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Chapter 6: Kearney and Interfaith Collaboration 

In my Father’s house are many mansions; if it were not so I would have told you. … I am the 
way, the truth and the life; no one can come to the Father except through me. (Jn 14:2, 6)  

 

Introduction 
Having explored in Chapter 3 Kearney’s response to the ecumenical challenge of Vatican II, I further 
wish to look at his response to the inter-religious opportunities that Vatican II created with particular 
reference to Nostra Aetate.953   

I intend to show that for Kearney as for the Council, the attention to inter-religious co-operation was 
secondary to ecumenical collaboration both in terms of chronology and priority.  Nonetheless, there 
is some early evidence of his (and +Hurley’s) work in this field; this then grows over time and 
culminates in the creation of the Denis Hurley Centre (DHC).  In engaging with interfaith issues, 
Kearney is helped by his own skill at ‘humble encounter’ and also by the theology of inter-religious 
dialogue that is articulated by among others Harvey Cox whom Kearney knew personally.  Kearney 
begins to achieve gains in this area in his lifetime.  Perhaps more importantly, I believe he sets a 
vision of inter-religious service that has outlived him and continues to inspire others. 

 

Did Inter-Faith Collaboration matter to Kearney? 
I aim to show that by the end of Kearney’s life it clearly did – but that this was an evolution for 
Kearney which partly reflected a growing consciousness on his part, but also a growing open-ness on 
the part of the wider Church to encounters with other religions. 

As before, let me start with an image.  In pride of place at the DHC, the last great achievement of 
Kearney, there is a 2-metre-wide blow-up of a photograph of +Hurley.  It shows the late Archbishop 
not performing some Church duty, or even engaged in a pastoral visit; instead, he is at the ‘Freedom 
March’ in Durban in September 1989, on what was then ‘Queen Street’ and is now named ‘Denis 
Hurley Street’, in part because of this event.954   

It was Kearney himself who was responsible for the selection and placement of the images for this 
exhibition about +Hurley so the choice gives a significant insight.  Certainly, it was important for 
Kearney to show his hero engaged in an activity which exemplified the sub-title of Vatican II’s 
Pastoral Constitution: this is most certainly “The Church in the Modern World”; not attacking it from 
afar or hiding from it, as had been the pattern of much Catholic activity since the Enlightenment.  
And it shows +Hurley, in all his majestic height, as a natural leader.955  

But I think it is significant that this is an image which specifically shows +Hurley alongside other 
religious leaders.  There was possibly one other Catholic priest hidden in the background but 

 
953 ‘The Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions’ promulgated by Pope Paul VI towards the end 
of the Council in October 1965.  At under 2,000 words, it is the shortest of the 16 documents of Vatican II though in many 
ways one of the most far-reaching. 
954 Kumalo, Smangaliso. “Monumentalisation and the renaming of street names in the city of Durban (Ethekwini) as a 
contested terrain between politics and religion” New Contree (November 2014: 70) 219-250 
955 For more on this see Appendix C: “Interpreting Gaudium et Spes” 
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crammed into the photograph, to the left and right of +Hurley, were faith leaders from different 
Christian traditions and non-Christians.  (From their dress, it looks as if the non-Christians are all 
Muslim: it has not been possible to identify them all but one who is clearly recognisable and was 
present for the unveiling is Saydoon Sayeed, then a member of the local Islamic Youth 
Movement.)956  

+Hurley was marching shoulder-to-shoulder with about eight other religious leaders, defiantly 
standing up against Apartheid, despite (or perhaps inspired by) the threat of being arrested under 
the State of Emergency.  Whilst there are also many pictures of +Hurley standing on his own being a 
‘voice for the voiceless’, in this one he is alongside Christian and Muslim leaders (and, I imagine, 
leaders of other religions too).  When this image was first used by the author in a presentation about 
the mission of the DHC, Kearney was delighted by the choice of the text from Vatican II that was 
used to accompany it.  Moreover, the text in turn contained an Old Testament reference that would 
be valued by Jews and Christians and some Muslims too:   

The Church awaits that day, known to God alone, on which all peoples will address the Lord 
in a single voice and “serve him shoulder-to-shoulder” (Soph. 3:9).957 

The image of Denis Hurley, and the image of the DHC, that Kearney wished to present to the world 
was one which showed this vision of all the peoples addressing the Lord in a single voice being 
realised, and Durban was the place to find it.   

 

A gradual broadening of Religious identity 
Nevertheless, it could be pointed out that, while the non-Christian leaders do have a place in the 
image, it is secondary to that of +Hurley’s fellow Christian leaders.  I think this is not insignificant.  
+Hurley and Kearney had devoted most of the 1970s and 1980s to building strong links of friendship, 
solidarity and collaboration with other Christian leaders.  This was clearly their priority and was the 
stated focus of Diakonia.  Whilst there is some evidence of the start of inter-faith co-operation in 
that period as well, this did not fully flourish until the 1990s and then more so in the 14 years 
between +Hurley’s death and Kearney’s.   

A previous chapter explored the impact on Kearney of ecumenism and its rise (and some might say 
fall) since Vatican II.  The focus in this chapter on inter-faith co-operation does not intend to criticise 
it for not having gone as far as ecumenism – it was never likely to – but rather to show how Kearney, 
influenced by +Hurley and sometimes influencing +Hurley, found ways to make Nostra Aetate a 
reality. 

Both of these were issues for Vatican II but there was clearly a relative hierarchy between them: at 
7,000 words, the document on Ecumenism (Unitatis Redintegratio) is more than 4 times longer than 
the 1,600 words of the document on Other Religions (Nostra Aetate); the first is a ‘Decree’, the 
second only a ‘Declaration’.  Vatican II – to repeat a well-used trope – was an invitation to open the 
windows of the Church ‘so that we can look out and others can look in’.  By the end of the Council, 
the door to non-Catholic Christians was at least half-opened, whereas the door for non-Christians 

 
956 “Update February 2017”, Denis Hurley Centre website, http://www.denishurleycentre.org/page/hurley-centre-
newsletters (accessed 18 May 2022) 
957 Nostra Aetate 4 
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was only left ajar.  But given that the two doors had been firmly shut and bolted before, both these 
documents were major achievements.   

Something of this hierarchy of concerns can already be seen in Ecclesiam Suam, an encyclical 
produced by Pope Paul VI in 1964.  It is curious that this was produced by Paul VI during the course 
of Vatican II, before the Conciliar documents had been produced though they were in process and 
so, potentially trying to pre-empt those documents.  The argument for the timing was so that it 
could promote the work of a new ‘Secretariat for non-Christians’ alongside John XXIII’s 1960 
‘Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity’.   Cardinal Cassidy (who between 1989 and 2001 was the 
President of the latter body, and who had known +Hurley personally when Apostolic Delegate to 
South Africa from 1979-84) points out that in this encyclical there is an interesting balance of 
language based on an underlying image of concentric circles: first of all Christians, then out a bit 
more to the Jews, then out a bit more to Muslims, then out a bit more to followers of the great Afro-
Asiatic religions.958   

If this was a process of opening up – gradually and in steps – what was needed first was a willingness 
to be open.  Egan has reviewed the way in which the South African weekly Catholic newspaper, The 
Southern Cross, reported on the Council during its proceedings.  He has looked at editorials by the 
relatively cautious editor (Fr Louis Stubbs) and the more enthusiastic articles sent from Rome by an 
anonymous ‘Special Correspondent’ (later revealed to be +Hurley himself).  In relation to the 
opening of doors (both to non-Catholics and to non-Christians), Egan’s summary is useful: 

What did change dramatically in the SC was the tone and scope of writings by local Catholics 
from the end of the First Session onwards.  The caution and parochialism of what had largely 
gone before disappeared.  Lay Catholics and clergy alike, inspired no doubt by the sense of 
change and the legitimacy of asking questions, started to address all kinds of questions 
hitherto not examined.959 

A change in the self-identity of the Church (and of Catholics) was needed and Egan points out that 
this is something that the editor himself embraced: 

Similarly, [Stubbs] held that Catholic triumphalism, sharply challenged by many in Rome, was 
a ‘quasi-vice’ that violated truth: it was good to be proud of the Church but taken to the 
extreme was ‘a dangerous self-deception, a disservice to the Church itself, and to our 
neighbour. 960 

The use of the word neighbour is here significant.  The impact of Grand Apartheid meant that many 
South Africans had a narrower and narrower view of who their neighbour was.  But any Christian 
reading that word is immediately reminded of the ‘expert in the law’ who asked Jesus ‘Who is my 
neighbour?’ and is given the Parable of the Good Samaritan as a reply.961  For the follower of Christ, 
the test of being a neighbour is not your willingness to reach out to those who are like you but rather 
to embrace the people who are different from you.   

There are many forms of diversity within the human race.  The prejudices based on visible 
differences of skin colour were what +Hurley and Kearney fought against all their lives and at 

 
958 Cassidy, Edward. Rediscovering Vatican II – Ecumenism and Inter-Religious Dialogue (Mahwah NJ: Paulist Press, 2005) 
134 
959 Egan, Anthony. “How Vatican II renewed South African Catholicism - as perceived by The Southern Cross 1962-1968” 
Studia Historiae Ecclesiasticae (2013, 39:2) 
960 Egan, “How Vatican II renewed South African Catholicism” (quoting Editorial, The Southern Cross, 8 January 1964:6) 
961 Lk 10: 25-37 
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Diakonia they did this from within a Christian framework.  Was that not enough?  After all, the 
majority of South Africans subscribed, at least publicly, to some form of Christianity.  Was it also 
important for them to embrace differences between religions as well? 

+Hurley and Kearney both believed that religion mattered and that, if it not used as a force for good, 
it could be manipulated to the opposite effect.  Thus, they would have resonated with the words of 
Malusi Mpumlwana in his foreword to God in South Africa:  

Religion is a central feature of South African life.  Traditionally, it has been used to legitimate 
the subjugation of the majority of South Africans.  There needs to be a different message 
emanating from theology to expose the lie that identifies organised and violent 
dehumanisation with God's will for our people.962   

Later in the same book, Nolan points out: 

The struggle itself is a truly human project that proposes to build a truly human community, 
but because by far the majority of people involved believe in God, the project will not 
succeed unless God is brought into the picture, explicitly and by name.963 

If God is to be brought into the picture ‘explicitly and by name’, in a situation where there is religious 
diversity, that will mean invoking God with a variety of names.  Historically, those who use different 
names for God have not been united around a common cause and indeed their religious differences 
have been the justification for great violence.  So those, like Kearney, who believe that religion 
matters, have to start by addressing this.  Harvey Cox begins his book, subtitled A Christian 
Encounter with other Faiths, with examples of various religious conflicts around the world and then 
this challenge: 

There will never be peace in the world, it is said, until there is peace among religions.  I write 
as a Christian advocating not tolerance, which though a useful virtue is hardly enough today, 
but something more demanding.  We who follow the Prince of Peace should be actively 
trying to weave networks of trust and reconciliation among the faiths wherever we can.  We 
should be doing this not just to promote some vague broad mindedness but because the 
One who instructed us to seek first the Reign of God requires it.964 

Cox is a particularly important author to cite here because Kearney studied a course with him in 
1991 at Harvard Divinity School in Cambridge MA (only three years after Many Mansions came out).  
While Kearney clearly discarded many things over the years, significantly the notes from this course 
and his copy of the book were still retained by him in his personal archive when he died 27 years 
later.965 

In fact, if we leap forward some years, we hear echoes of Cox expressed by Kearney in a lecture he 
gave in honour of Archbishop Desmond Tutu at the Durban ICC in November 2004: 

 
962 Nolan, Albert. God in South Africa (Cape Town: David Philip, 1988) viii 
963 Nolan, God in South Africa, 219 
964 Cox, Harvey. Many Mansions: a Christian encounter with other faiths (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988), Introduction xx 
965 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/A/9 “Religion and the City” 
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As a country where we have such a mixture of the world’s religions, don’t we have a great 
responsibility to vastly increase our efforts to promote tolerance and understanding – so 
that we can give hope to other places?966 

Kearney went on to cite Hans Küng’s maxim: “No peace in the world without peace between 
religions.” 

Justice and peace were significant concerns for Kearney from the 1970s.  In fact, Liz Mkame who 
worked closely with him from the earliest days of Diakonia commented: “Paddy’s concern was about 
justice more than about ecumenism.”967  His concern for justice led him to embrace ecumenical 
collaboration in the 1970s and 1980s; this same concern for justice led him to broaden to include 
interfaith collaboration.  This wider embrace was a necessary part of the Struggle against Apartheid.  
Nelson Mandela is quoted as saying:  

The strength of inter-religious solidarity in action against Apartheid, rather than mere 
harmony or co-existence, was critical in bringing that evil system to an end.968  

One way of getting an overview of Kearney’s interests is to look at what he personally selected, from 
his hundreds of papers, speeches and articles, to be the 110 that were to be published in an 
anthology in 2017.969  Whereas about 16% are about ecumenism and Diakonia, 8% are on interfaith 
subjects with an additional 5% about Gandhi.970    

But, notably, of the nine articles on interfaith subjects, all but two are from the last eight years of his 
life.  One of the exceptions is a 1990 review of the autobiography of the Dalai Lama, reinforcing that 
Kearney was concerned about injustice and those who stand up against it.971   The other is a 1991 
speech he made for Founder’s Day at the Aryan Benevolent Home, one of the largest Hindu charities 
in Durban.  The Hindus make up a large part of the substantial non-Christian minority of the city that 
Kearney lived in.  This is one of the reasons why interfaith concerns became of increasing interest to 
him: he was expanding, for himself, the answer to the question ‘who is my neighbour?’.972 

 

The Durban dimension to Inter-Faith Collaboration  
Just as Kearney tried to make Unitatis Redintegratio a reality, he also did the same with Nostra 
Aetate.  But though this was a big ambition, the canvas on which he was painting was very specific.  
Kearney’s aim really was just to make Nostra Aetate a reality in one small spot at the end of Africa. 

But that specific location is a significant part of the story; it explains why this issue was important to 
Durban, and why Durban has made an important contribution to this issue.   Across modern South 
Africa, there are people following traditional African religions, there are Jewish immigrants (few in 
number though significant because of their roles in business and politics), and there are Muslims in 
the Cape Town area (who are descendants of Malay slaves brought in by the Dutch).  But it would be 

 
966 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/P/5 “Desmond Tutu Peace Lecture” 
967 Mkame, Liz. Personal interview by author, 17 December 2020 in Pinetown (co-worker at Diakonia) 
968 Noonan, Patrick. They’re Burning Our Churches (Johannesburg: Jacana, 2003) 113 
969 Kearney, G Paddy. Faith in Action (Pietermaritzburg: KwaZulu Natal Christian Council, 2017) 4-7 
970 For more on this see Appendix E: “+Hurley, Kearney and Gandhi”. 
971 Kearney, Faith in Action, 225 (“Review of Freedom in exile: the autobiography of the Dalai Lama of Tibet, by Gare 
Smith”, Natal Witness, 1990) 
972 Kearney, Faith in Action, 64 (“ABH Founder’s Day commemoration”, 1 May 1991) 
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fair to say that, were it not for Durban, South Africa could see its main question of religious diversity 
as being between the different denominations of Christians rather than between different faiths.   

Durban, located on the edge of the Indian Ocean and created as a key staging post between the 
heart of the British Empire and the Jewel in her Crown, experienced waves of migration from India, 
especially in the period between 1860 and World War I.  While a small number of these Indians were 
Christians, mostly they were not.  They were Hindus from Tamil Nadu and Gujarat, Muslims also 
from Gujarat, and even a few Zoroastrians and Jains.  The first arrivals were indentured labourers; 
later there were merchants and lawyers and doctors.  But whatever their class, they arrived bringing 
their religious customs with them, and the vast majority of them have kept the faiths.  

Indians in Durban were significant and they were visible.  This sadly resulted in conflict such as the 
anti-Indian riots in Durban around the Victoria Street bus rank in January 1949.973  We know that 
Paddy at the age of 7 was indeed aware of these events and may be even of the proposal in 1950 by 
a Government minister that all the Indians in South Africa be forced to return to India.974  Even 
growing up in a white ghetto in Pietermaritzburg, Kearney would have been aware of the presence 
of Indians in the cities.   

It would be helpful at this point to chart the number of people in Durban by religion and over time.  
But this is surprisingly difficult to do.  While StatsSA, the national organisation that conducts the 
decennial census, promises access to population demographics by province, by municipality and 
even by ward, in reality this is not obtainable.975  Others have tried the analysis and struggled.  To 
take just one group as an example, Haferburg shows significant differences between his province-by-
province estimates of Muslims in 1996 vs Haron’s estimates for 1991.976  Difficulties arise from the 
comparison of pre- and post-liberation censuses, comparisons between provinces, and differences in 
the way people self-identify religiously.   

For my purposes, some sense of the scale of religious diversity is enough and this can be extracted 
from StatsSA’s published “General Household Survey” based on 2015 data977.  This shows 3.3% of 
the KZN population as Hindu and 2.0% Muslim.  Most of these are identified as Indian, and since this 
is a population group heavily focused on cities and larger towns, we can assume that the percentage 
presence in the largest city Durban would be much higher.  (In fact, eThekwini which includes 
Durban accounts for 33% of the population of KZN Province but 77% of the Indian population.  
Assuming that for each ‘race’ group, distribution between religions is consistent across the Province, 
this would suggest an overall incidence of 7.6% Hindu and 4.6% Muslim in eThekwini as at 2016.)978  

Statistics can be helpful.  But a glance at the area where Kearney worked all his life – the upper part 
of Durban CBD in which he located first Diakonia and later the DHC – makes the inter-faith issue very 
visible.  This is home to one of the largest Christian churches in the city (Emmanuel Cathedral with 
which +Hurley was associated almost his entire adult life) and also to the Jumma Masjid (once the 
largest mosque in the Southern Hemisphere) and several other mosques as well.  At the heart of this 

 
973 Paton, Alan. Journey Continued (Cape Town: David Philip, 1988) 14 
974 Paton, Journey Continued, 181  
975 StatsSA website https://apps.statssa.gov.za/census01/Census96/HTML/default.htm (attempted to access 18 May 2022 
but most links not operating) 
976 Haferburg, Christopher. “How many Muslims are there in South Africa?” Annual Review of Islam in South Africa (2000, 
3) 33-34; and Haron, Mohamed. Muslims in South Africa (Cape Town: The South African National Library, 1997) 
977 Statistics SA. General Household Survey (Report No. P0318) (Pretoria: StatsSA, 2016) – this is based on data from a 
partial census in 2015. 
978 The more detailed analysis based on the 2001 Population Census Data does not give details by Province.  See Hendriks H 
J. “Religion in South Africa; the 2001 Population Census Data”, Journal of Theology for Southern Africa (March 2005: 121) 
88-111 
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area, is the West Street Cemetery with sections marked out for Catholics, Protestants, Muslims, Jews 
and Parsees979.  In Durban, people of different faiths not only live side-by-side but they are buried 
side-by-side as well – except of course the Hindus who are cremated.   

Muslim neighbour and close associate, Fatima Meer, sums this up very poetically.  She is writing 
about +Hurley but would surely have applied the same words to Kearney: 

The minaret and the steeple, casting their intertwined shadows, embracing each other’s 
light, could not but have inspired in him the universalism and versatility of God in engaging 
humanity in many names and forms.  It could not but have liberated his mind and heart of 
the phobias and prejudices that trammel and trap so many others, so that when a Christian 
wrote that he could not worship Allah only Christ, +Hurley responded that the two were 
indivisible and indeed one.980 

So +Hurley and Kearney, operating in this part of the city, would have had frequent opportunities to 
engage with people of different faiths.  But even more than this, they were both involved in the 
Struggle against Apartheid; and in that Struggle, Indians (most of whom were Hindus or Muslims), 
were both victims and fellow-activists.  After all, Apartheid did not only marginalise the c. 70% of the 
population of the greater Durban area who were Black Africans but also the c. 20% who were 
classified as ‘Indians’.   

I shall explore later some of the examples of how the anti-Apartheid activities of +Hurley and 
Kearney – even while operating in a Christian ecumenical framework – drew in an interfaith 
dimension.   

The contribution of Indian activists to South African Liberation is sadly not well documented but one 
book seeks to remedy this.  It is a collection of portraits of 120+ Muslim activists from the Struggle.  
The majority of them are Indian Muslims from Durban, specifically centred around the Warwick area 
(known as ‘the Casbah’) where Kearney and +Hurley were active (and where the DHC is now).981  
Included among them are names that will recur, many of whom were cited by a fellow Christian 
activist as people who influenced Kearney:982 Dr Jerry Coovadia (an activist and doctor), Zac Yacoob 
(a blind man who post-1994 becomes a Justice of the Constitutional Court), Fatima and Farouk 
Meer.983   

Early Signs of Inter-Religious Co-operation in Durban 
The large Indian community in Natal (as it then was) meant that interfaith encounters there were 
more a part of everyday life than in other parts of South Africa.  Thus, for example, in describing the 
emergence of the women’s resistance organisation, the Black Sash, we read this: 

 
979 Parsees or Zoroastrians are the oldest recorded monotheistic religion in the world and once dominated the area of 
modern-day Iran (aka Persia).  There are very few left but one of their number, Freni Ginwala from Durban, was the 
Speaker in South Africa’s first democratic Parliament. 
980 Meer, Fatima. “Man of the Pulpit, Man of the People”. Denis Hurley – a portrait by friends. Anthony Gamley ed. 
(Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 2001) 39 
981 Vahed, Goolam. Muslim Portraits – the anti-Apartheid Struggle (Durban: Madiba, 2012) 
982 Aitken, Marilyn. Personal interview by author, 23 September 2020 in Howick (member of The Grail). 
983 Among the books in Kearney’s collection when he died (which are now at the SJTI Archive at Cedara) was Meer’s 
autobiography with a few passages underlined by Kearney: Meer, Fatima. Memories of Love and Struggle (Cape Town: 
Kwela, 2017).  Speaking at a memorial for her in 2013, Kearney commends her for “speaking truth to power even to her 
own comrades”. (SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/P/5 “Prayers for Memorial of Fatima Meer”) 
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It was committed to building bridges across the colour line. In the Natal Midlands, right from 
the beginning [1955?] social gatherings were arranged with black, coloured and Indian 
women so that they could get to know one another, and perhaps gain some understanding 
of each other’s backgrounds. …These gatherings started off as the Saturday Club and were 
later referred to as tea parties.984 

Although these are not described as inter-faith encounters, the presence of Indian women makes it 
very likely that they were.   

The first indication of Christian leaders in Natal engaging with other faiths comes in the early 1960s.  
Abraham has already explained that in the late 1950s many of the Catholic bishops were still 
ambivalent about ecumenism. But he describes how in 1961 Hurley expressed his desire to work 
with all religious leaders.985 

Kearney himself mentions +Hurley being involved in the Natal Convention of April 1961, in which 
200 delegates ‘of all races and religions’ came together after a referendum had agreed to turn South 
Africa into a republic.  Then Kearney goes on to describe how one week later +Hurley addressed 
2,000 people (presumably again ‘from all races and religions’) at Durban City Hall saying the 
convention showed that all races could come together to form a new vision of South Africa.986  

It is from the interview with Ela Gandhi, reminiscing about her own family’s involvement with 
+Hurley and Kearney, that we can see the clearest indication of these early interfaith encounters.987   

Ela recalls how in 1963-64 her mother Sushila (the Mahatma’s daughter-in-law) asked +Hurley to 
join a committee for Gandhi’s 100th anniversary celebrations in 1969.  Also on that committee were 
Alan Paton (an Anglican) and Fatima Meer (a Muslim).  Later in 1971, Ela’s husband Mewa Ramgobin 
set up a ‘Committee for Clemency’ to appeal for the release of political prisoners to coincide with 
the 10th anniversary of the South African Republic.988  It was a multi-faith initiative and Ela recalls 
that at the start of meetings people were invited to say prayers in accordance with their different 
faiths.  Ela also recalls the creation in 1971 or 1972 with +Hurley of a Natal Interfaith Council (NIC – 
though not to be confused with the Natal Indian Congress).  Although this organisation was not 
banned, most of its leadership were (Ela herself, Mewa Ramgobin and George Sewpersad) and so it 
folded.989     

Kearney was not involved in any of these earlier initiatives.  But he did first encounter Mewa 
Ramgobin when he asked him to address his students at Inanda Seminary in 1971.990  Ela recalls that 
she first met him in 1973 just before she was served with a banning order (which meant that her 
meetings and her movements were highly restricted).  Intriguingly, she says that Kearney had been 
sent to her by +Hurley to talk to her about the creation of Diakonia.   

 
984 Kleinenberg, Mary & Merrett, Christopher.  Standing On Street Corners: A history of the Natal Midlands region of the 
Black Sash (Pietermaritzburg: Natal Society Foundation, 2015) 31 
985 Abraham, Garth. The Catholic Church and Apartheid 1948-1957 (Johannesburg: Ravan, 1989) 115 
986 Kearney, G Paddy. Guardian of the Light (Pietermaritzburg: UKZN, 2009) 90 
987 Gandhi, Ela. Personal interview by author, 18 March 2021 in Durban (Fellow founder of Gandhi Development Trust and 
Patron of Denis Hurley Centre). 
988 “Biography of Mewa Ramgobin” SA History On-line. https://www.sahistory.org.za/people/mewa-ramgobin (accessed 20 
May 2022) 
989 For more on this see Appendix E: “+Hurley, Kearney and Gandhi”. 
990 “Gerald Patrick ‘Paddy’ Kearney”, SA History Online,  https://www.sahistory.org.za/people/gerald-patrick-kearney 
(accessed 18 May 2022) (Note there are some factual errors in this biography but I have been able to confirm the Ramgobin 
connection with his widow, Ela). 
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It was clear that it was planned to be a Christian ecumenical initiative but the Archbishop 
thought it was important to understand how other faith groups would react.  I said that I 
was always keen to work together with any groups that wanted to do something about the 
situation in the country. 

Later, after her unbanning in 1982, she collaborated with Paddy in starting various organisations 
which were based at Diakonia such as a Durban branch of the World Conference on Religions and 
Peace (WCRP), the Joint Rent Action Committee and the Detainee Support Committee.  She also 
chaired the committee that organised the Freedom March in 1989, mentioned at the beginning of 
this chapter. 

Other Indian activists have memories of meeting Kearney in the early years of Diakonia and how that 
necessarily meant that this Christian ecumenical organisation was also in contact with people of 
other faiths.  Vasu Gounden recalls that he first met Kearney around 1984/ 1985 when Vasu was a 
student leader at the (‘Indian’) University of Durban Westville and Diakonia made facilities available 
for student meetings.   He recalls that there was a highly active Indian community in political 
activism in the 1970s and 1980s and so Kearney was bound to interact with people of Muslim origin 
(like Jerry Coovadia, Fatima Meer and Yunus Mohamed) and of Hindu origin (like Pravin Gordhan 
and Mewa Ramgobin).   

I especially recall that Paddy had a very close relationship with my father Swami [Gounden].  
They were very similar: both of them highly respected for their humility and integrity.991 

One of the ways in which +Hurley would have come into contact with people of other faiths was the 
fact that one of the main ‘Indian’ schools in the centre of Durban was run by a Catholic religious 
order.992  Jerry Coovadia (mentioned above) recalls attending St Anthony’s and it being ‘a very 
Catholic school’.  He has fond memories of being a Muslim boy in the school and also of the 
presence of +Hurley who encouraged ‘the highest respect’.993 

Indians were also often in professional jobs and perhaps more willing to work with a controversial 
organisation like Diakonia than their white counterparts and so that also meant that Kearney 
developed working relationships with non-Christians.  Jerry Coovadia recalls how he and his wife 
(also a doctor) were called in by Kearney to help if people had been shot or injured during protests.  
Similarly, Hester Joseph who was brought in by Kearney to manage the Diakonia building (‘the 
Ecumenical Centre’) in 1978 recalls overseeing their first audit and that the accountants used were 
Indian and presumably not Christian (Mohamedi & Manjee).994 

Kearney’s own archive of press cuttings from that period shows the inclusion of an inter-faith 
dimension to the work of Diakonia, not surprisingly given the range of people involved in the 
Struggle.995  

Thus, there is a cutting from The Southern Cross (15 August 1976) about a meeting being organised 
at Emmanuel Cathedral to protest the banning of the Muslim Fatima Meer and that a multi-racial 

 
991 Gounden, Vasu. Personal interview by author, 18 February 2022 in Durban (Executive Director of Accord) 
992 In fact, Hurley was part of the commission that prepared Gravissimum Educationis, the Vatican II document that takes 
for granted (para 7) that Catholic schools welcome non-Catholics and non-Christians.  Denis, “The Historical Significance of 
Denis Hurley’s Contribution to the Second Vatican Council”, 216-223 
993 Coovadia, Jerry and Hamad, Zubie. Personal interview by author, 18 January 2022 in Durban (Struggle activists and 
husband and wife doctors) 
994 Joseph, Hester. Personal interview by author, 17 March 2021 in Durban (co-worker at Diakonia) 
995 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/H/Press/2 (1969-1980) (various titles and dates as listed) 
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(and, one assumes, multi-faith) group had attended and were moved away by the police after the 
magistrates banned the meeting.  Kearney also retained a follow-up letter in The Southern Cross (5 
September 1976) from someone who is shocked at the use of the cathedral for this event (invoking 
Jn 2:16 to complain that God’s house is being turned it into a marketplace).   

Kearney’s archive furthermore has a cutting from the Sunday Tribune (5 June 1977) about an event 
organised at City Hall with Hurley to show support for the people held in detention and that it 
started with prayers by Muslim, Jewish, Hindu and Christian leaders.  

In a memorial tribute that he gave in 2014 (and included in his personal anthology), Kearney recalls 
Pandit Nardev Vedalankar as the first Hindu religious leader he ever met.  

When Diakonia decided in the late 1970s to try to change the emphasis of the old Day of the 
Covenant (Dingaan’s Day, 16 December) to focus on a new covenant…we decided to have a 
special service on that day to focus on the reconciliation that was needed if we were to have 
any future in South Africa, and not to celebrate the victory of one group over another. 

Quite quickly we realised that the service shouldn’t only be a service of the Christian 
churches — we needed to be much broader and reach out to people of the other great 
world religions and to include them also in this desire for reconciliation. I had the task of 
inviting the leaders of different faiths to take part in the service and to encourage their 
members to attend. 

Diakonia decided to hold a major interfaith service in the City Hall, on 16 December [1978], 
the first interfaith worship I ever organised. One of the people I needed to get to see was 
Pandit Nardev. When I phoned him, he invited me to come to his home in Cross Street.996 

The last comment, while it seems so innocent, should be understood in the context of Apartheid: 
even if people of different races sometimes worked together, they would rarely visit each other’s 
homes. 

The inclusion of non-Christian leaders in protests and representations happened on other occasions, 
though it is hard to say if they were happening with increased frequency.  For example, on 22 
February 1982, the Daily News reported that Kearney had organised a number of religious leaders to 
come together to express concern for detainees to the Minister of Justice: and these leaders are 
listed as Catholic, Anglican, Methodist, Congregationalist and also Muslim and Hindu.997 (There is a 
foretaste here perhaps of the interfaith Board of Patrons that Kearney will later establish at the 
DHC). 

Intriguingly what was to become the most iconic Christian public statement of Diakonia – the annual 
Good Friday Service – had some interfaith roots.  The first march in 1985 was justified as a visit to 
detainees in the prison.  In an article in The Southern Cross 3 years earlier (14 March 1982) Carmel 
Rickard mentions for the first time a plan to see Durban detainees (with no mention of a Good Friday 
connection): 

 
996 Kearney, Faith in Action, 150 (“Memorial tribute to Pandit Nardev Vedalankar”, 10 August 2014) 
997 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/H/Press/3 (1981-1987) (Daily News, 22 February 1982)  
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We would like to minister to them in accordance with the sacred writings of each of our 
traditions.998   

The article went on to say that this was backed by a range of religious leaders and specifically 
mentioned the orthodox rabbi, Advocate AB Mahomed (of the Muslim community), and the 
president of the Hindu Maha Sabha.   The Good Friday service (as was discussed in Chapter 5) went 
on to be the major public Christian ecumenical witness in Durban but according to the then Anglican 
Bishop of Natal: 

Hindus and even some Muslims used to attend the Good Friday event – I think because it 
was a public witness against the social challenges we were all facing; they were definitely 
there during the march and perhaps also at the [Christian] service that came before.999 

If Kearney’s ‘broad church’ of activists was getting broader, he hinted at how far this might go.  
Writing for Diakonia News (in September 1982), Kearney reflected on Chief Albert Luthuli’s 
challenge to the churches.  Kearney explained that Luthuli felt that if the Church was to survive, it 
could not stand on the outskirts as a spectator.1000 He then shared this quote from Luthuli’s 
autobiography: 

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.1001  

It is also worth noting that links with people of other faiths were not always about protest; they 
could also involve celebration.  Loek Goemans from the Grail Community recalls the Diakonia 10th 
anniversary in 1986 being celebrated with a Paschal meal with Jewish and Christian people present, 
filling the main hall at Diakonia.1002  Nomabelu Mvambo-Dandala, who had at that point recently 
joined Diakonia, recalls that ‘some member churches who were not comfortable’ at having a non-
Christian event in the building.   Kearney also kept a cutting from The Southern Cross (3 July 1988) 
describing how the World Conference on Religions and Peace was assembling in Durban and was 
welcomed by +Hurley and Londa Shembe (the head of a major African Independent Church who was 
tragically murdered a year later).1003 

 

How did Durban compare to the wider Struggle movement? 
The level of inter-religious collaboration in Durban is especially impressive when one looks at other 
parts of the country.  For example, it is interesting that there is little mention of other faiths in the 
(auto)biographies of Christian activists such as Beyers Naudé1004, Peter Storey1005 and Albert 
Luthuli1006.  Similarly, a comprehensive book from 1980, entitled Catholics in Apartheid Society with 

 
998 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/H/Press/3 (1981-1987) (The Southern Cross, 14 March 1982) 
999 Phillip, Rubin. Personal interview by author, 25 May 2022 in Durban (Emeritus Bishop of Natal; Patron and sometime 
Trustee of Denis Hurley Centre) 
1000 Kearney, Faith in Action, 27 (“Luthuli’s challenge to the Church”, Diakonia News, September 1982) 
1001 Luthuli, Albert. Let My People Go (Cape Town: Tafelberg, 2006) 124 
1002 Goemans, Loek. Personal interview by author, 15 October 2020 in Johannesburg (member of The Grail) 
1003 SJTI Archive, Cedara: BIO - 11/W/3/Press/4 (1988-2002).  Curiously, the website of the global organisation does not list 
Durban as hosting a World Assembly in 1988 so perhaps it was a more regional gathering: “Legacy”, Religions for Peace 
website. https://www.rfp.org/what-we-do/legacy/ (accessed 16 September 2022) 
1004 Ryan, Colleen. Beyers Naudé – Pilgrimage of Faith (Cape Town: David Philip, 1990) 
1005 Storey, Peter. I Beg to Differ – Ministry amid the Teargas (Cape Town: Tafelberg, 2018) 
1006 Couper, Scott. Albert Luthuli – Bound by Faith (Durban: UKZN, 2010) 
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10 contributors including +Hurley and Nolan, manages in 150 pages to make very few references to 
other Christians and none at all to people of other faiths.1007 

The biggest omission, in my opinion, is in the ground-breaking Kairos Document of 1985.  Given the 
multi-faith nature not just of South Africa but also of the Struggle, it is disappointing to see that 
there is almost no acknowledgement of other religious traditions.  Kairos was, of course prepared by 
Christian theologians and addressed to a Church audience – but then so were the documents of 
Vatican II!  The first edition (1985) makes no mention at all that there might be people in South 
Africa who are not Christians, let alone that they might be playing a role in fighting Apartheid.  The 
second edition in 1986 begins to address this oversight by adding six words to the opening sentence 
(in italics below): 

It is the KAIROS or moment of truth not only for Apartheid but also for the Church and all 
other faiths and religions.1008 

But after the acknowledgement that there might indeed be other faiths and religions, they are 
neither named nor referenced in any way in the rest of the revised document.  Even in a thorough 
analysis of Kairos 30 years after its appearance, by Nolan one of its principal authors, the lack of 
mention of non-Christians in the document receives no comment.1009   

One explanation is that the vast majority of the signatories of Kairos were from the area around 
Johannesburg and Pretoria (what is now Gauteng).  But I do not think that exculpates the drafters.  
In Johannesburg, there was a long-standing Jewish community as well as a very visible Indian 
community (mostly Muslims around Fordsburg) which was a cause célèbre of Apartheid removals.  
(In addition, there were also prominent Jewish and Muslim communities in Cape Town.)  It should 
not have needed the presence of Durban signatories to draw attention to the need for a non-
Christian perspective in the document. 

There was at least some acknowledgement of other faiths in Cape Town; this has a large Muslim 
minority (albeit of different origins and traditions compared to Durban) plus a much larger Jewish 
community than Durban.  A 1989 book (retained by Kearney in his own collection with notes in the 
margin) written by two American evangelicals, Wallis and Hollyday, references two incidents 
involving Archbishop Tutu with an inter-faith dimension.  They quote from a sermon +Tutu gave on 
13 March 1988 in St George’s Cathedral: 

We are gathered today to pray for our country facing a deepening crisis, to reflect on what is 
taking place and our role as believers – as Christians, as Muslims, as Jews, whatever.  What 
would be our role in this crisis?1010 

They also discuss the Open Letter sent by +Tutu to President PW Botha and to Parliament in 1989 (a 
section which, in his copy of the book, was specifically highlighted by Kearney): 

 
1007 Prior, Anselm ed. Catholics in Apartheid Society (Cape Town: David Philip 1980) 
1008 Kairos Authors. “Challenge to the Church – the Kairos Document (Revised Second Edition - 1986)”. The Kairos 
Documents. Gary Leonard ed. (Pietermaritzburg: Ujamaa Centre for Biblical and Theological Community Development and 
Research, 2010) 47 
1009 Denis, Philippe. “Thirty Years Later: Albert Nolan on the Kairos Document and its Relevance Today”. Journal of Theology 
for Southern Africa (2015: 151) 6-23 
1010 Wallis, Jim and Hollyday, Joyce. Crucible of Fire: the Church confronts Apartheid (Maryknoll NY: Orbis, 1989) 33 



Chapter 6: Kearney and Interfaith Collaboration – Page 217 
 

We regard your restrictions not only as an attack on democratic activity in South Africa but 
as a blow directed at the heart of the Church’s mission in South Africa.  The activities which 
have been prohibited are central to the proclamation of the gospel in our country. 

Interestingly even though the letter had explicit Christian language (‘Church’s mission’, 
‘proclamation of the gospel’), it was signed not only by 25 church leaders but also by one maulana 
(Farid Esack).1011 

I am especially intrigued by the inclusion of these references by Wallis and Hollyday.  The purpose of 
their book (and the tour which preceded it) was to mobilise the powerful resources of the 
evangelical churches in the United States to challenge Apartheid.  The innate conservatism of these 
Christians meant that they had tended to back the Reaganite approach to the National Party (as an 
unpleasant yet necessary bulwark against communism).  But this same conservatism would also 
have made them allergic to inter-faith collaboration.  Would the image of an Anglican Archbishop 
invoking the prayers of Muslims, Hindus and Jews really have won them over to the cause? 

Despite some activity in Cape Town, I think it is still fair to say that among the religious Struggle 
movements, the most inter-faith-oriented was still in Durban.  This is usually explained on the basis 
of the specific (Indian) demographic of the city.  But, as with the comment made above about Kairos, 
that is not sufficient explanation since there were non-Christian communities in other cities as well 
(and indeed in rural towns).   

I think rather we need to recognise the influence of +Hurley and, as his right-hand man, of Kearney.  
For example, whereas the Cape Town march of 13 September 1989 is remembered for being led by 
Christian leaders (+Tutu, Frank Chikane and Allan Boesak), the equivalent in Durban on 22 
September 1989 is remembered for the multi-faith photograph mentioned at the beginning of this 
chapter.  On +Hurley’s left in that line-up was the then Anglican Bishop of Natal, Michael Nuttall.  In 
his 2003 memoirs, he recalls that the religious leaders were placed at the front by the organisers ‘to 
give the march respectability’.1012  However, when he came to the DHC in February 2017 to unveil 
the picture he gave a more arresting description: 

The faces in the photograph show the mix of hope and fear that was in our hearts that 
day….If it looks as if our smiles are a bit forced it is because, immediately before the photo 
was taken, we were told: ‘We are putting the religious leaders at the front because you are 
less likely to be shot at!’.1013 

Unity in the face of a common enemy, or in pursuit of a common cause, brought religious leaders 
together in Durban.  Encouraged and corralled by Kearney – rarely in the photograph but always in 
the background making things happen – the momentum of inter-religious dialogue was not dialogue 
as an end in itself but as a means to a greater end.  Again, we can see Kearney following Cox’s line, 
not because he learnt it from their time together at Harvard in 1991, but because that experience 
formalised what Kearney already knew and witnessed: 

Interfaith dialogue becomes neither an end in itself nor a strictly religious quest but a step in 
anticipation of God’s justice.  It becomes praxis.  Similarities and differences which once 
seemed important fade away as the real differences – between those whose sacred stories 

 
1011 Wallis and Hollyday, Crucible of Fire, 141 
1012 Nuttall, Michael. Number Two to Tutu (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 2003) 38 
1013 “Update February 2017”, Denis Hurley Centre, http://www.denishurleycentre.org/page/hurley-centre-newsletters 
(accessed 18 May 2022) and also author’s own conversation with +Nuttall, February 2017 
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are used to perpetuate domination and those whose religion strengthens them for the fight 
against such domination – emerge more clearly.1014 

 

Kearney’s reflections on Inter-Faith Dialogue 
One of the examples given above of Kearney’s work in inter-religious dialogue was the creation of a 
Durban branch of the World Conference for Religions and Peace (WCRP).  Kearney helped found this 
in 1983 together with three women of different faiths: Ela Gandhi (a Hindu), Paddy Meskin (a Jew) 
and Saydoon Sayed (a Muslim, referenced earlier in the photograph of +Hurley).  Although the level 
of activity of the organisation went up and down, Kearney remained involved with it until his death.  
In fact a file retained in his personal archive (seemingly dating from the 1990s) is full of reports and 
brochures from all kinds of organisations that are an indication of his mix of interests at this time 
(though sadly he has not written notes on any of these).  As well as WCRP, it also includes for 
example the Indian Women's Cultural Group and the Mahatma Gandhi Memorial Trust.1015 

Sadly, it was not possible for the author to interview Paddy Meskin personally for this research 
because, though still alive, she is very infirm.  But she was mentioned by Kearney when he was 
reflecting in 2012 about Archbishop Hurley’s approach to interfaith relations.  In this passage, 
Kearney gives a good insight into +Hurley’s focus on finding what is held in common, in a way that 
indicates that Kearney also made it his own approach: 

One of the key leaders of the interfaith movement in Durban is Paddy Meskin, a convert to 
the Jewish faith.  When I asked her about how the archbishop viewed other faiths, she said 
that he regarded interfaith relations as extremely important because they are a way of 
building bridges for world peace.  His view was that, although one could always find fault 
with any religion or faith, it was more important to look at the whole picture and then one 
would see that we have many things in common, and there is a lot that we can admire and 
learn.   She said that, in [+Hurley’s] dealings with people of other faiths, what the archbishop 
wanted to say, quite simply, was “we are all brothers and sisters because we are all children 
of God.” That approach won him much respect.1016 

To get a fuller idea of what motivated Kearney’s early steps into interfaith dialogue, we can look in 
more detail at his talk to the Aryan Benevolent Homes (ABH) in 1991.1017  He starts, as is 
characteristic of him, with words of modesty, saying how honoured he feels and how much he 
admires their work of the past 70 years.  He then, without embarrassment, starts using religious 
language and drawing the strongest of links between this Hindu NGO and his own Christian 
organisation: 

Certainly God has been with you and has blessed you abundantly. The religious inspiration of 
what you do here is very clear and I would like to salute that also.  Your concern for the 
poorest and most destitute is a wonderful example. …I bring you greetings from Diakonia, 
the organisation for which I work. ‘To alleviate pain and suffering’ is our major concern, and 

 
1014 Cox, Many Mansions, 178 
1015 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/P/1 “Other Interests” 
1016 Kearney, Faith in Action, 205 (“The challenge of interfaith relations: 50 years after Vatican II”, 16 November 2012) 
1017 Note that while for Europeans the word ‘Aryan’ has negative connotations with Fascism, for Indians it is a reference to 
an original Indian tribe.  Tragically, the Nazis stole and abused both the word Aryan and the traditional symbol of Hinduism 
the swastika. 
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it is a concern that creates a strong bond between us and yourselves….We pray that you 
may continue the excellent work that you are doing.1018 

Kearney then mentions – this period being the start of the transition from Apartheid to democracy –
Diakonia’s three chosen themes of ‘heal, reconcile, build’ and he connects each of those, not just 
with ABH but with his understanding of the Hindu faith.  To begin with, healing is important because 
of the deep wounds created by decades of Apartheid and also the more recent violence experienced 
particularly in the Natal area: 

Surely there is a very great need for healing.  …Worship can also be a great source of 
healing.  In the Christian church, we have healing services and I presume people of other 
faiths also have this practice.  Often these healing services are used only for direct physical 
healing but now we should make use of them also for spiritual and psychological healing for 
those who have suffered in the violence, for those who are still bitter because of what 
Apartheid has done to them.1019 

Secondly, there is a need to reconcile and that means drawing on the religious tradition of 
forgiveness: 

Forgiveness has to be generous and so we all need a source of power to forgive and 
reconcile that lies right outside our own human ability.  Only through the power of God is it 
possible to forgive, only through God’s Holy Spirit, only through prayer and fasting.  Prayer 
and fasting on the part of those who haven’t been so affected by the violence may be a way 
of assisting those who have been badly affected by it—so badly affected by it that they feel 
unable to forgive.  Prayer and fasting are a very great tradition of the Hindu faith.1020 

The third focus is re-building: he acknowledges the practical resources of an organisation like ABH 
and points out the substantial need for building in specific poorer communities that are adjacent to 
Indian areas, Chatsworth and Shallcross.  However, building is not just about bricks and mortar: 

But, in addition to the reconstruction of those damaged homes, there’s also the building of 
community and the building of a new society.  Think of how we have all been divided by 
Apartheid—we hardly know each other. We have been divided by race, by different political 
viewpoints, even by difference of religion.1021 

Without apologising for his stance as a Christian, he admits the way in which religion has been used 
to divide rather than unite, conscious that in South Africa that has mostly been through the misuse 
of Christianity.  As a very public act of open-ness, he ends with a prayer drawing not from his 
tradition but from theirs: 

May God bless all of you: the officials, the members, staff, volunteers and residents of this 
great home.  My prayer is that you should constantly be influenced by the words of the 
Bhagavad Gita: 

 
1018 Kearney, Faith in Action, 65 (“ABH Founder’s Day commemoration”, 1 May 1991) 
1019 Kearney, Faith in Action, 65-66 (“ABH Founder’s Day commemoration”, 1 May 1991) 
1020 Kearney, Faith in Action, 66 (“ABH Founder’s Day commemoration”, 1 May 1991) 
1021 Kearney, Faith in Action, 67 (“ABH Founder’s Day commemoration”, 1 May 1991) 
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The ignorant work for their own profit; the wise work for the welfare of the 
world, without thought for themselves. 

Strive constantly to serve the welfare of the world; by devotion to selfless work 
one attains the supreme goal of life.1022 

(Later in the same anthology, Kearney includes a second speech to ABH from October 2016.  Again, 
as we shall see, he will quote from Hindu scripture in his parting blessing).1023 

In the Struggle against Apartheid, Kearney was initially focused on enabling Christians to treat each 
other with respect; from the mid-80s, we begin to see him extending his embrace to non-Christian 
groups in Durban and doing so in a way that is consonant with the theology and tone of Vatican II.   

 

Vatican II’s statement on non-Christian Religions 
So let us examine in more detail the context for dialogue that was set by the Council.  The relevant 
document on non-Christian religions is Nostra Aetate.  It is a ‘Declaration’ (the lowest tier of Vatican 
II documents), it was promulgated on a day with four other documents (a Conciliar Super-
Thursday!), and it is the shortest document from the Council (in fact, half the length of the next 
shortest one which is on the Communications Media).  Nevertheless, in just a few short paragraphs, 
it radically re-sets the possibility of the relationship that Christianity, and in particular Catholic 
Christianity, can have with the world’s other great religions.   

From its very opening words, a positive tone is set.  Just as Kearney later showed in his ABH speech, 
the stress is on commonality and a sense of shared progress: 

When day by day humanity is being drawn closer together, and the ties between different 
peoples are becoming stronger… In her task of promoting unity and love among people, 
indeed among nations, the Church considers above all in this declaration what human beings 
have in common and what draws them to fellowship.1024 

As with the Decree on Ecumenism promulgated one year earlier, the starting point is what we have 
in common and the Catholic Church is seeing the creation of unity and love among all people as part 
of her mission – whether or not those people are Catholic Christians.   

That on its own would have been revolution enough.  A basis of unity could have been (as I shall 
explore later) the simple fact of common humanity.  But, as Elizabeth Johnson argues in 1990, for 
Vatican II to consider other religions, it had to face up to some tough questions: a realisation of the 
sheer numbers of people outside the Church, the genuine vitality of other religions, an appreciation 
of their spiritual wisdom, and a recognition that they were all mostly engaged in a common cause for 
the common good.1025  Catholic Christians in some parts of the world (especially Europe and the 
Americas until recently) could read Johnson’s words without them touching their daily lives.  For 
Kearney working in Durban, each of these factors were already evident for him to see, if he was in 
the right situations: sheer numbers, genuine vitality, spiritual wisdom, and common cause. 

 
1022 Kearney, Faith in Action, 67 (“ABH Founder’s Day commemoration”, 1 May 1991) 
1023 Kearney, Faith in Action, 98 (“Diwali – The festival of light”, 16 October 2016) 
1024 Nostra Aetate 1 (as in other situations translations have been altered to avoid irrelevant gender exclusivity). 
1025 Johnson Elizabeth. Consider Jesus: Waves of Renewal in Christology (New York: Crossroad, 1990) 133 
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Might the Catholic attitude towards other faiths be allowed to go further than a patronising 
tolerance of error?  When some people, despite being given the opportunity, had failed to embrace 
the one true faith, could Catholics do more than just forgive or overlook this?  Nostra Aetate does go 
further and it acknowledges that there might actually be some good in other faith traditions.  After 
listing ways in which “religions …try to counter the restlessness of the human heart…by proposing 
ways, comprising teachings, rules of life, and sacred rites”, it then makes the revelatory statement: 

The Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in these religions.  She regards with 
sincere reverence those ways of conduct and of life, those precepts and teachings which, 
though differing in many aspects from the ones she holds and sets forth, nonetheless often 
reflect a ray of that Truth which enlightens all people.1026 

Even without naming what is ‘true and holy in these religions’, the very recognition that that might 
exist opens the possibility of a dialogue.  This is only a starting point, but if there is a starting point 
then there could be a journey to be shared.  Although Kearney seems to have started this journey a 
bit later than Vatican II, his comments at ABH certainly demonstrate him showing ‘sincere reverence 
to ways of conduct and of life …precepts and teachings’.   

The starting point – as with ecumenism – is commonality and an attitude of respect.  We see this in 
Kearney’s speech to ABH and it is a recurrent characteristic of his personal encounters with people 
of other faiths.   

 

How did Kearney Encounter the Religious ‘Other’? 
The core of the work of Diakonia was to encourage Christians of one denomination to encounter 
members of other denominations; and to encourage people of one ‘race’ to encounter members of 
other ‘races’.  But Lubbe presciently saw that a liberated South Africa would also need to be 
religiously pluralistic.  He makes the point that apart from Jews (a small group) and white Muslims 
and Buddhists (even smaller), all non-Christian adherents in South Africa are black, coloured or 
Indian.  Thus, ‘for white Christians, [inter-religious encounter] is an otherness that comprises both 
colour and creed’. 1027  In considering how to respond to such otherness he quotes Chidester’s four 
religio-political strategies: 1) exclusion/ elimination, 2) hegemony, 3) toleration and 4) integration.  It 
is clear that Kearney’s response was integration, defined by Lubbe as ‘a disposition towards 
otherness that respects the integrity of the other as a matter of principle’ and thus ‘meaningful 
contact and dialogue across religious boundaries’. 1028 

+Phillip, an Anglican bishop and close collaborator at Diakonia saw that Kearney’s further desire to 
encounter people of other faiths was part of that same focus on ‘meaningful contact’: 

I have never known of a time when Paddy did not relate to Muslims even though they are 
the group that receive the most negative attitude from Christians.  He was someone who 
genuinely sought relationships.1029 

 
1026 Nostra Aetate 2 
1027 Lubbe, Garrie. “Religious Pluralism and Christianity in South Africa”. Christianity in South Africa.  Martin Prozesky ed. 
(Bergvlei: Southern, 1990) 210 
1028 Lubbe, “Religious Pluralism and Christianity in South Africa”, 211-214 
1029 Phillip, Rubin. Personal interview by author, 25 May 2022 in Durban (Emeritus Bishop of Natal; Patron and sometime 
Trustee of Denis Hurley Centre) 
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It was not just that he sought relationships but also the way in which he did so.  Throughout the 
interviews with people who knew Kearney – across the decades and in various work contexts – the 
same words recur as ways to describe him:  

Humble, modest; he always enjoyed whatever food he was given and shared….I never knew 
him to get angry or aggressive. (A Muslim from later years)1030 

He was a unique figure because he did not have the hysterics and prejudices of his own 
religion.  We know so many religious people but no one to equate with him. (A Muslim from 
earlier years)1031 

He has always been gentle, a calm personality…I never heard him say a harsh word to 
anyone….He always expressed his anger with a smile, never raised his voice…he was never 
judgemental without reason. (A Hindu)1032 

These traits were undoubtedly part of Kearney’s personality but they stood him in good stead for his 
encounters with people of other faiths.  Cox sets out a way of engaging in inter-religious dialogue 
which Kearney demonstrated, whether or not he was consciously following this prescription: 

What is important is that Christians meet their fellow human beings of the other great 
religious traditions, not in a detached or aggressive way, but with a willingness to listen 
together to what the ancient runes say.  It is important that this mutual listening take place 
not in some demarcated religious sphere but in the day-to-day combat and compromise of 
life.  The inner logic of this strictly academic approach to religious pluralism is leading it out 
of the academy and into the grimy world where liberation theologies are also trying to cope 
with the same cacophony.1033  

Through WCRP, Kearney was involved in an organisation specifically focused on inter-religious 
dialogue.  But he also placed himself in many other situations where he would be encountering 
people of other faiths, whether or not formal inter-religious dialogue was on the table.  In this was 
he was following Cox’s prescription ‘that this mutual listening take place not in some demarcated 
religious sphere but in the day-to-day combat and compromise of life’. 

It is important to start with respect and a focus on what is held in common.  But from this starting 
point, how far can we go?  The dilemma for those engaged in inter-religious dialogue is what then 
happens to the task of evangelisation.  Is it enough to converse, or should the Christian also be 
aiming to convert? 

In his 2012 commemoration of Nostra Aetate, Kearney concluded by praising the document but also 
highlighting the challenge that it created: 

There had never been such a positive approach to the great world religions, coming from the 
supreme teaching authority of the Catholic Church….But right from the time of the Council, 
there was criticism of the document from within the Church.  The critics said that if the 
Church has such a positive attitude to people of other faiths, what will happen to its 

 
1030 Mahomed, AV. Personal interview by author, 15 September 2020 in Durban (Chair of Jumma Masjid Trust and Patron 
of Denis Hurley Centre) 
1031 Coovadia, Jerry and Hamad, Zubie. Personal interview by author, 18 January 2022 in Durban (Struggle activists and 
husband and wife doctors). 
1032 Gounden, Vasu. Personal interview by author, 18 February 2022 in Durban (Executive Director of Accord) 
1033 Cox, Many Mansions, 170 
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missionary or evangelistic thrust?  What would be the point of trying to convert people of 
other faiths?  That question is still not resolved.1034 

Writing on the 40th anniversary of the Council in 2005, Cardinal Cassidy endorses what people like 
+Hurley and Kearney had been doing in treating other religions with respect and identifying what 
they had in common: 

We do not wish to turn a blind eye to the spiritual and moral values of the various non-
Christian religions, for we desire to join with them in promoting and defending common 
ideals in the spheres of religious liberty, human brotherhood [sic], education, culture, social 
welfare and civic order.1035 

But he then adds that the Church could not of course agree with other religions, could not be 
uncritical, could not behave as if all were on an equal footing.  “Honestly compels us to declare 
openly our conviction that Christianity is the one and only true religion.”1036 

Let us look at that challenge in more depth, and how Kearney sought to respond to it. 

 

Inter-faith Co-operation and Conversion  
In the midst of all the positive language about commonality and respect and reflections of light, the 
Council Fathers felt the need to express some caution: 

The Church, therefore, exhorts her sons and daughters that, through dialogue and 
collaboration with the followers of other religions, carried out with prudence and love and in 
witness to the Christian faith and life, they recognise, preserve and promote the good things, 
spiritual and moral, as well as the socio-cultural values found among these people.1037 

Enthusiasts are reminded of the virtue of prudence in case they are tempted to act imprudently; and 
they are further exhorted to do all this ‘in witness to the Christian faith’.  What are enthusiasts like 
+Hurley and Kearney being warned against? 

John Paul II’s favourite Jesuit theologian, Avery Cardinal Dulles, articulates this.  In commenting on 
Vatican II and the Extraordinary Synod that the Pope called 20 years later, he points out that while 
the Synod reiterates the ‘universal call to personal holiness’ (in Lumen Gentium 5) it also stresses the 
importance of missionary witness and evangelisation.  

The intent is evidently to counteract the tendency in some quarters to emphasise interfaith 
dialogue and secular service at the expense of the explicit proclamation of the Gospel, with a 
view to conversion to Catholic Christianity.1038  

If before the Council the stress was on converting the world to Catholic Christianity, in the period 
since the Council the pendulum was in danger of swinging the other way, with all the focus on 

 
1034 Kearney, Faith in Action, 193 (“The challenge of interfaith relations: 50 years after Vatican II”, 16 November 2012)  
1035 Cassidy, Rediscovering Vatican II, 134 
1036 Cassidy, Rediscovering Vatican II, 134  
1037 Nostra Aetate 2 
1038 Dulles, Avery. “The Reception of Vatican II at the Extraordinary Synod of 1985”. The Reception of Vatican II. Giuseppe 
Alberigo, Jean-Pierre Jossua & Joseph A Komonchak eds. (Washington DC: CUA Press, 1987) 351 
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dialogue and service, and only a cursory nod towards converting people.  No wonder Archbishop 
Lefebvre, who became the most strident critic of Vatican II, could (according to Faggioli) reject 
dialogue in these words:  

The adulterous union of the Church and the Revolution is cemented by dialogue.  Truth and 
error are incompatible; to dialogue with error is to put God and the devil on the same 
footing.1039 

While that language might seem dissonant today, in the period between the Councils of Trent and 
Vatican II the rejection of dialogue was the norm, justified by the principle: ‘error has no rights’.1040  
If someone is wrong, they do not have a right to dialogue; indeed, it is the duty of the Catholic 
Christian to save heretics from their errors.  Law professor and human rights activist, Robert Drinan, 
recalls the resistance to the view of religious freedom that his fellow Jesuit John Courtney Murray 
had been banned in the 1950s from expounding: 

Catholic theologians actually held that ‘error has no rights’.  And that in nations where 
Catholics constituted the majority, the Church also had the right to penalise and even to 
suppress Protestants churches.1041 

But ‘error has no rights’ did not survive into the post-Vatican II Church.  In fact, John Courtney 
Murray had a huge influence on the Council’s Declaration on Religious Freedom Dignitatis Humanae 
which provides the context for Nostra Aetate (and the two were promulgated around the same 
time).   

When the Catholic Church dominated mediaeval Europe, it saw religious freedom as a threat to its 
hegemony.  But with the impact of the Reformation, then the Enlightenment and then communism, 
religious freedom was increasingly becoming something that the Church not only appreciated but 
from which it benefited.  Thus by 1965, the Council Fathers could assert boldly:   

This Vatican Council declares that the human person has a right to religious freedom. ….The 
Council further declares that the right to religious freedom has its foundation in the very 
dignity of the human person as this dignity is known through the revealed word of God and 
by reason itself.1042 

By rooting religious freedom in the God-given dignity of the human person, the Church was able to 
claim that it was not being influenced by modern secular innovations (such as the ‘Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights’ which had been signed only 17 years earlier).  Instead, the affirmation 
of religious freedom had come after the Fathers had ‘search[ed] into the sacred tradition and 
doctrine of the Church – the treasury out of which the Church continually brings forth new things 
that are in harmony with the things that are old.”1043  (The need to present the findings of the 
Council as being continuous even if in fact they were discontinuous has already been mentioned in 
Chapter 1.) 

What is interesting in the context of inter-faith dialogue, is that Dignitatis Humanae seems to go 
even further and recognises that when people exercise religious freedom they may well decide not 

 
1039 Faggioli, Massimo. Vatican II - the Battle for meaning (Mahwah NJ: Paulist, 2012) 35 
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to become Catholic Christians – and that that is not only acceptable but is rooted in the same 
principle of God-given dignity.  Note, after all, that the Latin words chosen as the opening of the 
document, knowing that they would become its title, do not talk about ‘religion’ or ‘freedom’ but 
instead ‘human dignity’.  This section further stresses that: 

Humans have been made by God to participate in this [divine] law … Wherefore every 
human has the duty, and therefore the right, to seek the truth in matters religious in order 
that they may with prudence form for themselves right and true judgments of conscience, 
under use of all suitable means.1044 

God’s plan, and the human dignity that is part of that plan, has led people to ‘form for themselves 
right and true judgments’ and that leads to the diversity that we see in the world today, which 
operates ‘under the gentle disposition of divine Providence’ (even if we do not immediately 
understand how this works).   

People of different cultures and religions are being brought together in closer relationships.  
… Consequently, in order that relationships of peace and harmony be established and 
maintained within the whole of humankind, it is necessary that religious freedom be 
everywhere provided with an effective constitutional guarantee and that respect be shown 
for the high duty and right of people freely to lead their religious lives in society.1045 

But how is this to be squared with Dulles’ reminder (drawing on Ad Gentes and other Vatican II 
documents) about the importance of Christian evangelisation?  Does the post-Conciliar Christian still 
have an obligation to convert non-Christians – and if not, why not? 

This would certainly have been a question that +Hurley and Kearney would have asked themselves.  
The quote above from Paddy Meskin about +Hurley’s focus on dialogue rather than conversion 
sounds very appealing until one recalls that +Hurley was after all a Catholic bishop.  Isn’t converting 
people part of the job?  The Catholic Church’s engagement with inter-religious dialogue evolves over 
time, beginning before Vatican II with roots in the experience of World War II, and then continuing 
long after Vatican II in the decades through which Nostra Aetate is received and the contrasting 
pontifical approaches of John Paul II, Benedict XVI and Francis.  To chart that would require a much 
longer analysis.  For now I would like to focus on two very different authors whom we know were 
read by Kearney, one a Nigerian Cardinal and the other an American Baptist theologian. 

 

Drawing on the example of +Arinze and Cox 
To get some insight into how Kearney felt he could resolve this, we can look at his own reflections on 
the life and work of Francis Cardinal Arinze (who was appointed by John Paul II as President of 
the Pontifical Council for Inter-religious Dialogue from 1985 to 2002).  Kearney was clearly intrigued 
by the figure of Arinze.  He owned a copy of his personal testimony (a series of interviews with the 
Catholic journalist Gerald O’Collins) and reviewed it for The Southern Cross in December 2003.1046  

Kearney was drawn to the comparisons with +Hurley – though he was discrete enough not to set 
them up as the young black bishop and the older white bishop on opposite sides of the chessboard 
of Africa!  +Arinze (who is from Nigeria) was made a bishop aged 32 (and so one year older than 
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+Hurley had been) and was the youngest known bishop in the world at the time (as +Hurley had 
been in 1947).  Whereas the Archbishop of Durban was an established and important figure in the 
Council, the co-adjutor bishop of Onitsha was recently appointed when he attended the last session 
of Vatican II in September 1965 as the youngest and the newest bishop present.1047 

Like +Hurley, +Arinze spent his episcopal life putting into effect the teachings of the Council and 
expresses a balanced view of it: 

So while Vatican II has done a lot of good, who knows if we did not have it, would things not 
be much worse?  Nevertheless we cannot forget that there have been problems.1048   

In another place, Arinze presents a similarly even-handed view: 

Some people feared that an attitude of friendship and dialogue with other religions would 
discourage missionaries from preaching Jesus Christ and proposing faith and baptism to 
people.  It has to be admitted that that risk exists, but only when the dialogue is not properly 
understood or where it is conducted on erroneous theology.1049 

But he is not reticent about the way in which the Church’s approach has changed: 

Thanks to Vatican II, the Catholic Church is irrevocably committed to meeting other 
believers.1050 

In his review of the O’Collings interview, Kearney comments on the fact that Arinze’s starting point 
in inter-religious discussions (like +Hurley’s), was his extensive personal experience particularly of 
Muslim-Christian dialogue “not surprising given the cardinal’s own family background”.1051 

Kearney highlights in his review events in which Arinze was involved and which would also have 
resonated for Kearney as he engaged more and more with other religions: the encounters between 
John Paul II and Muslim leaders in Morocco in 1985 and in Egypt in 2000; and most significantly: 

…the famous 1986 Day of Prayer for Peace in Assisi, a daring multi-faith gathering for which 
even the Pope got into hot water with some of the more conservative members of his 
curia.1052  

The Assisi event gave the impression that the religious leaders were able to pray together as if there 
were no differences between them and this is what provoked criticism.  That is hardly surprising 
since ‘indifferentism’ (the view that all religions are indifferently the same) had been condemned in 
Pius IX’s 1864 Syllabus of Errors (though this had also condemned religious freedom and freedom of 
the press which had now become part of the Catholic mainstream).1053  One of the ways in which 
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some Catholic commentators tried to explain this, after the event, was to argue that the leaders 
were not ‘praying together in Assisi’ but they were ‘together in Assisi, praying’.1054   

But whatever actually happened, it was the photograph of John Paul II, surrounded by religious 
leaders in their various colourful garbs, that spoke volumes to the world.  Faggioli describes the 
Assisi meeting as ‘a magisterium of acts’1055 but in fact, given John Paul II’s penchant for the dramatic 
and his brilliant use of media, I would suggest it is better described as ‘a magisterium of images’.  
Actually, this image was so compelling that even Pope Benedict XVI (who as Cardinal Ratzinger had 
famously boycotted 1986) could not resist an attempt to reprise it for the 25th anniversary in 
2011.1056 

It is noteworthy that Kearney draws attention to the role of +Arinze as being the person who stage-
managed these events: even as John Paul II took centre stage, +Arinze was always right behind him.  
Perhaps he sees here an echo of his own relationship with +Hurley at similar inter-faith events such 
as the one described at the beginning of this chapter which also, through an iconic image, continues 
to resonate many decades later.  Kearney created something very similar to the Assisi group shot 
when he first gathered his Interfaith Patrons for the launch of the DHC in 2010 (as will be discussed 
later).  

So successive Popes (and +Arinze and +Hurley) could meet with leaders and members of other 
religions and not feel obligated to convert them.  Critics who feel they were denying their Christian 
obligation to evangelise might want to remind them of Jn 14:6 when Christ declares “I am the way, 
the truth and the life; no one can come to the Father except through me.”  But those engaged in 
inter-religious dialogue might well reply by invoking their preferred scripture in which Jesus says: “In 
my Father’s house are many mansions; if it were not so I would have told you.” (Jn 14:2).  

Cox, by whom Kearney was personally influenced in 1991, points out that the proof texts used by 
each side are actually only a few verses apart, in the same Farewell Discourse at the Last Supper 
(and they are quoted at the beginning of this chapter). He suggests that this is significant: “They are 
very close to each other.  They need each other.”1057 

Cox goes on to explore why the tension between these two texts, and the tension between these 
two sides, might actually be necessary and healthy.  He describes all world faiths as having elements 
that are particular (a hard core of beliefs) and elements that are universal (reaching out to all) and 
uses the image of a wheel to illustrate this: “Each world faith has both its axis and its spokes: its 
sharply edged focus and its ambient circumference”. 

He suggests that while inter-faith dialogue has increased in the last few decades, the problem is that 
those on the edges engaging in dialogue have become detached from (and either ignored by or 
excoriated by) those at the hard centre.  The people at the edges are only talking to each other. 

So we are left with a paradox.  Without the universal pole, there would be no dialogue at all.  
But without the particular, the dialogue dissipates its source of primal energy… The paradox 
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of the great world faiths is that they both create a dream of a single human family and 
threaten that dream at the same time.1058 

I think we can fairly assume that Kearney had read this, given his close relationship with Cox and his 
interest in inter-religious dialogue.  So this passage is both a challenge and a reassurance to Kearney.  
It might have gone some way to reassuring him why, so many decades after Vatican II, the question 
of conversion has not been resolved.  Because in fact it never can be; and in the meantime, dialogue 
remains a valuable and necessary way of promoting peace.  But the passage also cautions religionists 
like Kearney that, if they wish to be fruitful partners in dialogue, they cannot become detached from 
the ‘hard centre’ of their own religious traditions: the focus on the general (what is held in common) 
cannot ignore the specifics which are key to the identity of a religious tradition.   

 

The Christological Challenge of Inter-Religious Dialogue  
There are two areas of the specific that Kearney would have to deal with if he was to build a basis for 
dialogue.  One, given his location in Durban, was the relation between Jews and Muslims; the other, 
a challenge for all Christians in inter-religious dialogue, is the specific role of the person of Christ. 

For a Christian the person of Christ is central; by definition, Christ is not central and perhaps even 
irrelevant or rebarbative to a non-Christian.  This is the Christological challenge for Christians who 
engage in inter-religious dialogue.  But Nostra Aetate already points to ways in which the person of 
Christ could actually be used to help build stronger bonds with some non-Christians.  For example it 
stresses that Muslims revere Christ as a prophet1059 and that Christians are linked to Jewish heritage 
through Jesus, Mary and the disciples.1060  We do not have any specific writings from Kearney on this 
subject but we do know that he was influenced by various theologians and so can look to them for 
insight on how to address this.  Nolan and Cox have already been mentioned and I will turn to them 
in a moment.  But an especially relevant text is Johnson’s Consider Jesus. 

For a number of years in Durban, there has been a pattern of inviting an internationally renowned 
theologian to come and deliver a ‘Winter School’.  Just before Kearney’s time with Harvey Cox at 
Harvard in 1991, the theologian was another American, but a woman and a Catholic.  The impact of 
Elizabeth Johnson on Kearney was significant enough that in 2005, when he was travelling in the 
United States, he went out of his way to go to Fordham and pay her a visit.1061  She also has great 
influence as a feminist theologian but most relevant to the discussion about inter-religious dialogue 
is her work on Christology and this was the focus of the 1990 Winter School which Kearney 
attended.  These lectures were later turned into a book and it is from there that the references are 
taken.   

Johnson poses the critical question for those who say that converting people is not necessary 
because ‘my Father’s house has many rooms’: 

How can we confess Jesus Christ as the only Saviour and still hold that many who do not 
confess him are saved?1062 
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She recognises three possible positions:  

1) Jesus is constitutive for salvation in an exclusive way and so all who wish to be saved must 
embrace him, although a few exceptions could be made for people who have never 
encountered the church such as the proverbial remote Amazonian tribe; 

2) Christ is constitutive but in an inclusive sense, which leads to Karl Rahner’s model of the 
‘anonymous Christian’ – that the well-meaning Muslim has been touched by Christ without 
knowing it and so is still saved; 

3) Jesus’ role is not constitutive but normative and so Buddha and Krishna have a role 
comparable to Jesus.1063  

While position (1) would have been difficult for Kearney as someone committed to inter-religious 
dialogue, position (3) would have been difficult for him as a committed Christian.  That leaves 
position (2), sitting as it does between a rock and a hard place.  But while (2) could be explained to 
other Christians, it is awkward to imagine explaining it to the dialogue partners themselves.  Johnson 
agrees with Hans Küng (as do I) who criticised Rahner’s position as being “a theory that was 
imperialistic and conducive of a sense of superiority, with Christians saying to other people we know 
who you are better than you know yourself.”   

Johnson goes on to explain that Rahner had said he was happy to drop the term ‘anonymous 
Christian’ but still maintained that all are saved in Christ whether they are aware of it or not.  While 
this still sounds patronising, she develops this into an image which might have appealed more to 
Kearney because it shows due respect to non-Christians.  In this, she presents Christians as the 
historically visible vanguard of salvation.   

Christians are the early light on the mountains which signals that night is over and light will 
come to shine universally on all people.1064 

This metaphor has the advantage of connecting with Nostra Aetate’s image in which other faiths 
‘reflect a ray of that Truth which enlightens all people’.  But the ‘vanguard of salvation’ sits very un-
comfortably with another famous image from the document which clearly stresses the historic 
precedence of Judaism over Christianity. 

Nor can [the Church] forget that she draws sustenance from the root of that well-cultivated 
olive tree onto which have been grafted the wild shoots, the Gentiles.1065 

Nolan, writing in 1988, tried to side-step the question of the role of Christ by focusing on Christ’s 
action in the world: 

The practice of the struggle is the practice of faith even when it is not accompanied by an 
explicit profession of faith in God or in Jesus Christ.  God is at work in the struggle.1066 

Though Nolan, I imagine, would also be allergic to the phrase ‘anonymous Christian’, his approach 
would be consistent with Johnson’s position (2).  Nolan is regarded by many as a Liberation 
Theologian and Cox points out that Liberation Theology has not generally had to deal seriously with 
religious pluralism because of the dominance of Christianity in Latin America where it has its 
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roots.1067  Cox’s view is especially interesting because he divides his own theological time between 
these two areas.  Although he sees them as compatible, he recognises that some think that 
Liberation Theology – because of its particular focus on Christ as the liberator – actually detracts 
from interfaith dialogue.  Looking outside Latin America for an example, he turns not to Africa but to 
Asia and the work of Tissa Balasuriya in Sri Lanka (where a Christian minority lives alongside 
Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam). 

Cox’s conclusion still keeps a central role for Christ; but he leaves open the opportunity for non-
Christians to contribute to that understanding of Christ. 

For Liberation Theology, the principal objective of Christological thought is not to ascertain 
whether a particular image of Christ comports with one of the orthodox confessions.  It is to 
determine how a given formulation actually contributes to the coming of the kingdom and 
this is a question to which people other than Christians can contribute.1068 

Whilst this is theologically appealing, I do wonder how in the heat of the Struggle, a Muslim or Hindu 
leader in Durban might have replied if asked in what way a particular image of Christ as Liberator 
contributed to their own drive towards liberation.  Asking this question makes clear that such 
grappling with the person of Christ is not really for the benefit of the inter-religious dialogue 
partners.  Rather it is for the benefit of a Christian (like Kearney) to support their engagement with 
inter-religious dialogue.  

For the Christian, all Christology comes down to answering the basic question: how should we follow 
Jesus?  Kearney undoubtedly faced criticism, explicit and implicit, from those who were anxious that 
he was betraying his Christian vocation.  As mentioned above, even something as innocuous (and 
Biblical!) as hosting a Paschal meal met with adverse reaction from some Christian leaders.  Alberigo, 
the monumental commentator on Vatican II, provides a similar warning to those who are grappling 
with the implementation of the Council: 

Nothing could be more diametrically opposed to this new quest than the itch for novelty, a 
mundane optimism, or indifference to tradition.1069 

But this comment comes immediately after he describes ‘this new quest’ in these terms: 

The Church must set out anew and seek in freedom the Lord who always goes on before his 
disciples. 

For those like Kearney who see Christ as the sole source of redemption, the journey of inter-religious 
dialogue is bound to be a challenging and an uncharted one.  Those who are anxious about such 
dialogue have accused people like Kearney who follow this journey of being tempted by novelty, 
optimism or indifference to tradition.  But the first half of his quote is what really sets the scene.  If 
the Lord ‘goes out before’, then the challenge to the disciples – whether popes, bishops or a lay man 
like Kearney – is to follow Christ wherever he leads.  This includes accepting that Christ might lead 
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his disciples in directions they do not expect.  I believe that the confidence with which Kearney was 
open to dialogue, while never undermining his Christian identity, is evidence that he felt that he was 
following where Christ led him. 

 

Inter-religious Dialogue in relation to Jews and Muslims 
The Christological challenge is one that all Christians engaged in inter-religious dialogue must face.  
Kearney also had the particular challenge of how to foster good relations between Christians and 
Jews, without that being mis-interpreted by Muslims (and vice versa). 

Cassidy explains that the only reason that inter-religious dialogue (as opposed to ecumenism) was 
on the agenda of Vatican II was the need to face up to grim reality of the Holocaust. 1070  Thus, 
initially the need was only seen for the Council to make some comment on relations with the Jews; 
but from that it broadened to be the multi-religious document that is Nostra Aetate.   

In fact, Kearney himself wrote about how the scope of the document broadened from that initial 
desire.  He helped organise events in Durban to mark 50 years since the opening of Vatican II which 
included a panel discussion at which he himself spoke in November 2012.  This is the only case 
where we have Kearney’s direct commentary on a Vatican II document since in his anthology of 
speeches he chose to include his presentation from this event. 

The document was originally meant to be just about relationships with members of the 
Jewish faith.  Pope John XXIII, who convened the Council, was determined that the Church 
should say something about the Jews who had been persecuted by Christians over many 
centuries.  All Jews had been blamed for the death of Jesus, and even in the Catholic liturgy 
for Good Friday they were referred to as ‘perfidious Jews’.  Well, Pope John wanted all that 
to stop and a much more positive relationship to be developed with the Jews.  (He 
personally scratched out those dreadful words ‘perfidiis Judeis’ with his own pen.  What an 
embarrassment that they were ever included in the liturgy!) 

I’d like to quote Pope Benedict on the response to this proposal (that the Vatican II 
document should be just about the relationship of the Catholic Church to people of the 
Jewish faith) from bishops from Arab countries.  He said: “They were not opposed to such a 
text, but explained that if there were an intention to speak of Judaism, then there should 
also be some words on Islam.”  And then he added: “How right they were, we in the West 
have only gradually come to understand.” 

This criticism by bishops from Arab countries was helpful because it led to a broadening of 
the focus so that the document would not only refer to Jews but also include Muslims—and 
once they were included it wasn’t long before Hindus and Buddhists were included as well.  
So it ended up as a document about Christian relations with all the other major faiths - a 
wonderful broadening of focus.1071 

Kearney went on to provide his own summary of Nostra Aetate which I think is an accurate way of 
capturing what was most important: 

 
1070 Cassidy, Rediscovering Vatican II, 125 
1071 Kearney, Faith in Action, 203 (“The challenge of interfaith relations: 50 years after Vatican II”, 16 November 2012) 
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The main points that the message finally included were:  

1) that the Church rejects “nothing that is true and holy” in other faiths;  

2) that it regards “with sincere reverence” their teachings and practices even if they differ 
from those of the Catholic Church because they “often reflect a ray of that Truth which 
enlightens all people”;  

3) that the Church therefore urges its members to dialogue and collaborate with people of 
other faiths—and “promote the good things, both spiritual and moral, as well as the socio-
cultural values” found in these religions;  

4) specifically with regard to Muslims, the document says: “Since in the course of centuries 
not a few quarrels and hostilities have arisen between Christians and Muslims, this sacred 
synod urges all to forget the past and to work sincerely for mutual understanding, and to 
preserve and promote together for the benefit of all humankind, social justice and moral 
welfare, as well as peace and freedom” (Nostra Aetate 3); 

5) with regard to people of the Jewish faith, the document refers to the special connection 
between Christianity and Judaism, because the Christian faith developed out of the Jewish 
faith and Jesus himself was a Jew—and then the document states: “Since [what] Christians 
and Jews [have in common] is so great [we want] to foster and recommend  …... mutual 
understanding and respect… ...”.  Then the document goes on to reject: “hatred, 
persecution, displays of anti-semitism, directed against Jews at any time and by anyone.” 
(Nostra Aetate 4)1072 

Kearney presented these as the concerns of the bishops at the time of the Council in the 1960s; but 
the way in which he spoke of them half a century later made it clear that these were his own 
concerns as well.    

Cassidy was intimately involved in point 5 above.  In his role as President of the Pontifical Council for 
Promoting Christian Unity (the upgraded successor to John XXIII’s 1960 ‘Secretariat’), Cassidy was 
also responsible for relations between the Vatican and the Jewish people.  Curiously, this was 
because when the ‘Secretariat for non-Christians’ was created, apparently the Jewish dialogue 
partners at the time opted to stay with the ‘Secretariat for Christian Unity’ where they had initially 
been housed.   

From this vantage point, Cassidy is able to comment on one of the challenges of inter-faith dialogue: 
recognising that it will be affected not just by Catholic views of other faiths but also their views of 
each other.  Cassidy makes the point that, even during the drafting of Nostra Aetate, there was 
concern about balancing what was said about Judaism and Islam to avoid showing favouritism in the 
conflict between Israelis and Arabs – an issue in the mid-1960s and no less an issue to this day.   

This is a tension that Kearney himself was aware of from a local point of view: he was keen, for 
political and historic reasons, to join with liberated South Africa’s support for Palestine; but he was 
also anxious not to alienate the Jewish community in Durban.1073  In his personal archive, he kept a 
copy of a very moving email from February 2017 to Paddy Meskin (mentioned above) and Saydoon 
Sayeed (who appeared in the photograph referenced at the start of this chapter): they had clearly 

 
1072 Kearney, Faith in Action, 203 (“The challenge of interfaith relations: 50 years after Vatican II”, 16 November 2012) 
1073 Conversation between Kearney and the author, August 2016 
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fallen out over something.  Kearney offered to find a skilled mediator acceptable to both of them for 
a facilitated mediation.  He talked about how proud he was that interfaith work in Durban was led by 
a Muslim and a Jew and wanted to make sure that this was not lost.1074 

Kearney then made the same point publicly.  Addressing Paddy Meskin at a farewell party held at 
the DHC in 2017, Kearney reflected on their long and productive friendship. 

It was not always easy for you and Saydoon and there have been rocky periods when all the 
pressures of international conflict made your partnership almost impossible to sustain, and those 
times of tension caused much pain to both of you. I don’t know how you have persevered against 
all odds, but nothing can take away from what the two of you have achieved together over so 
many years—so we salute you for that partnership.1075 

His own ability to strike this balance was also clear when, in Durban in August 2016, he hosted Rabbi 
David Rosen, one of the main Jewish leaders engaged with the Vatican.  When Rabbi Rosen came to 
the DHC and the Cathedral, Kearney also arranged for him to visit the Jumma Masjid; at the event 
mentioned above to celebrate Nostra Aetate, Kearney ensured that a number of Muslim leaders 
attended even though it was held at the Durban Jewish Club. 1076 

 

Common Shared Humanity 
Whether the challenge comes from the politics of the Middle-East, or differing ways of 
understanding the role of Christ in salvation, those involved in inter-religious dialogue are able to 
sustain their commitment by remaining focused on the basis of common shared humanity.  Alec 
Erwin recalls receiving much support from Kearney in the early trade union movement and the 
creation of the Institute of Industrial Education.  Though he was an avowed atheist and communist, 
Erwin felt that Kearney’s commitment to shared humanity provided the basis on which they could 
work so closely together:   

My view of him was that he was a profoundly good human being who did not feel that 
anyone should be treated the way that Apartheid treated people.  We did touch broadly on 
Liberation Theology – and I appreciated that like Paddy their religion was an expression of 
their humanity….  What drove him?  He wanted to see all the humanity of South Africa 
reunited after an appalling system of dividing people.1077 

Moreover, Kearney was aware not just of a common humanity but a common spirituality.  This is 
poignantly captured in a comment made by AV Mahomed who as Chair of the Jumma Masjid has 
been a neighbour of Emmanuel Cathedral (and now the DHC) for 20 years.  He describes Kearney 
quite simply as: “A soul concerned about other souls.”1078 

 
1074 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/P/8 “Interfaith” (Print out of email, February 2017) 
1075 Kearney, Faith in Action, 100 (“Partnerships made possible”, 29 March 2017) 
1076 “Update August 2016”, Denis Hurley Centre, http://www.denishurleycentre.org/page/hurley-centre-newsletters 
(accessed 18 May 2022) 
1077 Erwin, Alec. Personal interview by author, 19 August 2022 via Zoom (trades unionist and later Cabinet Minister) 
1078 Mahomed, AV. Personal interview by author, 15 September 2020 in Durban (Chair of Jumma Masjid Trust and Patron 
of Denis Hurley Centre) 
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This focus on a shared spiritual quest enabled Kearney to see his commitment to inter-religious 
dialogue as an extension of his commitment to ecumenism.  For example, in a lecture he gave in 
2004 he started by reflecting on the role of Diakonia in promoting ecumenism for over 30 years: 

It was like looking at a very beautiful scene, a mountain or a lake, through one window: and 
suddenly being able to look at that beautiful scene through many different windows and 
from different angles. 

But he then expanded on this image by adding the interfaith dimension:  

We see a little more of the vast mystery which is God.  That kaleidoscope represents the 
deep religious experiences of countless sisters and brothers over many centuries.1079 

Kearney went on to use this lecture as an opportunity to commend 20 years of work of the Durban-
branch of WCRP which he describes as: “a great intensification of effort, not only of action for 
justice, but also of interfaith dialogue to sustain that action”. 

I want to look at the texts from the Council that would have reinforced for Kearney the importance 
of shared humanity and argue that that this means, for him, building bridges between people of 
different faiths was part of the same vocational call as building bridges between people of different 
‘races’. 

Nostra Aetate makes clear that it is not enough to just acknowledge shared humanity but that this 
then demands certain behaviour on the part of the Christian: 

We cannot truly call on God, the Father of all, if we refuse to treat in a fraternal way any 
person, created as they are in the image of God.  A person’s relation to God the Father and 
their relation to their brothers and sisters are so linked together that Scripture says: “The 
one who does not love does not know God.” (1 John 4:8). 

No foundation therefore remains for any theory or practice that leads to discrimination 
between individuals or between people, so far as their human dignity and the rights flowing 
from it are concerned. 1080 

In a speech from 1961, John XXIII is quoted as saying: “the modern tradition of the Church is 
dominated by one basic theme: an unshakable affirmation and vigorous defence of the dignity and 
rights of the human person.”1081  The Nostra Aetate text quoted above establishes that common 
human dignity is the basis not only of inter-religious dialogue but of all non-discriminatory 
behaviour.  It then goes on to mention race which provides a specific motivation for inter-religious 
dialogue for those involved in the struggle against Apartheid.   

The Church reproves, as foreign to the mind of Christ, any discrimination against people or 
harassment of them because of their race, colour, condition of life, or religion.1082 

 
1079 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/P/5 “Desmond Tutu Peace Lecture” 
1080 Nostra Aetate 5 
1081 Chu Ilo, Stan. The Church and Development in Africa: Aid and development from the perspective of Catholic social ethics 
(Nairobi: Paulines, 2011) 70 
1082 Nostra Aetate 5 
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To argue that people of all races can be united requires religious leaders to show that people of all 
faiths can be united, just as (discussed in Chapter 3) it requires Church leaders to show that 
Christians of all denominations can be united.  

South Africa per se may not have been uppermost in the minds of the Council Fathers.  But in the 
1960s, racial issues across the world were hitting the headlines: independence campaigns against 
(often Catholic) European powers in Africa, the Civil Rights movement in the United States, the rise 
of racial tensions in Europe in response to mass immigration (often of Catholics), as well as the 1960 
Sharpeville Massacre and subsequent State of Emergency in South Africa.  It is not surprising then 
that countering racism was one issue (among many) for Vatican II not just in Nostra Aetate but in 
other documents as well, for example: 

Christian charity truly extends to all, without distinction of race, creed, or social condition: it 
looks for neither gain nor gratitude.1083 

As good citizens, [the Christian faithful] should be true and effective patriots, all together 
avoiding racial prejudice and hypernationalism, and should foster a universal love for 
humanity.1084 

True, all people are not alike from the point of view of varying physical power and the 
diversity of intellectual and moral resources. Nevertheless, with respect to the fundamental 
rights of the person, every type of discrimination, whether social or cultural, whether based 
on sex, race, colour, social condition, language or religion, is to be overcome and eradicated 
as contrary to God's intent.1085  

The duty most consonant with our times, especially for Christians, is that of working 
diligently for fundamental decisions to be taken …in conformity with the dignity of the 
human person without any discrimination of race, sex, nation, religion or social condition.1086 

It does them no good to work for peace as long as feelings of hostility, contempt and 
distrust, as well as racial hatred and unbending ideologies, continue to divide people and 
place them in opposing camps.1087 

 (It is interesting to note that when ‘race’ or ‘races’ are used on their own in Vatican II documents, it 
is almost always to condemn racism; on the other hand the main appearance of the word ‘race’ is in 
the unifying phrase ‘the human race’.)   

For Nostra Aetate, it is not just that all human beings are united, but all are united in the religious 
questions that they are asking (as echoed in Kearney’s 2004 quotation above): 

People expect from the various religions answers to the unsolved riddles of the human 
condition, which today, even as in former times, deeply stir the hearts of all:  What is a 
human? What is the meaning, the aim of our life?  What is moral good, what sin?  Whence 
suffering and what purpose does it serve?  Which is the road to true happiness?  What are 
death, judgment and retribution after death?  What, finally, is that ultimate inexpressible 

 
1083 Ad Gentes 12 
1084 Ad Gentes 15 
1085 Gaudium et Spes 29 
1086 Gaudium et Spes 60 
1087 Gaudium et Spes 82 
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mystery which encompasses our existence: whence do we come, and where are we 
going?1088 

An even firmer basis for inter-religious dialogue is created once it is recognised that all people are 
asking similar questions, even if they reach different conclusions.  This concept of diverse people 
united in an integrated humanity is something which particularly shapes the post-Vatican II 
document on development Populorum Progressio.  That text was heavily influenced by the work of 
French philosopher Jacques Maritain and Kearney confirms that +Hurley prepared for the Council by 
reading Maritain’s Humanisme intégral. 1089  

This is a far cry from the historic position of superiority that the Catholic Church and individual 
Catholics might have seen themselves in vis-à-vis other human beings.  Johnson reminds her readers 
of the patristic motto Extra ecclesia nulla salus (‘Outside the Church there is no salvation’) while also 
pointing out that this was not always taken literally.1090  Ruggieri comments that, because of Vatican 
II, no separation was now possible between the history of salvation and the history of the world.  
The Church is no longer an absolute: the particular that is ‘freed from’ the general or which absorbs 
all other particulars (other religious experience). 

[There is] a renewed catholicity which excludes any desire for, any anticipation of, the 
disappearance or the absorption of what is different from it.1091 

That would be important anywhere in the world but it is especially relevant, as Kearney points out in 
his own words, in South Africa: 

South Africa has a tremendous number of people who are involved in one or the other of 
the world faiths.  It is a country of a lot of believers and I think it is necessary that we should 
draw on the combined strengths of all these faiths to bring about positive change and moral 
regeneration and promote respect for all.  All the major faiths teach us that we should treat 
our neighbour in the way that we want to be treated.1092 

Moreover, it was even more important because of the Struggle.  Chapter 3 highlighted the way in 
which Christians of all denominations came together to fight against Apartheid.  The same was also 
true of people of all faiths fighting in, and making sacrifices for, the Struggle.  To take just one 
example: of the original 156 Treason Trialists in 1956, there were 21 Indians which included Hindus 
(such as Monty Naicker) and Muslims (Yusuf Dadoo); there were also Jewish trialists (Leon Levy) and 
the defence team was led by a Jewish lawyer, Israel Maisels.1093  (The 14-year-old Kearney is unlikely 
to have been aware of this, but +Hurley might well have been). 

Apartheid showed that shared humanity can lead to shared suffering.  Once Apartheid was 
dismantled there were different experiences of shared suffering which also could be used as ways 
of reinforcing shared humanity.  After the bombings in New York and Washington in 2001 and 

 
1088 Nostra Aetate 1  
1089 Kearney, Guardian of the Light, 101 
1090 Johnson, Consider Jesus, 131 
1091 Ruggieri, Giuseppe. “Faith & History”. The Reception of Vatican II. Giuseppe Alberigo, Jean-Pierre Jossua & Joseph A 
Komonchak eds. (Washington DC: CUA Press, 1987) 104-5 
1092 Kearney is being quoted in an un-dated interview with him that was presumably written in 2009 since it references the 
+Hurley biography as being ‘recently completed’ while there is no reference to the Denis Hurley Centre even as an idea.  
Pillay, Indhrannie. “Paddy Kearney – Icon of Peace and Nonviolence” Satyagraha – in Pursuit of Truth.  
https://www.satyagraha.org.za/word/paddy-kearney-icon-of-peace-and-nonviolence/ (accessed 3 May 2022) 
1093 Forman, Lionel and Sachs E S. South African Treason Trial (London: Calder, 1957) 
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Kearney relates, clearly with some pride, two interesting responses to the events of 9/11 by +Hurley:  

Just after 9/11, Paddy Meskin saw a wonderful example of this.  At an interfaith meeting at 
the City Hall to discuss the events of that fateful day, it quickly became clear that people of 
different faiths had vastly different responses to what had happened on 9/11.  There was 
great tension between Christians and Jews and Muslims in that meeting.  Then Archbishop 
Hurley rose to speak.  He said: ‘Let’s look at what has happened.  We have lost God’s 
children.  It doesn’t matter who they are.  We have to mourn this great loss of life.’  And 
slowly the tension began to drop. 1094  

Another example was given to me by a member of the Jumma Masjid, the great mosque 
which is the next door neighbour of Emmanuel Cathedral.  After 9/11 the archbishop, then 
parish priest of the Cathedral, used to come in the very early morning to the mosque and sit 
in a corner listening to the chant and praying quietly on his own—a gesture of concern and 
solidarity that made a profound impression.1095 

+Hurley and Kearney continued to see the events of 9/11 not as a set-back for inter-religious co-
operation but instead an opportunity to promote a new vision (notwithstanding that by this stage 
+Hurley was 86 and had been retired as Archbishop for 9 years).  The Mercury (19 October 2001) 
reported on a talk given by +Hurley at Durban City Hall in which he encouraged faiths to work 
together across the globe for peace.   

Whatever the means chosen, it is clear that Durban like many other cities in the world must 
contribute to religious and cultural understanding and the creation of activities conducive 
to peace.1096  

The Southern Cross of the same date had a quotation from Kearney who had been instrumental in 
organising the event:  

Not many initiatives for mutual engagement before between Muslims and Christians in 
particular had taken place before, the importance of which was brought home by recent 
world events.1097 

Whether in the fights against Apartheid and against terrorism, or equally in the movement towards 
Christian unity and in inter-religious co-operation, +Hurley and Kearney were keenly aware that it 
was the experience of encounter with ‘the other’ that was key to opening up our ability to change 
the world.  When at Diakonia, encouraged by +Hurley, Kearney created immersion experiences so 
that Christians could meet fellow Christians of other denominations and  other ‘races’; when at the 
DHC, Kearney created similar opportunities for people of different faiths to encounter each 
other.1098 

The legacy links with India made the opportunities for encounter in Durban relatively easy.  In 1964, 
when Paul VI went to India, Kearney’s own experiences of Indians would have been quite limited but 
he must have been struck by the decision to make the second Papal pilgrimage outside Europe (after 

 
1094 Kearney, Faith in Action, 206 (“The challenge of interfaith relations: 50 years after Vatican II”, 16 November 2012) 
1095 Kearney, Faith in Action, 206 (“The challenge of interfaith relations: 50 years after Vatican II”, 16 November 2012) 
1096 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/H/Press/4 (1988-2002) (The Mercury, 19 October 2001) 
1097 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/H/Press/4 (1988-2002) (The Southern Cross, 19 October 2001) 
1098 Some examples of this include; a (Hindu) Diwali event in November 2016, an interfaith (Muslim) iftaar in June 2017, 
and a Tibetan (Buddhist) sand mandala in October 2018.  See respective ‘Updates’, Denis Hurley Centre website. 
http://www.denishurleycentre.org/page/hurley-centre-newsletters (accessed 8 September 2022) 
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the Holy Land) to a place where the mass of the population were deeply religious and Christians only 
a tiny minority.  Paul VI’s biographer describes it thus: 

Here we had Paul the Apostle of the gentiles consciously breaking new ground and entering 
into dialogue with world religions.1099 

So the challenge that Paul VI spoke in another Indian Ocean city (Bombay) in 1964 is one that will 
have struck Kearney as he committed himself to encountering ‘the other’: 

Man must meet man, nation meet nation, as brothers and sisters, as children of God.  In this 
mutual understanding and friendship, in this sacred communion, we must also begin to work 
together to build the common future of the human race.1100 

 

Kearney’s Practical Commitment to Working with Other Faiths  
Kearney’s open-ness to learning is something that was highlighted in Chapter 3 on Ecumenism.  
Interestingly, the concept of ‘Receptive Ecumenism’, which though formalised for Kearney in 
Durham in 2006 was something he had been living all his life, specifically seeks to learn from inter-
religious dialogue.  Since in that sphere the notion of structural unity has never been seen as the 
ultimate goal, the stress has always been on open-ness to receive gifts from other traditions (and 
that is what Receptive Ecumenism recommends for inter-denominational dialogue as well).  Murray 
calls this ‘a Call to Catholic Learning’ where the role of the Catholics is not to lead or to teach but to 
learn.1101 

Kearney’s personal appointment diaries list many of the opportunities that he had to learn by 
attending meetings with people of various faiths.1102  However, the diaries just list appointments and 
so provide little insight.  On the other hand, the ‘Morning Papers’, the daily journal that Kearney 
wrote when travelling do, include some comment from him on inter-faith encounters.  It seems that 
he sought them out even when they were not necessary for his work.  For example, on 11 June 2005 
in South Bend Indiana, he is impressed by Imam Rashied Omar, an Islamic theologian at Notre Dame 
University and he describes him as ‘a most pleasant person’.1103  A year later on 27 April 2006, 
thanks to Paul Murray in Durham he attends a seminar about the relationship between the Catholic 
Church and Islam and is very impressed by what he heard and the quality of the discussion.1104 

In 2010, Kearney wrote a very insightful article about MK Gandhi and +Hurley.1105  In Appendix E, I 
argue that in describing the influence that Gandhi had on +Hurley, Kearney is also betraying the 
influence that Gandhi had on himself (via +Hurley).  In particular,  Kearney more and more espouses 
an approach of non-violence and cites Gandhi as his inspiration.1106 

 
1099 Hebblethwaite, Peter. Paul VI the First Modern Pope (New York NY: Paulist Press, 1993) 408 
1100 Cited in Populorum Progressio 46 (gendered language unchanged) 
1101 Murray, Paul. “Receptive Ecumenism and Catholic Learning – establishing the agenda”. Receptive Ecumenism and the 
Call to Catholic Learning – exploring a way for Contemporary Ecumenism.  Paul Murray ed. (Oxford: OUP, 2008) 5-24 
1102 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/D/1 “Diaries 1999-2017” 
1103 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/D/1 “Morning Pages: May-July 2005” (11 June 2005, South Bend Indiana) 
1104 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/D/1 “Morning Pages: April-June 2006” (27 April 2006, Durham) 
1105 Kearney, G Paddy. “Gandhi’s Influence on a Catholic Archbishop”. Gandhi Marg – Quarterly of the Gandhi Peace 
Foundation (2010, 31:4) 595-609 
1106 For more on this see Appendix E: “+Hurley, Kearney and Gandhi”. 
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More concretely, Kearney ended up working closely with Ela Gandhi on a number of projects: those 
already mentioned housed at Diakonia plus the setting up ICON (the International Centre of Non-
Violence) at DUT (where Ela was Chancellor 2007-2012) and also the Gandhi Literary Peace Institute 
(which dissolved). 1107  Their closest collaboration was the Gandhi Development Trust (GDT) to focus 
on Gandhian ideals, development work, education and non-violence.   

The recollections of another non-Christian who engaged with him gives a deeper sense of how 
Kearney approached inter-religious encounters.  AV Mahomed (quoted above) would later accept 
Kearney’s invitation to be a Patron of the DHC.1108  He recalled three different occasions in which 
they worked together. 

The first was when the Cathedral was facing a problem with people parking on the main road 
(Queen Street now Denis Hurley Street) for the well-attended Good Friday Service.  The police did 
not know the importance of the service and were ticketing vehicles.  Kearney was aware that every 
week the police made an exception for Muslims attending Friday prayers and so sought help from 
his neighbour, AV.   

We went to the police and jointly explained the problem and asked that the special privilege 
that was allowed for Muslims every Friday should be allowed for Christians on Good Friday.  
It was taken for granted that we could work together.  It was mutual problem solving, 
sometimes it was about parking, sometimes it was about noise.  After that, my relationship 
with Paddy grew and he was a regular visitor at the mosque.  There were also numerous 
places where Paddy was invited for prayers – and so he would ask me to tag along.  We both 
knew that we had mutual respect for each other’s religions.  If I had an issue, I knew I could 
phone Kearney.  

The strength of the relationship was further proven when Kearney was organising the official 
opening of the DHC in November 2015.  It was originally going to be outside (in what is now Paddy 
Kearney Way) but it was then decided to hold it indoors in the Cathedral in case of rain.  

He took the trouble to come to me to ask me how I felt about being inside the Cathedral.  
And how other Muslims would feel about it.  It was interesting that no one objected; no one 
felt uncomfortable.  Paddy explained that the concert would be celebrating world religions 
with the orchestra.  He suggested the adhan (the call to prayer) be relayed into the 
Cathedral from the mosque.  I explained that the adhan had to be isolated from the rest of 
the concert so it will have to be first.  And that was when we had the idea of starting the 
concert at sunset.  Everything he said came direct from his heart – he had no ego; he was 
not amplifying his religion over another.  He did not demand, he did not command, he did 
not beg.  He just asked.  But Paddy’s word was like God. 

In the next section, I shall recount the setting up of the joint feeding programme.  But a few years 
after the DHC was established there was another occasion when Kearney had to ask AV’s help again.  
It was in relation to the Madrasa School property directly opposite the DHC.   

Paddy came to me and said he needed space for the female sewing project and that he 
wanted a place nearby.  So I agreed to approach an existing tenant to move out to empty 
two classrooms.  I accepted a reduced rental for those rooms.  Paddy Kearney always 

 
1107 Gandhi, Ela. Personal interview by author, 18 March 2021 in Durban (co-founder of Gandhi Development Trust and 
Patron of Denis Hurley Centre). 
1108 Mahomed, AV. Personal interview by author, 15 September 2020 in Durban (Chair of Jumma Masjid Trust and Patron 
of Denis Hurley Centre) 
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projected the sincerity of a man of God.  He never had an ulterior motive.  He was calculated 
but never calculating.  But he spoke with self-confidence because his motives were always 
good.  He never asked for anything in an over-bearing way.  And he was so respectful even 
being aware of prayer times.  ‘Let me know when you are available,’ he would say. ‘We can 
work around you’.  

If these examples seem bizarrely specific and a bit pedestrian, that is in keeping with Cox’s advice on 
inter-religious co-operation.   

The example of Jesus own life demonstrates that any dialogue must take place with actual 
people.  A so-called inter-religious dialogue with the Platonic ideals of what this or that 
religious tradition ought to be in its purest essence leads nowhere.1109 

He points out that it does not matter that Jesus himself did not engage in inter-faith dialogue since 
there are lots of things that we try to do as Christians in a way that follows Jesus, knowing that he 
did not do those himself.1110   

Cox then warns against the ways in which people engaged in dialogue are tempted to reduce the 
importance of the particular:  

- people end up talking in the abstract about ‘Christianity’ rather than sharing testimony 
about ‘my faith’;  

- they soft pedal the figure of Jesus even though he is central to what it is to be a Christian; 
- they mistakenly do this since they fear that the figure is divisive and so try to start on 

common ground; but actually people of other faiths most want to know what Christians 
really think about Jesus. 

He suggests that when they take the abstract approach, Christians engaged in dialogue are not 
actually using Jesus as a model for dialogue even though that is the model they use (or claim to use) 
in all other parts of their lives.   

A focus on Jesus moves the encounter from the theoretical level to the practical one…to 
follow Jesus means to deal with specifics not generalities.1111 

Cox argues that, when we enter into dialogue, we need to expect to encounter God in the other and 
we cannot assume that that process will be without sacrifice.  This is something Kearney had already 
discovered in ecumenical dialogue and was now discovering in interfaith dialogue. 

It invites blessedness and pain.  No one who enters – really enters – remains unaffected.  
Dialogue changes those who risk it.  It upsets more than stereotypes and preconceptions 
about the other.  It works an even more subtle transformation on the way I understand and 
live my own faith.1112 

The recurrence of the word dialogue – a word (as explained earlier) so despised by Lefebvre – is a 
key hermeneutical principle for understanding the post-Vatican II church.  Rush says that the change 
of Vatican II is captured in this oft-repeated word.  He sees this as true of the Council itself where 

 
1109 Cox, Many Mansions, 12 
1110 Cox, Many Mansions, 5-6 
1111 Cox, Many Mansions, 11 
1112 Cox, Many Mansions, 17 
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there is collaboration rather than mere consultation and thus links this to the stress of the Council 
on collegiality.1113 

In his memoirs of the Council, +Hurley jokes about the importance of dialogue especially for the 
French bishops (except, presumably, Lefebvre): 

Bets were placed as to whether a French bishop can avoid the use of the word dialogus in an 
intervention.  Ubi Gallicus, ibi dialogus (“Where there is a Frenchman, there there is 
dialogue”!).1114 

The need to focus on dialogue inside the religious community, as well as outside, would have 
reminded Kearney (drawing on Cox) that, as someone engaged in inter-religious dialogue, he needs 
also to keep in touch with the members of his own faith tradition not engaged in inter-religious 
dialogue.   

We may not admit it but we do need each other.  They remind us that without the radical 
particularity of the original revelation we would have no faith to share.  We remind them 
without the universal dream, they falsify the message and diminish the scope of the original 
vision.1115 

 

From Inter-religious Dialogue to Inter-religious Co-operation  
The inspiring title of the 1987 Pastoral Plan created by the Southern African Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference (SACBC) under +Hurley’s Presidency was ‘Community Serving Humanity’.1116  The ‘object’ 
of the work of the Catholic community should be wider humanity.  But the ‘subject’ was still clearly 
the Catholic community.  With the increased ecumenical and then inter-religious co-operation, 
Kearney was seeing that the subject could be broadened too.  Could the Catholic Church in fact be 
just one part of a set of faith-based communities serving humanity? 

Larry Kaufmann, a Redemptorist priest who knew Kearney well, in writing his contribution to a series 
of reflections on the Pastoral Plan in 1996 calls his chapter: ‘Ecumenical and Inter-faith Co-operation 
in Ministry”.  He certainly sees such co-operation as a natural part of the Pastoral Plan and he 
compares +Hurley’s motto of ‘Community Serving Humanity’ to a broader one expressed by John 
Paul II: ‘solidarity in the service of humanity’.1117 

Kaufmann shares Kearney’s view that it is the actions of faith-based communities that matter more 
than their words.  In an address to St Mary’s Catholic Church, Pietermaritzburg in 1987, entitled 
‘What does the Lord require of us?’, Kearney looked at the scriptures and at the examples of 
(Anglican) Bishop Colenso, (Catholic) Archbishop Romero and (Jewish) Abraham Heschel to explore 
the meaning of faith-based social action in adversity. 

 
1113 Rush, Ormond. Still Interpreting Vatican II – some Hermeneutical Principles (Mahwah NJ: Paulist Press, 2004) 39   
1114 Hurley, Denis. Vatican II: Keeping the Dream Alive (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 2005) 80 
1115 Cox, Many Mansions, 18 
1116 Kearney, Guardian of the Light, 265 
1117 Kaufmann, Larry. ‘Ecumenical and Inter-faith Co-operation in Ministry”. Serving Humanity – a Sabbath Reflection. 
Stuart Bate ed. (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 1996) 216 
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It is clear that for these prophets (Amos, Isaiah and Micah) God is actually worshipped and 
honoured by deeds of justice rather than simply by prayer and worship.1118 

Donahue explains that the test of justice in the Old Testament is being in good relationship with the 
Covenant.  Prophets like Amos, Isaiah and Jeremiah need to remind Israel that they have forgotten 
the covenant when they fail to show concern for the poor and oppressed  

The prophet is one who is called not only to speak on behalf of Yahweh but one who speaks 
on behalf of those who have no voice.1119  

Kearney would often apply to +Hurley words associated with Archbishop Romero: to be ‘a voice for 
the voiceless’.  In fact, he specifically chose this phrase as the sub-title of the exhibition panel at the 
DHC on ‘Hurley and Social Justice’.  But, while speaking out for the voiceless is important, it was for 
Kearney never a substitute for acting on the ground.  Perhaps he had too often seen faith-based 
communities fall into this trap in their opposition to Apartheid.  The RICSA report to the Truth & 
Reconciliation Commission, reflecting on the role of religious organisations, comments: 

If there is one lesson from observing faith communities in South African history (as many of 
them admitted) it is that words are easy and accomplish little when not backed up with 
action.1120 

Cox also warns against such a well-meaning but ineffectual response by the religious: 

Jesus was not a model of vacuous tolerance.  He did make judgements about the faith of the 
people he met.  The key to Jesus’ approach to any religious perspective was: ‘By their fruits 
shall ye know them.’  He seemed singularly uninterested in the doctrinal content or ritual 
correctness of the different religions he encountered.  He was, however, terribly concerned 
about the practical outcomes of people’s faith commitments.1121 

Kearney too was concerned about the practical outcomes of people’s faith commitments: it was the 
recurrent challenge that Diakonia made to its member churches and in turn to their congregants.  
But it is not until after 2004 when he leaves Diakonia (which after all was an explicitly Christian 
organisation) that we really see him engaging with the commitments of other faiths.   

For example, Kearney has a file about HIV/AIDS from around 2001 when he was still at Diakonia.  He 
made some notes on the Oikumene ‘Consultation on the ecumenical response to the challenge of 
HIV AIDS in Africa’ and wrote: 

the essence of the whole document is talking freely about the disease and encouraging 
churches to do the same….  the ecumenical family envisaging a transformed and life-giving 
church … in meeting the challenges presented by the epidemic. 1122 

 
1118 Kearney, Faith in Action, 44 (“What does the Lord require of us?”, 1987) 
1119 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) 74 
1120 RICSA Report. “Faith Communities and Apartheid”. Facing the Truth. James Cochrane et al eds. (Cape Town: David 
Philip, 1999) 72 
1121 Cox, Many Mansions, 14 
1122 SJTI Cedara: BIO- 496/P/6 “HIV and AIDS” 
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It is noticeable that, even when thinking of Africa with its massive Muslim community, Kearney in 
2001 was still talking in purely Christian terms. 

But by 2010, he was talking about service as a way of bringing faiths together.  In the Sunday 
Tribune, he wrote in relation to Christmas:  

… use this time to feed the hungry, clothe the poor and visit the sick. This will bring us closer 
to people of other faiths and make our society happier and more harmonious.1123 

This sounds like a firm position on two points: that people of all faiths can find areas of common 
ground; and that people-of-faith might in some way be different from people of no-faith.  I make this 
point because, outside of South Africa, it is a commonplace among faith-based organisations to 
show their solidarity not just with people of other faiths but with people who have no faith.  The 
phrase ‘people of all faiths and none’ is the standard wording used.1124  But this liberal inclusiveness 
disguises a fundamental difference in outlook: people of different faiths can be united in their belief 
in a benevolent deity who has a plan for the world; they do not share that with people of no faith.   

As far as I know, Kearney always described the DHC as an ‘interfaith’ organisation and not one that 
was for ‘people of all faiths and none’.  He was thus pleased that, before food is served, one of the 
homeless guests is invited to say a prayer.  I cannot imagine him side-stepping the prayer in case it 
offended those who were ‘of no faith’.  I was thus surprised to read that, immediately before the 
comment above about Christmas, he expressed a concern about people affirming their own faith 
traditions.   

A related issue which is highly relevant in our multi-faith society is how to greet people at 
this time of the year?  Christians tend to scorn ‘Happy holidays’ or ‘Season’s greetings’ which 
they dismiss as being politically correct.  But isn’t it insensitive to say ‘Merry Christmas’ to 
one and all, particularly people whom we know do not celebrate Christmas?  Wouldn’t we 
find it strange to be greeted with ‘Happy Diwali’, ‘Eid Mubarak’ or ‘Happy Pesach’ at the 
time of those festivals by friends and acquaintances who know that we are Christians? 

Was he here in danger of falling into the trap of feeling that the best way to be multi-faith is to 
express no-faith?  This is the temptation that Cox (mentioned earlier) described as ‘fleeing from the 
particular to the general’.  But it was not a view that he held on to, as far as I know.  When I worked 
with him (2015-18), I never recall him hesitating to wish someone ‘Merry Christmas’ nor indeed to 
wish a Muslim neighbour ‘Eid Mubarak’ or a Hindu visitor ‘Happy Diwali’ at the right time.   

This does show, however, that Kearney was sensitive to any particular issues there might be in 
working closely with people of other faiths.  AV Mahomed, the Chair of the Jumma Masjid Trust next 
door to the Cathedral, remembers how pre-DHC, the old Parish Centre was used to house refugees 
who in 2008 were affected by xenophobic attacks in the CBD.  He recalls Kearney being at pains to 
make sure that halal meals were available for people who needed them.   

 

 
1123 Kearney, Faith in Action, 105-109 (“On putting Christ back into Christmas’, Sunday Tribune, 22 December 2010) 
1124 For example, this from the Catholic development charity in the UK for which the author used to work: ‘CAFOD and 
Catholicism’ CAFOD website https://cafod.org.uk/About-us/CAFOD-Catholicism (accessed 8 September 2022) 
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A Specific Application of Inter-religious Co-operation  
This was the precursor of one of Kearney’s most significant and visible ways of turning inter-religious 
dialogue into inter-religious co-operation.  When the DHC opened in 2015, it continued the 
Cathedral parish’s pattern of serving food three days a week.  Within a few months, AV approached 
Kearney, impressed with the dignified way in which homeless people were served meals.  “I was 
surprised” he once commented to the author, “at how well the Christians were treating the 
homeless.” 

AV initially asked Kearney for advice on how to set up a similarly dignified way of serving food, 
rather than handing it out of the back of trucks on the side of the road.  To AV’s surprise, Kearney 
suggested that the mosque take their feeding scheme off the streets and incorporate it into the DHC 
feeding by adding an additional day.  Anxious about preserving a halal feeding scheme, AV’s original 
proposal was that this would be a meatless meal.  But Kearney went a step further and agreed to 
make the kitchen halal throughout the week.  In return, AV offered to encourage local butchers 
(most of whom were Muslim) to donate halal meat all through the week.  AV arranged for new 
uncontaminated plates to be bought and also provided advice to the DHC staff on how to preserve a 
halal kitchen.  Kearney and AV were equally proud of being able to say to visitors: “The DHC is the 
only building that we know of in the world which is named after a Catholic bishop and houses a halal 
kitchen.”1125 

In his interview, AV stressed how important this was not only to further enhance the relationship 
between the Cathedral and the mosque but also to project a positive vision to the wider world. 

This is not something you will find in other parts of the world – others would not take this 
for granted.  If someone suggested it, there would be debates for and against; may be even 
a backlash and so it would not even get off the ground.  But here we had a very smooth 
transition.  If anyone in the Muslim community ever asked me the question ‘Why are you 
part of the DHC feeding scheme?’, I immediately answer back ‘Because Paddy Kearney is my 
brother.’ 1126 

In appreciating the witness this gives to the wider world, AV and Kearney are echoing a concept that 
Cox argues: 

Any religious hope today must begin with the hope that there will in fact be a human future.  
Such a hope must be ‘religious’ because the empirical basis for it is ambiguous at best.1127 

Cox goes on to quote Teilhard de Chardin (as it happens, +Hurley’s favourite Jesuit) as saying the 
essential ingredient of religion is ‘hope and a vista of a limitless future’. 

It was interesting for the author to observe at first-hand, how much effort Kearney put into making 
the Muslim collaboration a reality.  One of his closest confidants, Doug Irvine also recalled the 
importance to Kearney of this initiative: 

 In a different context, inter-faith collaboration is so aspirational.  It can become such a 
woolly thing.  All heart and no head.  And yet, I remember Paddy talking about collaborating 

 
1125 “Update July 2015”, Denis Hurley Centre, http://www.denishurleycentre.org/page/hurley-centre-newsletters (accessed 
18 May 2022) 
1126 Mahomed, AV. Personal interview by author, 15 September 2020 in Durban (Chair of Jumma Masjid Trust and Patron 
of Denis Hurley Centre) 
1127 Cox, Many Mansions, 211 
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with the mosque. …. Aware of the trials and tribulations that you have to go through but he 
would just get on with it without the illusions (or without many of the illusions) that other 
people have.1128 

In Kearney’s 2012 lecture on ‘The challenge of Interfaith Relations’ he ended by talking about the 
importance of religions working together to tackle social issues.  I shall quote it at length because it 
is based on one of the Archbishop’s last major public addresses, the annual Alan Paton lecture in 
2001.1129 

Archbishop Hurley was speaking about the need for an intensive drive to end world poverty 
and suggested this might be a most appropriate issue on which all the major world religions 
could unite and co-operate. It’s estimated that about 80 per cent of the world’s population 
belong to one or other of the five world religions: Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, Jewish and 
Muslim. If we really worked together, the Archbishop said, we could be a powerful influence 
for change. 

‘One thing [all these world religions] have in common’, he said, ‘is the conviction 
that one cannot be truly religious without ... trying to love one’s neighbour and ... 
alleviating the distress and the poverty that may be making his or her life practically 
inhuman.  Religious believers could play their part in helping to prevent economic 
globalisation from making the situation of poverty and distress in the world worse 
than it is at present and, even, by the grace of God, reversing the process ...’ 

In the last years of his life, the archbishop was extremely worried about increasing poverty in 
South Africa and the growing gap between rich and poor. … There was a sea of increasing 
poverty all around him at Emmanuel Cathedral where he chose to work for the last nine 
years of his active ministry. And he also saw clearly that it would not be enough just for 
Christian churches to unite to end poverty.  To really make an impact, this would have to be 
done by people of all faiths working in unity.  So, 50 years after Vatican II, that’s one of the 
major challenges to interfaith relations – perhaps the greatest challenge of all. 

I do not think it is an exaggeration to imagine Kearney reflecting on +Hurley’s words a few years 
later, after his death, and explicitly taking on the mission of his mentor.  The DHC thus becomes a 
vehicle for answering this challenge. 

Perhaps in this, Kearney was also reflecting on where faith communities have failed during the time 
of Apartheid and what their response should now be.  John de Gruchy writing in 1999 was 
commenting on the representations made by religious organisations to the TRC and reflecting on the 
first few years of liberation  

Sadly it must be observed that faith communities seem to have gone the way of the business 
sector in claiming that, now that society has changed, they can go on building up their own 
institutions.  Another reason for having faith communities as part of the TRC process 
therefore is to remind them that, like the business sector, they have a moral obligation to be 
involved in the transformation of a society they so profoundly affected.1130 

 
1128 Irvine, Doug. Personal interview by author, 12 October 2020 in Johannesburg (Personal friend and involved in 
Archdiocese of Durban Justice & Peace). 
1129 Kearney, Faith in Action, 206 (“The challenge of interfaith relations: 50 years after Vatican II”, 16 November 2012) 
1130 De Gruchy, John “Faith, Struggle and Reconciliation”. Facing the Truth. James Cochrane et al eds. (Cape Town: David 
Philip, 1999) 17 
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The DHC became the vehicle by which Kearney sought to encourage a range of faith communities to 
fulfil the moral obligation to be involved in transformation.  In doing so, he gave those religious 
leaders the chance not just to respond to society but to shape it.  As Cox wrote: 

We cannot merely speculate on whether rites and myths will one day cease to divide and 
stupefy people; we must so shape and reconceive them that they unite and enlarge us.  We 
cannot afford to wait and see whether the ‘religious dimension’ ceases to be a segregated 
precinct; we must set about making it an integral dimension of all we do…..We must now 
take the initiative not just to predict the future – including the future of religion – but to 
shape it.1131 

 

Was Interfaith always part of the Vision of the Denis Hurley Centre? 
I would like to show that the DHC, Kearney’s last great achievement, is evidence that he put Cox’s 
words into action: an attempt to ‘unite and enlarge’ the religious community of Durban; taking an 
area that had been a segregated precinct and making it an integral dimension of the lives of people 
of faith; shaping the future of religion and of wider society in Durban. 

The DHC is an expression of a Vatican II Church just as Diakonia had been over 30 years earlier.  But 
it provided a much more broader scope for Kearney.  It was he who created the model rather than it 
being dictated to him by Church leaders; he was fired by the memory of +Hurley and in particular his 
concerns towards the end of his life; he was operating in a post-Apartheid South Africa in which 
connections between communities were easier (though far from perfect).  The end of Apartheid also 
meant that the focus of Kearney’s energies could move from resisting a negative vision of society 
towards creating a positive one.   

Nicholas King (a Jesuit who was close to +Hurley in the 1990s) points out, in his reflection on the 
Pastoral Plan, the opportunity but also the complexity that the Church faced after 1994.  

As soon as the single issue disappears from the centre of our vision, the complexity of real 
life breaks harshly in, and we wonder to which of the following centrally important issues we 
should turn our attention: health, education, housing, transport, corruption, crime and 
violence, preaching the Gospel, empowering women, employment, co-operation with other 
Christian denominations, not to mention collaboration with people of other faiths and none, 
sexual morality, sport and recreation, drugs, abortion and what to do about the arms 
industry.1132 

While Kearney and the DHC did not attempt to tackle all of these, by the time of Kearney’s death in 
2018, it had certainly made some impact in health, education, housing, employment, recreation and 
drugs: all of this through co-operation with other Christian denominations and with people of other 
faiths, and through these by preaching the Gospel.   

It is worth plotting out the timeline of the last 14 years of Kearney’s life to see how his focus 
developed.  +Hurley’s death in February 2004 pre-dated by a few months Kearney’s departure from 
Diakonia in June.  Most of the next five years were devoted to completing the biography of +Hurley 
(he had started it while the Archbishop was still alive) culminating in the publication of the full 

 
1131 Cox, Many Mansions, 212 
1132 King, Nicholas. ‘A Biblical Approach to the new South Africa’. Serving Humanity – a Sabbath Reflection. Stuart Bate ed.  
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version Guardian of the Light in 2009 and the abridged version Truth to Power in 2012.  An initial 
brainstorming meeting about the old Parish centre was convened by Kearney and Fr Stephen Tully in 
August 2008 which led to the launch of a major fund-raising drive in February 2009 and later the 
formalisation of the DHC Trust (2010).  By December 2014, the building was completed and activities 
begun; in November 2015 it was officially opened and Kearney operated as Chair of Trustees until 
his death in November 2018. 

While his archive shows that he was involved in many other activities (as was discussed in Chapter 
4), the main focus of the last 10 years of Kearney’s life was the creation and governance of the DHC.  
The opening words that Kearney wrote for the organisation’s website (‘We work with people of all 
faith traditions…’) stresses its multi-faith approach.1133  Was this something that was always part of 
the vision for the Centre? 

+Phillip, who had been intimately involved in Diakonia and was then part of the DHC project from 
the beginning, commented: 

It was not a surprise to me that it was an inter-religious project.  Paddy was always drawn 
closer to people who brought together faith and social consciousness.  For him – and for me 
– that is what it is to be a Catholic.1134 

But the evidence of when this emerged is less clear; I want to propose four possible answers to the 
question: 

1) Interfaith was always part of the vision of the DHC, shared by all key stakeholders, even if 
not always stressed to every audience.  

2) Interfaith was always part of Kearney’s vision of the DHC but he took time to draw other key 
stakeholders into this vision.  

3) Interfaith was initially a pragmatic part of Kearney’s vision of the DHC but it became more 
fully developed over time. 

4) Interfaith was not initially part of Kearney’s vision of the DHC but it became included over 
time. 

In retrospect (1) seems the obvious answer but in fact there is evidence to support the other 
positions.  Comments from interviews with people Kearney worked with closely on the project are 
ambivalent.  For example, Costas Criticos who worked as volunteer consultant on the construction 
aspect (and had previously assisted Kearney with the refurbishment of the Diakonia Centre) stated 
unambiguously: “the interfaith aspect was very clear from the beginning.”1135  But in his interview Fr 
Stephen Tully, who as Administrator (Dean) of the Cathedral until 2015 was effectively co-founder 
with Kearney, at no point mentions the interfaith dimension.1136 

Notes from the meeting at which the project was first discussed (attended by Kearney, Stephen Tully 
and Costas Criticos) suggest that this was initially being conceived of as a very Catholic project.1137  
On 19 August 2008, 40 people from Emmanuel Cathedral parish attended to ‘discuss the future of 
the parish centre’ under the title ‘Reach for a Dream’.  In the notes written up by Kearney, some of 
the elements of what the DHC later becomes are already apparent: that it should have this new 

 
1133 “Welcome”, Denis Hurley Centre website, http://www.denishurleycentre.org (accessed 28 May 2022) 
1134 Phillip, Rubin. Personal interview by author, 25 May 2022 in Durban (Emeritus Bishop of Natal; Patron and sometime 
Trustee of Denis Hurley Centre) 
1135 Criticos, Costas. Personal interview by author, 4 September 2021 via Zoom (Building consultant to Diakonia and DHC) 
1136 Tully, Stephen. Personal interview by author, 8 December 2020 in Durban (Catholic priest and co-founder of the DHC) 
1137 SJTI Archive: BIO- 11/W/3/Minutes/1 “2008-09” 
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name; that it will accommodate various existing social outreach projects; that will also have a roof 
garden, an internet café and a new +Hurley museum; that it will be available for conferences and 
events.   

There are elements mooted which do not make it through to the final version such as a recording 
studio and a skywalk to the Madrasa Building opposite.  But there are also elements mentioned (but 
not realised) which would have made the project not just not inter-faith but not even ecumenical: a 
convent, a Eucharistic chapel (for the Catholic practice of adoration), and a Catholic museum and 
library.  What is also clear, given the group that was invited, is that this was being presented as a 
project of the Cathedral parish for the Cathedral parish: and so the emphases in their dreaming are 
not surprising. 

This very Catholic approach to the project was reinforced when the first meetings of a ‘Co-ordinators 
group’ started in September 2008.  There was one non-Catholic involved (Illa Thompson, a public 
relations specialist who had worked with Kearney for years).1138  But otherwise, all the members of 
the team were Catholic and the discussions centred around very Catholic forms of prayer (such as a 
Holy Hour on a Friday), Catholic means for publicity (through the Cathedral and The Southern Cross) 
and Catholic fundraising (reaching out to all Catholic parishes as well as Catholic schools and the 
Association of Catholic Tertiary Students.)1139   

In his collected writings, Kearney includes a piece entitled ‘A short history of Emmanuel Cathedral 
and the Denis Hurley Centre’ which was originally published in 2011.1140  Even though by then the 
inter-religious dimension was more fully established, he did not mention it in describing the early 
genesis of the project: 

The idea of renovating the Parish Centre had been discussed for some years. When the 
Cathedral and Presbytery were themselves refurbished, it seemed obvious that something 
would have to be done about the increasingly run down Parish Centre. 

In August 2008, Father Stephen Tully invited parishioners to come together to share his 
dream about the renovation of the Parish Centre as the DHC.  About 40 parishioners 
responded to this invitation with great enthusiasm. 

A number of teams were established to take the idea forward.  One of the first steps was to 
survey all the users of the building about their needs.  The results were collated and put in 
the briefing document for the architects. 

A great crowd of all races and religions gathered at the Cathedral on Sunday 15 February 
2009 for the official launch of a fundraising drive by Cardinal Wilfrid Napier OFM. 

While ‘all races and religions’ gathered for the official launch, that certainly does not mean that it 
was yet an inter-religious project.  Some more insights can be gleaned from Kearney’s own notes for 
that launch event (which was the Sunday closest to the anniversary of +Hurley’s death).1141  There 
were two very clear interfaith aspects to the launch: 

 
1138 Thompson, Illa. Personal interview by author, 28 September 2022 in Durban (PR consultant to both Diakonia and DHC) 
1139 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/9 “Team Co-ordinators 2008” 
1140 Kearney, Faith in Action, 215 (“A short history of Emmanuel Cathedral and the Denis Hurley Centre”, 14 June 2011) 
1141 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/1 “2009” 
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- a speech about helping the poor by Fatima Meer (using quotes from the Qur’an about 
poverty which Kearney had requested from Saydoon Sayed and then edited, read in Arabic 
as well as English) such as:  

o “Believers spend on others from the good things you have earned.  Do you not 
select for your spending things which you yourselves would not accept without 
turning your eyes away in disdain.” (2:267) 

- the messages of support include one from Paddy Meskin who is Jewish.   

But the 12 other messages (either presented in person or read out) were all from Christians and 
surprisingly there is no message from the Hindu community.  Thus, the focus for this event is mostly 
Christian and indeed very Catholic: there is a prayer of thanksgiving from the Cardinal, the blessing 
of the building is by the Cardinal, the bells of the Cathedral are rung, Catholic hymns are sung.  When 
flowers are laid at Hurley’s shrine in the Cathedral there is a reading from Isaiah (58: 6-10).  Though 
this would also have been meaningful to Jewish and Muslim adherents, there is no indication that 
this is why it was chosen.  An FAQ which was distributed at the event used the language of ‘Care, 
Education and Community’ which became recurrent themes of the DHC.  But there was no explicit 
reference to the Interfaith aspect in the FAQ. 

There was a stronger hint of an inter-religious dimension around the project later in 2009 in 
September when Kearney led a group of people in the footsteps of +Hurley on a pilgrimage to 
Robben Island.  This was part of the Cape Town launch of Kearney’s biography and he ended the 
tour by announcing the plan for the DHC.  This was an ecumenical event since it had been organised 
with Dutch Reformed Church Dominee Deon Snyman and in collaboration with the Justice group 
from St George’s Anglican Cathedral.   

In Kearney’s notes from the talk he gave on the pilgrimage, he seemed to be highlighting inter-
religious dimensions of relevance to +Hurley: the presence of the shrine of a Muslim prince who died 
on the island; quotations from the different versions of the Golden Rule as understood by various 
faith traditions; and this striking prayer during the liturgy: 

We confess that we find it difficult to love our brothers and sisters whose faith tradition 
differs from ours. 

He also quoted an oft-told story about +Hurley perhaps to downplay his Catholic-ness: when at 
school he was asked: “What is your religion?” the young Denis replied: “Irish.”1142 

But back in Durban, the DHC was still a very Catholic project.  The first building proposal (from Ruben 
Reddy in December 2009) included not only the residential wing on the top floor (which looks like 
the convent) but also a very prominent cross on the main face of the building!1143  The notes from 
the Team Co-ordinators meetings were also still talking about a convent and the fundraising is 
focused mainly on very Catholic targets (such as the Knights of Da Gama or a second collection 
across the Archdiocese of Durban).1144   

But clearly, this exclusively Catholic dimension was under pressure since there was already a tension 
emerging about the project’s identity.  In November 2009, “a question was raised whether this is a 
parish project or a Denis Hurley project and said we need to highlight the Hurley aspect because 

 
1142 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/P/2 “CPT Book Launch Sept-Oct 2009” 
1143 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/8 “Building Plans” 
1144 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/9 “Team Co-ordinators 2009” 
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people are talking about an ecumenical project which has nothing to do with us.  That being said, 
Ben [Potgieter] said there needs to be a strategy in how we present this.” 

 

Greater Confidence in the Interfaith Vision of the Denis Hurley Centre  
This shift might have been in part because of the early success in securing the interest of, and 
funding from, the Muslim community.  Thus in Kearney’s personal archive, there are notes from a 
meeting (April 2009) between Cardinal Napier and three Muslim organisations to hand over funds: 
Jumma Masjid, Iqraa Trust, Al-Baraka Bank.1145  A copy of a presentation made to the Iqraa Trust 
(July 2009) saw Kearney stressing the partnership with the Muslim community and the vision of the 
Centre as a place of ‘unity and community’.1146  A summary of fundraising income as at May 2009 
showed that after a few initial small donations, the first major ones were from Petal O’Hea (an old 
friend of +Hurley), the local Anglican diocese (R25,000), the [Lutheran] Norwegian Church Aid 
(R50,000), four Muslim organisations (R50,000), and a Hindu businessman, Raj Maistry (R10,000).1147 

Perhaps because Catholics are falling behind in the fundraising, there was a note from the Cardinal 
(in August 2009) in which the DHC was presented very much as a Catholic project for a Catholic 
community.  

Please know that this approach has my blessing as well as my strong encouragement that 
you give the team your full support….The cathedral is not just the parish but is the mother 
church of the Archdiocese and the refurbished parish centre will be a potential hub for a 
variety of social outreach projects for the city and the whole Archdiocese.1148 

By 2010, the inter-religious dimension of the project was clearly gathering momentum and 
becoming more and more visible.  The annual ‘Hurley weekend’ was held in March 2010 (though all 
the subsequent ones are in February, as was the first one in 2009).  At this, for the first time, all the 
DHC patrons were gathered together and a picture of them taken in the Cathedral (with echoes of 
John Paul II’s Assisi ‘photo op’).1149  Although the Patrons do not have any legal role in the DHC they 
act as its public face, and indeed their names are listed on the letterhead.  Thus, the initial set of 
Patrons (though not all were present for the photo) was clearly designed to be both ecumenical and 
inter-religious:  

- eight Catholic Christians (Wilfrid Cardinal Napier, Archbishop Jabulani Nxumalo^, Bishop 
Kevin Dowling, Mgr. Paul Nadal*, Canon Christopher Tuckwell*, Elizabeth Mkame* and Dr 
Ben Ngubane*) 

- six non-Catholic Christians (Bishop Rubin Phillip, Judge Leona Theron, Rev Dr Khoza Mgojo*, 
Nomabelu Mvambo-Dandala^, JB Magwaza^ and Dr May Mashego Mkhize^) 

- three Jews (Rabbi Hillel Avidan^, Paddy Meskin, Prof Phillip Tobias*) 
- two Muslims (Advocate AB Mahomed^, Prof Fatima Meer*) 
- one Hindu (Ela Gandhi) 

Over the years some of these have died (marked with*) or retired (marked with ^).  In Kearney’s 
lifetime, there were later additions which included two members of +Hurley’s family (Mikaela York 

 
1145 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/1 “2009” 
1146 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/P/5 “Iqraa Trust”  
1147 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/1 “2009” 
1148 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/1 “2009” 
1149 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/1 “2010” 
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and Jeremy Hurley) but also a Methodist bishop (Michael Vorster) and the Chair of the Mosque (AV 
Mahomed). 

The minutes from team co-ordinators’ meetings in 2010 show that the ‘footprint’ of the organisation 
was increasingly multi-faith even if that was often for practical rather than theological reasons.1150  It 
is clear that Kearney was being judicious in how he used the inter-religious aspect of the project: 

One aspect is to understand that the fundraising process is very complex and might need 
different messages for different target markets (e.g. the photo of the handover of a cheque 
for R200,000 from the mosque might be good for overseas donors but is not especially 
motivating to Cathedral parishioners). 

At the same time, there were discussions about the temporary accommodation that would be 
required while the new building was being constructed.  Suggestions included the mosque for 
catechism classes (presumably in the school building), the Gandhi memorial library, temporary 
offices in containers on the grounds of the Cathedral, St Anthony’s Catholic school for some of the 
projects.  The tone suggests that, while the buildings covered a range of different faith communities, 
it was logistics rather than theology that was uppermost in people’s minds.  (In the end, the main 
temporary location was the Surat Hindu building, two blocks away).   

Similarly in June 2010, to bolster the application to AMAFA for approval to replace the old parish 
centre with a new building, letters of support (‘consent’) were obtained from a range of institutions: 
Jumma Masjid, the mosque school, Victoria Street market and Gandhi Memorial Trust.  They were 
relevant because they were nearby; the fact that they were from different faith communities though 
would not have harmed the application.  Kearney was also keenly aware of using every event for 
fundraising such as a demonstration Passover meal. 

The inter-religious dimension of the area came up also in the context of the proposed Liberation 
Heritage Route (starting in 2011).  The idea was to draw attention to the number of sites in the area 
with significance to the Liberation Struggle – their religious diversity was inevitable because of the 
history of the area but it was clear that for Kearney this was part of what could make the proposal 
appealing.1151  The list of sites included Lakhani Chambers, the old YMCA (in Beatrice Street), Naicker 
Museum, Gandhi Hall, the mosque, the cathedral, the Gandhi library, Curries Fountain, Red Square, 
the Beatrice Street Congregational Church, the Surat Hindu Association, St Aidan's Hospital.  A 
Memorandum of partnership was discussed between the DHC and the National Heritage Council 
with DHC “championing the cause of the spiritual and cultural precinct of Warwick Junction and 
stressing the spiritual dimension of the area”.   

Furthermore, in a handwritten note from September 2011, Kearney suggested ways of using some of 
the other buildings for social outreach, for example the Gandhi Memorial in Umgeni Road as an AIDS 
Centre, the Gandhi Library as an education centre to support varsity students, the Surat building as 
an FET College.1152   

 
1150 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/1 “2010” 
1151 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/2 “2011” 
1152 This proved to be one of Kearney’s greatest disappointments.  He invested a large amount of time in working with 
Thami Nxasana on developing the proposal and getting buy-in from the various stakeholders.  Apparently, significant 
amounts of money were actually allocated for the project.  At time of writing, the only ‘heritage’ is a series of blank red 
metal wayfinders that were placed near key buildings but still have no content; the only thing that seems to have been 
liberated are taxpayers’ funds…. 
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A much simpler and cheaper version of this project (which did actually get realised) was a leaflet in 
2012 created by Kearney in close collaboration with i-Trump (the part of the Municipality 
responsible for reviving the area).  This stressed the interfaith aspect of the precinct (with a photo of 
the cathedral alongside pictures of Friday Prayers at the mosque and the planned Gandhi memorial).  
As well as highlighting key religious buildings, the diversity of the patrons of the planned DHC was 
stressed.1153 

As plans for the building itself are finalised and construction work begins, some of the purely 
Catholic /Christian elements (the convent, Eucharistic chapel, cross on the outside) have 
disappeared.  Instead, for example in July 2013, artworks are being discussed such as different 
panels or tapestries for the prayer room which by this stage was clearly intended to be interfaith 
(even if it was sometimes referred to as a ‘chapel’).  The proposal was for “beaded panels exploiting 
the qualities of light; the panels would include images that were Muslim, Christian, Jewish and Hindu 
and also represented Buddhism and African traditional religions.1154  (Whilst these panels never 
happened, something similar was endorsed by Kearney for the +Hurley Centenary Concert in 
November 2015.) 

By September 2014, decisions had been made about the naming of various spaces in the DHC.  Two 
people chosen to be honoured are Catholic (and had a very close link to +Hurley): Paul Nadal (his 
Vicar-General, after whom the garden terrace was named); and Cardinal Napier (his successor, 
whose name is on the halls on the 3rd floor).  But the most prominent hall on the 1st floor was to be 
called the ‘Gandhi-Luthuli Peace Hall’.  While neither of these men had a direct connection with 
+Hurley, they certainly inspired him (and Kearney) and had a physical link with the area.1155  The fact 
that one was not Christian, and the other was Christian but not Catholic, was certainly something 
celebrated by Kearney, for example at the official naming of the hall in July 2015.1156  In this way, 
Kearney ensured that the ecumenical and inter-religious aspect is very visible in the very fabric of 
the building.  By comparison, the Glenmore Pastoral Centre (run by the Archdiocese of Durban but 
used by all faith communities) only has rooms named after local Catholic bishops; the Diakonia 
Centre only has rooms named after Christian leaders associated with their history.   

But it should be noted that even as the ecumenical and inter-religious aspects of the DHC are 
becoming more prominent and more natural, there are some curious moments when the project ran 
the risk of returning to a ‘ghetto Catholicism’.  For example, at a workshop in January 2014, the 
criteria for the future director of the organisation were discussed.  One open question was the 
entirely legitimate one of linguistic expectations (in a city which is effectively English-Zulu bilingual).  
But the other was the question of whether or not the director needed to be Catholic.1157  (It would 
almost certainly not be a legally defendable condition of employment and in any case this stipulation 
did not resurface after this meeting).  

Public evidence about the identity of the project remains at times ambivalent.   In May 2014, the 
Anglican Roman Catholic International Commission (ARCIC) met in Durban and Kearney gave an 
address about the origins and aims of the planned DHC at the Emmanuel Cathedral.  He started off 
by explaining the difficult nature of the location: 

 
1153 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/2 “2012” 
1154 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/2 “2013” 
1155 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/3 “2014” 
1156 “Update July 2015”, Denis Hurley Centre, http://www.denishurleycentre.org/page/hurley-centre-newsletters (accessed 
18 May 2022) 
1157 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/3 “2014” 
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No wonder some of our visitors say: ‘You have a beautiful Cathedral but what a pity it’s in 
such a neighbourhood.’   

Our response is: ‘No, we think the Cathedral is exactly where it should be, where God would 
want to be—with the poor and the needy.  Its very name ‘Emmanuel’ gives it a great 
mission—trying to make God’s presence known and felt in this area. This is, in a sense where 
God has pitched a tent, perhaps a few tents, because the mosque is right next door, and a 
Hindu centre not far away.’ 1158 

On the other hand, Kearney was less visible about the inter-religious identity in the monthly email 
Updates that he produced from 2010 (until this author took over responsibility in February 2015).  
Since these were being sent to supporters, donors and potential donors, they provide a good insight 
into what Kearney was interested in and what he felt would be important for DHC stakeholders.  But 
it is striking that in the 48 editions between December 2010 and December 2014, there was not one 
story which specifically referenced an interfaith (or ecumenical) dimension, except tangentially 
when the list of Patrons is presented.  By contrast, there were lots of mentions of Catholic links, 
some links with universities/ schools and with the Municipality, and of course lots of stories about 
fundraising.1159 

Given the importance of fundraising (and the R32 million that was eventually needed to open the 
DHC), perhaps one final way of assessing the inter-religious dimension of the project is a review of 
donors.  In 2015, a plaque was designed by Kearney which stands opposite the front door and lists 
the major donors (R50,000+) for the construction of the building and its first year of operations.  
There are 72 names mentioned and the spread of them is as follows: 

Faith Tradition # of references % of total % of total 

Catholic 32 44% 
}    51% 

Non-Catholic Christian 5 7% 

Jewish 2 3% 
}     

}    14% 

}      

Hindu 3 4% 

Muslim 2 3% 

Religious (faith tradition unknown) 3 4% 

Secular (Governmental) 6 8% } 

}   35% 

} 

Secular (non-Governmental) 4 6% 

Secular (corporate) 15 21% 

 

(Note that in this analysis every named donor counts equally, regardless of how much they gave).  
The analysis above includes only the successful grant applications; scanning through the archives it is 
also possible to identify some of those who were approached for funds but without success.  This 
includes another seven Catholic organisations / individuals, two that are non-Catholic Christian, and 

 
1158 Kearney, Faith in Action, 216 (“The Denis Hurley Centre - address to ARCIC”, 4 November 2015) (Note the date given in 
the book is incorrect). 
1159 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/7 “DHC Updates”  
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two that are secular.  Of course, there were almost certainly many more than just these 11 
unsuccessful applications but these are the ones that stand out). 

The conclusion from this analysis is that the focus of Kearney’s fundraising for the DHC was very 
much in the Catholic world – whether parishes, religious organisations, grant-makers or individuals.  
The total proportion of non-Christian faith-based donors (14%) is significant but not overwhelming 
(especially given how important they are in philanthropic circles in Durban).  Interestingly, the total 
proportion of non-Catholic Christian donors (7%) is very small given that Kearney had spent decades 
raising funds from across the Christian communities for Diakonia (and would have remained known 
to and respected by those donors).  Knowing how astute a fundraiser Kearney was, I am sure that he 
used all the contacts and connections that he had.  But perhaps the original narrow positioning of 
the project, as being driven by one particular Catholic Christian community, created an initial 
perception that it was not being created in the ecumenical and inter-religious image of the man after 
whom it was named.   

 

Interfaith Vision realised in the Denis Hurley Centre  
From February 2015, this author started work as the first director of the DHC which included 
responsibility for fundraising, marketing and public profile.  Since part of my reason for wanting to 
work with the DHC was its interfaith dimension, it would be harder to chart this aspect of the 
organisation and attribute it to Kearney because from 2015 it is partly a reflection of my own 
interests as well as his.  Thus, for example, in the 12 editions of the Update newsletter that appear in 
2015, there are at least nine stories with a specific inter-religious dimension (plus another three that 
are ecumenical).  

But from recollection, I am aware of which events in that first year were more driven by Kearney 
than by me; from those there is evidence of a more confident inter-religious identity being 
expressed by Kearney.  For example, in March 2015, the DHC hosted the annual Chiara Lubich 
lecture organised by the Focolare movement with Ela Gandhi speaking on ‘Religion at the service of 
peace’.  Kearney’s choice of a Hindu peace-maker honouring a Catholic one was not accidental.  Also 
in DHC Trust minutes from that month, there is a reference that Kearney is “happy that there is 
spiritual counselling being offered to the visitors to the DHC but asks about how to ensure inclusion 
of pastors from other churches and other faiths.”1160  I have already discussed the start in June 2015 
of a partnership with the Muslim community for the feeding programme and cited the comment 
that this was something that Kearney took very personally and very seriously. 

Because of his role on the Cathedral Parish Pastoral Council, Kearney took the lead in preparing a 
document with the parish called ‘Caring for the DHC’.  It includes these words:  

It is a people’s place, a place of loving, sharing, giving hope and care, loving God and our 
neighbour.  This is a place of prayer for all communities, a place to meditate and worship.   

The clearest example of the very bold and public statement of the DHC as a multi-faith centre came 
with its official opening in November 2015 (on the occasion of the centenary of +Hurley’s birth).  
Whilst I worked closely with him in delivering these events, I am content to say that 90% of what 

 
1160 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/4 “2015” 
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happened was designed by Kearney and so does provide an accurate view of how he saw the DHC 
and how he wanted others to see it. 

Of course, there were some specific Catholic elements such as the Cardinal processing around the 
building splashing holy water on every corner as an act of blessing.  And there were elements which 
highlighted a Catholic link, though these were more to do with who was best placed to provide the 
content: e.g. speeches by Catholic clerics who had worked closely with +Hurley, the use of choirs 
from St Augustine’s Catholic School or from the Cathedral or indeed Claremont Community Choir 
(whose roots are Catholic even though it has long ago spread its branches more widely). 

But what is striking is how many elements had a strongly inter-religious character: 

- The decoration of Cathedral Mall (now Paddy Kearney Way) with Buddhist-style prayer flags 
- The garlanding of the statue of +Hurley with marigolds in the Hindu tradition 
- The honouring of the Muslim Moosa family who had sold the plot of land to Bishop Jolivet 

111 years earlier 
- Prayers led by four different religious leaders (all of whom were also Patrons) 
- The invitation for ALL religious leaders present to stand together and give a joint blessing on 

the staff and volunteers 
- The choice of the theme for the evening event: ‘World Religions in Concert’ 
- The opening of the concert with the call to prayer (adhan) being relayed into the Catholic 

Cathedral  
- The care taken to choose musical works that honoured six different faith traditions and to 

source a Muslim cantor, Hindu dancers, Buddhist drummers and an African praise singer1161 
- The prominent siting of banners with symbols of the six faith traditions hanging in the 

Cathedral  
- The reference to the fact that the concert was taking place on the anniversary of 

Kristallnacht and the lighting of a Jewish seven-branched candlestick (menorah) during 
Bruch’s Kol Nidrei1162 

There was extensive media coverage of the Centenary Events but the piece which provides the best 
insight into how Kearney saw the completed DHC was an article that appeared that weekend in a 
special edition of The Southern Cross (4 November 2015).1163  In it, Kearney imagined +Hurley 
walking around ‘his newly opened centre’ and commented on what would have pleased +Hurley and 
which we can imagine would also be the elements that most pleased Kearney!  He lists 15 and four 
of these have an inter-faith element: 

- Muslim and Christian volunteers side by side 
- A Hall named after Gandhi and Luthuli 
- Multi-faith prayer room 
- View of the mosque from top floor 

 
1161 This is, as far as I know, the only way in which Kearney’s commitment to inter-religious dialogue extended to include 
African Traditional Religions.  Though this was a significant gap in his approach, he was not alone in focusing only on 
religions that are more clearly defined. 
1162 All those present thoroughly enjoyed the events and appreciated in particular their inter-religious character.  One 
person who was not present was, however, outraged at the photographs of some of the non-Christian presence in the 
Cathedral, and wrote to the author to complain particularly about the use of a Chinese dragon, asking if the Cardinal had 
given permission.  I replied by sending her a photograph of the Cardinal beaming with joy, next to the offending Chinese 
dragon. 
1163 Kearney, Faith in Action, 217-220 (“Hurley visits ‘his’ Centre”, The Southern Cross, 4-10 November 2015) 
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Kearney included in the article the quotation from Hans Küng (cited earlier), referring to him as 
+Hurley’s friend: “there can be no peace in the world, without peace among religions.” 

Once the DHC was up and running, its multi-faith identity soon became something which was not 
only frequently referenced but also clear to all who visited.  It was mentioned by many of the people 
interviewed; one quotation from Jacques Briard, a Belgian funder and long-time collaborator of 
Kearney, can stand for all: 

…la création du Denis Hurley Centre …[est] pour moi un signe de l'ouverture de ces deux 
personnalités de Durban: sa localisation près de la cathédrale et la mosquée …mais aussi la 
collaboration à ce centre des communautés juives et indiennes. 1164 

..[I admire] the creation of the Denis Hurley Centre which for me is a sign of the open-ness of 
these two Durban personalities (+Hurley and Kearney): and its position near the cathedral 
and the mosque …and also the partnership in this centre of the Jewish and Indian (Hindu?] 
communities. (author’s translation). 

Drawing on Different Sources of Spiritual Inspiration 
As Kearney’s exposure to people of other faiths grew, and his confidence about drawing on a wider 
variety of sources increased, we find him drawing inspiration from stories and texts beyond his own 
Christian tradition.  I mentioned above the care with which he ensured that quotations from the 
Qur’an were included in the DHC fundraising launch in 2009 and that music from different religions 
was used in the official opening concert in 2015.   

But long before this, we find Kearney open to the possibility of learning culturally from other faith 
traditions.  His onetime secretary at Diakonia, Vanessa Franks recalls how he loved yoga and saw it 
as part of his integration of mind/body/soul.1165  His niece, Ursula de Haas, also recalls the yoga as 
something about Kearney that surprised her.  She further remembered how he often wore African 
prints and sometimes even a shirt with a Nehru collar.1166 For a man who usually did not seem to put 
much care into what he wore, such a choice is interesting.  An earlier friend Dina Cormick 
remembers seeing that in his 1983 wedding photo Kearney was dressed not in a Western suit-and-
tie but in an Indian kurta.1167  For more on this see Appendix A: “Kearney’s racial identity”. 

But it is not so much what Kearney wore at his wedding as the decision to get married itself that 
potentially shows an inter-religious influence.  Kearney and Carmel Rickard had been living together 
for some time before they married in 1983.1168  The reason that they had not married earlier was 
that they regarded the Apartheid marriage laws – which for example prevented ‘inter-racial’ 
marriage – as unjust.  In solidarity with those who could not get married under the law, they chose 
not to (even though they could).  Eventually (and possibly under pressure from +Hurley)1169 they did 
get married in Church but they did not register their marriage with the state.  Drawing on Gandhian 

 
1164 Briard, Jacques. Email to the author, 14 October 2021  
1165 Franks, Vanessa. Personal interview by author, 2 October 2020 in Durban (secretary of Kearney at Diakonia) 
1166 de Haas, Ursula. Personal interview by author, 27 October 2020 in Durban (niece of Kearney) 
1167 Cormick, Dina. Personal interview by author, 21 December 2020 in Durban (co-worker at Diakonia) 
1168 Vinsen, Coral. Personal interview by author, 21 December 2020 in Durban (member of the Black Sash) 
1169 See P. 55, footnote 200 for comment on this by Cardinal Napier. 
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ideals, Richard Steele describes this as ‘a public non-violent action to have married in church but not 
under the law.’1170 1171 

In his personal archive, Kearney kept a copy of the Wedding Ceremony booklet from 3 January 1983.  
It is mostly an entirely conventional Nuptial Mass in terms of the prayers, the readings and the 
music.  But two things stand out.  Among the intercessory prayers (which are usually written by the 
couple themselves) is this: 

Lord we pray for all migrant workers in South Africa who are prevented by law and custom 
from enjoying married life and living with their families.  May we all strive to change this 
system which causes so much hardship and is directly contrary to your will.1172 

With this prayer, they are hinting at the unjust laws that had given them reason not to marry in the 
eyes of the state and only to marry in the eyes of God.  And then, just before the end of the service, 
the Catholic celebrant (who was not, in fact, +Hurley) invites two other people to give a blessing: 
first of all an Anglican bishop (+Ken Hallowes) and then Sushila Gandhi (the daughter-in-law of the 
Mahatma).1173   

Not surprisingly, early references that Kearney draws from outside Christianity tended to come from 
the Jewish tradition.  Thus, in a talk he gave in 1987, he cited (as mentioned above) three religious 
leaders for inspiration, one of whom was a rabbi called Abraham Heschel who survived the 
Holocaust and worked with Martin Luther King as well as being involved in anti-Vietnam protests.  
Kearney recounts the story of a little boy being executed in a Nazi concentration camp for some 
minor infringement of the regulations the Nazis imposed.  

As the little boy was dying a most horrific death, before all the prisoners in the camp who 
had been assembled to give them an example of what could happen to them if they broke 
the regulations, an atheist turned to someone whom he knew to be a believer and said 
“Where is your God, now?” And the believer turned to him and said, pointing to the little 
boy: ‘There he is.’ 1174 

In fact, Kearney has misattributed this story to Heschel and a few years later, when Elizabeth 
Johnson is giving her lectures in South Africa, she used the same story, correctly crediting it to Elie 
Wiesel.1175   (Kearney corrected himself when he again used the same story in his 2014 +Tutu 
lecture.)1176 

One example of the broadening of Kearney’s sources is the presence in his personal library of a book 
called The Awakening of Consciousness by the Senegalese head of the International Sufi School of 
Peace and Service.1177  But this really stands out since almost all the other books (other than ones 
connected to Gandhi) are Christian or secular in their perspective.   

 
1170 Steele, Richard. Personal interview by author, 27 October 2020 in Durban (Conscientious Objector).  (When, 21 years 
later, Kearney and Rickard separated, they therefore did not need to get divorced since they had never been legally 
married.) 
1171 The ways in which Kearney promoted Gandhian principles of non-violence are explored in Appendix E: “+Hurley, 
Kearney and Gandhi”. 
1172 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/A/9 “Wedding Ceremony 3 January 1983”  
1173 SJTI Archive: BIO- 496/A/9 “Wedding Ceremony 3 January 1983” 
1174 Kearney, Faith in Action, 47 (“What does the Lord require of us?”, 1987) 
1175 Johnson, Consider Jesus, 122 
1176 Kearney, Faith in Action, 113 (“Desmond Tutu Peace Lecture”, 21 October 2014) 
1177 N’Daw, Sheikh Aly.  The Awakening of Consciousness (UK: ISS, 2013) 
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I do not think that Kearney was closed to other faiths but perhaps he did not have enough time or 
opportunities to engage with them at a deeper level.  After all, he was not an academic but an 
activist.  However, an address to the Aryan Benevolent Home in October 2016, gave Kearney a 
chance to explore the meaning of the Diwali festival and call for an interfaith encounter to share and 
learn more about the Hindu faith.1178 

I’m sure we have all played with kaleidoscopes as children, and perhaps even enjoy them 
still as adults because they give such amazing and beautiful patterns.  You look at them first 
and admire the intricacies of the colourful pattern that appears. Then you twist the 
kaleidoscope and see an entirely different pattern made up of the same multi-coloured 
fragments.  You can keep doing that and seeing ever new designs, all of which are 
extraordinary and beautiful. 

When I think of the different faiths that we come into contact with in Durban: Hindu, 
Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist and Christian, I’m reminded of the kaleidoscope.  Each of these 
faiths gives a different picture of the divine, and how enriching it is to be able to see and 
experience these different perspectives on God. 

When I read that your focus remains “to build an organisation that provides effective care to 
the most vulnerable in society, drawing on our ethos of caring, sharing and serving”, I realise 
what a strong bond there should be between the Denis Hurley Centre and your work.  I’m 
sure there is much that we can learn from each other. 

People of different faiths are involved in the Denis Hurley Centre and we would welcome a 
greater involvement of Hindu people.  As you may know, during the time of building our new 
Centre, we were housed for two years in the Surat Hindu Association Building close to 
Emmanuel Cathedral.  All our operations took place there while our new building was going 
up. It was a wonderful gesture of interfaith collaboration that we were welcomed at the 
Surat building and we are most grateful to the Surat Hindu Association. 

Reading about the Festival of Diwali has given me an idea.  As I mentioned earlier, the Denis 
Hurley Centre likes to work closely with people of other faiths: this is part of Denis Hurley’s 
legacy to us. In the Denis Hurley Centre, we have a Prayer Room where people of all faiths 
are welcome to pray and meditate.  I wonder whether it would be possible ….just before 
Diwali, to have an event related to Diwali in that Prayer Room. 

The event did in fact happen and (at the author’s suggestion) became one of four faith-based 
activities that took place in October and November 2016, the others focusing on Muslim, Jewish and 
Catholic traditions.1179  Kearney ended his speech by reading a Diwali blessing by Swami Saraswathi.  
Nostra Aetate describes different religions as lights that ‘reflect a ray of that Truth which enlightens 
all people’.  Although Kearney does not specifically mention this, his words certainly echo this image: 

May the light of love and devotion shine brightly in your hearts 
May the light of understanding shine in your minds. 
May the light of harmony glow in your homes. 
May the light of service shine forth ceaselessly from your hands. 
 

 
1178 Kearney, Faith in Action, 96 (“Diwali – The festival of light”, 16 October 2016) 
1179 “Update October 2016”, “Update November 2016”, Denis Hurley Centre website, 
http://www.denishurleycentre.org/page/hurley-centre-newsletters (accessed 18 May 2022) 
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Interfaith to the fore in Kearney’s last months 
For the 1983 wedding ceremony referenced above, Kearney will have worked with Carmel Rickard to 
plan every detail.  When he died in November 2018, it was clear that he had also started planning his 
own funeral.  At the top of his pile of papers on his desk were hand-written notes mentioning some 
aspects of the service; these were far from complete (no suggestions of readings or hymns for 
example) and in all likelihood were only the start of a process that would have ended in a fully typed 
set of instructions, had he lived long enough.   

But he had written down his desire to have an interfaith ceremony separate from the Requiem Mass 
(which is the traditional Catholic funeral service) and that at this he wanted a bowl of rose petals 
that people could cast into his open coffin: this is a well-established Hindu custom.  In fact, a 
Durban-based Indian Catholic priest, writing in 1996, refers to the use of flowers in Catholic rites as a 
good example of Indian inculturation thus prefiguring Kearney’s request.1180  The coffin that Kearney 
stipulates is a very simple, unadorned pinewood coffin – not quite as stripped down as the Muslim 
and Jewish tradition of the shroud but perhaps as close as he thinks the Catholic Church will allow. 

Kearney had written a tribute in The Southern Cross (25 November 2011) honouring Garth ‘Msizi’ 
Michelson, an Oblate priest with an excellent reputation for inter-religious dialogue.  Kearney 
mentions with approval the interfaith presence at Michelson’s funeral and the tributes from other 
faiths and these were elements which we were able to include in Kearney’s own funeral, confident 
that he would have requested them given the chance.1181 

One example of this was the decision, with the approval of Kearney’s family, to have his coffin 
carried in by people of different faith traditions.  The head of the Jumma Masjid recalled with pride 
how important this was to him: 

As a Muslim, I must thank the family and the Denis Hurley Centre for allowing me to be a 
pallbearer.  It showed that I had a special bond with Paddy.  It was a special way of saying 
thank you – of being united in the divine will of God.1182 

One of the other pallbearers, dressed in elegant Chinese silk garments, was Elizabeth Gaywood, a 
member of the Buddhist community.  Her presence there was a reminder of one of the final 
activities that Kearney masterminded just before his death and which was a deeply moving inter-
religious act.  For eight days in October 2018, Kearney had arranged for the DHC to host four Tibetan 
Buddhist monks for the creation of a ‘Sand Mandala’.1183 

It is clear that Kearney’s interest in Tibetan Buddhism and the Dalai Lama dated back some years (for 
example a 1990 book review for the Natal Witness).1184  In his personal archive there is a file called 
‘Interfaith’ which includes material about Tibet and the Tibetan Solidarity Alliance and the need to 

 
1180 Shunmugam, R D: “Indian Culture and the Church”. Serving Humanity – a Sabbath Reflection. Stuart Bate ed. 
(Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 1996) 127 
1181 Kearney, Faith in Action, 145 (“Tribute to Garth ‘Msizi’ Michelson OMI, The Southern Cross, 25 November 2011) 
1182 Mahomed, AV. Personal interview by author, 15 September 2020 in Durban (Chair of Jumma Masjid Trust and Patron 
of Denis Hurley Centre) 
1183 “Update October 2018”, Denis Hurley Centre, http://www.denishurleycentre.org/page/hurley-centre-newsletters 
(accessed 18 May 2022) 
1184 Kearney, Faith in Action, 225 (“Review of Freedom in exile: the autobiography of the Dalai Lama of Tibet”, Natal 
Witness, 1990). 
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raise awareness of the Tibetan situation.1185  Another contains paperwork from ‘DHC Public events’ 
and includes the certificate that Kearney received from the Tibetan Association in August 2018 of 
which he was very proud.1186  As is often the case with Kearney, theological and social issues 
intersect.  He is clearly interested in the religious aspects of Tibetan Buddhism (as I saw for myself in 
his engagement with the monks at the Sand Mandala).  And he also empathised with the political 
struggle of the Tibetan people in the face of the Chinese government (as +Tutu also did, even if the 
ANC famously did not).   

I do recall therefore the pride with which Kearney welcomed the Tibetan monks who took over the 
whole of the top floor of the DHC for a week.  Day by day, they painstakingly chiselled tiny amounts 
of coloured sand so that very, very slowly an intricate pattern of geometric shapes would emerge, 
eventually about 3 metres square.  While doing so, they chanted softly in a deeply moving act of 
meditation, pausing from time to time to light candles or incense at their temporary altar.   

I quoted earlier from Cox’s prescription of good inter-religious dialogue: that it needs to focus not on 
the abstract but on the concrete; that the aim is not to find some neutral lowest-common-
denominator that offends no one but inspires no one; rather instead to present with clarity and 
confidence the beliefs and the traditions of one’s own religious experience.  This is what was 
happening with the Sand Mandala.   

Vatican II reminds us: 

..religions, found everywhere, try to counter the restlessness of the human heart, each in its 
own manner, by proposing ‘ways’, comprising teachings, rules of life, and sacred rites.1187 

Here these sacred rites were being performed, before our very eyes, by expert practitioners, and in a 
way that enabled others to access them and seek to understand.  Part of what Kearney had 
requested be built in to the experience was a chance for members of the public, parishioners from 
the Cathedral, school groups from around the city, to come and watch, to ask questions of the 
monks and to learn about Buddhism.  Some of the children even prepared their own coloured 
mandalas at school and brought them in to decorate the room. 

This effort at mutual understanding was an important part of the activity and made sure that it was 
not just a performance or an art project.  Kearney also had the idea of asking AV Mohamed, a 
Muslim leader, to welcome the visitors, conscious that in Myanmar there had been violent clashes 
between Buddhists and the Muslim minority.  Thus, these words from Nostra Aetate, which were 
originally directed towards Muslim-Christian relations, took on a new dimension: 

Since in the course of centuries not a few quarrels and hostilities have arisen between 
Christians and Moslems, this sacred synod urges all to forget the past and to work sincerely 
for mutual understanding and to preserve as well as to promote together for the benefit of 
all mankind social justice and moral welfare, as well as peace and freedom.1188  

After almost 50 hours of work creating the Mandala, it was time for the closing ceremony.  The 
monks’ striking robes were now enhanced by elaborate headgear.  Bells were struck and the 
ceremony began.  And just at that moment, with perfect timing, the adhan from the next-door 
mosque began.  A crowd of 150 (Catholic, Protestant, Muslim, Hindu and Jewish) was standing in a 

 
1185 SJTI Archive: BIO - 496/P/6 “Interfaith” 
1186 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/7 “DHC Public events” 
1187 Nostra Aetate 2 
1188 Nostra Aetate 3 
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building named after a Catholic Archbishop, watching a Buddhist ceremony, listening to the Muslim 
call to prayer!  All of us, including Kearney, then watched in awe as the stunning artwork that had 
been created over the previous seven days was meticulously and deliberately brushed away into a 
pile of coloured sands.  Small packets of sand were given to honoured guests and some (including 
Kearney) also received white silk scarves.  He and others then accompanied the monks to the 
beachfront and walked down to the end of the pier to watch them cast the sands into the ocean so 
that their blessings could spread out across the world.1189 

Nostra Aetate uses words to give us some insight into other religious traditions; thanks to Kearney 
hundreds of people in Durban (and even more through the use of social media) had had a tangible 
experience of a religious act that brought these words to life: 

Buddhism, in its various forms, realises the radical insufficiency of this changeable world; it 
teaches a way by which people, in a devout and confident spirit, may be able either to 
acquire the state of perfect liberation, or attain, by their own efforts or through higher help, 
supreme illumination.1190    

 

What next for Kearney’s Vision of Inter-Religious Dialogue? 
Having explored in some depth, Kearney’s journey through inter-religious dialogue, I want to 
conclude this chapter by asking a few questions.  What did he leave undone in his own lifetime?  And 
in what direction would he expect inter-religious co-operation to develop beyond his lifetime? 

As with ecumenism, one of the main areas of under-performance strangely is with the governance of 
the DHC itself.  It was pointed out in Chapter 3 that Kearney had been slow to identify non-Catholic 
Christians as Trustees of the DHC.  More remarkable, in his own lifetime, no non-Christians were 
invited to become Trustees.  This despite the existence, as explained earlier, of a high-profile 
ecumenical and inter-religious Board of Patrons.  It is also clear that, from the beginning, 
membership of the Board of Trustees was open to non-Christians and that there was no explicit 
religious requirement (which had not been the case with Diakonia).  Close links to the Cathedral 
Parish Council and the Archdiocese of Durban meant that automatically three of the Trustees would 
be Catholic; it therefore seems even stranger that there was apparently no attempt by Kearney to 
redress that imbalance while he was Chair.1191   

However, it is clear that he was at least aware of it towards the end of his life.  In 2018 he had 
looked at, and extensively annotated, two documents from the Institute of Directors and 
PriceWaterhouse Coopers about Governing Body Composition and Succession Planning.  Kearney 
underlined the requirement for diversity and adds in the margin ‘in denomination and faith’.  The 
discussion which he then led at the Board accepted that there should be Trustees who come from 
other faiths but they should not sit as representatives of other faiths nor should they be chosen just 
for their representation.1192  

If Kearney was still, in some areas, slow to fully embrace inter-religious co-operation, he was still 
more engaged with it than much of the rest of the Catholic Church in South Africa which continued 

 
1189 “Buddhist Sand Mandala Time-lapse: October 2018”, Denis Hurley Centre You Tube channel,  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FbiJT4QMRpw&t=3s (accessed 31 October 2022) 
1190 Nostra Aetate 2 
1191 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/1 “2009” 
1192 SJTI Archive: BIO - 11/W/3/Minutes/6 “2018” 
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to regard it as a marginal interest.  I mentioned earlier that in Kearney’s 2017 anthology of writings, 
13% have an inter-religious aspect.1193  By comparison, Bate’s 1996 collection of reflections on the 
Pastoral Plan has half a chapter on inter-religious dialogue (alongside ecumenism);1194 but a 1999 
history of ‘The Catholic Church in Contemporary Southern Africa’ includes no focus at all on inter-
faith issues.1195 Even more surprisingly, a 2013 Festschrift in honour of Cardinal Napier as he turned 
70 makes almost no mention of his extensive work in this field (though perhaps because all the 
contributors are either SACBC staff or bishops which is, in itself, significant).1196 

One way of increasing interest in inter-religious dialogue is to ensure that it is still on the agenda at 
the top table.  In 2004, Kearney was reviewing a book which asked if a Third Vatican Council should 
now be held.1197 I suspect to Kearney’s delight, his hero weighs in: 

Most daring was Archbishop Hurley, who said that ….amongst the delegates to Vatican III, he 
would like to see representatives of priests, deacons, men and women religious, and lay 
women and men. 

And then one wonders if Kearney feels that +Hurley has been trumped: 

Canadian Bishop Remi de Roo went one step further in urging that “all the sons and 
daughters of Abraham, Sarah and Hagar”, should be represented.1198 

While such ‘high-level’ initiatives might have some impact, a South African case study looking at 
religion and human rights identifies that there are other gaps that need to be overcome.  The 
authors make the point that inter-religious dialogue could happen at four different levels bur rarely 
takes place at the first two (grassroots religious communities, local leaders) and instead is focused 
on the other two (national/ international leaders and academics).1199   

Curiously in the case of Durban (with +Hurley and then Kearney) it is actually the second level at 
which most activity has taken place, and much less at the others.  But even then we must reflect on 
what has really been achieved at the local level.  The authors’ warning is justified: 

It is questionable however whether what is called an inter-religious service is in fact inter-
religious rather than just multi-religious, whether it is nourished by inter-religious dialogue 
or by multi-religious comparison of hymns, texts and concepts, and whether it gets beyond 
an intriguing exhibition of the exotic.1200 

Even with all the work that Kearney (and now his successors) have done at the DHC, we need to ask 
ourselves how often we move beyond ‘an intriguing exhibition of the exotic’.  

As the generation of leaders like +Hurley and Tutu (and informally Kearney) dies away, part of the 
challenge is to see whether what they achieved by force of personality and the authenticity of their 
character, has been institutionalised by the religious groups they represent.  The difficulties that 

 
1193 Kearney, Faith in Action, 4-7 (Contents Pages) 
1194 Bate, Stuart ed. Serving Humanity – a Sabbath Reflection (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 1996) 
1195 Brain, Joy & Denis, Philippe eds. The Catholic Church in Contemporary Southern Africa (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster, 1999) 
1196 Bate, Stuart & Egan, Anthony eds. A Story Worth Telling: essays in honour of Cardinal Napier (Pretoria: SACBC, 2013) 
1197 Prendergast, Michael and Ridge, M.D. Voices from the Council: an insider’s perspective on Vatican II (Portland OR: 
Pastoral Press, 2004) 
1198 Kearney, Faith in Action, 241 (“Review of Voices from the Council: an insider’s perspective on Vatican II”, The Southern 
Cross, 7 December 2004) 
1199 Van der Ven, Johannes, Dreyer, Jaco & Pieterse, Hendrik. Is there a God of Human Rights? (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 509 
1200 Van der Ven, Dreyer & Pieterse. Is there a God of Human Rights?, 510 
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WCRP (and its successor ‘Religions for Peace’) has in recruiting a new generation of inter-religious 
activists, and its on-going reliance on people now in their 70s and 80s, suggests that there is a lack of 
vitality in these discussions.  Niehaus’ reflection on the role of religion in the Truth & Reconciliation 
Commission (now more than 25 years ago) is salient: 

In the functioning of the TRC, the religious convictions and spiritual strength of Archbishop 
Tutu plays an important role.  But we must distinguish between the personal role played by 
the Archbishop and, viewed broadly, the role of religion in the effort towards reconciliation 
in South Africa.  It is people like Archbishop Tutu who let one see how important faith is but 
also how irrelevant the church is in the broad sense.1201 

In this context, strengthening what happens at the level of academics and international leaders is 
important but is not enough.  What is also needed are grassroots religious leaders and communities 
for whom inter-religious co-operation is a live issue.   

In a graduation address at St Joseph’s Theological Institute in May 2012, Kearney used the example 
of Archbishop Hurley’s dedication to learning and fighting for justice to inspire the men (and some 
women) who would follow in his footsteps. 

What wonderful diversity—a diversity which is also enriched by your membership of the 
ecumenical Cluster of Theological Colleges.  Perhaps it will not be long before we hear of a 
Cluster of Interfaith Theological Institutions—and maybe a few imams and maulanas, 
pandits and rabbis studying at St Joseph’s!1202 

Such a dramatic move was clearly not a throwaway thought for Kearney.  Only a few months before 
his death, he wrote a major article in Worldwide (the bi-monthly magazine of the Comboni order in 
Southern Africa) for an edition celebrating 200 years of the Church in South Africa.  Entitled ‘Looking 
into the Future’ it gives an insight into Kearney’s concerns for the Church at this point in his life.  One 
of his key areas of concern is the value of interfaith collaboration and he gives the DHC as an 
example (choosing it as the picture at the beginning of the article).  But, not content to rest on his 
laurels, he again throws down a challenge to the future Church:  

I wonder why, since we have ecumenical models of training priests, we cannot also have 
interfaith ones.1203   

This has not happened, and there is little indication that it will.  Kearney’s first steps into inter-
religious co-operation were slow and hesitant, but then gathered momentum until in the DHC 
project it became for him a key mark of vitality in religious life.  One characteristic of Kearney is that, 
even when he was making progress towards a goal, he remained conscious that those around him 
might be slow to catch up.  His own slow pace initially in this area would probably give him even 
more reason to look with sympathy on those who do not grasp the importance of prioritising inter-
religious collaboration.  And if, in the meantime, we can at least work together then some progress 
is being made.   

 

 
1201 Niehaus, Carl. “Reconciliation in South Africa - is religion relevant?” Facing the Truth. James Cochrane et al eds. (Cape 
Town: David Philip, 1999) 87 
1202 Kearney, Faith in Action, 173 (“Denis Hurley OMI: lifelong learner, champion of justice”, 4 May 2012) 
1203 Kearney, G Paddy. “Looking into the Future” Worldwide (2018, 28:5) 
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Concluding Image  
This chapter opened with the image of +Hurley side-by-side with other religious leaders, challenging 
the injustice of Apartheid.  I want to close with an image which was one of Kearney’s favourite 
photographs of the work of the DHC.  It was one which showed three women of different faiths 
working side-by-side in the kitchen, challenging the injustice of hunger.  When presenting this photo 
this author used a joke which would make Kearney laugh: 

In most parts of the world, if you had a Jew, a Muslim and a Christian and you gave them 
knives they would start killing each other.  But here at the Denis Hurley Centre, we give 
them knives and they start chopping vegetables because the homeless are waiting for their 
lunch. 

Or we can turn to Niehaus to express the idea less flippantly and in a way which captures Kearney’s 
own approach: 

We as Believers should cease to think that we have the answers.  Perhaps the most 
important thing we can do is to struggle sympathetically and humbly together with our 
fellow human beings with the questions of our existence.1204 

 
1204 Niehaus, “Reconciliation in South Africa - is religion relevant?”, 90 


