Sermon, lent 3 – Reconciliation and Healing.

Readings

Exodus 3: 1-15

Psalm 103 1-9

1 Corinthians 10: 1-13

Luke 13: 1-9

In looking at the theme of reconciliation and healing, we need first to look at what reconciliation means.  If you go into the original construction of the word, it stems from various sources which mean – to make friends again.  To restore relationships that have been lost.  

We are living in a country which is emerging from the time of the 1994 miracle – it’s as if the honeymoon is over.  You know that time in your marriage when you have been living together for a time, and one day you wake up, you sit at the breakfast table and you look at the person opposite you, and you ask yourself, “what have I done?”  You are stuck with a stranger who has all sorts of weird habits, and you know that it’s for EVER.  But it’s at that point that building the marriage really starts. You are now two real people, free of the aura of wedded bliss, and are now in the business of creating a marriage out of two flawed, hurt people who come with a history and the baggage that goes with it.

So it is with our country.  We are a mix of cultures which are vastly different, and are unlikely ever, at least not in our lifetimes, to become welded into a single identity.  With true healing we can become a people who make common cause, but it will be a while before we become “typically South Africa” in a universally recognised form of that concept.

Certainly the differences between black people and white people in the Apartheid experiences are totally different. Divisions between the groups in this country were emphasised, and the hurt and profound damage done to the black people as described by Luke and Earl in the previous two Sundays underlined this and made us aware once again of the shameful and destructive nature of our immediate past.  I don’t think either side can ever fully understand how the other side felt.  We can metaphorically compare bad life experiences as tell ourselves “it must haven like….) but that is only a picture of it, and in our post-honeymoon period, those who had nothing are finding out that having it all brings its own problems and responsibilities.

But if we are going to heal and rebuild our country to take its rightful place on this continent and in the world, there are certain things we must understand, and healing of these things are important. 

1 Just an example – missionary education, where it was well done, brought to light some promising young people, and one of these was the poet, Benedict Vilikazi. He wrote the most incredibly beautiful poetry in Zulu, using he forms and structure of the European literature he had been taught but expressing deep, heartfelt African emotions.  As he was gathering a group of other young poets like himself, another poet emerged, one Herbert Dhlomo.  Dhlomo saw things differently to Vilikazi, and saw the value in such Africa cultural expressions as the Praise Song.  He criticised Vilikazi for his adherence to more European forms, and wanted to develop African traditional structures using the insights gained from his European education.  Lively academic debate ensued, but with the advent of Apartheid, all this disappeared.  The lid was on the flames, and until writers such as Oswald Mtshali and other protest poets of the 60’s and later emerged, there was no more development of African culture in the way that would have given it a voice on the global stage.

2 Those who do business in South Africa or are involved in education know that South African black people differ from those of other African countries in their attitude to work.  South African black people are often unwilling to take risks, to change.  We are told that some hawkers have been selling the same products in the same packaging for twenty or more years.  Any suggestion they take advantage of new products is met with resistance.  It’s as if the epithet “cheeky K@%##&$” is ingrained, and obedience and conformity is ingrained, as if the apartheid bosses are still threatening to punish them for any sign of initiative.

3 Many of us who did not support the previous regime are also those who prefer to support opposition politics in the new South Africa, or we were people who were part of the more privileged minority groups, but who still did not have the vote – Indians and coloured people are part of this group.  Some of the latter have found a home in the politics of the new South Africa, but others have found “previously we weren’t white enough, now we aren’t black enough.” As a result of not being governed by “our own” people or by supporting government policies which are only supported by a minority, many of us have opted out of any form of involvement. We look after our own interests, and because we are Christians, we are the backbone of many charities, but these are focussed more on the needs of individual people rather than any form of community identity.  In the previous regime, we were K---Boeties or Comunists, but any liberal support in the new South Africa has been largely discounted, and we are now racists who want to keep the money for ourselves.  We also live in a society where “our own kind” in Zimbabwe have lost everything, and we wonder if our turn is coming here, and when our efforts to help are discounted or thrown back in our faces because it is white patronage, we shrug, withdraw and tell ourselves ‘eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we are refugees.”  We are rather like the fig tree read about in today’s gospel – highly decorative, but not particularly fruitful –we don’t know if it is worth producing fruit. 

4 There are huge expectations on everyone in this country.  We have not only gone from sanctions to globablisation, but Affirmative Action has become law and essential for business.  AA or Black Economic Empowerment is controversial. It is true that without some form of coercion there would have been no admittance to black people into significant places in the economy.  It is also true, though, that to be really successful in business or anywhere else, a certain street wisdom is necessary.  When we consider that Einstein spent much of his childhood with an uncle who was interested in how things worked, and that Bach and Mozart were born into families that made their living with music, and that many young Jewish boys start playing the stock market with their Bar mitzvah money, we can see that making it is more than your B.Mus or your MBA.  All credit to the many of our black fellow-countrymen and women who have been brought up in poor townships or remote rural areas and are making a go of it in so many ways.  I’m sure that each generation will be more and more able to take their place in the economy of this country with less of the stress of identity and forging a new philosophy of life which is so much part of the emerging population. 

5 At the base of us all is fear – fear that ‘they” will enslave us again, and re-assert colonialism, and fear that we will never be accepted because of the colour of our skin.  The other ‘we” are afraid that revenge will still come – that we are hatd for our past, and that the crime wave is as much about revenge as it is about not enough money to go around.

So what do we do?  We start, I think by looking at today’s Exodus reading.  When Moses asks God who it is that is sending him to free the children of Israel from Pharaoh, God says, “I am who I am  tell the I AM sent you.”  What a supreme statement if divine identity.  No need for metaphors, no need ofr association with a job or an address or a skin-colour.  I AM is also the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, but that is more to git the Israelites identity, not to describe God.  And since we are all made in God’s image, a bit of that “I AM characterises us too.  In the power of the Holy Spirit, we can be truly ourselves, standing as children of Gid, with our several callings, our personal characteristics dependant on nothing but the fact that we are created by God, re-created through the sacrifice of his Son, and empowered to be the fulfilment of that creation through the power of the Holy Spirit.  

Our healing from the devastating past lies, then in our acceptance of ourselves, and our acceptance of each other and allowing ourselves to be accepted by the God who made us, with no expectations except for knowing that God has a place for each of us.  God knows our struggles and our limitations, but our healing rests in the knowledge that at base, we are a precious creation with a vital role to play.  One we see ourselves and our fellow countrymen and women as vessels for that I AM, the healing can begin, and then, who knows where God will take us?   

