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LS:

Manifesto in 1970 has to be linked with what was happening in the USA in terms
of black empowerment.

GM:

Is that the writing of James Cones?

LS:

It was Martin Luther King, Malcolm X and the Black Panther movement. I think
1963 was an important date in terms of the black struggle. Things started burning
all over the place. We have to check this, but I think these were initial steps of
Black Conscious Movement (BCM) which in South Afiica was

adopted

consciously in 1968.

GM:

That is when you were ordained!

LS:

Yes I was ordained in 1968 in June. This was the beginning of the formu lation of
BCM in South Africa. It was initiated by students at T urfloop. I had finished my
studies at St. Augustines in Roma. I did my Philosophy at St. Peter's and moved
on to St. Augustine to do Theology. In 1972 I moved to Rome.

GM:

How long did you stay in Rome?

LS:

I stayed for four years.

GM:

What were you studying there?

S:

I was studying Moral Theology at Alphonsia, an Institute of Moral Theology ran
by the Redemptorist. It is attached to the Lateran University of Rome. I was
recalled at the end of 1975 to become t he first black rector of St. Peter's
Seminary.

GM:

On November 2, 1975, in the Southern Cross it was reported that Black rector
was to take over at St. Peter's.
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LS:

' It was an unfortunate period in the history of the Roman Catholic Church and
Christianity in South Africa. I don't know whether, unfortunate, is the right word
for the whole of South Afiica. A year later, you had the Soweto uprising. It was
very difficult for any person who had the interest in the struggle not to be
involved. St Peter's consisted of Black students from different dioceses in South
Africa. The majority of lecturers at St. Peter's were white. A carry over from the
different year.

What was happerung then in South Afiica, in terms of politics of South Afiica,
the black consciousness coming from Turfloop university pioneered by people
like Steve Biko, Mokhupusi, Tito, Pityana, and Sabelo Ntwasa, that kind of
movement could not really leave us untouched. This is how it happened;
In I was rector and thei:e were all these movements and alongside the
development of Black Consciousness which was a political movement. Black
theology had to go along with the development of Black Consciousness. I
remember going to meetings talking Black Theology and all sort of things related
to it.

GM:

Was there a difference between Black Theology and Black Consciousness or were
they closely connected?

LS:

We regarded Black Theology as the theological manjfestation of the concerns
expressed by Black Consciousness. It was a theological expression of the basic
concerns of Black Consciousness. They were feeding on each other. So that for
us Black Consciousness concerns, were the concerns of God, of the church of the
basic ethical christianity. They were taken up by us all and we supported the
movement with this kind of theological vehicle. Black Theology was Black
Consciousness at prayer. Black Consciousness was Black Theology politically.
There was really no difference they were two sides of the same coin. There was
a very close relationship between the exponents of BC and the exponents of Black
Theology. They were almost the same. We went to the same meetings, supported
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each other.

GM:

When you were appointed rector was BC active or did you activate it at St.
Peter's?

LS:

I think, the students in general were affected by the BCM. But whether the BC
manifested itself in practical programmes and activities I amamm

not too sure.

I think it's because of people like But:i, Monyai and myself (at Fort Hare
teaching Black theology - ex-priest), who somehow almost unconsciously because
of our anger we found ourselves pulling the seminary into this kind of involvement
with BC and Black Theology.

GM:

When the seminary finally closed in 1977, Fr. Scholten said that it was closed
because of lack of students and the following year there were less than ten who
were going to come. But you said that, "the seminary was being closed after two
bishops came there and saw it as a revolutionary centre". Which of the two
assertions is true?

LS:

My statement is very true! Obviously, the bishops were not very pleased with
what we were doing, for instance, I had asked Buti to give a course on Black
Theology.

As the first black rector I was leading, as it were a political

movement. For instance, in October 1977, if you still remember, all BC groups
were banned, then October 1977 follows immediately after September 1977, when
Biko died.

In October, John Kruger the Minster of Justice banned all the

organisations and Buti and myself organised a march to John Vorster square as
priests.

GM:

Who was involved in this march? Was it SPOBA?

LS:

It was from the Permanent Black Priest Solidarity Group, SPOBA was no longer
active.
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GM:

What was the difference between SPOBA and PBPSG?

LS:

I think when the BC stated, SPOBA almost became inactive as it were. PBPSG
emerged. A pressure group within the black Catholic priests and the church which
somehow supplanted SPOBA. This was a pressure group movement in the
Roman Catholic church which pioneered the involvement with BC and Black
Theology.

GM:

Why was Natal not involved?

LS:

I think it was par accident. I was at St. Peter's seminary, Buti, Monyai and
Shumang were there. Shumang was from St. Philips and some people from
Regina Mundi. We had a close contact and were accessible to each other. Natal
was a little bit far. We tried several times to go to Natal to spread the message
but we were not successful. In October 1977, we organised a march to John
Vorster square, we got arrested, we were bailed out. When we went on trial it
was terribly serious, we were fined R60 each for marching illegally.

GM:

Did you stay in the cells?

LS:

They did not keep us there we were out. We just went for the trial. But I think
this was the last straw for the bishops and they felt that this was not good for their
students The only way, you see the SACBC would shun away from closing the
seminary directly because they would be afraid of the BC back lash. BC at that
time was very strong. They were afraid to close the seminary directly. What they
did was for each individual bishop to withdraw his students. The bishop of
Pietersburg, was very angry with me. He withdraw his students and send them to
St. John Vianney or to Lesotho.

GM:

How possible was it to send Black students to St. John Vianney when it was a
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white seminary?

LS:

I think by that time you could, before it was would not have been possible . They
started sending students away and I ended up having no students. The bishops
then turned around and said, look, there are not students. It does mean that we
want to close the seminary but there are no st udents. It was a calculated move
that is how they closed the seminary. I had to leave by defunct. There were no
students I could not continue to be rector of St. Peter's seminary. On the l 5th of
D ecember l 977, Scholten released a press statement saying that St. Peter's was
to be closed indefinitely.

GM:

How did Scholten fit into the picture? Was he pushing for the closure?

LS:

He was my predecessor and very much anti-me and what was happening at the
seminary. He was a powerful man.

GM:

Was he accepted by the students?

LS:

No, No, No, there were strikes and walkout s during his time. But you see, he was
a strong man he controlled all the bishops. I suspect, primarily, because he knew
how to make money. That is why they relied on him and listened to him. He was
very strong and powerful. He was not our fiiend. Somehow he contributed to the
closing of the seminary.

GM:

"Is bolder leadership needed in the church", this article appeared in the Sou them

Cross in 1971, you gave an opinion with BC elements. What was really happening
at this time which triggered you to write these views?

LS:

It was after the manifesto, 1970, which had great influence on the black priests.

GM:

Where you involved in the manifesto?
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LS:

I was not, I was rector of St. Pius Minor seminary. I suspect if I had been around
I would have been involved. But the manifesto had a profound impact on us.
Mind you, the state of affairs during that time was real dichotomy between white
and black priests. We were treated like glorified altar boys as the manifesto says.

GM:

Was it in terms ofjob description or monetary accessibility?

LS:

It was in terms of everything. We did not have cars of our own. If you were an
assistant parish priest, he would treat you with little respect. He would give you
responsibilities that befits your position. It was very difficult. The manifesto was
a real cry from the heart. It was a brave thing to do at that time.

GM:

Did you know of the earlier petitions sent to the bishops in I 966, 1968 and 1969?

LS:

I was not glued on those earlier petitions.

I was doing my theology at St.

Augustine in Lesotho. But I knew that SPOBA was stirring things, SPOBA was
mostly St. Peter's students.

I missed the SPOBA era, but I heard of Paul

Mngoma now bishop of Mariannhill, one time he was the president of SPOBA.
But with the beginning of the manifesto r really became involved.

GM:

Do you think it was a proper way of doing it, by publishing it in the Rand daily

Ma;/ on the 23rd of January I 970, or they could have been another alternative?

LS:

I think that was the only way. The leadership of the church was basically male,
white and very intransigent. That was the only way to break out of the system and
it worked. Thanks to the manifesto, we could begin to say to ourselves we need
to come together as black priests, to pressurise the church to change its
governance, its ways of treating black priests, and its approach to our people.
Also, we could challenge the church in terms of dichotomy of what had developed
of what the church was teaching, for instance the pastoral letters of the bishops
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• conference and the way they were doing things. The pastoral letter's were saying,
"down with apartheid!" but there would be St. Peter's Seminary for the black
seminarians. It was a contradictory affair. It was also seen in hospitals and schools
- Black and white - but they would continue issuing letters which said that
apartheid was a sin. So we started voicing out.

GM:

Was the aim of the manifesto to uplift the consciousness of the Black priest?

LS:

Yes, and a sense of discontent to manifest it and it was very successful to that
extent.

GM:

Was the intention also to uplift the standard of the black priest?

LS:

I think so. At that time you see for instance, after my ordination, fortunately,
towards the end of our training at St. Augustine they introduced a programme
where we learnt how to drive so I got my licence in Lesotho. When I came back
here, I could not go out to the outstation without a white brother driving me.
Until one Sunday I said to the brother,
"go alone and say mass there."
He said; "what are you saying?".
I said; "if I go, you do not go, because I am the one who is going to say mass" .

So he went to Fr. Blais to tell him that I was saying something funny because I
wanted to drive myself to mass. Fr Blias told him that I did not want him (the
brother) to drive me. Fr Blias told the brother that I would drive myself because
I had a driver's licence. I was allowed to do that. For the first time I would take
the car on my own go and come back. This gives you an idea of the kind of
treatment we used to get. We had to crash these things one by one. This is the
context in which I was writing this article, that we needed bolder leadership.

GM:

An Article in the Southern Cross in 197 1 said that priests were offended by
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Cardinals comments in Australia especially SPOBA.

LS:

This made us very angry. He said this in Australia. But that was not funny. It
was part of the thinking within the Catholic church. That is how they thought
about us.

GM:

It is quite strange when you think about it nowl

LS:

Strange as it is, that is how they thought about us. We still needed to be under
their tutelage and guidance before we can be completely independent. Thanks to
SPOBA's initiative that brought about the manifesto in 1970.

GM:

A memorandum was written by SPOBA. How was the issue solved?

LS:

The standard response of the SACBC was just to ignore what SPOBA was saying.
They did nothing and the individual bishops would deal with their individual
priests. It became an individual affair until we realised that unless we form
ourselves into a group, the PBPSG. It was formed as a result of what was
happening between me and the lecturers at St. Peter's Seminary. The black
priests came to my support. I said all the white priests should go and I formed
my own staff. They all went, I won the fight, I got my own staff That is when I
got Buti, Monyai and Albert to come and help me teach. That was when the
Permanent Black Solidarity Group was formed and it was just natural that I
became the first president of it.

GM:

When you were called to be a rector of St. Peter's did that disturbed your studies?

LS:

Yes, I was called by Bishop Naidoo and yes, I was supposed to do my doctorate
there.

GM:

Why did they pick on you?

- 11-

LS:

To be honest, I think, I always give an impression of somebody who is very soft,
can easily manipulated by liberals. I think that was the main reason why they
picked on me. Because that is the impression I give to people - as somebody
who is not going to cause problems, a very reasonable man, he listens, that is
why liberals sought my aid. (He gave an example of Professor Magkoba with the
recent scandals on his misrepresenting his CV).

GM:

SPOBA was busy attacking the bishops for not appointing a black bishop, was
SPOBA responsible for your appointment?

LS:

To tell the truth I am not quite sure, but I suspect a great deal of scouting around,
talking to people. But I have great doubt whether SPOBA had much to do with
my appointment. I will tell you, because I was not very famous, I studied at St.
Augustine and most of the priests did not have a clear idea of who I was and what
I stood for. I think, I am right it was a liberal appointment of somebody they could
manipulate.

GM:

How was your reception at the seminary from both circle i.e. black and white?

LS:

I would not say that it was terribly enthusiastic from the white side especially.
The students did not quite know me. It was not terribly enthusiastic, I should be
fair that they were not against me as well. But they were still going to study who
was I was. The white liberals were very suspicious about the whole affair but
pretended to be really happy.

GM:

Did you have major problems like walk outs?

LS:

Not really, because as you can see, I was there in November 1975. 1976 becomes
a major upheaval and I immediately got embroiled in the meetings. I think because
of that, I gave the white lecturers a stick to hit me with, that the rector is hardly
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around, he is busy organising political meetings and neglecting his duties at the
seminary. I think, that was the main thing, that is what they were communicating
to my employers - the SACBC. With the students I did not have a major problem.

GM:

Where you organising in the areas of Black Consciousness and Black Theology?

LS:

We were doing that especially through Buti's lectures on Black Theology. He was
responsible for Black Theology and we managed to fill it in our curriculum. I
brought Buti, Monyai and Albert Nolan to St. Peter's.

GM:

Southern Cross, June 27th 1976, reported that lectures suspended at St. Peter's
because of food complaints. This came at a time when there were advanced plans
for the amalgamation of the two seminaries. Was the closure of St. Peter's in any
way influenced by the June 16 events?

LS:

Very much so. Like I said most of the time I was out, I remember that particular
day. When I came back I heard that the students had walked out because of food.
I was away for about a week. When I came back the complaints was on food and
they used that to suspend the seminary, i.e. to close the seminary - the bishops
instituted a kind of inquiry. Archbishop D . Hurley and Bishop Naidoo came.
That was the spark which started the PBPSG. Because the black priests realised
that I was alone and I had huge pressure on me. They used the walk-out of
students because of food to close the seminary.

GM:

Was it really food or something political motivated which led the students to
boycott?

LS:

I think it was a combination of both. Strangely, when I came back and talked to
them, there was no animosity towards me. This makes me think that it was a
combination of both.
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GM:

Was this the time when the lecturers also went on strike?

LS:

Yes, I think they refused to lecture until some students were dismissed because
of disciplinary misconduct.

GM:

What did this disciplinary fiasco entail or were the white fo lks against the black
folks?

LS:

I think one or two students were caught jumping the fence which was illegal, to
go to Themba or to the hospital nearby. The white lecturers decided that the
students concerned must go if they didn't they were not going to lecture, that was
the main thing.

I refused to chase the students away. The lecturers went on

strike, that is when the bishops came. They sent a delegation to come and break
the deadlock. They met me and Monyai.

I wrote a long memorandum as a

response to what the lecturers were saying and doing and wanted me to do.
That is where I wrote that I would rather loose the lecturers and keep the
students. At that point the bishops began to see my point and I finally lost the
lecturers and I got new people to come in Albert, Buti and Synnot.

GM:

Bernard Connor describes Elias Monyai as the agent provocateur!

LS:

I don't know why he does that! At one moment when we had recess Monyai
was with me when I was talking to the bishops. Bishop Steve Naidoo called me
aside and said; "why did you let Monyai come to the meeting because he seems
to have so much influence on you."
So I said; "I can't let him go he is witnessing the meeting".
So I think that confirms what Bernard Connor is saying as the agent provocateur
in respect to me.

GM:

SPOBA was against the amalgamation of the two seminaries do you know why?
The reason given was because oflack of black staff at the seminary it was said in
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• the Southem Cross on 27 June 1974.

LS:

It is possible, if you remember most active members of SPOBA were in Natal;
why? because the president of SPOBA was Sam Mngoma who was in Natal and
they would not be around with what was happening in the Transvaal and St.
Peter's seminary.

GM:

Was Simangaliso Mkhatshwa in SPOBA at this time?

LS:

H e was Secretary General of the SACBC, so he would be outside the sphere of
influence of SPOBA. It was very much the Natal preists rather than the Transvaal
ones. Before 1976 SPOBA was very active with the manifesto priests there.

GM:

According to Oswin Magrath O.P., you were asked to leave the institute of Christ
the priest because you took part in the march in Johannesburg in October of 1977.
Is that true?

LS:

In October 1977, Buti and I organised a march to John Vorster square. The
bishops were not amused . The Director General of Christ the priest was very
unhappy with the way things were going. I was his favourite priest. This is the
person

who made me a priest who really educated me. He was deeply

disappointed with the way things were going, that I was involved in politics he
could not understand that. He is the type of person who would not have kicked
me out of the institute. Andrew Blais was naive and was a saint. I was kicked out
of St. Peter. When the seminary closed I left with a couple of options; I could go
back to the institute, but I found I could not be comfortable with that.

GM:

Is the institute some kind of religious order?

LS:

It was a kind of religious order. I was seconded to St. Peter's seminary by the
Institute, in other words, I was not a secular priest. I could go back to the
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institute or go back to my native diocese which was Klerksdorp under Bishop
Versvanteng? and I was not quite comfortable with both, I was confused, I was
angry, there were all sorts of things when the seminary was closed. I decided to
go to my base which was Regina Mundi. Instead of going back to the institute or
diocese, I stayed at Regina Mundi with my buddies But~ Stan Ndebele and other
priests. I was helping serve the parish on Sundays. In the meantime I realised that
my continued stay within the active ministry was no more tenable. At the
beginning of 1978, I got a job as a course writer at TEEC in moral theology.
Then I was saying mass at Regina Mundi. I would also say mass in the evenings
for the old ladies. I was doing that illegally, because I should have gone back to
the Institute or back to the diocese. In 1978 I was working. Beginning of 1979
I decided I was going to get married to the lady who was doing my typing and
that was the end of the story.

GM:

After all this, were you still committed to Black Theology and BC?

LS:

Yes, very much so.

GM:

Where you ever involved in SASO?

LS:

Not really, I have never been a card carrying member of any organisation because
my thesis had always been that I am a trained theologjan, priest, so I would not
carry a card. This is the problem [ see wi th Mkhatshwa and Chikane. You see
you should support these organisations but not be part of them. That is why is in
1978, J979 and in 1980 - I was the one who was chairing the meetings at Regina
Mundi, because of this kind of neutrality I had. I was the one who was the
unofficial mediator between AZAPO,UDF and other organizatons and they would
come to me for mediation. Those years upto 1985, I was the one who was
chairing the big meetings.
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Until 1985 I managed to set up a big meeting at Regina Mundi where UDF and
AZi\PO came and shook hands and bishop Tutu was present. That was the last
big political venture I performed.

It was all over in the papers. In I 986 I

concc.;ntrated on educational matters because I got my two degrees from Wits in
education.

GM:

In 198 1 St. Peter's was re-opened as a racially integrated seminary. Did you feel
that what you where fighting for was achieved?

LS:

In a way yes, because the church had started to see the needs of the black people
for justice and fairness.

GM:

How did the CatholTc Church if at all contribute or the BCM?

LS:

I think it did, if you regard the PBPSG as a Catholic church I think we contributed
a great way to BCM. Names like Buti, Sebidi, Mkahtshwa from the Black
Theology and BCMs in South Africa, Mabona etc.

GM:

You can also say that through your work priests in the Catholic church could be
able to get positions in the hierarchy. Was there an increase in the appointment
of bishops. BC as a philosophy was it a useful tool to help bring about the
changr?

LS:

It helprd towards the integration of Catholic Christians. They started operung up
schools to the black people.

GM:

But your group was accused of being more militant than other groups!

LS:

Yes, we were more militant than other denominations. We were more articulate
because of our training. In fact, in the end the PBP SG was opened to other
groups like Geoff Moselene Anglican, it became ecumenical.
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It started on the 24th of October 1977 with the march but the catholics were
leading. The other churches came to recognise the PBPSG as a pressure group
that worked for their interests as well. The PBPSG became subsumed under

Minister United for Christian Co-responsibility (MUCCOR). I became the
President and Frank became the Vice. This became the PBPSG of the 1980s. The
Black solidarity group still remained but in 1979, I got married the PBPSG
suffered tremendously it almost died except in papers. Frank and I started
MUCCOR but most of the guys belonged here were members of the PBPSG.

GM:

How do you conclude this?

LS:

One has to be honest and say that the PBPSG was a pressure group within the
South Africa. It did not have a big formal support either among the white
leadership where it did not have any support or among the black priests. I don't
think it had a great formal support. Even SPOBA did not have great formal
support. We were a small group very powerful, pressuring and we put so much
pressure on the church that most of the improvements you see today were caused
by the PBPSG. We were a feared group. I think we were really feared for two
reasons
a) Because the BC people supported. Although we did not have
the majority of the black priest behind. we had the BC behind us
which was a big movement. We were theologically leaders of BC.

b) We occupied the high moral ground because the concerns we
expressed were in agreement with the gospels, I think. That is
why we were feared and we were voicing this , so nobody could
turn around and say we were talking nonsense. They could only

say we don't like your tactics, your strategies. But we would tum
around and say if we don't shout and make a big noise nobody is
listening.
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GM:

Why were the other Black priests not supporting the PBPSG?

LS:

It was because of our training. We were indoctrinated into obedience. You must
not rob the mother church.You must follow what the mother church says. You
must obey like a corpse. It was our training, to erase that we needed quite a lot
of courage. I had a lot of courage because I had great pressure from Fr. Blais,
diocese and parents. But I remember that when the bishops and priests wanted to
close the seminary, we used to attract large meetings at Regina Mundi. I would
address those meetings and we ended up having lay people forming themselves
as support group.

GM:

How did the laity play a part in this?

LS:

They became part of us. When we were going to talk to the bishops they would
be there. They were also involved in some demonstrations. Pressure groups were
formed as a support group. It was the PBPSG support group. The whites were
angry some people were calling me a communist, even my grandmother used to
say "our son has become a communis. He is fighting against the church of God."
This is what the parish priest was saying.

But we had a strong laymen's support behind us extended beyond the number's
of priests who were part of PBPSG. I t was a powerful organ. It pushed the
church to change. The church contributed to the BC through this pressure group.
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