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Knocking unjust 
g*i laws is only 
*$*' alternative

C onscientious defiance o f unjust laws may be the only alternative 
to violence and the taking up o f  arms by those who are attemp
ting to establish a just order.

This was the view expressed by bishops of the Church o f the 
Province o f Southern Africa at their synod meeting in November 
last year.

The follow ing is a full text o f their statement:

1. C hristian obedience is owed suprem ely to  G od, the C reato r and 
sovereign L ord  o f the Universe. He exercises H is au thority  in love, 
com passion and justice. He gives responsibility to  people to  act 
as H is stew ards over the rest o f  creation , accountab le  ultim ately 
only to  H im .

In the O ld T estam ent the absolute standards o f  fa ith  and con
duct are expressed th rough  H is gift o f  T o rah . T he w ord “ T o rah ”  
is no t well translated by the English w ord “ law ” . R ather it describes 
the covenant rela tionsh ip  between G od and  H is people, and H is 
dem ands on  them . T orah  expresses G o d ’s grace and m an 's  
response, sum m ed up in the Ten C om m andm ents. T orah  finds its 
full and  perlect expression in Jesus. H e enables and  com m ands 
H is people to  exercise their responsibility  to  all w ith G o d ’s love, 
com passion and  justice. W hen we call Jesus “ L o rd ” , we accept 
H is abso lu te  au thority  over creation , and  over every aspect o f  life 
an d  society. (Phil 2:9-11).
2. "L aw s” , “ the S tate”  or “ Law and O rder”  are not o f themselves 
absolutes to  be accepted a t all cost and  above all else; no r should 
they  be elevated [o the sta tus o f a G od in whose nam e obedience 
is dem anded. They can have only a relative o r derived au thority . 
Jesus clearly sta ted  this in His d ialogue with P ila te  (Jn  19:1 la )  as 
Pau l did in R om ans 13. Ju s t laws give expression to G o d ’s law 
an d  so advance H is K ingdom ; unjust laws cause division, aliena
tion  and eventual chaos.

G O D ’S LAW

3. T he conduct o f  any governm ent and the laws it m akes are  to  
be judged  in  the light o f  G o d ’s Law. T he duty o f discerning and  
expressing G o d ’s will in any particu lar context is the task o f  the 
C hristian  com m unity. P a n  o f  the witness o f  T orah  in  O ld T esta
m en t times was the dem and that rulers ruled justly  under G od in 
a  society which reflected  H is righteousness and  com passion.

Psalm  72 calls for a just and com passionate king: Elijah challeng
ed  A hab  over N abeth  (1 Kings 21), N athan  challenged D avid over 
B athsheba (2 Sam ual 12), and  several o f  the o ther prophets con
fro n ted  the au thorities o f the day (A m os, Jerem iah 22). It was in
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^ is tr a d iu c .n tJ ia tJ e s u i  bore witness in His words recorded in Luke
H ls cKhaU< W  to H erod, P ilate, and  ihe Jew ish rulers,

lAM ofv?? ° "  JT Ce and com Passion (M alt 25:31-46; L uke 16.19-31). T o d ay ’s C hurch m ust do likewise.
In n o rm ai c ircum stances Christians* obedience to civil law can  

sUbm issicn  t °  the Law o f G od as sum m ed up in 
, * o rds.“ d hfe o f  Jesus C hrist. C hristians’ disobedience to  civil 
law  u  legitim ate if  it is genuinely part o f  their subm ission to  the

i f *  °£-P  *W e m ust obey G od ra ther than  m en ”  (Acts 
5:29). Many C hris tians in South  A frica believe tha t a  num ber o f  
laws in th is coun try  w hich entrench apartheid  canno t be obeyed 
because they con trad ic t the teaching o f  the G ospel.

, r; , ^ WS af ,  I he P o pu la tion  Registration A ct (R ace classifica- 
m d  !he Cjr,o u P A reai  Act are in fundam ental con trad ic tion  

o l C h ris tian  teaching. T he denial o f basic freedom s such as those 
o f  assembly speech, access to in form ation , and  the practice o f  
fd  ll^ \ u t.tn a l a r®.a "  a ffron t to hum an dignity  as a ff irm 
ed by the Gospel. Laws which intertere with religious freedom  and 
the freedom to worship are  intolerable in a country  w hose con- 

G o d ” On ‘° ’ bC madC hum ble subm ission to  A lm ighty

OBLIGATORY
V ?  ' r  ft "• ^  . ;

[j1 P h " * ™  trad itio n  deliance o f  such laws (som etim es know n 
as civil disobedience” ) has been widely considered justifiab le  and  
in som e cases ob ligatory .

In the early chu rch , writers insisted that C hristians could not 
obey laws which entailed disobedience to  C hrist. This was at first 
especially applicable to em peror-w orship (eg: T ertu llian) and to 
tne actions o f  heretics or infidels (eg: A m brose epp 41 and  51). 
By the time o f  Thom as A quinas a wider definition was accepted .

by w hich C hristians were n jfo b lig e d  to  obey laws co n tra ry  to  the 
general welfare. In the R eform ation period and  on through church 
history to  the present, C hristian thinkers have continued to  qualify 
carefu lly  the obedience due to  the secular pow er.

Conscientious defiance o f  unjust laws m ay be the only alternative 
to  violence and the taking up o f  arm s by those w ho are  a ttem p 
ting to  establish a ju s t order.

W e are  aw are that m any are wrestling w ith these issues We 
therefore com m end the following guidelines to  C hris tians w ho 
believe that their witness to the tru th  o f  the G ospel and  obedience 
to  G od m ay dem and disobedience to the law o f  the land .

C IV IL  D ISO B E D IE N C E

1. Law is essential to the o rdering  o f  hum an  society.
2. W here a particu lar law is disobeyed it should  be w ith a view 
to  restoring  ju s t laws.

3 All such witness through civil disobedience should only be under- 
taken  a fte r serious prayer and  though t.
4. A  decision to act in this way should norm ally be taken individual
ly only a lte r  consultation  with o ther C hris tians.
5. The law may be disobeyed only by those w ho are p repared  to  
su tle r  the consequence o f  their actions.
6. O nly with a  clear appreciation  o f  w hat is involved, and w ith 
love tow ards all who think d ifferently , m ay the law be disobeyed.
7. AU w ho contem plate breaking the law in C hristian  w itness m ust 
carefu lly  exam ine their conscience w ith regard  to their motives 
a n d  avoid any desire for personal m arty rdom .
8. A im s and  objectives m ust be carefully  defined. Possib le a lte r
native ways by which the sam e objectives m ay be law fully  a tta in 
ed  m ust be considered.

9 . All pariicipants in such actions m ust be fully in form ed abou t

the objectives the p lan  and  the d iscip line o f  non-violent ac tion  
and  the possible consequences.
10. As ta r as possible, a  public exp lana tion  fo r this k ind o f  witness 
should  be given.

11. The ind iv idual’s conscience m ust be respeeted . People m ay no t 
be coerced or m an ipu la ted  in to  any  act against their will.
12. G reat care m ust be taken  to  avoid  violence and  in ju ry  to  by 
standers and  to  o th er n o n -partic ipan ts .

We com m end for p rayerfu l consideration  the im plications o f  o u r 
Lord s sum m ary o t the C om m andm ents: “ You shall love the L ord 
>our G od w ith .all you r h eart, a n d  w ith all y o u r sou l, and  w ith 
all your m ind, and  w ith all you r s tren g th ...Y o u  shall love your 
neighbour as y o u rse lf .”  (M ark  12:30-3/).

The sum m ary o f  the C om m andm en ts  is re itera ted  by St P au l 
in Romans 13:8-10; this passage im mediately follows St P au l's  well- 
know n call to  obey the Law o f  the L and  in R om ans 13:1-7. T he 
call to obedience to the Law needs, therefo re , to  be seen iii ihe 
context o f  the greater law, to  love o n e ’s ne ighbour, and  it is clear 
that he obedience to  the Law o f  the L and  w hich St P au l calls for 
should  be consistent w ith the overall com m and  to  love o n e ’s 
neighbour; in certa in  c ircum stances civil d isobedience m ay m ore 
effectively express that love. "W e m ust obey G od  rather than m en”  
(A cts 3:29).

PASTO R A L SU PP O R T

It is 011 these Biblical g rounds tha t the Bishops o f  the C PSA  feel 
bound to give their p asto ra l support to C hris tians w ho believe that 
they are called, in obedience to  C hris t, to  d isobey un just laws in 
term s ol the above guidelines and  in the sp irit o f  the G ospel.

We recognise tha t in the circum stance* -of OUr tim e this m ay be 
a  truly C hris tian  and  non-v io ln t way 01 w orking fo r a m ore ju s t 
society, and  o f  fulfilling o u r calling to  be m akers o f  G o d ’s peace 
in ou r land.
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W E, tfc* Bishops o f the C PSA , are very conscfous o f  (he distress 
and perplexity o f  members of our Church, black and while, whose 
children are caught up in the turmoil o f our times.

There are those whose sons are called upon to serve in the SADF. 
Others have children  w ho have left the coun try , e ither to  avoid 
such service, or to w ait until a  better o rd e r is fo u n d  fo r the land. 
There are others w hose children  have left in orcjer to  take  p a rt in 

,“ the armed struggle” . A ll these, paren ts and  ch ild ren , a re  belov- 
 ̂ ed members o f  G o d ’s fam ily to whom we are  concerned to m inister 

in  the love o f  C hrist.
(, In a normal society a D efence Force m ay be considered  to  have 
, a legitimate place in o rd e r to  p ro tect against foreign aggression 

or malicious in su rrec tion .
> In m ost civilised societies som e persons find  such m ilitary  ser

vice unacceptable in conscience. These are  usually term ed pacifists 
or conscientious ob jec to rs  and  provision is m ade fo r reasonab le  
alternative service. C hristian  trad ition  acknow ledges th a t it is right 
to allow people to follow  conscience even where a  m ajority  believes 
that conscience to be in erro r.

T he pain and  perplexity  in S ou th  A frica  arise from  the fact tha t 
in the eyes o f  the  m ajo rity  o f  the governed, th e  G overnm en t lacks 
legitimacy. The socio-political and economic system which has been 
established is seen to be un just and  oppressive. In  their experience 
black people, and  especially youth , have increasingly com e to realise 
the human dam age caused by the systematic denial o f  p roper educa
tion to them. The legal restra in ts upon their pa rtic ip a tio n  in the 
“ free, g jtc rp r ise ”  system  and  th e  generally unequal life o p p o r

tunities available to  them  have com e to  be seen as hostile and  p ro 
vocative. F o r these reasons the SA D F  is seen as defending an un
ju s t order.

In  a no rm al society stability  and  o rder are capable o f  res to ra 
tion , bu t in an  un ju s t one, police o r m ilitary  action is perceived 
as oppressive an d  so fuels the cycle o f  violence. M any young peo
ple (w ith o r w ithou t su p p o rt from  their parents) are therfo re  in 
C hris tian  conscience seeking o ther op tions fo r serving their coun
try  than  in the SA D F.

W e condem n violence from  w hatever source. The C hurch 
upholds the sanctity o f  hum an life. Jesus said: “ Love your enemies 
a n d  pray  fo r those w ho persecute y o u .”  (M atthew  5:44). S tate 
sponsored  b ru ta lity  and b ru ta l reac tion  to  it are bo th  in to lerable. 
Bom bings, necklacings, shootings, sjam bokkings, teargassing and 
to rtu re  are all horrible. W e m ust recognise that until the inhum anity 
o f  injustice is rem oved, such in h u m an  things will continue.

M ORE IN TEN SE

By use o f  the D efence Force in the  tow nships. South  A frican  
is turned against South A frican. O n the border too it is not a  foreign 
enem y who invades. T he pain  is still m ore intense fo r N am ibians, 
w ho see the presence o f  th e  SA D F  as a m ark o f  illegal occupa
tion . Fellow C hristians face eath  o ther across the guns.

There are  m any, w ho believe th a t the SA D F is essentially defen
d ing apartheid . O thers believe th a t the SA D F is defending South 
A frica  against com m unism . W e are convinced tha t the proper

- i  r

detence against any system  which devalues the w orth  and  G od- 
given d ignity  o f  each person , is the p ropaga tion  a n d  prac tice  o f  
the G ospel o f  ou r L ord  Jesus C hrist within a ju s t society 
D ehum anizing political system s are less likely to  find  fo llow ers in 
a society which is ju s tly  o rdered.

We call on  you, the people o f  G od , o f every race an d  
backg round , to  com e together and  find  each o th e r as sisters and  
bro thers in C hrist.

U nderstandab le  white fears, lucned by guilt an d  p ro p ag an d a , 
can be greatly  eased by encountering  the w arm th a n d  hum anity  
o f  the black com m unity  expressed in ubuntu  (hum anness, com 
passion, sharing, togetherness and reverence for hum an  life). Blacks 
gripped by fury need to  be recalled to these very roo ts .

In view o t this, the C hu rch  has to be concerned fo r peop le  w ith  
varied needs and  d iffering  attitudes conscientiously held .

The C hurch  is bound  to  help guide her m em bers in  th e  fo rm a 
tion  o f  conscience. This m ay involve the uncom fo rtab le  challenge 
posed by the dem ands o f  the G ospel.

W ith th is in m ind the C hurch  m ust m in ister to  all in  the love
o f  Christ:

•  To those w ho agonise over their C hristian  responsib ility  in the 
lace o f  m ilitary call-up.
•  T o those who decide to  serve in the SA D F.
•  T o those w ho in C hris tian  conscience seek o th e r w ays o f  n a 

tional service, o r w ho refuse to serve a t all.
: •  T o child ren  w ho have left the country .

•  T o those affected by the experience of military service, im prison
m ent o r exile.
•  T o the paren ts o f  all these groups, w ho som etim es canno t 
understand cheir children’s decisions o r who may be unable to  trace 
their w hereabouts.
•  To all those who are  confused and dam aged by the present 
tu rm oil.

This search to minister to all these different groups presents m any 
com plex problem s, in spite o f  which the C hurch tries to  d o  all th a t 
it can to  provide adequate  pastoral care fo r its m em bers.

We pray for you, and ask you to  hold  together in the love o f  
C hrist even where there are grave differences in th ink ing  ab o u t 
the way fo rw ard  into th a t peace and justice  w hich we all seek by 
the grace o f  C hrist our only Saviour.
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