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1 Background  

 

From 22-23 August 2013 59 people gathered in Cafe Burgundy’s at the University of Pretoria to consider the 

status of reconciliation and social cohesion in South Africa today. The Consultation adopted the format of 

story-telling and world cafe, allowing for intense interaction and conversation in a safe space, surfacing critical 

themes and issues, articulating these into 7 questions, and reflecting upon these questions for the duration of 

our time.  

 

The Consultation was hosted by the Unit for Social Cohesion and Reconciliation in the Centre for Contextual 

Ministry at the University of Pretoria. Liz de Wet was facilitating the conversation during the Consultation.  

 

The purpose of our time was  

 

 deep listening,  

 mapping of diverse practices, 

 discerning on-going challenges,  

 considering ways ahead, as individual persons and organizations, in relationship, but also as a Unit for Social 

Cohesion and Reconciliation at the University of Pretoria.  

 

2 Content & Process  

 

The Consultation invited two panels of story-tellers and heard 9 stories from diverse contexts and experiences, 

helping us to frame the conversation during the 2 days. In small group conversations everybody had a chance 

to tell their own stories, and to speak of their own hopes and frustrations in doing the work of social cohesion 

and reconciliation.  

 

From the initial stories, themes were identified and grouped into 7 critical questions. The groups then 

considered these questions and articulated actions that could help to address some of the questions.  

 

Towards the end of our time together, space was created for more individual reflection, deliberate networking 

between people who discerned possibilities for collaboration, and the new Unit for Social Cohesion and 

Reconciliation invited inputs from the group in terms of the kind of agenda it could assume for itself into the 

future.  

 

3 Themes / Questions  

 

The various themes and issues were articulated in the form of seven over-arching questions.  

 

 How can we use our collective woundedness and need for healing as a vehicle in a process of national 

reconciliation and social transformation?  

 How does the woundedness of our society speak to the issue of land reform, identity and hospitality?  

 What is driving re-segregation?  

 How to acknowledge/ recognize/ embrace/ increase/ invite the contradictions/ messiness/ complexities/ 

uncertainties/chaos in order to open up/broaden the spaces of engagements instead of closing them down? 

 What kinds of conversations open up the possibilities for real hope?  

 How do we/I (re-)frame the language/s of engagement?  

 In what ways is the church / religion empowering / disempowering its members to seek justice and 

reconciliation?  



4 Reflections  
 

How can we use our collective woundedness and need for healing as a vehicle in a process of national reconciliation and 

social transformation?  

 

The prior question was: is it possible to achieve true national reconciliation and social transformation without recognizing 

our collective woundedness and need for healing? Once agreed that it was not possible, the question was then re-framed 

to read: how can we then use our collective woundedness and need for healing as a vehicle in a process of national 

reconciliation and social transformation?  

 

Appreciate the positives 
There is a need to acknowledge us / SA as a traumatized country and to understand the nature of the trauma 
We have a spiritual / psychological wound  
As individuals we need to acknowledge our wound / our pain  
We need NOT politicize our woundedness 
There are more of “us” than “them” 
What are the unhealthy ways in which we can respond to our woundedness? Blame, complaints, indifference 
Our woundedness > blame > media / government / complaints 
We need our own South African “12 steps” a la AA   
We need a process and safe environment to disclose our pain / woundedness 
We need a healthy way to tell each other of our woundedness 
The process of reconciliation and social transformation has started > need to be deepened and be given new impetus 
We need accessible and friendly spaces to address our woundedness 
Venues?  

 

How does the woundedness of our society speak to the issue of land reform, identity and hospitality?  

 

Land is not shared / fairly distributed                                        Formal legal processes versus dysfunctional systems   
Formal fixing of problem versus relational work                     Challenge of land reform 
Pessimism                                                                                       Lack of ideas 
The challenge of language                                                           A barrier to successful education 
Misunderstandings and divisions                                                See the positives in SA 
Finding hope                                                                                   Visibility of signs of hope at the bottom of society  
“Better life for all” – problem is it is for a few                          Bad theology of religious people 
There is ONE saviour and it is not you/me!                               No space for Christian triumphalism  
Positive > government introducing African languages            Woundedness of society > black, white, coloured, migrants  
Identity > repackaging                                                                   I hate them because I hate myself 
Hospitality > we don’t want to lose it                                         Change from self/church first  
“Othering” and stereotyping                                                       Our identities 
Authenticity and self-awareness                                                 Applying prejudice  
Poverties – leaders/minds/education/material/moral           Belonging  
Unhealthy (self-) exclusion of minority groups                        How do we move beyond our woundedness?  
How does the church deal with her own woundedness?      Collective woundedness and the need for new language  
 
Long-term perspective on healing and reconciliation > intergenerational  
Reconciliation and social cohesion > not possible without justice, restitution, overcoming poverty  
Church can contribute to healing only if she recognizes her wound  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



What is driving re-segregation?  

 

Divisions > location/spatial: city centre/suburbs townships  > lack of spatial transformation                                 
 
Change through people not structures                      Paralysis by guilt or “inferiority” 
You/us > all of us                                                            Citizenship  
Identity                                                                             Move beyond blame  
Comfort zones                                                                 Political situation 
Attitudes                                                                           Fear 
Vulnerability                                                                     Identity crises  
Not seeing the ‘other’                                                    Laws and policies 
Leadership                                                                        Different stories not being heard 
Accommodating the other became hard                    Sense of belonging  
Culture                                                                              Minority card  
Values                                                                               Who can hold complex spaces? 
Power is “taken” / not “given”                                     Shouldn’t we try again? Find out what worked / what not 

 

How to acknowledge / recognize / embrace / increase / invite the contradictions / messiness/ complexities / 

uncertainties / chaos in order to open up / broaden the spaces of engagement instead of closing them down?  

 

Power versus vulnerability                                         Need for relational work and dialogue at all levels  
Anger versus Healing                                                   Influence  
Humiliation and shame                                               Time / allow for genuine relationships                            
Chasing hope                                                                Honesty / integrity            
Commonality                                                                 Speak out > Talk about the ‘bad stuff’ 
Lunch with neighbours                                                Pain > shared wounds 
More dialogue and spaces for engagement            Collective trauma 
Pre-dialogue                                                                  Emotional readiness: acknowledge, witness, showing remorse 
Make interaction real                                                  Affirming the human dignity of the other  
Interactions unhealthy                                                “Othering” 
Excluding                                                                        Self-hatred 
Broaden spaces for engagement                               Hatred for other 
  
How to invite the messiness in order to open spaces of dialogue?  
Meet at the places of common interest: bartenders; hairdressers; barbers; places of business; camps; social events; church 
events; using public transport   

 

What kinds of conversations open up the possibilities for real hope?  

 

Story                                                                                      Modelling  
Gestures and nonverbal communication                        Language tools  
Rituals                                                                                    First experiencing then reflecting  
Sharing brokenness                                                             Safe spaces  
Share complexities and mutual vulnerabilities              Interactive dialogue  
Willing to be open and share vulnerability                     Modesty  
Acknowledge our own prejudices                                    See how control is ‘demanded’ /used to protect own vulnerability  
Letting go of “oughts”                                                        Authentic and genuine encounter  
Breaking down walls                                                          Giving up certainties  
Giving power “over” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



How do we/I (re-)frame the language/s of engagement?  

 

Topics to engage                                                                                Inclusive language  
Our engagement should not change who we are                        Change our attitudes 
Are we able to engage in conversation?                                       What language do we use? 
Language of economics                                                                    Do we need to reframe the language?  
What is the politically correct way of saying things?                  Be clear about assumptions 
Whose problem is this?                                                                    Language should be respectful  
Need to set the framework of discourse                                       Ensure the environment is conducive for engagement  
Who frames the language                                                                The approach and timing is important  
Assume your own responsibility                                                     How can I reframe if I don’t understand culture and history? 
Overcome fear of being misunderstood                                        Reframe language policy  
Are we speaking well enough to engage                                       We have missed learning opportunities  
How do we reframe?                                                                         What sources do we use?  

 Point of departure                                                            It is not just English / Afrikaans 

 Definition of reframing                                                    Where do we meet people? 

 Who wrote the history/whose history                         Do we meet people where they are?  
How do we get to a language of engagement?                            Address the question in the context of social cohesion and  

 The power of language and words                               reconciliation  
Can we agree to sit down and redefine it?                                   Rules of engagement (discourses)    
Engagement                                                                                        Do we change the rules? 

 Authenticity                                                                      The need to communicate > places of communication 

 What is the measurement of engagement?               How do we communicate? 
Process of engagement                                                                    Engagement is complex   

 As a white academic (apprehensive) 

 Don’t have a place to engage  

 Is my engagement welcome? 
 

In what ways is the church/religion empowering/disempowering its members to seek justice and reconciliation?  

 

Hypocrisy                                                                Bicycle theology     
Caring                                                                      Compassion  
Bad theology                                                          Self-modelling   
Members versus church as institution              Teachings on gender, divorce and the role of women  
Reaching out                                                          Justice is part of the gospel  
Disunity                                                                   Justice versus social cohesion    
Church versus congregation  

 

 

5 What can we hear for our Unit?  

 

 We need to acknowledge our collective woundedness  

 Our woundedness – when dealt with in authentic, safe spaces for conversation and engagement – 

could become a vehicle for social cohesion and reconciliation  

 Issues of identity to be explored without which reconciliation and social cohesion would remain 

elusive  

 Reconciliation is not possible without restitution  

 The agenda for reconciliation needs to start with the quest for justice 

 Issues of land, land reform and spatial transformation are central to social cohesion and reconciliation  

 Reconciliation work needs to be done inter-generationally 

 Relational work at the core of all we do  

 Our language of engagement to be re-framed   

 

 

 

 



In summary, we need to engage with and explore more the interdependent themes of   

 

 Collective woundedness 

 Spaces and languages of engagement 

 Issues of identity, humanness, consciousness    

 Issues of land, justice and restitution  

 Leadership as embodiment: woundedness, our skins, etc 

 

Specific possibilities for action:  

 

 To facilitate interaction between civil society and academia  

 To facilitate inter-disciplinary and inter-generational conversations on social cohesion and 

reconciliation on campus  

o To foster / promote social cohesion amongst students / lecturers in the Faculty of Theology 

and other Faculties  

o To facilitate inter-faculty dialogue  

 To foster trans-disciplinary  and inter-faith research in the fields of social cohesion and reconciliation 

 To articulate outcomes of such conversations in academic and popular papers and publications  

 To influence curriculum development and content from discoveries made in conversations and 

research  

 To facilitate social impact through intentional conversations focusing on addressing critical themes / 

issues, through tailor-made training and capacity-building programmes, and through highlighting 

concerns arising from within communities    

 

 Creating (multiple) spaces & mapping stories (of struggle and hope)  

  

 

 

 


