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OW DOES SPIRITUALITY EXPRESS ITSELF

in the struggle against the
effects of economic globalisation? I have found, almost
incidentally, in the course of research into new social movements in
South Africa, that spirituality often plays a significant role in sustaining
such movements. Many participants in the recent World Social Forum
in Nairobi readily and openly expressed their spirituality. This
conjunction of social activism and spiritual engagement needs our
attention—not just from a sociological, but from a pastoral, and finally
from an Ignatian, point of view. The Churches need to wake up to a
new spiritual challenge, in South Africa and in the rest of the world.
Globalisation and the Spiritual Market-place
To understand the connection between spirituality, globalisation and
resistance, we need first to be clear about terms. Globalisation is a
complex phenomenon which means and implies different things to
different people.1 One of its key metaphors is the ‘network society’,2
which is epitomized by the Internet, connecting people electronically
around the globe and providing an apparently endless supply of
information from newspapers, discussion groups, online books, policy
documents, and religious sites of every kind. The Internet also provides
instant access to pornography, hate speech, bizarre cults, crude opinions
presented as fact—and endless advertisements. Developed initially as
military technology, adopted quickly by multinational corporations, and
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blessed by many religions as a means of evangelization, it is both a
symbol of our ‘global village’ and what makes it possible. For the
minority of men and women on our planet who have access to it, its
nature—a web of information without a central source of control—is
radically democratic, yet its members form a ‘connected’ elite. It is a
libertarian’s dream, but enslaves its devotees to a computer terminal.3
Beyond the Net, the ‘network society’ also expresses the closeness of
citizens in the global village: cheap air transport makes movement
between countries easier than ever before in history—for those who
can afford air tickets, and
who have the right visas
and the necessary skills and
work permits.
The liberal and neoliberal economic dogma of
free trade is closely linked
to ‘network society’, and
uses its globalising technologies to great effect. It is
zealously propounded by
advocates of market fundamentalism within the great
multinational corporations,
supported by governments
who share their views, and
acted upon by the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), the World Bank
(WB) and the World Trade
Organization (WTO).4 Neoliberals have set out to
create a single global
economy, rejecting any
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form of state protectionism as economic heresy and opposing state
interventionism and organized labour. IMF loans are offered to
governments on the condition that they introduce ‘good governance’
and ‘structural adjustment’ (meaning tougher policing, particularly of
unions; privatisation of public services; and drastic welfare cuts). The
more honest supporters of neoliberalism admit that these policies are
backed by force against recalcitrant states: whether the economic force
of trade sanctions or, at times, military force. The journalist Thomas
Friedman gleefully observes:
The hidden hand of the market will never work without a hidden
fist. Markets function and flourish only when property rights are
secured and can be enforced, which in turn requires a political
5
framework protected and backed up by military power.

McDonalds, he concludes, needs McDonnell Douglas. In our new
unipolar world order, this means that the de facto guarantor of ‘stability’
is the United States.
Neoliberalism is in many respects a secular religion, a
fundamentalism of the market which insists that there is no alternative
to its dogmas. Adam Smith’s notion of the ‘hidden hand’ of political
economy has become almost god-like. As traditional religion is slowly
eroded, particularly, but not exclusively, in the developed North, two
new phenomena have emerged: the marked rise of religious
fundamentalism (an assertion, in part, of ‘resistance identities’ by
traditional societies undergoing rapid change);6 and a renewed interest
in a commodity called ‘spirituality’, often divorced from its roots in
communal religious practice.
Jeremy Carrette and Richard King7 argue convincingly that a
consumer capitalist mentality has thoroughly penetrated the world
religions. Spirituality, understood as a human sense of the transcendent
encountered in culture, habits, practices and thought forms (what
Pierre Bourdieu calls the ‘habitus’),8 has become a commodity on the
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global market, with a range of often eclectic religious ‘fixes’ available to
the spiritual searcher in the global village. A wonderful range of options
is offered, in a variety of media, from Zen meditation classes to Wiccan
solstice rituals for the ‘solitary witch’. In a more blatant syncretism
between business and religion we can study the Tao of big business,
and—one of my favourites—how Jesus is a model of today’s CEO.9
Beyond the bizarre and through the syncretic, ‘orthodox’ spirituality
displays for the most part a kind of quietism; often divorced from a faith
community and bereft of any prophetic dimensions, the dominant
spirituality is one of ‘me and my Jesus’ or ‘me and my Buddha’—or, if
you feel like it, both. Consumers get what they pay for—a faith that
makes them feel good, and stops up the emptiness of a life lived as no
more than producing and consuming, in a world where, as Margaret
Thatcher once said, there is no such thing as society.
There are, however, growing signs of resistance to neoliberal
globalisation. From the local level up to anti-WTO protests and to the
regular gatherings of the World Social Forum (in Porto Alegre, Mumbai
and now Nairobi), a wide range of groups and individuals are insisting
that there is an alternative to the neoliberal project; that society does
exist; that ‘another world is possible’.10 This resistance comes from a
broad alliance of movements which nevertheless have different political
agenda (some reformist, some revolutionary); different economic
assumptions (from old-style communists to capitalists with
consciences); different goals (self-rule and/or land rights, access to free
or cheap public utilities, a tax on all international financial
transactions, or protection of domestic production from cheap, often
inferior, imports); and represent a diversity of social classes (peasant
farmers, factory workers, students, politicians, academics). The religious
beliefs of the activists involved range from ultra-orthodoxy to militant
atheism, from the traditional religions to Wicca and New Age beliefs.

that most deeply motivates us (Liberating Spirituality: A Spirituality of Liberation [Quezon City: Claretian
Publications, 1996]). This is transcendence in history, what I understand to be spirituality before it
receives its religious or social qualifiers.
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Protesters at the World Social Forum in Nairobi

All beliefs are welcome in this pluralist ‘movement of movements’, so
long as a common human vision is shared: an alternative ‘habitus’ that
celebrates equality in diversity. How this is expressed in one place—
South Africa—I shall examine below.
Spirituality and Resistance in South Africa
The Political Context

Although Nelson Mandela’s African National Congress (ANC)
government was elected in 1994 on what was effectively a welfare
socialist programme, it rapidly moved to an economic policy approved
by the IMF, WB and WTO. This shift promoted South Africa’s entry
into the global market; redistributed wealth to a newly empowered
black business elite; helped the economy to grow in areas such as
commerce and technology creating skilled jobs; and generated some
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employment for the new black, and old white, middle classes.
Progressive-sounding legislation accompanied this process, though its
effect was a decline in employment for the poorest half of the country,
widening the poverty gap.11 The ANC extended public services
dramatically, but its commitment to WB and IMF ‘structural
adjustment’ principles required the privatisation and deregulation of
these services, and a policy of strict cost recovery. This made conditions
for the poor—in a country with forty per cent of its workforce
unemployed—even worse. South Africa’s opening up to world trade
and the relaxation in protection of domestic production generated
further unemployment.
Mandela’s successor, Thabo Mbeki, continued the trend, speaking a
very progressive (if at times vague) language of economic
empowerment at political rallies (‘talking left’) while enjoying the
favour of the gurus from the Washington Consensus (‘walking right’).
The South African Communist Party, a junior partner within the ANC,
did what other Communist Parties did after 1989: it reconciled its
Marxism with capitalism and joined in the process of creating a model
neoliberal state.12 Dissenters were expelled,13 and they aligned
themselves with a number of small protest organizations struggling for
cheaper, renationalised public utilities, free access to HIV antiretrovirals, land reform and similar grassroots causes that had largely
disappeared from the ANC’s agenda. Many of these groups joined an
umbrella organization—the Anti-Privatisation Forum (APF)—led by
an expelled Communist, to form the core of South Africa’s New Social
Movements (NSMs).14
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The Spirituality of the New Social Movements
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Research into the spiritual dimension of South Africa’s New Social
Movements is still in its infancy. Most scholars have overlooked it; their
primary task has been mapping and explaining the political dynamics of
these movements, examining their strategies (often with a view to
improving their practice and results) and documenting their activities.
They have been treated as political manifestations: of urban and rural
poverty and unemployment; and of frustration that liberation has not
produced more change, despite the election promises of 1994, 1999 and
2004. A sizeable community has resorted to apartheid-era protest
politics to struggle for basic human needs such as water, electricity,
housing and land. But academics have largely missed the religious
undercurrent of this protest—a discourse of liberation that has distant
echoes of religious protest during the ‘struggle period’.
A colleague and friend, Alex Wafer, attended a number of public
meetings of the Soweto Electricity Crisis Committee (SECC)15 in the
course of his research. The SECC is committed to protesting against the
disconnection policy of the Johannesburg Metropolitan Council’s semiprivate electricity supplier. It has its support base among mostly female
black pensioners, who are the heads of households and often the only
members of their families with a steady (if very meagre) income.
Unsurprisingly the ‘grannies’, as they are called, numerically
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predominate at the SECC rallies. Together with a cadre of young men
who are skilled at illegal reconnection and a handful of political
activists from the APF they comprise the membership of SECC.
Alex noted that at the meetings the ‘reconnectors’ recounted their
exploits, and the APF mostly adopted the rhetoric of the international
anti-globalisation community, with a typically South African Marxist
spin. But the ‘grannies’ spoke the language of religion. Many of them
said that SECC was their ‘salvation’, fighting to free them from the
crippling cost of electricity, the bureaucratic and corrupt electricity
company, and the neglect of the City Council (for which most of them
had voted). The meetings often opened or closed with prayers. Familiar
‘struggle songs’ were sung (the SECC and the APF see themselves as
bearers of a protest tradition), but also hymns. The latter were sung
with greater gusto.
An academic and activist from Durban, Ashwin Desai, has noted
similar religious features among grassroots movements in his city.
Religion, he recognises, is integral to these communities even when—
more often than not—there are no representatives of the institutional
Church present at their protests.16 Other researchers have found that
members (occasionally clergy) of the traditionally apolitical
Charismatic-Pentecostal Churches draw upon their language of the
Spirit and prophecy to mobilise people in depressed communities—
though this does, admittedly, cause tensions.17
Yet the leadership of the NSMs, and particularly of umbrella groups
like the APF, are thoroughly secular people. Many come from an
academic or an activist background on the Left (Communist,
Trotskyist, even Anarchist), and most would describe themselves as
agnostic or atheist, certainly not churchgoers, though not particularly
anti-religious. While some regard the religious discourses within the
NSMs with benign indifference, others see it as significant, even
deserving of support. One NSM activist confided to me that, far from
being hostile to religion, he was deeply saddened by the apparent
indifference of the institutional Churches and religious leaders to the
plight of the poor. Another senior activist has written that leaders
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within the NSMs—many of them from the middle class or educated
working class—should take the religion of their members seriously: if
they are truly to identify with the poor they should live with them, talk
with them in their own languages if possible, and worship with them
too.18
The division between leadership and grassroots in spiritual practice
makes the spirituality of the NSMs seem unusual to Western eyes. But
in the light of the shifts that have occurred in the religious and political
landscape of South Africa the way it has developed is not surprising.
The Religious Context

The religious landscape of South Africa has changed dramatically since
1994.19 The ‘mainstream’ Churches (Catholic, Calvinist, Anglican, etc.)
from the West have declined dramatically in membership; while the
African Initiated Churches (AICs), which variously combine
Charismatic-Pentecostal worship with an acknowledgement of
traditional beliefs in ancestor spirits, are now the dominant bloc,
representing almost forty-one per cent of Christians and thirty-three
per cent of the nation as a whole. Other Charismatic-Pentecostal
Churches, not originating in Africa, constitute over seven per cent of
Christians and six per cent of South Africans. The Reformed Churches
are in rapid decline. Catholicism, too, is declining, from eleven per cent
of Christians in the 1996 census to nine per cent in 2001. The AIC/
Charismatic/Pentecostal bloc has become, in effect, the new
mainstream. The reasons for this shift are varied and at times unclear,
but two factors seem to emerge: a greater post-liberation sense of
African identity; and a spirituality rooted in the need for healing and
protection, particularly from sickness and the perceived pervasive
threat of witchcraft.
At the same time, the public role of the Churches —and of
organized religion in general—has changed since 1994. After taking
an uneven, but generally positive, role in apartheid’s downfall, the
Churches have settled into three distinct tendencies in relation to the
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state. The first has been
withdrawal into a private
religion which eschews
politics, with a spirituality
focusing on the person, the
family and God. The
second has been critical cooperation: polite dialogue
aimed at promoting the
common good through
pragmatic politics—the use
of parliamentary liaison
offices, for example, and
other attempts to influence
policy. The third has been
opposition to the ANC’s
desire to build a secular
liberal state. This tendency
has something in common
with that of withdrawal: it
opposes ‘creeping atheism’
(code for secular democracy), liberal abortion
Makeshift altar at the Roman Catholic church,
laws and gay rights, but
Diepsloot township
lacks a concern with the
issues of poverty and neoliberal economic policies. Only the second
option seems to allow for political engagement and represent a positive
religious response to secularisation. And many activists have told me
that, despite such engagement at a national level, ‘the institutional
Churches seem to have abandoned us’.
Even in a secular landscape, however, spirituality remains present in
the sense suggested above, when people find the transcendent in the
‘habitus’ of their communities. Ashwin Desai has observed how divisive
political ideology has disappeared from the NSMs since the often
fratricidal ‘struggle era’. Where once ideology violently divided poor
communities, the commonality of poverty and commitment to struggle
for the basic conditions of a minimally decent life has brought them
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together.20 Out of their struggle, the poor communities have built a
sense of being neighbours, ‘sharing with and defending each other’,21
striving for immediate goals such as better housing, cheaper or free
water and electricity, and land rights, but also becoming increasingly
aware that they are part of a global fight for a more equal world.
At times religion itself has been divisive. Desai described an
incident to me when Pentecostal preachers within an NSM tried to use
their influence to convert Hindus and Muslims to evangelical
Christianity. They failed, largely because community organizations, as
Desai has observed in another context, ‘may disagree about eight out of
ten things’, but somehow remain focused on their primary goal:
defending their ‘turf’.
Spiritual Consequences
What might be made of these notes from South Africa? They are
certainly not comprehensive and demand further examination,
provoking more questions than providing answers. The very existence
of the NSMs raises important ethical issues—about poverty, about civil
disobedience and about the degree to which a state is obliged to provide
for its people—and it is dangerous to draw too many conclusions from a
series of impressionistic snapshots. Nevertheless the nature of the
relationship between spirituality and the NSMs has implications well
beyond its South African context.
In a globalised world spirituality has sometimes been presented as
an exotic and therapeutic consumer product. The Churches, and the
institutions of other religions, have tended to move out of the public
square into a more private, self-interested arena. Yet NSMs in South
Africa often have a strong underlying spirituality even when they are
wholly secular, and reflect spiritual practices and attitudes in their
engagement with the state. So I ask the question: what can Christian
spirituality offer them, and how?
The answer is complex. We cannot simply say, ‘give the grannies of
the SECC an eight-day Ignatian retreat’, or ‘send the APF to do the
Exercises’—though, should some of them be interested, it might be of
20
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benefit to them.22 The religious composition of NSMs is diverse; a
preponderance of their Christian members will be African Independent
or Pentecostal, and the problem has already been mentioned of activism
being used for proselytization. It seems, however, important that some
kind of spiritual accompaniment be available for those who might seek
it. A place to start might be Jon Sobrino’s insistence that ‘the unified
duality of spirit and practice expresses the totality of the human being’,23
alongside Albert Nolan’s recent strong reaffirmation of the need for a
truly holistic spirituality, rooted in justice, of the self in relation to
others, community, world and God, ‘one seamless experience of moving
out of our self-centredness and isolation into union with all that is’.24
An approach to the Spiritual Exercises proposed most recently by
Dean Brackley might prove fruitful.25 While not downplaying its
personal dimension, Brackley reads the Spiritual Exercises as promoting
a ‘spirituality for solidarity’, focusing on ‘transcendence without
22
Quite a few of the NSM activists have commented on how they suffer from emotional burn-out and
sometimes chaotic personal lives. (‘Our own lives are fucked up’, one activist said candidly, ‘we need
something to renew ourselves.’)
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mystification, decoding theological language as much as possible’, and
starting from human experience:
Our lives are too rich for precise scientific explanation, ordinary
common-sense discourse, or both to encompass. If the holy Mystery
called God pervades our lives, as I believe it does, then we need
26
religious symbols to point to reality as it actually is.

Drawing us skilfully through each Week, he shows us how—
without doing violence to them—the Exercises may be used to inspire
and nourish those who struggle for justice. Awareness of our own
sinfulness (important even—perhaps especially—for activists) becomes
additionally an awareness of our participation in structural sin
(including the sins associated with unrestrained global neoliberalism).27
The conversion that we pray for becomes a commitment to the Christ
who is present in the poor and a resolve to do what we can for greater
justice. The Two Standards entail the solidarity implicit in rejecting
worldly social status and advantage. Following Christ in the Second
Week and going through the discernment process invite us to critical
engagement with the world. The cost of such discipleship is expressed
in the Third Week through Christ’s passion—which is also an
expression of God’s solidarity and ‘draws us closer to Christ and deeper
into the procession of human suffering’.28 The resurrection of Christ,
contemplated in the Fourth Week, is not only a historical event that is
celebrated as a symbol of hope for all, especially for those who suffer, but
also the beginning of a new world, a new creation freed from egoism,
greed and death. The new life in the Spirit that ‘makes us collaborators
and multiplies the fruits of our labours’ in God’s work for justice is based
not so much on ‘measurable results as steadfast fidelity, frequently
despite apparent results’.29
Here, as elsewhere, Brackley’s reading of the Exercises is closely
consonant with the underlying secular spirituality of the NSMs in
South Africa. The Exercises are an invitation to the ‘praxis of
discipleship—truth-telling, defending the weak, and challenging
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injustice’.30 The new struggle in South Africa is in some ways more
complex, a longer haul, than the fight against apartheid. There have
already been some successes, but many more failures.
Perhaps the greatest contribution that a Christian spiritual practice
can make is to remind those involved in the struggle that God, however
understood, named or unnamed, is with them. Some, probably mostly
Christians, may have the opportunity to take up the Exercises, in
whatever form, or seek spiritual direction. For them, this represents an
invitation to see more clearly how their own lives may be moulded more
closely to Christ’s. But the primary value of such spiritual practice
remains the enrichment and enhancement of the spirituality that they
already have. For non-activists, let it be a challenge to compassion.
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