
TRANSCRIPT 

of 

INTERVIEW CONDUCTED 

with 

FR. SlMANGALISO l\tIKHATSHWA 

DEPUTY ~IINJSTER OF EDU CA TIO~ 

on 

12TH DECEMBER 1995 

at 

2.00pm 

at UKULULEKANl INSTITUTE OF DEMOCRACY 

in EDENVALE 

by 

GEORGE MUKUKA 

UNIVERSITY OF NATAL, PIETERMARITZBURG. 

-39-



GM: In the S0111hem Cross it was reported on the 20th of July 1966, that "a Seminary 

past union was formed in Hammanskraal. Thirty one priest held a renewal 

recently at St. Peter's." I think this was the formation of SPOBA. What triggered 

the formation of the association? 

SM: Several factors, I know in 1966, I was only a year old as priest I was working in 

Witbank, with lots of coal mine workers from the neighbouring countries .That 

kind of context was such that it began to force one to reflect on one's theology 

and one's ministry. Therefore, at that time we felt as Black priests, particulary 

from St. Peter's Seminary, that we had benefited a lot firstly, from the teaching 

that we had received from the Dominican priests. Most of whom came from 

Oxford and other Universities. We were actually very progressive and far ahead 

of time. 

As you know, it was at the end of the second Vatican council. We were all 

excited with promised to be almost a revolution in the church with all these new 

ideas that came with the council. We therefore, thought that in order to be 

effectively in our ministry and to make sure that the spirit of the second Vatican 

council continues, we thought of forming SPOBA. Also we had been to the 

seminary together, we knew one another very well. But more than anything else, 

it was the kind of training that we had received. I think, it probably prepared us 

to face the new challenges in the socio-political situation of South Africa. But 

also, there was no association of priests that existed then . We felt this was not 

a very good idea When young priests went into the ministry for the first time they 

would find themselves on their own and they would see how best to cope. This 

was not a good idea. But in addition, we also felt that theologically, this 

association could help us to come to grips with the pastoral demands and 

theological challenges. 

GM: Speeches were given by Fr. Mabona on Liturgy, Fr. Synnott on Vatican II and Fr. 

Magrath on "the Unity of Clergy in South Afiica". During this time were there 
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any elements of Black Consciousness cropping up especially in the speeches. 

Was the formation of SB OBA influenced by BC in any way? Or BC had not yet 

arrived on the scene? 

SM: I would really say, BC as a movement had not really arrived on the scene. That 

started round about 1968 and 1969. I would say perhaps not as a movement, 

but as an experience in an embryonic stage. 

GM: Maybe you could tell me the conditions of black preists between 1966-1970 In 

the parishes were they oppressed or were the conditions very bad I ask this ask 

in relation to the petitions you sent to the SA CBC in 1966, 1968, 1969. 

SM: What took place in 1966 culminated in 1970. I will come back to this. It was 

a big one when the black priest manifesto came into being. To get back to the 

question, generally speaking, the conditions of black priests were very bad. 

"Bad", in terms of influence, I don't want to use the expression "Power" because 

as good Catholics sometimes people feel that you are not sufficiently modest, you 

must be talking about power. But if I look at power as a reality it is a fact of life. 

That gives you the ability to influence and make things happen, that's power 

in that sense. 

But also power in order to serve and minister as fully as possible . We were 

marginalised from the real centres of power and influence as parish priests, as 

lecturers at seminaries, scholasticates and institutes of training. The black priests 

those who were, for instance, religious, had hardly any influence at all in their 

own religious orders or congregations. Particulary at the level of bishops' 

conference we had no influence whatsoever. We were seen but not really heard 

and taken very seriously. In terms of numbers we were few. There were a small 

number of secular priests. We were quite vulnerable, unlike the religious who 

could also fall back on their houses or their communities. Materially speaking we 
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were definitely a poor clergy, there is no doubt about that. 

Therefore, people began to feel strongly that we should be telling the whole 

world, firstly, that apartheid was a sin, apartheid was wrong, when \Ve ourselves 

were in a situation of sin in that sense. But even our own seminaries were racially 

divided, the white seminarians were trained in their own place and blacks we were 

trained separately. This kind of contradictions we felt very strongly that we could 

not in all sincerity continue to accept. Therefore, I would say, the conditions 

of the black priests were very difficult and at the same time the church, reflected 

the South African situation of racism broadly speaking. 

GM: You sent petitions to the bishops in 1966, 1968 and 1969. Did they say anything 

in response? 

SM: l can't remember all the petitions that we sent. I would say they probably heard 

what we were complaining about or what we were requesting, but they didn't 

really feel that either they were not in a positions to do an)1hing or that they 

could take us sufficiently serious in order to respond to them. In other words 

they did not feel the urgency of what we were saying. 

GM: The Manifesto 1970 "Our church has let us down", in the Rand Daily Iv/ail - why 

particulary the Rand Daily Iv/ail? 

SM: Well, at that time the Rand Daily Iv/ail was one of the almost liberal newspapers. 

We knew that they would listen to us, they would publish what we were saying. 

It was also because of its liberal character. We had some very good editors at that 

time who were critical of apartheid, racism and discrimination. Therefore, we saw 

this as honestly another form of oppression and racial discrimination and hence 

we went to that paper. 

GM: Was the Manifesto influenced in any particular way by BCM? 
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SM: I would say now, whether BCM as a movement existed at that time they would 

still be a need for the Black Priest Manifesto. Why? because if you read it; it is 

actually addressing the issues that I just mentioned. We were feeling that we were 

just glorified altar boys, in other words we were not taken very seriously as adults 

and as responsible people who can be trusted with responsibility. We were just 

seen but not heard. We felt very strongly that if the church is to be credible, it has 

to be on the side of the oppressed people. If the church is for justice, there must 

also be justice in the church and it must be seen to be fighting for it. One must 

also point out that the BCM had really influenced people, especially the students. 

SASO was very active at that time and some of us were very actively involved 

with the students. You know when they went out to some of our parishes and 

some of our areas to run projects on education, on Literacy. they also ran projects 

with the working class people and women's projects. Many activities were 

involved to raise the level of social consciousness amongst the people. 

In a way to cultivate a spirit of rejection of the system. Some of us were very 

active in these activities and one must therefore, truly, say that in one form or 

another we were influenced by these contacts at that time. 

As you know it was not just organising the students among themselves only but 

the students facilitated the coming into being of certain organisations as well, for 

instance, what we called ASECA, in all this, professional people were involved. 

Projects on development, for instance, the Black Community Programmes. T hey 

also published some materials. One could say the students facilitated that 

process. The Churches became very active in trying to get the church leadership 

together. 

GM: There were only five signatories to the manifesto. Where the other black clergy 

in support of the manifesto? 
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SM: Well I would say, yes and no. I would say in terms of the issues that we were 

addressing, I would definetly say one hundred per cent support. But because the 

five of us were living and working quite close to each other, we used to come 

together quite a lot. We used to socialise amongst ourselves and got to know 

one another very well. We used to discuss issues amongst ourselves and with 

certain lay people. You know, we were really educated people and we were 

conscious of what was happening. It was because of that proximity to one 

another that we formed the first nucleus. It was not as if we excluded the other 

black priests, we were few in number but also scattered all over the country. 

To mobilise the preists was not an easy thing. We then thought of forrning an 

association as a platform. 

That's exactly what we did, then SPOBA grew from strength to strength when 

people began to realise that what we had done. We had the support of the 

majority of the black priests and even some white priests to some extent. I still 

have correspondence of some priests who wrote in support of what we had done 

because they thought, we were on the right track. But I would say the majority of 

Black priests came in afterwards when the debate was raging and it was public. 

GM: Were the five priests members of the executive of SPOBA? 

SM: Yes, I would say that probably we were the most active and in the leadership of 

SPOBA. 

GM: Who is still active amongst the five priests? 

SM: All of us except Louwfant who passed away and Mabona is now living in Switzerland, 

I don't think he is still practising as a priest. Clement Mokoka was in Holland but he is 

back now. David Moetapele is running a Parish in Pretoria. 

GM: After the manifesto, the situation became tense and there was some 
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confrontations. It was also said that the Catholic Priest were very miJitant in their 

approach in comparison to other denominations was this true? 

SM: WeU, that was true. Let me describe to you briefly what happened. In 1970, after 

we had prepared the manifesto, we tried to hand it over quietly the five ofus plus 

a small handful oflay people. We took it to the seminary where the bishops were 

meeting. Then the Secretary General of the SA CBC totally refused to accept our 

manifesto. I remember very clearly it was a thursday. Then we told him that, 

"Jook we are awfully sorry if you refuse to accept this document we will come 

back on Saturday with thousands of people". We were almost taking a chance 

because we had never done such a thing before. But I think we were so angry 

and committed to what we had said and decided to give it a shot. So he refused 

and totally rejected it. Immediately after that from thursday to Friday we didn't 

sleep literary. We went to the various parishes and had contacts with quite a 

number of areas. We then decided that on Saturday we are marchjng on the 

bishops. \\'e ask the parishes to organise people. To our surprise, thousands of 

people came by bus and some on foot. We converged and we led a march to the 

bishops. They had no choice but to quickly open their doors when they saw the 

people. There were five of us and three or four lay people who entered the 

building. When they said that the method used was not right. We said to them 

we were here on thursday and your General Secretary stopped us. We wanted 

to hand this thing quietly, but we had no opportunity and the issues are so strong 

and they are not issues of the five us, but of the people as you can see the people 

outside and many other priests who are not here today. But I am sure they identify 

with what we have done. \Ve had a discussion, we eventually disrupted their 

programme for about an hour or more. This is just to illustrate the concrete 

examples of some of the tensions and confrontations which took place. And then 

there were a series of meetings also with different groups of priests. 

I remember on a particular occasion it was very interesting. We were invited by 

a group of priests in Pretoria and most of whom were white. With a sprinkling 
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of two or three blacks who were members of religious congregations. They 

thought that SPOBA was for St. Peter's seminary, old boys only. We had a very 

heated debate, afterwards, it turned out that even some of the whites really began 

to understand why we had taken that stand. We learnt afterwards that we had 

been wTongly painted, so 'black' as you like. To those priests it seems they had 

been told that we were out of the way. But then after and that during the 

discussion they realised that these are intelligent people, and they are not really 

on the suicidal path or confrontational path. They have genuine grievances and 

they would like us to engage in a dialogue. 

Then there was exchanges of letters in the newspapers. These are some of the 

examples of tensions that developed. I must show you some of the letters that 

some conservative Catholics wrote to me. They were not very pleasant. But in 

any case I think we were so angry and committed to the struggle and said let 

them say what they liked. Really our cause was right and we were justified to do 

what we were doing and we mobilised people. SBOBA became much bigger no 

longer a matter of five priests. Then after that, from time to ti me we \\·ould have, 

for instance, national meetings and all priests coming from different parts of the 

country to attend a conference together. It sparked off a lot of, critical thinking, 

it opened the eyes of the missionaries at that time, who had been sleeping through 

the revolution and suddenly they were shaken up and some of them underwent 

traumatic experiences because they had always taken us for granted as blacks. 

For the first time we said we have a voice to speak for ourselves and we were 

going to address issues the way they should be. What was \·ery interesting was 

that when the bishops were deliberating among themselves, very often they would 

ask the question before they took any decision that affected the church as a 

whole: what are the black priests thinking about this issue ? Which had never 

done before. Formerly, they would have just said we were the helpers sent by 

God to look after these sheep. But now they began to take the black voice 

seriously. 

-46-



GM: Black theology seminars started in 1971. Is it true that it was influenced by James 

Cone's writings? Did you attend some of these conference? 

SM: Oh yes, actually I was involved. You see there was a project called Black 

Theology Project (BTP) and I was very active in that. That is where bishops like, 

Manas Buthelezi was involved and we worked very closely with these people. 

Sabelo Ntwasa and quite a good number of these people like Sebidi they were all 

quite active. In that kind of movement it is true that Black theology by and large, 

its articulation, was largely influenced by James Cone but not onJy that I would 

even go further. The BCM in the USA, particulary among the Afro-Americans, 

had a tremendous influence in our own thinking in thjs country. For instance if 

look at the literature, particularly, the one that was very prevalent at that time, in 

that all of us imbibed quite a lot coming from the USA. 

But, I would say it was more the articulation of that rather than the actual 

experience. The actual experience, I would say was definjtely rooted in our own 

spirits in South Africa. Whether there was a James Cone, Malcolm X or Martin 

Luther King, I would say, because of our experience we would have come up 

\vith some kind of Black Theology or any other name . But that kind of theology 

would have become very necessary. 

GM: In 1971 you were appointed to the SACBC in Pretoria to share with Scholten on 

the commission of Ecumenism, Justice and Peace. Do you think this resulted 

because of the manifesto? 

SM: As a matter of fact, I was appointed in 1970. In 1971 I was already at the bishops 

conference. I would really say, the insight is very difficult to say as what 

prompted my appointment. I would not be surprised that some of the people like 

Scholten thought that it was a better strategy to get some of these black priests 

into higher positions of the church. It will mean that they also have a stake in the 

whole affair. 

-47-



-

But it may still also weU be that there was a genuine desire on the part of the 

church's hierarchy to respond positively to what we had challenged them about, 

namely, the context of the manifesto that they probably felt they needed to 

respond positively rather that just ignore that. Obviously, before I accepted that 

appointment, the five ( executive of SPOBA) of us came together. We felt that it 

was worth it because the problem was that if you say you demand certain 

changes and they invite you to play this role you have to get involved. Otherwise, 

you begin to sound mischievous and cause trouble for nothing. I suppose it was 

one of the situation where we had our own agenda and the people in the 

SACBC probably had their own. But I want to give them a benefit of a doubt. 

They probably wanted to respond positively. 

GM: After you were appointed were your activities in SPOBA limited or you were still 

fully involved. 

SM: Let me tell you what happened. Towards the end of 1971 , from 1968 to 1970, 1 

was very active in SPOBA. My joining the SACBC did not make any 

difference. Then 1971, I left for Belgium to the University of Lou vain, where I 

spent two years. In 1974, I came back and rejoined the bishops conference. But 

then by that time we had all been scattered. Mabona had gone back overseas; 

Louwfant was a pastor somewhere. In 1976, Mokoka left the country and went 

overseas the cohesion that existed was no longer there. Other people came in, 

which was a good development to promote what we had started. I suppose 

some of them did not have enthusiasm as we had. I suppose, like anywhere else 

in life the situation changes, you find that there are new challenges. 

But the work carried on. Later on SPOBA developed and came to be known as 

the PBPSG, that was a later development. Why? We felt that it was not a good 

idea, strategically, to limit members of SP OBA only to the old boys of St. Peter's. 

That in a way could divide as from our brothers who had been trained as ablates, 
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Jesuits. We decided to create the Black Solidarity Group, but it didn't really last 

too long. After that it developed into an ecumenical body. Some people are 

actually saying that in principle that was a very good idea but it also had some 

negative effects. That is, you had people coming together who were not really 

speaking the same language in terms of thinking and theological training. That 

is why at the end the PBPSG ended up being lead by the non-Catholics. 

GM: A committee for the priest's council was set up. You where elected as secretary. 

Later on the council of Priests in South Afiica was formed. A black component 

was formed to represent black view. Didn't that pre-empt some of SPOBA's 

objectives? 

SM: Actually I think it did. I would say, it was never a very good development. Once 

we made it non-racial which in principle was a good development, we were 

saying non-racial but it was contradicted by the reality on the ground. We still had 

white parishes with white parish priests. The missionaries were still in charge of 

the life of the church since they had the resources. To try and bring together 

and build a council presumed that there was equality of opportunity. This was 

a good strategy to water down the militancy of the black priests and it succeeded 

in doing that to an extent. For instance, today we have the priest's council. It 

is a good idea, priests come together but they do not tackle the real issues. 

The same unfortunately happens today. Where you have a non-racial group like 

that, somewhere, along the line the whites tend to take over control and you 

know it just happens. Strictly spealcing, many black people felt that there was still 

a need for a black voice to organise itself. 

In the USA you have the Black Catholic caucus which is recognised by the 

bishops conference. Nobody really makes a big issue about that at all and the black 

bishops are members of that caucus. Maybe jumping ahead already, but that is 

one reason why there is a movement for black Catholics. The role it is going to 

play now is going to be very different in the sense that just like those days of 
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apartheid our task was demolition and destroy but now the emphasis is to build 

and a new society, church, national identity and a new mind set. 

We again feel that a lot of black people are still disadvantaged in terms of 

resources, but also in terms of skills and opprtunities. This is so because 

apartheid deliberately marginalised them. We, therefore, feel that with a 

movement like that it would help the black people. To say that we have the 

right to be here, to take charge, this is our country like everybody else and we are 

in the majority, it's not good enough to have the numbers we need. In terms of 

leadership quality we need to set the pace. Those are not always emphasised in 

a wishy-washy non-racial situation. Whilst \Ye remain a non-racial, I don't think 

there is any contradiction in encouraging the development of one sector whether 

it's the black, brown or whatever group that really feel that it is being marginalised 

its interests threatened. Therefore, it needs to empower itself and there is nothing 

wrong with it. 

GM: Oswin Magrath told a Dominican brother that he still blames Scholten for taking 

over his job at St. Peter's. The students in 1971 protested on the change of Rector 

at St. Peter's. 

SM: I will tell you what happened. The English Dominicans were very progressive in 

outlook, they were ahead of Vatican IL They really prepared us for the situations 

that exists today, they were ahead of their times. Whereas, Scholten was much 

more conservative. All the changes that were happening he ,,·as opposed to 

them, or at least he wanted to be in control in his own way. To say, he pushed 

out Oswin I would not know the full facts about that . But the truth was that 

the whole mentality of Oswin and Scholten were many miles apart. Therefore, 

naturally the students were still imbued with the spirit of Vatican II, they were 

very critical minded and immediately resulted in a head on collision with Scholten. 
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At that time there were people like Augustine Shutte, he was very progressive, 

young priest alive and well read. He also had a ot of influence on the students. 

Imagine Scholten was moving in the opposite direction and his leadership was a 

more missionary and paternalistic type. The missionary with his black children 

following him. That was the situation. 

GM: The Cardinal Owen McCann went to Australia in I 971 and made a statement 

about the state of affairs on the blacks in South Africa. What was your reaction 

to this? 

S)..[: Well, we issued a statement and actually we condemned what he said in very strong 

terms. As a matter of fact, we even requested his removal and his resignation as 

cardinal. It was an expression of our anger and our outrage at what he had said, because 

we thought the Cardinal of all people who grew up here understood the situation 

better and someone who obviously should have understood our struggle, our plight to 

have gone on an international levelsetting like that, and issued such a statement about 

us, it was most disappointing. But in fairness to the old man really, one could say that 

I don't think he realised the implications of what he was saying. Politically I think he was 

a bit naive. I don't think he was aware that this statement would vibrate and go around 

the world and come back to us. 

G?v'l: Was what he said misrepresented in the media? 

SM: I think that is what he certainly said and when he came back he tried to explain 

that he didn't really mean it in that way. He claimed that the journalists 

exaggerated what he said and quoted him out of context. That is why I want to 

be charitable and say that politically he must have been very naive to have made 

such a statement. 

GM: Then you published a memorandum. Did it achieve anything on this issue. 
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SM: I think what we felt was that; we inform the community and that we took very 

strong exception. In fact, we condemned that kind of thing, if at all such people 

are going to be in a position of power and authority in the church, people will 

think of us underdogs. That ifwe took over the government chaos would result, 

he was saying the blacks are not ready to take over the government . You don't 

say that, where people are struggling for their freedom and have been 

discriminated against. But also its was was a bad reflection on the church. Then 

if you get critically minded people who ask questions, they will say, you have 

been a bishop and a white priest for so long in that country and so far you have 

not been able to produce a capable black person! what have you been doing all 

these years? What does the evangelisation activity of missionaries really mean? 

Does it mean that you have been telling these people that they will go to 

heaven when they die without evangelising. In the broad sense the word also 

meant preparing people to play a meaningful and responsible role of taking over 

their own destiny. After so many years, you can't find one who is capable of 

being a leader. This is an indictment on yourself But I don't think he thought it 

through, he just responded off the calf. H e got a shock of his life because when 

he came back the reception was very hostile. 

GM: Did this lead to what they call in Southem Cross the "Black Demos". Where 

people were calling for McCann and Bishop Boyle to step down so that black 

bishops are put in place. 

SM: I must say you must have done a lot of good research, I had forgotten some of 

these things. Now that you ask the question they come back. There were real 

demonstrations and people were very angry because people thought this person 

who supposed to be our father and our leader thinks like this about us. It is 

better to have people that identify and whom we can rely on. People like the 

Cardinal should be relieved of their posts. This was very interesting. 

GM: Now I move on to St.Peter's Seminary, it closed in 1971, 1976 and lastly in 1977. 
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Do you have any thing to say on why it closed in 1971. 

SM: Well, that time I remember very clearly I was already overseas in Belgium. But 

its true that we got reports from people who were writing to us that there were 

a lot of problems. Which concerned the students on the one hand were much 

more progressive and militant and the staff on the other hand were very 

conservative. But split, in the sense that, part of the staff sided with the students. 

I think these were the main reasons. It also a time of transition that the Vatican 

II had ended in 1965, but its influence was definitely spreading, on the one hand 

and there were those who were running with that kind of spirit, on the other hand 

and there were those who were critical of what the Vat U had done. Therefore, 

were trying to block that, that time also the BCM was quite strong. AJl these 

factors coincided. The ideal rector should have been sensitive to all these 

developments. 

GM: In 1976 St Peter Closed again. Southern Cross repoted that it was because of 

food complaints and students boycotted. Do you think it was food complaints or 

it was influenced by June 16th events. 

SM: Yes definitely you had young students who were products of the new political 

mood of the country, which ended up in students uprising and fighting struggling 

for their own freedom. I think that is what happened. Maybe things had been 

developing over a number of years, or that the spirit of dissatisfaction and 

readiness to fight for their rights also was influenced to what happened in 1976. 

GM: In 1977, St. Peter was closed because people said it had become a revolutionary 

centre! What is your comment? 

SM: That's true, this is a reflection of exactly what I was saying, that instead of trying 

to understand why this new rebellion, what was good and weak in it, it was a 

question of them and us or them and I. I think the majority even the staff were 
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sympathetic towards the students. They may not have approved of the methods 

used by the students. In broad terms the mood in the country was such that only 

conservative person would really try and frustrate the efforts of people who felt 

that they should do something about their future. 

GM: In 1981 St.Peter's and St. John Vianney became one seminary. Do you think the 

struggle was achieved. 

SM: Then again I would answer it as I did with our appointments to the bishops 

conference, maybe that 

a) I think they felt that there was a contradiction in running two 

seminaries. I mean we were saying in one of the joint pastoral 

letters of the bishops that they were condemning the institutions, 

that were actually practising racis~ and actually there was a self 

critical note in one of them. Where in so many words the joint 

pastoral letters said that we would be hypocrites ourselves if we 

condemned apartheid and yet allow racial separation in our 

institutions like seminaries, hospitals, clinics recreation facilities. 

I would want to believe that the time had come for us to set an 

example. 

b )Economic realities, that it would be cost effective to ran one 

seminary than many; 

c)I think that there those people who felt that as long as you leave 

the blacks separated from the whites you will continue to have 

problems. I think if you bring them together you will have a much 

better way of influencing future directions. 

GM: Do you think the black priests contributed something to the BCM? 
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SM: I definitely think they did in many ways. Some of them were actively involved in 

the movement as I said earlier that their initiatives were taken by the main 

exponents of BCM. And some of the black Catholic priests were very involved 

in those initiatives. Secondly, in the whole it was the religious revolution as such 

which lead finally towards black theology and black religion. This led to 

seminars and also to some publications on Black Theology. I would say definitely 

say, yes, they played quite an important role. 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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