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Reading I:

“This white man in a big black hat and a white flowing cassock swept past on the way to the residence of the Blaxalls.  You could have knocked me down with a feather…He doffed his hat to my mother.  Now that seemed a perfectly normal thing I suppose for him, but for me it was almost mind-boggling, that a white man could doff his hat to my mother, a black woman, really a nonentity in South Africa’s terms.” [Desmond Tutu. quoted by John Allen in Rabble Rouser for Peace: The Authorized Biography of Desmond Tutu, p. 26].
Reflection I:
To be a South African…

The boy was ten years old, a black child of South Africa.  He was curious and sociable, and physically delicate as a legacy of polio in infancy.  His father was a school principal, demanding the best from his pupils and his children, and seeking the best for them.  The family was poor but not destitute.  And even at the age of ten, the boy understood how South African society was organized.  In his own words, “white people lived in the nice part, you lived in the township, and that was how God organized it.  You knew you had to enter the post office through a separate entrance, and generally get treated like dirt.  You didn’t question it.” [Rabble-Rouser for Peace, p. 23].  In 1941, to supplement the family income, his mother took a job as cook at Ezenzeleni, an institution for the blind established by a British couple, the Blaxalls.  It was while visiting his mother at Ezenzeleni that Desmond Tutu encountered the priest – the white man in a big black hat and a white flowing cassock – and first glimpsed the possibility of a different ordering of the world.

The priest was a member of the Community of the Resurrection, a community of Anglican monks whose discipline combined spiritual practice and social concern.  Desmond Tutu attended a residential high school run by monks of the Community of the Resurrection.  Much later, he said, “Many, many, many of us owe the fact of having been educated at all to the indomitable men and women who blazed the trail to provide education for the Africans when the secular authorities were less than enthusiastic and who would hardly have been able to cope with the growing needs of the black population.” [Rabble-Rouser for Peace, p. 43].  So Tutu trained to be a teacher in what was called the “Bantu education system” for black children in South Africa.  But within four years, Tutu was deeply frustrated by ever-more stringent restrictions on black teachers and students.  Seeking a way to make a difference in the lives of his people, Tutu went back to school – to study for the ministry.

Here again, the support of the Community of the Resurrection was key.  Over the next eight years, Tutu trained for the Anglican priesthood at St. Peter’s College near Johannesburg, the only institution training black Anglican priests in the northern provinces of South Africa, founded and run by the Community of the Resurrection.  Recognizing what they called his “obvious gifts for leadership,” the Community sent the newly ordained Father Tutu and his family to England for five years, where he earned a Bachelor of Divinity degree and a Masters degree in theology at King’s College in London.  He served parishes in two English towns, and marveled at life in a society without apartheid – South Africa’s official policy of racial separation and inequality.  One story: “Leah and I [Tutu and his wife] would go, perhaps to Trafalgar square, late at night…We found it almost intoxicating that a police officer did not ask for your pass.  You were free to walk wherever and we would often go and ask for directions, even when we knew where we were going, just so that we could hear a white police officer saying “No sir, yes ma’am.” [Rabble-Rouser for Peace, p. 88].  

Tutu returned to South Africa bringing a message of acceptance and respect framed in theological and religious terms.  Tutu’s biographer John Allen writes, “He had thought he was coming back to South Africa mainly to reassure blacks that God loved them and they should assert themselves; he found that [in Tutu’s own words] ‘in many ways it was whites who needed to hear this message about self-assurance and self-acceptance, that oppression dehumanized the oppressor as much as, if not more than, the oppressed.’” [Rabble-Rouser for Peace, p. 150].  

Reading II:

“Our belief is that a relevant and authentic spirituality cannot but constrain us to be involved, as we are involved, in the sociopolitical realm.  It is precisely our encounters with Jesus in worship and the sacraments, in Bible reading and meditation, that force us to be concerned about the hungry, about the poor, about the homeless, about the banned and the detained, about the voiceless whose voice we seek to be.  How can you say you love God whom you have not seen and hate the brother whom you have?  He who loves God must love his brother also.” [Desmond Tutu, writing in a report to the South African Council of Churches in July, 1979.  Quoted in The Rainbow People of God, pp. 30-31].

Reflection II:

To be a Christian…
Father Tutu loved what he called “the incredible privilege” of pastoral ministry: visiting the sick and the dying, taking communion to people in their homes and in the church, meeting with people at their moments of great joy as they celebrated a marriage, a birth, a baptism.  And – his first job back in South Africa was as a teacher in the Federal Theological Seminary.  He watched students grow into independent thinkers as they learned about religion, philosophy, history, politics; he watched as a new movement called “black consciousness” began to unfold among them.  In the fall of 1968, he watched state security police attack student leaders with dogs and tear gas – and, dressed in his priest’s cassock, he waded into the fray to pray with and for the students.  His biographer writes that in this moment, it became clear “that he was capable in a crisis of transforming the burning sense of injustice he felt into creative ministry to victims of violence.” [Rabble-Rouser for Peace, p. 111].

This ministry to victims of violence was multi-faceted.  It was theological, and within the religious community Tutu studied and wrote and preached black theology, which had roots in African theologies, in the Catholic liberation theologies of Latin America, and in African-American theologies that responded to racism and political oppression in the United States.  In 1973 he wrote in an unpublished paper [Tutu’s language, in 1973, was not what we now call “inclusive”], 

“Black theology is an engaged not an academic, detached theology.  It is a gut level theology, relating to the real concerns, the life and death issues of the black man. … Black theology seeks to make sense of the life experience of the black man, which is largely black suffering at the hands of rampant white racism, and to understand this in the light of what God has said about himself, about man, and about the world in his …Word.  Black theology has to do with whether it is possible to be black and continue to be Christian; it is to ask on whose side is God; it is to be concerned about the humanization of man, because those who ravage our humanity dehumanize themselves in the process; [it says that the liberation of the black man is the other side of the coin of the liberation of the white man – so it is concerned with human liberation.  It is a clarion call for man to align himself with the God who is the God of the Exodus, God the liberator, who leads his people, all his people, out of all kinds of bondage – political, economic, cultural, the bondage of sin and disease, into the glorious liberty of the sons of God.” [Rabble-Rouser for Peace, p. 139].

This ministry to victims of violence was political, and diplomatic.  As Dean of St. Mary’s Cathedral in Johannesburg, then Bishop of Lesotho, then General Secretary of the South African Council of Churches, then Bishop of Johannesburg, then Archbishop of the Diocese of Cape Town, as winner of the Nobel Peace prize in 1984, Tutu spoke out against apartheid.  He likened apartheid to Nazism, arguing that it entrenched racism and ethnicity, calling the laws that established and maintained it “iniquitous.”  He traveled widely – throughout South Africa, all over Africa, in the United States, in Great Britain, Europe, Scandinavia, Latin America, the Middle East.  He came to believe that economic sanctions were an important tool in pressuring the South African government to change, and he spoke out strongly on the subject to politicians, heads of state, journalists, movers and shakers, and common people the world over.  In 1989 he led a protest march that drew 30,000 South Africans – black, white, colored, Indian – to the steps of city hall in Cape Town.  There Tutu called to President de Klerk, to the cabinet officers, called them to come and see the crowd, the people of every race with their hands in the air.  “We say, come,” he said,  “come here, can you see the people of this country?  Come and see what this country is going to become.  This country is a rainbow country!  This country is Technicolor!  You can come and see the new South Africa.” [Rabble-Rouser for Peace, p. 311].
This ministry to victims of violence was pastoral.  Father Tutu visited bereaved families, preached funeral services, baptized babies, knew his people, knew their lives, knew their troubles.  When he was awarded the Nobel Prize, he said, 

“This award is for mothers, who sit at railway stations to try to eke out an existence, selling potatoes, selling mealies, selling produce.  This award is for you, fathers, sitting in a single-sex hostel, separated from your children for 11 months a year. … This award is for you, mothers in the …squatter camp, whose shelters are destroyed callously every day, and who sit on soaking mattresses in the winter rain, holding whimpering babies…This award is for you, the 3.5 million of our people who have been uprooted and dumped as if you were rubbish.  This award is for you.” [Rabble-Rouser for Peace, p. 213]

As Archbishop, he visited the scenes and the victims of riots and massacres, and he counseled the priests and the bishops whom he served as priest, reminding them that their role was above all, to be pastors – to simply be with people in their pain, listen to them, pray with them. [[Rabble-Rouser for Peace, p. 330].
And always, this ministry to the victims of violence was grounded in Tutu’s Christianity.  We expect Christians, he said, to reflect the character of Jesus Christ; to be gentle, peace-loving, loving, forgiving.  But, he said, “we expect Christians also to be those who stand up for the truth, we expect Christians to be those who stand up for justice, we expect Christians to be those who stand on the side of the poor and the hungry and the homeless and the naked… [Rabble-Rouser for Peace, p. 287].

Reading III:
In my culture and tradition the highest praise that can be given to someone is, Yu, u nobuntu,” an acknowledgment that he or she has this wonderful quality: ubuntu. To recast the Cartesian proposition “I think, therefore I am,” ubuntu would phrase it, “I am human because I belong.”  Put another way, “a person is a person through other people,” a concept perfectly captured by the phrase “me we.”  No one comes into the world fully formed.  We need other human beings in order to be human.  The solitary, isolated human being is a contradiction in terms. … [T]he only way we can ever be human is together.  The only way we can be free is together.” [Believe, pp. 3-5].
Reflection III:

To be a human being…

In 1994 apartheid was dismantled in South Africa.  On April 27, sixty-two year-old Desmond Tutu joined millions of black South Africans in voting for the first time in their lives.  Nelson Mandela was elected president.  And then began what was, perhaps, the most important work of all.  Tutu believed, unwaveringly, that if South Africans were ever to heal from the damage caused by apartheid, they must intentionally and publicly undertake a process of reconciliation.  His model for this was a three-step process.  Those who have done wrong must say, “We are sorry; forgive us.”  Those who have been wronged must forgive.  And those who have committed wrongs, and been forgiven, must make restitution.”  South Africa created a Truth and Reconciliation Commission: three committees which investigated violations of human rights, decided on amnesty from prosecution, and formulated recommendations for reparations and the rehabilitation of victims.  Statements and testimony were broadcast live on television.  Many who voluntarily testified, even about horrific crimes committed, were offered amnesty.  Some who did not, would not, testify, or who testified but denied wrongdoing or responsibility, were prosecuted.  The process, grounded in ubuntu, reached for restorative justice.  Tutu headed the Commission.  In Tutu’s words, “Here the central concern is not retribution or punishment but, in the spirit of ubuntu, the healing of breaches, the redressing of imbalances, the restoration of broken relationships.  This kind of justice seeks to rehabilitate both the victim and the perpetrator, who should be given the opportunity to be reintegrated into the community he or she has injured by his or her offense.” [Rabble-Rouser for Peace, p. 347].
This kind of reconciliation is not superficial – not a papering-over of differences, of grievances, of wounds, but is, rather, what Tutu calls “a proper confrontation,” ultimately grounded in a respect that assumes and requires that even an evil-doer can and must be held morally responsible for “their dastardly deeds.” [Rabble-Rouser for Peace, p. 355].

To examine the life and the teachings of Desmond Tutu is to learn what it means to be a South African, what it means to be a Christian, what it means to be a human being.  In the end, in his living, they are all one.  In the end, in his words, we are all one.  “…the only way we can ever be human is together.  The only way we can be free is together.”

Take a moment, now, in silence, to sit, together.  The bell will lead us into silence, and music – a tune called “Hope” – will lead us out.

Bell
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May it be so.

