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THE KAIROS DOCUMENT: A CHALLENGE TO ACTION (1985) 

 
This document was first discussed at a meeting held in Soweto in July 1985. The second edition was signed by a 
number of the church leaders who attended the National Initiative for Reconciliation. It was called the Kairos 
Document because Kairos was taken to mean the moment of truth and the moment of grace and opportunity. The 
church in South Africa was described as divided and as consisting of two churches - a white church and a black 
church. The document is a critique of the various theologies to be found in South Africa – 'state theology' and 
'church theology'. It suggests a possible 'prophetic theology' with a message of hope for our land. This document 
provoked heated debate and was acclaimed by many Christians but criticised by others. It was the first of a 
number of statements calling for a new look at the role of the church in South Africa  

CHALLENGE TO ACTION 
5.1 God Sides with the Oppressed 
To say that the Church must now take sides unequivocally and consistently with the poor and the oppressed is to 
overlook the fact that the majority of Christians in South Africa have already done so. By far the greater part of the 
Church in South Africa is poor and oppressed. Of course it cannot be taken for granted that everyone who is 
oppressed has taken up their own cause and is struggling for their own liberation. Nor can it be assumed that all 
oppressed Christians are fully aware of the fact that their cause is God's cause. Nevertheless it remains true that 
the Church is already on the side of the oppressed because that is where the majority of its members are to be 
found. This fact needs to be appropriated and confirmed by the Church as a whole.  

At the beginning of this document it was pointed out that the present crisis has highlighted the divisions in the 
Church. We are a divided Church precisely because not all the members of our Churches have taken sides 
against oppression. In other words not all Christians have united themselves with God "who is always on the side 
of the oppressed" (Ps 103: 6). As far as the present crisis is concerned, there is only one way forward to Church 
unity and that is for those Christians who find themselves on the side of the oppressor or sitting on the fence, to 
cross over to the other side to be united in faith and action with those who are oppressed. Unity and reconciliation 
within the Church itself is only possible around God and Jesus Christ who are to be found on the side of the poor 
and the oppressed.  

If this is what the Church must become, if this is what the Church as a whole must have as its project, how then 
are we to translate it into concrete and effective action?  

5.2 Participation in the Struggle 
Christians, if they are not doing so already, must quite simply participate in the struggle for liberation and for a just 
society. The campaigns of the people, from consumer boycotts to stayaways, need to be supported and 
encouraged by the Church. Criticism will sometimes be necessary but encouragement and support will be also be 
necessary. In other words the present crisis challenges the whole Church to move beyond a mere 'ambulance 
ministry' to a ministry of involvement and participation.   

5.3 Transforming Church Activities 
The Church has its own specific activities: Sunday services, communion services, baptisms, Sunday school, 
funerals and so forth. It also has its specific way of expressing its faith and its commitment, that is, in the form of 
confessions of faith. All of these activities must be re-shaped to be more fully consistent with a prophetic faith 
related to the KAIROS that God is offering us today. The evil forces we speak of in baptism must be named. We 
know what these evil forces are in South Africa today. The unity and sharing we profess in our communion 
services or Masses must be named. It is the solidarity of the people inviting all to join in the struggle for Gods 
peace in South Africa. The repentance we preach must be named. lt is repentance for our share of the guilt for 
the suffering and oppression in our country.  

Much of what we do in our Church services has lost its relevance to the poor and the oppressed. Our services 
and sacraments have been appropriated to serve the need of the individual for comfort and security. Now these 
same Church activities must be reappropriated to serve the real religious needs of all the people and to further the 
liberating missien of God and the Church in the world.  

5.4 Special Campaigns 
Over and above its regular activities the Church would need to have special programmes, projects and 
campaigns because of the special needs of the struggle for liberation in South Africa today. But there is a very 
important caution here. The Church must avoid becoming a 'Third Force', a force between the oppressor and the 
oppressed.  The Church's programmes and campaigns must not duplicate what the people's organisations are 
already doing and, even more seriously, the Church must not confuse the issue by having programmes that run 
counter to the struggles of those political organisations that truly represent the grievances and demands of the 
people. Consultation, co-ordination and co-operatien will be needed. We all have the same goals even when we 
differ about the final significance of what we are struggling for. 
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5.5 Civil Disobedience 
Once it is established that the present regime has no moral legitimacy and is in fact a tyrannical regime certain 
things follow for the Church and its activities. In the first place the Church cannot collaborate with tyranny. It 
cannot or should not do anything that appears to give legitimacy to a morally illegitimate regime. Secondly, the 
Church should not only pray for a change of government, it should also mobilise its members in every parish to 
begin to think and work and plan for a change of government in South Africa. We must begin to look ahead and 
begin working now with firm hope and faith for a better future. And finally the moral illegitimacy of the apartheid 
regime means that the Church will have to be involved at times in civil disobedience. A Church that takes its 
responsibilities seriously in these circumstances will sometimes have to confront and to disobey the State in order 
to obey God.  

5.6 Moral Guidance 
The people look to the Church, especially in the midst of our present crisis for moral guidance. In order to provide 
this the Church must first make its stand absolutely clear and never tire of explaining and dialoguing about it. It 
must then help people to understand their rights and their duties. There must be no misunderstanding about the 
moral duty of all who are oppressed to resist oppression and to struggle for liberation and justice. The Church will 
also find that at times it does need to curb excesses and to appeal to the consciences of those who act 
thoughtlessly and wildly.  

But the Church of Jesus Christ is not called to be a bastion of caution and moderation. The Church should 
challenge, inspire and motivate people. It has a message of the cross that inspires us to make sacrifices for 
justice and liberation. It has a message of hope that challenges us to wake up and to act with hope and 
confidence. The Church must preach this message not only in words and sermons and statements but also 
through its actions, programmes, campaigns and divine services.  

CONCLUSION 
As we said in the beginning, there is nothing final about this document nor even about this second edition. Our 
hope is that it will continue to stimulate discussion, debate, reflection and prayer, but, above all, that it will lead to 
action. We invite all committed Christians to take this matter further, to do more research, to develop the themes 
we have presented here or to criticise them and to return to the Bible, as we have tried to do, with the question 
raised by the crisis of our times.  

Although the document suggests various modes of involvement it does not prescribe the particular actions 
anyone should take. We call upon all those who are committed to this prophetic form of theology to use the 
document for discussion in groups, small and big, to determine an appropriate form of action, depending on their 
particular situation, and to take up the action with other related groups and organisations.  

The challenge to renewal and action that we have to set out here is addressed to the Church. But that does not 
mean that it is intended only for Church leaders. The challenge of the faith and of our present KAIROS is 
addressed to all who bear the name Christian. None of us can simply sit back and wait to be told what to do by 
our Church leaders or by anyone else. We must all accept responsibility for acting and living out our Christian 
faith in these circumstances. We pray that God will help all of us to translate the challenge of our times into action.  

We, as theologians (both lay and professional), have been greatly challenged by our own reflections, our 
exchange of ideas and our discoveries as we met together in smaller and larger groups to prepare this document 
or to suggest amendments to it. We are convinced that this challenge comes from God and that it is addressed to 
all of us. We see the present crisis or KAIROS as indeed a divine visitation.  

And finally we would also like to repeat our call to our Christian brothers and sisters throughout the world to give 
us the necessary support in this regard so that the daily loss of so many young lives may be brought to a speedy 
end. 


