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American Christians benefit from //reviewing the legacy of recently deceased Archibishop 

Desmond Tutu reminds us of our power to change the moral climate—and of the significance of 

the church in supporting each other to non-violently change systems of oppression. 

Tutu is best known, of course, for his leadership against the entrenched system of apartheid in his 

native country of South Africa.  The state enforced separation of peoples according to an 

assumption of race and assignment of privileges/requirements.    The apparatus of enforcement 

became very brutal—illegal detentions, torture, surveillance, coerced informants, murder -- but 

was publicly deniable by whites who considered themselves good people.  That included the US 

(during the Reagan administration) and Israel which supported the apartheid government with 

covert and overt services. 

 

Born A Crime is wit Trevor Noah’s account of how his very existence was criminalized as the 

child of parents identified as different races. For the record, there is just one race: human.  That 

we can have children together proves the point; the rest is socially constructed. As someone who 

privileges the life lessons of children, I find this point quite symbolic—how we are called to love 

each other. 

 

The Coming Home Collaborative was privileged to host a survivor of the anti-apartheid struggle, 

the Anglican Fr. Michael Lapsley. The CHC promoted the model he developed for addressing 

moral injury, Healing of Memories workshops. Life under apartheid left moral wounds on all 

sides. Lapsley lives in a body ravaged by a bomb intended by the apartheid regime to assassinate 

him—no hands, one eye, countless other physical impacts.   

Lapsley and Tutu attribute their capacity to remain loving, compassionate, and non-violent in 

spite of such pain and life-threat to “belonging to the church and knowing that you belong to this 

extraordinary body.” (Tutu)  Both of them talked of how cards from children and knowing that they 

were being prayed for internationally helped sustain them. Indeed US churches were a big part of 

changing the moral climate so that Congress over-rode Reagan and ended support for South 

Africa’s apartheid. 

 

Tutu could vote for the first time at age 63. The resulting South African government eliminated their 

nuclear weapons program and instituted a constitution enshrining human rights.  

Tutu also spoke out against the Iraq war.  He noted that the US refuses to participate in the 

International Criminal Court, which would have been the logical redress after the crimes of 9/11.  

Instead military “intelligence” was used to justify decades of US military force and occupation 

against Iraq.  We hear such “intelligence” make claims today for military intervention.  Where is 

our church response? 

 

Tutu also spoke out against the US torture and detentions without trial –which he recognized as 

similar to abuses during the apartheid regime. He called on Christians to oppose these abuses.  That 

brings me to the plight of Julian Assange, forced into detention for publishing the truth about 

government crimes, in particular, the US lies about its wars and black site activities.  No one is in 

jail for these crimes except the man who told the truth. After years of what the UN investigator 

deemed torture, Assange suffered a stroke and is in poor health.  If he is extradited to the US,  one 



court had already determined that he is unlikely to survive.  Further, the draconian terms of the 1917 

Espionage Act would not allow a fair trial.  Assange has already suffered years of US defamation 

and plotting to assassinate him.   

https://assangedefense.org/hearing-coverage/   

 

Can we see how Tutu’s comments on Guantanamo apply to the persecution of Assange?: “But, I 

mean, that’s exactly what they were doing for exactly the same reasons that they gave.” I mean, you 

said, “Why do you detain people without trial? Why do you ban people as you are doing?” And the 

response from the South African government was, “Security of the state.” 

The fact that our government is breaking the law (as published by Assange)  is itself a secret that is 

punishable if revealed.  We can honor Tutu by showing that Christians care about Assange.  We 

need truth-tellers to help our society shift the moral climate on war.  

 

https://assangedefense.org/hearing-coverage/

