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THE FIRST RUSSEL BOTMAN MEMORIAL LECTURE

19 October 2015
Making History for the Coming Generation” –   On the Theological Logic of Russel Botman’s Commitment to Transformation:  Dirkie Smit, Systematic Theology, Stellenbosch
Response: Prof Mary Anne Plaatjies van Huffel, on behalf of URCSA
I, Mary Anne Plaatjies van Huffel, moderator of the General Synod of the URCSA,   am honoured to give response at The First Russel Botman Memorial Lecture, which had been created to commemorate the life and work of the late Prof Russel Botman. I want to sincerely thank the Faculty of Theology, for the privilege bestowed on me. I would like to express my deepest gratitude to Prof Smit for an intriguing paper: Making History for the Coming Generation” –   On the Theological Logic of Russel Botman’s Commitment to Transformation.   Your paper is indeed interesting food for thought.
Prof Hayman Russel Botman
  (18 October 1953- 27 June 2014) emerged during the four decades head and shoulders above his peers especially in the Uniting Reformed Church in Africa (URCSA). Botman was one of the URCSA’s most prominent and gifted public theologians. Russel will always fondly be remembered as a church leader par excellence and a transformative leader. URCSA followed his career with much appreciation.   He was ordained in 1982 in the then Dutch Reformed Mission Church in South Africa (DRMC) as minister of the DRMC Congregation of Wynberg, Western Cape and  served in numerous ecumenical bodies on local and international level in various leadership capacities. In  his paper Prof  Smit discerned  6 core themes, characteristics, agencies  in Russel’s doing theology namely  Theological Logic, Vocational Spirituality, Responsible Discipleship, Complex Obedience, Hopeful Agency, Commitment to Transformation In Afrikaans  Teologiese logika , Roepingsbewuste spiritualiteit, Verantwoordelike dissipelskap, Ingewikkelde gehoorsaamheid, Hoopvolle handeling,  Toewyding  aan transformasie.
Thanks Prof for structuring Russel’s theological contribution so profoundly.    I will follow in my response your portrayal.  
1. Botman’s Theological Logic 
According to Botman his own theo-logic coined with the advent of the Confession of Belhar (1986) of the DRMC. He was then confronted with the theo-logic in the idea of following Christ.  “What does it mean to embody Christ?” the young reverend Botman asked himself.  This question had a huge bearing on Botman’s doing theology.  The concept theo-logic was not coined by Russel Botman.  Rather this concept is usually associated with Hans Urs von Balthasar (12 August 1905 – 26 June 1988) a Swiss theologian and Catholic priest who work extensively on the notion of theo-logic.  Theo-Logic is a variation of theology.  It being about not so much what man says about God, but what God speaks about Himself.  
In his Discipleship as Transformation? and most of his published speeches afterwards Botman is trying to convey in one way or another that in a situation of enmity and injustice, God is revealed in a special way as the God of justice standing with those against whom the injustice is being done and God calls the church to stand where God is standing.  Botman sees God preferential option for the poor, marginalized, the farm worker daughter or son, as the way God is speaking to us… He saw it as God’s Theo-logic.  Botman’s own theo-logic as Smit rightly indicated had been molded by the Confession of Belhar and by the motif of following, obedience, and embodiment of the church’s confession. Botman’s work, centers on the analysis of hope,
  pastoral care and counselling,
 reconciliation,
 church unity,
 Confession of Belhar, human rights and human dignity.
 Botman established especially between 1994-2004 a publication record of work that is internationally excellent in terms of originality, significance and rigor. In these publications URCSA felt their understanding on social justice issues had been articulated.
2. Vocational Spirituality
Botman’s premise was that our past of disunity should not determine our future.  He realized the importance of doing research in a crucial moment in history. Botman’s, however, did not allow his personal past to keep him hostage. Rather, he used his past (His-story)   as a tool to sharpen his theological reflection in the present. For example, as theology student at UWC Botman led university students in the Human Rights Protest against the forces of Apartheid in solidarity with the Soweto Revolt.  He was then arrested and interrogated on anti-Apartheid activities by the Security Branch of the Apartheid State.  During 1985 the young reverend Hayman Russel Botman of Wynberg DRMC was arrested again and held in prison for anti-Apartheid activities under the State of Emergency laws in South Africa.  In 1986 he received a three page banning order for activities against the Apartheid State from the Minister of Law and Order. The banning order lasted until the disbandment of the State of Emergency Act in 1993.  In the meantime the young minister of the Word and sacraments, Rev, Russel Botman was furthering his research on post graduate level.  He did not allow the apartheid government to constitute his mindset.  His dissertation Discipleship as transformation? Towards a theology of transformation.  A critical study of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s theology.  put Russel Botman in an excellent position to reflect with authority on social justice issues, transformation, economic injustice, et cetera.  He refused to let his actions be determined by the past.   Russel became the voice of the DRMC and latter of numerous ecumenical bodies. 
3. Responsible Discipleship
Botman was committed to ecumenism and played a pivotal role in the discourse on social justice issues in the ecumenical circles. Under his leadership as president of the Southern Africa Alliance of Reformed Churches (SAARC) the first consultation on the ordination of women was held on the Africa continent, namely in 1991 in Lesotho.  I attended the consultation on behalf of the DRMC and had been ordained in 1992. I always see my ordination as the result of Botman’s efforts to deconstruct the   embeddedness of the theological anthropology which kept women for ages out of ordained positions. Prof Isabel Phiri, currently Associate General Secretary: Public Witness and Diakonia, still fondly recalls his role in Malawi to help the   patriachic Presbyterian Church to accept the right of women to further their studies in theology and open the ordained position for women. In 1997 he was one of five international consultants to the Partnership of Women and Men Commission of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches for its 23rd General Council, Debrecen, Hungary, 5 - 20 August 1997. As executive member of the South African Council of Churches (SACC) he contributed significantly to the churches struggle against Apartheid.  

In ecumenical circles Russel will always be remembered for his contribution in the theological discourse on eco justice and economic justice. Already in 1995, a SAARC consultation on the theme “Reformed faith and economic justice” (spearheaded by Russel Botman as president) met in Kitwe and called upon WARC “to consider our submission that a status confessionis be declared in the light of the African theological experience”. During   1995 he conducted the Bible studies at the WARC Consultation on the theme ‘Reformed faith and economic justice’, in Kitwe, Zambia.   He also read a paper on ‘The global economy and Reformed faith: The quest for a processus confessionis’ at the consultation. He was commissioned by the Executive of the WARC to organize, heighten awareness and make a substantive theological proposal for a processus confessionis on global economy. He conducted a collaborative research project on behalf of the WARC. He made the proposal for a processus confessionis on global economy which was formally adopted by the 23rd General Council of the WARC in 1997. 
 Hence on his theological contribution concentrates mainly on economic justice and human dignity. 
  Together with colleagues like the late reverend James Buys of Wynberg URCSA, his successor in Wynberg URCSA, he played a crucial role in the formulation and adoption of the ACCRA Confession on economic justice in the context of globalization at the WARC General Assembly in Accra 2005. Botman cared about the future of the coming generation and the earth, for him, this was the challenge of an ethics of responsibility, an ethics of transformation, and an ethics of responsible discipleship, indeed I dare say a radical call to discipleship.
4. Complex Obedience

He, as Smit rightly indicated,   was always looking for a complex obedience, that would open new avenues and make new futures possible. His openness and his ability to overcome tensions and conflicts, to listen and to accommodate, to include and to welcome were for Botman expressions of complex obedience. Although some applauded Botman for his spirit of hospitality, others, especially in the URCSA, felt on many occasions that he should push a hard line, have  a firm and uncompromising stance or position, make a choice between right and wrong, have a more unbending stance on matters.  He, however, refused to budge to favoritism, cronyism, and populism.  He never allowed that his actions be determined by the past or his friendships. For instance he was against any form of cronyism namely, appointing long-standing friends to positions of authority, regardless of their qualifications. In doing so Botman exemplified complex obedience.  
Already in 1992 this idea of complex obedience to overcome tensions and conflicts, to listen and to accommodate, to include and to welcome the other had been tested to the limited when it seems as if the unification between the DRMC and the DRCA will not come to fruition. Reverend Buys, a dear friend and colleague of Botman, resigned from the executive of the DRMC when it seems as if the unification talks between the DRMC and the DRCA came to and dead end.
  Buys then served as actuarius, Church Law expert of the DRMC.  Russel Botman who then served as assessor (vice chairperson) of the DRMC chooses not to leave the negotiation table, but pursue vigorously the church unification talks with the DRCA.  He epitomized to the DRMC and even to us today how to overcome tensions and conflicts, to listen and to accommodate, to include and to welcome the other at the table. In this he was following the radical hospitality of Jesus.  Due to his and others commitment to complex, communal and collaborative obedience, as Smit rightly indicated,   on April 1994   the unification of the DRMC and the DRCA took place and URCSA had been constituted.  Russel Botman saw it than fit to step down from leadership in URCSA. This is the kind of leader he had been.  Without people like Russel Botman driving the processes behind the scene church unification between the DRMC and the DRCA would still be a far cry.  
5. Hopeful Agency
At the heart of this was his theological understanding of hope. Already in his inauguration speech on 11th April 2007 Professor Hayman Russel Botman emphasized the notion of pedagogy of hope, a concept coined by Paulo Freire, the world-famous pedagogue who achieved fame by publishing his famous theory in a book entitled “Pedagogy of the Oppressed”. The formation of critical consciousness allows people according to Freire to question the nature of their historical and social situation - to read their world - with the goal of acting as subjects in the creation of a democratic society. For education, Freire implies a dialogic exchange between teachers and students, where both learn, both question, both reflect and both participate in meaning-making.  
During his tenure as rector of University of Stellenbosch Botman became known for his innovative pedagogy.  In his inauguration address the newly appointed Russel Botman as Rector of the University of Stellenbosch incited hope in the marginalized, and in URCSA, that they will have opportunities in the new South Africa and even at the University of Stellenbosch.   Russel could have easily referred to Moltman notion on hope in his inauguration speech.   Russel, I dare say, referred deliberately in his speech to Paulo Freire and thereby communicated to the world that he want to deconstruct the embeddedness of exclusion/inclusion of the institution where he had been appointed as rector. Maybe along the road is it what Russel had done all his life:  To deconstruct realities and to construe alternative realities. Botman himself saw the concept of pedagogy of hope which was formally introduced in 2007 at US – as a possible leitmotif to guide the core activities, i.e. learning and teaching, research and community interaction of the university.  A leitmotif is a "short, constantly recurring idea associated with a particular person, place, or idea. Hope can be seen as Botman’s leitmotif/guiding motif 
6.  Commitment to Transformation
Russel’s utterance regarding URCSA and the Belhar Confession at his 60th birthday (18 October 2014) is still lingering in my ears. He challenged the URCSA with regard to the impasse in the church unification talks and the acceptance of the Belhar Confession in the confessional basis of the DRC.  One should remember that Botman had been one of URCSA’s main advocates of the Confession of Belhar. He travelled across the globe and address in numerous occasions’ synods, commissions, committees and ecumenical bodies abroad on the Belhar Confession.  He, as I already indicated used also the principles of the Belhar Confessions inter alia justice in the drafting of his proposal on processus confessionus and   in the drafting of the ACCRA Confession.  He, however, challenged the URCSA on his 60th birthday… and I as moderator of the General Synod of the URCSA took it to heart.  
Amongst others he said that the  URCSA should not assume that Jesus came to found the URCSA,  or to draft the Belhar Confession … Jesus did not came that  the URCSA may use (misuse/abuse) the Belhar Confession on a way to suit themselves.   Jesus didn’t die so the URCSA could amass a spiritual résumé of good works on unity, justice and reconciliation. URCSA should therefore be wary.  “Jesus”, he said, “died for things much, much greater.”   Botman’s presumption was that the URCSA should express, personify, exemplify, embrace and/or comprise in concrete form the notions of the Belhar Confession before challenging others in accepting it as a confession.  He challenged the URCSA to embody the Belhar Confession, because for Botman theological thought can never be separated from its embodiment in concrete ways in church and society. Furthermore, Botman said that Jesus came and he died so we could change.  Without Christ death, there is no justification before God and without his atonement we cannot become change agents in the world. Russel dreamt of a different world where black and white,  male and female, rich and poor, Protestant and Catholic, yes the son of the landowner and the daughter of a farmworker, those in the squatter camps of South Africa and  those residing in Constantia  can jointly embraced their   full humanity. For Botman the ekklesia is a peculiar people, called out of the world to embody a different life and conduct (Coram Deo is a Latin Phrase translated "in the presence of God” Coram Deo means to life under the authority of, and to the honor and glory of God). This is what Botman believed.  
Russel Botman was indeed committed to transformation.  The notion of transformation   runs like a golden tread through Botman’s contributions in his academic work, his engagement in church leadership, and his contributions regarding church reunification and the Belhar Confession as well as Botman’s efforts to transform the University of Stellenbosch to became an inclusive institute of higher learning. 
The theo-logic behind Botman’s commitment to transformation, as Prof Smit rightly indicated,   can be discern easily in his views on vocational spirituality, responsible discipleship, complex obedience  and hopeful agency. I thank you Prof Smit for a formidable paper on a true son of URCSA.
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