops clarified that: ‘when need arises we will also 
criticise it and lobby for improvements when things go wrong’. A challenge that 
remains pertinent in our day. Eleven years into democracy, the Bishops will continue 
to be constructively critical, explicitly supporting government decisions and policies 
that enhance human dignity, while raising their prophetic voice whenever the rights of 
the people, particularly the poor, are jeopardised. 
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