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“I can’t breathe!” Doing theology amidst Covid-19 and many 

other pandemics! 

Arundhati Roy1 writes about Covid-19, saying, the pandemic is 

a portal, a gateway between one world and the next. We can choose to walk through it, dragging the carcasses of our 
prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our data banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies behind us. Or we can 
walk through lightly, with little luggage, ready to imagine another world. And ready to fight for it. 

Covid-19 surfaces societal fault lines in ways that are clear, visible and disarming, to the eye that can see, and the ear that can hear 
– socio-economic inequality, environmental disaster, inappropriate health and educational infrastructure, and institutional 
ineptitudes.  

It emphasizes that if we continue to do life and theology as usual, it might be to our own peril, and that of the earth and global 
humanity. This is indeed a portal time – an invitation – offering us an opportunity to engage our old baggage head-on and discard it 
where required, bravely so; and then, in hearing the words of Jesus, taking up a burden, a yoke, but one that is different, and light – 
in its heaviness – because it comes from a place of deep conviction, that another world is not just possible, but is demanded.  
 

During this time, we organized, on behalf of our Faculty of Theology and Religion, a three-part conversation series, titled “’I can’t 

breathe’! Doing theology amidst and beyond Covid-19: fault lines, intersections, opportunities”. The aim of this series is to discern 

what theology might have to look like amidst and beyond Covid-19.  

 

Through the pandemic – combined with the #BlackLives Matter protests, responding to resurgent forms of personal and 

institutionalized racism, as well as the pervasiveness of gender-based violence in various forms, and a growing awakening to the 

cries of the earth – we acknowledge the intersectionality of systemic violence and global woundedness.    

 

Not only was “I can’t breathe” the last words of George Floyd in Minneapolis, which reverberated throughout the world; these 

might have been the last words also of Robyn Montsumi who died in custody in the Mowbray Police Station in Cape Town at the 

beginning of lockdown; or Petrus Miggels in Ravensmead after being beaten up by police; or the woman or child beaten to a pulp 

by an abusive husband or father; or those feeling trapped in oppressive institutional spaces; or the forests dying around the globe; 

or Christ, after his final loud cry, breathing his last.  

 

What is the Spirit longing to breathe into our theological actions and reflections, at a time when the earth and humanity alike, gasp 

for breath? How should we do theology at this moment in time? Do we dare continue as usual, or are the cries of our times, 

prompting us to deep conversions?  

 

Not only is this a time of crisis and threat; but, perhaps, if we discern well together, it might be(come) a time of new opportunity, 

and new resurrections, forged from resistances that breathe new life, erupting tenaciously, outwitting death. Covid-19 and the 

intersectional cries for life, are suggestive of a longing for futures – institutionally, relationally, economically, environmentally and 

politically – that will be radically different from what we now know. 

                                                           
1 Arundhati Roy, ‘The Pandemic is a Portal’, Financial Times, 3 April, 2020 
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The Centre for Faith and Community, in the past months, partnered closely with the Tshwane Homelessness Forum, various NGOs 

and the City of Tshwane in a Homelessness Task Team, responding to the vulnerability of homeless persons during the Covid-19 

lockdown. A crisis was turned into an opportunity, as 1,800 people were provided temporary shelter within a two-week period; two 

new housing facilities opened up providing permanent accommodation to older homeless persons; primary health care was made 

available to every person in every shelter; new organizational synergies were forged and institutional barriers overcome to provide 

optimal care. Housing as a priority to overcome homelessness, and homelessness as a public health issue, are both well-established 

insights among those advocating for ending homelessness globally, but the penny dropped in clearer ways than before in the City 

of Tshwane. The gains made during this period are now being formalized, and a 10-point plan was crafted to provide progressive 

solutions to street homelessness in South Africa’s capital city. Theologically speaking, this is an attempt to flesh out what a 

preferential option for the poor might look like in practice. 

 

Street homelessness, substance use, environmental disaster, informal settlement upgrading, public parks, pervasive corruption, 

gender-based violence, access to quality health care, and economic inequality and exclusion, all need bold, innovative and 

entrepreneurial approaches to turn crises into opportunities; and death into life. 

 

No real and lasting transformation would be possible without broad-based and brave collaboration between a range of partners. It 

raises questions as to the nature of our theological discourse and praxis. Can we step out into brave new spaces, to do theology on 

the streets and in the fractures of our city, with activists, public health workers, homeless persons, city officials, architects, 

accountants, lawyers, urban planners – joining hands in portals, where there is deep yearning for the breath of life; pushing to 

escape, and creating escape, from tentacles of death, for masses of vulnerable people, for ourselves, for our earth and our toxic, 

impotent and soul-wrenching institutions.  

 

As the passionate plea of that old Keith Green song goes:  

Rushing wind blow through this temple, blowing out the dust within.  

The dust, the death, the decay, the devastation, the denial, the despair; capturing our hearts and minds and temples and 

institutions and cities.  

 

And then, when the portal of expectation and yearning opens up, then breathe on us, Creator Spirit; breathe into us, Wind of Life; 

breathe through us, and lift us up, Risen Christ, not only to imagine, but to participate with you and many others in making a brave 

new world.  

 

 

Stephan de Beer 

CFC (EX-CCM) DIRECTOR 
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News: April – July 2020   

  T the end of March 2020, our State President, Mr Cyril Ramaphosa announced a national lockdown as a 

response to the Covid-19 pandemic. This meant that everyone, in non-essential services, had to stay at home 

while the national government navigated this disease. This pronouncement meant that those without homes 

had to be taken to a place of safety. In Tshwane a group of 1 600 homeless and vulnerable people were taken to 

Caledonian Stadium in the City centre. Due to the high risk of infection, that this space placed this homeless community 

under, the Centre, as part of the Tshwane Homelessness Forum, participated in a collaborative effort, suggesting to the 

City that such a large group of people would be better cared for in smaller safe spaces at local churches and NGOs.   The 

Centre worked with the Homeless Task Team to develop a Site Management Training Manual and site managers, social 

workers and volunteers received free training. The following Centres where thus developed in order to house this most 

vulnerable sector of our society: 

 Oosterlig DRC 

 Arcadia Faith Community  

 Sediba Hope / Melodi ya Tshwane  

 Inkululeko Community Centre  

 St Wilfrid’s Anglican Church  

 Elim Full Gospel Church  

 Capital Park  

 Life Changing Ministries  

 Rayton Christian Church  

 Moreleta Park DRC 

 Lyttleton Gallery and Community Centre 

 Heuweloord  

 Lucas van den Berg Sport Grounds  

 Lyttleton Sports Park 

 Mabopane Indoor Sports Centre 

 Akasia Town Hall 

 Sebathoma Community Hall 

 Lyttleton Town Hall 

We thank all those who opened their hearts, hands 

and homes for their generosity and commitment in 

serving God’s people. 

 

 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Sites of Safety for the homeless community 

nce the sites of safety had been set up, CFC received many stories of transformation through our 

commitment to the homeless community. Some communities had committed themselves to 

journeying with their new community to ensure that nobody, unless they chose to, would return to 

the street. We heard stories of family reunification. We heard stories of people being diagnosed with serious 

mental and physical illnesses for the first time. We had extremely generous cash donations from some 

churches who could not offer physical spaces. The staff of the Centre felt that Covid-19 brought an 

extraordinary moment of grace and humanity that had gone unnoticed for quite a while. We are currently 

using this model to fast-track 

Pathways out of Homelessness for 

all vulnerable people who are 

wanting to come off the streets. 

Below is a collage of some of these 

success stories.   

 Ooseterlig NG Church: 

On the 1st April we got news of 

Pretoria-Oosterlig NG kerk 

accommodating twenty homeless 

senior citizens. We want to 

Congratulations them for their 

deep commitment to this groups of 

extremely vulnerable people.  

 Hatfield Christian Church 

We also acknowledge the extreme generosity of Hatfield Christian Church in Waterkloof Glen, Pretoria for 

donating R100 000 to assist in Corona-19 relief efforts for the aged homeless 

 

 

 

O 



 

WE ENVISION HEALTHY COMMUNITIES THROUGH THE FORMATION 

OF COMMUNITY AND CHURCH LEADERS 

WWW.CCM.UP.AC.ZA |  012 420 3839  |  LANCE.THOMAS@UP.AC.ZA 

 Capital Park 

We also commend the Homeowners 

Association of Capital Park who, due to not 

having buildings or churches willing to open 

their doors, took ownership of a local 

community park. They also took over the 

management of this site in order to assist 

the homeless and vulnerable in their area. 

Congratulations 

 Elim Full Gospel Church  

Elim Full Gospel Church also came to 

the aid of the vulnerable in a 

spectacularly generous way by not 

only offering a site to host homeless 

student and men, but also with a generous donation of R100 000. This in edition to assisting in setting up a 

food bank to ensure sustainability of the many generous donations received from many well-wishers. 
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St Wilfred’s 

The Anglican Community of St 

Wilfred’s has taken in 20 men 

at a great cost to themselves, 

but with many rewards for 

this faith community. One of 

these rewards is Mr Lazarus 

Skhosana, a community 

member of the St Wilfrid’s 

Temporary Homeless Shelter 

in Hatfield who has been a 

resident since lockdown 

started. He received pastoral, 

physical, medical, and social 

care and has since decided to 

reconcile with family (wife 

and children) and start up a 

fast food business in Slovo, 

Mabopane. St Winifred’s is 

looking for anyone who could 

assist him, or many like him, in 

trying to rectify their lives.  
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New Beginnings 

Launching the Centre for Faith and Community: where healing and justice come together 

1 June 2020 was the official starting day for the merged Centres in our Faculty of Theology and Religion at 

the University of Pretoria. From that date, what used to be the Centre for Contextual Ministry and the 

Centre for Public Theology, were merged into a new Centre, known as the Centre for Faith and Community. 

We are excited about this new chapter - deliberate to create bridges between the academy, communities 

of faith, and society, through continued education and engaged research. 

From deep involvement in homeless task teams during Covid-19; to doing research on socio-spatial justice 

and the role local congregations can play; to engaging in the healing of historical trauma with the Institute 

for the Healing of Memories; to supporting local communities with tools to build sustainable livelihoods 

and resilience with the Nova Institute; to creating spaces for difficult and on-going conversations on justice 

from the perspectives of race, gender, the economy and the earth; to holding a special space with 

Hospivision to contemplate the role of spirituality in public health care; to supporting the aspirations of 

local urban communities through research and documentation in seven Urban Studios - our menu is full. 

Our friends and partners are many. We invite you to consider joining one or more of our many exciting 

journeys. 

Allow us to pause though. As we entered this new chapter, we were excited to do so with Professor Vuyani 

Vellem - a friend, a brother and a colleague. He had a particular vision for how the merged Centre could 

evolve. His prophetic theology of black liberation and the spirituality that undergirded his own brand of this 

theology, are now more needed than ever. He was particularly interested to develop spaces and 

programmes on ethical public 

leadership, lamenting the ethical 

deficits that plagued post-colonial 

structures of governance, and the 

institutionalization of racism, classism 

and sexism, both creating serious 

obstacles for the on-going liberation 

of the poor, in general, and of black 

South Africans, in particular. We miss 

him as we start this new journey. But 

his memory, his words and his 

convictions, will continue to journey 

with us. 

May his spirit of anger at injustice, and love for justice and for those being treated unjustly, be pervasive in 

the work the Centre sets out to do. Because healing without justice remains shallow, and justice without 

healing becomes destructive. We are invited to hold these two goals together, as we discern the vocation 

of our scholarship in the Centre: a vocation seeking to fuse action, reflection, dialogue and research, in on-

going cycles of transformation. 
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The Centre for Faith and Community: Webinars!  

Covid-19 has offered the world its fair amount of challenges but has also produced many opportunities. One of these is 

that it has been able to bring us together, much more cheaply and easier, for those of us fortunately enough to have 

internet connections. At a time when knowledge sharing in a quick easy platform is vital, CFC moved to hosting 

webinars, bringing together some of the foremost thinkers in dealing with Covid-19 contextually. Though we 

acknowledge that there is nothing more important than true, personal human interaction, these webinars have assisted us 

great, and for those of you that missed them, they are available online on our website and on request.  

Solidarity with the Homeless Poor During Covid-19 

One of our first Webinars was a webinar held within a short space of time on Solidarity with the Homeless Poor during 

Covid-19: We Cannot be free Unless you are Free. This was the theme for our webinar held on Freedom Day, 27 April 

2020.  

“Breathe!” Doing theology amidst and beyond 

Covid-19: fault lines, intersections, opportunities 

In this 3-part Webinar Series, hosted by the Faculty of 

Theology and Religion at the University of Pretoria, we seek 

to discern what doing theology might have to look like 

amidst and beyond Covid-19. 

We recognize how the pandemic surfaced societal fault 

lines, in more glaring ways than before – socio-economic 

inequality, environmental disaster, inappropriate health and 

educational infrastructure, and institutional ineptitudes. 

Combined with the #BlackLives Matter protests, responding 

to resurgent forms of personal and institutionalized racism, 

as well as the pervasiveness of gender-based violence in 

various forms, and a growing awakening to the cries of the 

earth, we acknowledge the intersectionality of systemic 

violence and global woundedness. 

Not only was “I can’t breathe” the last words of George 

Floyd; these might have been the last words also of Robyn 

Montsumi who died in custody in the Mowbray Police 

Station in Cape Town; or Petrus Miggels in Ravensmead 

after being beaten up by police; or the woman or child beaten 

to a pulp by an abusive husband or father; or those feeling 

trapped in oppressive institutional spaces; or the forest dying                                                                                                            

around the globe; or Christ, after his final loud cry, breathing 

his last. 

What is the Spirit longing to breathe into our theological 

actions and reflections, at a time when the earth and 

humanity alike, gasp for breath? How should we do theology at this moment in time? Do we dare continue as usual, or are the cries of 

our times, prompting us to deep conversions? 
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Not only is this a time of crisis and threat; but, perhaps, if we discern well together, it might be(come) a time of new 

opportunity, and new resurrections, forged from resistances that breathe new life, erupting tenaciously, outwitting death. 

Covid-19 and the intersectional cries for life, are suggestive of a longing for futures – institutionally, relationally, 

economically, environmentally and politically – that will be radically different from what we now know. 

Conversation I: Covid-19, race and gender 

Conversation II: Covid-19, economy and environment 

Conversation III: Doing theology, now! How? What? With Whom? 

All three conversations describe fault lines, discern alternative imaginaries and contemplate pragmatic embodiments. 

Specific attention will also be given to the kind of theological leadership and actions now required – at personal, 

institutional and epistemological levels – if we want to be participants of radically new futures. 
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The Centre also participated in a webinar hosted by The Warehouse, seeking to commemorate the life and 

work of Prof Vuyani Vellem.  
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A TIME TO PROTEST: #ICAN’TBREATHE 

ollowing the tragedy that unfolded in the USA and the 

repressive militarisation of our police and army under Covid-

19, CFC held hands with and organised a series of protests are 

churches all around Tshwane. We had 12 churches and about 100 

people participate in these protests, calling for a recognition of Black 

Lives under lockdown 
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A TIME TO MOURN 
 

Mourning - and celebrating - Andre de la Porte 

t was with great sadness that we heard the news of the passing of our brother and friend, Andre de la 

Porte, on Saturday the 30th of May 2020. Andre's life stood in the sign of healing. He was a person of 

peace that shared healing across the breadth of our country. 

Andre was a leader in thinking about the spirituality of 

health care and our Centre hosted this as a research 

theme, under his leadership. The Centre had a long-

standing partnership with Hospivision. Andre led a 

postgraduate programme in Pastoral Care and 

Counselling, and at the beginning of 2020, he was so 

excited when a new Clinical Pastoral Care programme 

kicked off, hosted at both Steve Biko and Tygerberg 

Academic Hospitals. More than 50 people were enrolled 

for these programmes in 2020. In addition, short courses 

were offered in different parts of the country equipping 

those called into a ministry of healing. 

We pray for deep comfort and rest for Andre's family in 

this time of loss and bereavement. To Annette and his 

children, we pray God's embrace and peace that goes 

beyond any understanding. Andre was a healer - through 

his wounds many were restored. May those who experienced 

healing through his academic work, pastorate and mentorship, be 

able to continue the healing ministry that he embodied 

Micheline Kamba 

0n· July 31 · Our Brother, Claude Kalonji, shared with us the very 

sad news, that our friend, sister and colleague, Micheline Kamba 

Kasongo, has passed away in Kinshasa yesterday. She struggled 

with illness in recent months, but this news is devastating. 

Micheline was gentle yet robust. Her contribution to African womanist scholarship and disability 

scholarship was immense, not just in writing but - particularly - in an embodied way. She was young and 

still had too much to offer to be taken away so soon. She will leave a huge gap in the City of Kinshasa, 

among woman theologians on the continent, in the world ecumenical circles where she played an active 

and leading role, and, of course, in our small but exciting network to grapple with African cities 

theologically. She will leave a vacuum that cannot be filled with ease. 

We would have to attend to what she left us, so it can travel places. 
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Enrol in a Course Today!  

HTTP://WWW.ENTERPRISES.UP.AC.ZA/TRAINING-SOLUTIONS/FIELDS-OF-STUDY/SOCIAL-SCIENCES-COURSES/  

Dear Friends. The Covid-19 Pandemic 

has brought many challenges to our 

society. The Centre has had to cancel 

all its contact sessions, but this did not 

mean that our work has stopped or was 

not needed. In response to the many 

requests to "at least have our pastoral 

courses online" we have worked 

tirelessly on putting the following 

courses online. Please have a look and 

see if you would like to join us in one of 

these courses. Please also note that 

these courses fall under out data free 

courses if you use the Enterprises 

learning platform to sign in. Should you 

have any question please contact 

Lance.Thomas@up.ac.za 

 

Support our Mission by Investing in the CCM Scholarship Fund 

For every R750 donation you make, another community leader will be equipped for the cause of transformation! 

ABSA | HATFIELD | 335545 | UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA | 2140000038 | REF: A0C932/03600 

 

Enrol in a Course Today!  

HTTP://WWW.ENTERPRISES.UP.AC.ZA/TRAINING-SOLUTIONS/FIELDS-OF-STUDY/SOCIAL-SCIENCES-

COURSES/  

Approaches to Community Transformation 
2018/04/18 

Introduction to Urban Ministry 
2018/04/23 

Constructing Local Theologies: An Introduction to Doing Theology 
Contextually 

2018/04/23 

Political Theology 
2018/04/30 

Church-Based Care Centre Management 
2018/05/02 

Contextual Preaching 
2018/05/07 

Approaches to Community Transformation 
2018/05/07 

Depression: to believe in Sunshine 
2018/05/10 

Christian Spirituality 
2018/05/14 

Starting and Sustaining Community Projects 
2018/05/14 

Contextual Preaching 
2018/05/17 

short Course in Trauma Counselling in an Accident and Emergency Unit 
2018/05/21 

Narrative Group Counselling 
2018/05/22 

Faith Communities and Missional Leadership 
2018/06/04 

Sexuality and Gender 
2018/06/04 

Introduction to Ministry 
2018/06/04 

Spiritual Care and Counselling for the Sick 
2018/06/07 

Faithful Witnesses 
2018/06/12 

Spiritual Care and Counselling for the Sick 
2018/06/18 

ABSA  |  HATFIELD  |  335545  |  UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA  |  2140000038  |  REF: A0C932/03600 

http://www.enterprises.up.ac.za/training-solutions/fields-of-study/social-sciences-courses/
http://www.enterprises.up.ac.za/training-solutions/fields-of-study/social-sciences-courses/
http://www.enterprises.up.ac.za/training-solutions/fields-of-study/social-sciences-courses/
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SAVE THE DATE! 

CFC UPCOMING EVENTS 

The #FEASTOF THE CLOWNS and 13th 

Biennial Consultation on Urban Ministry 

So far, we are officially hosting the 

Consultation in 8 cities across Africa: Accra, 

Ghana; Kampala, Uganda; Nairobi, Kenya; 

Mombasa, Kenya; Rustenburg, South Africa; 

Pretoria, South Africa; Johannesburg, South 

Africa; Cape Town, South Africa 

Don't see your city on this list? Please fill out 

the google form at shorturl.at/dnR18 and 

we'll follow up with you about becoming a 

partner or a participant! 

 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/Centre-for-Faith-and-Community-1677687418934753/
https://www.facebook.com/Centre-for-Faith-and-Community-1677687418934753/

