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Appendix C: Some Theological Issues in Gaudium et Spes that are relevant 
when considering Kearney  

 

Introduction 

The Vatican II document on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes, is the longest 
Council document and among the set of four promulgated on the second-last day of the four-year-
long marathon.  It opens with these words: 

The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of this age, especially those 
who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties 
of the followers of Christ.1600 

Whilst Christian action and Christian love should not be something new in the Church – at least one 
hopes – what changes with the Vatican II perspective is that the starting point for these is no longer 
an abstract application of Christian doctrine but rather a reflection on the concrete, what are 
referred to as ‘the signs of the times’.  Ruggieri argues that, even though the Council documents only 
explicitly use the phrase four times, they implicitly reference it throughout.1601  He explains the 
degree to which this is new in its approach: 

The main novelty of Vatican II was …its consideration of history as related to the gospel and 
the Christian tradition.  Whereas for the most part in the past there had been an awareness 
that history as experienced by human beings was ultimately of no importance for the 
understanding of the gospel….the major question of the Second Vatican Council was 
precisely this, even if the words used (pastoral nature, aggiornamento, signs of the times) 
were not immediately understood clearly by all.1602 

In another paper, he explains that this change is: 

…the abandonment of a deductivist outlook (according to which a few principles yield 
conclusions valid for human activity in every age) and its replacement by an inductive mind-
set that reads in and educes from facts the signs of a consistency between the gospel that is 
believed and proclaimed and the desires of human beings.1603 

The Church exists only within history, within society and within the common life, not only in 
the sense that it is surrounded by these things, but in the much more profound sense that it 
exists only as a symbolisation of history, society and the common life.  This means that the 
problems the Church faces are problems of history and the common life of human 
beings.1604 

 
1600 Gaudium et Spes 1 
1601 Ruggieri, Giuseppe. “Faith & History”. The Reception of Vatican II. Giuseppe Alberigo, Jean-Pierre Jossua & Joseph A 
Komonchak eds. (Washington DC: CUA Press, 1987) 95 
1602 Ruggieri, Giuseppe. “Towards a Hermeneutic of Vatican II”. Concilium (1999, 1) 3 
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Chapter 4 explores some of the practical and concrete ways in which Kearney – heavily influenced 
and inspired by +Hurley – read the signs of his times and showed the Church in South Africa how to 
respond within history. 

But this focus on the concrete is not without its challenges as I would like to explore in this Appendix 
drawing on some of the key commentators on the documents of the Council.  We cannot know 
which if any of these were read by Kearney himself, but the themes that they explore certainly have 
resonance in Kearney’s life and ministry. 

 

The importance of the ‘Signs of the Times’ 

The novel stress on the ‘signs of the times’ was rapidly seen by some critics as evidence of a 
weakness of Gaudium et Spes.  Thus, Ratzinger in 1975 (quoted by Faggioli): 

Something of the Kennedy era pervaded the Council, something of the naive optimism of the 
concept of the Great Society.  It was precisely the break in historical consciousness, the self-
tormenting rejection of the past, that produced the concept of a Zero Hour in which 
everything would begin again and all those things that formerly had been done badly would 
now be done well.1605  

In reaction to this, those who wish to defend ‘the signs of the times’ are at pains to show that the 
concept has older roots.  Thus, Faggioli mentions French Dominican Marie-Dominique Chenu who 
sees the signs of the times as being consistent with an actualization of Thomas Aquinas’ theology:  

Given that the sacred doctrine does not present itself as a system of abstract principles 
whose application depends on a form of mental or moral casuistry, but according to St 
Thomas as the Word of God developing itself within human intelligence in the act of faith, 
the ‘signs of the times’ must enter implicitly or explicitly in the discernment of the impact of 
the Word in the historical community of the faithful. 1606 

Faggioli points out that Rahner himself has argued that the West cannot hand over a ‘naked’ 
message of Christianity without the overlay of Western philosophy but nor can it allow its Western 
philosophy to extend itself into a world philosophy.  Faggioli thus uses this to defend this new 
approach: 

The turning from a cosmocentric, objective philosophy of the Greeks to the anthropocentric 
transcendental philosophy of the moderns is perfectly Christian in principle and basically 
already begins with Saint Thomas.1607 

Rush, in giving some hermeneutical principles for interpreting Vatican II, makes a pleasing reference 
to the old papal rooms just round the corner from St Peter’s Basilica where the Council met.  There 
the Fathers would have seen the 1508 Raphael fresco of ‘The School of Athens’: Plato is pointing up 
to the world of ideals and Aristotle is pointing down to the world of concrete reality.  For Rush, this is 
a way of seeing the two groups at the Council: Platonists vs Aristotelians; Augustinians vs Thomists; 
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conservatives vs progressives; naïve optimism vs dialogue with the world; Ratzinger and de Lubac vs 
Chenu, Congar and Rahner; societas perfecta vs dialogue partner with the world.   

Having studied at the Angelicum in Rome, +Hurley would have been immersed in a Thomistic 
worldview.  Though we have no evidence of Kearney’s exposure to the Angelic Doctor, we do know 
that he, and +Hurley, were both greatly influenced by South African Dominican, Albert Nolan.   

Rush summarises it thus:   

The Thomist school is wanting to set the Church and world in a situation of dialogue; it sees 
the world in a positive light; despite evil and sin, grace abounds and will eventually 
overcome evil; attention to the signs of the times reveals new perspectives on God’s salvific 
presence in the world here and now…. This is not a naïve optimism but a Christian realism 
urges an openness to the world as potentially revelatory.  1608 

It is the focus on realism that is used to explain the importance of the ‘signs of the times’.  After all, if 
the Church is to speak credibly to the world’s ‘joys and hopes… griefs and anxieties’ these need to be 
real and concrete not abstract or imagined.  Thus, Rush commenting on Gaudium et Spes and also 
Dignitatis Humanae (promulgated on the same day): 

These two documents encapsulate the Council’s eventual reception of modernity and of the 
world as necessary dialogue partners if the Gospel was to be preached in all its relevance.  
….Rather than naïve optimism the documents exude an attitude of newfound Christian 
confidence and responsibility, replacing former fear and avoidance; rather than uncritical 
acceptance of the society and world around it, the documents demand critical application of 
one single and definitive criterion: Jesus Christ and the promotion of the reign of God.1609 

Rush looks at and rejects different historical models: not essentialism (‘a fixed eternal divine plan’); 
not providentialism (‘an interventionist God mechanically manipulating humans’); not exemplarism 
(‘models from the past that we can apply to the future’); not primitivism (‘some Golden Age in the 
past or in the future’).   

Vatican II reveals the Church coming to a realization that, in response to the task given us by 
our God, it is up to us to work it out as we go along, with the help of the Holy Spirit.   
However, although it is our responsibility, it is not our work.  It is the work of the Holy Spirit 
who is our communal memory, preventing ecclesial amnesia and igniting our creativity.1610 

The signs of the times can be either positive or negative.  A positive sign of the times is an 
indicator of something new in human history or something not before recognised as ‘of God’ 
that may be revelatory of how the reign of God is erupting in the present.  A negative sign of 
the times is an indicator of the things that are impeding the reign of God, an indicator of 
what is not ‘of God’ and of what the Church should be resisting.1611 

Both are vital shades in a full depiction of the ‘great tradition’ and like the chiaroscuro of a 
Rembrandt painting, together they represent the living tradition in all its darkness and light, 
with all its pessimism and optimism, suspicion and trust: forever suspicious of what could 
impede the reign of God, yet never losing hope that God will certainly reign in the end-time, 

 
1608 Rush, Ormond. Still Interpreting Vatican II – some Hermeneutical Principles. (Mahwah NJ: Paulist Press, 2004) 15 
1609 Rush, Still Interpreting Vatican II, 17 
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1611 Rush, Still Interpreting Vatican II, 80 
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and firmly believing that God is active in hidden ways in the world today even in the 
seemingly godless, as attention to the signs of the times would verify.1612 

With very few exceptions, we sadly do not know for certain which commentators on Vatican II were 
read by Kearney or influenced him.  But we do know that he was inspired by Albert Nolan and this 
great South African Dominican uses words that parallel the challenge of having to deal with 
pessimism and optimism: 

Africa is a land of hope and despair, a land that paradoxically gives birth to hope while it 
tries to destroy all hope.1613   

Writing in 1988, Nolan warns his fellow South African Christians, like Kearney, that we will 
experience false hopes: that change will come from the top, that the government will have a change 
of heart, that the white electorate will develop a conscience, that whites will respond to the protests 
of township youths, that strikes will topple the regime.  His argument is that all of these are hopes 
for change within the system, whereas true hope must be for a change of the system.1614  But he 
does not give up on hope even in the face of despair, quoting his German contemporary Dorothée 
Sölle: “Struggle is the source of hope.  There is no hope without struggle.”1615 

Peter Storey, a Christian leader more or less Kearney’s age, recounts in his autobiography how the 
Struggle forced (at least some) South African Christians to have to face up to realism: 

I know that, given half a chance, we Christians lose the plot and slip into a cosy, irrelevant 
pietism.  That is why I am grateful for the anti-Apartheid struggle.  It galvanised us and called 
us out into relevance.  The Church is only the Church when it cares more about the world 
than about itself and it was because we forgot about ourselves for a while that our 
contribution had significance.1616 

Another influence on Kearney was the much younger Steve De Gruchy who quotes Reinhold Niebuhr 
from The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness:  

Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible, but man’s inclination to injustice 
makes democracy necessary.1617 

It is because of this change in perspective – emerging in the years before Vatican II and then given 
new impetus by the Council – that (Phohlo argues) enabled a change in the attitude of the Catholic 
Church in South Africa towards Apartheid.  He points out, for example, that the guiding vision of 
SACBC’s 1984 Pastoral Planning Paper “supersedes and corrects the Christian spirituality that tended 
to sneer at earthly values and saw earthly life merely as a period of trial, antecedent to the future 
life with God in eternity”.  Such an approach was captured in the old prayer prescribed for the Feast 

 
1612 Rush, Still Interpreting Vatican II, 64 
1613 Nolan, Albert. God in South Africa.  (Cape Town: David Philip, 1988) 139 
1614 Nolan, God in South Africa, 139  
1615 Nolan, God in South Africa, 159 
1616 Storey, Peter. I Beg to Differ – ministry amid the teargas. (Cape Town: Tafelberg, 2018) 466  
1617 Haddad, Beverley. Keeping Body and Soul Together: Reflections by Steve de Gruchy on Theology and Development. 
(Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 2015) 20  



Appendix C: Interpreting Gaudium et Spes – Page 389 
 

of St Francis: “Grant that, after his example, we may despise earthly things and ever find joy in 
partaking in the gifts of heaven”.1618   

Phohlo contrasts this with a new approach: 

Church history and secular history are not two histories running side by side.  The history of 
the Church unfolds in human history not outside it.  Salvation, if and when it is taking place, 
must be taking place in secular history.1619 

Bianchi captures this succinctly:  

History is the place where faith and the Church must live and recognise God to be at 
work.1620 

So Gaudium et Spes sets out a challenge to engage with the reality of the world – its darkness and its 
light.  This is a motivation for Catholics like Nolan, +Hurley and Kearney; but since it is a wider 
response to the signs of the times, it is not surprising that Christians from other denominations 
respond in a similar way.  Oscar Cullmann (a French Lutheran observer at Vatican II) is quoted by 
Pottmeyer as asking the important question of what is different about the way in which Christians 
respond to the world: 

We as Christians may not be satisfied with simply saying the same thing that the world says 
– even if we say it with a special urgency.  We must say it differently and say different things 
whenever possible, even things that the world does not like to hear or has trouble 
understanding….There should have been a stronger and more conscious reaction against the 
danger of eliminating the scandal that is part of the gospel.1621 

The ‘scandal’ of a Gospel that sees all human beings as profoundly equal is what eventually 
emboldens +Hurley and his fellow bishops to speak out more and more forcefully against Apartheid. 
It is a theme we find expressed in the appropriately-named Reality; we can be quite sure that 
Kearney was reading this journal since he himself contributed to it in 1979 and 1980.1622  Manas 
Buthelezi, a Lutheran South African theologian pointed out in 1973 what happens when the Church 
fails to face up to the reality in front of it: 

The institutional symbols of Christianity, like the Church and the ministry, are there all right 
but they are increasingly less of the visible incarnation of that which accounts for the 
uniqueness of Christianity….the Church has been turned into a living monument of a colour- 
and race-oriented society.  To my mind, the ultimate criterion of the spread of Christianity is 
not how many people go to church on Sunday, but how many people allow that which is 

 
1618 Phohlo, Abel. “The Attitude of the Catholic Church in South Africa towards Apartheid from 1984 to 1996 and its 
implication for Spirituality” Licentiate dissertation.  (Rome: Pontificia Universitatis Gregoriana, 1998) 36 
1619 Phohlo, “The Attitude of the Catholic Church in South Africa towards Apartheid …”, 49 
1620 Bianchi, Enzo. “The Centrality of the Word of God”. The Reception of Vatican II. Giuseppe Alberigo, Jean-Pierre Jossua & 
Joseph A Komonchak eds. (Washington DC: CUA Press, 1987) 122 
1621 Pottmeyer, Hermann J. “A new Phase in the Reception of Vatican II: Twenty Years of Interpretation of the Council”. The 
Reception of Vatican II. Giuseppe Alberigo, Jean-Pierre Jossua & Joseph A Komonchak eds. (Washington DC: CUA Press, 
1987) 43 
1622 Kearney, G Paddy. “Control in the SA Schooling System”. Reality: a journal of liberal and radical opinion (1979, 11:3) 9-
13; Kearney, G Paddy. “Conscientious Objection – a Christian Perspective”. Reality: a journal of liberal and radical opinion 
(1980, 12:5) 9-14 
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unique in the Christian gospel to shape their lives as well as the spirit of their social, 
economic and political environment.1623 

The message of Gaudium et Spes is for the Church to engage with the modern world.  But was it 
doing enough?  I suspect that Kearney would have resonated with what Haughey wrote in 1977; he 
might have felt that the same was still true when he died more than 40 years later: 

In the past 80 years, there has been a notable increase in the Church’s understanding of its 
responsibility in the social order.  At the same time there does not seem to have been a 
parallel increase in the concern of Christians for the social order.  Justice remains pretty 
much as it has always been: namely one of the virtues in the galaxy of virtues.  It has not 
moved onto centre stage or become a passion with Christians as the Church’s developing 
self-understanding would have it be. 1624 

William Dych (echoing Gaudium et Spes) maintains that this failure betrays an essential dualism that 
still lies at the heart of Catholic theology: 

Despite the repeated insistence on being at one with the problems, griefs and anxieties of 
the men of this age, the Church really still feels itself to be not only outside of, but above, 
secular problems and concerns.  This probably accounts for why the tone of so many of the 
texts is patronising rather than genuinely compassionate.1625  

As explored in Chapter 2, this tendency towards dualism also explains some of the knots that the 
Council Fathers tie themselves in when talking about an ecclesial order and a temporal order.  The 
potential conflict between those two priorities for the Church prompts Dych to ask: 

Does the Council give any reason why the love of God cannot be separated from love of 
neighbour, or why eschatological faith and hope in a new earth must not weaken but must 
stimulate our responsibility for this one?1626 

Maldonado points out that Vatican II recognised that the best way to start a reform of the Church 
was with a reform of the liturgy, but that after that, in practice, not much has changed: 

Rather than forming a community, the faithful resemble an audience that remains 
somewhat detached from what the priest is doing in the sanctuary.  They form, not an active 
involved group, but an assemblage of individuals who passively receive something – and 
wait for the rite to end so they can return to their lives outside the church – lives they view 
as utterly different from and unconnected with what goes on in the celebration.1627 

As was discussed in Chapter 2, one of the ways in Kearney sought to remedy this was through his 
involvement in and promotion of basic communities and their approach to liturgy and Scripture.  
Bianchi holds this up as a model of placing the Word of God at the centre: 

 
1623 Buthelezi, Manas. “Black Christians must liberate Whites”. Reality: a journal of liberal and radical opinion (1973, 5:3) 4 
1624 Haughey, John C. “Jesus as the Justice of God”. The Faith that does Justice - examining the Christian Sources for Social 
Change. John C Haughey ed. (New York: Paulist, 1977) 264 
1625 Dych, William. “The Dualism in the Faith of the Church”. The Faith that does Justice - examining the -Christian Sources 
for Social Change. John C Haughey ed. (New York: Paulist, 1977) 58 
1626 Dych, “The Dualism in the Faith of the Church”, 53  
1627 Maldonado, Luis. “Liturgy as Communal Enterprise”. The Reception of Vatican II. Giuseppe Alberigo, Jean-Pierre Jossua 
& Joseph A Komonchak eds. (Washington DC: CUA Press, 1987) 311-312 
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Reading, serious study, meditation and actualisation restored to the word its prophetic 
power and made it able to shed light on the lives of the believers and their relationship to 
social reality and history.1628 

If revelation is historical in the full sense of the term, then theology too must be historical; it 
is compelled to make history and its events part of its object and, without allowing itself to 
be reduced to a historical science, it must positively recognise history as a hermeneutical 
locus for discerning, proclaiming and narrating the presence of God.1629 

The horizon within which the word is read is the social situation which calls for the 
deliverance of the oppressed and an end to every form of enslavement. … Study of the Bible 
becomes a search for a way to achieve the human deliverance and advancement that was 
once given to Israel and the early Christian communities, and must be made a reality again 
today.1630 

In Chapter 2, the tension between the temporal order and the ecclesial order for Kearney’s vocation 
as a Christian was resolved by a recognition of his commitment to an integrated theology in which, 
to quote Frank Chikane, there were ‘no boundaries between secular and sacred’.1631  How can one 
articulate that integrated theology in the light of Kearney’s commitment to social justice? 

 

Integrated Theology 

When introducing Diakonia in 1975 +Hurley, after reporting on the signs of the times, then turned to 
a classic text to motivate his audience to respond: “whatever you do to the least of my brothers and 
sisters you do to me.”1632  A number of commentators have pointed out that this can be mis-read as 
a text that reinforces the gap between the Church and the world (or between the Christian and the 
poor person).  Kearney’s approach to an integrated theology was to try and bridge that gap.   

The problem in part is one of still seeing service of Christ as something which belongs to some other 
world.  But Donahue points out that the reason the goats are condemned is not that they did not 
know what was demanded but rather they did not know that those demands were to be met in this 
world now.   

In the scene, it is the marginal and suffering in the world who reveal the place where the Son 
of Man, Lord and Judge is, as it were, hidden in the world.  The parable is a warning to 
Christians of all ages that they must discover not only what the doing of justice is but where 
justice is to be located. 1633 

Phohlo goes further and challenges the idea that we should love our neighbour as a way of loving 
Christ.   

 
1628 Bianchi, “The Centrality of the Word of God”, 133 
1629 Bianchi, “The Centrality of the Word of God”, 124 
1630 Bianchi, “The Centrality of the Word of God”, 134 
1631 Chikane, Frank. Personal interview by author, 14 September 2021 via Zoom. (Secretary General of SACC 1987-94). 
1632 Mt 25: 31-46 
1633 Donahue, John R.  “Biblical perspectives on Justice”.  The Faith that does Justice - examining the -Christian Sources for 
Social Change. John C Haughey ed. (New York: Paulist, 1977) 105 
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Genuine self-transcendence occurs when one’s neighbour is loved for their own sake in their 
concrete situation in life.  Those who are saved in Mt 25 did not intend to serve Christ; the 
intended to serve the poor.1634   

Dych supports this, invoking Bonhoeffer to reverse the Church’s tendency to dualism: 

Unlike some other spiritualities which would have one love one’s neighbour for God's sake, 
or have one find Christ in one’s neighbour, and where the movement is from God to man, 
Bonhoeffer’s movement is from man to God.  When the neighbour is actually loved for his 
own sake, that is when there is genuine love and compassion, then God is being known and 
loved, not as another ‘object’ but in the quality of the relationship and by connaturality.1635 

He argues that the explanation of Matthew 25 cannot be finding Christ-in-others because then those 
who did care for the poor would not be surprised that they are saved.  He compares this to the 
soteriology of compassion rather than expiation, of ‘dying with’ rather than ‘dying for’.1636  His 
argument is that by objectifying God into another object, we create the pseudo-problem of how to 
put God and man back together. 

It is the dualism in our theology of faith, and of hope and charity as well, that creates the 
necessity of putting things together that never should have been separated in the first 
place.1637   

Dych sees the statements of Gaudium et Spes as going some way to resolving that dualism.  A bishop 
from Panama, who was later very influential in the implementation of the Council in Latin America, 
stresses the importance of overcoming this dualism.  Bishop McGrath, like +Hurley, was catapulted 
into the episcopacy at a young age: he was made a bishop aged only 37 just before the Council 
opened.  He comments: 

The efforts directed at overcoming the separation between faith and life in our day, in the 
double movement of return to the sources and insertion in the world, inevitably brought 
about a new sort of theological-pastoral thinking, one that brought the ‘Word of God’ and 
‘secular life’ much closer together.1638 

He describes this as characteristic of many movements of the lay apostolate.  But he also worries 
that sometimes these lay movements can become frontier groups which then fall back on ideologies 
of the left and right resulting in a politicisation and a polarisation.  This then leaves the most active 
lay movements focused on spiritual formation and ecclesial ministry (and not the temporal order) 
and thus a return to the previous dualism.1639  

 
1634 Phohlo, “The Attitude of the Catholic Church in South Africa towards Apartheid …”, 54  
1635 Dych, “The Dualism in the Faith of the Church”, 62 
1636 Dych, “The Dualism in the Faith of the Church”, 64 
1637 Dych, “The Dualism in the Faith of the Church”, 65  
1638 McGrath, Marcos. “Social Teaching since the Council”.  Vatican II Revisited: by those who were there.  Alberic Stacpoole 
ed. (London: G Chapman, 1986) 326  
1639 McGrath, “Social Teaching since the Council”, 333 
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Philippe Denis refers to Joseph Cardijn and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin as +Hurley’s ‘often-quoted 
masters’ who taught him that ‘Christianity is by essence incarnate’.1640  He quotes the Archbishop’s 
words from 1960: 

Like all social ills, the South African ones constitute serious obstacles to the life of the spirit 
and have their immediate source in human behaviour, the slowness or the failure or the 
refusal of men to respond to the call of God.1641 

Tutu confirms this as a key part of +Hurley’s worldview: he was ‘inspired by a thoroughly 
incarnational spirituality and theological understanding’ and had ‘a deep awareness of the in-
dwelling Christ and also that the Church was the Body of this Christ’.1642  Thus, when talking about 
the Pastoral Plan, ‘Community serving Humanity’, +Hurley describes it (according to Kearney) as 
covering four dimensions of totality: the whole message of Jesus, the whole Church (laity as well as 
clergy and religious), the whole human family, the whole of humanity (the person, family, society, 
culture, politics and economics).1643  Thus, the refusal to draw lines of separation in racial politics is 
at one, for +Hurley, with the refusal to draw lines of separation in ecclesial politics.   

Kearney’s life, which did not draw hard lines between the sacred and the secular – between the 
action of the Church in the sanctuary and the action of the Church on the streets – is one which also 
refuses to support this dualism.  I think that is why ‘authentic’ was so often the word used to 
describe him; moreover, this was equally by interviewees who came from a religious background 
and from a non-religious background.1644   

Kearney’s resistance to dualism was reinforced by his study of, and later meeting with, the Mexican-
based, Ivan Illich (1926-2002).  In 1973, when at the University of Toledo, Kearney made him the 
focus of his Masters dissertation.  Kearney links Illich to the French theologian Jacques Maritain 
(1882-1973) and to the German pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945, who had coined the idea of 
‘religionless Christianity’): 

Illich shows a similar concern to that of Maritain for the ‘realisation of a Christian temporal 
historic ideal’ in which the gospel would be translated into concrete historical and social 
structures. …Christians fulfil their destiny by being fully involved in the world, and in this way 
only, come into contact with the saving Incarnation, Death and Resurrection of Christ.  
Humans, says Bonhoeffer, are not saved by their participation in the institution of the 
Church; this is simply the community of human beings where they can become aware of 
their true role in the world.1645 

 
1640 Denis, Philippe. Facing the Crisis – selected texts of Archbishop D E Hurley (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 1997) 7 
1641 Denis, Facing the Crisis, 9 (Hurley, Denis. ‘The social mission of the Church in South Africa’, Blackfriars, May 1960) 
1642 Tutu, Desmond. “Foreword”. Denis Hurley a portrait by friends. Anthony Gamley ed. (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 2001) x 
1643 Kearney, G Paddy. “Courageous and Consistent Witness”. Denis Hurley – a portrait by friends. Anthony Gamley ed. 
(Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 2001) 16 
1644 For example: Tully, Stephen. Personal interview by author, 8 December 2020 in Durban (Catholic priest and co-founder 
of the Denis Hurley Centre); Vorster, Mike. Personal interview by author, 16 March 2021 in Durban (co-worker at Diakonia 
and Methodist Bishop); De la Croix, Berenice. Personal interview by author, 30 September and 9 October 2020 in Durban 
(personal friend); Thaw, Davine. Personal interview by author, 21 February 2022 in Durban (consultant to Diakonia and 
Denis Hurley Centre). 
1645 Kearney, G Paddy. “Towards a Critical Analysis of Ivan D Illich’s Deschooling Society”,  M.Ed. dissertation  (University of 
Toledo, 1973) 8-9 (gendered language altered)  
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Proponents of the secularisation of Christianity have stated that all of life and reality should 
be considered ‘religious’, be potentially capable of leading man to God in contra-distinction 
to the classic slogan Extra ecclesia nulla salus.1646 

Kearney may well have been introduced to Maritain by +Hurley who admits that the French writer’s 
Christian humanism ‘robbed me of a Sunday afternoon rest as he brilliantly outlined the modern 
view of church-state relations’.1647  We also know that Maritain was an important influence on the 
Council and was even chosen to receive personally the ‘message to intellectuals’ at the closing 
ceremony on 8 December 1965.1648 

Kearney’s approach has strong resonances with Haughey writing in 1977 on ‘Jesus as the Justice of 
God’ (though we do not know that he read this).  Haughey draws attention to the promise of the last 
verse of Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount (Mt 6:33): “Seek first his Kingdom and his righteousness 
and these things will be added unto you.”  Jesus exhorts his hearers to have confidence both in 
God’s knowledge of their needs and in the fact that he will care for them by providing the food, drink 
and clothing that they need.1649  This seems to be exemplified in the simplicity with which Kearney 
lived his own life (as described in Chapter 2).  

Haughey argues further that we must not fall into the trap of wanting to place Jesus in the model of 
justice that the world presents.  For example, reflecting on the Magnificat (which would have been a 
key part of Kearney’s Marist spirituality), Haughey points that instead of expecting divine action to 
take place in the socio-political reality of human affairs, we should instead expect the lowly to be 
exalted because the empirical reality of social power does not apply.1650 

Similarly, when the disciples ask for power and position, Jesus does not deny the importance of 
these but offers a different way of attaining power by being ‘as one who serves’.   

His Kingdom, in other words, is not going to be without power, but the purpose for which it 
is given, both to Jesus and his followers, is not to govern others or dominate them but to 
serve them.1651 

Again, this resonates with the ways in which people who worked for Kearney saw him as exercising 
his ‘power’ as a leader.  Similarly, Haughey argues, when Jesus says that he wants his mission to be a 
secret, he is not refusing power but he is refusing “to have the power crowned by the forms 
(religious and/or political) chosen by those who were enthusiastic about him because of the short-
term, superficial effect his power had on them.”1652 

For Kearney, engagement with the world was not just about using power for a good end; it was also 
about how he (and others) should exercise power and for whom they were exercising power: 

Following Jesus does not take one away from the world of injustices; it takes one further 
into it and into those battered portions of humanity that are most needy.  The needy, the 
victims, those unjustly treated, the marginal are like so many sacraments, so to speak, 
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whereby the person is touched by the righteousness of God if one chooses to be affected by 
‘the needs of the least of these my brethren’.1653  

Thus, in an integrated theology it is not that Christianity is extended to take an interest in socio-
political matters, or that the struggle for justice is enhanced by having Church allies.  Rather there is 
no distinction in the first place, what Dych calls the pseudo-problem of putting God and humans 
back together again.  

For Kearney and for Nolan, it is no surprise that committed Christians should place themselves at the 
forefront of the struggle for justice: 

The Struggle has a kind of religious aura about it.  The celebration of hope, the experience of 
community, the self-sacrifice, the total commitment, the courage, the discipline and the 
willingness to live and to die for the struggle.  These are things that we would normally 
associate with religion.1654 

If ‘the Struggle’ is a struggle for power then it is not Christian.  But Nolan draws a striking parallel 
between the liturgical call-and-response (“The Lord be with you.”  “And also with you.”) and the oft-
repeated call-and-response of South African activists: (“Amandla!”  “Ngawethu!”).  Whites are 
scared of Amandla because it sounds as if power is being taken from them.  But the response says 
‘power is ours, yours and mine’: it is power with and not power over.1655 

 
 

The role of the local church 

Nolan’s quote above is very specific to South Africa and this reinforces his view – and the view of the 
Council – that the action of the Christian in the world has to be specific to the world environment in 
which they find themselves.  This again proves the importance of being willing to read the signs of 
the times. 

You do not incarnate good news into a situation; good news arises out of a situation.  The 
prophet did not ‘apply’ their prophetic message to their times, they had it revealed to them 
through the signs of the times. … The Gospel has to be proclaimed in an actual situation, 
with attention to its implications for the reordering of society.  A failure to accept the social 
implications of the gospel would be a lack of responsiveness to the gospel itself, and hence a 
defect of faith.1656  

Vatican II was able to speak with confidence about the role of the Church in different situations 
because the presence of 2,300 bishops from outside the Roman Curia meant that they brought 
those different situations into the Council itself. 

The new catholicity of the Catholic Church represented at Vatican II was the basic fact that 
contributed to the early reception of Vatican II by the Council itself, that is by the bishops 
hailing from local churches around the world.  The fact that Vatican II was the first truly 
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global council is evident not only in the theology of the documents debated and approved 
but also in the reception of these documents.1657 

As an example of the latter, Faggioli lists diocesan, national and regional synods such as Medellin 
(the Latin American bishops) in 1968, Austria in 1968, Netherlands in 1970, Germany in 1972.1658  
(+Hurley’s first synod in Durban was in 1968 so it is striking how early his was compared to the 
others).   

To be honest, the global character of Vatican II is based more on who was there rather than on who 
actually had influence.  Thus, Philippe Denis points out that of the 2,358 bishops at the first session, 
only 260 were from Africa (and of those only 61 were African-born).  Congar estimates that by the 
end of the Council there were about 100 ‘black bishops’ present (which as he points out is a radical 
improvement on the single one who was at Vatican I).1659 

But Hastings, who in the 1960s was an English-educated white priest working in East Africa, in 
reflecting on the Council mentions the fact that, even if the majority of bishops were still white 
missionaries, they co-operated with dignity with their local counterparts ‘indeed more closely and 
more effectively than any other continental group.’  He highlights three bishops including 
+Hurley.1660   

He also points out how quickly the profile of bishops changed after the Council (though less quickly 
in South Africa!): 

Probably in no other continent did the Vatican Council coincide quite so neatly and 
sympathetically with a major process of secular change as in Africa.  ….[Because of 
independence] black prime ministers and black archbishops appeared almost 
simultaneously.1661 

The spirit of the Second Vatican Council may not seem, on the institutional surface, to 
matter so much today to the Church in Africa, twenty years after it all happened.  Yet in fact 
it was an absolutely decisive moment in its history, not so much for the hierarchy as for the 
re-shaping of the grass roots community.1662 

Recognising that the African impact of the Council was after it was over, Denis comments: 

Most observers agree that the African bishops failed to influence in any significant way the 
work of the Council itself.  The importance of the Second Vatican Council for the African 
continent lies in its reception.1663  
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He also singles out +Hurley among the African bishops in this case, crediting him as being more 
influential than most.  He was one of only six bishops from Africa elected to a conciliar commission 
(though six more were nominated by John XXIII, perhaps to redress the balance).1664   

Even after the Council the skew towards ‘the Old World’ is evident.  Alberigo aims to create a 
definitive history of Vatican II with his monumental five-volume work involving a number of authors 
(‘the Bologna School’).  But even though he says “one of the most important characteristics of the 
project is its geo-cultural scope” his team of authors is made up of 12 Europeans, two North 
Americans and one South American: there is no African and no Asian included.1665  Theologians can 
sometimes suffer from the same blind spots of which they accuse bishops! 

Komonchak, citing Lumen Gentium 13 in support, reiterates the rediscovery by Vatican II that local 
churches are genuine churches and not just parts of some pre-existing whole: 

The Church is not an abstract but a concrete universal; one, not in spite of, but precisely 
because of the variety of the local churches.1666 

(Thus, the meeting of the Latin American Church in Medellin in 1968 can act as a model for the first 
pan-African symposium of bishops in Kampala in 1969.)   

Diversity within unity – as opposed to uniformity – is increasingly being accepted as a mark of 
catholicity.  But this creates an expectation which, some would argue, has not always been met by 
Rome since the end of the Council and certainly under the two papacies from 1978 to 2013.  For 
theologians like Nolan it creates an open-ness for genuine and rooted response.  This is what 
Kearney was able to discover for himself, both in his work for justice but also in his ecumenical 
endeavours.  Nolan argues that by exploring the difference between the letter and the spirit of the 
Gospel, we can distinguish between the ‘shape’ of the Gospel (which is definite and for all time) and 
its verbal content (which is contextual).   

“The particular set of words or expressions that one may choose to use depends upon the 
language, culture, politics and needs of a particular time and place.”1667   

Nolan would be supported in this approach by the words of John XXIII at the opening of the Council 
when he drew a distinction between ‘the substance of the old doctrine, the depositum fidei’ and ‘the 
way to formulate its expression’.1668   

Nolan goes on to expand the idea saying that the Gospels we receive from the first century must be 
read as the expression of Jesus’ time and place. 

We must read the Bible and hear its stories in order to get clues, but if we want to hear the 
latest news about God and Jesus Christ we must read the signs of the times.  
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Nolan explains that this is different from an approach that applies the events in the past to the 
present; the Gospels must be good news about what God is doing in South Africa today even if seen 
in the light of what God has done in the past.1669 

Such a contextualised reading of the Gospel not only shows us what God is doing here and now but 
also what we are called to do here and now.  Donahue quotes Jeremiah 22:16 which says that the 
good King Josiah is the one ‘who knew Yahweh’ and explains that the ‘knowing of Yahweh’ is 
equated with taking the cause of the poor and needy.   

Here there is no division between theoria and praxis, between faith and the doing of justice.  
Justice is concrete.  It combines non-exploitation of the poor and taking their cause.  The 
doing of justice is not the application of religious faith, but its substance; without it, God 
remains unknown. 1670 

In a lengthy exploration of the relationship between faith and justice, Dulles (not always beloved of 
progressives) moves faith closer to the concrete realisation of justice which must be specific to each 
situation: 

We may conclude that there are positive links between faith, conceived as an assent to 
revealed doctrine, and committed action on behalf of justice.  But the propositional 
understanding of faith, in my opinion, causes the relationship to appear more tenuous and 
indirect than ought to be case.  The propositions of faith, which are generally statements of 
a highly speculative and abstract character, are difficult to translate into concrete programs 
of action.1671  

Dulles then compares the intellectualist approach to faith (conviction), with the fiducial approach 
(personal trust in God), with a third approach which he calls ‘performative’.  He connects this with 
Liberation Theology (commitment).  It is not that the other approaches do not require action but 
that people may struggle to see the connection.1672 

Because only a total response can be appropriate to the word of God, faith is never a matter 
of disembodied words; it becomes incarnate in faith and praxis.  The crucifixion – the free 
action by which Jesus obediently goes to his death and through it to newness of life – is the 
word-event par excellence.1673  

Liberation does not foster any utopian illusions about the future.  We will never, of course, 
fully insert the kingdom of God into historical time.  But the Biblical concept of the Kingdom 
stimulates our creative imagination so that we find ever-new ways of provisionally realising, 
within history, signs and anticipations of the promised Kingdom.1674 

These ever-new ways of provisionally realising the promised Kingdom only make sense if they are 
specific to the situation.  Dulles points out there is a potential danger with this:   
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If this immediacy with God [which is offered by transcendental theology] is allowed to be 
obscured, as seems to be the case in some liberationist theologies, faith might seem to be a 
reaction to the historical situation rather than a response to a personal call from God.1675  

But this is not to deny the importance of the historical situation; simply to ensure that there is also a 
response to a personal call from God: which call also happens to a specific person in a specific 
historical situation. 

 

Option for the Poor 

In his essay, Dulles also cautions against idealising the poor in our attempt to show solidarity: “The 
poor can sin as much by envy and covetousness as the rich can by pride and avarice.” 1676  (These are 
in fact rather apposite words for modern-day South Africa.)  The reason why Dulles felt the need for 
this warning is that spirit of Gaudium et Spes – and then subsequent documents both of the 
universal Church and from regional bishops’ meetings such as Medellin (1968) and Puebla (1979) – 
established that the Church’s engagement with the world was predicated on a preferential option 
for the poor.   

Whether this was a conclusion that Kearney reached by himself, or whether it was under the 
influence of +Hurley, or whether it was a response to Vatican II – or most likely all three – Kearney’s 
life and ministry clearly showed his commitment to this option for the poor.  It was mentioned by 
many who were interviewed about him, but stated most explicitly by Methodist Bishop Paul Verryn 
whose own commitment to the poor has also been well documented.1677  He felt he was describing a 
worldview that he shared with Kearney when he said: 

Working with people who don’t need God is awfully boring. … You get to the essence of 
where Christ is when you are with the poor. … Knowing that you have the truth comes from 
the poor, comes from the incarnation.  You don’t go there with a single answer.  You are 
going to have to listen very, very carefully if you want to get answers.1678 

The ‘exposure visits’ described in Chapter 4 were a practical way in which Kearney ensured that 
some people at least did go and ‘listen very, very carefully’. 

 

Influence of Liberation Theology 

It was the Church in Latin America who first articulated this theological ‘option for the poor’, so it is 
theologians from that part of the world that will have likely influenced Kearney.  For example, the 
Brazilian, former Franciscan Leonardo Boff: 
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The spirit of the Council together with its corpus of documents wrought two decisive effects 
here [in Latin America].  First, a Church renewal already well on its way now enjoyed official 
legitimation.  Second, now it would be possible to implement a creative acceptance of the 
Council from a point of departure different from that of the Council’s own conception, 
realisation and development: the point of departure being the viewpoint of the poor.1679 

The Salvadoran Jesuit, Jon Sobrino, is quoted by Faggioli as saying that this aspect of Vatican II is self-
evident: “This will seem novel only to those failed to grasp what is new in the ecclesiology of Vatican 
II.”1680  The impact on Kearney’s spirituality of fellow Salvadoran, the martyred Archbishop (now 
Saint) Oscar Romero, is mentioned for example in Chapter 5.  Both the writings and the life of 
+Romero were a significant influence on Kearney.  We know (from an article by Carmel Rickard) that 
+Hurley introduced the film Romero at the Durban International Film Festival in July 1990 and she 
also mentions that +Hurley had celebrated a mass on 24 March 1990 on the 10th anniversary of 
Romero’s assassination.  On that occasion, +Hurley had drawn attention to the fact that the two of 
them had arrived at the Gregorian University in Rome on the same day in November 1937.1681   

In 1992, Kearney and Rickard travelled together to visit El Salvador and to learn more about 
+Romero, something that Kearney then talked about in Durban at an event in May 2015 to mark 
+Romero’s beatification.1682  In September 2018, this author was able to attend the canonisation of 
Romero in Rome and Kearney was thrilled to receive a souvenir from the event, in what turned out 
to be the last weeks of his life.   

Kearney was also influenced by the Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire, who warns against the danger of 
objectification of the poor.  His recommended approach is one that Kearney always tried to take in 
his dealings with marginalised people: 

The oppressed have been destroyed precisely because their situation has reduced them to 
things.  In order to regain their humanity they must cease to be things and fight as men and 
women.  This is a radical requirement: they cannot enter the struggle as objects in order 
later to become human beings.1683 

The Latin American educator who we know influenced Kearney greatly (as mentioned earlier) was 
Ivan Illich.  Kearney starts his Masters dissertation by identifying himself closely with Illich’s point of 
view: 

Illich writes from a third-world perspective and this is a perspective and concern which I 
share. 1684   

He also shares Illich’s discomfort with a consumerist society: 

The choice between the Promethean and Epimethean existence is a choice between a life of 
consumption and a life of action, between [being] rich in the ownership of things or in the 
freedom to use them.1685 
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A succinct view on the preferential option for the poor comes from Gustavo Gutiérrez in, for 
example, his contribution to the edited volume cited earlier on the Reception of Vatican II.1686  He 
writes that, for the Church in the developing world, the Council was ‘a summons to adulthood….a 
call to that Church to accept its own being and, as such and on that basis, to bear witness to the 
Gospel.”1687 

Though he was writing about the Church in Latin America, one can see this also applying at the time 
to the Church in South Africa which partly still saw itself as an extension of a European Church 
serving outposts of European society and fighting European battles of denominationalism; with 
perhaps half an eye on a role as a missionary Church as well but separately. 

Gutiérrez recognised that John XXIII’s call to be attentive to the signs of the times created three 
openings for the Church (all of which were focuses for Kearney): to the modern world, to other 
Christians, and to the poor.  But he feels that the Council was ‘more alert to the first two than to the 
third’.1688 

Gutiérrez also quotes from a radio message of John XXIII from 11 Sept 1962 in which, for the first 
time, the Pope uses the phrase: ‘the Church of the poor’.  The Peruvian Dominican sees three 
important insights here: 

- John XXIII is now talking about ‘under-developed’ countries not just ‘developing’: he is taking 
real poverty seriously and sees this not just as a reason for the Church to offer relief but as ‘a 
challenge to a renewal of self-knowledge’. 

- The Church is in the process of becoming: thus not triumphalism but journeying towards a 
determined destination.  

- In saying ‘the Church of all’ and ‘the Church of the poor’, John XXIII is stressing that no one is 
excluded and that there is a special place for the poor.  “This particularism, this predilection 
(which obviously does not mean exclusiveness) is not opposed, in the Pope’s understanding, 
to universality but rather gives the latter a demanding concrete form in history.”1689   

Gutiérrez also quotes Cardinal Lecaro, Archbishop of Milan, at the first session of the Council: 

If we treat this subject of winning the poor for the Gospel as just another one of the many 
themes that must occupy the attention of the Council, we shall not satisfy the most real and 
most profound exigencies of our day – indeed, we shall make it impossible for us to do so.  
The Church herself is in truth the theme of this Council especially insofar as she is above all 
the Church of the poor.1690 

Gutiérrez asks what is required of the Church if it is to be a universal sacrament of salvation in a 
world stamped by poverty and injustice?1691  His response, based on the 1979 meeting of the Latin 
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American bishops in Puebla, and drawing on Vatican II, could be seen almost as a blueprint for 
Kearney’s mission: 

 To be poor with the poor, the ‘way of poverty’ (Ad Gentes 5) 

 Because it is the way of serving Christ (Ad Gentes 8): not a social response but a theological 
one 

 To evangelise the poor (which are words in the motto both of the OMI and Cardinal Cardijn 

 ) 

 For the poor to be evangelisers in turn: they are the ‘messianic people’ (cf Lumen Gentium 9) 

 A paschal service: liberation and life in the face of death (not just bodily but cultural, neglect, 
aspirational) 

 Accepting death as a witness to life: “the road of commitment to the poorest and most 
oppressed is for many a road of imprisonment, torture, disappearance, exile and death: ‘the 
blood of Christians is seed’.” 

Among South African writers, the one who is most often compared to the Liberation Theologians of 
Latin America is Nolan.1692  His 1988 God in South Africa sets out a vision for a Church which engages 
directly with the crisis of Apartheid.  He explains that you cannot preach a different gospel to each 
side; you must preach the gospel of the poor to both sides.  Nolan’s vision is of the poor taking up 
the challenge and the rich being challenged to side with them because it is God's struggle. 

The gospel we preach will not be the gospel of Jesus Christ unless it takes sides with those 
who are being sinned against – the poor and the oppressed.  It is from that point of view 
that we must preach the gospel to both sides in South Africa today.1693 

The only way that the gospel can be, in the final analysis, good news for all is by being, in the 
first instance, good news for the poor.  The best thing that could happen to the rich would 
be for them to hear and be challenged by the good news for the poor.1694  

The good news is not supposed to bring hope to the poor and challenge to the rich; it is 
supposed to bring hope and challenge to everyone by first of all encouraging and challenging 
the poor.  The gospel is good news for the poor because salvation comes from below.1695 

As Kearney starts his work at Diakonia under +Hurley’s guidance, he sees that he has an opportunity 
to enable the Church to speak to ‘both sides’ and to do so in a way that places the Church on the 
side of the poor. 
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