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Editorial


 


The photo on the front cover of this volume is of Albert Nolan OP and comes from around 1983 shortly after he served as National Chaplain in South Africa for the National Catholic Federation of Students (NCFS), a tertiary based student member movement of the International Movement of Catholic Students (IMCS). He was National Chaplain from 1973–1980. From 1977–1984, Nolan served as National Chaplain of the South African YCS (a member movement of the International YCS), which affiliated itself to the United Democratic Front (UDF) in South Africa.1 The colours of the cover are those that were used by UDF, black, red and yellow.


The title of this volume, Putting Right What Is Wrong, comes from Nolan himself when he talks of the ‘actions’ of the YCS and of biblical justice in a 1980s interview, which is published in this collection.


Albert Nolan OP (1934–2022), a South African Dominican, joined the Order in the 1950s and was, in the 1970s and early 1980s, involved with various Cardijn inspired lay movements in South Africa, particularly student and post-graduate student movements in that country. He was a chaplain to various Catholic student bodies and a writer. He is best known for his Jesus before Christianity2 book which was first published in English in 1976 (was translated into over a dozen other languages) and is still in print. He was involved in the writing of the 1985 Kairos Document3 and worked with the Institute of Contextual Theology (ICT) in South Africa.


In the mid 1970s he went to Latin America for an international student conference and met Gustavo Gutiérrez (who later also became a Dominican), who was also involved with international student movements in the Catholic Church at that time.4 The trip, and the writings of liberation theology he encountered around that time, were both an important influence as he explains in the 1985 interview with the South African Historical Archives (SAHA), which is published in this volume: ‘A very important thing too, was a Theology of Liberation in Latin America. But even that, I started reading that gradually and then spent six weeks in Latin America in 1975 and that was very important to me.’


A number of other Dominicans in South Africa were also involved in the Jocist movements of formation as were Dominicans in France like Chenu, Congar and others in the twentieth century as well as other countries over the years. Thus Nolan was not alone in South Africa, nor internationally within the Dominicans, to be involved in lay movements of formation.


The link between Nolan’s work and writings with the Jocist, Cardijn inspired, action based movements of formation, has not often been written up, alluded to, explained or detailed to any great extent in academic journals or publications, nor referred to by many theologians when examining contemporary theological trends. In the same way, the links between Gustavo Gutierrez’s theology, and his involvement with the student movements, has seldomly been detailed or written about by those who have studied his work or liberation theology.


In this volume Nolan speaks in two interviews from the 1980s (one with fellow Dominican Mark James OP and another which is was recorded by Julie Frederikse and is in the files of the South African Historical Association) about his time with the student movements in South Africa, his theological development because of his involvement with the student movements, his visit to Latin America in the 1970s, the connections between liberation theology in Latin America and theology in South Africa in the Apartheid regime and of contextual theology. ‘We talk about an option for the poor,5 which might describe what I’m trying to do and describe what Latin American theologians and others are trying to do.’ While noting differences between theologies of liberation in South Africa and Latin America, Nolan also links the work of the student movements, movements for justice in Latin America and South Africa and social analysis: ‘But a social analysis of the structure of our society reveals a power relationship of oppressor and oppressed just as it does in Latin America, and many other countries.’


In the two interviews he speaks of leadership which developed based on ‘action’, often small actions in the student movements, where students take action to change and ‘put right that which is wrong’.6 There is the link between those small actions and actions at a larger scale in a time of ‘struggle’ against repression, oppression and witnessing suffering, poverty and inequality.


There are also two articles on the Kairos Document and Kairos theology. While not mentioning the links with ‘action’ based movements, in these articles Nolan refers to movements of change which are theologically grounded in responding to the ‘signs of the times’ and change in a society where one ‘puts right something that is wrong’.


Finally, there are two pieces from 2003, some of his most recent pieces of writing and significant pieces as these were presentations that he gave to members of the student movements. In 2003, Nolan participated in an international meeting of IMCS, at a joint training session with the International YCS which was held in Barcelona, Spain. The first is on ‘Integral Education’, and the second ‘A Spirituality of Action’.7


While Nolan, like Gutiérrez, never refers directly to the writings of Cardijn, it is clearly there as an influence throughout their writings, if one reads their work through the optic of the works of Joseph Cardijn, founder of the YCW. Nolan’s interview with the SAHA speaks of a ‘call to action’, taking up the theme of Cardijn’s small 148 page book, A Challenge to Action, first translated and published in English in 1955, and the other seminal small 178 page book by Cardijn entitled Laymen into Action.8


When asked in the SAHA interview about his achievements, Nolan uses language which is similar to Cardijn’s when he speaks of the link between action and leadership,




[T]he most important achievement of it is the building of leadership, and a good number of black and white leaders in the struggle have come out of YCS. The experience that they went through and all that has made them leaders and they’re all over the place.





He goes on,




. . . . now those are the things that build leadership. It is the fact that hundreds of times, you have done that, you’ve taken the initiative, you’ve involved other people in doing it, you found a way of doing it, when it didn’t work you reviewed why it didn’t work and again that’s the stuff of which leaders are made. That’s education.





Education and formation in the Jocist tradition are linked, and refer to the life of ‘action’, a life of ‘putting right what is wrong’.


The late 1960s through to 1970s were years of radicalisation of the Jocist movements in many countries. The cause/s and form/s of the radicalisation differed from one country to another. In Asia, Latin America and South Africa there were similarities in how oppressive regimes reacted to those who challenged them. While Nolan saw similarities between South Africa and Latin America in particular, he also saw differences. Nolan points outs the use of theology by the Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa was one major difference between the two contexts, which was a significant difference to regimes in Latin America.9 In some parts of the world, in Asia, Latin America, and South Africa student leaders in the YCS and leaders in the YCW were imprisoned, tortured, beaten and death threats came from the security forces or military at the behest of those in political power.10


By contrast, in Australia, for example (where the editor of Cardijn Studies journal lives), in that period, the YCS moved from being a rather classroom Catholic school based student movement to a more ‘action’ based radical movement, based on later what was articulated as and called the ‘option for the poor’ coming from statements at international meetings. Prior to that articulation it was centred on responses to events in Asia, and Vietnam in particular.


This radicalisation left many in the Australian Church hierarchy bewildered and uncomfortable, not understanding what was happening and questioning what had happened to a lay movement they had supported in many and different ways. This period was also of course linked to massive societal change as well as change within the Catholic Church at the time of Vatican II. Thus there was a confluence of different factors inside and outside of the Church.


For many in leadership positions in the YCS in Australia, while they knew of oppressive regimes in various parts of the world, including South Africa and Latin America, and were aware that for many in the world there was poverty and suffering, it was the relative geographical closeness of Asia and the Vietnam War, and the fact that many young Australians were conscripted and fought in that war, which was the focus of the movements and was a significant part of the process of radicalisation of many in leadership roles in the YCS and the YCW.


This collection then, is a prelude to what will be a larger volume of talks and articles by Nolan to be published at a later date (provisionally 2024), and covering a range of topics, along with a volume of essays in honour of his life and work (including articles about his work with the student movements) entitled Reluctant Pophet: Tributes to Albert Nolan OP (ATF Press, 2023). These two other volumes will add to this publication detailing the work of Albert Nolan.


At the same time, this publication will be the beginning, we hope, of bringing to the fore the link between the work for justice in South Africa and liberation theology with the lay movements in the Catholic Church. Read the present volume from the optic of the writings of Cardijn and one will make continuous and deep connections between the writings of Nolan and also Gutiérrez. Likewise with this optic, it is possible for many and profound connections to be made between liberation theology in South Africa and Latin America, particularly in the works of Nolan and Gutiérrez, with the See-Judge-Act method of the Jocist lay movements and their YCS background in particular. This is a field of research that is yet to be studied in depth by scholars, and yet as will be seen in the pages that follow, the connections are there for those who come from a Jocist background.


ATF Press acknowledges and is very grateful for the work undertaken by Dominicans in South Africa, some of whom were members of the student movements, for collecting these pieces, bringing them to our attention. In like manner, we acknowledge Kevin Ahern, who from 2003–2007 served as president of IMCS, for bringing these two papers that Nolan gave at a meeting in Barcelona to our attention.


ATF Press would like to thank Mark James OP for allowing the publication of his interview with Albert Nolan and to the other publishers, and the IMCS in Paris, for allowing us to reproduce Nolan’s previously published pieces and, in the case of the last two IMCS papers, unpublished papers. In all instances only light editing has occurred with the texts which follow so as to allow Nolan to speak in his own words as and when these pieces were recorded or written.


Hilary D Regan


June 2023


 


1. ‘The UDF was a South African popular front that existed from 1983 to 1991. The UDF comprised more than 400 public organizations including trade unions, students’ unions, women’s and parachurch organizations. The UDF’s goal was to establish a “non-racial, united South Africa in which segregation is abolished and in which society is freed from institutional and systematic racism”. Its slogan was “UDF Unites, Apartheid Divides”. The Front was established in 1983 to oppose the introduction of the Tricameral Parliament by the white-dominated National Party government, and dissolved in 1991 during the early stages of the transition to democracy.’ Taken from Wikipedia. Last accessed on 15 April 2023.


2. Jesus before Christianity (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1976).


3. Kairos Document (Braamfontein: Skotaville, 1986).


4. The latest entry of the life and work of Gustavo Gutiérrez in Wikipedia makes the connection with the lay movements: ‘He studied medicine and literature at the National University of San Marcos, where he also became involved with Catholic Action, which greatly influenced his theological arguments.’ Last accessed on 10 March 2023


5. The ‘option for the poor’, was a term used by the YCS and other international student movements beginning from the late 1970s and 1980s coming first from Latin America and then from various international meetings.


6. ‘All the actions of YCS and CAM etc are always actions to try and put right something that’s wrong.’


7. Nolan had been a participant in 1975 at the 28th Interfederal Assembly of the International Movement of Catholic Students held in Lima, Peru. There he met among the eighty student leaders who were present Gustavo Gutiérrez, the chaplain of the hosting movement in Peru, the Unión Nacional de Estudiantes Católicos, and Tissa Balasuriya, OMI, IMCS Asia regional chaplain. Albert Nolan, OP, was there as chaplain of the National Catholic Federation of Students (NCFS) in South Africa, a member Movement of the IMCS. He later attended a World Council of the IYCS in Valladolid, Spain, in 1978.


8. Challenge to Action: Addresses of Joseph Cardijn, edited by Eugene Langdale (Melbourne: Geoffrey Chapman, 1955); Laymen into Action (Melbourne: YCW Melbourne, 1964/Adelaide: ATF Press, 2017, and renamed Laypeople into Action). Using words reminiscent to the writings of Cardijn, and of much that has come out of the Jocist tradition Nolan said in one of the interviews in this volume: ‘part of what NCFS, YCS and YCW did was precisely to bring faith and life together because they were separated’. In the other interview with fellow Dominican Mark James published in this volume he speaks of the difference between different bodies in the Catholic Church which he, Nolan, had been associated with. There were those whose interest more in spirituality and others, those in Cardijn inspired movements, where the interest was of a more theological in nature.


9. ‘There are some similarities in Latin America, but they haven’t used Christianity and theology as obviously and intentionally as the South African regime has done, throughout the ages, with the Dutch Reformed Church say behind it in that kind of thing.’
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