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While a bewildering palate of often diverse and contradictory theologies vie for the paintings of our lives, my own take on the dance between God and humanity (and especially the decisive part free will plays in the narrative of human history) is an eclectic blend of various Catholic, Protestant, and Eastern Orthodox systems.

When I was younger, I favored “top-down” systems that emphasized Christ’s divine nature.  However, as the years rolled by, my thoughts explored the logical implications of the Nazarene’s human nature, one I have experienced in faith as seamlessly and simultaneously coexistent with His divine nature in the eternal life of one perfectly unified Person.  Consequently, my experiences with, of, and in the world have forced me to weigh theological features that might make sense of the many obvious and sometimes not so obvious ramifications of the Incarnation.

The neat and confident systems of my youth soon gave way to a thick playbook of diverse ideas about God and man.  A very loose system (with concepts disparate enough to account for the mystery of what it means to be human while still recognizing the divine that is both inside and outside of human history) took shape within me over the years.  Eventually, I became attracted to many ideas in process theology.

Process Theology

“A theological movement based on the view of reality in which process, change, and evolution are as fundamental as substance, permanence, and stability.”

(http://www.theology.edu/theology/glossary.htm)

In the fall of 2000, I took an English course in film studies at Kennesaw State University focusing on the torturous saga of social turmoil in South Africa.  In researching the films, I became fascinated with the huge part liberation theology has played in helping to secure the political and economic enfranchisement of indigenous South Africans so they could more effectively pursue self-determination, justice, and other basic human rights.  Apartheid (1948-1984), that de facto enslavement of black South Africans by their European colonizers, most of whom resolutely and even piously held the theologically based worldview of the Dutch Reformed Church at that time, became the focal point of contention between two divergent and diametrically opposed Christian theological systems.

Liberation Theology

“A school of theology that finds in the Gospel a call to free people

from political, social, and material oppression.”
(The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language,

 Fourth Edition by Houghton Mifflin Company, 2003)
Again, I was fascinated because this major and often bloody conflict between two theologies was yet another undeniable historical illustration that Christianity has never been a monolithic social and political construct.  Instead, it is a potpourri of interpretations, cultures, and political movements that have evolved over centuries, a living and divine force, yet one controlled and steered by flawed humans who are positive they know God’s will as they listen to the Holy Spirit through imperfect human ears clogged with the wax of Original Sin.

In considering the struggle against the bondage of Apartheid, I could not help but think that it had been a long time since Jesus pounded sand out of His sandals, overturned tables in the Temple, and tried to knock some sense into the heads of Pharisees, Sadducees, disciples, and other religious and political leaders and movers and shakers.  Yet, in South Africa (and all other earthly places, through God’s ongoing Incarnation), perhaps He was still doing what He had been doing over two thousand years ago.  While there is no way of knowing through reason, faith leads me to believe He was, is, and will always do so.

While I support many goals of liberation theology, I do not consider myself comfortably at home in that camp.  Neither am I completely at peace with process theology (or with any one isolated theological structure for that matter).  Rather, the more I live, the more inclined I am to attempt daily leaps of faith as so persuasively argued in the writings of Søren Kierkegaard, leaps of the human spirit enabling me to traverse the treacherous and therefore exhilarating human landscape within the unendingly transcendent and yet always immanent God Who enthralls me. 
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As one analytically considers films recounting the many sacrifices South Africa’s indigenous individuals and groups have made to secure their political freedom and self-determination, the parts that different forms of the Christian religion have played in that struggle—both good and ill—become readily apparent with each successive film.  In fact, utterly opposed interpretations of the Gospel form interesting motifs that enrich and inform the central themes of movies about South Africa in a manner suggested by Timothy Corrigan (80).  Of particular interest are the theological underpinnings of two almost wholly opposed Christian forces: those championed by the Dutch Reformed Church of the mid-17th century, and those propelled by political theologies that began to emerge around the time of the formation of the African National Congress in 1912.

Like various other themes in many movies about South Africa, the motif of religion and theology acts as an underlying matrix upon which directors, cinematographers, and even actors can and do fashion their artistic work.  Movies such as Harold M. Shaw’s Die Voortrekkers (1916), Zoltan Korda’s Cry, the Beloved Country (1951), and even Jamie Uys’s comic The Gods Must Be Crazy (1980) are full of instances where an awareness of the theological nature and implications of the religious beliefs and theological positions of a given character is essential to understand the motives and choices of that person (Benson 25).  More importantly, the history of South Africa itself was in large part projected upon the silver screen of world public opinion—opinions and positions formed in large part by the world community that unsparingly considered the theological implications of the Gospel as it applies to both the spiritual as well as to the earthly realm of all citizens, regardless of their race, color, creed, and country.

The Christian theology of the late 20th-century, at least that known as political theology, is far different from that held and practiced by the settlers of the 17th-century’s Dutch Reformed Church.  However, until the 20th-century, that form of Christianity was the predominant Christian influence on South Africa’s educational, social, and political vistas.  Unfortunately, from the very beginning of the Dutch colonial enterprise, the revolutionary and even radical message of Jesus was obscured and even contradicted by brutal and immoral acts of the commercial government—one that appointed ministers who, according to Leonard Thompson, condoned placing those of European descent over all other races (52).  By 1857, so much pressure was brought to bear on the Dutch Reformed Church that its synod authorized the complete separation of white and “coloured” congregations, even banning non-white children from public schools (66).  Certainly, while apartheid was not conceived within the Dutch Reform Church, the birth of that pernicious ideology can be traced in large part to that body’s acquiescence in the face of a multitude of commercial and societal demands far removed from the spirit of essential Christian values.  Eventually, Afrikaner nationalists would misperceive that acquiescence as a pseudo-religious mandate to aggressively, openly, and successfully pursue social, educational, and political agendas and policies permeated with racist ideologies and a fascist governmental form and substance not unlike that of Hitler’s Third Reich.

Overt views of racial superiority and distain for native Africans, perceived as nothing but expendable “savages” (sic), are nakedly visible in Harold M. Shaw’s Die Voortrekkers (1916).  Here, the Zulu king Dingaan and his people are depicted as cannibals, even though there is no historical basis for such a portrayal.  A messenger reports to Dingaan, “We have eaten up hundreds of whites, Oh Elephant, but in turn have left many of our braves on the field of battle.”  Ironically, of actual historical significance is the treaty by which the Dutch gained “the place called Natal, with all the land annexed for their everlasting property” for virtually nothing.  If anyone was guilty of cannibalization, it was the Dutch, who “ate up” the very essence of their Zulu hosts by consuming land and cattle, the distillation of the tribe’s communal spirit and life force.

One cannot help but wonder why the theology of the Dutch Reformed Church did not prevent the manipulation of its brand of Christianity by the perverse forces of the world for which it was founded to overcome.  It must be kept in mind that the Dutch Reformed Church, like most Christian denominations, was extremely evangelical during the years before apartheid.  As is the case with many evangelical churches, unconscious attitudes and subtle forces of superiority, patronization, and unilateral agendas undoubtedly emerged.  There are also other ways—all unconscious—in which an evangelically based religion tends to distance, diminish, and disenfranchise the very people it purports to help.  These ways tend to manifest themselves theologically; that is, they have as their common denominator an underlying theological unsuitability for carrying the Christian message to cultures far different from the European philosophies from which it emerged.  In the case of the Dutch Reformed Church, this underlying theological perspective was, of course, Calvinistic.

While it is not feasible in a paper of this limited scope to discuss the many elements of Calvinism that made it difficult, if not impossible, to accurately translate to South Africa’s many cultures and subcultures what the former Chair of the University of Notre Dame’s Department of Theology, Richard P. McBrien, refers to as the “kerygma,” or the essential “message of the Christian Gospel as it was originally proclaimed,” listing and discussing two basic features of Calvinism may perhaps be in order (1248).  The first of these concerns Calvin’s view of humans in general.  He held that “all humans, because of Original Sin deserve to be damned” (McBrien 634).  The second feature involves Calvin’s three part view of predestination: namely, “we can do nothing for our salvation; some are saved to manifest divine grace; and there are signs by which one can tell one is saved [such as] profession of true faith, upright life, and attendance at the Lord’s Supper” (McBrien 634).  Furthermore, it was Calvin’s view that the saved (“the Elect”) are easily identified by their material success as well as by their elevated social, educational, and political stations in life.  There seems to be no place for the poor and simple of Africa in Calvin’s theology (or anywhere for that matter).  Moreover, such a theology must have been unappealing, demeaning, and in direct contrast to the life and message of Christ.

Europeans, subtly conditioned in large part by the Calvinistic view of their material possessions as tangible signs of God’s favor, utterly failed to appreciate the far deeper spiritual (not to mention human) dimensions of both Christian and non-Christian indigenous populations for whom wealth took drastically different forms.  This situation is superbly and even humorously portrayed in a scene from director Zoltan Korda’s film, Cry, the Beloved Country (1951).  While traveling by train to Johannesburg on a mission to find his wayward sister and son, the Reverend Stephen Kumalo, an aging Anglican priest of Zulu background, is curious about the gold mines of which he has heard so much.  When simple but worldly-wise fellow native African traveling companions point out the mines, Kumalo asks, “Who digs it?”  When he is told that native Africans dig the gold out of the ground, Kumalo then asks, “What do the white men do with the gold?”  Amidst gentle laughter, he is told, “They sell it to the white men in America…who have a big hole in the ground, and then [they] put it all back again!”

Similarly, in Jamie Uys’s The Gods Must Be Crazy (1980), a discarded Coke bottle, perhaps the perfect and overt worldwide symbol of spiritually numbing commercialism, becomes an almost fatal curse to a Kalahari bushman, his family, his tribe, and indeed his world.  While the film is presented as a comedy, the stark reality of the European and American penchant for making a buck by any means, even if it costs a man his very soul, is a dark motif never far from the slapstick humor of the film.  Again, it is as though those who display the outward (rather than inward) signs of Christian salvation (here the pursuit of wealth in the commercial and technological world) are deemed more worthy than those whose values are infused by the soul of the land which sustains and, in essence, redeems them in no less a way than does Christ.

South Africa’s political theology of the oppressed stands in stark contrast to the evangelical form of Christianity as discussed above.  Ideally suited to address both the spiritual and corporeal needs and aspirations of the masses rather than only of the elite, political theology in South Africa shares many of the same characteristics found in the Latin American liberation school, the principle exponents of which are Hugo Assmann of Brazil, a Protestant, and Gustavo Gutierrez of Peru, a Catholic.  In the words of Richard McBrien, such a theology “stresses the motif of liberation from economic, racial, and cultural oppression and reinterprets the sources of Christianity in accordance with that motif” (60).  McBrien continues by stressing that political theology “insists on the connection between theory and practice and, therefore, suggests that every statement about God and salvation must be translatable into a statement about the human condition in its total social and political situation” (60).

One can readily observe cinematic as well as historical characters in South Africa’s struggle for political freedom and self-determination who have been either consciously or unconsciously influenced by one or more of the various elements of political theology.  The Reverend Theophilus Msimangu, magnificently played by Sidney Poitier in Korda’s Cry, the Beloved Country (1951), is a case in point.  Msimangu is unrelenting in his efforts to address the many human needs of Reverend Kumalo.  It is important to note that those needs are not only spiritual but also psychological and material as well.  Consideration of the whole human—the physical, intellectual, psychological, as well as the spiritual—is a hallmark of political and liberation theology.

Desmond Tutu, Anglican archbishop of Cape Town and recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1984, along with many other clergy, served in the place of secular antiapartheid leaders in exile (Thompson 239).  In 1996, he was appointed by President Mandela to supervise the Truth Commission that so equitably and civilly redressed crimes of the former apartheid government and of the African National Congress (ANC) as well.  In 1988, Tutu and a delegation of black South Africans convinced President George H. W. Bush to “distance himself [and therefore America] from Pretoria” (Sampson 382).  All of these acts, and more, are examples of “faith in action,” a quality of one who is moved by and practices political theology.

Finally, former South African President Nelson Mandela himself, though not a professed Christian, nonetheless is an incarnation of political theology’s “Man for Others.”  In addition, a recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize (1990), his accomplishments are Promethean—certainly too numerous to mention here.  However, if one were to write an epilogue to those numerous achievements, one could do no better than Martin Meredith, who said, “The transformation of South Africa from a country riven by racial division and violence to a fledgling democracy stands as one of the supreme triumphs of the twentieth century.  Mandela’s role in this transformation was vital to that success” (555).  Nelson Mandela’s almost Christ-like suffering, redemptive in both its tenor and effect, and his unrelenting struggle for the enfranchisement of all citizens of South Africa, regardless of their race, creed, or economic, educational, and social position, exemplifies the political theologian’s vocation to bring Christ to the people as opposed to bringing the people to Christ.  

The theology of evangelization inexorably led to secular decisions in South Africa that consistently served the vested commercial and political interests of European settlers to the economic impoverishment, educational detriment, and political disenfranchisement of numerous indigenous people of vastly different cultures and subcultures over whole centuries.  As South Africa enters the twenty-first century, it will be interesting to see what history it will fashion now that more of its inhabitants share in its decisions for a future that is beginning to emerge from the colonial bondage that culminated in the apartheid state.  Even more so, it will be interesting to see what kind of film art will evolve from the experience of South Africa’s coming of age.
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