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Bishop S. Sipuka 
 

We begin this session by rendering thanks to God in whose love and mercy we can gather 
in this manner after two full years. We should be grateful to God also for the time we were 
not able to gather because God was not absent but present in different ways that we never 
thought He would be present and eliciting in us creativity we never thought we had to get 
on with life and to care for each other. Able as we have been during the intense moments of 
Covid-19 to find ways of continuing with life and finding creative ways of meeting and 
doing business, nothing beats the actual physical meeting and so it is good that we have 
this opportunity to have this meeting, and I welcome you all to it.  

I acknowledge and welcome Archbishop Peter Wells, through whom in his capacity as the 
Apostolic Nuncio we are united with the Holy Father in this meeting as well as his secretary 
Mgrs Dario. I welcome the Cardinal who is attending this meeting now as Cardinal and 
Apostolic Administrator of Eshowe and we renew our gratitude to him for the service he 
has rendered so dedicatedly over many years as Archbishop of Durban.   

I welcome the newly “paliumed” Archbishops of Bloemfontein and Durban, Archbishops 
Mpambani and Jwara. We congratulate you and wish you well in your task of coordinating 
your respective Metropolitan Archdioceses and in your new roles as Archbishops in the 
Conference. 

 We welcome Bishop Anthony Rebello, the Bishop of Francis Town, who is attending the 
bishops’ plenary for the first time as bishop. Welcome to Bishop-Elect Neil Frank who was 
recently appointed coadjutor Bishop of Mariannhill. We wish him well and assure him and 
the Diocese of our prayers and support. Welcome to all Bishops and Fr. Notshe, the 
Administrator of Kokstad, to this plenary. I look forward to an engagement that will help us 
evaluate the mission of the Church in these last 5 months, and to discern together what 
needs to be done further in fulfilling the mission of the Church in response to the signs of 
our time. 

 This meeting provides us with the opportunity to reflect about the Church and the signs of 
the time in the world which we are called to discern their message. Before dealing with 
such signs of the time, I begin by looking at the Church.  

  In evaluating the life and Mission of the Church in our Conference area over the last 5 
months, we should not take for granted what we have been able to do in the ordinary work 
of the Church. I have heard Bishops saying that they have now resumed their normal 
schedule of confirmations.  

 The usual pastoral programmes of the parishes are gradually resuming, and people are 
recommencing their Sunday Mass attendance. Sodalities can now gather more frequently 
and physically to pray, have retreats and carry out their apostolic missions according to 
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their charisms. Diocesan events like ordinations, professions, jubilees, and Provincial 
events can now take place, even if with some restrictions. After two years, we ourselves are 
able to meet in this fashion; for this reprieve, we are grateful. 

 Our institutions are resuming their work at an increased level with more effectiveness 
than during the height of Covid-19. Our various departments, as we shall hear from the 
reports, have managed to carry out their mandates and to respond to emerging crises. The 
Denis Hurly Peace Institute has kept us abreast about worrying developments in the 
African continent, and we have been able to engage with emerging issues and concerns by 
issuing statements on behalf of the SACBC.    

In these last 5 months we have been able to visit the other two countries of the Conference, 
Botswana and eSwatini, and observed how the Church in these countries is carrying on 
with its daily pastoral work and responding to the challenges of their situations.  

About eSwatini, I just want to commend Bishop Jose Louis together with his priests, 
religious and the laity for their humble yet impactful witness to the painful situation of 
political unrest in that country. Together with Pope Francis, we continue to call for peaceful 
resolution of differences among stakeholders that will lead to stability and prosperity of 
the country.  

 Coming to extraordinary matters, the major one is the Synod, which, as we shall hear, has 
been embraced with enthusiasm in our Conference. Archbishop Peter Wells will address us 
on the Synod this morning. Without wanting to pre-empt what the Nuncio will be sharing 
with us; I just want to note that the theme of this Synod and its questions have a lot to teach 
us still about being an inclusive Church. I see it as an added opportunity for educating 
against clericalism and that it will enhance a sense of belonging and ownership by the laity.   

 I hope that the Synod will lead to a situation where the laity no longer view themselves as 
extended arm of the clergy in the mission of the Church but as participating in the mission 
of the Church in their own right and taking ownership. That they are not seen so much as 
“collaborators of the clergy” but, rather as people who are “co-responsible” for the life and 
work of the Church.   

There is a lot about listening in the Synod, and from what I understand this listening is not 
listening for something new. It is listening to the received faith in which we are rooted but 
in a way that makes it meaningful for today. Thus, the synodal listening is not based on 
majoritarianism, ideology or parliamentary model or strong arguments but on genuinely 
discerning how the faith that has been passed on to us continues to be meaningful and 
salvific for our times.   

There is a constant sotto voce complaint that the themes and concerns from the North, 
(Europe and America) tend to dominate Synod discussions and that the issues from the 
South do not receive the desired attention. It is my hope that as the Pope wished when he 
initiated the Synod, that the voice of the simple from the South will find expression in this 
Synod. What makes me less hopeful though is that as we build up towards the Synod, there 
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is not much reflection that I read about from the South, most of it is from the North. I 
therefore look forward to what we have to say in the Plenary about the Synod.  

In relation to priests, pastoral workers, and theologians, we are invited to listen to the 
ancient yet so new faith in context. During the era of the missionaries, not so long ago in 
fact, during the times of Bishops Lobinger, Oswald, Hugh Slattery, the Cardinal and others, 
this contextual listening was a common practice; research was carried out and theses were 
written proposing relevant listening for meaningful expression of the faith. I hope that the 
listening that the synod is inviting us to will lead us to thinking and researching themes 
that will render faith meaningful for our time like the present research being done now on 
healing. 

 Within the last two months of the end of 2021, November and December, a coincidence of 
significant events related to the history of South Africa occurred, namely; the passing on of 
Mr. F.W De Klerk, the 25th Anniversary of the Constitution and the passing on of Archbishop 
Tutu. Each of these events provided a heightened awareness of the continuing 
contradictions of success and failures in the recent history of South Africa and I would like 
to spend some time reflecting on that.  

Starting with the 25th anniversary of the constitution, this period of 25 years has been the 
best of times and it has also been the worst of times. It was the best of times when it was 
first signed by Nelson Mandela as one of the best constitutions in the world in terms of the 
bill of rights, which is based on human dignity. To the extent that this constitution became a 
symbol of equality among all South Africans, it marked the best of times. To the extent that 
it has been implemented to provide the basic rights of access to accommodation, water, 
electricity, education, health, social grants, and other basic human rights hitherto denied to 
the majority of South Africans, it could be said that this 25th Anniversary has been the best 
of times.  

 When the present generation of politicians, unlike the generation of Nelson Mandela, saw 
leadership as the opportunity to loot with impunity but were exposed, thanks to the 
freedom of the press, it could be said that the last 25 years of the constitutional 
dispensation has been the worst of times. It was the best time for the Constitution when the 
Constitutional court stopped the parliament in its attempt to shield leaders from facing 
consequences of their malfeasant acts and when it compelled the government to establish 
the state capture commission.  

 But to the extent that most of what is contained in the constitution is not a lived reality of 
the vast majority, it could be said that the 25 years of constitutional dispensation has been 
the worst of times. Statistics ranging from high unemployment to gross neglect of service 
delivery, growing culture of corruption, high levels of violence and murder of women, 
excessive economic inequality between blacks and whites abound, and the question often 
asked is: what is the value of this widely acclaimed constitution as one of the best in the 
world? While it is a dream come true for a few, it is a dream deferred for the majority.  
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 The problem is that a constitution is not an agent of implementing what it prescribes, but a 
facilitator and motivator of government and citizen agency that must implement what it 
prescribes.  What this calls for, as we celebrate 25 years of constitutional dispensation, is to 
align ourselves with the efforts to protect and implement the constitution in the face of 
neglect of constitutional imperatives by those who are tasked and paid to implement it.   

 Our task, however, is not only to be watchdogs of transgression against the constitution, 
we must also positively instill its importance where it coincides with the values and 
teachings of the Church. For some reason, there is in South Africa among ordinary people, 
particularly among young people a tendency to be lawless, to drink everywhere, to bully, to 
make noise without consideration of others, to be violent, especially against women, to 
drive recklessly and to lack respect for others.   

In such instances, it may be more effective to point out that such behaviours and attitudes 
are not only irreligious but are also against the constitutional rights of others. It could be 
argued that part of this attitude of lawlessness is due to what people observe happening 
with people in high positions doing wrong and getting away with it, but we need to instill in 
people that two wrongs do not equal a right.  

It is also important to remember that as Church, when we provide the needed service to 
people, like education, health care, employment, care for the vulnerable people, feeding the 
hungry, etc.  we are not only securing a place for ourselves in heaven, but as citizens we are 
fulfilling our constitutional obligations and giving example to others to do the same.    

While the chunk of responsibility for constitution protection and implementation lies with 
the government, civil society, of which the Church is part of, must also make its 
contribution towards the implementation of the constitution, and in that way play its role 
in the advancement of wellbeing and cohesion in society.  

 This does not mean that as Church we agree with everything in the constitution. 
Reproductive rights in the constitution for example are one example of this divergence 
between the Church and the Constitution, but for the most part there is convergence 
between the values we espouse and those prescribed by the constitution.  

Coming to Mr. De Klerk and Archbishop Tutu, one white and one black, these two South 
Africans represent a boldness that has brought us where we are today. At the time of his 
death, there appeared to exist a decreased appreciation of the role played by Mr. De Klerk 
in the present dispensation. There have been suggestions that he did what he had to 
because the forces of change were against him, and even then, he did not go far enough.   

While there is truth in saying that forces of change were too much of a Tsunami for Mr. De 
Klerk to ignore, and thus he had to concede to change. Like his predecessors, he could have 
dug in his heels and led this country to a bloody civil war which could have spiraled into a 
complicated situation by now. Judging by today’s lenses, what Mr. De Klerk did was not 
good enough, but judging by the lenses of the time when he ushered in a new dispensation, 
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he did cross the Rubicon of his time and manage to create a certain level of racial 
reconciliation in our country. 

 For that phase of the history of our country, he was bold even though by the standards of 
the phase we are in, he may be found wanting. This is not his phase, but rather our phase to 
take matters forward. The continuing racial tensions in their various manifestations are 
our mission today to deal with and those coming after us will also play their part until all is 
united when the Kingdom of God reaches its perfection  

This is also true of Archbishop Tutu who, in his time, confronted injustice and sought 
reconciliation in the best way possible. As he passes on, he leaves behind glaring signs of 
injustice, and disturbing expressions of racial tensions even within the Church. Again, these 
fall on us to deal with because his time is over. A lot has been noted about what Archbishop 
Tutu said regarding injustice and reconciliation, but more importantly a lot has been noted 
about what he did. In our time, we must also talk about injustices and racial tensions, but 
more importantly we must do something.   

We can get so used to glaring injustices and the consequent racial tensions that we bury 
our heads in the sand and pretend they do not exist, or at best, hope that they will 
disappear.  We can keep a façade of politeness that belies deep anger and resentment 
towards each that we only whisper about behind closed doors. In the words of Vusi 
Mahlasela’s song “Weeping” we can “tell the world that the demon behind our house is 
sleeping and yet it is angry and drawing near”.  

 As we know, suppressed tensions often find ways of surfacing in nasty and unexpected 
ways and this is true of South Africa as well where racial tensions sometimes flare up and 
are used by some leaders for political ends. The passing on of Archbishop Tutu, who 
persistently spoke about continuing inequalities, is an invitation to us not to avoid painful 
and sensitive issues but to tell the truth of these tensions as it is, but in love.   

As we heard during the week preceding his funeral, much of what Archbishop Tutu said 
and did was informed by deep spirituality and theological reflection. As we continue to 
grapple with issues of injustice and the consequent social and racial acrimonies, we are 
invited to do so informed by prayer and theological reflection. As a Church, we are to 
respond to issues of inequalities in a spiritually and theologically informed manner and not 
in an ideological and partisan manner.  

 Our passion for justice must arise from an experience of prayer and our response to 
injustice must draw from sources of revelation, the Bible, social teachings of the Church 
and our prayer books. I am thinking, for example, how many resources we have in our 
Missal with the many Eucharistic prayers for reconciliation. We do not use them very much 
but overuse Eucharistic prayer No. 2.  

 The last Post Synodal Apostolic Exhortation dedicated to Africa, Africae Munus, with the 
subtitle “Church in Africa in Service to Reconciliation, Justice and Peace” is a great resource 
for the much-needed Justice and Peace and Reconciliation in South Africa and must not be 
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allowed to gather dust on our shelves. The Archbishop himself has written substantially 
about Reconciliation and so we have resources. The passing on of Archbishop Tutu must 
serve as a reminder that racially based inequalities in South Africa are a simmering pot that 
is waiting to explode in social upheaval if we do not deal with it.    

 One of the truths that we must tell and deal with is that racial tensions are fed by the 
economic inequality between blacks and whites, and the constitution makes provision to 
bridge this gap. Apart from corruption, what has led to the neglect and frustration of 
constitutional provisions for economic equity is the open market system, which allows 
those who have capital to accumulate more money while the local people are not given 
access to opportunity for wealth.  

 Those who are lucky to be employed and who happen to be black are given meager wages 
to keep their soul and their bodies together while making huge profits for the few who 
happen to be white. I may be simplistic in saying this, but the concrete example of what I 
am trying to say is Rustenburg, a city with precious platinum in its belly but a sea of 
poverty on top.  

 I remember during the time of nominal independence in Transkei under Matanzima. He 
refused permission for big companies like Checkers and Spar and I thought that he was 
mad, but now I understand. Ever since these big supermarkets were allowed, all the shops 
in the rural areas collapsed because people are coming to Spar and Checkers in town to 
buy.  

 We need to enter the debates about inclusivity in the economy, something Pope Francis 
often speaks about. This discussion cannot be left to politicians alone, some of whom are 
suspected to be entering the debate to create a smokescreen for their complicity in 
corruption. We requested the Justice and Peace Department to give attention to this issue 
and make proposals on how, as a Church we might be involved. I look forward to hearing 
what they are going to propose.  

 The other stumbling block to racial integration is the lack of encounter with each other 
because of spatial apartheid that continues to exist even in the new dispensation. The 
racially based spaces of people to stay separately continues to keep them apart and this 
deprives them of the experience of each other as human beings. Our schools, which started 
long before the end of apartheid system to accept students across racial lines, are playing a 
big role in creating societal cohesion.  

 Perhaps we could augment this by encouraging young people of our parishes to engage in 
something like cultural exchange, where a young white person visits the home or parish of 
a young black person and vice versa. In that way, they would get to know each other as 
persons.  

 It could be said that this is happening in some parishes because some black people have 
moved over to formerly white areas, and it is not working. Perhaps the reason why it is not 
working is that it is not managed. The apartheid system was designed and implemented for 
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almost over a century and we cannot hope that can end without any intentionality. 
Formerly racially separated people who find themselves together must manage their 
reactions and instincts to each other instead of being managed by them and consciously 
decide to learn to live with each other. Economic and racial harmony will not happen on its 
own, it must be intentionally dealt with.   

One race that is joined by another race or races in a parish must guard against wanting “to 
do things as they used to be done” and the enjoining race must expect that the situation will 
not be the same as when they were staying separately. This is more like a marriage, when 
you get married you cannot expect to live as you used to do when you were single. Each 
side, through honest dialogue, must put its thesis on the table and together find a synthesis. 
I am hoping that the coming Synod, which is about talking and listening, will also be an 
opportunity to work towards this ideal of racial and economic harmony among the races of 
this country. 

 All matters of concern against the government notwithstanding, I would like to end by 
renewing my appreciation for the way the government of South Africa has and continues to 
deal with the crisis of Covid-19 pandemic. There may have been some lack of foresight, 
miscalculations here and there, exaggerations and acts of corruption, but on the whole, the 
situation was managed with thoroughness and consistency and because of that we are in a 
better position now than we would be had it been flimsily handled, thank you. 

  Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to the Media for providing us with critical 
information. Both in digital and print media, I perceive an improved probing and analysis 
of current issues. If it was not for the media, we would not have known about the extent of 
corruption in this country. Because of the Media, we can identify matters of concern and 
deal with them so that this country becomes a better place for all people who live and work 
in it, black and white.  

 My only concern is that even though there are indications that corruption is also occurring 
in business, we are not provided with information of the extent of this corruption, certainly 
not to the extent that we are provided about corruption in government. The only 
companies we hear of are those that are implicated in corrupt dealings with the 
government.  

 Does this mean that all businesses are clean? If so, what are the rumours that corruption is 
rife in business based on? We would like to know so that for the good of this country, 
corruption is dealt with on all fronts and not only from the government side.   

Having shared these thoughts, I once more welcome you all and pray that the Lord will 
guide us as we proceed with this session. Welcome and God bless.  

  

  


