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Appendix D: +Hurley the political priest 

 

Background 

Given that Kearney was so influenced by +Hurley I would like to explore the criticisms made of the 
Archbishop that he was too political in his role as a priest.  This is something that Kearney would 
have been aware of and been keen to resolve in his own mind as well sometimes being called upon 
to defend publicly.  In his archive, he kept an article by Alan Paton jokingly entitled: ‘Is Archbishop 
Hurley a Christian?’.  Paton imagines him being berated by a checked-shirt Christian for standing 
outside City Hall holding a placard.1696 

Mention has already been made in Chapter 4 of +Hurley’s growing awareness of social justice issues 
in the Church as he witnessed at first hand the rise of Fascism in Italy in the 1930s.  In his biography, 
Kearney recalls +Hurley being in Rome when Hitler visited and the mixed views about this among the 
seminarians in his house.1697  Perhaps this is one of the reasons why, when he became a bishop in 
1947, +Hurley chose as his episcopal motto Ubi Spiritus, ibi Libertas (‘Where the Spirit is there is 
Freedom’ 2 Cor 3:17).  At that stage, he was not to know that his time as a bishop would be 
dominated by debating freedom in relation to the Church at Vatican II, and by winning freedom for 
everyone in South Africa.  Kearney does state, though, that it was this latter issue that specifically 
prompted the choice of motto.1698 

The word freedom is a theme taken up by O’Malley in reflecting on how the Council Fathers (and 
indeed all Christians) engage with history and politics: 

What this means is that we are freed from the past.  We are free to appropriate what we 
find helpful and to reject what we find harmful.  We realise, perhaps to our dismay, that we 
cannot simply repeat the answers of the past, for the whole situation is different.  The 
question is different.  We are different… If we are freed from the past in the sense of not 
expecting it to tell us what to do, we are free to make our own decisions for the future.  
Indeed, we have no escape from such freedom, fraught as it is with dreadful burdens.1699   

The SACBC during +Hurley’s first term as President (1952-1961) certainly demonstrated a new-found 
freedom.  Phohlo contrasts the 1952 statement which was ‘cautious, theoretical, paternalistic, 
uncommitted’ with that in 1957 which was strong and uncompromising calling Apartheid 
‘intrinsically evil’.1700 

 

Hurley the ‘Political Priest’ 

Speaking about +Hurley at a presentation at St Joseph’s Theological Institute in Cedara in August 
2005 (an institution that the Archbishop had helped found), Kearney reflects on +Hurley’s long 
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journey towards social justice as his interests broadened: the protection and desegregation of 
Catholic schools (from 1952); the SACBC document ‘Call to Conscience’ (1972); the bishops’ synod on 
‘Justice in the World’ (1974); conscientious objectors/ end conscription (from 1984); the Koevoet 
trial (1985); the release of a detainee (1985 – though typically Kearney but does not name himself!); 
support for ANC members in exile; support for workers (Clermont, SARMCOL in Howick); the SACBC 
Pastoral Plan ‘Community Serving Humanity’ (1989).1701   

As was said in Chapter 2 and Appendix B about Kearney, we do not see in +Hurley a hard line drawn 
between the temporal order and the ecclesial order: and we can only assume that this had a clear 
influence on Kearney’s worldview as well.  Donahue explicates this well: 

Engagement in the quest for justice is no more ‘secular’ than the engagement of Yahweh in 
the history of his people, or the incarnation of Jesus into the world of human suffering.1702  

Of course, it is not only Catholic clerics who have had to ponder this question.  Writing a ‘theological 
biography’ of the Lutheran Manas Buthelezi, Masondo says that his discourse was profoundly 
theological and yet political at the same time.   

He refused to divorce the religious from the political – a style reminiscent of African religious 
thought, where there is no separation of the sacred from the profane.1703 

The words he uses could also have been used by +Hurley and Kearney.  He goes on to quote 
Buthelezi directly: 

It is as acts of Christian motivation become incarnate in the social, economic and political 
structures that we speak of Christian life as an everyday phenomenon.  To dare to live for 
Christ means to have a Christian impact on these structures.  It is a daring act because it 
involves the risk of suffering as Christ suffered as he made concrete his love for humanity.1704 

The Methodist, Peter Storey, also reflects on this in his autobiography with parallels for +Hurley and 
for Kearney.  He recalls how in 1976 ‘many accused us of being political activists rather than 
Christians trying to be faithful’.  But he had a significant model to follow in his father who was also a 
Methodist minister and committed himself to working (and living) with poorer black communities: 

My dad used to say that all discipleship begins in theology and ends in politics. … We were 
first and foremost a community where people came to discover their identity as children of 
God and to find purpose for their lives.  The trouble was, of course, that we lived in a land 
where not everyone was respected as a child of God.1705 

But Storey also recognises the tension.  On the one hand, he acknowledges that Latin American 
liberation theologians have identified with political movements but, on the other, he is especially 
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fearful of this in South Africa given the history of the Dutch Reformed Church supporting 
Apartheid.1706 

Certainly, all reviews of +Hurley’s life give prominence to his non-ecclesial activities.  For example, to 
mark his 70th birthday in 1985, there are a number of articles in several papers with comments on 
his life and ministry.  Particular mention is given to his work against Apartheid especially with the 
Institute for Race Relations (SAIRR) and also his political work for justice.  Carmel Rickard writing in 
The Southern Cross similarly mentions these activities alongside the Pastoral Plan and a new 
campaign called ‘Christians for Justice and Peace’.  It is noteworthy that there is not a specific 
mention of Diakonia in these articles (even in the one by Kearney’s wife): was this modesty on the 
part of Kearney or an attempt at that moment (so soon after Kearney’s detention) to distance Hurley 
from Diakonia?1707 

We have +Hurley’s own words on this subject, for example when being interviewed by a secular 
newspaper in 1989 about the launch of the pastoral plan:   

It is not political but it does have political applications.  We want especially to overcome all 
forms of discrimination.1708 

Around the same time, he is also looking back on his 50 years as a priest and comments on the label 
‘political priest’.  He explains that he has never sought political office but there are other ways of 
being political such as participating in the promotion of a Christian social conscience in matters 
economic and cultural.  He concludes: “This is essential to any priest.”1709 

In a speech that he gave in Bologna in 1993, ‘From Acceptance of Segregation to Rejection of 
Apartheid – 50 years of Christian Evolution in South Africa’, Hurley is quoted by Phohlo as saying: 

The abolition of Apartheid was essentially a political process that happened to be 
accompanied by a number of dedicated Christians.1710 

While this might be read as +Hurley implying that resistance to injustice was not essentially 
theological, I think rather he is honouring the fact that those Christians who were involved in the 
Struggle were supporting a political process, even if they were theologically motivated. 

In his biography of +Hurley, Kearney makes several references to this combination of politics and 
theology. 

Flowing from this belief [that the Church should not be inward-looking] was a particular 
commitment to the struggle against Apartheid for which Vatican II gave him an inspiring 
theological foundation.1711 

Philippe Denis points out that +Hurley’s famous 1964 Hoernlé lecture ‘Apartheid: a crisis of Christian 
conscience’ was in January 1964, between sessions of the Council.1712  So even though the issue was 
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never debated at the Council itself, he concludes: “There is little chance that +Hurley’s subsequent 
involvement in the anti-Apartheid movement would have been the same if he had not taken part in 
the Council.”1713  He also points out the Archbishop’s strange silence on Apartheid during the Council 
debates.1714 

A particular focus is the Koevoet trial of 1985 when +Hurley was charged for revealing information 
about the activities of the SA troops in Namibia.  The media coverage, which Kearney certainly had a 
hand in managing, makes a point about the presence at +Hurley’s trial of overseas bishops such as 
Archbishop Winning from Glasgow, Bishop David Konstant from Leeds (representing Cardinal Hume), 
Bishop Eamon Casey from Galway, Bishop John Brennan from Australia, and Bishop Donal Lamont 
(who had been expelled from Zimbabwe by the UDI government).  Also that there were letters of 
protest to President Botha from the combined American bishops (the USCCB) and also from a former 
US Congressman Robert Drinan (who was also a Jesuit priest); plus a letter of support to +Hurley 
from Cardinal Bernardin of Chicago.1715  In the end, the charges were dropped before the trial began, 
and so the Mass of solidarity (organised for Sunday 17 Feb 1985 at Emmanuel Cathedral) became a 
Mass of thanksgiving.  At this Mass, +Hurley explained, in response to the accusation that he was 
interfering in politics, that the Church must be wherever there is suffering: 

The law of love applies to all human behaviour, political as well as personal and domestic.  It 
may be surprising to learn that politics is also subject to the law of love, but it is true.  It is 
also true that, in its vision of itself and the social behaviour of its members, a society must 
try to live the justice practiced by Christ.  Christian love, Christian justice, these are essential 
in the life of human society and that is why the gospel is political.1716 

 

Criticism of Hurley  

Although +Hurley did get support from inside the Church, he also received criticism.  Daphne Goad, 
who worked closely with Kearney at Diakonia, recalls that not all the priests approved of Diakonia 
and some did not respond when she asked them why they did not support the Good Friday Service.  
“They thought we were a bunch of communists!”1717 

Kearney reports an incident on a Sunday afternoon in August 1985 in which the Cathedral was taken 
over by a workers’ meeting (to try and bring calm to a volatile situation).  As a result the afternoon 
Zulu Mass (with Fr St George) had to be cancelled.  Some of the priests of the Archdiocese of Durban 
were outraged and so +Hurley met them (intriguingly with the atheist communist Alec Erwin also 
present), and the Archbishop explained why the meeting was important and that he would do the 
same again if necessary since it was the policy of the SACBC to make church buildings available when 
needed: 

He asked his priests to look beyond the narrow confines of the Church’s needs and accept 
that in a time of crisis ‘business as usual’ might not be possible.1718  
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There is a similar problem in Howick where Fr Larry Kaufmann had allowed the Mpophomeni strikers 
to use their church building – and the parish council (including people who worked in management 
at BTR Sarmcol) which covered both sites were strongly opposed.  They told +Hurley to ‘get this 
meddlesome priest out of politics and stop using your church for workers’ meetings’.  But +Hurley 
did receive representations from other members of the community such as Pastor Philip Dladla who 
called Hurley a father to the strikers: 

He put himself firmly in the shoes of the workers and walked along with all of us.1719 

Although his role in resisting communism in his native Poland was highly political, under John Paul II 
(as I discussed in Chapter 4), there was pressure on priests to distance themselves from direct 
political involvement (and indeed in 1980 he forced Robert Drinan, mentioned above, to step down 
from the US Congress).  When +Hurley was stepping down from the SACBC Presidency (January 
1987) the Apostolic Delegate, Archbishop Jan Mees quoted from the “Instruction on Christian 
Freedom and Liberation”, issued in April 1986 by the Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith: 

It is not for the pastors of the Church to intervene directly in the political construction and 
organisation of social life.  This task forms part of the vocation of the laity acting on their 
own initiative with their fellow citizens. 

But to draw attention to the discrepancy in how this was applied, Kearney points out that 
Archbishop Jan Mees had been honoured by the Paraguayan dictator Stroessner and that PW Botha 
had quoted the same text against the SA bishops a few months earlier.  In fact, Kearney takes 
pleasure in the fact that Archbishop Mees leaves South Africa soon after and the acting Papal 
delegate, Mgr. Mario Cassari, gave great support to the bishops ‘because they live among the people 
and know them better than anyone else and can speak for them’.1720 

One of the key incidents that tested the limits of +Hurley’s comfort with the proximity of faith and 
politics was the Freedom March in September 1989 (cited at the beginning of Chapter 6).  The press 
reports that +Hurley and +Michael Nuttall threatened to withdraw because of the presence of 
communist flags and the flag scandal dominates the coverage of the story.  The Daily News follows 
this up on 19 October with a letter from Hurley in which he condemns communism as having an 
almost 100% record of totalitarian suppression.1721  In the press file that Kearney kept, there is also a 
handwritten note from him quoting +Michael Nuttall as saying in 2006 that +Hurley’s concern was 
the Pope would see the picture and be upset at seeing him near a communist flag.   

Ela Gandhi supports this pointing out that +Hurley was not against sharing a march with communists 
– ‘after all he had a good relationship with Alec Erwin’ – but that the problem was that the SACP flag 
was unfurled right behind the two bishops.1722 

The danger of being dressed in communist clothes is one of which +Hurley was wary.  This is 
explored in the introduction to the anthology of +Hurley’s letters where, it is suggested, that +Hurley 
would have been influenced by reports he heard while in Italy in the 1930s of the actions of 
communists against the Church during the Spanish Civil War.  The closeness of the ANC to the South 
African Communist Party is one of the reasons why +Hurley did not associate himself with the ANC 
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(whereas, for example, both Naudé and Nolan did).1723  Kearney mentions that Minister of Justice 
Jimmy Kruger seriously considered banning him and that President P W Botha angrily waved his 
finger at him.  But one KZN MPC, Brian Edwards, went so far as calling +Hurley ‘an ecclesiastical Che 
Guevara’.1724  His niece, Mikaela York, explained that this was a description that her uncle hated, 
even in jest.1725  But such catchy phrases do stick.  For example, almost 20 years after +Hurley’s 
death, a recent examination of his legacy contrasts that moniker with the one that Alan Paton gave 
him (and that Kearney used as the title of his biography).1726 

Pottmeyer points out that such complexities were bound to arise when Vatican II – and especially 
Gaudium et Spes – encouraged the Church to enter into new areas, and so find themselves, literally 
and metaphorically, marching behind flags that they did not like: 

In its legitimate effort to enter into dialogue with the modern world, the pastoral 
constitution occasionally overlooked the fact that such concepts as justice, progress and 
human dignity do not necessarily have the same meaning in the Christian and the modern 
understanding of them.  As a result, in the ensuing period, not a few people imagined that 
fidelity to the Council required an unconditional solidarity with all the forces that marched 
behind banners that championed the attainment of a world more worthy of human beings.  
The danger in this outlook was that of interpreting the content of the gospel in terms of the 
common goal supposedly shared with others – for example, liberals or Marxists – and of 
reducing it to a common denominator.1727 

 

Was Hurley Political Enough?  

Whilst Kearney was aware of this risk, he was also aware of the greater danger to the Church of 
being isolated and not engaging with those with whom it shared common purpose.  In his own 
anthology, he includes a 1982 piece that he wrote for Diakonia News in which he reflects on Chief 
Albert Luthuli’s challenge to the Church that if it was to survive, it could not stand on the outskirts as 
a spectator.1728  He includes a direct quotation from Luthuli: 

It is utterly idle for Christians to criticise communism and Islam from a deep armchair, when 
communists and Moslems are concerning themselves with those involved in the conflict.1729 

So while +Hurley was criticised for being too political – and Kearney had to defend him – he also felt 
that actually he could have done more.   
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In an interview in 1997 marking his 50 years as a bishop, mention is made by the journalist of 
+Hurley’s role in SAIRR and Diakonia.  But +Hurley says that he regrets that he had ‘not found a bite 
to match his bark’.   

I suppose I was active in speaking out against Apartheid but I failed to get the church 
community involved.1730 

Later that year, in the Catholic Church's submission to the TRC – presumably drafted or at least 
endorsed by +Hurley, it says:  

We recognise that more could have been done to protest the on-going and systematic 
violation of human rights by the state apparatus.1731 
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