
ON August 6, 1945, 71 years ago 
this month, the first atomic 
bomb used against humans 
was dropped on Hiroshima, 
Japan, killing 80 000 outright, 
and destroying 90% of  the city. 
By the end of  the year 60 000 
more would die from radio-
active fallout, the results of  
which are still taking their toll.

In April that year, the first 
appalling pictures and eye-
witness accounts revealed 
the depths of  depravity of  the 
Nazi death camps, where an 
estimated six million Jews, 
gypsies, homosexuals, Slavs, 
Catholics and pacifists were 
gassed to death. Both episodes 
perpetrated in the name of  war, 
and the peace believed to be 
effected through conflict.

How does one begin to make 
sense of  a world where evil and 
suffering of  such enormity 
occurs? And the problem is 
exacerbated for those who 
profess faith in an omnipotent 
God of  love and goodness, 
who surely has the power and 
will to intervene to prevent 
such indiscriminate cruelty 
and slaughter. For Jews and 
Christians in particular, these 
events have caused a crisis of  
faith never before experienced. 

Where was God in these 
horrors, and how did he allow 
them to happen? 

For many, belief  in the 
traditional idea of  a theistic 
creator God who intervenes 
in the world has become an 
impossibility after events 
such as these. This is a subject 
requiring some radical 
re-thinking of  the idea of  God 
as the supreme, supernatural 
Being, out there beyond the 
natural world, an entity 
capable of  intervening in 
earthly affairs at his discretion. 

This thinking belongs 
within the ancient Western 
conception of  a three-tiered 
universe of  the flat earth set 
between the supernatural 
heavenly sphere above, and the 
dark underworld of  Hades or 
hell below. 

Can such a simplistic, 
clearly outdated view 
have any capacity to assist 
contemporary humans in their 
despair? Surely this image 
is no more than a symbol, a 
chimera, impotent in the face 
of  such brutal reality?

Throughout history 
people have discarded views 
of  the universe and even of  
divinity when they found 
them wanting. In general, this 
is what happened with the 
pantheons of  a multiplicity 
of  deities each with their 
jurisdiction over a section of  
existence. And the discoveries 
of  Galileo established that this 
wondrous, but puny, planet is 
not the centre of  the universe.

In the 19th century many 
philosophers and some 
theologians challenged 
the traditional view of  a 
supernatural, personal, 
gendered Being: a kind of  
authoritarian, even tyrannical, 
father-figure ruling his 
creation, interfering in human 
freedom. 

Divinity, they argued, 
cannot be defined in such 
obviously anthropomorphic 
terms. In 1882 Friedrich 
Nietzsche first used the 
seemingly shocking term 
“God is dead!” What many 
understood by this was that 

only by discarding the patently 
inadequate image of  divinity 
would humanity be able to 
move forward to maturity, freed 
from such stultifying idolatry. 

As Marx claimed, such 
religion acted as an opiate, 
dulling the intellect and 
creativity rather than 
offering authentic meaning 
in our complex modern 
circumstances. 

These ideas were developed 
by numerous 20th century 
theologians such as Thomas 
Altizer, who wrote The Gospel 

of  Christian Atheism in 1960; 
John Robinson, Bishop of  
Woolwich; David Jenkins, 
Bishop of  Durham; and Paul 
van Buren, all advocating 
the need to interrogate and 
discard the tyranny of  a 
transcendent, patriarchal “Big 
Daddy in the sky”, to whom 
we can “talk”, make personal 
requests, and expect some kind 
of  intervention in the form 
of  individual redemption or 
protection. 

Modern cosmology, 
revealing the inconceivably 
vast and ancient nature of  
the universe – a multiplicity 
of  galaxies – surely renders 
limited ideas of  deity extinct, 
anachronistic, concepts which 
expire in the fires of  Auschwitz 
and the mushroom cloud. 

Symbol

Even the word God is but a 
symbol, and all “God-language” 
is inevitably inadequate 
and fatally flawed. We need 
to recognise the failure of  
definitions and dogmas to 
explain an essentially ineffable, 
mysterious spirit, an infinite 
Life Force, the Ultimate Reality, 
Ground of  all Being, beyond 
and yet within all that exists.

However reluctantly and 
painfully, these outmoded 
visions will have to be 
abandoned. For those who 
find it impossible to live with 
a void, without some sense 
of  the spiritual, new symbols 
for the sacred, and ultimate 
meaning will be found, perhaps 
relying on artistic expression, 
and more creative and fluid 
terminology, which might 
provide greater relevance in 
our tortuous, overwhelming 
contemporary existence. 

Rather than looking 
outward or upward, we need to 
realise that the sacred may be 
encountered in the depths of  
human experience, and in the 
wonder of  the natural world. 

Finally, the question should 
not be “Where was God in 
Hiroshima and Auschwitz?” 
But, “What should we, highly-
evolved humans, be doing to 
ensure that such avoidable 
human-created catastrophes 
never again occur?” 

T
HE MORE we prog-
ress, the more we lose 
the human touch.

I am reminded of  
this dichotomy as I bemoan the 
lost art of  letter writing.

I grew up in an era when 
letters were a primary means 
of  communication.

As kids we would eagerly 
await letters and postcards 
from a maternal uncle 
who lived in what was 
then regarded as distant 
Pietermaritzburg.

Holidays within South 
Africa were not complete if  we 
did not send postcards from 
scenic destinations to friends 
and relatives back home.

In the days when South 
Africa was considered a pariah 
state and was isolated by the 
international community 
because of  its racist policies, 
we acquired global friends that 
we wrote to on an aerogram – 
all thanks to the pen pal clubs 
we sourced in American comic 
books such as Ritchie Rich, 

Little Lotta, Sad Sack, Hot Stuff 
and Casper.

Sadly, in these days of  
cellphones, e-mail and text 
messages, letter writing has 
become as archaic as dinkie 
hair curlers and tie clips. 

But it’s an art worth 
reviving – and not only because 
of  a sense of  longing and 
nostalgia.

Sending and receiving 
letters, especially those 
painstakingly scripted by 
hand, will always nurture 
feelings that can never 
be matched by modern 
technology, where words 
travel at hyper speed along an 
invisible superhighway.

WhatsApp is convenient 
to send a photo of  the seafood 
platter you are having for 
lunch. E-mail is a fast, 
free and reliable form of  
communication – and an 
illusory bridge to not writing 
at all.

However, despite the fact 
that the SA post office is in 
a shambles, and the cost of  
posting a small envelope has 
gone up from 30 cents in 1996 to 
R3.30 two decades later, nothing 
can beat a letter when it comes 
to sharing one’s innermost 
feelings, private thoughts, 
sincere sympathies, tender 
love, and deepest gratitude.

Sending a letter is the next 
best thing to making a personal 

appearance at someone’s door. 
The human touch is closely 
imitated because ink from your 
pen touches the stationary, 
your fingers touch the paper 
and your saliva seals the 
envelope. 

The recipient handles the 
same sheet of  paper that you 
handled. Something tangible is 
transferred from your hands to 
another’s.

Letter writing becomes all 
the more intimate and warm 
when the writer and recipient 
have a close bond.

When letter writing was 
at its height, some stationery 
companies would produce 
delicate, soft-toned paper and 
envelopes specifically for love 
letters and added a sensory 
experience with lavender scent 
– although the more romantic 
preferred to spray them with 
their own perfume and the 
female lover would sometimes 
even add a lipstick kiss.

This emphasised in the 
receiver’s mind the physical 
connection that occurred 
between them in the form of  
a letter – communication that 
stirred up feelings that can 
never be copied by the “you 
have new mail” notification 
popping up on our computer 
screen.

Thus it is clear to see that 
letters create a real connection 
that modern, impersonal forms 
of  communication can never 
replicate, no matter how many 
emoticons of  smiling faces 
smothered with red kisses you 
may choose to attach.

A love letter is a romantic 
way to express feelings 
of  love in written form, no 
matter whether delivered by 
hand, postal service, carrier 
pigeon, or romantically left in a 
secret location.

One of  the first love letters 
in the world, mentioned more 

than 3 500 years ago in the 
Hindu epic Bhagavad Gita, 
was carried to Lord Krishna 
from his consort Rukmini by 
her Brahmin messenger 
Sunanda.

Over the ensuing centuries, 
many other love letters gained 
fame – and immortality. 

These include the letter 
in which King Henry VIII 
expresses his love for Anne 
Boleyn; John Keats tells next 
door neighbour Fanny Brawne 
he cannot live without her; 
Ernest Hemingway professes 
his love to Marlene Dietrich; 
Richard Burton tells Elizabeth 
Taylor of  her beauty; and 
Gerald Ford reminds wife Betty 
Ford of  his and their family’s 
love for her shortly after she 
was diagnosed with breast 
cancer.

Recently, a note written 
in 1994 by singer-songwriter 
Johnny Cash to his wife June 
topped a poll of  the greatest 
love letters of  all time.

I have had my fair share of  
writing love letters. I think it 
must have been inspired by 
an episode when I was about 8 
years old.

It was in the days when 
school kids would learn the 
lines of  the chart busters on 
Springbok Radio’s SA Top 

20. Unfortunately for me, my 
father did not allow English 
pop music to be played at home.

From my classmates, I 
copied the lyrics of  the song I 

Need You by Ricky Nelson, in 
pencil on a piece of  paper. 

I popped it into my shirt 
pocket, hoping to memorise 
the lines later – but forgot to 
retrieve the song copy before 
the shirt was sent to be washed 
– of  course with blue soap on 
a washing stone during those 
good ol’ days.

My mother found the 
crumpled piece of  paper when 
she was doing the ironing. 

The words were still clearly 
legible.

If  you should ever think of  

leaving me, don’t let it go too far

The love of  a lifetime, 

darling, that’s what you are

I know I could never ever 

stop loving you

No man is an island and I 

need you, honest I do.

My mother secretly adored 
Texan crooner Jim Reeves. 
Hence the words from I Need 

You were lost to her. She 
promptly took the piece of  
paper to my father and declared 
the she had found a love letter 
in her little son’s pocket.

My father – normally 
stern and serious – must have 
quickly surmised that there 

was no way his 8-year old boy 
could profess such undying 
love at a childish age – more 
so with perfect rhyming, 
punctuation and all – and I was 

let off  the hook.
Many years later, at high 

school, my ability to pen 
romantic letters was much in 
demand by one of  my close 
friends. 

In exchange for his 
mathematics homework book, 
he would use me to write his 
love letters to his sweetheart 
who was a pupil at the same 
school. They are still happily 
married today.

Apart from robbing the 
world of  more romance, the 
rarity of  letter writing, which 
has been sacrificed on the altar 
of  swiftness and efficiency, is 
also depriving the world of  
great thinking.

From Socrates to 
Shakespeare, Goethe to Gandhi 
and Milton to Madiba, the 
world would have been a poorer 
place had these masters of  the 
letter not put pen to paper and 
bequeathed us their jewels of  
prose.

So much of  what we know 
of  the world stems from private 
letters. 

Glimpses of  World 

History, a book published by 
India’s first prime minister, 
Jawaharlal Nehru, is a 
panoramic sweep of  the 
history of  humankind and is 
a collection of  letters on world 
history written from various 
prisons in British India, 
especially to the Mahatma’s 

daughter, Indira Gandhi.
Mahatma Gandhi had 

a forceful style of  writing 
in excellent English – and 
a fair measure of  India’s 
independence must be 
attributed to the might of  
Gandhiji’s pen when he wrote 
letters of  protest to London.

The peace activist is 
reputed to have been able to 
daily write 50 letters in long 
hand, many to newspapers. 

The collection of  his letters, 
numbering about 100 000, 
cherish truth and high moral 
values and form the basis for 
humanity’s right living.

The beauty of  Gandhiji’s 
thoughts and language made 
a deep impression on some 
of  the great men of  our age, 
including our own Nelson 
Mandela, who himself  was a 
prolific letter writer.

During the 27 years 
Mandela spent in prison, he 
wrote hundreds of  letters 
to his wife Winnie Mandela, 
relatives and friends. 

These are included in his 
autobiography Long Walk to 

Freedom and, like Gandhiji’s 
letters, also constitute a 
treatise on righteousness and 
rectitude.

In the community today, 
there are just a handful of  men 
and women who take time 
to capture issues of  concern 
through the press. We need 
more letter writers of  the ilk 
of  Thyagaraj Markandan, 
Vijay Surajpal, Saber Ahmed 
Jazbhay and Dhayalan 
Moodley.

At school, composition, 
letter writing and creative 
writing are included in the 
main language syllabus and 
are meant to prepare one for 
better communication.

Regrettably, these aspects 
of  language would appear 
to be wasted on today’s 
generation, which fails to 
appreciate the power of  
letters. 

It lacks the drive and 
energy to record thoughts on 
paper.

What legacy will we leave 
our grandchildren? The 
username and password to our 
e-mail accounts?
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OPINION

The lost art of letter writing

JOSTLING for attention 
among election posters 
on Durban street poles 
is one that simply 

reads Lenny. It is Jayshree 
Parasuramen’s poignant 
adaptation for stage of  
the struggle story of  slain 
Chatsworth activist Lenny 
Naidu, which sadly ended its 
run on Sunday. 

As young student activists, 
we spoke of  “Lenny” with the 
greatest adulation. He was a 
quiet, unassuming teenager 
from Unit 2, Chatsworth, 
whose community work 
morphed into active 
resistance to apartheid 
oppression. A fellow traveller 
in his political journey was 
Kumi Naidoo, who went 
on to become the executive 
director of  Greenpeace. 

Lenny was a founder 
member of  Helping Hands, 
one of  a host of  community 
organisations that were 
simultaneously political 
bases for the banned and 
exiled ANC. 

In one scene in the play, 
Lenny invites his apolitical 
mother, Neela Naidu, to 
say the opening prayer at 
a Helping Hands meeting. 
She later asks him why a 
pamphlet about the jailed 
Nelson Mandela was handed 
out at the end of  the meeting. 

That scene points to the 
sophisticated yet simple 
ways in which activists of  
the Lenny generation (he 
was born in 1964) were able 
to find non-threatening ways 
to politicise the nominally 
politically conservative 
Chatsworth community. 

Kumi Naidoo, who went 
on to scale Arctic oil rigs 
in his campaign to stop oil 
drilling there, related in 
another setting a hilarious 

story of  his time as president 
of  the Bayview Swimming 
Club in Chatsworth. 

Youngsters would be 
invited to the municipal 
pool, ostensibly to learn to 
swim. The swimming lessons 
turned to issues about the 
long hours their parents 
worked and their poor pay, 
why beaches were racially 
segregated or how they felt 
about discipline in their 
schools. Such discussions, 
of  which Lenny was a 
central part, led to a gradual 
politicisation. 

The hilarity in the 
punchline dwells on the fact 
that the president of  the 
swimming club had never 
himself  learnt to swim; 
neither in Chatsworth, nor 
when he was getting water 
bombed off  the North Sea 
oil rigs. It was that milieu in 
which Lenny worked, taking 
up everyday community 
issues.

He developed a deep 
consciousness about the 
political implications of  
the economic deprivation 
prevalent in Chatsworth and 
wider communities. 

Bayview remains one of  
the poorest sections of  the 
township. In the mid-1980s, 

Lenny and his comrades 
became progressively 
more militant. Contact was 
established with the ANC in 

exile. 
By this time the country 

was aflame with protests 
and the Nationalist Party 

declared a state of  emergency. 
This effectively translated 
into martial law, with the 
South African Defence Force 
(SADF) setting up a base 
on Lenny’s UDW campus. 
The close-knit leadership of  
Helping Hands embraced the 
armed struggle as a response 
to the state-sponsored 
violence they experienced at 
their university and in their 
community. 

Matters came to a head 
when this unit of  Umkhonto 
weSizwe embarked on 
a bombing campaign of  
state facilities such as the 
court house, post office and 
the home of  an apartheid 
“stooge” in Chatsworth. 
Some members of  the 
“Butterfly Unit” had the 
misfortune of  being arrested 
and incarcerated on Robben 
Island. Lenny and his close 
comrade, Richard, made 
a run for exile, heading to 
Angola for political and 
military training. Without 
going into the gruesome 
details of  his murder as part 
of  the “Golela 9” ambushed 
and killed on the Swaziland 
border on June 8, 1988, the 
young Lenny did not return 

home from exile. 
His death fired up 

emotions in Chatsworth and 
well beyond, swelling the 
ranks of  young activists. His 
comrades were devastated. 
But true to form they 
imbibed his words, “It’s 
what you do with the rest of  
your life that matters”. The 
Lenny Naidu Development 
Institute (LNDI) keeps the 
memory of  his contribution 
to the freedom struggle alive 
through an active bursary 
fund, leadership and other 
community programmes. 

As we debate the value 
of  public participation in 
consolidating our democracy, 
it is apparent thatback in 
the 1980s, Lenny and his 
comrades field-tested an 
exceptional model. Not 
only were they mobilising 
and conscientising their 
community, but their work on 
the ground left an indelible 
inpact. 

Were he not cut down in 
the prime of  his life, Lenny 
would surely have been 
collecting blankets for the 
homeless this winter or 
dispensing hot soup on some 
street corner. 

His character did not lend 
itself  to clamouring for an 
important role in state or 
civil society. The country is 
the poorer for having lost a 
leader of  such exceptional 
promise.
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May Lenny’s spirit live on
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Hiroshima, 
holocaust, 

and the 
death of God

Mahatma Gandhi and Nelson Mandela were both prolific letter writers.
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Leon and Neela Naidu, parents of ANC activist Lenny Naidu, 
at his graveside in this file picture.

Lenny Naidu


