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The purpose of studying history is not to deride human action, nor to weep over it, 

or to hate it, but to understand it – and then to learn from it as we contemplate our 

future.  

- Nelson Mandela 

 

It is  apropriate that we begin this lecture with words from Nelson Mandela. They 

are apposite because they caution us against the tendency to judge historical events 

with the benefit of hindsight. In some respects we do well to allow history to speak 

for itself, and for us to learn lessons from it for our day – provided we caution 

ourselves about imposing our interpretations and values on the historical events of 

their time. It is, after all, always likely that with the wisdom of our time, historical 

actions would never be without fault.  No present is ever perfect for all time. 

However, history judges the future in that contemporary life will often be put into 

perspective by the acknowledgement of where we have been. Rowan Strong, the 

Australian Anglican historian, in a paper delivered at Rhodes University last year, 

draws wisdom from Frank Turner’s caution that history should not be subordinated 

to the agendas of the prsesent. The history as myth school of thought, on the other 

hand, seeks to re-present that reality as a tool for the justification of the present. 

 

Let me declare that not being a historian you will be excused for questioning my 

right to be here to present on 160 Years of this Diocese. I am not a historian, but a 

theologian. I like to believe that I am a theologian of a peculiar kind. I like to push 

the boundaries, I test the limits. Yes, I would much rather let history speak to the 

present in dialogue. 160 years of the Diocese of Grahamstown allows us to cast a 

long view on the church of our times. We do so not so much to excuse or to cover up 

or to justify. We do so hopefully to gather courage to shape a different future for the 

church and for our society. 

                                                           
1
 Rector: College of the Transfiguration Grahamstown, 2011-2014. A lecture to in 

memory of the late Bishop David Russell, retired Bishop of Grahamstown. The Diocese 

of Grahamstown is also celebrating 160 years since it was founded in 1853. The lecture 

was delivered at the Cathedral Church of St Michael and St George, Grahamstown, on 

22 November 2014. 
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II 

This lecture is billed as a memorial to a remarkable priest and bishop, David Russell, 

to me a friend and a mentor. I was pleasantly surprised to discover this week that 

Alan Paton’s magisterial biography of Archbishop Geoffrey Clayton was dedicated to 

“David Russell, Priest.” Alan Paton does not, as is usual, say why the book is 

dedicated to David Russell. He only notes elsewhere that David Russell was a white 

priest serving under a Black Rector in King William’s Town. But there is more about 

the dedication that should give us cause to pause. Paton’s biography is about the 

struggles of the Anglican Church against apartheid, and efforts, especially under 

Geoffrey Clayton, to steer a careful path between obedience to Christ and honouring 

the distinctive role of the state. It is to the extent that the state trespassed on the 

domain of faith and practice that events unfolded into defiance. This was always a 

matter that David Russell agonised about: the Christian and moral content of 

activism for justice, and the limits of the state in public life to demand obedience to 

unjust laws. Although Paton’s book was published in 1973 long before David Russell 

became Bishop, it would still have been appropriate to describe David Russell as 

Priest. That is definitely how he would have defined his ministry – in a sacramental 

life dedicated to the sacramentalisation of all life. David Russell was first and 

foremost, a priest. 

 

In this address I shall try to examine the kind of church bequeathed to us by the 

pioneers who brought Anglicanism to our shores. I seek to discover the identity and 

marks of South African Anglicanism and what contribution that can make in shaping 

our society for the future. 

 

III 

I begin in the present. In recent weeks there has been a flurry of activity following 

the collapse of the Guest House in Lagos owned by the quaintly named Synagogue 

Church of All Nations under their charismatic self-styled Prophet TB Joshua. Many of 

us were very surprised that so many South Africans were regularly undertaking 

pilgrimage to this place in Lagos, and for me, that TB Joshua had such a large 

following in our country. The death of some 84 South Africans and the injuries to 

scores of others brought home to me the extent of religious consciousness in our 

country. Of course, I should have known judging by the proliferation of tent 

ministries in so many of our cities, and the phenomenal growth of pentecostal and 

charismatic sects. That, together with pastors and prophets of all kinds sometimes 

paraded on our TV screens. It is not without interest that in our country we have a 

head of state who proudly accepts an honorary title of “pastor” of one of these sects 
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and who has made much of his affiliation to fundamentalist Christianity. We also 

have the Chief Justice who is very proud of his affiliation also to one of these 

Nigerian sects, or indeed, a former President of SAFA who emerges as the 

spokesperson of the SCOAN under so called Prophet TB Joshua. One gets the 

impression that South Africans are a very religious society. “Religious” in the 

fundamentalist, non- discriminating, uncritical manner. 

 

But there are other forms of religious consciousness that abound in modern-day 

South Africa. I perceive that many African South Africans, especially, are re-

discovering their traditional cultic rituals. Often one notices young men and women  

adorned in white beads and other accoutrements of traditional healers.  Isangoma 

and traditional healers appear to be proliferating and practitioners of traditional 

cultures and religion abound. More often than not this takes place alongside the 

practitioners’ affiliation and generally commitment Christian faith practice in our 

churches.  

 

At PSC in October a motion was passed that was seeking to investigate the extent to 

which Anglican young people were being drawn to various forms of religious 

expressions in large enough numbers to be concerned and pose a threat to the 

Anglican Church, and drifting away from churches like the Anglican Church. The 

view was that the Anglican Church should understand this phenomenon, and in 

some views, take note and make the church more suited to modernday youth. It was 

also noted in conversations on the fringes of PSC that it was noticeable that the 

Anglican Church was fast changing in character and ethos, as a result. A growing 

number of white South Africans no longer remain devoted to the Anglican Church 

(especially younger white South Africans), but many move over to a variety of 

charismatic and pentecostal churches. Traditional Anglicanism, it is surmised, is 

under threat. New expressions of religion, new religions, some of them of dubious 

relationship to Christianity are to be found everywhere in our country. The historic 

African independent and indigenous churches are also growing alongside a variety 

of syncretistic religions. 

 

I make these observations not in judgment but rather to paint a picture, granted by 

broad brush strokes and in an impressionistic manner, only to try to understand the 

context in which Anglicanism is practiced in our country today. This is particularly 

interesting because 20 years into a new constitutional and democratic dispensation, 

indeed a period preceded by a suatained societal trauma under apartheid so 

brutally exposed at the TRC Hearings, religious consciousness or religiosity have 

become a prominent feature of societal expression in our day. Does this have to do 

with the freedoms and rights entrenched in our Bill of Rights, or is it South Africans 
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had been frustrated for far too long and the new South Africa has released the 

pressure bnottled up for so long? One surely gets a picture of a volatile and violent 

society, deeply divided, and at a time when bloodletting was unrestrained, either by 

law or by conscience, one then begins to understand (even if partially), the 

exploding religious culture of our country.  

 

My interest in this matter is not so much to look with envy but helpless at this 

bourgeoning phenomenon, but to take stock and recognise that there is a 

parallelism and duality that has become just as much a feature of Anglican life 

within as it is outside of the church. What frustrates one most is that Anglicans do 

not appear to have any means of judging appropriate expressions of both 

Anglicanism and Christianity. This is a pastoral matter. I leave it to social scientists 

to help us to understand the phenomenon of drift from traditional Christianity, the 

apparent and extensive religious consciousness, as well as the indications of 

instability seeking certainties in faith and in a multiplicity of faiths practices. 

 

III 

Ironically, I believe that the situation in the Eastern Frontier of the Cape in the 19th 

Century could hardly have been far removed from what we are experiencing today. 

African people (including the indigenous Khoi and San people) especially, had been 

suffering under a sustained assault to everything that they ever cherished over a 

long period of time – by 1853, it had been going on for nearly 100 years, since 

European seters set foot on our shores to establish themselves in our land, without 

invitation. The Xhosa people had experienced generation upon generation under 

attack, in resistance and rebellion, war efforts that failed and reclamation of lost 

pride, property and humanity. Every effort at reclaiming some pride was continually 

defeated and rebuffed at the hands of the superior armed invaders. They had seen 

much of the land they had occupied being reduced and settlers simply taking over, 

occupying and expelling the indigenous peoples. They saw much of their cultures 

and traditional practices, many of them attached to their environment like 

mountains and rivers, and forests, being forbidden. Thrust upon them was a new 

religion that seemed to come with threats and occupation, and dehumanisation of 

the Xhosa people.  

 

Resistance and rebellion were the natural response to conquest, and religion, 

especially to allow oneself to be coopted to the settler religion, was a kind of 

assurance of peace and benefits. It often came at too high a price. It meant a 

complete subjugation to a God of white power, and the belief that Christian salvation 

somehow would restore that which was lost, and restore the balance of power. This 

was a tough ask – to believe in that which one knew was about destruction, 
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landlessness and dehumanisation. To believe was to hope for the better; that the 

promises of this religion would be fulfilled, to no avail. Instead conquest became 

relentless, and the missionaries who brought this religion were no less conquerors 

than the asrmed bandits and a colonial administration hellbent on conquest. I can 

only imagine that many a Xhosa was perplexed about what was to be done as 

element after element of traditional society was being undermined and destroyed. 

 

I take the view then that the planting of the church was an imperial and colonial 

project. It was also part of the armoury of  conquest.2 This was often expressed in 

theological language: that conquest provided an opportunity to spread the gospel to 

the heathens; that it was indeed by divine right that England, in our case, had 

conquered the native lands, and it was for a divine purpose so as to spread the 

gospel and, says Rowan Strong, “so that the gospel that was taken across the seas 

would be the pure and reformed gospel of the Church of England., the best of all 

possible churches…” (Strong:2013:4). Inasmuch as at this time the native and 

indigenous peoples were, as it were, hit by a thunderbolt of ceaseless trauma, 

England and the Church of England especially were riding the crest of the wave in 

confidence and self-righteousness. One must remember that the Church of England 

apologists were confident about how right they were and how much of the agents of 

God they had become. The Church of England to them was “the most pure, most 

reformed, and most like the model of the early church that could be found anywhere 

in the world.” (Strong:13). Linked to empire and colony the confidence was no less, 

as Thomas Bray, the founder of the SPG could say that  the work of mission was 

incumbent upon all nations and churches, but moreso on the Church of England, “A 

Church so pure in its Doctrine, and so heavenly in its Worship, as in that respect, it is 

the fittest in the World to be the model to the new Acquisitions which shall be 

gained to the Church of Christ”(quoted in Strong:2013).  

 

Of course, this theology was not without its critics. For example, Johan William 

Colenso3 built on the teachings of FD Maurice of King’s College London to assert that 

                                                           
2
 Notwithstanding what GJ Pillay: The Anthropology of Apartheid: The Historical Search, 

September 1991, Vol 76 pp46-56 has to say at p.55 the truth remains that whatever 

motives may be imputed against the missionaries they were consciously part and parcel 

of the colonial project. Pillay calls this the “double ‘missionary’ vision of both their 

Christian and their national responsibilities.” 
3
 This universalist teaching was the foundation of Colenso’s theology. He believed that 

“Christ died for all human beings, and that man was not accursed by God who ‘has love 

for us all, for the poor heathens of Africa, as well as for that far more highly privileged 

and, therefore, also far more awfully accountable, Christians of England – and that we 
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“the good worked by the presence of God could be discovered in all men, and that 

the missionary had to identify this and build upon it – not to destroy everything in 

an attempt to rout that which was abominable” (Guy: 1983;42). This universalist 

teaching would have been frowned upon by the likes of Robert Gray for whom 

mission was about subverting the culture of the native peoples so that they take on 

the culture of being minor English. That, in fact, was the raison d’etre of Zonnebloem, 

and of Lovedale under the Glasgow Mission Society, but completely at variance with 

what LMS missionaries Johannes van der Kemp and James Read practiced at 

Bethelsdorp. 

 

One must therefore understand the zeal with which Robert Gray went about his task 

upon assuming the bishopric of Cape Town in 1848. It was the same zeal that drove 

Archdeacon Nathaniel Merriman as he went about planting Anglicanism by 

whatever means across the Eastern Frontier. Mission stations were established in 

Grahamstown (St Philip’s), St Matthew’s Keiskamahoek (among the amaMfengu), St 

Luke Nxarhuni, near East London(among the amaNdlambe), at St Mark’s at 

Bolotwas near Queenstown (among the abaThembu), and at St John’s at Gqubusi 

(among the amaGcaleka). It was with the same political passion that they partnered 

with the colonial authorities as Gray and Armstrong did to establish missions, even 

to the point of being blind to the brutality caused by the likes of Sir Harry Smith in 

subjugating all dissent from the native peoples4. That was perhaps the reason that 

the Anglican missionaries like Robert Gray were not supportive of the agitation 

caused by the LMS missionaries in the persons of Dr John Philip with the regard to 

the teatment of and dispossession of the people from their lands, or even Anglican 

clergy like Peter Masiza who denounced those who joined in the war against 

dispossession in the last War in 1877 that was about removal of Xhosa people and 

establishing the amaMfengu and, following Crimean War (1856), Germans, to be a 

corridor and barrier against the Xhosa land claimants. The creation of the new 

dioceses of Grahamstown and Natal could also be seen as part of the colonial 

project, the extension of colonial authority and entrench missionaries and European 

culture in the midst of Xhosa society. 

 

The 1850s were very dark and perilous times. Even by the time of the War of 

Mlanjeni in 1850, the British Governor had stated the project in no uncertain terms, 

“extermination is now the only word and principle to guide us” 

                                                                                                                                                                             

all belong, not to the Devil, but to Christ, though we are not yet baptized into Him’”  

(Guy: op cit, 43). 
4
 Mandy Goedhals: UnguMpriste: A Study of the Life of Peter Masiza, First Black Priest in 

the Church of the Province of Southern Africa, September 1989 Vol 68 @ 19. 
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(Crampton:2004;226) – a chilling declaration quite capable of execution given the 

then ongoing British colonial policy of extermination project of the Australian 

Aborigial people. They were the times that would lead to the greatest catastrophe 

ever – the killing of cattle and destruction of crops as part of a millenarian 

expectation instigated by Nongqause’s prophecy and her uncle Mhlakaza. Tiyo Soga 

returned from Scotland in 1857 at the height of this destruction, and he composed 

“Lizali’sidinga lakho”. There was no resistance after that possible. Instead the Xhosa 

people had to succumb to a state of landlessness, without their livestock and drifted 

towards the mission stations for work and sustenance. More than the physical, there 

was surely a deeper destruction that took place, the soul of the people. The very idea 

of humanity was gone. 

 

It would seem to me that in those early days the Anglican Church was not about to 

detach itself from or attack the colonial project. Even John William Colenso, Bishop 

of Natal did not seek to subvert the imperial pretension of the British but he was 

sufficiently honest to criticise the excesses of Governor Theophilus Shepstone, and 

he opposed the British Campaign in the Battle of Isandlwana. More interestingly for 

him, was his pioneering biblical criticism that arose from the questions that the Zulu 

were raising from their own cultural understanding and unique ways of knowing. 

For Colesno it was not possible to separate his quest for answers that he shared 

with his Zulu interlocutors about the biblical material and the purpose of salvation, 

as well as the direct consequences of that for him as a social reformer. I take Colenso 

as an early expression of unease about the certainties that bordered on the 

fundamentalist and the blindness of the church to the implications of her mission 

among the indigenous people5. His own thought and intellect could not but be 

restless, but as a theologian he sought answers in the way he knew best how to – it 

was as a theologian seeking to push the boundaries of faith. 

 

IV 

What is it about the Anglican faith that seemed to land itself to this uneasy 

relationship with its social and religious contexts?6 

                                                           
5
 Jonathan A Draper (Editor): The Eye of the Storm Bishop John William Colenso and the 

Crisis of Biblical Interpretation, 2003, Cluster Publications, especially Jonathan A Draper, 

Colenso’s Commentary on Romans: An Exegetical Assessment, 104ff, and Gordon 

Mitchell: A Moment in the ‘Long Conversation’ between African religion and Imperial 

Christianity: William Ngidi and John Colenso, 255ff. See also Harold T Lewis: A Church for 

the Future: South Africa as the Crucible for Anglicanism in a New Century, 2007: Church 

Publishing, 19-21. 
6
 It must be noted that one is not so much seeking to set out the ecclesial polity of the 

Anglican Church in its constitutions, canons and order, neither so much in the manner 
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First, it is fair to say that the emergence of the Anglican Church in South Africa came 

with the swelling  Anglo-Catholic Revival in the Church of England in Victorian 

times. The Anglo-Catholic Revival was rooted in ritual, but as it was formed and 

shaped as best as was possible in the earliest traditions of the church. It was seeking 

to recover the roots of the Catholic faith within the English Reformation. In this it 

was to be more than mere High Church, but also to have a view of the sacraments 

and spirituality. But more than that it brought with it a sense of justice and advocacy 

for peace. The SPG was very much affected by this Movement as more and more of 

her missionaries distinguished themselves according to their Catholic credentials. It 

is then fair to say that the church in South Africa was infused with this Anglo-

Catholic doctrine, I suggest through the missionaries at schools etc.7 

 

Second, with this Anglo-Catholic Revival there was a movement that was critical and 

rational in its exploration of theology. It was, if you like, a freedom of thought that 

had early advocates in FD Maurice and the Clapham Sect, and later in the Oxford 

Movement. The idea of Reason  as one of the pillars of Anglican identity alongside 

Scripture and Tradition, was important because it suggested strongly that as 

Anglicans we were free to explore our faith for each of our generations. For that to 

happen must have meant that the church had to tolerate diverse views and hold 

them together by the instrument of via media. The late Archbishop Robert Runcie 

made the point that via media was not a soft option of all things to al men. It called 

for the challenge of viewing all sides of the story and oput oneself in the place of the 

other, and to hold in tension difference. His view was that it was painful and costly 

to pursue the middle way (Hastings;1991). Religious communities like the CR, SSJE 

and SSM were very much influenced by this Movement and they brought with them 

to South Africa a spirituality drawn from a real desire to pursue an intelligent faith. 

 

Third, I venture to suggest that Anglican Theology was deeply embedded in 

incarnational theology, fully aware of the immanence of God and infusing all nature 

                                                                                                                                                                             

by which each Anglican Province is held together by bonds of fellowship with the See of 

Canterbury. Rather one is here looking to discover a shared theological exposition that is 

held by Anglicans as distinctive to its own faith, spirituality and self-understanding. 
7
 See the Resolution of the First Diocesan Synod of the Diocese of Cape Town, 1857 (the 

first such Diocesan Synod in the Church of England only took place in the Diocese of 

Lichfield in 1868!). In its Declaration of Principles the Cape Town Synod declared itself to 

be “in perfect unity and identity” with the Mother Church (Church of England) and , 

almost unconsciously expressed itself about the parceling out of the country without 

any reference to the indigenous owners of the land (see C Lewis and GE Edwards: 

Historical records of the Church of the Province of South Africa (London, 1934) 74-76. 
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with the image of God. But from this incarnational theology also emerged the idea 

that theology begins where humans explore their reality and their destiny. It does 

not begin with the divine but with the human. It is about the questions of human 

origins and destiny that the character of God is moulded. This Christian 

anthripology is in my view well articulated in earlier works like the Dominican friar 

Edward Schillebeeckx’s work, CHURCH: The Human Story of God (1989) , and in our 

time I could think of nothing more forceful and insightful than Rowan Williams’ 

address to the Synod of Bishops at the Vatican in Rome October 2012 (the first such 

Archbishop of Canterbury to be invited by the Pope, this time Benedict XVI) to 

address the Synod of Bishops. Williams, then Archbishop of Canterbury, holds the 

view that the Christian faith is a call to true humanism. Such humanism though is 

not merely secular but  spiritual and rooted in theology. This is how Williams put it: 

To be fully human is to be recreated in the image of Christ’s humanity;  and 

that humanity is the perfect human ‘translation’ of the relationship of the 

eternal Son to the eternal Father, a relationship of loving and adoring self-

giving, a pouring out of life towards the Other.  Thus the humanity we are 

growing into in the Spirit, the humanity that we seek to share with the world 

as the fruit of Christ’s redeeming work, is a contemplative humanity. 

And so the idea of the image of God, the incarnation and true humanity in Christ are 

what gets Anglicans to be conscious not always just about their sinfulness and 

fallibility, but also the responsibility to act in the manner of Christ. 

 

The ARCIC II Statement emphasises this point in relation to moral community. 

The true goal of the moral life is the flourishing and fulfilment of that 

humanity for which all men and women have been created. The fundamental 

moral question, therefore, is not "What ought we to do?", but "What kind of 

persons are we called to become?" For children of God, moral obedience is 

nourished by the hope of becoming like God (cf. 1 Jn 3:1-3).  

This engaged spirituality was very much within the Tractarian tradition best 

described in the words of the World Council of Churches Consultation on “A 

Spirituality for our Times” held at Annecy, France1984: 

Our approach all to often is excessively rational and cerebral. We fail to hear 

the simple voices, and we fail to communicate the good news so desperately 

yearned for. Our liturgies are so often aloof from life-experiences of those in 

attendance. Our churches lack an atmosphere of welcome, a language that is 

colourful and common, a style of celebration that embodies the stories and 

dreams of ordinary people We who claim to be ministers so often fail to 

serve, to listen, to allow ourselves to be changed. The Christ who is central to 

our lives and ministry often remains hidden behind our agendas and our own 
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solemn faces. We lose the connection between daily bread and the bread of 

the eucharist., between the faces of the poor and the face of Christ (16). 

 

The Church of England has at times served as the conscience of the nation in its 

exposition of the justice of God and was trusted to reflect the ‘mind’ of God to the 

nation. There are now some views that doubt whether that is the case any longer, 

the church embroiled as it has been way behind the national sentiment about the 

ordination and therefore the equality of women, latterly into the episcopate, and 

human sexuality. Mark Chapman has this observation to make: 

The church has ceased to be a major the major voice in the state after the 

idea of ‘national character’ on which that state was built collapsed. It is 

hardly surprising that it has become embroiled in inward-looking 

controversies over sexual morality. In its current state, the Church of England 

is a microcosm of the Anglican Communion – the same tensions threaten to 

divide it. Its relative weakness and rapid decline mean that it can no longer 

take for granted its position as the mother churc of Anglicanism (2006:128). 

Could this not be a commentary on the Anglican Church in Southern Africa viewed 

as bankrupt in theology, hesitant about mission and evangelism and no longer 

prophetic in proclamation of the good news? 

 

V 

The Anglican Church in South Africa was not an established church. This idea of the 

relationship to the state in foreign lands was always a complex matter for the 

church in the colonies. On the one hand, it meant that the church was very cosy with 

the colonial authorities even to the point of receiving grants from the Governor for 

the establishment of schools like Zonnebloem and being part of the deculturisation 

of the native peoples. On the other hand it has meant that the Anglican Church has 

no Two Kingdoms Theology of Martin Luther but one where church and life were 

integrated. That being the case the Anglicans had a view about the ordering of 

society and sensitive to the plight of the people. It is also the case that the Anglican 

Church’s ecclesiology is such that each Province (or national church) is the full 

expression of the Church of Christ, and not a branch of, say, Rome. The development 

of the Anglican polity recognises the rootedness of the church universal in each 

context for which the church must own and take responsibility. Out of this then has 

come the church’s fidelity to the theology and moral capacity that emerges from 

each context. 

 

The question then is asked often, why is it that Anglicans are so prominent in 

national life comparable to their actual numbers? How come that in South Africa 

Desmond Tutu enjoys international prominence not far from that of Nelson 
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Mandela? How does one explain that in the history of the struggle in South Africa the 

names of Anglican churchmen would feature very strongly: Joost de Blank, Ambrose 

Reeves, Trevor Huddleston CR, Edward Crowther, Colin Winter. Why are Anglicans 

so prominently represented in the national politics and in the liberation struggle: ZK 

Mathews, OR Tambo, Helen Joseph, to name only a few. This tradition is forcefully 

articulated by Robert Runcie, then Archbishop of Canterbury when he says 

… I believe that the Church needs to discern the signs of the Kingdom in the 

world and should attempt to identify where God is already working well 

outside the agencies of the Church. The hope is that we may use resources of 

the gospel to support and strengthen encouraging movements of the human 

spirit wherever they are found. 

This is interesting precisely because the foundation of Anglicanism in Southern 

Africa was much aligned to a discreditable british Colonial and Imperial policy. 

Indeed, Anglicans were fairly represented among those African intellectuals who 

were rebelling against the coerscive character of missionary education at places like 

Lovedale, Healdtown, Zonnebloem. It was the sons of chiefs who had been at 

Zonnebloem who led the Xhosa troops in the last war (1877), or that Makhanda and 

Dyani Tshatshu had been interpreters to the missionaries but they later took 

common cause with their people against colonial invasion. Prominent in the 

intellectual tradition of the Cape in the latter 19th century were those like Jonas 

Ntsiko, an ordained Anglican clergyman and hymn writer, who were campaigning 

for the rights of African people to their land, language and culture. Anglicans were 

no less represented in the Ethiopian Movement. The Compact with the Ethiopians to 

establish the Order of Ethiopia (1900) may have been a shy representation of an 

unstoppable trend by African Anglicans to establish themselves within the 

Communion with their own cuulture, traditions and Leadership. 

 

VI 

Bishop David Russell came into ministry in this long tradition of not just activism, 

but of spirituality and sacramental life. He read Theology at New College, Oxford, 

and then trained at the College of the Resurrection, Mirfield. That marked a lifelong 

association with the Fathers of the Community of the Resurrection, and religious 

life. From time to time he too had felt called to religious life, tested his vocation at 

one time, but ultimately decided that he would not sustain that life ultimately. Some 

of us believe that the best thing that could have happened to Fr David was to marry 

Dorothea who, at the time they met, was in religious life. That, I believe, sealed his 

own commitment to religious virtues. In time they bore two lovely boys. With 

family, Fr David had the best of all worlds. 
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Fr David’s natal home was comfortable and intellectual without being religious. But 

from his home he sucked a passion for justice and fairness. His father was a Member 

of Parliament, and he later left the United Party to form what later became the 

Progressive Federal Party. 

 

Out of his own interest he extended that reach from home to church, to seek 

ministry to black communities. I put it like that because Fr David was not a 

congregationalist. For him church extended beyond the confines of the worshiping 

community, and it embraced especially those who were marginalised. Like Charles 

Gore8, the founder of the Community of the Resurrection, he understood that 

ministry would not be possible unless and until he immersed himself in the world 

view of the people he sought to serve, to embrace their cultures and language, and 

to be steeped in their traditions. And so he went to serve as a Curate at St Matthews 

Mission, Keiskamahoek. There he learnt isiXhosa, and he was a familiar figure in the 

communities round about. It is difficult to understand what could have caused this 

yearning on his part. I can only suggest that in part was the example of the Mirfield 

Fathers, especially Fr Trevor Huddleston CR who, having been deported from South 

Africa was causing waves in Britain at the time that Fr David was studying in Oxford. 

He also had lifelong friends in the Wilsons (Monica, Francis and Lindy, as well as 

Tim and Ilse) for whom life among the amaXhosa of the AmaThole at Hogsback was 

part of their identity. 

 

It was at Dimbaza, though, that his move coincided with the enforcement of the 

forced removals policy he believed deep down that the policy was reprehensible 

and odious, and ought to be resisted. In that he would have echoed the letter that 

Archbishop Clayton wrote to the then Prime Minister HF Verwoerd, and signed just 

before he died in March 1957: 

We recognise the gravity of disobedience to the law of the land… we feel 

bound to state that if the Bill become law in its present form we should 

ourselves be unable to obey it or to counsel our clergy and people to do so 

(Paton:1973;280).  

But he went further. Archbishop Clayton is reported to have agonised about this for 

weeks. Even on the day before he died he was deeply exercised by the prospect that 

his actions might send him to prison. As we now know the Archbishop signed the 

letter to the Prime Minister and was promptly seized by a heart attack and died.  

Prophetically, his last arch-episcopal duty was to sign an explosive letter of protest t 

the prime Minister, thereby sealing the Anglican Church’s opposition to apartheid.  

 

                                                           
8
 See his lectures Lex Mundi (??) 
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I do not believe though that Fr David Russell would have had any such moral 

scepticism. He was a man driven by conviction. With the support of Fr Cos Desmond, 

a Catholic Fransciscan frair, he documented the plight of the people who had been 

removed from their homes and villages and unceremoniously dumped in Dimbaza. 

He believed that the policy was callous, inhumane and ought to be reversed. The two 

of them drew world attention to the plight of the people of Dimbaza through 

documentaries like Last Grave of Dimbaza. As if that was not enough, Fr David 

underwent a hunger strike on the steps of St George’s Cathedral in Cape Town, a 

stone’s throw from Parliament Buildings. He documented in letters to the Minister 

what it felt like to be hungry, and to live on the miserable grants given to the people 

who had been forcibly removed. 

 

David Russell felt passionately that this policy of removals and the apartheid pass 

laws were so evil that they formed very much the bedrock of his early ministry in 

Grahamstown Diocese as well as in Cape Town. For him active resistance was a 

moral imperative, even to the point of organising the long march to Cape Town from 

Grahamstown, and organising a group of clergy in Crossroads to put their own 

bodies in front of the demolition trucks. That activism was at a higher level of 

resolve that had been known in the church until then. It was an activism of 

resistance, and of taking risks, and of total identification with the oppressed, and to 

be sacrificial, if needs be. It was no longer prophetic only in denunciation of 

wrongdoing, it was also actively confronting the evil system and ro stop it right on 

its tracks. 

 

As one might expect, Bishop David was a church activist. He never failed to say his 

daily offices and the world of the suffering was his parish. Activism for him was 

rooted in prayer and in a constant and continuous engagement with the people one 

sought to serve. It was not a matter of serving only those who belonged to the 

Sunday worshipping fellowship but to be in fellowship to all whom God had 

appointed by their suffering. 

 

One does not need to go much further to draw the meanings in David Russell’s work 

about church and social justice. 

 

First, it has to be a passion for church and justice. In David Russell’s life it was not 

possible to separate the two. It was impossible to visualise a church that was unjust 

within its own structures, or hierarchical, or discriminatory  and without equality 

and still claim to be church. The church therefore was a society of salvation that 

reflected or mirrored in its life what it believed. In some ways the Pauline statement 

in 2 Tim 1:8b- 
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… relying on the power of God, who saved us and called us with a holy calling, 

not according to our works but according to his own purpose and grace. This 

grace was given to us in Christ Jesus before the ages began, buit it has now 

been revealed through the appearing of our Saviour Jesus Christ, who 

abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel. 

The church is a holy calling by grace, not by our own deeds. It fell to David Russell to 

embrace this conviction in his entire life and ministry. He was very consistent. He 

held the same passion for the ordination of women and for equality in the church. 

By choice, he always served under Black superiors: James Gawe in Dimbaza, Patrick 

Matolengwe at Holy Cross, Nyanga, Bishop Jacob Dlamini where he was Suffragan 

Bishop at the Diocese of St John’s. Later in life he was pasionate about inclusive 

ministries, embracing the ministry of gay and lesbian people and recognising the 

reality of differing sexualities.  In the new South Africa as diocesan bishop he 

chanllenged and confronted the failure of the government to resolve the issues of 

evictions of farm workers and land restitution. These were not popular causes. 

 

Second, for David Russell ministry was about Method. Many of his friends even to 

this day remember how David Russell would by chance meet with you at some 

unplanned event or meeting, and would produce a notebook from his shirt pocket 

with details about what he should discuss with you. How did he know that we were 

to meet? No, he did not, but in his daily prayers his day was mapped out and his time 

at his desk set out all that he needed to accomplish for the day. His own reading of 

Ethics and Theology was part of that search for method and rationality. That drove 

him to undertake doctoral studies at UCT as a way of confronting his own questions 

and to search for answers. 

 

Third, one remembers Fr David for his immense learning, and yet simple in his 

articulation of theology and practical in his convictions. He was well read and he 

interrogated the theology he encountered. Often his books, I seem to recall, were 

littered with marginal notes and comments, punctuations and exclamation marks. 

He engaged with his studies and made connections with his ministry.  

 

Fourth, ministry was about a sacramental life. One understands this if one has 

regard to the influence of the Anglo-Catholic life and teachings of the CR Fathers. But 

sacramental life is not just confined to ritual, important as that was. It was also just 

as much about holding sacred what God has given and seeking to enact the faith of 

Christ in the drama of life. 

 

Fifth,  a wholly integrated life in the midst of God’s people. 
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VII 

What then does that tell us about religious life in our country, a subject I began this 

discourse on. There is a sense in which all religion has value. At the same time one 

has to remember that there is bad religion as well. Not all religion is of God. There is 

much that masquerades as religion that is actually a business venture or a money-

making scheme; or it is merely about power and control over the lives of others. It is 

impirtant that we equip people wiuth the tools to discern critically where religion 

becomes a source of evil. Religion is only partly about a value system, or about a 

sense of belonging in a corporate world of shared beliefs. It is about the inner being 

seeking belief, or about a vision of God in one’s life. At other times though religion 

becomes subjugation and abandonment to the will of the other. It requires absolute 

trust and unquestioning commitment. To sum up, religion is about un-freedom and 

un-thinking. For many of us that is a frighjtening thought, but to many it is also 

attractive because it provides a sanctuary of assurance. 

 

Religious consciousness does get manipulated to serve all kinds of obscene 

purposes. These include being exclusive and intolerant of difference; pursuing a 

singular and hegemonic narrative of life, and being an authoritarian and centralising 

thought to the dominant mold. I would suggest that this is false religion. In politics 

religious imagery is dominant because it may speak to the heart of people and to 

this Christian idea of Expectation – that is often unrealised! It does not surprise me 

therefore that there is emerging a partnership between oppressive politics and 

fundamentalist religion. Rowan Williams makes the point in defence of religion 

when he says 

In short, as religion – corporate, sacramental and ultimately doctrinal 

religion – settles into this kind of awareness, it becomes one of the most 

potent allies possible for genuine pluralism: that is, for social and political 

culture that is consistently against coercion and institutionalised inequality 

and that is cmmitted to serious public debate about common good (2012:95). 

 

VIII 

What about African Anglicans? I have observed above that many Anglicans are not 

only leaving the church to join various un-Anglican formations like charismatic, 

pentecostal faiths; there is also the phenomenon of Anglican priests being purveyors 

of schism and forming “their own” churches, or Anglicans in revolt against their 

bishops, or Anglicans who are practitioners of African traditional cultures and 

practices in a duality of faiths, maybe. In my mind I raise this question about the 

substance of Anglican belief and whether such Anglican credo is sustainable against 

competing beliefs? I raise it in part because It is very hard to believe that Anglicans 

would not be critical and rational about matters of faith, or fail to investigate the 
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claims of the purveyors of faith, or seek sacramental ways of life expressions. Clearly 

there is something missing between what we believe and what we actually do. The 

challenge is help one understand why that is the case. 

 

It ocurs to me that as Anglicans in Africa we have not systematically imagined what 

it is to be both African and Anglican. We are in danger of becoming just another 

church of black or African Englishmen and women. The question must be asked, 

what is it that Africa offers or contributes to world Anglicanism? As we speak, Africa 

contributes about half of adherents to the Anglican Communion, and represents the 

fastest growing of the Anglican Churches world-wide. It seems to me that Anglicans 

in Africa are overly preoccupied with matters that have only marginal interest to the 

daily living of African Anglican Christians. I always tell my students that Christianity 

in Africa is coterminous if not predates Christianity in much of Western Europe. As 

early as 62 CE the church was established in Africa by St Mark in Egypt. We also 

know that African theologians contributed immensely to the development and 

shaping of Christian doctrine right from the beginning. Having said that, I surprise 

my students when I turn around and I ask them, what precisely was African about 

the teachings of Athanasius, of Origen, or of Arius – of Cyprian or Tertullian or 

Augustine? All have made unparallelled contributions to Christian doctrine as we 

know it, and all were Africans. But there must be more to being African that just to 

be born and being geographically resident in Africa. Almost all of these Fathers were 

infused with  Greek philosophy or Latin theology. Those days there was not much 

concern about asking the hard question: what makes being African distinctive? 

 

That examination begins for me with Colenso’s thought and theology: 

The work of a missionary, when regarded in a true light as that of 

endeavouring not to save a few souls from everlasting burnings, but to raise 

a whole race to the true dignity of man, as a child of God, a being endowed 

with intellectual, moral and spiritual faculties, is one of the highest, most 

interesting, most ennobling that can engage our powers (Nicholson, quoted 

in Draper:2003;179). 

But that is only the starting point. It does require revisiting our entire theological, 

liturgical and spiritual construct. In particular to seek that which African culture has 

bestowed upon us, a more human face, and contrary to the missionary enterprise, to 

build community in an inclusive manner through a network of caring and 

transforming relationships, and for a faith that is not cloistered but is visible in the 

marketplace of ideas and action for the common good. Yes, it does mean recognising 

that before the missionary set foot on African soil God was present and at work 

among God’s people. An exercise of drawing from African belief systems could 
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unerath a systematic theology for the world. In other words World Anglicanism 

could learn much from being Christian and Anglican from an African mode.  

 

It will require recognising better and diferent ways of doing theology growing that 

out of the experiences of  communities in worship, ritual and ideas of God. It may 

also require recognition as scriptural in avirtual canon that narrates God’s dealings 

with the people of Africa, rather than exclusively with the people of Israel. We know 

now since FD Maurice that we could no longer generate Christian allegiance by 

instilling fear in or abstracting cultures from the saving grace of Christ, or by 

elevating some cultures above others. It may require a recognition of the 

universality of salavation. 

 

My point is that when we open up theology afresh can we discover insights that 

have been there but which a combination of history and oppressive religion have 

obscured from us. African Anglicans can take the First Pauline Letter to Timothy at 

his word, and to promote teaching that is aimed at “love that comes from a pure 

heart, a good conscience, and a sincere faith” (1:5). I fervently believe that we 

African people are Anglicans by grace. Otherwise so much of what the English 

missions have done to us and to our country was enough to turn our people away 

from not just the Anglican Church, but the Christian faith in toto. I guess that had 

something to do with the failure of Christian missions in the East! 

 

IX 

My final point is drawn from that statement by Rowan Strong about a church that is 

confident and unashamed of what it beieves. “God did not give us a spirit of 

cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and love and of self-discipline” (2Tim 1:7). 

For me this is not about humility, or just being modest and self-effacing whatever 

virtue may lie behind those qualities. It means venturing out into the less known, 

less familiar and even the unknown in a missional quest for the Christ of our times. 

Is it not the case these days that the Anglican Church is less and less visible in public 

life to Anglicans themselves. Is it not what lies behind Anglicans being less assured 

about their church, and less proud about its achievements, and less willing to be 

part of the corrective solution to its ills, and forthrights in its efforts to redeem the 

world for Christ? Why is it that far too many Anglican churches have let go of that 

distinctive Anglican character of the Prayer Book, and appropriate liturgical dress, 

and music that is theologically and spiritually sound, and theology and Christian 

teaching that has depth and relevance and context-specific, or even the dance and 

idiom and wisdom of the ages and drawing just as much from African anthropology?  
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Where do we find Anglicans at prayer daily in our land today, and the places where 

Anglicans are defined by their eucharistic practice? We have become, like the 

ancient Israelites, a nation that is howling for a king “like other nations” (1 Samuel 

8:5). Edward Schillebeeckx (1989:234) reminds us that the church only has a future 

to the degree to which it is a saving presence in the future of human beings and their 

world. It is that future that African Anglicans must define, and that will define the 

character of African Anglicanism. Anglicanism, in Rowan Strong’s words, has been a 

form of western christianity that has “brought together scripture and liturgy, word 

and sacraments, tradition and contemporary learning, individual conversion and 

ecclesial community” (2013:14). 

 

Twenty years into democracy and a constitutional dispensation in our country, and 

160 years since this diocese was established how do we let free the energy and 

idealism and resilience that has formed this church for this land. That is the 

challenge for ours and future generations. 
ends 
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