2007 WCC/RCC Week of Prayer resources


2007 WCC/RCC Week of Prayer for Christian Unity resources

An international Joint Committee of the World Council of Churches (WCC) and the Vatican’s Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity prepares the theme and focus biblical texts for the annual Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. These are “offered with the understanding that, whenever possible, it will be adapted for use at the local level. In doing this, account must be taken of local liturgical and devotional practice, and of the whole social and cultural context. Such adaptation should normally take place ecumenically.”

The Ecumenical Situation in South Africa

This introduction to the local ecumenical context is divided into three sections. It begins with a reflection on ecumenical relations in South Africa. The second section focuses on the township of Umlazi, near Durban, where this year’s Week of Prayer material originated, presenting the overwhelming challenges faced by people there; the text concludes with a more personal account from church leaders in Umlazi of the ecumenical cooperation and vitality which is found there.

The Churches in South Africa

In contemporary discussions on anything from the state of the economy to education and theology, it has become almost de rigueur to talk about “before 1994” and “since 1994”. This pre- and post- 1994 divide is not only a matter of etiquette. It is a deep reality that touches all of life in South Africa. Discussion of ecclesiology is no exception. Prior to 1994 the South African churches had their mission defined for them. The struggle to end unjust rule, discriminatory legislation and practices of apartheid left little time for any other concerns. With the unbanning of the liberation movements, the release from prison of our political leaders and the election of a democratic government, the churches suddenly found themselves without a defining goal. Ever since, they have been struggling to find a common voice. 

In broad terms, the churches in South Africa form two major groupings – those of European initiation (mostly Protestant churches, but also the Roman Catholic Church, and, numerically much smaller, the Orthodox and Coptic Churches) and those initiated from the African continent. In addition to these two major groups there is a small, but significant cluster of churches more Pentecostal in nature and which were initiated in the United States of America. With the exception of the Church of England in South Africa, the German Evangelical Lutheran Church and the Baptist Union, the European initiated churches are all members of the South African Council of Churches (SACC). In 2004 the Dutch Reformed Church, which lent both moral and theological support to the apartheid government, sought public forgiveness and applied for admission to the SACC. Since the advent of democracy in 1994 a number of the African Initiated churches have also become members of the SACC (with the notable exceptions of the Zionist Christian Church and the Shembe Church, both of which have large membership.) A number of the member churches of the SACC (Methodist, Presbyterian, Anglican and United Congregational churches) are also part of the Church Unity Commission. This Commission has brokered covenants which include the full recognition of baptism and eucharistic practice, and full recognition of one another’s ministries. Episcopal oversight is still under discussion.
It is ironic that as more churches have formally joined the ecumenical movement in South Africa, the unity of purpose on a national level has become more elusive. This is not to suggest that there are no issues clamouring for attention. HIV/AIDS is everyone’s issue and has touched every person’s life in South Africa. However, there is no unity of purpose in how to address the pandemic. Unemployment has reached crisis proportions, but within the churches (as within the ruling party) there is no agreement as to how the crisis is most directly addressed. Violence on all levels of life, most especially against women and against female children, is an ongoing problem which needs to be addressed by the churches. If this were the whole picture, it would be a gloomy one indeed. 

Fortunately there is another side to this story. Unlike many places in the over-developed world, most churches in South Africa have large and lively membership. At the local level, much is being done to address issues of poverty, sickness (especially AIDS-related illnesses) and education. Inspiring and heart-warming stories abound of a local  congregation which has established a ministry to house-bound AIDS patients, a small group of women who give after-school care to orphans, women who have established vegetable garden projects or bead-working craft centres. Perhaps this is the way for the churches for now – not national projects, but small-scale local initiatives, often ecumenical, which make the kingdom of God a reality, and which break through the silence of poverty, illness, violence and hopelessness.This year’s Week of Prayer material originated in a local situation which is marked both by the intensity of the crisis identified above, and by tremendous courage and ecumenical cooperation in responding to it.

Umlazi, Bhekithemba and the Surroundings

In 1950, the apartheid government in South Africa passed the Group Areas Act, which forced physical separation between peoples by creating different residential areas for different races. Over 3 million people were relocated through forced removal, and ‘townships’ were established, confining the majority black population in overcrowded areas with poor housing, inadequate medical and educational facilities, and limited employment opportunities. Umlazi was originally established as such a township.

In the aftermath of apartheid, the legacy of racism, unemployment and poverty continues to raise formidable challenges for the people of Umlazi. With over 40% of its people unemployed and most others able to earn only enough to feed their families, there is little opportunity to leave the township. Umlazi and the surrounding region has a population of 750,000, yet there is very little infrastructure; there are no recreational facilities - not even a field to play soccer, no cinema; and there is still a shortage of schools, medical clinics and adequate housing. It should be noted that the former ‘townships’ are not the poorest areas of South Africa; these tend to be the rural areas where there is very little development, and the informal settlements - formerly referred to as ‘squatter camps’ - found on the edges of most of the nation’s large cities and towns.

This context of poverty and unemployment gives rise to a high crime rate and problems of abuse within families and communities. But the biggest current challenge faced by the people of Umlazi is the HIV/AIDS pandemic. It is estimated that over 50% of its residents may be infected with the virus. Since many have not been tested, it is difficult to know the exact extent to which the pandemic has spread; but it is an overwhelming part of their present reality. No one in these areas is unaffected by AIDS. Over 10% of babies born in the region are born with the virus; many die in their first years of life. The population between the ages of 14 and 40 has been decimated, leaving many children to live on the streets or on their own, while others live with grandparents. No individual person, family, church or community can face the problems of unemployment, poverty, crime, abuse of women and children and AIDS single handedly. These problems are too enormous for a divided church. Therefore the situation provides the agenda for ecumenism. The Zulus say “You do not pass by when somebody is building a house without helping!” Apartheid managed to break the barriers between churches, now on a local level, AIDS is doing the same. The churches in Umlazi and in other townships have worked for the establishment of clinics and have initiated home-based care programmes, through which volunteer caregivers are trained to care for the sick and the dying in their homes, undertaking work that is physically, emotionally and spiritually taxing, in order to make a difference in the lives of people who are suffering. Other projects are directed towards care of orphans and other vulnerable children, or towards educating youths, such as the initiative to ‘break the silence’ mentioned in the introduction to this year’s materials. The cooperation of churches also extends beyond outreach programmes and includes joint prayer, common witness, and other examples of an ecumenism of life, as is evident in the reflection of local church leaders which follows. 

Witness to ecumenical cooperation from the church leaders in Umlazi

The truth of the matter is that we different churches and clergy are servicing the people of God who are 1) blood relatives; 2) friends and colleagues; 3) one community and 4) receive their daily services from one town hall and one hospital, and share one cemetery. Therefore every party/celebration, wedding, baptism, confirmation and funeral/requiem mass is inevitably ecumenical. For many, they only realize that they belong to different churches for two hours on a Sunday. At funeral services, of which there are many nowadays, when you see different coloured uniforms (church uniforms) you see the beauty of the rainbow people of God. You will also pick up the fact that most people on the ground do not know the difference between different understandings of eucharist and eucharistic sharing in the various Christian churches. They do understand that there is much that binds them together. At times the laity in Africa seem to understand the theology of baptism as a family bond better than their clergy and churches. Lay people interact and meet on many occasions. In listening to the media, they pick up the gifts of clergy from different denominations. When they organize retreats for themselves, they are not reliant on anybody to choose a retreat director for them. They see it as permissible to choose any clergy from any denomination to lead their retreats. For instance, a local Anglican parish recently invited a local Catholic priest to conduct their retreat; shortly thereafter, the Anglican priest of this parish was asked to lead the retreat in the Catholic parish. In this instance, the laity took the lead and the pastors followed. It is fitting. The people slaughter beasts together, they feast together, they cry together and they rejoice together. It is only right that the gifts of one church or parish are shared with others.

Among the churches in Umlazi, there is a lot of ecumenical pulpit/altar exchange traffic in particular among churches who are part of the Church Unity Commission. There are many other examples of one church helping another in their ministry. For example, in terms of stewardship and churches striving to be self-reliant, an Anglican lay minister/sub-deacon recently became an ecumenical stewardship teacher. He visited several neighbouring Christian communities in the region, sharing what he had learnt. Furthermore, there are gatherings of people who share in similar ministries; for instance, altar servers from different churches meet once a year, with one of the local churches providing the venue and catering for the event.

It is becoming a tradition that Good Friday worship has an ecumenical component. Often there is a procession with a cross from one church to another. In other places there is an ecumenical service; after it is finished, people go back to their respective churches. We feel that the time when our brothers and sisters who adopted Dr Verwoerd’s apartheid and baptized it into Christianity has gone. There is no us and them. Years ago, Roman Catholics were accusing Anglicans of heresy; Anglicans were criticising the Methodists; Methodists criticised the Pentecostals; and Pentecostals were accusing the Roman Catholics and the Anglicans of idolatry. Satan rejoiced and God grieved. There was a cycle of accusation. Those days are gone!

In a recent sermon in an ecumenical celebration, one of our members said “I am an Anglican priest, I accepted Jesus as my Lord and Saviour. I don’t know King Henry VIII. I only heard about him in theological college. We can’t be divided by European history which we inherited. Pardon me – I know Jesus … he died for me.” Thanks be to God we crossed the barriers of apartheid and the Berlin wall fell down. We are now gradually growing together as churches, trying to follow Jesus, who prayed “that they may be one”.

� The texts on the churches in South Africa and the ecumenical situation in that country are published under the local authors’ sole responsibility.





