Dr Gillian Godsell’s talk to Synod (October 2023)
regarding the 2024 elections.

How you feel about the elections are really very closely intertwined with how you feel
about the beloved country. So I’'m going to start with a quote from Deon Meyer’s latest
detective novel, set mainly in Stellenbosch. Warrant officer Vaughn Cupido says to
warrant officer Bennie Griessel:
| feel you, Benna. Dinge lyk nie great nie. But we both know this is a transition phase.
Never as good as we hope, never as bad as we fear. En in hierdie land fix ons op die
ou end alles. Skeef en krom | grant you, maar ons fix dit.

Now | am not talking about Christians fixing the election, in any sense of the word fix. I'm
not talking about how Christians should vote. | am talking about how Christians should
speak about the election, how we should listen, especially to people we disagree with,
and the work we need to do in our own hearts, instead of standing on the sidelines and
pointing fingers at other people.

You will be relieved to hear that as | start to talk about the Christian response, | am not
going to quote from popular crime fiction, but from James 1:19:
My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen,
slow to speak and slow to become angry, because human anger does not produce
the righteousness that God desires.

We can’t control how the politicians speak, but we can control how we speak. With the
help of the Holy Spirit, we can remove not only anger, but contempt and venom from all
of our discussions of these elections. We can learn — and this will not be an easy task, and
may be a task for the rest of our lives — to see political parties as our neighbour, and
individual politicians, every single one of them, as being exactly what they are: made in
the image of God.

In Isaiah 58:9-10, 12 we are promised that God will say “I am here’ provided we remove
all oppression, the accusing finger, and malicious speech;
then, we are told, our light shall rise in the darkness, and our gloom become like
midday.... -that would be nice, if the current political gloom became like midday -
“Repairer of the breach,” they shall call you,
“Restorer of ruined dwellings.” —

| don’t know if we can manage to restore even one ruined dwelling, either figurative or
literal. But removing the accusing finger and malicious speech? Sure. We can do that.

Although that also might take the rest of our lives.

How we do it is beautifully expressed in this poem by Jane Hirshfield, called



Spell to be said against hatred:
Until each breath refuses they, those, them.
Until the list of characters on the book’s first page says
Each one is you
Until hope bows to its hopelessness only as one self bows to another
Until cruelty bends to its work and sees suddenly |
Until anger and insult know themselves burnable legs of a useless table

If we abandon rage and fear and insult in this election campaign, just in our own
conversations, we make room for hope. When David Dinkins ran for mayor of new York,
and became the first black mayor elected, his slogan was vote your hopes not your fears.
Hope is such an appropriate thing for Christians to feed in to an election campaign.

Not be a meagre hope, but abundant hope, best expressed for me in the words of the
Message interpretation of Romans 15:13
Oh! May the God of green hope fill you up with joy, fill you up with peace, so that
your believing lives, filled with the life-giving energy of the Holy spirit, will brim over
with hope.

Hope, joy, peace, in the hearts of Christians, are building blocks.

In Tessa Dooms’ book, coloured, she writes:

Coloured p39
Post-apartheid South Africa, consumed with building homes and providing electricity,
did not have the resources or the capacity to rebuild our souls.

| think she’s right, and | think we risk exactly the same thing with this election — making it
about potholes, rather than about principles, or souls. This synod may have had to,
because this is the nature of synods, talk about what can’t be done, and what resources
are not available. But what this synod surely does have, is the resource and capacity to
rebuild the nation’s soul. With building blocks of joy, faith, trust and hope.

Some years ago, when | was working at the Wits School of Governance, | supervised a
doctoral student from Gaza, Said elNamrouti. He currently lives in the South of Gaza,
with his children, and 6 grandchildren under the age of four. Since the war in the Middle
East began, | have been messaging him every day. So far he has replied every day.
Sometimes we share prayers, sometimes he tells me of his fear and panic, sometimes he
sends videos which | am too scared to open. Last Thursday, when nothing in particular,
certainly nothing good was happening in that region, he wrote;

Good morning Dr Gillian

New day full of hope that all this will end and we will be able to live in peace and

freedom



If Said eINamrouti can find hope within his situation, who are we not to hope?

Hope becomes even more powerful when paired with imagining something better,
something which does not yet exist but could exist.

Rabbi Danya Ruttenberg, an orthodox rabbi living in New York, pleads with us, in her
response to the war in the Middle East, for a return to the liberatory imagination
we must, says Rabbi Danya, keep the fires of the liberatory imagination burning.

Especially, in the face of so much death and despair. We must remember what’s
possible. We must try to envision new ways. We cannot find our way out of this moment
if we cannot even begin to imagine what else could possibly be. We cannot ever, writes
the Rabbi, do anything differently if we cannot even begin to grasp how we might begin
to get there.

In 1994 we had hopes, imagination, dreams and visions, for our beloved country. Maybe
it’s time to get them back. To return to half-forgotten phrases and ideas like nation-
building, as well as imagining new ways of being together, like Beloved Community, a
community where love transforms opposers into friends, where each person is
committed to the other’s flourishing and the flourishing of the whole.

Hope and joy are not the response to something good happening; they are fuel for making
something better happen. Valarie Kaur, a Sikh woman who worked in America after 9/11
when Sikhs in particular were targeted - beaten and killed, their places of worship burned
- because they wear turbans - had this to say about the usefulness of joy, and the
importance of joy in shaping our legacy:
In the face of horrors visited on our world daily, in the struggle to protect our loved
ones, choosing to let in joy is a revolutionary act. Joy returns us to everything good
and useful and worth fighting for It gives us energy. May we let joy in. For we will be
someone’s ancestors one day. If we do this right, they will inherit, not our fear, but
bravery born of joy.

Joy is something we choose to let in. Of course it isn’t always there, but if we are not open
to joy it will never be there. Hope is not a response to a good external situation. It is a
choice we make every day — every hour when the going is particularly rough. Hope, says
academic Rebecca Solnit, is the emergency axe we need to break down the door to the
future.

May our contribution to these elections be our hope and not our fear. Our joy, and not
our anger.



