Black Theology:
opiate or material force?
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The struggle for Azania is contex-
ed by settler-colonialism, as a
form of imperialist domination
and accompanied by a capitalist
mode of production which, con-
trary to what its apologists have
wanted us to believe, has not
been blind as to the colour of
whom it exploits., At the
ideological level the domination of
the Black people has taken the
form of christianisation and
education, among others, as
forms of ‘civilisation’. We do not
need to retrace the history of mis-
sionary enterprise in this country
in order to appreciate the validity
of our conviction, suffice it to sum
up the situation in the words of Dr
Takatso Mofokeng;

“The introduction of Christian
religion at gun point by these
European colonizers and settlers
determined the history of the
Christian church in South Africa””
(1)

This is not surprising nor is it
peculiar to our situation. In all
situations of class/racial domina-
tion religion and other institutions
of ‘socialisation” serve the
ideological function of reproduc-
ing or facilitating the reproduction
of the current social relations in
the minds of the oppressed. The
basic doctrines of the church
would thus serve as ‘theological
safes’ that render it morally im-

“"BOTHA IS MY BROTHER
WHETHER HE LIKES IT OR NOT"'

possible for the underprivileged of
that society to develop an
ideological suspicion to current
social relations.

In occupied Azania christianity
has thus served the ideological in-
terests of the white settler-
colonialists - and their imperialist
sponsors and it is in this context
that Marx’'s analysis of religion as
an opiate of the people becomes
relevant.

However, the rise of Black Con-
sciousness - as an expression of
proletarian ideology -spear-
headed the rise of Black Theology
- an an ideological response to the
contribution of the Christian
church to racial domination. The
era of BC exposed the effects of
imperialist ideology on the minds
of the oppressed and carried out a
calculated attack on and con-
scious departure from the settler-
colonialist value-system that had
served to foster a docile self-
image among the oppressed.

For Black Theology this meant the
realisation of religious fanaticism
among the masses, resulting in an
internalisation of their condition
on the one hand, and a concerted
effort to "interpret religion as a
liberatory philosophy’® on the
other. The latter has become per-
tinent especially with the realisa-
tion that the struggle for Azania
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will reach its efficacious end only
with the establishment of a Black
proletarian dictatorship.

The question facing Black
theologians in this context would
thus be: how can the Christian
faith, which has obviously reach-
ed a large section of the pro-
letariat, be used as a positive
force contributory to the revolu-
tionary consciousness necessary
to guide our liberatory project?

The Position of Black Theology
Dr |I. Mosala is one Black
theologian who has come close
to answering the above question
when he raises his concern for
ideological captivity of Black
Theology to white theology as he
concludes:

“It cannot be contested that
although Black Theology had
developed and is well and alive, it
has not yet as a weapon of
theory, become the property of
the struggling masses. To this ex-
tent it is a theory that has not yet
become a material force because
it has not gripped the masses’’ (2)

In a different context William R
Jones raises the same concern
with regards to Black Theology in
the US. He explores three theories
of social change that have in-
fluenced Black theology. These
are:



1. The Maoist “‘eye-for-an-eye’’
approach. This derives from Mao
Tse Tung's thought that ''Political
power grows out of the barrel of a
gun...It is only by the use of the
gun that the working class and the
labouring masses can defeat the
armed bourgeoise and landlords’’.
The ruling class will never
negotiate its power away.

2. The "‘any-means-necessary’’
approach of Malcolm X, deriving
from Malcolm’s thought that the
context and extent of repression
will determine the means the op-
pressed will use in their liberation.
““Don’t die alone. Let your dying
be reciprocal. That is what is
meant by equality.”’ However, the
guiding principle for Malcolm is
that the first option open to the
masses is the ballot, only if this is
not successful should the gun be
considered. Malcolm’s theory is
also called “"ballot or bullet™’.

3. Martin Luther King Jr's “'other-
cheek’” approach, deriving from
King's non-violent strategy. King,
following Gandhi, taught that to
fight the oppressor violently is not
helpful to either side and that the
sight of the undeserved suffering
of the oppressed will challenge
the conscience of the oppressors
and lead them to change their
minds.

William Jones takes issue with the
King approach and concludes that
it did no more than promoting
white arrogance which led to him
being sanctified as a hero in the
US. Thus we see three positions
from which Black Theology could
derive theoretical tools: Mao's
‘Bullet for a Bullet’, Malcolm's
‘Ballot or Bullet’” and King's ‘No
Bullet at all’. Jones leaves the
question open for Black
theologians to choose an ap-
propriate model. (3)

In our context we wish to argue
that Black theology as it is now,
has not been able to break with
the imperialist Christian values.
It's tendency to use the same
models and principles of articula-
tion as white theology has led to it
reproducing the dominant
ideological forms. In this way
Black theology has become an
opiate of the masses. This is
notable especially with the
writings and sayings of such
theologians as Dr Allan Boesak,
Bishop Tutu and others. This wiill
become clear as we take the
following arguments on Black

theology:

1. It lost sight of its material con-
text:

As is said above, the context of
Black theology was a realisation
of a need for self-affirmation by
Blacks. At the ideological level
this meant a conscious and
deliberate rejection of the whole
value-system of the racist regime
on the one hand, and a develop-
ment and infusion on the minds of
the masses of a revolutionary con-
sciousness necessary for them to
carry out their historical task of
establishing a new order
characterised by the dictatorship
of the Black proletariat.

The presupposition this has for
Black theology of liberation is that
its point of departure should not
be an abstract universalism that
would end summing up both the
oppressor and oppressed under
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the same fate. The Christian faith
as it came to us has to be seen as
both an ideclogical product of the
imperialist society and as a
weapon of domination over the
masses. We can therefore not
view the Christian faith as an
ideologically innocent entity.
Allan Boesak, an avowed Black
Theologian, says:

"Christian faith transcends alf
ideologies and all nationalistic
ideals. It transcends specific
groups and nations with their
specific ideals and interests’’ (4)

What we hear Dr Boesak saying
here is that Christian faith as a
human reflection on God and
nature operates above the
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material reality of class/racial con-
flicts. Dr Boesak is thus sacrificing
the struggle of the masses by sub-
jecting it to the judgement of an
ideological tool of domination
which he calls "Christian faith’.
There is no neutral faith in the

world of class/racial domination
-Christian faith must either be a

gun for the oppressor or a gun for
the oppressed.

The logical ethical conclusion
Boesak's tendency has had has
been to view with suspicion all at-
tempts by the oppressed to utilise
their faith as a positive force to
advance their struggle, as Bishop
Zulu’s sentiment shows:

““Some proponents of Black
theology give the impression that
theology should be the hand-maid
of the Black revolution and that
this revolution necessarily must
be violent’’ (5)

Once the ethical agenda for Black
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The Making of Christian Soldiers

Theology is set by another
theology, Black theology will lose
sight of its enemy and might end
up fighting against the masses. If
Black theologians have seen a
need for a Black theology then
they must begin to see a need to
do it on Black terms. The reality of
our society is that there is no com-
mon ground for both the op-
pressor and the oppressed and no
amount of piety on the part of
Black theologians will help bridge
that gap at the ethico-ideological
level. As long as Black theologians
maintain a 'non-ideological’ ap-
propriation of the Christian faith,
they are operating at a level dif-
ferent from where the masses are.



2. Interclassism.

By this we mean the interpretation
of the christian faith in such a way
that both the oppressor and op-
pressed are seen equally as sin-
ners, and the view that the Bible is
a record of a single history -God's
revelation in history.

Mosala tackles this problem when
he questions the blind conception
of the Bible as the '"Word of God"’
in Black theology. Black
theologians seem to see one God
in the Bible and their view of the
Bible is that it is an unfolding
whole. Thus the Bible as a site of
class/race struggles is absolutised
as an instrument of obedience.
This is interclassist in that the pro-
blems of one class are universalis-
ed and made human problems: the
needs of one class, always those
of the ruling class, are generalised
as normal human needs. This is
what another Black theologian
says;

"““The Black man shares in the
basic humanity of alf men. He has
the same basic longings, hopes,
ambitions as anybody else....like
all men the Black man is a fallen
creature”’ (6)

What material experience of the
oppressor forms the basis for the
oppressed to see any con-
vergance of longing or needs bet-
ween them?

““This line of thought’', protests
Rostagno “‘placed the exploited
and the exploiter, the revolu-
tionary and the imperialist, who
were in need of pardon, under the
same heading”’ (7]

Again this interclassism, this ab-
soluteness of scriptures over and
above material reality leads to yet
another tragedy for Black
Theology — INCLUSIONISM
(qualititive alliance of the op-
pressor and oppressed as one in
the struggle). Alan Boesak
demonstrates this ideological
weakness when dealing with the
question of liberal whites:

“| speak of...those whites who
have clearly committed
themselves to the struggle for
liberation and who, through their
committment have taken upon
themselves the condition of
Blackness...In a real sense they
bear the marks of Christ. They are
part of the Black Church.”’ (8)

Bishop Tutu has maintained his
position on the conviction that
‘‘Botha is my brother whether he

likes it or not'’. This sums up our
scepticism. These people are
known by the world not only as
our leaders but also as represen-
tatives of Black thought both at
the theological and secular levels
and this makes it important for us
to scrutinize their points of depar-
ture and conclusions over and
against our struggle.

We say that the theology they
develop is an opiate because it
seeks allies with the oppressors. It
poses a moral dilemma for the
revolutionary struggle and the
moral questions it raises do not
unfold out of the dynamics of the
struggle itself but from the fears
and concerns of the white com-
munity. In promoting an ap-
propriation of faith above the
limits of our situation it is putting
the masses at the mercy of the op-
pressors.

3. Ethical Revisionism

themselves that they can salvage
theology. The fact that Western
theology has been racist, sexist,
capitalist, colonialist and im-
perialist has not been a mistake on
the part of its proponents. To
claim that white Christians have
used theology for their economic
interests must not make us feel
sorry for theology - it is their
theology. Our major project is
how do we deal with this
theological onslaught, how do we
theologise our own interests.

Black theologians have thus un-
fairly accused white theologians
for not taking into consideration
the experiences of the Black peo-
ple when theologising (as if white
theologians had any choice).
Black theologians seem scared to
be seen to start something new.
As another Black theologian puts
it:

*In its focus on the poor and the
oppressed the theology of libera-
tion is not a new theology; it is
simply the proclamation of the
age-old Gospel but now liberated
from the deadly hold of the
mighty” (3)

Rather than incontextualising
theology by snatching it from
white manipulators and making it
relevant to a different situation,
should we not first see it for what
it is — an instrument of imperial
control — and then reject it by do-
ing a completely new theology
-the one whose historical develop-
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ment is shaped by the Azanian
praxis. It is to be unpardonably
revisionist for Black theologians
to assume the ability to seize the
ideological weapon of the im-
perialists and unleash with the
same the revolutionary struggle of
the oppressed.

In conclusion we wish to make
the following assumptions on
what we consider to be important
points for an agenda of a Black
theology of liberation:

1. The masses in occupied Azania
are in the midst of a revolutionary
upsurge against the system. We
recognise that most of them are
Christians and that to wish that
away would be unhelpful to our
struggle. Therefore Black
theology is a necessity. Hawever,
for this theology to be a suppor-
ting theory in our struggle it has to
continually reflect on its priorities
and methodology in terms of
emerging issues in the struggle.

2. The ideological assault on the
masses in this country has taken,
among others, a theological form.
For Black theology to be blind on
this basic fact is to wage the
struggle within the limits of the
ruling class ideology. Black
theology should reconsider its
position on the following;

a) approach to the Bible

b) ethical assumptions of the
Christian faith.
c) ideological
theology

undertones of

3. New models of scriptural inter-
pretation and appropriation of the
Christian faith have to be
developed. In this regard we wish
to applaud the works® of such
Black theologians as [tumeleng
Jerry Mosala, Takatso Mofokeng
and a few others for applying
materialist sociological tools in
the study of Black theology. This
attempt, though relatively very
new in occupied Azania, has laid
the basis for a true Black theology
for the first time. Unless
developed with more vigour and
urgency, Black theology will not
reach the stage of being a material
force for the toiling masses of
Black people in occupied Azania.
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