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OPENING OF THE DIACAFRIC 2016 CONFERENCE 

 

Night Crossing is a 1982 drama film  based on the true story of two families who attempted 

to escape from east Germany to the West during the Cold War.  The story tragically starts in 

April 1978 in the small town of Pößneck, when a teenager, Lukas Keller, tried to burst through 

the inner border circle with a bulldozer. His attempted escape was ended by a salvo of machine 

gun bullets which instantly killed him. His family were apprehended while they were having a 

picnic with the Strelzyk and Wetzel families. The story took an interesting turn when Peter 

Strelzyk makes a proposal to his friend Günther Wetzel that they should build a hot-air-balloon 

with which they can escape to the West. In the greatest secrecy the proceeded to stitch 

together a balloon in Günther’s attic with 1250 m² of fabric. They also succeeded to build a 

hot air-balloon burner, all done in spite of the suspicion of their neighbors. Their first escape 

attempt went horribly wrong when their balloon was deflated as a result of the humidity in 

the air. Their balloon landed within the boundaries of East Germany. They were fortunate to 

escape and reached their homes unscathed. But they decided to build a second balloon. In 

the mean while the police narrowed their search and came nearer and nearer to solve the 

investigation into their failed escape attempt. Their second escape attempt became a race 

against the clock. Eventually the two families, eight people altogether, got into their balloon 

basket and lifted off to freedom. But the East German guard very quickly took notice of their 

attempts to flee and dispatched a helicopter to intercept them. And then even before the 

arrival of the helicopter the escapees ran out of propane gas and dropped back to earth.  They 

knew that their second attempt also failed, but this time they will not be so fortunate to 

escape. But then, in a moment of unbelievable joy and ecstasy they suddenly realized that 

they landed on the Western side of the border and that they were actually free. Need I remind 

you that this border was removed in 1989 and that today there are only a few pieces left as 

a memorial of the autrocious effects of this political agenda.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Drama_film
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The only man-made structure that can be observed from the moon is the Great Wall of China. 

It runs on an east-to-west line across the historical northern borders of China. This border 

was 8850km long. Today it has no functional value as a border. Do I need to remind you of 

the walls that rigidly divides the people of Palestine at the prize of every citizen’s freedom and 

human dignity. In South Africa we are on a daily basis reminded of the devastating social 

effect which forced separation had on the social fabric of our nation. Today the apartheid 

legislation is removed and we live in a free country with a constitution which guarantees the 

freedom of every citizen. The visible and tangible walls of apartheid were dismantled. When 

we look back we can’t belief that we were part of the system. But just as often we are shocked 

to find so many remnants of those walls left in our hearts and minds.  

None of these physical boundaries with their devastating effect, withstood the test of time. 

But still Donald Trump thinks that a wall between Mexico and the United States will be a 

solution to the unfortunate and sad reality of the poverty and suffering of the people of Mexico 

who dream of ‘n better future for them and their children.  

Missional Transformation confronts the walls of separation between those who know Christ 

and participate in His kingdom, and those who do not know or accept the Way to the Kingdom 

of God reality. There are indeed strong boundaries which prevent us from sharing the wonder 

of a life in the Kingdom of God. These are the strong and invisible walls of assumptions and 

prejudices. These walls are not easily dismantled, because they can be hided from the sight 

of others and can be covered under liturgies, confessions, sermons, donations, theological 

discourses, church laws and declarations of intent. These walls prevent the church from being 

missional. They stand in the way of our free movement to, and interaction with, people who 

are different from us. The church was created as a new society of baptized people from all 

walks of life and from all corners of the earth, sitting together at the table of our Lord. But we 

created walls of separation in our hearts and minds.  

Unless we acknowledge the existence of these walls, we will not become a missional church. 

These are the walls of self-righteousness and own interest. These are the walls of comfort 

and complacency. These are the walls of pride and anxious self-preservation. These are the 

walls of cultural preferences. These are the walls of language and theological constructions. 

These walls were created to preserve other interests rather to persist that the sole interest of 

the church was the Kingdom of God. They created scenarios of us and them, of insiders and 

outsiders, of more important and less important people. The boundaries they created are so 

strong that people on the inside cannot comprehend the misery of those who have been 
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excluded. Missional Transformation is the intentional effort of the church to dismantle these 

walls.  

Hendrina Swart is a domestic worker in one of the homes in the affluent suburb where I serve 

as minister. She occupies a flat on the premises and enjoy many privileges as au pair of the 

two beautiful daughters of her employers.   She is a member of URCSA, but due to a lack of 

transport she is unable to attend URCSA services. The DRC church building is within walking 

distance of her home. And although she was longing to participate in the community of the 

faithful the walls in her head and the perceived walls in the heads of the white congregants 

prevented her to cross the boundary which confined her to her room and the TV service on a 

Sunday morning. Until one day when the Holy Spirit convinced her to attend the service of 

the Dutch Reformed Church. She felt more than anxious when she walked up the hill to the 

front door of the church. Her palms were sweating and her mouth was dry. At the front door 

she hesitated. Will they accept me? Will they welcome me? Will they stare at me? For a while 

she stood frozen in the foyer of the church, wanting to run for the safety of her flat. With her 

face in her hands she prayed: “Lord, will you please help me.” At that very moment one of 

the female congregants approached her, touched her arm and invited her to come and sit 

with them in their pew. Her tears were flowing freely now. The kind woman offered her a 

tissue and took her hand in hers. Later she testified that at that moment she experienced an 

indescribable feeling of homecoming and belonging.  All this agony was created by the mostly 

invisible walls of prejudice and self interest. Hendrina does not have a child of her own whilst 

she has a special gift for the education of children. Today she is a leader in the junior church 

of our congregation. Humiliating walls of exclusion and separation were dismantled. 

“There are things that you will never know and understand, unless you walk the road of not 

knowing. There are things that you will only understand from a position of disempowerment, 

and surely not from the center of society.” If we maintain the current boundaries of society 

we will not know how much hurt we cause and how much suspicion we fuel by our mere 

existence.   

We will have to rethink our inability to become multi-cultural churches.  Up to now we had 

only one strategy to become multi-cultural. We thought church unity will make us multi-

cultural. Until now that was our only strategy towards inclusiveness in a country with a 

diversity of cultures. We have to make every possible effort to unite the body of Christ and 

dismantle the walls. If the Dutch Reformed Church, for example, for whatever reason, will 

stay on its current course as a church almost comprising of white Afrikaans speaking South 

Africans only, it will constantly decline as a percentage of our national population, it will decline 
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in numbers and its testimony will disappear from the radar screen of our country. There will 

be no way in which we will be able to call ourselves missional in South Africa without cultural 

inclusiveness. We will have to develop new strategies, along with the unity efforts, to become 

truly multi-cultural churches. We have to admit that the unification of churches is a modernistic 

approach to becoming multi-cultural. Now this is the elephant in the room. We cannot deliver 

the goods over a distance. We cannot be missional without the dismantling of the walls. We 

will therefore have to call white and black ministers to our respective churches. We will have 

to embrace our country’s diversity by electing leaders from multi-cultural backgrounds. We 

will have to erect symbols which reflect our diversity in the sanctuaries of our respective 

churches. We will have to change the by-laws of our church order to make it possible for new 

manifestations of the church, whether it is in multi-cultural communities, or in communities 

with other languages as our church’s dominant language preference. We will have to establish 

ministries among people who live in other communities as the traditional suburbs in which we 

flourish. We will have to give ourselves away and establish a presence in communities without 

resources on the other side of the city. We will have to embrace and listen to the people who 

are still suffering the effects of the walls we built, and love and respect them until they see 

Christ instead of us. 

Without going into the practical issues we will also have to address our diaconal policies and 

structures. In the past to many of our efforts went into the giving of money and the 

contribution of goods without giving our personal attention, presence and respect. The Non 

Profit Organizations we created do wonderful work. But they will have to find ways in which 

they can assist congregations and congregants directly in their involvement in communities 

and in the lives of people who suffer. This is a universal challenge for these organizations and 

missional churches to become cooperative in their embodiment of the gospel and in their 

following of Christ to those who He wants to invite into His kingdom.  

In conclusion: Do I have to remind you that the crossing of the walls of division starts with 

the crossing of the boundaries between God and us. Jesus dismantled those walls. Listen to 

what He says in John 15:15 “I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know 

his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from 

my Father I have made known to you.” This is exactly what true friends do. They share their 

secrets with one another.  Jesus say He shared all His secrets about God with his disciples. 

That is why He can truly call them friends. But nowhere is his friendship better demonstrated 

than in his relationship with the Lazarus of Bethany family. In this story we hear His emotional 

response to the passing of His friend and the sorrow that it caused. Maybe one of the most 



5 
 

significant verses in the Bible is the shortest verse of them all: John 11:35 says: “Jesus wept.” 

Nowhere else 

in Scripture is this Greek verb utilized. The weeping of Mary and Martha is described with the 

verb “klaio”. The weeping of Jesus is described with the verb “dakruo”. This verb conveys an 

intensity of sorrow and care that is more than sympathy and a natural feeling of loss.  Jesus 

truly crosses the boundaries to mankind in His solidarity with Martha and Mary and everyone 

else who suffer. John almost runs out of words and metaphors in his Gospel to describe our 

proximity, our closeness, our participation in the relations of the Trinity that became the 

privileged life of Gods people. “On that day (that is the day of the outpouring of the Holy 

Spirit) you will realize that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you.” (John 14: 

20). It is only from the perspective of the participation in the relations of the Trinity, that the 

urge to constantly expand the community of God is born and maintained. There will be no 

missional diaconate without profound participation in the life of the Trinity. Participants in the 

Trinity become true deacons, “full of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 6:3), weather they are elected in a 

church structure or not. They cross boundaries. They dismantle walls.  They cross divisions to 

pour themselves out as drink offerings and they find their joy in celebrating the coming of the 

Kingdom.  

 

 

 

 


