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The emergence of the Black Methodist  
Consultation and its possible prophetic voice  

in post-apartheid South Africa
Racism is an issue which the activism of the Black Methodist Consultation (BMC) was set to 
address during the South African apartheid rule, a view which black theologians and church 
historians generally accept. This observation brought to mind, in turn, the influence that the 
Black Consciousness philosophy and the black theology of liberation had on the establishment 
of the BMC. Recounting such an influence, this article provides a reflection on the formation 
of the BMC in 1975. In such a reflection, the hypothesis is that the prophetic voice of the 
BMC is crucial in post-apartheid South Africa. Firstly, the interconnectedness of the Black 
Consciousness philosophy, the black theology of liberation and the BMC is highlighted. 
Secondly, the article proceeds to navigate the possible prophetic voice of the BMC in post-
apartheid South Africa. In the end, this article sees the BMC as a crucial interlocutor of 
liberation in present South Africa.
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Introduction
The year 2015 marks the 40th year of the Black Methodist Consultation’s (BMC) existence and 
activism. In the years of its existence, the positive contribution made by the BMC in South Africa is 
indisputable. As Forster (2011) excellently observed, the BMC has offered a significant prophetic 
contribution in the following instances:

The 1985 ‘one and undivided’ statement; the 1981 ‘obedience’ conference that informed the Church’s 
civil disobedience against unjust apartheid laws; and the ‘journey to the New Land’ of the early 1990 
that paved the way for racial reconciliation and social transformation leading up the 1994 democratic 
elections. (p. 46; cf. Methodist Church of Southern Africa 1958:202; 1982:379)

The intention of the present article is not to recite the historic prophetic voice and the contribution 
made by the BMC, but to provide a reflection which leads us to a realisation of the prophetic 
voice that the BMC could articulate in South Africa today. However, suffice it to note, the civil 
disobedience against apartheid laws defined the prophetic voice of the BMC as documented 
in the Minutes of Conference of the Methodist Church of Southern Africa (cf. Methodist Church of 
Southern Africa 1958:202; 1982:379). First and foremost, the black theology of liberation cannot 
easily be discussed without making mention of the Black Consciousness philosophy, as they 
are interconnected (Pang 2007:117–118). There is evidence of the relationship between the black 
theologians of liberation, the Black Consciousness philosophers and the BMC (cf. Denis & 
Duncan 2011:85; Duncan 2013:61, 63; Kretzschmar 1986:61), as will be discussed later these link 
the BMC to the preceding interconnectedness. As such, it seems that the objectives of the BMC 
cannot be completely understood outside the discourse on the black theology of liberation and 
the Black Consciousness philosophy. Therefore, the article will first present a discussion about 
the interconnectedness of the Black Consciousness philosophy, the black theology of liberation 
and the BMC. Secondly, the prophetic voice of the BMC in South Africa will be navigated with a 
view to present the possible prophetic role that the BMC may consider.

The hypothesis of this article is: The prophetic voice of the BMC is crucial in post-apartheid South 
Africa. Towards this hypothesis, the literature on the BMC, the black theology of liberation and 
the Black Consciousness philosophy will be explored.

Interconnectedness of the Black Consciousness philosophy, 
the black theology of liberation and the Black Methodist 
Consultation
The view that the BMC emerged as an activist formation within the Methodist Church of Southern 
Africa (MCSA) that sought to redress racism during the apartheid rule in South Africa, is not 
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only conclusive, but generally accepted. What is often not 
accepted, as will be shown later, is the view that the reflection 
on the formation of the BMC is silent on the impact that the 
Black Consciousness philosophy and the black theology 
of liberation had on the establishment the BMC. Thus, it is 
argued here that a reflection on the interconnectedness of 
the Black Consciousness philosophy, the black theology of 
liberation and the BMC could shed valuable light on the 
objectives of the BMC.

Black Consciousness philosophy
Of significance is the argument that the black theology of 
liberation was enthused by the work of James Hal Cone 
who in the United States of America (USA) was impressed 
by the civil rights movement, the prophetic voice of Martin 
Luther King Jr, and the critique of racism on the part of white 
people by Malcolm X (Motlhabi 2007:7). Based on such an 
argument, the interconnectedness of the Black Consciousness 
philosophy, the black theology of liberation and the prophetic 
voice of the BMC, is indisputable. Interestingly, the then 
University Christian Movement (UCM) in 1971 placed the 
black theology of liberation in the lime light in South Africa. 
Thus, it is argued that the black theology of liberation was 
strongly articulated in the light of the Black Consciousness 
Movement in South Africa with a view to critique racism 
(Motlhabi 2007:7; cf. De Gruchy & De Gruchy 2004:144–164; 
Tshaka 2010b:540; West 2010:161). Therefore, the struggle 
against racism links the Black Consciousness philosophy and 
the black theology of liberation.

As Biko excellently perceived, the Black Consciousness 
philosophy insists on redress of the oppression of black South 
Africans based on race (Biko 2004:49; cf. Mgojo 1977:28). 
Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele) (2004:69) employs the phrase, 
African-South Africans, to refer to indigenous (black) people 
of South Africa who are of African descent, namely, the 
persons whose home language is Xhosa, Ndebele, Sotho, 
Tswana, Zulu, Venda and so forth. Although the preceding 
phrase makes sense, the phrase black South Africans is 
however used here as it is germane to the present discourse of 
the Black Consciousness philosophy and the black theology 
of liberation and the BMC. That the oppression of black South 
Africans in the system of colonialism and apartheid was based 
on race resonates with the view that the Black Consciousness 
philosophy insists on the redress of racism. Furthermore, 
in light of Black Consciousness philosophy, the struggle 
of black South Africans ‘to rid themselves of the shackles 
that bind them to perpetual servitude’ places the focus on 
the person who accepted the position of servitude (Biko 
2004:49). Instead of being concerned about the oppressor, the 
Black Consciousness philosophy focuses on the oppressed 
black South Africans who self-permitted the situation of 
perpetual subordination to the oppressor. Therefore, this 
philosophy sought to liberate black South Africans from both 
their inferiority complex and the servitude mentality which 
resulted in the acceptance of their oppression. Furthermore, 

a critical position on the function of the Black Consciousness 
philosophy is that:

The first step therefore is to make the black man come to himself; 
to pump back life into his empty shell; to infuse him with pride 
and dignity, to remind him of his complicity in the crime of 
allowing him to be misused and therefore letting evil reign 
supreme in the country of his birth. (Biko 1979:29)

Based on the view that the black man should come to himself, 
Biko supposes a situation of flight from the black self. On 
his part, Tshaka (2014:3) describes the flight from the black 
self as the lack of being organically linked with the cultural 
lives of black South Africans which is noticeable both in the 
abandonment of black institutions and the preoccupation with 
Euro-American intellectual products (Carter 2010:48; Isaacs 
1975:127; Tshaka 2009:9; 2010a:124–125; West 1999b:305). Put 
differently, the flight from the black self is manifested in the 
negation of blackness and affirmation of whiteness.

Worthy of note is the objective that seeks, ‘to infuse him (i.e. 
a black South African) with pride and dignity’ (Biko 1979:29). 
Following Himes, Duncan (2013:61–62) decisively argues that 
the Black Consciousness philosophy is set to lead black South 
Africans to the realisation that racism created self-hatred, as 
they came to believe that the designation ‘black’ was a symbol 
of sinfulness and ugliness (Himes 1971:55). Subsequently, the 
preceding philosophy was established with a view to address 
the sense of inferiority and worthlessness among black South 
Africans that came with the designation ‘black’, as will be 
shown below. It is interesting to note that the realisation of 
the impact of racism on self-hate was created by the slogan, 
‘black is beautiful’ which challenged self-negation – a kind 
of feeling of self-censure within the black man (Woods 
1978:191; 1987:55). In other words, such a slogan challenged 
self-hate and self-alienation as it sought to enable black South 
Africans to love themselves (Masenya [ngwan’a Mphahlele] 
2008:120).

Furthermore, on the one hand, the idea that the Black 
Consciousness philosophy sought to identify white 
oppressive socio-economic structures during the apartheid 
rule in South Africa is attractive (Goba 1986:66; Tshaka 
2010b:540). Such a view suggests, in part, that the apartheid 
government oppressed many a black South African based on 
race. In this case, the Black Consciousness philosophy finds 
some of the white persons guilty for the oppression of black 
South Africans. On the other hand, Biko’s observation of 
the complicity of black South Africans in their situation of 
oppression is appealing as it holds black people accountable 
for their oppression (Biko 1979:29). That the Black 
Consciousness philosophy was set to draw to light the way 
black South Africans self-inflicted their oppression in how 
they allowed racism to advance in South Africa supports the 
preceding observation. Also, the fact that Biko’s position here 
does not blame white persons for the oppressive effects of 
racism on black South Africans is appealing. Interestingly, 
neither does Biko make a caricature of blackness as being 
bitter towards the apartheid government for the oppression 
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of black South Africans. Therefore, based on Biko’s view of 
the Black Consciousness philosophy, the argument that it was 
the responsibility of the oppressed to resist their oppression 
is compelling (Wilson 1991:23).

No doubt, an appreciative critique of Biko’s position 
on the Black Consciousness philosophy provides a 
convincing conceptualisation of this philosophy. The 
Black Consciousness philosophy insists on the redress of 
the oppression of Africa-South Africans, based on race. 
This philosophy refutes the negation of blackness and the 
affirmation of whiteness. It equally demands the infusion of 
black South Africans with pride and dignity. Furthermore, 
whilst the Black Consciousness philosophy identifies the 
manner in which white people were oppressive in apartheid 
South Africa, it also critiques the complicity of black South 
Africans.

Black theology of liberation
It may be difficult to construe the black theology of liberation 
in South Africa apart from the Black Consciousness 
philosophy (Pang 2007:117–118). The view that the black 
theology of liberation emerged within the context of the 
Black Consciousness Movement of South Africa as a 
critique of racism validates the preceding point (Motlhabi 
2007:7; cf. De Gruchy & De Gruchy 2004:144–164; Tshaka 
2010:540; West 2010:161). Intriguingly, Gqubule, a black 
Methodist minister and theologian, views the black theology 
of liberation as ‘an attempt to present the Christian gospel 
to the black man relevantly with all its liberating power’ 
(Gqubule 1974:18). In such an attempt, the black theology of 
liberation views the oppression of black South Africans as 
bearing a striking resemblance to the crucifixion of Christ. 
Based on the preceding view, the implication of the event 
of Jesus’ death and resurrection is the pursuit of freedom  
(cf. Cone 1992:21; Gqubule 1974:18). Put differently, the black 
theology of liberation insists that the oppressed people move 
from a situation of being trapped in the system of oppression 
towards the realisation of liberation which is depicted in the 
resurrection of Christ. Furthermore, the black theology of 
liberation demands that black South Africans identify with 
the resurrected Christ who was crucified. The preceding 
demand resonates with the argument made by Biko that the 
oppressed black South Africans struggle for their liberation 
(Biko 1979:29). On the latter point, there is a clear connection 
between the Black Consciousness philosophy and the black 
theology of liberation.

Significantly, the Black Consciousness philosophy was 
popularised by Steve Biko who, in turn, was influential in 
the seminary circles (Duncan 2013:63; cf. Denis & Duncan 
2011:85). Not only was Biko active at the Federal Theological 
Seminary of Southern Africa (FEDSEM), he was equally a 
member of the UCM which made the project of the black 
theology of liberation a success in South Africa (Duncan 
2013:61; Kretzschmar 1986:61). Clearly, the argument that 
the black theology of liberation constituted the religious 
complement to the Black Consciousness philosophy is 

warranted. As De Gruchy correctly perceived, the Black 
Consciousness philosophy as well as the black theology of 
liberation had a considerable bearing on the development 
and the activism of the ministers who were trained at the 
FEDSEM (De Gruchy 1997:164). Nonetheless, a critical 
question to ask is: What bearing did the Black Consciousness 
philosophy and the black theology of liberation, have on the 
establishment the BMC?

Imagining the BMC in light of the Black 
Consciousness philosophy and the black 
theology of liberation
In the USA, Hopkins points out that black activism against 
racism rose when the black theologians of liberation jointly 
worked with political activists and the black churches 
(Hopkins 1990:93). Similar to the preceding context, the 
BMC emerged from an interaction between black South 
African political activists, the black theologians of liberation 
and the black ministers in the MCSA with a view to redress 
racism. Various reasons for the formation of the BMC have 
been proposed by both church historians and theologians. 
For instance, it is claimed that the BMC was established 
with the aims of promoting black thinking; to develop black 
leadership; to respond to the issue of racism; to work against 
the segregation and apartheid; and to address the exclusion 
of black ministers from the decision-making processes of 
their church (cf. Bentley 2014:4; Forster 2008:11–12; Pritchard 
2014:285; Theilen 2003:28). Significantly, the preceding aims 
to define the prophetic voice of the BMC at the time of its 
emergence. Notwithstanding the merit of the prophetic voice 
of the BMC during the apartheid regime, the intention here 
is not necessarily to recount the reasons for the establishment 
of the BMC, but to argue that the Black Consciousness 
philosophy and the black theology of liberation had a 
significant influence on the formation of the BMC.

The view that the BMC was formed in order to promote black 
thinking and leadership in a church which was dominated 
at the time by white leadership appears attractive (Villa-
Vicencio 1996:194). Based on this view, it may be argued that 
the BMC sought to address the mental state of the oppressed 
black South Africans. That the BMC laid the ground for the 
awareness of blackness which in turn was meant to undo the 
psychological oppression of black South Africans that was 
born out of the system of apartheid lends, credence to the 
preceding view (Theilen 2003:28). It is therefore reasonable to 
argue that the apartheid system adversely affected black South 
Africans. The submission that the BMC emerged with the 
intent to address the psychological oppression experienced 
by black South Africans is warranted. This intent bears a 
striking similarity to the Black Consciousness philosophy, a 
philosophy that equally sought to address the mental state 
of the oppressed black South Africans. Corresponding to the 
Black Consciousness philosophy, it is likely that the BMC 
emerged with the view to liberate black South Africans from 
the mental condition of an inferiority complex and their 
perception of themselves as less than human. In its inception, 
the BMC equally insisted that black is beautiful.
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Through research and education, the BMC made a 
contribution towards the development of black South African 
ministers in the MCSA. That the BMC hosted seminars 
on topics such as ‘the Africanisation of the Church’ is not 
only irrefutable, but also accounts for the preceding claim  
(cf. Balia 1994:163; Forster 2008:12; Pritchard 2014:286; Venter 
2007:54). Clearly, the seminars initiated by the BMC, which 
educated black South African ministers, prove to have been 
significant in the life of the MCSA. Therefore, the interest 
on education within the Black Consciousness philosophy 
which is evident in Biko’s involvement both with FEDSEM 
and UCM bears on how the BMC educated black South 
African ministers. Furthermore, in his response to the crisis 
in black education which followed the Soweto Uprising of 
1976, Ernest Baartman, the president of the BMC pleaded 
with parents to encourage their children to return back to 
school (Madise 2014:121). Though it is unclear whether the 
BMC was in solidarity with the students who protested 
the enforcement of Afrikaans as a medium of instruction 
in schools, the interest of the BMC about the education of 
children is conclusive.

It is argued that the BMC emerged as a response to the issue 
of racism in the MCSA, a church that professed itself ‘one 
and undivided’ (Balia 1991:86; Bailie 2009:42, 43). Making 
a similar argument, but differently, Forster states that the 
BMC emerged to refute segregation and apartheid (Forster 
2008:12; 2011:46; cf. Bentley 2014:4; Methodist Church of 
Southern Africa 1958:202; 1982:379; Pritchard 2014:285–286, 
288–290). Unlike Bailie, surprisingly, Forster does not clearly 
argue that whiteness or white supremacy is the underlying 
factor that the BMC aimed to address. Against Forster’s 
position, I find Bailie’s argument appealing, as it highlights 
racism as the contentious issue at the time of the BMC’s 
formation (Bailie 2009:42). Of significance is Cone’s view 
that the black theology of liberation is a theology whose sole 
purpose is to address the oppression of black people. The 
latter view resonates with the BMC’s quest for the liberation 
of black South Africans from racism (Cone 1997:31; cf. 
Roberts 2005:11). On the black liberation theological level, 
it is argued that God tends to intervene decisively against 
forms of oppression and exploitation (Mgojo 1977:28; Mosala 
1996:21). Again, the theme of the liberation of black South 
Africans from racism which is carried in the black theology 
of liberation is brought to bear on the BMC.

In his contribution, Black theology and human identity, 
Cornel West calls for the demise of white supremacy (West 
1999a:16). Such a call is set as a prerequisite for the realisation 
of liberation in the context of African Americans. For him, 
white supremacy is the creative fusion of rationality, 
scientificity and objectivity which prohibits the intelligibility 
and legitimacy of the idea of black beauty and intellectual 
capacity to produce knowledge (West 1982:48). Against the 
idea that whiteness exclusively provides the reliable rationality 
and objectivity that produces knowledge, the BMC sought 
to redress the domination of whiteness in the production 
of decisions in the MCSA (Forster 2008:11–12; Pritchard 
2014:285; Theilen 2003:28). In light of Cornel West’s view on 

the liberation in the context of theology and philosophy, it is 
reasonable to argue that the Black Consciousness philosophy 
and the black theology of liberation inspired the BMC to 
struggle for the production of a ‘liberative’ decision in the 
MCSA, namely, the decision of electing black South African 
ministers as bishops.

Given the present reflection on the Black Consciousness 
philosophy, black theology of liberation and the BMC, a case 
for their interconnectedness is merited. Not only does this 
reflection shed light on the reasons for the emergence of the 
BMC, it equally shows the prophetic operational framework 
of the BMC, that is, its objectives which include the view to:

•	 Be an interlocutor of liberation of black South Africans
•	 Redress the oppression of black South Africans which 

was based on race
•	 Refute the negation of blackness and the affirmation of 

whiteness
•	 Demand the infusion of black South Africans with pride 

and dignity
•	 Identify white oppressive socio-economic structures
•	 Critique the complicity of black South Africans in their 

oppression
•	 Liberate black South Africans from their servitude 

mentality
•	 Redress racism by calling for the demise of white 

supremacy
•	 Promote black thinking and leadership in the MCSA
•	 Promote the education of black South African children
•	 Establish a close working relationship between black 

theologians, philosophers and activists.

Navigating the prophetic voice  
of the BMC in post-apartheid  
South Africa
As mentioned above, the argument that the BMC has 
made a valuable contribution to South Africa during the 
institutionalised oppression of black South Africans during the 
apartheid rule is irrefutable. Notwithstanding the preceding 
argument, the hypothesis of this article has been that the 
prophetic voice of the BMC is crucial in South Africa today.

Deconstructing and constructing the black 
identity of black South Africans
On the issue of black identity, particularly when considered 
in the light of the South African history of colonialism and 
apartheid, two critical questions to ask are: Did black South 
Africans identify themselves as black in precolonial South 
Africa?; Was the designation ‘black’ constructed and imposed 
on black South Africans by the Dutch and British colonists?

It is generally accepted that the concept of Ubuntu, 
‘humanness’, expresses the identity of black South Africans 
prior to the arrival of the colonists in South Africa (Dolamo 
2013:5; Ng’weshemi 2002:39). The preceding concept is 
based on the expression, umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu,  
[a person is a person through other persons] (Broodryk 
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2008:41; Dolamo 2013:2). That this expression identified black 
South Africans as umuntu [a person], shows how they certainly 
had an opinion of who they were prior to the arrival of the 
colonists. Put differently, prior to the arrival of the colonists 
in South Africa, black South Africans viewed themselves as 
being ‘human’. Regarding the designation ‘black’, worthy 
of note is the argument made by the president of the BMC, 
Mzwandile Molo (2014), that prior to the dawn of the 
arrival of colonists, there was no evidence of any other skin 
pigmentation to which black South Africans could compare 
themselves. The idea that black South Africans perceived 
themselves as human beings supports the latter argument. 
Therefore, connected to the arrival of the colonists was the 
creation of the skin pigmentation which not only altered 
the concept of Ubuntu, but also served to differentiate and 
segregate the settlers from black South Africans (cf. Dolamo 
2013:5; Ng’weshemi 2002:39). Thus, Asante and Hall hold 
that blackness has nothing to do with the skin pigmentation 
(Asante & Hall 2011:29; cf. Cone 1989:151–152). In other 
words, as a conceptual category, the designation ‘black’ was 
informed by the skin pigmentation (De Kock 2011:31; Vellem 
2012:351). Based on the argument that prior to the advent of 
the colonists in South Africa, black South Africans identified 
themselves as being ‘human’, suffice it to say, the designation 
‘black’ is an imposed one.

Given the legacy of colonialism and apartheid, a pertinent 
question to pose is: What does it mean to be black in post-
apartheid South Africa? As Boesak correctly perceived, to be 
black in apartheid South Africa meant not only to be a ‘non-
white’, but also a ‘non-person’ (Boesak 1977:26). The 
designation ‘black’ did not only mean being less than a 
human, it was also an imposition which carried with it the 
portrayal of the colonists as being superior to the ‘black’ race 
and subsequently created out of black South Africans the 
second-class citizens (Dolamo 2013:6; Vellem 2012:348). No 
wonder that, it is correctly claimed that ‘blackness was 
identified with negativity, being seen as evil and anything 
derogatory’ (Masenya [ngwan’a Mphahlele] 2004:69). To 
support this claim, Masenya (ngwan’a Mphahlele) refers to 
her conversation with Miescher. It is pointed out that in the 
white culture, blackness is associated with bad mystique, 
danger, negativity and evil, hence, a black goat is viewed as 
a bad one (Blackie)’ (Masenya [ngwan’a Mphahlele] 2004:69; 
cf. Miescher 1995). Regarding the preceding view about a 
black goat, worthy of note is Malcolm X’s remark: ‘[T]his 
white mercenary had a little black goat that he named ‘nigger’ 
(Malcolm X in Breitman 2010:124). The association of a black 
goat with a person of African descent illustrates how the 
designation ‘black’ was viewed in a negative light. Clearly, in 
this case, both African Americans and black South Africans 
were identified as being ‘non-white’, ‘a non-person’, ‘less 
than a human’, ‘evil’ and ‘bad’.

A similar point is made by Vellem on being relegated to 
second-class citizenship; Saayman links the issue of poverty 
to the perception of black South Africans as being less than 
human (Saayman 2011:178; cf. Vellem 2012:348). He argues 

that the identity of black South Africans ought to be rooted 
in humanness. However, Saayman does not discuss such an 
identity in relation to the challenge of poverty in a convincing 
manner, as Hopkins assuredly does. In his attempt, Hopkins 
argues that the idea of the preferential option for the poor 
should be employed to redefine the humanity of black people 
who continue to struggle to attain basic material possessions 
(Hopkins 2002:54). Against the designation of a ‘non-person’ 
that has been imposed on black South Africans, an identity 
that is undergirded by the idea of ‘the preferential option 
for the poor’ and that calls for solidarity with the oppressed 
people in the margins of society, is compelling (Cone 
1989:151–152; 1992:21, 53; Tshaka 2014:1, 2). The preceding 
argument is compelling, mainly because it offers a liberated 
oriented definition of black identity.

Furthermore, the derogatory words that have been employed 
to identify black South Africans during the colonial and 
apartheid system are noticed in post-apartheid South Africa. 
For instance, the designation, ‘heathen’, which in the earliest 
Arabic context meant a ‘non-believer’, was used in the South 
African apartheid setting as a derogatory word to refer to 
black South Africans (Hopkins 2000:32; Setiloane 1970:325; 
Subreenduth 2009:120; Van den Berghe 1965:10). Thus, 
Cabrita argues that it was the mandate of the early Christian 
converts, amakholwa [the believers], to educate and convert 
the ‘uncivilized and heathen’ black South Africans (Cabrita 
2014:68). It comes as no surprise, therefore, that the Xhosa 
Methodist Service Book presents a liturgy that commences 
with a reference to wickedness and the need to be converted. 
The text reads: ‘Okhohlakeleyo akuguquka ekukhohlakaleni 
kwakhe akwenzileyo, enze okufanelekileyo nokulungileyo, yena uya 
kulondoloza umphefumlo wakhe ebomini’ [But if a wicked person 
turns away from the wickedness they have committed and 
does what is just and right, they will save their life] (Curnick 
1926:11; cf. Ez 18:27). In this case, the Xhosa liturgy that was 
and is still used by black South Africans in the MCSA, bears 
on the argument that amakholwa [the believers], had a duty 
to convert the heathens (cf. Cabrita 2014:68). In the process 
of converting the heathens, it is likely that the Xhosa liturgy 
was not employed with adverse intentions. However, that 
such a liturgy identified black South Africans as okhohlakeleyo 
[wicked person], who is a heathen, is an irrefutable reality. 
Therefore, the usage of the preceding liturgy in post-
apartheid South Africa perpetuates the identification of black 
South Africans with wickedness.

On the issues of the imposition of blackness by the colonists 
to black South Africans in the MCSA, Mtshiselwa has 
convincingly illustrated how a European produced church 
song imported into a South African context, depicts an 
influence of whiteness over blackness (Mtshiselwa 2011:682). 
The Xhosa song ‘Ndikhokele O Yehova’ (cf. Davis 1926:197), 
which is a translation and a reconstruction of the song 
‘Guide me O thou great Jehovah’ (cf. Williams 1983:437) 
shows how, against the African value of communalism, 
an individualist approach to God was imposed onto black 
South Africans. The fact that the verb ‘ndikhokele’ [guide me] 

http://www.hts.org.za


http://www.hts.org.za doi:10.4102/hts.v71i3.2897

Page 6 of 9 Original Research

is in singular form, accounts for the imposition of the value 
of individualism which is in contrast to the highly regarded 
value of communalism that constitutes blackness (Mtshiselwa 
2011:683). Thus, Dolamo’s argument that the colonists both 
altered and distorted the value of communalism which is 
rooted in the concept of Ubuntu, ‘humanness’ is compelling 
(Dolamo 2013:5, 7). To counter such distortion, it is argued 
that the acceptance of blackness includes the affirmation of the 
African value of communalism (Cone 1999:256; cf. Malcolm 
X 1965:165; King 1967). Concurring with Cone, the preceding 
value defines people’s humanity.

Importantly, the need for the deconstruction and 
reconstruction of the black identity may be considered by 
the BMC. Firstly, the legacy of the perception of black South 
Africans as less than human which not only presented white 
people as superior to the ‘black’ race, but also created out of 
black South Africans the second-class citizens, is perturbing. 
The poor living conditions of the working-class people who 
are labouring both on the farms and in the mines, confirms 
for the preceding legacy. Interestingly, the above-mentioned 
prophetic operational framework of the BMC demands a 
critique of the poor conditions which the farmers and miners 
often protest against. Secondly, the view that the preferential 
option for the poor should be employed to redefine the 
humanity of black South Africans shows an area in which 
the BMC could express a prophetic voice. Thirdly, the 
Xhosa liturgy that continues to cast a black South African 
as okhohlakeleyo, [wicked person], reveals the need, on the 
part of the BMC, to demand the infusion of black South 
Africans with pride and dignity. Fourthly, the imposition of 
the problematic value of individualism which is in contrast 
to the value of communalism, that is evident in the hymn, 
‘Ndikhokele O Yehova’, is detectable in the capitalistic self-
enriching approach to the accumulation of wealth among 
black South Africans. Therefore, the BMC may serve as an 
interlocutor that highlights the way that the construction of 
individualism adversely impacts on black South Africans, as 
will be shown below. Based on these four areas, in which the 
BMC could be prophetic, the argument that the BMC needs 
to serve as an interlocutor of liberation in post-apartheid 
South Africa is warranted.

Mind the share of shame of some black  
South African political elites
The influence of whiteness on blackness is often critiqued in 
South Africa, whilst blackness is hardly scrutinized (Molo 
2014). Based on the preceding observation, an investigation 
on how some persons belonging to the black South African 
political elite have shortcomings is necessary. The subject 
of the rise of black South Africans to the political positions 
of power justifies the reflection on the metaphor of the 
‘castle’ which is employed here to refer to government. It 
is argued that entering the ‘castle’ of the mainstream, that 
is, enjoying the privileges of being part of the government, 
whilst pursuing the liberation of the oppressed people, 
can present damaging possibilities (Hopkins 2002:163). In 
the preceding scenario, the pursuit of the liberation of the 

poor places the emerging black elites in a position of being 
anxious about the risk of losing the privileges gained in the 
‘castle’ (Hopkins 2002:163; cf. Cone 1999:256). The metaphor 
of the ‘castle’ resonates with the situation of black South 
Africans. Klein holds that in the transition to democracy, the 
government of the so-called transitional countries, including 
South Africa, was ’given the key to the house, but not the 
combination to the safe’ (Klein 2007:204). The implication of 
the latter statement is that black South African political elites 
were given the keys to the ‘castle’, as Hopkins would argue, 
but not the access to the complete wealth of the country. 
Interestingly, even though the wealth of the country is not 
in the hands of the majority of South Africans, the preceding 
political elites have evidently become wealthy, whilst many 
black South Africans remain poor in post-apartheid South 
Africa. That according to the latest statistics, 61.4% of black 
South Africans are poor, compared to 4.35% of white persons, 
supports the submission that many black South Africans are 
poor (Modise & Mtshiselwa 2013:359; Mtshiselwa 2014:63; 
Stats SA 2012:71). In this case, the prophetic voice would 
be the objection to the economic inequality in South Africa 
(Goba 1973:73; cf. Pang 2007:128). In the light of the gap 
between the rich black South African political elites and  
the poor, it is reasonable to argue that the prophetic voice of 
the BMC is crucial in post-apartheid South Africa.

Worthy of note is De Kock’s argument that the liberal capitalist 
project of the early 21st century in a neo-colonial global order 
of whiteness has now been extended to black South African 
elites, namely Sexwale and Motsepe, among others (De Kock 
2011:31). Concurring with Vellem who, in turn, is sympathetic 
to De Kock’s argument, the observation of the capitalist self-
enriching tendency by black South African political elites is 
warranted (Vellem 2012:359). Suffice it to say, not only has 
Motlana, for instance, enjoyed the shares in the company, 
New Africa Investments Limited (NAIL) and the flirtation 
with the Anglo-American group’s Southern Life, he has also 
added to his financial stable the African Merchant Bank and 
Theta’s usury-busting Theta micro-lending activities (Bond 
2000:31). Also, in 1999, Ramaphosa’s ex-colleagues at NAIL, 
Motlana, Jonty Sandler, Moseneke, and Zwelakhe Sisulu 
gave themselves R35 million each in personal bonuses for 
good performance (Bond 2000:32). Furthermore, the case of 
Ramaphosa presents a compelling illustration of how black 
South African political elites rose to the position of power 
at the dawn of democracy. Regarding how black South 
African elites benefited from Black Economic Empowerment 
(BEE), Lonmin extended a $304 million loan to Ramaphosa’s 
Shanduka group to establish the BEE status (Steyn 2012). 
Based on the case of Ramaphosa, Motlana, Jonty Sandler, 
Moseneke and Zwelakhe Sisulu, the earlier argument made 
by De Kock on the liberal capitalist project which has been 
extended to black South African elites is compelling (De 
Kock 2011:31). No doubt, the tendency by black South 
African political elites to exclusively enrich their finances, in 
the midst of poverty is indisputable. Therefore, in the light 
of the objective of critiquing the complicity of black South 
Africans in their oppression, the argument that the BMC 
needs to speak against the latter tendency, is compelling.
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Furthermore, noticeable in the ‘castle’ or government of 
South Africa is the corruption of some of the government 
officials. It is estimated that R28 million will be recovered 
from the investigated cases that relate to irregular awarding 
and administration of land reform grants (Zuma 2012:2). In 
such cases, the names of black South African elites who are 
implicated were not disclosed. Nonetheless, Ndaliso reports 
that a KwaZulu-Natal business man, Roshen Sewpersadh, 
and three government officials, Promise Phumzile 
Makhanya, Bhekumuzi Patrick Masoka and Sibusiso Chapi, 
were arrested for the irregular awarding and administration 
of land reform grants and released on bail (Ndaliso 2011:1; 
cf. Mohoebi 2011:1–3; Zuma 2012:2). Given the preceding 
cases, it is clear that some black South Africans who are in 
the position of power have been involved in corruption. 
Thus, the argument that some of black South Africans in 
the position of power are corrupt is merited. It is therefore 
argued here that the BMC needs to speak out and object this 
corruption, as it shows the complicity of black South Africans 
in their oppression.

Unmasking racism – the struggle of the BMC
Molo (2014) holds that in a country which is easily regarded 
as post-racial, the prophetic task of the BMC is to unmask 
the racism which is often assumed to have receded in 
post-apartheid South Africa. Snyman’s view that racism 
has not receded in the democratic and post-racial South 
Africa validates Molo’s position (Snyman 2002:79; 2011a:4, 
7; 2011b:467). However, unlike Molo, Snyman (2011a) 
advocates the unmasking of whiteness. For him whiteness is:

[A] location of structured advantages of race privilege; 
a standpoint or a place from which white people look at 
themselves, at others and at society; a set of cultural practices 
that are usually unmarked and unnamed. (p. 10; cf. 2011b:467)

Surprisingly, Snyman does not explicitly state that racism 
should be unmasked, as Molo argues, but whiteness. 
Nonetheless, before we proceed with the discussion on the 
issue of unmasking racism, a definition of the term, racism 
would be in order.

Hoyt (2012:229) argues that the definition of racism as a 
system of advantage based on race is plausible as it suggests 
that racism is not an ideology which is based on racial 
prejudice (cf. Wellman 1993). Rather, racism is a system 
that involves policies and practices as well as the beliefs 
and actions of individuals who are in a position of power 
and privilege (Hoyt 2012:229). In contrast to racism, racial 
prejudice is a ‘preconceived judgment or opinion, often 
based on limited information’ (Tatum 1997:9). Based on these 
definitions, racism has less to do with not liking or hating 
another person of a different race. Furthermore, it is argued 
that racism operates with a view to benefit white persons as 
a group over the entire group of non-white people (Tatum 
1992:3). It is therefore reasonable to view racism as the system 
of privilege that is based on race which adversely impacts the 
entire race group. The implication of the latter view is that, 
if an individual’s actions do not adversely impact the entire 

group, such actions may not be regarded as a portrayal of 
racism.

Against the distinction made by Tatum (1997:9) on racism 
and racial prejudice, Blum (2002:37) argues that racism is a 
combination of racial prejudice and power. This position 
implies that the black elites who have power could be as racist 
as their white counterparts. However, such an implication 
would convincingly be refuted by scholars, such as Wellman, 
Tatum and Hoyt, as they maintain that racism is about the 
power which adversely impacts the lives of the entire race 
group, as shown above. Since black South African elites 
could find it difficult to oppress the entire race of white 
people, it would be implausible to view them as racist. In the 
light of the global reality that wealth, resources and power 
are predominantly in the possession of the white persons, 
the black race does possess the power that could harmfully 
impact the entire group of the white race. In this case, it would 
be plausible to argue that black South Africans could racially 
prejudice white people. However, suffice it to say, black South 
Africans are not in a position to create a system of advantage 
that is based on race which could adversely impact on the 
entire group of white people, both nationally and globally.

On the issue of racism, Matthews’s (2011) argument that 
the privilege and legacy of whiteness are passed down from 
generation to generation suggests that the continuation of 
white privilege in post-apartheid South Africa is indisputable 
(Matthews 2011). Making a similar argument, but more 
descriptively, Mclntosh (1992) argues that white privilege as 
alluding to:

[T]he concrete benefits of access to resources and social rewards 
and the power to shape the norms and values of society that 
whites receive, tacitly or explicitly, by virtue of their position in 
a racist society. (p. 79)

Interestingly, on the issue of the privilege of accessing 
resources in the MCSA, Forster (2008) remarks:

The current debate on equitable stipends in the MCSA, as well 
as the stark reality that a black Methodist minister will serve 
on average 3 000 members, and 12 societies, whereas a white 
Methodist minister will serve on average 350 members and a 
single society, show that there are still very different standards 
for black and white Methodists. (p. 23)

Concurring with Forster, a hint at a system that places white 
ministers in a position of benefit and privilege in which they 
are often not stationed in a context with 3000 members is 
being made here. Also, many a white ordained minister is 
often not stationed in the rural area wherein poverty is at 
its peak. Therefore, it means that in terms of the stationing 
system in the MCSA, white ministers are immune to being 
placed in a context of poverty where they could possibly 
leave without a source of income. In that case, the task of 
the BMC in the post-apartheid South Africa is to criticise the 
preceding system, as it continues to privilege white ministers.

Noteworthy, in the document, The reconciliation of ministries 
in the covenant, presented by the members of the Church 
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Unity Commission (CUC), it is stated that ‘God has been 
calling and continues to call his Church to be a community 
that transcends all barriers of denomination and race’ (CUC 
1980:31). At the time in which the preceding statement was 
made, the caucus bodies such as the BMC where critical 
of the attempts to refute the system of apartheid which 
entrenched inequality in both Church polity and secular law. 
Based on the call for the Church to transcend barriers of race, 
the constructive role of the BMC in the future of a multiracial 
society of the post-apartheid South Africa may be disputed. 
However, if the argument made by Forster (2008:23) on 
the persistent inequality in the MCSA around the issues 
of stipends and stationing which adversely impact on the 
black ministers, the role and necessity of the BMC would be 
justified.

Conclusion
The reflection of the present article has been inspired by the 
celebration of the 40th year of the existence and activism 
of the BMC. As such, this article sets out to argue that the 
BMC is a crucial interlocutor of liberation in the so-called 
democratic and post-racial South Africa. Of significance 
is the interconnectedness of the Black Consciousness 
philosophy, the black theology of liberation and the BMC, 
which informed the prophetic operational framework of the 
BMC, namely, its objectives. It is based on such a framework, 
that the possible prophetic role of the BMC is imagined in 
post-apartheid South Africa. In its expression of the possible 
prophetic voice in present South Africa, it is critical that the 
BMC attempts to deconstruct and reconstruct black identity; 
minding the share of shame of black South Africans political 
elites; and unmasking the persistent racism in South Africa.
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