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C O L O U R B L I N D

A Christian perspective on the state of racial relations in South Africa. 

 Written by Roedolf Botha. 
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We are part of Africa. 


More specifically: we are believers living in 
Africa. We are followers of Jesus who find 
ourselves in a country with extreme ethnic 
and racial diversity. And the Leader that we 
follow is Someone who expects us, amongst 
other things, to step across socio-economic 
and racial boundaries, to strive for justice, 
and to alleviate poverty as demonstration of 
the coming of His kingdom (Corbett & 
Fikkert 2012:37-41). The question is, how 
should we as Christians think about and 
especially react to the current perspective of 
tension, violence and crime? This trend 
reports is echurch's contribution to reflecting 
on this very relevant situation, and to 
highlight a few possible points for further 
discussion.
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WHAT DOES SOUTH 
AFRICA’S RACIAL 
LANDSCAPE LOOK LIKE?

It doesn't take a genius to realise that 
racial relations in South Africa, at least on 
the perceptual level, are under immense 
stress (Heiberg & Macharia 2017: ad loc.). 
Some even say the different races in 
South Africa have never been as 
polarised as now. The image painted by 
the media is that we are on the brink of a 
racial war (IRR 2017: ad loc.) Like 
clockwork, provoking comments are 
hurled between the different races. 
General political challenges are changed 
into statements of blatant racial hatred 
when it is openly declared that the (black) 
people who govern this country are 
'apes', or that whites should be chased 
into the sea as a solution to the country's 
problems (Durden 2017: ad log.). 
Incessant talk of issues such as land 
grabs, the injustices of the past, the 
corruption of the government, 
interference by the Guptas, the 'Gupta 
Leaks', the fight against crime and farm 
murders don't really help to establish 
emotional objectivity about the issue. 
(http://www.news24.com/Tags/Topics/
racism). 


An entity whose research serve as one of 
the major sources for this report, is the 
Institute for Racial Relations (IRR). They 
authored various reports that give the 
public access to very balanced and 

nuanced data. The IRR surveys are 
conducted nationally and represent areas 
from the big urban areas to the deep rural 
areas. The samples are compiled 
carefully and usually consist of 
representative percentages of all the 
population groups. The general 
percentages of the respondents who 
usually participate, are therefore as 
follows: 78% are black, 9.2% are 
coloured, 2.8% are Indian and 9.9% are 
white. These numbers are very relevant, 
especially in light of what is to follow in 
this report.


The IRR's survey on the youth from last 
year, showed that young South Africans 
perceived South Africa as a 'ticking time 
bomb' that could 'explode' at any 
moment (IRR 2016a: ad loc.) There are 
many possible reasons for this. However, 
the IRR report of 2016 singles out the 
effect of daily 'ground-level' comments 
that South African citizens (from ordinary 
citizens to politicians to people in 
leadership positions) hurl at each other 
and that were reported in the media. The 
following are a few ideas from the report 
(2016: ad loc.): 
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Matthew Theunissen, a young Cape Town resident, called the government 'a bunch of 
k*****s' after sports minister Fikile Mbalula banned four sporting codes, including 
cricket and rugby, from bidding for international tournaments because of their failure 
to comply with racial quotas. Another Cape Town resident, Vanessa Hartley, likened 
black people to 'stupid animals' who 'flocked to Hout Bay' and should be 'tied to a 
rope...before there was nothing left' of the town. 

The report also paints the other side of this political coin. Political comments like the 
following were noted: 


Julius Malema, leader of the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF), added to the threats 
of violence against whites. Having been charged under the Riotous Assemblies Act of 
1956 for inciting land invasions, he emerged from a court appearance in Newcastle 
(KwaZulu-Natal) in November 2016 to say: 'They (white people) found peaceful 
Africans here. They killed them. They slaughtered them, like animals! We are not 
calling for the slaughter of white people, at least for now!' 

Constant comments such as these are seen, heard and read by everyone in South African 
who has access to any form of media. It is therefore understandable that South Africa is 
viewed as a 'bubbling pot' by her inhabitants.


Interwoven with this context is the perception that crime is increasing, which is of course 
also an issue painted with the racial brush. The 2016 report of the IRR strongly suggested 
that Mandela's democratic dream was shattered because of the country's inability to control 
crime and lawlessness (Kane-Berman 2016: ad loc.) Consequently, the report labels South 
Africa as a lawless country. Although this lawlessness is practised by all kinds of people in 
South Africa, crime is unavoidably linked to skin colour. From there the term 'hate 
crime' (Omar 2017: ad loc.)


The cause of the lawlessness is of course not simply because the government doesn't do 
enough to stop it. The leading perception – so says the report – is that the (mainly black) 
government is also guilty of corruption. The following is a quotation from the report (2016: ad 
loc.):


Lawlessness on the part of the state and those who run it is on the increase. The 
culprits run from the president down to clerks of the court, from directors-general to 
immigration officials, from municipal managers to prison warders, from police generals 
to police constables, from cabinet ministers to petty bureaucrats. 

The IRR report claims that this situation already existed before Zuma started his first term as 
President, but that the situation has steadily grown worse over the past few years (Kane-
Berman 2016: ad loc.).
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It should be added that we are still talking 
about perceptions here, and not 
necessarily about 'reality'. The power of 
perceptions lies in their ability to become 
an imagined reality that lives only in 
people's minds; and that people tend to 
follow these pictures in their heads (Lidsky 
2016: ad loc.). What starts as a mere 
perceptual reality, can later grow into a 
more concrete reality because people tend 
to give life to what they believe is true. 
Hence the phrase from the world of 
business: 'Perception is reality.'


Whichever way you look at it, the story that 
emerges from research is not quite as 
pessimistic as the one told by the media. 
More on this topic later, under the heading 
What are the causes of this trend?
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WHAT DOES THE RACIAL 
TREND LOOK LIKE IN THE 
REST OF THE WORLD?

Although South Africa has unique 
challenges in terms of race, it is by no 
means the only country struggling with 
racial issues. Globalissues claims that, 
although most of Europe have relatively 
effective 'human rights architecture' in 
place, it is still plagued by forms of 
racism that feeds off the latest terror 
attacks in London, racially-driven 
issues such as immigration and 
accommodation, and the problematic 
influx of Syrian refugees (http://
www.globalissues.org/article/165/
racism#RacisminEurope). South Africa, 
along with countries like Rwanda, 
Pakistan, India, Russia, Israel, Great 
Britain, Saudi Arabia, Japan, and even 
the USA and Germany, are named the 
twelve most racist countries in the 
world today (http://www.telesurtv.net/
english/analysis/The-Top-12-Most-
Racist-Countries-in-the-
World-20150320-0019.html).


It is fascinating to watch 'Trump's 
America' and to see how much 
discussion and tension they experience 
on the topic of race. In June 2016, 
white and black Americans were 
already extremely divided on whether 
racial equality existed under the Obama 
regime. Even then many thought racial 
relations in the US were more 
'explosive' that it had been in a long 
time (Zorthian 2016: ad loc.). In a Pew 
survey forty-five per cent (45%) of all 

whites felt that much work still had to 
be done to establish racial equality, 
while sixty-one per cent (61%) of black 
Americans felt this way (http://
www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/
2016/06/27/key-takeaways-race-and-
inequality/). Four out of ten Americans 
support the Black Lives Matter 
campaign in reaction to racial 
inequality. Sixty-three per cent (63%) 
of this support comes from black 
Americans.


Although all the data is not available 
since Trump took over as president, 
the perceptual feeling is that there was 
a sizeable decrease in how safe non-
whites, foreigners and immigrants felt. 
Citizens who felt safer with Trump are 
mostly the white 'forgotten men and 
women' of the worker to middle 
classes that find themselves in the 
countryside (https://
projects.voanews.com/off-the-
highway/). Trump's 'Make America 
Great Again' plays on the sympathy of 
white victimisation of the past, which 
he intends to correct. 
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WHAT ARE THE 
CAUSES OF THIS 
TREND?

The role of the media. 


One issue that sticks out like a sore thumb, is that the picture painted for us by the media, 
only consists of perceptual realities (IRR 2017: ad loc.). One might assume that the causes 
of these challenges in racial relations would be found in conditions such as economic 
inequality and rising unemployment. One would also be able to argue that much of the 
tension in our country would stem from growing disapproval, anger and resentment about 
these two conditions. The data available to us, however, gives an interesting perspective 
on the topic. 


Firstly, even before we look at perspectives, it must be acknowledged that a large part of 
the racial tension is indeed caused by economic inequality, and because the process of 
social justice is much too slow. Injustice is, after all, still very common. We could therefore 
conclude that true racism, injustice and unemployment are still major causes of the 
perception of tension between different races. A full 40% of South Africans feel that 
unemployment is still a huge threat, while 34% thinks service delivery (fresh water, 
electricity, roads, etc.) is a big challenge (IRR 2017: ad loc.). But these are not the biggest 
problems in racial relations. 


Secondly, a few interesting insights into the lives of South Africans since 1994. The IRR 
(2016b) indicates that:


• Extreme poverty has decreased from 50% in 1994 to 20% in 2014.


• The number of people with a steady job and income has doubled over the past two 
decades.


• The percentage of non-white university students has increased from 19.8% to 
70.1% in 2016.


• The murder rate has dropped by 50% since 1994.


• Ten houses have been built for each 'shack' (in informal settlements) erected since 
1994.


Despite the still high levels of crime, injustice and inequality, there has certainly been an 
improvement in many of these conditions. In terms of the perceived improvement of racial 
relations specifically, most South Africans have reported an improvement since 1994. See 
the table below.
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In answer to a general question about what the best route is to improve all South 
Africans' lives, 74.5% (73% of all black correspondents and 77% of all whites) 
answered that job creation and better education should be the most important 
strategies. A total of 21% answered that better services are important; 2.8% felt better 
BEE/AA in the workplace is important, and when asked if more land reform is 
necessary, only 1% (1% of all black correspondents and 0.7% of all whites) thought it 
was important.


Concerning the question of whether the best possible person should be appointed in a 
post, regardless of race or skin colour, 82.4% answered 'Yes' (79.4% of black 
correspondents, 96.1% of coloureds, 79.5% of Indians and 93.5% of whites).


In many of these reports, data and numbers it is clear that the differences in opinion 
about certain issues are far smaller than what can be concluded from the media. What 
is also clear, is that racial tension isn't as high as what is portrayed on social media, the 
television and in the newspapers. The 2017 report is quite clear about hits. We provide 
two representative quotations in this regard below (2017: ad loc.):


The results of the 2016 survey are again mainly positive, for the views of the 
overwhelming majority of South Africans are very different from the damaging 
vitriol to be found on social media. 

And:


During 2016, many damaging racial comments were given persistent and splash 
coverage by the media, reinforcing perceptions that South Africa might yet 
descend into a racial war.  

Although not all information given in the media is inaccurate or spread with corrupt 
intensions, we can say that the media has been guilty of painting an often one-sided 
picture about racial tension and racial relations in South Africa over the past few years.

Racial	rela)ons	since	1994 Total Black Coloured Indian White

Improved 54.5% 58.7% 33.6% 33.7% 46.5%

Stayed	the	same 27.0% 25.4% 37.8% 25.4% 29.3%

Deteriorated 13.4% 10.7% 21.9% 32.6% 21.3%

Don't	know 5.2% 5.1% 6.7% 8.3% 2.9%



�9

The human condition. 


Against the background of our theological understanding, we must always remember 
that many of these phenomena could simply be superficial peepholes into the corrupt 
human condition. Sometimes there really is pure racism or racial hatred behind many 
human political agendas. Many researchers remain uncertain about which motives are 
born first: economic control, materialism or racial hatred? What is clear from these 
chicken-or-egg situations, however, is that these powers feed off each other. Some 
people simply want to exclude or even hate others. Others want to see economic 
control in the hands of their own ethnic group.
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WHAT CAN THE 
CHURCH DO?

NOTE: As with any written document, 
this one is also aimed at a specific 
target audience – in this case, a white 
church audience. The irony of this 
report is therefore that, although we try 
to shed light on the racial debate in 
South Africa, the report is aimed at 
what white South Africans can do to 
help from within the church context. 
Echurch decided to stick to this 
approach, for two main reasons: Firstly, 
we don't want to be so arrogant as to 
talk on behalf of other communities 
besides the white community, and 
secondly, we didn't want to make the 
report too long – we wanted to keep it 
in a short, manageable format. We trust 
that it will be received and accepted in 
this way.


Start discussions within 
congregations to help face the 
harsh reality. As we said earlier, we 
live in Africa. Church in Africa will 
necessarily be different from church in 
the Netherlands or in Australia. The 
question is, can (dare) we really be 
church in Africa without consciously 
having contact with other races or 
ethnic groups? If we are white and 
Afrikaans-speaking, we are a very 
small minority. People in the church 
should be reminded of these realities 
and should start conversations about 
it.


We live in a country with serious racial 
tension and the church of Jesus has – 
imbedded in the gospel – all the 
necessary tools to make a huge 

difference. Our country is diverse and it will always be this way. A movement such as the 
Jesus movement, that lives from a calling of reconciliation, can't live with its head buried in 
the sand. The opportunities in our racially diverse country are simply too big. 


Help people with a positive, yet realistic interpretation of the news and the media. As 
important and as indispensable as the role of the media is in the lives of South Africans, 
we should still realise that not everything we see, hear or read can be trusted. Media 
reporting is done from a unique perspective on reality (and with unique aims). Since the 
information presented to the public is uniquely interpreted, people of the church should 
help each other to understand and digest the information in a more accurate, healthy and 
objective manner.


We should re-discover our calling of reconciliation. After all, Paul said that the ministry 
of reconciliation has been given to us (2 Cor 5:18-21). That is why ethnic diversity is a 
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good thing. It can give expression to the unity of the kingdom. It means that the followers of 
Jesus are primarily bridge builders and not fence erectors. We dare not take shelter between 
'our own people' where everyone speaks Afrikaans and looks, thinks, does and talks like us. 
The new 'our people' that Paul talks about, consist of man, woman, Jew, Greek, civilised, 
uncivilised, slave or free (Col 3:11; Gal 3:28). It will therefore seem strange if an institution like 
the church, with its primary calling of reconciliation and its home in a diverse country such as 
South Africa, didn't give expression to this diversity in a practical and concrete way. A few 
suggestions that may help:


• Some white Afrikaans congregations offer classes in other languages for members who 
want to learn African languages such as isiZulu, Setswana or Sesotho. This is perhaps one 
of the most powerful bridge-building strategies. We all know how positively people of other 
cultures react when we greet them with a few words in their own language!


• Create opportunities for white Afrikaans members to come closer to the realities of other 
cultures. Some congregations arrange for groups of their own members to spend a night or 
two in an informal settlement with the aim to build relationships and to learn more about the 
people who live there.


• Arrange for members to regularly attend Sunday services at a black congregation and have 
lunch with their members afterwards. The experience can then be reversed when the black 
congregation attends a service with the white congregation.


• We can all learn how to use the South African taxi system and make a point of taking a taxi 
to get to our destinations. In this way, our members learn to place themselves in the shoes 
and worlds of, for example, their domestic workers.


• We, as the church of Jesus, could provide guidance on how to build better relationships 
with our domestic workers and how to handle conflict when we become frustrated with 
each other.


• In some congregations, we could encourage people to read relevant books about racial 
relations, which could lead to new perspectives. Examples are Zelda la Grange's Goeie 
môre mnr. Mandela or Mandela's Long Walk to Freedom, or even Trevor Noah's more recent 
Born a Crime. People could be helped to understand that they don't have to agree with 
everything. The aim of these books is not to politically 'indoctrinate' anyone, but simply to 
present another perspective in order for us to learn how the minds of some of our fellow 
South Africans work.
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These are only a few suggestions to get 
the ball rolling. However, challenging 
situations require extreme sacrifice and a 
new way of thinking and doing – the way 
of sacrifice that the gospel teaches. In 
this way, the church of Jesus creates 
positive experiences between different 
groups in our country. The only way to 
fight negative perceptions is to help 
create positive stories through a new kind 
of interaction with people of other 
cultures.


Reconciliation also means that we 
should help our own people to 
overcome the pain that they may have 
suffered in their interactions with other 
South Africans. People should be 
helped to forgive and to trust again. 
Pastoral centres/ministries in a 
congregation can play a valuable role 
here. As followers of Jesus we are not 
allowed to simply react out of our pain 
with refusal.


We have to train new leaders. For all 
these unique challenges we need unique 
leaders who are willing to lead and to 
break open new opportunities for 
relationships. For a church that wants to 
make a positive and constructive 
contribution, we need leaders who can 
challenge their people with faith, courage 
and straightforward 'guts'. They will need 
the will to lead members across 
boundaries by setting the example. 


Once the ethnic diversity in our beautiful 
country is no longer seen as an 'issue', 
but rather as an opportunity, beautiful 
things can happen that can bring hope 
to many. The image of a rainbow nation 
wasn't the brainchild of the new 
post-1994 South African government. 
No, it was God's idea and it is still His 
plan for all of us on the southern tip of 
Africa! The only question is whether his 
body, his church, is still willing to accept 
this invitation.
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