
ACCOMPANYING LETTER TO THE CONFESSION OF BELHAR 

 

This letter was a statement made upon the adoption of the Belhar Confession by the Uniting 

Reformed Church in Southern Africa. 

 

1. We are deeply conscious that moments of such seriousness can arise in the life of the Church 

that it may feel the need to confess its faith anew in the light of a specific situation. We are aware 

that such an act of confession is not lightly undertaken, but only if it is considered that the heart 

of the gospel is so threatened as to be at stake. In our judgment, the present church and political 

situation in our country and particularly within the Dutch Reformed church family calls for such 

a decision. Accordingly, we make this confession not as a contribution to a theological debate 

nor as a new summary of our beliefs, but as a cry from the heart, as something we are obliged to 

do for the sake of the gospel in view of the times in which we stand. Along with many, we 

confess our guilt, in that we have not always witnessed clearly enough in our situation and so are 

jointly responsible for the way in which those things which were experienced as sin and 

confessed to be sin have grown in time to seem self-evidently right and to be ideologies foreign 

to the Scriptures. As a result many have been given the impression that the gospel was not really 

at stake. We make this confession because we are convinced that all sorts of theological 

arguments have contributed to so disproportionate an emphasis on some aspects of the truth that 

it has in effect become a lie. 

 

2. We are aware that the only authority for such a confession and the only grounds on which it 

may be made are the Holy Scriptures as the Word of God. Being fully aware of the risk involved 

in taking this step, we are nevertheless convinced that we have no alternative. Furthermore, we 

are aware that no other motives or convictions, however valid they may be, would give us the 

right to confess in this way. An act of confession may only be made by the Church for the sake 

of its purity and credibility and that of its message. As solemnly as we are able, we hereby 

declare before men that our only motive lies in our fear that the truth and power of the gospel 

itself is threatened in this situation. We do not wish to serve any group interests, advance the 

cause of any factions, promote any theologies, or achieve any ulterior purposes. Yet, having said 

this, we know that our deepest intentions may only be judged at their true value by him before 

whom all is revealed. We do not make this confession from his throne and from on high, but 

before his throne and before men. We plead, therefore, that this confession would not be misused 

by anyone with ulterior motives and also that it should not be resisted to serve such motives. Our 

earnest desire is to lay no false stumbling blocks in the way, but to point to the true stumbling 

block, Jesus Christ the rock. 

 

3. This confession is not aimed at specific people or groups of people or a church or churches. 

We proclaim it against a false doctrine, against an ideological distortion which threatens the 

gospel itself in our church and our country. Our heartfelt longing is that no one will identify 



himself with this objectionable doctrine and that all who have been wholly or partially blinded 

by it will turn themselves away from it. We are deeply aware of the deceiving nature of such a 

false doctrine and know that many who have been conditioned by it have to a greater or lesser 

extent learnt to take a half-truth for the whole. For this reason we do not doubt the Christian faith 

of many such people, their sincerity, honor, integrity, and good intentions and their in many 

ways estimable practice and conduct. However, it is precisely because we know the power of 

deception that we know we are not liberated by the seriousness, sincerity, or intensity of our 

certainties, but only by the truth in the Son. our church and our land have an intense need of such 

liberation. Therefore it is that we speak pleadingly rather tan accusingly. We plead for 

reconciliation, that true reconciliation which follows on conversion and change of attitudes and 

structures. And while we do so we are aware that an act of confession is a two-edged sword, that 

none of us can throw the first stone, and none is without a beam in his own eye. We know that 

the attitudes and conduct which work against the gospel are present in all of us and will continue 

to be so. Therefore this confession must be seen as a call to a continuous process of soul-

searching together, a joint wrestling with the issues, and a readiness to repent in the name of our 

Lord Jesus Christ in a broken world. It is certainly not intended as an act of self-justification and 

intolerance, for that would disqualify us in the very act of preaching to others. 

 

4. Our prayer is that this act of confession will not place false stumbling blocks in the way and 

thereby cause and foster false divisions, but rather that it will be reconciling and uniting. We 

know that such an act of confession and process of reconciliation will necessarily involve much 

pain and sadness. It demands the pain of repentance, remorse, and confession; the pain of 

individual and collective renewal and a changed way of life. It places us on a road whose end we 

can neither foresee nor manipulate to our own desire. on this road we shall unavoidably suffer 

intense growing pains while we struggle to conquer alienation, bitterness, irreconciliation, and 

fear. We shall have to come to know and encounter both ourselves and others in new ways. We 

are only too well aware that this confession calls for the dismantling of structures of thought, of 

church, and of society which have developed over many years. However, we confess that for the 

sake of the gospel, we have no other choice. We pray that our brothers and sisters throughout the 

Dutch Reformed church family, but also outside it, will want to make this new beginning with 

us, so that we can be free together and together may walk the road of reconciliation and justice. 

Accordingly, our prayer is that the pain and sadness we speak of will be pain and sadness that 

lead to salvation. We believe that this is possible in the power of our Lord and by his Spirit. We 

believe that the gospel of Jesus Christ offers hope, liberation, salvation, and true peace to our 

country. 


