
The Legacy of David J. Bosch 

/. Kevin Livingston 

David Jacobus Bosch was born into an Afrikane r  home on 
December  13,1929, near  the town of Kuruma n in the 

Cape Province of South Africa. 1 Hi s parents were poor  but proud 
farmers, "simpl e rura l folk,"  and loyal members of the Dutch 
Reformed Church (DRC). From his earliest childhood, he re-
ceived a "Christia n Nationalist"  education. Bosch stated how "at 
a very early stage already our  minds were influenced by teachers 
and other  cultura l and political leaders to see the English as 
perpetrator s of all kind s of evil and as oppressors of the Afrikaner . 
We read poems of Totius and Jan Celliers, we read Een eeuw van 
onrecht—a century of injustice—and we were convinced beyond 
a shadow of doubt that no people were a patch on the English 
when it comes to arrogance, self-righteousness and bruta l op-
pression of others. After  all, my own mother  could tell stories 
about the concentration camp to which she was taken at the age 
of eight/'2 

If the English were the enemy to the young Bosch, blacks 
were essentially nonpersons. Blacks were hewers of wood and 
drawers of water, " a part of the scenery but hardl y a part of the 
human community They belonged to the category of 'far m 
implements' rather  than to the category 'fellow-human beings.'"3 

I n 1948, the same year  that Bosch entered the University of 
Pretoria' s Teacher's College, the pro-apartheid National Party 
was swept into power. For  Afrikaner s lik e Bosch, "i t was to us 
lik e a dream come tru e when the Nationalist Party won that 
victory . We had no reservations whatsoever."  At the university, 
Bosch became involved wit h the Student Christian Association 
(SCA). Whil e participatin g in an SCA-sponsored evangelistic 
outreach at a lakeside camp, he became convinced that God was 
calling him int o the Christian ministry . 

Upon returnin g to his parents' farm that summer, Bosch 
organized a Sunday service for  the black laborers. A large crowd 
of black workers gathered. What happened there can only be 
described as a conversion of sorts. 

As I arrived, trembling, at the place of meeting, everybody 
came forward to shake hands with me! It was one of the most 
difficul t moments in my life. When they saw my hesitation, they 
assured me that it was quite alright , that, in fact, it was normal for 
Christians to shake hands with one another! Only then did I 
discover  that many of them were Christians: Methodists, Angli-
cans, members of the African Independent Churches, and so on. 
Previously I only thought of them as pagans and, at best, semi-
savages. 

Looking back now to that day, thirt y years ago, I guess I can 
say that that was the beginning of a turning-poin t in my life. Not 
that, from then on, I accepted Blacks full y as human beings. Far 
from it. But something began to stir  in me that day, and all I can say 
is that, by the grace of God, it has been growing ever  since. 
Gradually, year  by year, my horizons widened and I began to see 
people who were different from me with new eyes, always more 
and more clearly. I began to discover  the simple, self-evident fact, 
that the things we have in common are more than the things which 
divide us.4 

/. Kevin Livingston is minister of St. Andrew's Hespeler Presbyterian Church, 
Cambridge, Ontario, Canada. His doctoral thesis on David Bosch, A Missiology 
of the Road, is appearing as part of the American Society of Missiology 
Dissertation Series. 

Returnin g to the university, Bosch changed to the predivinit y 
course and received two degrees: the M.A . in languages (Afri -
kaans, Dutch, German) and the B.D. in theological studies. 
Durin g that time Bosch sensed a further  calling to be a missionary 
and began to have doubts about the adequacy of the apartheid 
system. "I n the early fifties, there were already signs that upset 
some of us, particularly.. . the removal of the Coloureds from the 
common voters roll . It was one of the first shocks; the honeymoon 
was over  wit h the new National Party government."  By his final 
year  in the B.D. program, when Bosch was chair  of the SCA 
branch at Pretoria, he was asked to go to the University of 
Witwatersran d to discuss the moral legitimacy of apartheid. 
When pressed, Bosch realized he could no longer  defend apart-
heid. 

A t Pretoria, Bosch was particularl y affected by E. P. 
Groenewald, the professor  of New Testament.5 Groenewald 
introduced Bosch to the writing s of Oscar  Cullmann, whose 
work would have profound influence on Bosch's theological 
perspective. Upon graduation, Bosch undertook doctoral stud-
ies at the University of Basel under  Cullmann. Hi s thesis, "Di e 
Heidenmission in der  Zukunftsschau Jesu,"  probed the link 
between mission and eschatology in the ministr y of Jesus. Bosch 
also came under  the influence of Kar l Barth, whose impact would 
emerge only later, in Bosch's systematic attempts at a theological 
foundation for  mission. 

Whil e at Basel, Bosch distanced himself further  from apart-
heid, although as yet he had no alternative paradigm to substi-

Bosch described his work of 
village evangelism in a large, 
remote area as "our  best 
years, absolutely wonderful." 

tut e in it s place. He began to feel isolated from the Afrikane r 
mainstream. "B y the time I arrived [in Switzerland], I had littl e 
doubt about the fact that apartheid was immoral and unaccept-
able. If I say I had by that tim e broken wit h the paradigm, one 
must take that wit h a grain of salt, because I had not replaced it 
wit h another  paradigm. It was still very haltingl y tru e of myself. 
In my early days as a student, my viewpoint was inarticulate , but 
it was a shift out of the laager." 

I n 1957 Bosch returned to South Afric a to begin work as a 
DRC missionary among the Xhosa people in the Transkei. For 
nine years Bosch labored as a missionary pastor  in Madwaleni. 
Hi s work consisted of village evangelism and church planting in 
a large, remote area. The country was rugged and accessible only 
by horse. Although those years had their  disappointments, Bosch 
recalled that "these were our  best years, absolutely wonderful." 

Bosch's cross-cultural ministr y experience was deeply sig-
nificant in two ways. First , whil e acknowledging that he contin-
ued to hold deeply paternalistic attitudes toward black people, 
he believed that his missionary years taught him to trust people, 
particularl y his Africa n Christian coworkers. The appraisal by 
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Frans Verstraelen is helpful here. He comments that "the mis
sionary experience of David Bosch among and with the Xhosa in
Transkei gave him precious insight into mission as service and
partnership, as well as attitudes of empathy, humility, and
modesty vis-i-vis people of cultural and religious backgrounds
different from his own. . . . [W]hat is convincingly shown is his
integrity as a human being and as a Christian, as a missionary,
and as a missiologist." 6

Second, Bosch's missionary service helped him integrate
theory and practice. By day he would be out among the people,
visiting with them. By night he studied, trying to integrate his
experience in the Transkei with the scholarly insights of various
anthropologists, theologians, and missiologists. Through that
study, his early theological convictions began to change consid
erably. Bosch identified this period of missionary activity as the
decisive decade in his theological development. "I started with a
very conservative theological framework and only moved to a
wider approach towards the end of the 1960s." 7

Although Bosch did not feel his missionary work at
Madwaleni was finished, a back injury rendered him incapable
of continuing with the rugged lifestyle that the job required. In
1967 he was asked to serve as senior lecturer in church history
and missiology at the DRC's Theological School in Decoligny,
Transkei, training black pastors and evangelists. Bosch enjoyed
teaching, but the limited scope of the work (four teachers, twenty
students) impelled Bosch to seek other avenues of ministry
beyond the little theological college.

First, he helped form the Transkei Council of Churches,
serving as its first president. This council provided contact with
a variety of church traditions, particularly Roman Catholics and
Anglicans. Bosch's growing ecumenical openness stood in sharp
contrast to the ethos of the DRC, which was marked by a strict
separation from other Christian bodies. As Bosch himself noted:
"In the sixties, the Transkei was the only place in the Dutch
Reformed Church setup where there were practical, structural,
working relationships with people from other denominations.
There was no other place where you had any practical expression
of ecumenical contact."

A second avenue for self-expression that Bosch developed
during his Decoligny years was writing. During that period
Bosch published his doctoral thesis and wrote three short books
and numerous articles. He also edited five books for the fledgling
South African Missiological Society. Bosch's written work from
the period, nearly all in Afrikaans, reflects two dominant themes:
the missionary practice of the DRC and the biblical theology of
mission.

Of special note was his Jesus, Die tydende Messias, en ons
sendingmotief (Jesus, the suffering Messiah, and our missionary
motive), in which Bosch applied his doctoral studies to the South
African situation, arguing that the mission of Jesus can be under
stood only in terms of the suffering servant of the Lord, who, like
a grain of wheat, must die in order to bear fruit. Jesus' encounters
with the Gentiles exemplified this ethos of servanthood, as did
the experiences of the early church. It is with the same mind-set
of costly servanthood that the modem church must understand
its motive for mission as well. 8

The significance of his argument becomes apparent only
when we consider the historical context in which it was written.
The booklet appeared at a crossroads in DRC missions policy.
The 1955 Tomlinson Commission report had uncovered statisti
cal evidence of a large number of unevangelized blacks within
South Africa. That news prompted DRC mission enthusiasts to
promote an expanded evangelistic outreach among them. Bosch,

however, discerned non-theological factors at work among some
of the proponents. Numerous DRC missiologists and politicians
linked the evangelization of blacks to the unfolding government
policies of separate development and Afrikaner solidarity. Mis
sionary work was therefore coupled to the defense of the volk and
the preservation of a white-dominated South Africa. Bosch
warned against such mixed motives in strong terms. "What is the
end goal of mission with such a motivation? Is it to maintain the
white people in South Africa —or is it the foundation of the
church of Christ. . . ? I s  it to serve South Africa —or to serve God?
Is it to hear together the sentimental voice of our own blood —or
to hear together the last command of Christ? Have we, by this
missionary motive, created a sheep in wolfs clothes —or is it
perhaps a wolf in sheep's clothes?" 9 Any missionary enthusiasm
must be tempered with the realization that mission in Christ's
way is the way of the cross, the way of costly servanthood toward

"What is the goal of mission?
To hear the sentimental voice
of our own blood —or to hear
the last command of Christ?"

others. Anything less was simply religious propaganda and
prone to ideological manipulation.

With writings like these, Bosch gave evidence of a departure
from traditional Afrikaner sociopolitical perspectives and the
DRC's support of apartheid. Inevitably, these departures from
Afrikaner "orthodoxy" began to isolate Bosch from the main
stream of the DRC. 10 No longer a ware Afrikaner (true Afrikaner),
Bosch was denied a position on the DRC theological faculty in
Pretoria. Instead, in 1972 Bosch accepted the invitation to become
professor of missiology at the University of South Africa (UNISA)
in Pretoria. Bosch and his wife, Annemie, did so, however, with
some trepidation. As he described it, "W e moved back to Pretoria,
very afraid of Afrikaners. Very afraid of white people. We were
returning home, in a sense, but returning very different from what
we were when we had left in the early 1950s."

UNISA was unique among academic institutions in apart
heid South Africa. It was an interracial university with staff and
students from all ethnic groups within southern Africa. This was
made possible because coursework at UNISA is done primarily
by extension. UNISA was also unique because of its theology
faculty, described as a "faculty-in-exile for anti-apartheid, anti-
Broederbond DRC theologians." 11 Bosch's move to UNISA placed
him, officially at least, on the periphery of the DRC. Bosch served
there as professor of mission and chair of the Department of
Missiology from 1972 until his untimely death in an automobile
accident in 1992. He supervised students at all academic levels
from South Africa and beyond.

Bosch the Scholar of Mission

One dimension of Bosch's legacy is his contribution to the
academic study of Christian mission. Bosch was a theologian
trained in the classic, European tradition. His facility in lan
guages (he was conversant in Afrikaans, English, German, Dutch,
French, and Xhosa) enabled him to act as a bridge builder
between various theological and cultural constituencies.

As a "systematic missiologist," Bosch was a prodigious
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writer. Over the course of thirty-two years, Bosch wrote six
books, four book-length UNISA study guides, seven major pam
phlets, and over 160 journal articles and contributions to books
covering almost every aspect of mission theory and practice. He
also edited seven books in English and Afrikaans. 12

His most significant contribution was his massive 1992 work
Transforming Mission. Bosch adopted the use of "paradigm theory"
(as developed in science by Thomas Kuhn and in theology by
Hans Kiing) in an attempt "to demonstrate the extent to which
the understanding and practice of mission have changed during
almost twenty centuries of Christian missionary history." 13 Trans
forming Mission is a storehouse of historical and theological
knowledge, described by Lesslie Newbigin as "a kind of Summa
Missiologica" that "will surely be the indispensable foundation
for the teaching of missiology for many years to come." 14 Not
withstanding the valid criticisms that Bosch failed to give ad
equate attention to the emerging theologians and perspectives of
the church in the Two-Thirds World, 15 Transforming Mission will
surely remain his chief theological legacy.

Bosch was also active as an administrator and editor. He
helped found the Southern African Missiological Society (SAMS),
a multiracial and ecumenical fraternity of mission scholars, and
he served as its general secretary from its formation in 1968 until
his death. A major aspect of the work of the SAMS is the
production of Missionalia, the society's journal. From its incep
tion in 1973 until 1992, Bosch served as its editor and contributed

breadth of the biblical witness. "Mission," Bosch wrote, is "more
than and different from recruitment to our brand of religion; it is
alerting people to the universal reign of God." 19 "Mission takes
place where the church, in its total involvement with the world,
bears its testimony in the form of a servant, with reference to
unbelief, exploitation, discrimination and violence, but also with
reference to salvation, healing, liberation, reconciliation and
righteousness." 20 Evangelism, Bosch held, is one essential di
mension of that broad mission. Evangelism is the narrower
concern to cross the frontier of unbelief with the announcement
of the Good News of Jesus Christ.

How, then, do the two concepts relate? Although evange
lism and mission are distinct entities, they are inseparably linked
in creative tension; together they embody the church's life in
relation to the world. What is needed, Bosch urged, are "pan
Christians" who can "embrace both the depth and breadth of the
Church's mission and mandate, people who know that there is,
by definition, no clash between our calling people to personal
faith and commitment to Christ in the fellowship of the Church
(evangelism) and our calling those thus committed to cross all
kinds of frontiers in communicating salvation to the world
(mission)." 21

Finally (and less well-known), Bosch sought to reflect on the
meaning and communication of the Gospel in Africa.72 As early as
1972 Bosch showed an awareness and critical appreciation of the
black theology movement, interacting with such leaders as Steve
Biko, Manas Buthelezi, and James Cone. Through such publica
tions as Het Evangelie in Afrikaans gewaad (The Gospel in African
robes), 23 "Missionary Theology in Africa," 24 and "The Problem of
Evil in Africa: A Survey of African Views of Witchcraft and the
Response of the Christian Church," 25 Bosch revealed a surpris
ingly comprehensive familiarity with African theologians and
movements.

Yet his contextual orientation remained firmly Western, and
northern European in particular. Frans Verstraelen has noted
that Bosch had difficulty in giving "context' a central place in his
theologizing because he remained in the category of "idealist"
theologians who theologize from above rather than from be
low. 26

Bosch the Ecumenical Personality

It would be inadequate, however, to understand Bosch only in
terms of his academic accomplishments. 27 He was a person of the
church. The church was central to his thought. A genuine con
cern for its unity and witness, as well as a frank acknowledg
ment of its vulnerability and failures, was never far from Bosch's
mind.

At the international level, this churchly concern led Bosch to
devote considerable energy to overcoming the so-called evan
gelical-ecumenical debate in mission. His 1980 book Witness to
the World was, in large part, an attempt to describe this debilitat
ing fracture in modem Protestantism and its missionary out
reach and to propose a way forward. 28

Bosch was an active participant in both the ecumenical and
evangelical communities and attended most of their interna
tional gatherings —from evangelical conferences in Lausanne
and Pattaya to WCC-related gatherings in Melbourne and San
Antonio (where he served as a section leader). Bosch was a main
speaker at the 1982 Grand Rapids Consultation on the Relation
ship Between Evangelism and Social Responsibility, cospon
sored by the Lausanne Committee and the World Evangelical
Fellowship. 29 He helped draft the influential "Transformation"

Bosch sought to bring greater
theological clarity to the
meaning and relationship of
mission and evangelism.

scores of editorials and book reviews. During his service as dean
of the Faculty of Theology at UNISA, Bosch served as editor of its
journal Theologia Evangelica.

Three other theological contributions deserve special men
tion. First, Bosch labored extensively for a deeper biblical founda
tion for mission. 16 He lamented that the missionary movement had
yet to develop a common understanding of how the Bible func
tions as the authority, basis, and frame of reference for the
church's missionary thought and practice. Bosch was critical of
traditional approaches that sought to justify certain precon
ceived understandings of mission by "mining" for textual "nug
gets," proof texts, in the raw data of Scripture. Instead, Bosch
advocated a rediscovery of the intrinsically missionary nature of
the church, based on the witness of the Bible. The issue is not so
much whether an adequate justification for mission can be found
in the Bible but how the Bible can assist the church in living out
its essentially missionary calling in the world. 17 The Bible func
tions as a foundational source and standard by which the church
understands its identity in Christ, as well as a source of para
digms and models for current missionary engagement with the
world.

Second, Bosch sought to bring greater theological clarity to the
meaning and relationship of mission and evangelism . Throughout the
1980s, Bosch's involvement with conciliar and evangelical mis
sionary conferences and consultations pushed him to deeper
reflection. 18 Any genuinely Christian understanding of mission
must reflect the wholeness of the Gospel of Christ and the

28 International Bulletin of Missionary Research



 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
itics 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
ary 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
es 

d 
d 

  

Bosch the South African

Bosch's concern for the reign of God and the credibility of the
church was lived out most fully, however, in his own homeland
of South Africa. He agonized over the South African situation
and the challenge the apartheid system represented to the integ
rity of the Gospel and the mission of the church. Telling evidence
of Bosch's concern was his refusal to leave. Bosch was twice
offered the prestigious chair of mission and ecumenics at Princeton
Theological Seminary, and twice he made the difficult decision to
refuse the offer, believing that he could not leave South Africa
during such a dangerous and historic time in its history. 32 He also
remained a faithful member of the DRC, despite his own
marginalization within that community for many years.

Over the years Bosch's criticism of apartheid and his own
church's justification of it became more strident. His critique
tried to expose the ideological nature of apartheid and the

statement at the WEF-sponsored Wheaton conference in 1983 on
the nature and mission of the church. 30 He participated in the
WCC's 1987 Consultation on Evangelism in Stuttgart, where he
substantially wrote the consultation's statement on evangelism. 31

Both in print and in practice, Bosch labored to clarify the
fundamental issues of theological conflict between the evangeli
cal and the ecumenical streams of the world missionary move
ment. He deeply believed that both sides had been impoverished
by ignoring the concerns of the other. As a result, both had failed
to develop a genuinely integral theology of mission for our era.
Although the evangelical-ecumenical tension is not the only lens
by which to analyze the dynamics of mission today, and al
though Bosch was increasingly conscious of the missiological
contribution of non-Westem theologians, it remains true that the
evangelical-ecumenical tension insidiously hinders the life and
health of the church —in both the First and the Two-Thirds
Worlds! —and he sought to address this conflict.

Readers’ Response
To the Editor: Reviewer's Reply:

I have read the review by James Grayson of my book Christ and
Caesar in Modem Korea: A History of Christianity and Politics
(October 1998). The reviewer writes that the book does not
introduce "facts not already known and readily available
elsewhere." I would like to ask him what books and resources
are "readily available" that deal with the history of Christian
mission and the church with political development of modem
Korea? He also says the book "lacks any critical analysis," and
there is no "critical interpretation of the events offered." These
statements are not only erroneous but irresponsible. The book
usually devotes the first and last paragraphs of each chapter to
historical analysis and interpretations. My interpretations and
analysis may not be to his liking, but he cannot say that the
book does not have historical analysis and critical interpreta
tions. In fact, the four scholars who reviewed the manuscript
for the press commented that it contained too strong critical
interpretations and analysis, especially against the military
regimes of Generals Park Chung Hee, Chun Doo Hwan and
Roh Tae Woo, and I had to make extensive revisions.

Finally, the reviewer quotes my statement on page one of
the book that says, "Yi family adopted Neo-Confucianism as
a political ideology and system of rule that kept Korea in total
isolation," and in sweeping generalization without any expla
nation he says this statement is "inaccurate." Anyone who has
some elementary knowledge of Korean history knows that the
Yi dynasty that took over the Koryo dynasty of strong Bud
dhist culture adopted Neo-Confucianism and allied only with
the Confucian "Big Brother Country" of China and kept Korea
in isolation except for limited contacts with Japan, from 1392
to the latter part of the nineteenth century, shortly before the
demise of the Yi dynasty. Here again I ask the reviewer to
explain why the above-quoted statement is "inaccurate."

Wijo Kang
Wartburg Theological Seminary
Dubuque, Iowa

I have three points to make about Prof. Kang's comments on
my review. First, as his bibliography makes quite clear, the
material introduced in this book is not original. The sources
which he uses are readily available to the reader. As I said in
the review, this is not a major problem as many works use the
same raw material. Second, what is a serious problem is that
the book lacks any critical analysis of the material presented.
Interpretation is the most important aspect of any historical
work. Rather than simply recording a sequence of historical
events, a writer should provide an interpretative analysis of
the events described. I read this work wondering what under
lying themes the author discerned in the Korean Christian
response to the events which he outlined. Unfortunately there
is very little interpretation or critical analysis. I should like to
point out that the author seems to confuse "opinions" with
"critical analysis." His opinions on the military regimes of the
last three decades, I suspect, are very little different from my
own. But opinions are not substitutes for analysis. Third, and
finally, statements such as those Prof. Kang has made about
the Choson period and the use of Confucian philosophy as the
basis of state policy are simply too sweeping. The royal family
did not make Confucianism the state philosophy, the oligar
chic government did. Confucianism was adopted to reform
what was perceived to be the corruption of the late Koryo
period and for the purpose of creating an ideal —Confucian —
society. Korea was not in total isolation —ever. From the
middle of the dynasty, following the seventeenth century
invasions of the Manchus, a policy of seclusion was pursued.
Even then there continued to be regular and frequent contacts
with neighboring states.

James H. Grayson
Centre for Korean Studies
University of Sheffield
Sheffield, England

January 1999 29



 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

, 
 

 
e 

5. 
. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
-

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

l 
l 

 
s. 

d 
 K. 

. 

government, Bosch became involved in the National Initiative
for Reconciliation, a movement begun by Michael Cassidy of
Africa Enterprise to continue the SACLA spirit in the midst of
rising tension and bloodshed. For a time Bosch served as its
national chairman.

For Bosch the AC concept served as a distinctly Christian
socioethical response to the struggle for social justice in South
Africa. The concrete political implications of the church as alter
native community remained vague, however— a point on which
Bosch has been criticized most notably by Anthony Balcomb and
Christopher Sugden. 41 Likewise, Bosch was criticized for remain
ing a part of the DRC and for emphasizing reconciliation instead
of liberation in the struggle for justice in South Africa. Although
not aimed at Bosch in particular, the famous Kairos Document of
1985 criticized "Church Theology" because of its superficial talk
about reconciliation and nonviolence. In the interests of social
liberation, Kairos rejected the call for the church to be a reconcil
ing "alternative community." 42

With the privilege of hindsight, however, one could argue
that the relatively nonviolent transformation we have witnessed
in South Africa during the last decade has come precisely be
cause of people like David Bosch. He remained within the DRC
out of a prophetic desire to speak the truth of the Gospel to the
Afrikaner people from a position of solidarity with them —even
in their sin!

Fellow South African theologian John de Gruchy has af
firmed that in the service of social transformation, the symbols of
"reconciliation" and "liberation" did not necessarily have to
collide. They had the power to be complementary helpmates in
the quest for justice in South Africa. After comparing and con
trasting the Kairos Declaration and the National Initiative for
Reconciliation Statement, de Gruchy summarized his conclu
sions as follows:
1. In the struggle for a just society, the church cannot be neutral,

but there are different, complementary strategies.
2. The church must be the church, but this does not mean that it

has its own political program alongside that of the struggle for
liberation. It must participate in critical solidarity.

3. The gospel of reconciliation and liberation, as well as the
political strategies of negotiation and confrontation, are not
antithetical but two sides of the same coin.

4. The suffering witness of the cross, and therefore non-violent
redemptive action, remains the paradigm for the Christian,
even though there is an honored Christian tradition which
supports the idea of a just revolution. 43

From this perspective, Bosch's approach —focusing as he
did on the church as the alternative community, costly reconcili
ation, and the role of suffering witness in Christian disciple
ship —can be affirmed as an essential contribution to South
Africa as it struggles to be a society of justice and peace . In life and
in death, David Bosch provided an authentic martyria —a witness
to the world that was profoundly evangelistic.

Afrikaner civil religion in which it was embedded. 33 The heart of
the matter, according to Bosch, was that the Afrikaner people
were prisoners of their own history, afraid of the future. The
ideological nature of apartheid seemingly blinded most
Afrikaners to any future besides the one held out by the National
Party. Yet in this desperate situation, Christians must remain
hopeful, for it is not fate that controls the destiny of South Africa
but the Lord of history. 34

In his critique of apartheid, Bosch also emphasized the
crudality of ecclesiology. Drawing from Reformed and Anabaptist
sources, he urged the church in South Africa to become an
"alternative community." 35 The church is set apart from the
world and called to be a church without privileges, a servant
community that must embody the radical lifestyle of Christ's
new community. Yet the Christian community's called-out exist
ence is for the sake of the world. As Bosch put it: "The church has
tremendous significance for society precisely because it [exists]
as a uniquely separate community. . . . We have to work consis
tently for the renewal of the church —the alternative commu
nity —and precisely in that way at the renewal of society / ,36 Only
when they worked for the renewal and unity of the church, and
lived out the implications of their faith in the world, Bosch
maintained, could South African Christians effectively challenge
the values and standards of the apartheid society around them.
The church must furnish an alternative vision of reality, of life in
the kingdom of God.

The concept of the church as alternative community (AC) is
grounded in the reconciling work of Christ. On the cross, Jesus
reconciled the world to God, breaking down all barriers that
divide humankind. Thus all differences among persons (racial,
economic, linguistic, cultural, religious), while still real, have
been relativized in Christ. It is thus wrong, even heretical, to
divide the one church of Jesus Christ by ascribing "an unduly
high value to racial and cultural distinctiveness," 37 for this would
raise the value of one's national identity above one's identity in
Christ. Yet this is exactly what the white Reformed churches of
South Africa had done and, as such, were perpetrating "nothing
but a heresy." 38 Instead of polarizing society by highlighting its
racial, ethnic, social, or economic distinctions, the mission of the
church is to be an agent of reconciliation and a witness to the
unity won for the world in Christ.

Bosch helped create numerous forums to live out this vision.
The 1979 South African Christian Leadership Assembly (SACL A),
gathering together over 5,000 Christians from every ecclesiasti
cal and political perspective, provided a concrete embodiment of
the AC concept. Bosch was a major impetus behind the event,
serving as chair of the executive committee and delivering four
plenary addresses. 39 He was a leading proponent of the 1982 Ope
brief (Open letter) to the Dutch Reformed Church, signed by 123
DRC pastors and theologians, which publicly condemned apart
heid and urged the DRC to pursue visible unity across the racial
divide with its black sister churches. 40 In 1985, following the
declaration of the state of emergency by the South African

Notes -----------------------------------------------------
1 . The biographical data that follows, including unattributed quotations,

is taken from a personal interview of Bosch by the author on
September 8, 1986.

2. David Bosch, "Prisoners of History or Prisoners of Hope?" The
Hiltonian, no. 114 (March 1979): 14-15.

3. Ibid., p. 15.
4. Ibid.

5. In 1 947 Groenewald became the first person to work out a "scriptural
foundation" for apartheid. He was also a champion of the ecumenical
movement and a staunch defender of DRC participation in the
fledgling World Council of Churches.
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describe his own church, the DRC, at the 1982 Pretoria Theological
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