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The roles of Christianity in general 
and churches in particular wi th 
reference to their South African 
polit ical context have always been 
a controversial and much written 
about subject. Charles Villa-Vicen-
cio's Trapped in Apartheid repre­
sents a fresh — and one dare say. 
radical — look at the historical role 
of the inst i tut ional ised English-
speaking churches. This book in­
deed offers naught for your com­
fort. 

As an interdisciplinary study the 
work excels. Firstly, it realistically 
views the church as "a microcosm 
of the larger polit ical macrocosm" 
(p 91). As a socio-historical study it 
succeeds as a well-researched crit­
ical analysis of the English churches' 
role in the establishment of colo­
nial, and later, apartheid rule. Sec­
ondly , it does not protect the 
churches from criticism of invest­
ment in self-interest regarding eco­
nomic and polit ical power. 

In the first part of the book Villa-
Vicencio shows clearly that the 
mainline English churches did not 
fundamentally challenge colonial 
and/or minority rule. On the con­
trary, they contributed to the estab­
lishment of an unjust socio-econo­
mic order and perpetuated colonia-
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Germany visit 
provoker for the whole group, while 
on a lighter note, an evening with 
the Cuban jazz band, Irakere, 
seemed very popular. 

In conclusion, we can safely say 
that the tour provided the Germans 
wi th a fascinating cross-section of 
South African political thought and 
exposed them, and perhaps our­
selves, to the complexities of the 
South African socio-polit ical d i ­
lemma But for us* Was this a mere 

lism and apartheid rule 
It is also i l lustrated that the 

church rarely opposed capitalist ex­
ploi tat ion and paid very l i t t le more 
than l ip service to the struggle 
against apartheid and minority rule. 
Villa-Vicenck) argues that there is 
"no evidence to suggest that the 
socio-economic commitment of the 
English speaking churches was 
essentially different from that of 
the Afrikaans churches" (p 86} 

If this is not enough to shock the 
smug Christian, the argument that 
the English churches were at the 
least silent observers, if not co-
builders to an authoritarian "Theo-
logised Nationalism" (p 140), wi l l 
certainly do so! 

Apart from this and a social ana­
lysis derived from Marx and Weber, 
another essentially positive aspect 
of the book (part 2) is the new and 
radical way in which prayer, piety 
and spiritual involvement is inter­
preted. Rather than opting for reli­
gion equating pathological domina­
t ion, Villa-Vicencio suggests a libe­
rating ecclesiology. Here religion 
becomes a deep and continual libe­
ration and force of social renewal. 
In a sense the book is pastoral guid­
ance for those who experience (or 
practise) religion as a pathological 
one-dimensional projection. It es­
tablishes a new liberating impera­
t ive. 

As prognosis Villa-Vicencio be­
lieves in a spiritual praxis ("creative 
sharing, redeeming grace"), ground­
ed in the liberating ecclesiology not 
only aimed at the poor, but for the 
poor. The spiritual and horizontal 
level (to use outdated terms) is thus 
linked to contextual action. Itcomes 

geographical dislocation from South 
Africa, a brief physical journey, or 
did we change some attitudes, per­
haps even some values? Did we, or 
at least some of us, cross a few 
mental rubicons? As the tour came 
to an end, one of the members of 
our group remarked: 

"On the whole, I feel the trip 
to have been a great success. 
Everybody learnt a great deal 
about the Federal Republic, 
from its culture to its polit ical, 
as well as being exposed to 
different views from wi th in 
our own ranks." 
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as no surprise to the enlightened 
reader that the marginalised church 
becomes the bearer of this libera­
t i o n . Perhaps the Kairos of the 
church is the pressing note that 
"What makes the church of the 
poor different is that it not only 
articulates, but makes concrete and 
begins to institutionalise new cul­
tural visions in actual history mak­
ing groups'' (p 214). This idea is 
derived from Barth's "belief in the 
ul t imate significance of the his­
torical process" (p 214). 

The more critical reader might 
remark that too litt le content is 
given to change, for example, the 
Africanisation of theology. The 
same criticism could be levelled at 
the practical implications of such a 
liberating ecclesiology. Very l itt le 
is said about the influence of such 
changes on preaching and evangeli­
sation. The book, although easily 
accessible to the academic reader 
is perhaps too grounded in the aca­
demic's lingua-franca and could be 
presented in a more populist way 
— People's Theology? 

However, having said this, the 
book is a well-timed contribution 
to the socio-political and theolo­
gical ref lect ion and practice in 
South Africa. For students in theo­
logy, lay persons and "the animo 
pol i t ico" the book is a valuable 
piece of work and as reading matter 
a must. 

As a prescribed work it can also 
be put to good use in disciplines 
such as polit ical science, religious 
studies, contextual theology and 
contemporary history. 

REVIEW BY: IAN LIEBENBERG 
Reseach Consultant, IDASA 

Nobody can deny that this was 
an educative and stimulating expe­
rience. But it remains dif f icult to 
assess the real impact of our tour 
on the individual participants and 
on the broader South African poli­
tical situation; only time wi l l pro­
vide a realistic answer. It was, never­
theless, a sad commentary on our 
country that we had lo migrate so 
far to learn; not so much about 
other people and their views, but 
about democracy and ourselves. 

— Andre Zaaiman 
(National Student Coordinator) 


