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Abstract
A number of Christian churches in South Africa have proclaimed their commitment to
reconciliation and the elimination of unjust inequalities. This study analyses how these
commitments are being worked out at the micro-level of a congregation. Using an
ethnographic approach, I explore how a charismatic congregation in Cape Town has
changed from being nearly all-white to being more inclusive. I explore links between
individual, cognitive identity change and institutional change; and consider the discourses
which justify change, including their emphasis on ‘unity in diversity’ and ‘restitution’.
I outline the limitations of change, including the persistence of ‘racialised’ leadership
structures and the discursive privileging of unity over restitution. This allows us to
understand how micro-level changes take place, to explore their potentialities and
limitations, and to apply these insights to other contexts.

Introduction: an African jubilee
The Africa that I am building is an Africa with a golden platter full of good
things. There is a stream out of Africa to bless the nations of the world.
The Africa that I am building has a golden platter in front of it that will
never be empty and has the ability not only to feed its own people but to
feed the nations of the world.

So proclaims a colourful tapestry draped on the wall behind the raised
platform at the front of Jubilee Community Church in Cape Town. A map of
Africa, superimposed with an image of a bowl overflowing with fruit,
provides the visual accompaniment for these words. At the back of the
auditorium, a number of national flags hang from the ceiling. On Sunday
mornings, about 1,000 people of various racial,2 national, and socio-economic
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backgrounds gather in this auditorium. They are led in singing by a band with
electric guitars, drums and other instruments. The lyrics are in English,
Xhosa, Afrikaans, and other languages, and the style of worship is
‘charismatic’: hands raised, dancing, some speaking in tongues during
prayers, and the opportunity for members of the congregation to share
‘prophetic words’, special messages that people believe God has given them
to share with those assembled. Near the back, there are several rows of
seating with headphones, where people may listen to translations of the
sermon (which is preached in English) into Xhosa or French. These worship
services provide a picture of what this congregation is striving to become.
It is a vision of a society transformed, where people of all races live in
harmony and where Africa overcomes its poverty and lavishes the world
with material and spiritual blessings.

The words on the tapestry are a ‘prophetic word’ given to the congregation
several years ago by a Northern Irish woman at a charismatic conference in
the UK. An elder in the congregation explained that the image of the bowl
overflowing with fruit is an inversion of the stereotypical image of Africa
holding out the ‘begging bowl’ to the rest of the world. He believes that God
has already performed a miracle in South Africa in the dismantling of
apartheid, and that if God could do that in an ‘impossible situation’ then
surely he can perform another miracle, transforming the entire continent.

The verification or prediction of miracles is, of course, beyond the realm
of social science. But several issues raised by this brief description are
important for social scientific investigation. The issue of racial and national
reconciliation – symbolised by the multilingual worship, the flags, and the
diverse make-up of the congregation – is a pressing issue in a South Africa
that still experiences considerable racial tensions. The issue of economic
prosperity – symbolised by the bowl of fruit and the call to feed the people
– is a pressing issue in a South Africa where the socio-economic gap between
whites and other races remains immense. The following analyses how
Jubilee is addressing reconciliation and inequality by focusing on how it has
changed itself as an institution and in its public discourses. This allows us
to understand how micro-level changes take place in these areas, and to
explore the potentialities and limitations of transformation in post-conflict,
transitional societies.

Before proceeding, it is necessary to clarify the terms reconciliation,
inequality and transformation. Reconciliation is the process whereby
previously conflicting groups devise ways of living together harmoniously.
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Inequality is the persistence of socio-economic structures that prevent
people from having equal life chances in areas such as education, employment,
and so on. And transformation is the process whereby a post-conflict
society undergoes radical changes that mitigate or eliminate causes of the
conflict. This involves changing relationships between previously
antagonistic groups, and dismantling unequal socio-economic structures.

The analysis begins by establishing the social scientific significance of
religious institutions, discourses, and charismatic Christianity. Then, it
provides contextual information about the case study. Next, it analyses the
ethnographic data, focusing on institutional and discursive changes, and
the limitations of change. It concludes by exploring how the lessons from
Jubilee may be applied elsewhere.

Religious institutions and discourses
Religion retains a significant role in South African society and politics
(Gifford 1998, Hendriks and Erasmus 2001, Koegelenberg 2001, Ellis and Ter
Haar 2004). Religious institutions can effectively order or even ‘control’
public life (Fulton 1991, Marx in McLellan 1995, Mitchell 2005, 2006).
Religious discourses are important to the extent that they give shape to
group ‘ideologies’ or provide the content of group identities (Gramsci 1994,
Mitchell 2005, 2006). Changes in religious institutions and discourses may
have a widespread impact on society and politics, especially in a context like
South Africa where religion has been important historically.

In the pre-apartheid and apartheid eras almost all Christian denominations
and congregations were segregated by race. These institutions provided a
context in which oppositional identities were reproduced, and unequal
social structures were reinforced. The Dutch Reformed Church had close
links with the National Party of the apartheid government. The white
churches churned out ‘theological’ ideologies that justified white privilege.
The Dutch Reformed Church was the most notorious, with its theology
drawing parallels between God’s ‘chosen people’ relationship with Israel in
the Old Testament and God’s perceived relationship with Afrikaners (de
Gruchy and Villa-Vicencio 1983, Akenson 1992, Fawcett 2000, de Gruchy
2002). In 1966, its General Synod declared that the mixing of ethnic groups
was sinful and it was not until 1986 that the church confessed that apartheid
was a sin.

In contrast, some black theologies offered discourses of liberation
(Hopkins 1989, Mosala 1989). These discourses were prominent in black
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congregations and also had a wider impact in parts of the ‘mainline’
denominations.3 Representatives of the mainline churches were active in the
struggle to end apartheid and made significant contributions to the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). The TRC, in particular, had strong
religious overtones and was facilitated by Anglican Archbishop Desmond
Tutu. However, some argued that the TRC emphasised unhelpful
‘individualised’ models of forgiveness, which were linked to the Christian
tradition. It was felt that forgiveness ‘on demand’ was unrealistic in many
cases, and that people were pressured to forgive else they would not seem
like ‘good’ Christians (Borer 1998, de Gruchy et al 1999, Meiring 1999,
Kuperus 2002, Thomas 2002, de Gruchy 2005,Verwoerd 2006).

Even so, the Christian churches seemed poised to contribute to the
transformation of post-apartheid South Africa. Recent research has indicated
that this has been limited (Balcomb 2004, Anderson 2005). Whilst the public
representatives of the mainline churches may have been committed to
reconciliation, it was never clear that this was the dominant sentiment within
their congregations. Moreover, the mainline churches are declining in
numbers and public visibility. At the same time, the charismatic churches are
growing.4 This is interesting, for apart from the Dutch Reformed Church it
is the charismatic churches that have been most often singled out for
offering implicit (or explicit) support for apartheid (Gifford 1995, 1998, Garner
2000, Anderson 2004, 2005, Balcomb 2004). This is usually linked to charismatic
churches’ focus on personal salvation, healing, and the afterlife, rather than
social concerns. It is buttressed with evidence that very few charismatic
congregations have been racially integrated. Indeed, in his study of the
liberal and ecumenical churches in South Africa, Thomas writes off the
charismatic churches, arguing that they ‘are mostly silent in the great
debates over race and culture … which means they receive no attention in
this study’ (2002:xxvi).

This is in line with research on charismatic Christianity in various
contexts, which emphasises how it legitimates injustice. However, more
recent research on Latin America (Martin 1980, 2002, Stoll 1990) and Africa
(Maxwell 1998, 2005, Garner 2000) argues that charismatic Christianity
facilitates democratisation, empowers women and so on. This is accomplished
through non-hierarchical leadership structures and through ‘economic’
practices, such as encouraging thrift and creating jobs through church
enterprises (Gifford 1995, 1998, Garner 2000, Anderson 2005). Gifford (1998)
also observes that in Africa, churches that meet people’s needs for charismatic
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religious experience and address socio-political issues have the greatest
potential to contribute to change. My decision to study a socially-active
charismatic congregation was based on Gifford and others’ assessments of
their potential to contribute to change.

The case study: Jubilee Community Church
The analysis that follows is based on an ethnographic study of Jubilee
Community Church, conducted from July-December 2005.5 It is a congregation
that has changed from being nearly all-white to being racially mixed in a
period of just over 20 years. On any given Sunday morning, the congregation
is now 40-60 per cent white.6 I located Jubilee through personal contacts in
a charismatic church in Zimbabwe. The research involved semi-structured
interviews with 14 men and 14 women associated with the congregation, and
participant observation. Seven were staff (including four of the five elders),
five attend other churches but participate in many of Jubilee’s activities, and
four had left the congregation. The interview sample deliberately included
people from diverse racial, national and socio-economic backgrounds.
These demographics are outlined in the table below. Participant activities
included Sunday services, a ‘cell’ group (a weekly Bible study held in the
home of a church member), and social ministries such as prison visitations,
Sunshade (a weekly women’s group), a life skills course for ex-prisoners, and
visiting church members in the townships.

Racial/National and Economic Demographics

Jubilee is located in the racially-mixed suburb of Observatory. Its building,
which was acquired in 2000, is a former Italtile warehouse. It incorporates a

 
 White 

collar 
worker 

Blue collar 
worker 

Church 
staff/social 

worker 
Unemployed Student Total 

Black South 
African 

2 1 1 1 0 5 

Coloured South 
African 

2 0 1 2 0 5 

White South 
African 

1 0 6 1 2 10 

European (English 
and Dutch) 

0 0 3 0 1 4 

Other African 
(Zambian, 
Congolese, 
Nigerian, 
Zimbabwean) 

0 0 2 1 1 4 

Total 5 1 13 5 4 28 
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bookshop, a Christian music recording studio, staff offices, an open kitchen
with café style seating, a health clinic (staffed by a volunteer nurse two days
a week), and the Umoja sewing project, which employs about 35 women.
Jubilee has a number of other projects that operate either off-site or in
classrooms throughout the building. These include Beauty for Ashes (a
house for female ex-prisoners), Beth Rapha (a house for recovering drug
addicts and alcoholics), Galatians 6 (which provides mentoring for people
setting up small businesses), Opportunity Knox (a support group for the
unemployed), a pregnancy help centre, a second-hand store, Think Twice
(a sexual education program in local schools), and ministries for prisoners,
children, and university students.

The congregation was formed in 1983 as Vineyard Fellowship, meeting in
a scout hall in the largely white suburb of Plumstead. The people who
impacted on the congregation had been involved with a Baptist church
which had been impacted by the charismatic movement. They left this
congregation after disagreements about church government and the use of
charismatic gifts. In 1984, Terry Virgo of the UK-based New Frontiers7

network of charismatic churches visited the congregation. The congregation
formally joined New Frontiers in 1994. During this time, Jubilee has taken
slow but deliberate steps to change from being a nearly all-white church to
one with a more inclusive identity.8 This is emphasised by the appearance
of its building and worship auditorium; and in its public statements and
literature, including its website (http://www.jubilee.org.za). The demographic
make-up and social activities of the congregation have changed in the last
two decades. The congregation embodies these changes institutionally, and
in the discourses people use to justify them.

Institutional change
Since the 1994 elections, the African National Congress (ANC) government
has implemented policies designed to dismantle inequalities, including
‘black economic empowerment’ schemes (Alexander 2002). Whilst the
effectiveness of these policies has been debated, it is important to remember
that it is now the law that racial discrimination will not be tolerated. This is
an example of reform imposed ‘from above’. However, even if employers or
educational institutions are forced to comply with equality legislation, this
does not mean that discrimination has been eliminated.

It is unlikely that post-conflict or transitional societies can be transformed
simply through top-down approaches. Whilst important for eliminating
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structural inequalities, there is little evidence that top-down approaches
play a significant role in transforming antagonistic relationships amongst
groups. Bottom-up or ‘civil society’ initiatives are important in this area
(Bloomfield 1996, Dixon 1997, Taylor 2001, Kaldor 2003). Quality, face-to-
face contact amongst antagonistic groups helps to break down stereotypes
and build new social bonds (Brewer 2003a, Varshney 2003).9 Gradually,
people with oppositional identities may come to construct new, inclusive
identities for themselves, based in part on these grassroots experiences.
This process includes a cognitive element, in which people self-consciously
take on a new identity, constructing a variety of reasons to justify this to
themselves and others (Todd 2005, Ganiel 2005). Such civil society initiatives
may be encouraged or supported from the ‘top’; for instance, this has been
the case in Northern Ireland where the British government and the European
Union have financially supported many ‘cross-community’ groups (Taylor
2001, Brewer 2003b).

What distinguishes bottom-up initiatives from top-down approaches is
that they are voluntary, not forced. People may choose to not participate in
inclusive civil society groups, but business owners may not choose to
ignore equality legislation. That makes a civil society institution which has
changed from being composed almost entirely of one group to one that
includes many groups an especially interesting component of a transitional
society. Because it is based on voluntary action, integration in these
institutions has the potential to be deeper and longer-lasting than integration
imposed from above. As such, understanding how change takes place within
voluntary institutions, such as Jubilee, provides insights into how
reconciliation may occur.

There are well-documented links between individual, cognitive identity
change and institutional change (Brubaker 2002, Ruane and Todd 2004,
Todd 2005, Ganiel 2006a). At Jubilee, whites in leadership positions became
convinced that they would not be living authentic Christian lives in South
Africa unless their identity became inclusive, and unless this was reflected
in the church. A complex web of variables contributed to changes in these
individuals, including experiences growing up under apartheid (such as
observing the mistreatment of blacks by whites), interacting with people of
other races (such as at university or in other churches), perceived changes
in theological understanding or spiritual growth, and a (sometimes slow)
recognition of how whites had benefited from the apartheid system, amongst
others. Gradually, people in leadership made decisions with the aim of
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changing Jubilee’s institutional identity to an inclusive one. These included
introducing multilingual worship, translating sermons, bussing people from
the townships, moving the church building to a mixed suburb and engaging
in social activism projects. This has created a ‘congregational culture’ in
which the ideal of inclusiveness is celebrated and socially reproduced
(Ammerman et al 1998, Ganiel 2006a). This culture has affected newcomers
to the congregation, some of whom report that their experiences at Jubilee
have made them committed to inclusive Christian and South African identities
(Ganiel 2006a).

Other scholars have been critical of the extent that changes in similar
charismatic congregations in South Africa are genuine or significant (Balcomb
2004, Anderson 2005). For example, the white-led Rhema Ministries of Ray
McCauley in Randburg is an ‘integrated’ congregation with a variety of
social ministries. But Balcomb (2004) classifies McCauley as a ‘pragmatist’
who became enthusiastic about reconciliation as it became clear that
apartheid was untenable. He also is critical about the extent that Rhema is
racially integrated. People who had left Jubilee made similar criticisms. These
consisted of the exclusive identity of the group instigating the changes, and
their perceived motivations. At both Jubilee and Rhema, it has been largely
whites in leadership positions who have made the changes. On the one hand,
this can be interpreted as whites making changes on their terms, excluding
other races from participation and decision-making. Accordingly, institutional
changes can be reduced to superficial, pragmatic adjustments that are
designed to preserve white privilege, and will have no wider impact on
society. On the other hand, this can be interpreted as evidence of significant
cognitive identity shifts, in which whites are recognising their privileged
position and voluntarily taking steps to level the playing field. If so,
institutional changes could be seen as the first steps in the dismantling of
white privilege, which could go some way towards promoting reconciliation
between groups.

Motivations aside, we can draw some general conclusions about how
institutional change takes place. Institutional change requires concession
or movement on the part of people in power. This may be motivated by
individual, cognitive identity change, by changes in the way people in power
perceive their relationships with less powerful groups, by external pressures,
or some combination of these factors. Then, the perceived need for change
must translate into concrete, practical measures that meet particular contextual
needs.
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Discursive change
Research on ‘new social movements’ has emphasised the importance of
discourses in the public sphere (Touraine 1978, Eyerman and Jamison 1991,
McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 1996). In transitional societies, the way in
which civil society activists use words to justify or ‘frame’ their goals
impacts on reconciliation and the political process (Ganiel 2006b). From this
point of view, achieving concrete political goals may be important, but it is
not as important as the way activists question old ways of thinking, justify
their new ways of thinking, and disseminate these ideas in the wider society.
This is especially so if the ideological underpinnings of the old order have
been discredited. In South Africa, the theological justifications for apartheid
and segregation are now widely seen as misguided and anti-Christian. As
discussed previously, religious actors have attempted to construct new
discourses based on Christian conceptions of forgiveness and reconciliation
(Tutu 1994, Amstutz 2005). This can be seen as part of a wider process to
shape an inclusive South African identity. Indeed, Tutu’s oft-repeated
statement that South Africans are ‘the rainbow people of God’ has entered
the public discourse as the shorthand, ‘Rainbow Nation’ (Tutu 2004).

As institutions, Christian congregations lend themselves to the
production and dissemination of discourses (Ammerman et al 1998, Marty
2000, Ammerman 2001). At Jubilee, much emphasis is placed on the repetition
and exposition of Biblical narratives, from the pulpit and in ‘cell’ groups.
People internalise these discourses through hearing them and discussing
them with others. The content of these discourses matters for the way people
identify themselves, and for the way that Jubilee presents itself to the wider
public. This research was concerned with analysing discourses that provide
content for inclusive identities or ideologies. Such discourses furnish
justifications for Jubilee’s institutional changes, whilst at the same time
providing impetus for further changes. Through the preaching, Bible studies,
and interviews, I identified two dominant discourses: one centred round
‘unity in diversity;’ and the other centred round ‘restitution’.

Unity in diversity
The discourse of unity in diversity had strong parallels with the forgiveness,
reconciliation, and ‘rainbow people of God’ discourses mentioned above
(Villa-Vicencio 1996, Tutu 2004). These discourses were not just proclaimed
from the pulpit, they were repeated by members of the congregation during
the interviews. These included people from all racial, national and socio-



10

Gladys Ganiel

economic groups. This provides evidence that these are not only the
discourses of the elite spokesmen, but that they have been adopted by
others in the congregation. Below, I reproduce narratives that are
representative of the way in which unity in diversity was articulated. These
narratives were not hand-picked to demonstrate a particular point, but rather
to emphasise the frequency of a common theme.10 For example, in this
narrative a black South African describes his eagerness to learn about other
‘cultures’, whilst at the same time being part of the ‘same culture’ that is the
church:

… Jubilee is a [diverse] church. I learned the white culture. I know white
people, I learned how white people live. … If I didn’t join Jubilee, I
wouldn’t have learned about that. … And … I learned about how
Nigerians lived. I learned a lot because to me, personally, before I got
saved, I judged people. I judged Nigerians as corrupt people. I judged
Nigerians – each and every Nigerian I see around, I just said, that
Nigerian, he’s a drug dealer! And no matter what, you know that? I
thought they were corrupt. But when I come here and joined Jubilee I
learned not to judge. Don’t judge people.
Interviewer: And why do you think it was important for you to learn
about other cultures?
Interviewee: … To come to Jubilee there are a lot of people [from] all
around the world. I never knew how people from the UK lived, I never
knew anything about the UK. So I’m learning from them. I’m learning
from their culture. I know what kind of food they eat and what type of
clothing they wear, and what are their dreams and ambitions, you know.
And I like that, that’s what I’m learning. So definitely, black culture it’s
about traditional things. Cultural things. We slaughtered goats. Doing
home brewed alcohol and all of that. So I don’t know about white culture,
I don’t know Nigerian, I don’t know about British culture. That’s the
most important thing. Because once you get saved, you have to leave
your own culture because you are in the same culture now in the church,
you all belong to the same culture. You all belong together.
Interviewer: So before you got saved would you have had any desire
to learn about other cultures?
Interviewee: I never had the desire. I just cared about my culture, I
didn’t care about others. [October 14, 2005]

He emphasises the diversity within Jubilee, and regards this as fascinating
and positive. For him, diversity is subsumed within the ‘same culture’, which
is the church. His inclusive identity is Christian, South African and
international; for instance, he talks of learning about people from the UK and
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Nigeria. His concept of church-based unity provides a transcendent,
ideological justification for Jubilee’s vision.

The following narrative from a white South African woman builds on
these ideas. She sees unity and diversity as exciting and necessary for the
transformation of society:

Without reconciliation in the church in South Africa, the church might
as well close down. For churches who have remained white – give them
five, ten years and they’ll still be hallelujah-ing and so on – but they will
be irrelevant in South Africa. … [The] white church had no real marrow
in its bones at all really, and so we [as the church] are earning the right
at the moment to be able to stand up as a multicultural group. You cannot
have white people standing up and saying to the government now, we
think this and we think that. They will say, if you as a multicultural
group have issues but you are busy working through them and can stand
together, then you can address government issues. Now, you see that’s
where I see the power for change: it’s incredible. But I think churches
that are black only and churches that are white only, it’s a bit boring.
But there will be more black churches, because blacks are the majority.
If their heart is with whites but they remain black, that’s fine. But if
they’re black because they want to be black, I don’t think that they are
going to get far. Their power will die. … I’m chuffed with our elders for
having the guts as a bunch of white men, you think about it, to lose
[mostly white] people [from the congregation]. In 1996, I think … we
lost 400 people. So we’re not talking a small fry thing. And we lost
people who had the money. Because they can go anywhere. When
you’ve got money you don’t need [God] you just go where you’re going
to be happy. And I remember [an elder] saying to me, wow, there’s quite
a few of our money people gone. And I said, you know, a bunch of
people might come and put one rand into the collection, and God’s going
to make that one rand into a thousand. And that’s what God did. We’ve
never lacked. [November 9, 2005]

This narrative adds two significant dimensions to the idea of unity in
diversity. First, diversity can be costly, especially in the short-term. This is
seen in her description of whites leaving Jubilee because they objected to
the growing diversity within the congregation. Second, she conceives of a
diverse but unified group as a powerful agent of change, especially in the
long-term. For her, diverse but unified churches (and mono-cultural churches
that are diverse at ‘heart’) are embued with the power of God.  Invoking God’s
blessing on unity in diversity provides a transcendent, ideological justification
for Jubilee’s vision.
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Restitution
One of the criticisms of the South African discourses of forgiveness and
reconciliation is that they have been at the expense of discourses of
‘reparation’ or ‘restitution’. It has been argued that the TRC promoted a
‘cheap’ forgiveness – perpetrators were granted amnesty and emotional
release, whilst victims received neither monetary nor emotional
compensation. Moreover, the TRC made the perpetrators of human rights
violations scapegoats, whilst those who benefited from apartheid through
educational or employment opportunities failed to recognise their privilege.

Given this context, Jubilee’s restitution discourses are significant.
Restitution means recognising an unjustly gained privilege and making
practical, material amends for it. It requires more than emotional experience
or intellectual assent. The main practical expression of restitution at Jubilee
is its Education Fund, which distributes money for education to people from
previously disadvantaged groups. Members of the congregation are
encouraged to contribute to the fund, and details about how to deposit
money into it are printed in the bulletin every week. A concept of ‘Biblical
Restitution’ has been developed at Jubilee, led by an elder who is involved
with the church-led Restitution Foundation.11 He articulated the concept of
restitution in a letter that has been distributed at Jubilee and other churches:

[Restitution] … is a word from the Bible (eg Exodus 20:3). Many
churches like my own, have for years been involved in acts of mercy and
that is excellent. However the use of the word Restitution is more about
repentance than mercy. In our current political scene Restitution is used
mainly in connection with the redistribution of land but the Bible uses
it in connection with returning anything wrongfully taken or received
(see also the New Testament example of Zaccheus in Luke 19:8). What
has been taken is not only material (although that receives so much
attention because it is often the most contentious) but also such things
as people’s dignity, respect, humanity, self-esteem, education, skills,
etc. (Buchanan 2004)

The narratives reproduced below are representative of those who talked
about restitution, but not everyone linked restitution and reconciliation, as
this white South African woman does:

Interviewee: Crime in this country is part of our responsibility [as white
South Africans] because of the way that we’ve chosen to live in this
country. … I’ve had a privileged background because I’m white. And
a lot of South Africans do not see that … [I think] especially white South
Africans we can think that things have been taken from us [after
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apartheid] but we don’t realize how privileged we’ve been. … That
really hurts me sometimes because I just think we moan about the crime,
we moan about everything but we as Christians need to think, what can
I do?
Interviewer: And do you think Christians are doing that?
Interviewee: In this church, definitely, they’re doing it. There’s a
definite heart for that. But I don’t think they’re doing it anywhere else.
I’ll be frank with you, I don’t know how many people are doing this.
… There are churches that are getting involved … but [many] don’t
think they can because they think the problem’s too big. But that’s not
what it’s about. … I always whenever I get the chance when I speak to
other churches I say that if each church just took on [one] project …
we could change the whole [society]. [August 26, 2005]

For her, restitution is a three-step process: recognising privilege, taking
responsibility for it, and doing something about it. She believes that
Jubilee’s social projects provide her with the opportunity to contribute to
setting society right. Another white South African woman spoke in terms of
institutionalising restitution within the congregation itself, particularly in
changing its staff and leadership. She was aware of Jubilee’s history as a
white-majority church, and recognised that this continued to be reflected in
its staff and leadership (four of the five elders are white men, the fifth is a
black Zambian man):

For me in two years time if there aren’t more black staff here I will be
so disappointed. I will make that five years, we need to have black South
African elders. … They can get [the occupants of] every [staff] office
black from another nation, but it won’t change the black anger. And it
won’t bring healing to our own nation because our own nation needs to
see men rising up and being acknowledged as being good enough. … They
must find black elders from South Africa. And then short term, they
need more black staff. … And again, South African. Not Congolese.
Bless them, they’re coming too. But they’ve got to have black South
Africans. And okay, so what if people aren’t equipped, and this and
that, to work at this high power that we do? Then they must be job
shadowing somebody, but earning a salary as restitution – which we
speak about quite freely. And restitution for not being able to be fully
qualified to go to Bible college to do this. Let them come alongside, give
them a year of sitting with somebody and sitting with many people and
picking up the skills. Picking up the skills and getting a pay. That’s
restitution. [November 9, 2005]
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Her narrative elaborates on the themes expressed in the elder’s letter:
making restitution in terms of ‘dignity, respect, humanity, self-esteem,
education, and skills’. Whilst the other white South African woman
emphasises how restitution as social action can impact on the wider society,
this woman points out that restitution also must take place within the
congregation. The practical, action-based implications of restitution
discourses mean that it is a more difficult concept than forgiveness or
reconciliation to promote within a congregation or in the public sphere.
However, restitution discourses joined with acts of restitution could have
a powerful impact on the wider society by providing an example of ‘best
practice’. This would be voluntary restitution rather than the forced top-
down empowerment or affirmative action policies required by government.

Limitations of change
Despite the institutional and discursive changes presented above, limitations
remain. These centre round two broad areas: ‘structural’ aspects of
institutional change (including the persistence of ‘racialised’ leadership
structures); and the privileging of discourses of unity over discourses of
restitution. These limitations were most acutely realised and articulated by
the interviewees who had left the congregation. Their critiques focused on
the predominance of white leadership, a lack of space for previously
disadvantaged groups to speak, an ‘unsystematic’ approach to social
activism, and the slow pace of change. For instance, this black South African
man did not believe that Jubilee had been ‘transformed’:

Jubilee is a church that I love very much. And I would like to go back
to Jubilee one day. [But] to refer to it as a church that’s transformed
[is not accurate]. … All across South Africa today people are saying that
civil society institutions, including church, should take the lead in
leadership and therefore they have to be models. … But I really felt
[Jubilee] was going against the direction of the country [with so many
white leaders]. … I think Jubilee’s becoming less South African but
more British, English. … I think it’s good for people to come together
and worship and to become part of the body of Christ … [but] at the
same time you just can’t say, yeah, it’s okay, let people be. You’ve got
to change the structures underneath. You need black people to take up
leadership positions … [in order for] white people to realize the dream
of what we are doing to grow the church together, given the past. … I
don’t think Jubilee can continue to be a relevant church in the new South
Africa if you continue to have white elders, white leaders. Then it would
be in a position of writing its own obituary because you cannot have
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institutions in this country anymore that are white led, they don’t have
a future in South Africa. [October 19, 2005]

His narrative can be read with that of the white South African woman, who
said that the churches would be irrelevant if they did not become inclusive.
But whilst she believed Jubilee was on its way, he felt that it was not. The
following coloured man focuses on similar themes:

One of the attractive things about Jubilee at the time [1994] was the …
mission statement … that had been put into the local newspaper. And
that essentially read as their commitment to being a local church in a
multicultural society, which attracted me. … I loved Jubilee, I loved
everything about it, except that during the intervening years I’d had this
growing sense that we were losing our footing so to speak. That the
initial promise that we had in the church, we weren’t seeing it through
to its conclusion. … There were ways that we were affecting change and
you are aware of some of those things like the introduction of singing
in different languages, bussing people in from the townships and every
now and then doing a number of little outreach projects. But … they
weren’t fundamentally changing the direction of the church and the
prophetic voice of the church. … [So] I said to [an elder] that [if] … we
as a church were completely convinced that God had called us to
nonracialism and multiculturalism and we were embracing that and had
been doing so for a decade, then how is it possible that we still ended
up in a situation where all the leadership is white and male? … I cannot
imagine that unless you’re hearing God wrong, that God would be taking
us through a situation where the whole of the eldership is white. … So
either the only people God is speaking to and raising up to leadership
are white, or we’ve got it wrong. [November 5, 2005]

This narrative contrasts to that of the white South African woman who
proposed restitution measures as a means of promoting diverse leadership
at Jubilee. She perceives Jubilee as willing to go in this direction (albeit more
slowly than she would like), whilst he questions its willingness to move –
even casting doubt on the leaders’ ability to ‘hear God’.

These narratives, and the way they contrast with earlier ones that
emphasised positive aspects of changes at Jubilee, represent more than just
differences in individual perceptions. Individuals’ perceptions are bound up
with their position of power within an institution, and their perceived ability
to affect change (Ganiel 2006a). Individuals’ position of power also tends to
overlap with race, so that more people in positions of power are white. Those
who had left the congregation said they felt constrained by the leadership
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‘structures’ of the congregation, and frustrated by their inability to change
them. For instance, Jubilee’s approach to leadership training is to develop
leaders from within the congregation through personal discipleship and
formal leadership workshops. This is an approach that is followed by New
Frontiers churches internationally. But in a context like Jubilee, this approach
becomes unavoidably ‘racialised’. A racialised context is one in which one
racial group is structurally, rather than intentionally, favoured over others.
This works at Jubilee in the following way. Leaders are predominantly white
because of the history of the congregation. This means that they ‘naturally’
select people for discipleship training from their own racial group. This
affinity means it is difficult for whites to recognise leadership qualities in
people of other races. This perpetuates white leadership indefinitely.
Changing this racialised structure would require radical intervention, perhaps
along the lines suggested by the white South African woman who perceived
of leadership training as restitution.

Whilst it is significant that Jubilee is developing restitution discourses,
their impact may be limited by their subordination to discourses centred
round unity in diversity. Unity discourses are ritualistically and symbolically
reinforced by the worship environment at Jubilee, with its variety of languages,
colourful flags, and so on. This is not to discount the importance of
discourses of unity. Participants reported these as meaningful and as having
helped to change their perceptions and identities. But restitution was
spoken about less frequently, and it was not obviously displayed or
incorporated into the congregation’s rituals. This may be because it is less
costly to enact unity than it is to enact restitution. It is easier for people of
all races to sit side-by-side in pews than it is to restructure an entire
institution so that restitution is made and a level playing field is actualised.
The Education Fund is a step in this direction, but interviewees were much
less aware of the restitution discourses behind it than they were of the unity
discourses. Given South Africa’s history and its contemporary, unequal
socio-economic structures, it may be more fruitful to conceive of restitution
and unity as inextricably linked. Discourses proclaiming that restitution is
integral to achieving actual unity in diversity could provide a powerful
impetus to action. As yet, that potential has not been fully tapped, either at
Jubilee or in the wider society.
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Conclusions
The case study of Jubilee allows us to draw some general conclusions about
the processes and possibilities of transformation. First, Jubilee has taken
specific steps to make itself more inclusive, as an institution. It is possible
that other congregations or civil society groups could replicate these steps,
choosing those that suit their context and devising their own. Comparative
studies in the USA have explored how ‘multiracial’ congregations have done
so in a variety of demographic and denominational contexts (DeYoung et al
2003). The case study also highlighted the limitations of Jubilee’s specific
measures. These could be addressed by expanding and more actively
promoting the Education Fund, developing intentional leadership training
for all races (including a ‘restitution’ component such as job-shadowing),
and cultivating skills such as facilitating dialogue amongst people of all
races. Other groups would do well to anticipate these limitations, and adopt
ways for overcoming them.

Second, the case study highlighted the importance of discourses. Biblical
justifications for unity and restitution shaped how people at Jubilee saw
themselves, their congregation, and their role in the wider society. In the
contexts of Jubilee and South Africa, an emphasis on the Biblical justifications
for links between restitution and unity could provide powerful discourses,
legitimating and encouraging further change. In contexts in which Christianity
is not held in wide public esteem, activists would have to draw on other
resources to construct similarly powerful discourses.

Third, the case study emphasised the importance of recognising power
relationships. Most changes at Jubilee have been implemented by whites,
and people from other groups have at times felt powerless and excluded from
this process. They perceive whites as patrons rather than partners, which
could be an obstacle to working towards reconciliation and equality. In other
contexts, it also will be necessary to recognise inequalities of power and to
attempt to manage them. Further, it is important not to underestimate the
extent that making changes will be an emotional and often difficult process.
Participants in the research expressed a range of deep emotions, including
anger, hurt, frustration and despair; as well as faith, joy, hope and love. We
must take into account the emotions that may rise to the surface as people
work together for transformation and – as far as possible – be prepared to
manage them.
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Notes
1. This research was funded by Mr Sean Dunne of Mountbrooke Homes, Ireland,

through University College Dublin. I wish to thank Jubilee Community Church
for permission to conduct the research; and individual participants for their
cooperation throughout. Thanks are due the Political Studies Department at the
University of Cape Town (UCT) for hosting me, colleagues in Religious Studies
at UCT and the 2005 Annual Meeting of the South African Association for
Political Studies, and Mark Harper for his assistance at various stages. Peter
Klaver provided helpful comments on an earlier draft. Any errors are my own.

2. The term ‘racial’ or ‘race’ is contested, and its use requires clarification. There
is considerable debate about whether the term should be used in social science
discourse at all. Statistics South Africa has attempted to abandon the use of the
term, replacing race with ‘population group’ (Statistics South Africa 2004).
However, given the historical resonance of the term in South Africa, and the way
in which it continues to be popularly understood, I use the term throughout.
Indeed, South Africa’s ‘population groups’ are still categorised in terms of the
old racial categories: black African, white, coloured, and Indian. But I take a
social scientific rather than biological approach to race, which is captured well
by the definition of racial categories used in the US Census: ‘The categories
represent a social-political construct designed for collecting data on the race and
ethnicity of broad population groups in this country, and are not anthropologically
or scientifically based’ (quoted in O’Toole 2006).

3. Mainline refers to the larger, denominational churches such as the Roman
Catholic, Anglican and Methodist. This distinguishes them from many charismatic
and evangelical churches, which often do not have such established structures.

4. ‘Charismatic’ Christianity is marked by enthusiastic worship and ‘gifts of the
spirit’ (tongues, healings, prophecy, etc). The terms charismatic and Pentecostal
are contested and often used interchangeably, although scholars have drawn
distinctions between them. Pentecostalism is often used to identify with the
revival associated with Azusa Street, California, around the turn of the 20th
century; whilst charismatic Christianity is often used to identify with revivals
that have taken place in the last 40 years or so (Anderson and Hollenweger 1999,
Poloma 2003, Anderson 2004). I use charismatic here because the congregation
I studied has been impacted on by this more recent worldwide ‘charismatic’
revival.

5. See http://www.jubilee.org.za

6. This figured is based on my observations. Jubilee does not calculate the racial
demographics of their members and attendees.

7. See http://www.newfrontiers.xtn.org

8. I have chosen to call Jubilee’s identity ‘inclusive’ rather than any a number of
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competing terms, such as multiracial, non-racial or multicultural. Jubilee’s
website and literature use all these terms, and interviewees often employed them
interchangeably. However, these terms were contested, especially multiracialism.
Some participants felt that the use of multiracialism perpetuated the old racial
categories and therefore inhibited transformation.

9. Contact between antagonistic groups can confirm hatreds and stereotypes, if not
carefully managed. Scholars and practitioners disagree over the extent that
contact should be encouraged.

10. To preserve confidentiality, I have not provided individuals’ names.

11. http:///www.restitution.org.za
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