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PREFACE

The GETI2022 Reader is rooted in Scripture, as the
introductory section demonstrates. In addition, it is an
interdisciplinary compilation of theological and other
academic texts by authors from varied confessional
backgrounds and regions of the world. The deliberate
choice to let scripture, theology and other disciplines
traverse one another, makes the reader an object lesson
of its theme Christ’s Love (Re)moves Borders. The
Reader cris-crosses borders of knowledge that are often
compartmentalised and thereby provides a resource to
nurture present and future ecumenists on the shared
pilgrimage towards reconciliation and unity. This Reader is
therefore one of the significant tools for the exploration of
the WCC 11th Assembly theme Christ’s Love Moves the
World to Reconciliation and Unity.
Fr. Prof. Dr. Ioan Sauca,
WCC Acting General Secretary and Director of Bossey
Ecumenical Institute
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INTRODUCTION

Historical Location
GETI 2022 at the 11th WCC Assembly in Karlsruhe,
Germany is the third instalment in the succession of WCC
Global Ecumenical Theological Institutes (GETIs) under
auspices of the Ecumenical Theological Education (ETE)
programme. The first GETI, in this mode, took place at
the WCC 10th Assembly in Busan, South Korea, dubbed
GETI 2013. The second, GETI 2018, took place alongside
the WCC World Mission Conference in Arusha, Tanzania.
As a theological study project, GETI has grappled with
the question of changing landscapes of Christianity while
seeking to provide theologically grounded constructive
responses to contemporary issues.
The founding impulses for GETI began at the
gathering of young theologians at the World Alliance of
Reformed Churches (now World Communion of Reformed
Churches (WCRC)) Assembly in 2004, in Accra, Ghana.
The ripple spread to the WCC 9th Assembly in 2006, in
Porto Alegre, Brazil where another gathering of young
ecumenical theologians took place. Although these two
initial gatherings did not bear the name GETI, they are the
embryonic seeds for GETI and other similar ecumenical
theological study programmes. Over time, theological study
programmes alongside major ecumenical gatherings or as
stand-alone activities have become a feature in ecumenical
spaces. For instance, WCRC holds an annual Global
Theological Institute (GTI); some Regional Ecumenical
Organisations (REOs) commonly hold Ecumenical
Institutes at their assemblies and it is in that vein that
German theological institutions and churches organised a
GETI in 2017.
GETI has thus become a flagship programme of WCCETE. It brings together young and emerging ecumenical
theologians and educators from a broad spectrum of
Christian traditions and all eight regions of the WCC to
engage with one another on current critical theological
themes. Subsumed within broader WCC-GETI aims,
the GETI2022 Reader is a key resource for enabling
participants to:
•
•
•
•

Strengthen knowledge of current local and global
ecumenical themes.
Engage with past, present and future issues in
ecumenical discourse.
Utilize interdisciplinary approaches for ecumenical
studies.
Express a theologically informed and contextually

•

grounded ecumenical theology.
Seek constructive solutions for challenges in
changing religious and societal landscapes.

GETI 2022 Theme
Christ’s Love (Re)moves Borders: An Ecumenical Reader as the
study guide for GETI2022 brings together scripture,
theology, and social science into a single compilation to
facilitate intercultural academic study, ecumenical learning
and sharing. Derived from the WCC 11th Assembly
theme, “Christ’s Love Moves the World to Reconciliation
and Unity”, the GETI2022 theme locates love and
reconciliation at the heart of the gospel. The notion of
Christ removing and moving borders suggests an onward
incremental movement towards reconciliation and unity in
our world.
The Pauline literature corpus unfolds this theme with
an emphasis on God as initiator of reconciliation through
Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 5:11-21). The epistles speak of
restoration to unity of those divided by enmity (Eph. 2:1417), in a specific situation that was marked by deep cultural
and religious hostilities. This Pauline theme constitutes an
enduring message about the ongoing task of reconciliation.
It was valid then, as it is today. Reconciliation enables
communion beyond classic boundaries: “There is no longer
Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no
longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ
Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). In terms of scope, God’s reconciling
love through Jesus Christ is cosmic, encompassing all of
creation (Col. 1:20-23). Christ’s boundless, cosmic love is
therefore what provides orientation for our Christian calling
to reconciliation and unity. Christ - without us, in spite of
us and with us and the cosmos - continues to (re)move
borders1 so that, in Christ, all may have full life as God
intends (John 10:10).
(Re)moves juxtaposes remove and move, which suggests the
tension-laden conceptual space in which the exploration of
the theme is located. The idea of (re)moving borders of
hostility and division in our world evokes theological fact
and lived reality at once. Theologically speaking, Christ’s
love has removed barriers and attained reconciliation and
unity for the cosmos. Our lived reality however, is that
hostility and divisions persist. Straddling the theological
and experiential dimensions we need to hold the two
dimensions in creative tension. The literature in this volume
aptly delves deeply and creatively into the theological and
practical implications of the theme.

1
‘Border’, used here in a metaphorical sense that signifies hostilities of every kind that cause alienation. It does not signify nationalistic or
geographical boundaries, although it implies nationalistic rifts and wounds too.
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The notion of ‘border’ is used as porous and
thus, multivalent, and understood within a conceptual
continuum suggesting shades of meaning that enrich
thematic exploration, inter alia, frontiers, boundaries, limits,
diversity, richness and reconciliation. As the world seems
to retreat into national, racial and ethnic enclaves, there
is rising fervour for distinctive identities in social and
political spaces. The COVID-19 pandemic has made those
fault lines of societal divisions starker. The urgency of
exploring Christ’s love (re)moving borders as a progressive
(directional and moral) movement towards encounter with,
and understanding of, Christ’s love and of the ‘other’ is
critical.

A Discovery-Learning Experience
GETI2022 offers a discovery study experience to explore
and embrace new perspectives on what it means to respond
to God’s love in Christ. Exploration of the theological
underpinnings of what it means to transition at, and
transcend borders will include naming specific issues that
cause division and hostility today.
Karlsruhe, the venue of the 11th WCC Assembly is
a short distance away from the German-French border.
Historical cross-border experiences in its immediate
neighbourhood and wider region mark this region. Those
experiences resonate and intersect with stories from
other parts of the world. The stories of systemic injustice
imbedded in political, economic and social arrangements
as well as artificial national borders have left a legacy of
division, and the resultant historical trauma of memories,
social stigmatisation and exclusion still haunt the present.
But equally, contexts of division also reveal glimpses of
human solidarity and resilience. The COVID-19 pandemic
is testament to both realities.
Marked by the historical cyclical course of migration,
Karlsruhe is thus an ideal location for reflection on the
subject of Christ’s love (re)moving borders. Apart from
the reading texts contained in this reader, the immediate
local context will present contextual immersion sites for
study visits and case studies that will make GETI2022 a
vibrant discovery study experience. The rootedness in the
host context emphasises that a Christ-centred ecumenical
theological education is of contextually grounded necessity.

The GETI 2022 Reader
The texts in this volume reflect theological, disciplinary,
geographical, cultural and confessional diversity, traversing
these ‘borders’ as an object lesson that Christ’s love
indeed (re)moves borders. The chapters of the reader,
are arranged thematically. First, the Introduction chapter
presents the key biblical text, 2 Corinthians 5:5-21, in
English, Spanish, French and German, and two articles
on disruptive epistemologies and pedagogics. Second, the
readings in Chapter 1, Healing Memories: Remembering and

Transforming Past and Present Wounds at the Border (Historictheological Track), address the healing of memories, among
others those stemming from confessional, religious and
ethnic and racial division and violence. Third, the material
in Chapter 2, Kairos for Creation: Transcending Boundaries of
Anthropocentrism to affirm the whole Community of Life (Ecotheological Track), speaks to reshaping of a theology and
moral vision regarding the ecological crisis in the world
today. Fourth, Chapter 3, Witness from the Margins: Connecting
with, and Holding Space for those at the Border (Practical-Diaconal
Track), has material that focuses on communicating Christ’s
love through service using new de-centred models. Fifth,
Chapter 4, Engaging with Plurality: Dialoguing with Communities
across Borders (Intercultural-interreligious Track), brings together
sources that explore the rifts at the boundaries of culture
and religion today as well as the question of re-imagining
humanity and the divine. Sixth, the resources in Chapter 5,
Body Politics: Uprooting Systems that Degrade Bodies at the Border
(Just-relations Track), tackle discrimination of bodies based
on race, gender, ethnicity and sexuality as a justice question
that is historical and present today. Seventh, the texts in
Chapter 6, 4th Industrial Revolution & AI: Human Identity in the
Context of Global Digitisation (Special Plenary) - the shortest of
the six chapters - explore theological responses to emergent
artificial intelligence, trans-human realities and technological
futurism.
Chapters 1-5 have five core texts each, while the
Introduction and Chapter 6 have three each. Each chapter
ends with a futher reading section, which is a complement
to the core texts. The spelling convention used in the
original texts are retained in this compilation, per copyright
requirements.

A Collaborative Project
The GETI2022 International Planning Group (IPG) and
working group members, drawn from the Network of
International Higher Ecumenical Theological Education
(NIHETE) selected the texts in this volume. The postGETI2022 will shape the agenda and pedagogical discourse
for NIHETE and thereby contribute to debates on
methodologies in global theological education.
We thank the study materials working group that
thematically selected the materials together. Rev. Dr
Ruomin Liu, Rev. Dr John Gatu, Rev. Dr Hye Ran
Kim-Cragg, Rev. Dr Dorcas Gordon, Prof. Dr Jennifer
Wasmuth, Ms Katerina Pekridou, Prof. Esther Mombo,
Prof. Nikolaos Asproulis, Rev. Dr Chad Rimmer, Prof.
Dr Dorothea Sattler, Rev. Dr Dyron Daughrity, Dr Alexei
Bodrov, Dr Sara Gehlin, and Rev. Dr Simone Sinn met
several times online. Their work complements that of the
curriculum and methodology working group and that of
the prayer and spiritual focus group. Both working groups
have produced booklets that will serve as companions to
this reader during the delivery and evaluation phases of
GETI2022.
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We thank Pedro Nari, librarian at the Ecumenical
Institute Bossey, and Lyn van Rooyen and Albin Hillert,
WCC communications colleagues who accompanied the
process. Finally, we thank ETE partners for the funding for
this reader. It is our hope that it will inspire and generate
fruitful study for the benefit of the ecumenical family.
Kuzipa Nalwamba with Marietta Ruhland
Geneva, March 2022
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,
CHRIST S LOVE (RE)MOVES BORDERS

SCRIPTURAL FOUNDATION, APPLICATION TO TEACHING AND LEARNING

This section presents the scripture passage, 2 Corinthians 5:5-21 with its focus on God as initiator of reconciliation through Jesus Christ. The
first plenary of GETI2022, tied to this section, will be an exploration of the theme Christ’s Love (Re)moves Borders, based on the Corinthian
passage.
The other two readings explore pedagogics and epistemologies that introduce fresh approaches and disrupt traditional approaches. In
“Epistemological Disruptions”, Bibinaz Pirayesh focuses on decolonising hegemonic epistemologies and deconstructing economic interests in
education models, while Paulette Regan in “An Unsettling Pedagogy of History and Hope” emphasises the importance of circle work and the
sharing of stories in teaching. She avers that how we interact with one another informs our methods of teaching – and therefore affects learning.

Main Bible Text in English, Spanish, French and German
2 Corinthians 5:5-21 - New Revised Standard
Version
New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989 the
Division of Christian Education of the National Council
of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America.
Used by permission. All rights reserved.

5 For we know that if the earthly tent we live in is
destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made
with hands, eternal in the heavens. 2 For in this tent we
groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling— 3
if indeed, when we have taken it off[a] we will not be found
naked. 4 For while we are still in this tent, we groan under
our burden, because we wish not to be unclothed but to be
further clothed, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up
by life. 5 He who has prepared us for this very thing is God,
who has given us the Spirit as a guarantee.
6 So we are always confident; even though we know that
while we are at home in the body we are away from the
Lord— 7 for we walk by faith, not by sight. 8 Yes, we do
have confidence, and we would rather be away from the
body and at home with the Lord. 9 So whether we are at
home or away, we make it our aim to please him. 10 For all
of us must appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so
that each may receive recompense for what has been done
in the body, whether good or evil.
The Ministry of Reconciliation
11 Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we try to
persuade others; but we ourselves are well known to God,
and I hope that we are also well known to your consciences.
12 We are not commending ourselves to you again, but
giving you an opportunity to boast about us, so that
you may be able to answer those who boast in outward
appearance and not in the heart. 13 For if we are beside
ourselves, it is for God; if we are in our right mind, it is for
you. 14 For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are
convinced that one has died for all; therefore all have died.

15 And he died for all, so that those who live might live no
longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised
for them.
16 From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a
human point of view;[b] even though we once knew Christ
from a human point of view,[c] we know him no longer
in that way. 17 So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new
creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has
become new! 18 All this is from God, who reconciled us
to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of
reconciliation; 19 that is, in Christ God was reconciling the
world to himself,[d] not counting their trespasses against
them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us.
20 So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making
his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ,
be reconciled to God. 21 For our sake he made him to be
sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God.

2 Corintios 5:5-21 - Biblia Reina Valera
Contemporánea
Reina Valera Contemporánea (RVC) Copyright © 2009, 2011
by Sociedades Bíblicas Unidas

5 Bien sabemos que si se deshace nuestra casa terrenal,
es decir, esta tienda que es nuestro cuerpo, en los cielos
tenemos de Dios un edificio, una casa eterna, la cual no
fue hecha por manos humanas. 2 Y por esto también
suspiramos y anhelamos ser revestidos de nuestra casa
celestial; 3 ya que así se nos encontrará vestidos y no
desnudos. 4 Los que estamos en esta tienda, que es nuestro
cuerpo, gemimos con angustia; porque no quisiéramos
ser desvestidos, sino revestidos, para que lo mortal sea
absorbido por la vida. 5 Pero Dios es quien nos hizo
para este fin, y quien nos dio su Espíritu en garantía de
lo que habremos de recibir. 6 Por eso vivimos siempre
confiados, pues sabemos que mientras estemos en el
cuerpo, estamos ausentes del Señor 7 (porque vivimos por
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la fe, no por la vista). 8 Pero confiamos, y quisiéramos más
bien ausentarnos del cuerpo y presentarnos ante el Señor.
9 Pero ya sea que estemos ausentes o presentes, siempre
procuramos agradar a Dios. 10 Porque es necesario que
todos nosotros comparezcamos ante el tribunal de Cristo,
para que cada uno reciba según lo bueno o lo malo que
haya hecho mientras estaba en el cuerpo.
El ministerio de la reconciliación
11 Así que, puesto que conocemos el temor del Señor,
procuramos convencer a todos. Para Dios es evidente lo
que somos; y espero que también lo sea para la conciencia
de ustedes. 12 No estamos recomendándonos otra vez
a ustedes, sino que les damos la oportunidad de estar
orgullosos de nosotros, para que tengan con qué responder
a los que presumen de las apariencias y no de lo que hay
en el corazón. 13 Si estamos locos, lo estamos para Dios;
y si estamos cuerdos, lo estamos para ustedes. 14 El amor
de Cristo nos lleva a actuar así, al pensar que si uno murió
por todos, entonces todos murieron; 15 y él murió por
todos, para que los que viven ya no vivan para sí, sino para
aquel que murió y resucitó por ellos. 16 Así que, de aquí
en adelante, nosotros ya no conocemos a nadie desde el
punto de vista humano; y aun si a Cristo lo conocimos
desde el punto de vista humano, ya no lo conocemos así.
17 De modo que si alguno está en Cristo, ya es una nueva
creación; atrás ha quedado lo viejo: ¡ahora ya todo es nuevo!
18 Y todo esto proviene de Dios, quien nos reconcilió
consigo mismo a través de Cristo y nos dio el ministerio de
la reconciliación. 19 Esto quiere decir que, en Cristo, Dios
estaba reconciliando al mundo consigo mismo, sin tomarles
en cuenta sus pecados, y que a nosotros nos encargó el
mensaje de la reconciliación. 20 Así que somos embajadores
en nombre de Cristo, y como si Dios les rogara a ustedes
por medio de nosotros, en nombre de Cristo les rogamos:
«Reconcíliense con Dios». 21 Al que no cometió ningún
pecado, por nosotros Dios lo hizo pecado, para que en él
nosotros fuéramos hechos justicia de Dios.

2 Corinthiens 5:5-21 – Traduction Œcuménique De
La Bible
Traduction Œcuménique de la Bible (2010) © Alliance
biblique française – Bibli’O, 2016, avec autorisation.

5 Car nous le savons, si notre demeure terrestre, qui n’est
qu’une tente, se détruit, nous avons un édifice, œuvre de
Dieu, une demeure éternelle dans les cieux, qui n’est pas
faite de main d’homme. 2 Et nous gémissons, dans le désir
ardent de revêtir, par-dessus l’autre, notre habitation céleste,
3 pourvu que nous soyons trouvés vêtus et non pas nus.
4 Car nous qui sommes dans cette tente, nous gémissons,
accablés ; c’est un fait : nous ne voulons pas nous dévêtir,
mais revêtir un vêtement sur l’autre afin que ce qui est
mortel soit englouti par la vie. 5 Celui qui nous a formés
pour cet avenir, c’est Dieu, qui nous a donné les arrhes
de l’Esprit. 6 Ainsi donc, nous sommes toujours pleins
16
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de confiance, tout en sachant que, tant que nous habitons
dans ce corps, nous sommes hors de notre demeure,
loin du Seigneur, 7 car nous cheminons par la foi, non
par la vue… 8 Oui, nous sommes pleins de confiance et
nous préférons quitter la demeure de ce corps pour aller
demeurer auprès du Seigneur. 9 Aussi notre ambition – que
nous conservions notre demeure ou que nous la quittions –
est-elle de lui plaire. 10 Car il nous faudra tous comparaître
à découvert devant le tribunal du Christ afin que chacun
recueille le prix de ce qu’il aura fait durant sa vie corporelle,
soit en bien, soit en mal.
Le ministère de la réconciliation
11 Connaissant donc la crainte du Seigneur, nous cherchons
à convaincre les hommes et, devant Dieu, nous sommes
pleinement à découvert. J’espère être aussi pleinement
à découvert dans vos consciences. 12 Nous ne nous
recommandons pas à nouveau auprès de vous, mais nous
voulons vous fournir une occasion d’être fiers de nous afin
que vous ayez de quoi répondre à ceux dont les motifs de
fierté sont tout de façade et non de fond. 13 Si nous avons
été hors de sens, c’était pour Dieu ; si nous sommes sensés,
c’est pour vous. 14 L’amour du Christ nous étreint, à cette
pensée qu’un seul est mort pour tous et donc que tous sont
morts. 15 Et il est mort pour tous afin que les vivants ne
vivent plus pour eux-mêmes, mais pour celui qui est mort
et ressuscité pour eux. 16 Aussi, désormais, ne connaissonsnous plus personne à la manière humaine. Si nous avons
connu le Christ à la manière humaine, maintenant nous
ne le connaissons plus ainsi. 17 Aussi, si quelqu’un est en
Christ, il est une nouvelle créature. Le monde ancien est
passé, voici qu’une réalité nouvelle est là. 18 Tout vient de
Dieu, qui nous a réconciliés avec lui par le Christ et nous
a confié le ministère de la réconciliation. 19 Car de toute
façon, c’était Dieu qui en Christ réconciliait le monde
avec lui-même, ne mettant pas leurs fautes au compte des
hommes, et mettant en nous la parole de réconciliation. 20
C’est au nom du Christ que nous sommes en ambassade, et
par nous, c’est Dieu lui-même qui, en fait, vous adresse un
appel. Au nom du Christ, nous vous en supplions, laissezvous réconcilier avec Dieu. 21 Celui qui n’avait pas connu le
péché, il l’a, pour nous, identifié au péché, afin que, par lui,
nous devenions justice de Dieu.

2. Kor. 5:5-21 - Lutherbibel 2017
Die Bibel nach Martin Luthers Übersetzung, revidiert 2017,
© 2016 Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, Stuttgart

5 Denn wir wissen: Wenn unser irdisches Haus, diese Hütte,
abgebrochen wird, so haben wir einen Bau, von Gott
erbaut, ein Haus, nicht mit Händen gemacht, das ewig ist im
Himmel. 2 Denn darum seufzen wir auch und sehnen uns
danach, dass wir mit unserer Behausung, die vom Himmel
ist, überkleidet werden, 3 weil wir dann bekleidet und nicht
nackt befunden werden. 4 Denn solange wir in dieser Hütte
sind, seufzen wir und sind beschwert, weil wir lieber nicht

entkleidet, sondern überkleidet werden wollen, damit das
Sterbliche verschlungen werde von dem Leben. 5 Der uns
aber dazu bereitet hat, das ist Gott, der uns als Unterpfand
den Geist gegeben hat. 6 So sind wir denn allezeit getrost
und wissen: Solange wir im Leibe wohnen, weilen wir fern
von dem Herrn; 7 denn wir wandeln im Glauben und
nicht im Schauen. 8 Wir sind aber getrost und begehren
sehr, den Leib zu verlassen und daheim zu sein bei dem
Herrn. 9 Darum setzen wir auch unsre Ehre darein, ob wir
daheim sind oder in der Fremde, dass wir ihm wohlgefallen.
10 Denn wir müssen alle offenbar werden vor dem
Richterstuhl Christi, auf dass ein jeder empfange nach dem,
was er getan hat im Leib, es sei gut oder böse.
Botschafter der Versöhnung
11 Weil wir nun wissen, dass der Herr zu fürchten ist,
suchen wir Menschen zu gewinnen; aber vor Gott sind
wir offenbar. Ich hoffe aber, dass wir auch vor eurem
Gewissen offenbar sind. 12 Damit empfehlen wir uns
nicht abermals bei euch, sondern geben euch Anlass, euch
unser zu rühmen, damit ihr etwas habt gegen die, die sich
des Äußeren rühmen und nicht des Herzens. 13 Denn
wenn wir außer uns waren, so war es für Gott; sind wir
aber besonnen, so sind wir’s für euch. 14 Denn die Liebe
Christi drängt uns, da wir erkannt haben, dass einer für
alle gestorben ist und so alle gestorben sind. 15 Und er
ist darum für alle gestorben, damit, die da leben, hinfort
nicht sich selbst leben, sondern dem, der für sie gestorben
ist und auferweckt wurde. 16 Darum kennen wir von nun
an niemanden mehr nach dem Fleisch; und auch wenn
wir Christus gekannt haben nach dem Fleisch, so kennen
wir ihn doch jetzt so nicht mehr. 17 Darum: Ist jemand in
Christus, so ist er eine neue Kreatur; das Alte ist vergangen,
siehe, Neues ist geworden. 18 Aber das alles ist von Gott,
der uns mit sich selber versöhnt hat durch Christus und uns
das Amt gegeben, das die Versöhnung predigt. 19 Denn
Gott war in Christus und versöhnte die Welt mit ihm selber
und rechnete ihnen ihre Sünden nicht zu und hat unter uns
aufgerichtet das Wort von der Versöhnung. 20 So sind wir
nun Botschafter an Christi statt, denn Gott ermahnt durch
uns; so bitten wir nun an Christi statt: Lasst euch versöhnen
mit Gott! 21 Denn er hat den, der von keiner Sünde
wusste, für uns zur Sünde gemacht, auf dass wir in ihm die
Gerechtigkeit würden, die vor Gott gilt.
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Epistemological Disruptions1 - Bibinaz Pirayesh
Bibinaz Pirayesh, ‘Epistemological Disruptions’. Chapter 5, pp.83-103, in Darder, A. (Ed.). (2019). Decolonizing Interpretive
Research: A Subaltern Methodology for Social Change (1st ed.). ©2019 Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351045070.
Reproduced by permission of Taylor & Francis Group through PLSClear.

To rupture is to break from previously established ways of knowing. It is to trouble what is taken for granted, to reimagine
the nature and scope of knowledge. When we speak of rupture, we are speaking of epistemological shifts—reinscribing
what knowledge is, how it can be acquired, and the extent to which knowledge pertinent to any given subject informs
concepts such as community, morality, politics, and identity.
(Kingsmith, 2017)
I came1 to my study almost in secret. It was as if I had been
hiding a deep truth within myself for the entire course of
my academic formation; a secret I didn’t dare speak as I
pursued a Bachelor’s degree in neuroscience and a Master’s
later in psychology. But a secret that remained close to my
heart. My secret was reﬂected in the uneasy feeling that
despite all my successes in school, none of it felt true or
grounded in what I have experienced as an educational
therapist. Then, at the start of a doctoral program—
another great marker in the Western academic tradition—I
found myself feeling uneasy and conﬂicted once more.
How could I pursue a degree and study a problem of
practice in my ﬁeld when I knew that the problems I saw
were rooted in the very institution attempting to solve
them? After a decade of work assisting children with
learning struggles navigate institutions of schooling that
were constructed to label and exclude them, what problem
could I possibly study other than the problem of the ﬁeld
itself ?

child than three months of a brain training app. Similarly,
the presence of a supportive advocate does more in
supporting a family or teacher to assist a student who is
struggling academically than a hundred tests, evaluations,
or educational plans. This I had come to know through
lived experience. So, while I came into my doctoral program
hoping to study and understand how to scale my work as
an educational therapist so that all students, not just a select
few who could afford it, might beneﬁt from advances in
neuroscience and education, the quiet secret I carried was,
how do you scale love?

Mind, Brain, and Education (MBE), along with
Neuroscience and Education, which theoretically inform
the practice of educational therapy, continue to offer
an easy answer: education, and more speciﬁcally special
education, needs to become more rigorous and scientiﬁc.
Science, psychology, and now the study of the brain, has
and will continue to discover and create the necessary tools
to diagnose and “ﬁx” the ways in which the brains of my
students deviated from the norm and educators have only
to understand and adopt these tools and modernize their
practice in order to rescue failing children. This was the
great promise of my ﬁeld, and my secret was, I didn’t buy it.

My ﬁeld seemed oblivious to this question. Instead,
there existed a binary between neuroscience and education,
scientist and educator; a kind of imagined or fabricated
expert conﬂict that was perpetuated by an abstracted,
pseudo-harmonious ideology that reproduced and
exacerbated the problems in the ﬁeld. As an immigrant and
bicultural researcher, I knew such setups only too well and
the message I had received repeatedly was that there was
no rising above or integrating of the poles. What there was,
is, and always will be, is a creative epistemological tension
that can serve as the ground for all learning and growth. To
say teachers and scientists are different then is a falsehood,
because they are both human and it is through dialogue that
I came to believe that we would ﬁnd new answers by asking
better questions. But how would I get there? How would I
study this phenomenon steeped in oppressive conditions
of professional elitism and hierarchy utilizing a traditional
empirical methodology, when the methodology I needed
had to be born from the very human sensibilities of the
colonized that the ﬁeld failed to acknowledge?

What my experiences as an educational therapist had
taught me was that it was connection, love, trust, hope, and
feeling safe, that nurtured brains and alleviated “disorders,”
given that disordered brains are often better understood
as symptoms of disconnection or social alienation (Mate,
2000, 2011). My work with communities, in fact, had
taught me that it is human values supportive of families,
parents, and schools that make the difference. An hour
of uninterrupted loving human attention does more for a

So began my ethnographic journey into a decolonizing
interpretive methodology and the realization that if I
wanted to ﬁnally engage my secret question, I needed to
ﬁnd a different set of tools and a different language by
which to frame my research. This, however, was a petrifying
thought. I had been socialized, conditioned, and welltrained in the scientiﬁc method since elementary school.
This was the gold standard of knowledge construction.
How could I be working toward a doctoral degree, in the

1 This chapter is based on my doctoral dissertation research entitled A Critical Interrogation of the Mind, Brain, and Education Movement: Toward a Social
Justice Paradigm. The study can be retrieved from https://pqdtopen.proquest.com/doc/2115213913.html?FMT=ABS.
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very system rooted in an oppressive epistemology, while
questioning it? As I commenced in the unknown terrain of
a decolonizing methodology, I felt not just like a fraud, but
an enemy of the state. As if even questioning the method
itself was an act of treason. But soon I came to recognize
that this is, indeed, a ﬁrst requirement of an interpretive
decolonizing methodology: the willingness to engage with
“the politics of voice” (Darder, 2018, p. 1) and, by so doing,
coming to realize that the subaltern can speak (Spivak, 1988).
Yet, initially, I wasn’t sure I could ﬁnd my voice; and
even after wrestling with this question and deciding to
consider and embrace the possible wisdom in my own
experience, I was still up against the hardwiring of my
thinking. I was in need of a clear path for I truly had no
idea where I was going, nor was I prepared to venture into
the unknown epistemological terrain of a different way
of knowing. I had no clear method, no steps to follow,
or formula to apply. I was thrust into the unknown with
nothing to hold on to; and although I kept reminding
myself of Freire’s (1998) invitation to be “open to risk [and]
the adventure of the spirit” (p. 102), I found it difficult in
my own mind to move conﬁdently beyond the Western
epistemological tradition that had colonized my thinking.
So, my fears fought me hard. I would say that in the
ﬁrst year of this research, I spent more time wrestling with
the idea of a decolonizing methodology trying to get it
to kneel to traditional research methods, in order to make
my study and myself conform ideologically, than actually
embracing the method itself. But, the fact is, this is a large
aspect of the work for any subaltern researcher committed
to disrupting colonizing ideologies. I had to learn to let go
and trust the creative tension within myself, allowing the
process to lead me wherever it might, based on nothing
more than a conviction that we all have a right to struggle
to understand the truths of our conditions. Soon, I also
came to understand that this is the very ethics of liberation
that informs the power of a decolonizing methodology.
It took a long time, but slowly there emerged in my
struggle the room for a more ﬂuid understanding of the
difference that had been at work in my life and practice all
along. But this came only after a full acknowledgment of
the trauma of the epistemic violence of Western thinking
that had been perpetrated both on my own individual
psyche, and on the psyche of those who protected the
ﬁeld. Hence, I came to realize that in order for MBE to
move forward, it too needed to undergo a decolonization
process and to be re-interpreted theoretically by the very
people engaged in its work. In this way, I came to know
that my own empowerment as a practitioner in the ﬁeld
was inextricably linked to a systematic political effort to
shift the ﬁeld in both theory and practice. In short, it was
the power and “authority of lived experience” (hooks,
1994) as a decolonizing interpretive researcher that gave
me new insights into my study. It was through this deeply
physical, emotional, and spiritual activity, and in becoming

a more integral human being, that I became empowered
to problematize and radicalize my work as a subaltern
researcher.
So, while tracing and naming the ideological roots of
the ﬁeld is an integral part of a decolonizing interpretive
methodology, this process is also about addressing our own
conditioned fears and, as a subaltern researcher, embracing
the right to challenge the tradition of my ﬁeld of study. In
many ways, this process informed the initial dimensions of
my research, where I traced the history and epistemological
roots of neuroscience, its move into education, and
ultimately the morphing into the current vision of MBE
to make education more “scientiﬁc.” I cannot stress the
difﬁculty I underwent in making this paradigmatic shift, so
I could question effectively the normalized assumptions
that seek to make education more scientiﬁc and the
problematics of mainstream notions of evidence-based
research.
I quickly came to understand that to move toward a
decolonizing lens and show that another way was possible,
I had to understand the literature and the history; I needed
to comprehend how deeply detrimental the “myth of
modernity” had been to the ﬁeld and to the children
supposedly being served. This to say that my search and
review of the literature, my engagement with the history of
the ﬁeld, my exploration into the politics of epistemologies,
and challenging the consequences of MBE ideologies
grounded in the Western scientiﬁc paradigm head on was
therefore as important a part of my own decolonization
process as the challenges my research posited to the
oppressive ideological conﬁgurations of my ﬁeld of study.
So in this regard, a decolonizing interpretive research
process deeply embodies the method itself at the personal,
academic, and political levels of the work.
My own experience in utilizing a decolonizing
interpretive methodology affirmed Freire’s (1985) notion:
“the act of study, in sum, is an attitude toward the world”
that “reﬂects its author’s confrontation with the world”
(p. 3). As such, I had to confront the colonizing nature
of the ﬁeld, just as I had to confront my own colonized
thinking. This speaks to the true dialectic process of a
decolonizing methodology and it was then in understanding
and questioning the very tools and lens we use to name
and process the world that I came to ﬁnally face my big
secret and ask: How can we create a decolonizing practice
of MBE that genuinely engages the needs of all children
in the process of their own education, emancipation, and
humanity?

Decolonizing epistemologies
At the heart of decolonizing epistemologies is an
understanding that within the Western paradigm of
science and education, indigenous knowledge has been
systematically excluded by curricular impositions of
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“official” knowledge (Smith, 1999) and thus must be
challenged, denounced, and transformed. My deep dive
into the history of neuroscience and the epistemological
formations of the American educational system by the
sciences revealed not only the colonial roots of MBE but
served as a warning, sounding an alarm for the potentially
destructive consequences MBE can have on education
and our children today, if not re-imagined. This called for
a liberatory ethics embraced by Freire (2000, 1998), Smith
(1999), Santos (2005), Paraskeva (2011, 2016), and Darder
(2017), who argue that the struggle for social justice must
challenge the coloniality of power at the very foundations of
Eurocentric knowledge.
The key problem that was revealed, as I began to
undertake my research in critically examining the literature,
the language of the ﬁeld, its authors and researchers and
explanations given for the enduring divide, was that the
oppressive nature of Eurocentric research designs were
not only due to epistemological differences, but rather to
the subordinating politics that created these differences,
resulting in asymmetrical relations of power. Moreover,
there is an absence of a critical lens in the ﬁeld that
could potentially shed new light in how we interrogate
MBE’s potential for just interventions in supporting
liberatory classroom practices for co-creating knowledge
and establishing horizontal structures and conditions
for dialogical praxis. In other words, what decolonizing
interpretive methodology allowed me to do from the
beginning was to recognize that the very question and
problem identiﬁed in the ﬁeld needed to be shaped by
subaltern sensibilities—that is from the worldview of
those being colonized by traditional practices of education.
The gap between research and practice and between
neuroscience and education then was not a gap, but a
symptom of an abyssal divide (Santos, 2005).
This “misdiagnosis” in the ﬁeld has had harrowing
consequences. As special education, for example, continues
to fall short of its aims to serve students in public schools
(Connor et al., 2008; Dudley-Marling & Burns, 2014;
Smith et al., 2009) and new brain research tied to cognition
and learning is gaining traction in educational curriculum
(Fischer et al., 2010), the absolute nature of scientiﬁc
research is propped up by ﬁelds like MBE as the new great
white hope—the new answer to all our problems, even as
history shows that science in education has always advanced
some children, while labeling and leaving most behind
others (Four Arrows et al., 2009). What my decolonizing
research assisted me to show is that emancipatory efforts to
bring brain research into educational settings must therefore
contend forthrightly with the long history of the colonizing
manifestation of scientiﬁc research within the mainstream
(Darder, 2012; Smith, 1999; Gould, 1996).

Yet, in the discussion of these issues, the ideological
rhetoric within the ﬁelds of neuroscience and education,
including inclusion and equity rhetoric, continue to
embrace the myth of neutrality and objectivity in the
name of science, denying the very political nature of
their underlying mission. What is even more alarming
is that some of the literature in the ﬁeld suggests that
many of its contributing scholars remain unaware of how
disconnected and disconnecting their scientiﬁc approach
remains. Even within discussions of the historical and
philosophical differences between science and education,
there is no discussion related to the historicity or ideological
dimensions of knowledge, which, as part of the critical
tradition, reminds us that knowledge is created within
historical, cultural, political and economic contexts and,
thus, all knowledge must be situated in history and the
social order (Darder, 2014, 2015). In short, what my work
helped to illuminate was that the lack of a critical lens in
the ﬁeld is itself problematic, in that it contributes to the
ongoing colonizing distortions at work within MBE. It was
through using a decolonizing interpretive methodology that
I was able to begin to uncover the dominant ideologies (in
this case within science) that are normalized as neutral and,
from there, begin to chip away at the preconditioned and
hegemonic patterns in how we make sense of the MBE
universe.

Disrupting the logic of MBE
As new brain technologies forge a revolution (Four
Arrows et al., 2009), the evolving inﬂuence of the MBE
movement serves as a testament to an increasing interest
in brain sciences within education, which gives rise to the
need to remain vigilant of the limiting and narrow logic at
work in both academia and scientiﬁc research, particularly
with respect to issues of implementation within public
education. In the MBE literature, however, most educators
are generally seen as the problem, in that they are not
considered scientiﬁc enough and, thus, must be further
schooled in the ways of science. In order to sift through the
impact of this phenomenon, a decolonizing methodology
demands that the subaltern researcher put him or herself
at the center of the work. As an educator, and more
speciﬁcally, a bicultural2 educator, I soon began to see that it
would be my bicultural voice (Darder, 2012) and subaltern
sensibilities that could challenge the hegemonic values of
MBE; in that, as Four Arrows et al. (2009) argue, “Western
neuroscientists and the philosophers who attempt to make
sense of their ‘objective’ ﬁndings may lead us further away
from, not closer to, the truth about what humans can do to
live in harmony on this planet” (p. vii).
It was, then, in beginning with my own positionality as a
subaltern researcher, by honoring my own unique bicultural

2 The reference here is to Darder’s articulation of biculturalism, which engages with the tensions that exist for bicultural educators from
subordinated cultural communities who must contend with dominant ideologies in their process of teaching, learning, and research. See Darder
(2012) for a discussion of this critical understanding of biculturalism.
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perspective, that I was eventually able to identify the lack of
critical literature in MBE as a problem that places the ﬁeld
at risk of, ﬁrst, not being able to have the impact it seeks,
and, second, perhaps even more problematic, reproducing
bias and exclusionary outcomes that widen the exclusionary
divide. Hence, it was in examining the problematic
history of the ﬁeld using a decolonizing interpretive
methodology that I began to ask: What types of theoretical
reformulations and new pedagogical practices are required
within the ﬁeld of MBE, if issues of social justice are to be
central to research, teaching, and practice?
A fundamental epistemological shift in the very
questions and productions of knowledge in the ﬁeld was,
therefore, necessary in order to move forward. This shift
would need to be tectonic so as to provoke revolutionary
thinking about the very knowledge of the ﬁeld and how to
decolonize it. This epistemological disruption at the very
root of the ﬁeld was then the only possible decolonizing
response, given the abyssal divide I had discovered in my
examination of the history and epistemological tenets of
the ﬁeld, and so, once again, I found myself anchoring my
work upon a decolonizing interpretive methodology, but
now evolving in my engagement in a way that formidably
countered the traditional scientiﬁc methodologies of my
earlier intellectual formation.
In conducting my study, disrupting dominant
epistemologies and struggling against epistemicides
required, as Paraskeva (2011, 2016) argues, both a deterritorialized approach and a critical itinerant position. This
fundamentally proposes that we can move beyond the
legitimating logic of the Western epistemological platform,
which is rooted in honoring one’s subaltern positionality,
which is at the root of a decolonizing methodology.
Repeatedly returning to a recognition that there is no one
cohesive or universal representation or authoritative voice
that informs this critical methodology (Darder, 2014) and
that we can only rely on liberatory principles rather than
a linear road map, slowly allowed me to envision my own
itinerant vision in response to my research question. I came
to see that, just as I was mobilized away from a colonizing
ethos of knowledge production, MBE needed to move
away from its dominant territorialized curricular wars—
predicated on a positivist epistemology of supremacy—and
ﬁxed knowledge borders toward epistemological diversity,
itinerant ﬂuidity, and socio and cognitive justice (Paraskeva,
2011, 2016).
So, if epistemology is deﬁned as the study of
knowledge, its sources, structures, and borders, and how
knowledge gets created, justiﬁed, disseminated, and
legitimized, an epistemological disruption means re-reading
and re-inventing the dominant discourse. But epistemology
is also concerned with how our knowledge of reality is
essentially limited by the means and methods used to
discern what is viewed as legitimate knowledge. And, as
the previous discussion demonstrates, MBE knowledge is

also implicated not just by the scientiﬁc method but the
dominant system of schooling, where hegemonic ways of
knowing and knowledge production are embedded and
reinforced across disciplines and within the larger context
of society.

The coloniality of power
Engaging with the coloniality of power is a central
construct of epistemological disruption within the context
of decolonizing interpretive methodology. Important
to this discussion, as noted earlier, is that science’s
epistemology is not just about the promotion of positivist
epistemologies, but rather about the consolidation of
power. The Western scientiﬁc method, in fact, has achieved
what Haraway (1988) argues is the “god trick of seeing
everything from nowhere” (p. 581). From this vantage
point, hegemonic epistemology has been able to violently
impose forms of oppressive knowledge production directly
linked to the persistence of the coloniality of power
(Quijano, 2000). In other words, what my study consistently
showed is that MBE as a ﬁeld needs to contend with its
epistemological aim, which is to colonize education (in the
interest of the status quo) through its scientiﬁc method, all
in the name of advancement and progress. Central to this
debate then is not simply the ﬁelds of science or education,
but larger structures and relationships of power that are
conserved by the coloniality of power and its control over
knowledge production.
Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2005, 2007c) has argued
that an abyssal line divides the hegemonic epistemological
terrain—a line that depicts the global South as non-existent.
Consequently, this produces deadening epistemologies or
epistemicidal knowledge that bolster the unequal power
dynamics necessary for the hegemonic production and
containment of this non-existence (Janson & Paraskeva,
2015). This one-dimensional consciousness, so to speak,
is anchored in a politics of “epistemicide,” that is, the
extermination of knowledge and ways of knowing that
coincide with the emergence of modern colonial structures
of knowledge, as the foundational epistemology of
Westernized systems of governance and education (Santos,
2007c).
Thus, it is not just that the scientiﬁc epistemology is
limiting, but that what science (steeped in epistemicidal
values) has managed to do is to kill off other ways of
knowing (Smith, 1999). What this signals here is the
coloniality of power, a phenomenon linked to the practices
and persistent legacies of European colonialism within
both governing social orders, as well as the production
of knowledge (Quijano, 2000). Here, non-Western ways
of knowing are absorbed, invisibilized, or destroyed
(Santos, 2007a, 2007c) by the abiding sensibilities and
epistemologies of the hegemonic order (Darder, 2018) such
that “the model of power that is globally hegemonic today
presupposes an element of coloniality” (Quijano, 2000, p.
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533).
As such, epistemicidal knowledge has devastating
effects globally—in sync with a global coloniality of power
(Grosfoguel, 2011; Mignolo, 2007; Quijano, 2000)—that
has resulted in internationalized forms of cognitive
injustice, which have supported attacks upon the very
existence of racialized populations who exist outside of
the global North (Santos, 2007b). As Paraskeva (2011)
argues, “the epistemicide needs to be seen as a world tout
court Western secular rationality spreading from the hard
sciences to the social sciences and on to the humanities,”
such that the humanities are “gradually being dominated
by the prestigious Anglophone discourses (and practices),
due no doubt to its associations with the power structures
of modernity (slavery, eugenics, technology, industry, and
capitalism) that impose a positivist worldview” (p. 3).
My decolonizing interpretive study also led me to
engage the colonizing question of language, with respect to
my critical analysis of MBE and, in particular, my concern
about why the ﬁeld struggles with a language of identity
and unity (Knox, 2016; Scott & Curran, 2010). Samuels
(2009) matter-of-factly states, “Historically, science and
education have demonstrated separate, but interwoven,
inﬂuences on society that have led to a characterization of
science as prestigious and education as failure ridden” (p.
46). This language, though it is meant to “help,” is not only
insulting, it reproduces traditional beliefs about education
and educators that are simply not true, reﬂecting a version
of history where one group is superior over the other and
where science reigns supreme (Smith, 1999).
Similarly, the linguistic supremacy attributed to the
preﬁx “neuro” and the discourse that follows it is itself
problematic. The use of this preﬁx, like the use of brain
images, immediately extends commonsensical legitimacy,
while at the same time undermining other forms of
knowledge. The word exempliﬁes the colonizing language
of power (Rizvi et al., 2006), “being circulated, not in any
neutral way but on the basis of a politically sanctioned
authority” (Billington, 2017, p. 868), gaining an everexpanding sphere of inﬂuence (Rose, 2006; Kirmayer,
2012). The fact is, “renaming teaching as ‘brain-based
education’, while keeping the present model in place, is
like rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic” (Cozolino,
2013). If MBE is to be a true transdisciplinary ﬁeld, my
research insists that it must be “resistant to a universalizing
language – a language of empirical inquiry that has often
been anchored to dominant epistemologies” (Darder, 2015,
p. 63) and, thus, has perpetuated the coloniality of power
within the hegemonic apparatus of education, science, and
knowledge production.

The hegemony of education, science, and
knowledge
No hegemonic apparatus has been employed more
completely as a global tool for the control of knowledge
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than the Western educational system. What is of note
here is that, at the end of the nineteenth century, the
paradigm too went through an epistemological shift where
the metaphor of “the mind as a muscle” (Paraskeva,
2011, p. 22) began to impose a new social order within
the United States via a mainstream curriculum where only
institutionally authorized knowledge was to be introduced
in schools. This move, which further solidiﬁed the culture
of positivism (Giroux, 1981), was fundamentally concerned
“with controlling and dominating the natural and human
environment” (Wexler, 1976, p. 8), thus fostering cognitive
passivity (Kincheloe, 1993) through a colonizing curriculum
built on a persistent legacy of genocide with respect to all
other knowledge forms.
A dark chapter in the history of American education—
and not limited to the United States but extending
globally to all colonizing empires of the West—includes
the outlawing of indigenous languages and cultures and
the forced removal of indigenous children from their
families and cultures, in order for them to be “educated”
in “modern” schools by Western (superior) thinking
(Smith, 1999) educators. No place is the politics of location
(Braidotti, 2013; Haraway, 1988) then more relevant than in
the classroom, where the battle over knowledge is played
out by educators and where the dominion of science is
presented as an authorizing corpus of knowledge, without
being analyzed with respect to its perpetuation of cognitive
and social exclusions. As Freire (in Freire & Macedo, 1987)
argued, naming the world is directly linked to claiming it and
to claiming those ways of seeing the world that count as
legitimate within the context of lived experiences—this
speaks, in particular, to the knowledge that has been
systematically excluded and erased from the educational
process of subaltern populations (Darder, 2012, 2017).
In short, what is needed in MBE is not a new and
more sophisticated scientiﬁc educational curriculum but a
disruption of the very epistemology of the ﬁeld that goes
beyond the struggle for curriculum relevance and beyond
the tensions between science and education, as described
in the MBE literature, in order to assume a more itinerant
approach (Paraskeva, 2011). Here, cognitive ﬂuidity and
non-ﬁxity drive the struggle for curriculum relevance
away from knowledge epistemicides and toward a more
emancipatory and just path. The epistemological disruption
essential to a decolonizing methodology, moreover, can
and must be present in any study with an underlying
transformative intent.
In the speciﬁc case of MBE, however, what was of
particular concern was the manner in which science’s
epistemicides have colonized schooling and society as a
whole in such a way that it has forced education as a ﬁeld
to also be absorbed into its epistemology, thus rendering
invisible all other traditions and identities, in the name of
science and modernity. What has emerged is an Orwellian
reality that has been both naturalized and normalized as

commonsense and embedded into the hidden curriculum
of hegemonic schooling (Darder, 2012). About this,
Michael Apple (1990) noted that the hidden curriculum
consists of “the norms and values that are implicitly, but
effectively, taught in schools and that are not usually talked
about” (p. 84). Simple examples are embedded in the deeply
psychologized premises of American education: (1) that
the aim of life is happiness, that is maximum pleasure;
and (2) that egotism, selﬁshness, and greed, as the system
needs to generate them in order to function, actually
lead to harmony and peace (Fromm, 1976). Similarly are
widespread proclamations of self-esteem within American
education rooted in quasi-scientiﬁc explanations that
belie the underlying conditioned passivity of hegemonic
schooling, particularly with respect to racialized and
impoverished communities (Bergeron, 2017).
Unfortunately, these deceptive notions are also the basis
for the failure of the “Great Promise” of education in the
United States (Paraskeva, 2011) and are implicated in the
hidden curriculum, which Ivan Illich (1971) argues, “adds
prejudice and guilt to the discrimination which a society
practices against some of its members and compounds
the privilege of others with a new title to condescend to
the majority” (p. 33). It is part of the bureaucratic and
managerial functions of the school and serves as a place
and ritual of initiation into a consumer society obsessed
with the aims of science to explain, to conquer, to perfect,
to demystify, and to control working populations (Illich,
1971). Perhaps this is why scholars who identify themselves
as critical neuroscientists—who are concerned with the
tremendous pace of developments in neuroscience and an
increasing emphasis on using these ﬁndings to impact the
cultural and the social lives of human beings—push back
against the hegemonic curriculum of the ﬁeld (Choudhury
& Slaby, 2011) and its relationship to the economy. But how
has Western epistemology, in concert with the kind of big
business that comes at the expense of humanity (Paraskeva,
2011, 2016; Steiner et al., 2004), shaped MBE and how does
this need to shift?
As Paraskeva (2011) argues, an accurate examination of
the nature of conﬂict enables one to explicitly experience
the profoundly political nature of curriculum content,
unveiling the overt and intricate nexus between the hidden
curriculum and the knowledge relayed via school dynamics.
Since social change and progress emerge and are fueled
by the dynamics of conﬂict, these dynamics cannot be
dissociated from the curriculum as a mechanism of
knowledge construction. With such dissociation, “there [will
be] no union between the school and society” (Gramsci,
1971, p. 35). In short, any decolonizing educational analysis
must take into account the asymmetrical power dynamics
that inform the pedagogical culture and political vision of
the educational process within and outside schools.
The conﬂict between neuroscience and education
must thus be viewed from different perspectives and

should be understood as a key dialectical moment for
engaging the dynamics of legitimization and potential
emancipatory possibilities. This occurs through
decolonizing interrogations put forth by this critical
interpretive methodology, which questions who is and
who is not part of the conversation and why. What issues
sit at the core of the conversation? Where are the voices
of teachers and students? What is the impact of the
conversation on classroom practice? Who beneﬁts from
the “complicated” conversation? And in which language(s)
are educational conversations to be carried out? It is by way
of such interrogations of limits and conﬂicts within the
ﬁeld that the potential is found to challenge epistemicides.
Once it is understood that education is itself a positivist
enterprise drowning under a crisis of curriculum and a
call for reform, which stems not from a lack of “empirical
evidence” in the ﬁeld, as MBE suggests, but rather from the
intransigent presence of the positivist tradition, possibilities
for transformative interventions can evolve organically in
response to humanizing questions focused on the grounded
well-being of students’ lives.
However, to carry out a transformative approach,
Paraskeva (2011) reminds us that, for example, when
dealing with conﬂicts in curriculum and epistemology, we
must remain cognizant that to theorize a new ﬁeld and a
new curriculum—in this case for MBE—requires we:
put into historical context the emergence and
development of the history of the ﬁeld; (2) unveil
the emergence of a group of critical theorists within
the curriculum ﬁeld; (3) offer a new metaphor of the
ﬁeld as “a critical curriculum river” that meanders
extensively to help understand these theorists’
complex journey, including the battles fought for
control of the ﬁeld; and (4) examine and lay out a
critique of the reconceptualist movement. (p. 1)
By so doing, there is a possibility of MBE emerging as
a reinvented ﬁeld, not anchored in any one discipline or in
the positivist epistemology that has ruled education over its
history, but rather as an itinerant ﬁeld that encompasses a
rhizomic view of “ands” instead of “ors” (De Freitas, 2012;
Strom, 2015) and, therefore, supports a theory and practice
of greater inclusiveness in the process.

Examples of epistemological disruptions
There is no question that conﬂict in the ﬁeld of MBE
reﬂects the larger societal and ideological conﬂicts at
work in a society where both scientiﬁc and educational
formations reinforce and reproduce forms of social
exclusions. MBE will forever be plagued by this conﬂict,
so long as we refuse to look at and disrupt the underlying
epistemological formations that reproduce particular forms
of inequalities inherent in the ﬁeld. With this mind, the
following provides a brief discussion of several examples
of epistemological disruptions that surfaced in my study by
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utilizing a decolonizing interpretive lens in examining the
ﬁeld of MBE.

Disrupting the medicalization of education
Claiming that “every major modern business grounds itself
solidly in research that is shaped by practical questions
about how products function and how they can be used
effectively in context” (Fischer, 2009, p. 3), MBE posits
itself as the scientiﬁc and business solution to the problems
of education. Oblivious to the history of science in
education, as well as previous catastrophic attempts to
“ﬁx” education using both scientiﬁc and business models,
MBE forges on, with the call for a new science (Fischer et
al., 2007) to save education from its humanistic peril. Even
more ironic, the comparison between medical research and
medical practice is used to argue that research must move
beyond the ivory tower and into the classroom arena of
“real” life, in order to ensure that educational practices
are made “available for scientiﬁc scrutiny” (Fischer et al.,
2007, p. 1). While there was no examination within the
literature of whether such a comparison could or should
be made, the commonsensical language of interweaving
and reciprocity between the medical and educational ﬁelds
peppers the literature throughout.
Hence, comparisons between science and education
are then used to make the case that “Knowledge and
evidence-based approaches to education put forward the
fact that educational systems are inadequate to provide an
answer to the challenges of the 21st century” (Pasquinelli,
2011, p. 186), making the expert claim that scientiﬁc
principles should guide education, rather than intuition or
professional wisdom. From a decolonizing reading of the
literature, it seems the argument is that educational practice
and policy must be medicalized; that is, it must be based on
scientiﬁcally sanctioned empirical evidence, as the time has
come for “education, biology, and cognitive science, to join
together to create a new science and practice of learning
and development” (Fischer et al., 2007, p. 1). Linked to
the same hegemonic epistemology that legitimizes this
imperative, the US Department of Education’s 2002
Strategic Plan set a speciﬁc goal to transform education
into an evidence-based ﬁeld and to increase the relevance
of research to meet practitioners’ needs, asserting:
unlike medicine, agriculture and industrial
production, the ﬁeld of education operates largely
on the basis of ideology and professional consensus.
As such, it is subject to fads and is incapable of the
cumulative progress that follows from the application
of the scientiﬁc method and from the systematic
collection and use of objective information in policy
making.
(US Department of Education, Office of the Deputy
Secretary, 2002)
Moreover, what the argument for this scientiﬁcation of
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education in MBE essentially does is to reinforce, bolster,
and enact abyssal thinking. Of this Santos (2007c) argues:
Modern Western thinking is an abyssal thinking.
It is a system of visible and invisible distinctions,
and the invisible sustain the visible. The invisible
distinctions are established through radical lines that
divide social reality into two distinctive realms: the
universe from this side of the line and the universe
of the other side of the line. The division is such
that the other side of the line vanishes as reality,
becomes nonexistent and is simultaneously produced
as nonexistent. Everything that is produced as
nonexistent is radically excluded for it lies beyond the
realm of what the accepted conception of inclusion
considers to be its other. (p. 23)
Given the history of science in education in the past, it
is not difficult to imagine a future where classroom teachers
are expected to use neuroscience methods as the scientiﬁc
and academic pillar from which to “diagnose” normalcy on
one side of the divide, making everyone on the other side
simply irrelevant or non-existent—in the process solidifying
the medicalization of education.
Furthermore, once neuroscience rules supreme,
ﬁghting for the inclusion of children who are “othered”
or advocating for inclusionary practices where diversity
and difference are not viewed through the dichotomous
black-and-white lens of science becomes increasingly more
difficult. This is especially true, given that “epistemological
disenfranchisement” (Connell, 2007, p. 109) is not limited
to MBE. In education itself, despite disruptions in the
1960s and 1970s (Bowles & Gintis, 2011; Henry, 1963;
Jackson, 1968; Jencks, 1972; Kozol, 1967) that for a
moment inﬂamed the US curriculum ﬁeld (Paraskeva,
2011, 2016), what persists is a culture of high risk testing
(Darder, 2012, 2017), now being intensiﬁed by a push for
“the shaping of individual brains via targeted practices in
the classroom” (Szűcs & Goswami, 2007, p. 120), which is
quickly becoming the new deﬁnition of learning in schools
today. All this is happening alongside the simultaneous
demand for scientiﬁc evidence-based policy-making
(Alberts, 2010), which has become increasingly more
vociferous in the last three decades.
Researchers who promote pushing neuroscience, with
its medicalized underpinnings, into education argue that
“the objective of evidence-based education at this level
is to ensure that future research on education meets the
criteria of scientiﬁc validity, high-quality, and practical
relevance that is sometimes lacking in existing evidence on
educational activities, processes, and outcomes” (Davies,
1999, p. 109). Such a reductive analysis, however, ignores
the relational and more encompassing vision of democratic
education, by failing to recognize the current need for
resistance to and transformation of injustice within schools
and society. Moreover, the science offered by brain images

today may not only be misleading but could be in danger
of crudely repeating old mistakes. Of this, Bao and Pöppel
(2012) argue, “An uncritical use of new imaging technology
may open the door to a new kind of old fashioned
phrenology” (p. 2144). Even if the images and “evidence”
offered by neuroscience might not be misleading in and
of themselves, their inclusion in education without critical
preparation and engagement of what these mean and
their varied impact “merely enhance the processes and
procedures of psychopathologisation” (Billington, 2017, p.
875).

Disrupting neuromyths
Another major area of concern for scholars in MBE is
the issue of neuromyths. The creation of these “biased
distortions of scientiﬁc fact” (Howard-Jones, 2014, p. 1)
are generally blamed by those in the ﬁeld on educators
and/or lay people who are not trained in the sciences and
perpetuate myths because of their ignorance. In article
after article of The Journal of Mind, Brain, and Education,
there are references to the dangers of neuromyths and
the importance of guiding against them (Christoff, 2008;
Grotzer, 2011; Lindell & Kidd, 2013; Pasquinelli, 2012;
Tardif et al., 2015), as well as on the importance of
“Educating to Use Evidence in Thinking About Education”
(Newcombe, 2013, p. 147). Ironically, the tendency toward
reductionism is highlighted in the discourse around
neuromyths in the ﬁeld, but without any discussion of the
reductionist tendencies of science itself.
According to Vandana Shiva (1993), modern Western
patriarchy’s epistemological tradition is reductionistic. This
is because it not only “reduces the capacity of humans to
know nature both by excluding other knowers and other
ways of knowing, but also because it manipulates science
as inert and fragmented matter” (p. 22). In a way, such a
reductionist mechanism is “protected not merely by its own
mythology, but it is also protected by the interests it serves.
Far from being an epistemological accident, reductionism is
a response to the needs of a particular form of economic
and political organization” (p. 23). The mechanical
reductionist Western scientiﬁc paradigm, Shiva argues,
together with “the industrial revolution and the capitalist
economy are the philosophical, technological and economic
components of the same process” (p. 24).
But, as was made evident in my study, the trouble with
neuromyths is not just that “the cognitive and brain sciences
have been misunderstood, and misused” (Pasquinelli,
2012, p. 89); or that “there are many hypotheses in science
which are wrong” (Sagan cited in Pasquinelli, 2012, p.
89)—but rather why this is so? In trying to understand
this phenomenon, a variety of compounding questions
surfaced for examination. Why does scientiﬁc information,
even wrong scientiﬁc information, feed into “neurophillia”
(Pasquinelli, 2012, p. 91)? Are the reasons limited to the
untrained mind of educators and the general public, or the

communication shortcomings of the media as the literature
in MBE suggests? Or is there something deeper going on?
Are the dangers of the persistence of neuromyths and the
appetite for brain news simply due to “deeper cognitive
intuitions” (p. 89) that favor conﬁrmation of bias or the
tendency to seek or interpret fresh information in a way
that conﬁrms previous beliefs (Nickerson, 1998) limited
by unfounded notions of hemispheric specialization? Or
does neuroscience promise to conﬁrm our hidden desires
for power? Can MBE truly protect itself from the rise and
dangers of “neuromarketing” (Lindell & Kidd, 2013, p. 35)
and “the seductive allure of neuroscience explanations”
(Weisberg et al., 2015, p. 429) without asking why it is that
“by implying a strong scientiﬁc basis, ‘brain-based’ product
names are remarkably effective in implicitly manipulating
consumer opinion” (Lindell & Kidd, 2013, p. 35). In other
words, how can the ﬁeld of MBE critique and counter its
engrained exclusionary beliefs?
What became most apparent here was that when we
leave out issues related to power and exclusions within the
history of science and education in this country, we also
close off the possibility for “openly discussing disciplinary
differences and assumptions” (Fischer & Daniel, 2009, p.
2). How can we, therefore, critique neuromyths and the
dangers of the brain-hype without a deeper interrogation
into the epistemological roots that inform them and how
the ﬁeld promotes these neuromyths for its own economic
and political interests? If MBE aims to inform education
in an increasingly global world, it cannot do so without
“remapping the order of knowing” (Mignolo, 2011, p.
77) and addressing the contradictions inherent in its
formations—an impossible task outside a decolonizing
methodology equipped to support subaltern researchers
in shattering the colonizing neuromyths that are employed
to sustain asymmetrical relations of power in the ﬁeld and
within society.
Disrupting the commonsense of modernity
In an alarming study about the allure of neuroscientiﬁc
explanations and neuromyths, Weisberg et al. (2015)
showed that people ﬁnd explanations more satisfying
when they contain irrelevant neuroscience information
and then offer a number of reasons as to why this may be.
The ﬁrst reason offered is that explanations that reference
the “hard” sciences are seen as generally more legitimate
across disciplines, with an even more pronounced effect
in psychology, which holds a general bias toward making
psychological explanations sound “more scientiﬁc.” A
second explanation offered is that people are intuitively
dualist. Yet another is that people tend to embrace causal
or commonsensical explanations and are particularly biased
toward teleological information that provides evidence of
an ultimate cause for an event. And, ﬁnally, the authors
assert that it is possible that neuroscience seduces because
of a general epistemological preference within American
society to gravitate toward reductive explanations.
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However, what is missing from these arguments is an
acknowledgment of the commonsensical manner in which
Western scientiﬁc ideology conditions the unscientiﬁcally
oriented masses to privilege science and, thus, to see with
authority anything considered to be scientiﬁc. As such,
human beings are socialized through their education to
prefer reductionist, causal, dualist scientiﬁc conclusions,
without concern for the knowledge and wisdom that is
disallowed and erased in the process (Smith, 1999). Science
has so successfully managed to limit rationality and garner
authority over knowledge that we tend to simply acquiesce
to this commonsensical socialization. The fact is, it is
neither our brains nor biology that make us susceptible to
science’s exploitations. This ideological phenomenon occurs
by epistemological design, not the nature of human beings.
As critics have asserted, “Both psychology and
education in their institutional forms became absorbed
by the ‘modern’, a project in which psychological science
offered simultaneously both to individualize and to
homogenize all human functioning as part of an underlying
commitment to progress” (Billington, 2007, p. 869).
Neuroscience then and brain-based education, in speciﬁc,
like phrenology before it, are popular perhaps because of
the underlying promise of modernization it offers through
methodologies that produce tangible economic results.
As the studies on the allure of neuroscience demonstrate,
modernity has a “darker side” (Mignolo, 2011, p. 3),
such that, in the popularization of neuroscience and its
methodologies in everyday life and as part of “global
modernities,” we are once again forgetting the implications
of “global colonialities” (p. 3) tied to the advancement of
interests held by the wealthy and powerful.

Deconstructing economic interests
As Weisberg et al. (2015) and others have demonstrated,
most people simply trust anything with a scientiﬁc
explanation, name, or a picture of the brain attached
(McCabe & Castel, 2008; Lindell & Kidd, 2013). In this way,
the hegemony of empirical science contributes much to the
accumulation of capital. The economic consequences of
the global prevalence of neuromyths (Howard-Jones, 2014)
have been well documented. The billion-dollar brain based
educational industry aside, neuromyths from Baby-Einstein
and The Mozart Effect to The Myth of Three (Howard-Jones,
2014) and programs packaged to cure learning disabilities
(Goswami, 2006) lay the foundation of a political economy
where bad science is shaping policy and misusing public
funds in the name of so-called evidence-based education
(Howard-Jones, 2014).
So, it is not just that notions of personhood are being
radically transformed in this new and growing medicalized
context (Vidal, 2009), where neuroscience pushes us toward
a reality where “we are our brains” and no more than
our “neurochemical selves” (Rose, 2003, 2007). Yet, what
is taking place on a mass scale, particularly as we move
26

GETI 2022 | Christ’s Love (Re)moves Borders | An Ecumenical Reader

toward an increasing discourse of the so-called Fourth
Industrial Revolution, neuroscientiﬁc notions are being
used dramatically to build neoliberal economic models of
educational investment (Heckman, 2008) that homogenize
students and reproduce growing economic inequality,
despite the equity opportunity discourse. In this way, De
Vos and Pluth (2015) contend that “the preﬁx neuro- has
won its ﬁnal battle” not just because “it has con- quered
critique itself ” (p. 22), but because it has done so while
turning a hefty proﬁt among the few.

Conclusion
The purpose of my decolonizing interpretive study
was to re-think and re- envision the ﬁeld of MBE,
looking speciﬁcally at the lack of engagement with social
justice concerns in order to: (1) critique the dominant
epistemology of science that reproduces inequalities, not
just within the ﬁeld itself but in its intended practice;
and (2) move toward the formulation of a social
justice paradigm of MBE that supports conditions for
an emancipatory and humanizing view of teachers,
students, and brain-based educational practices, through a
decolonizing interpretive methodology (Darder, 2014). As
one might recognize from the discussion here, this would
have been an utterly impossible task utilizing traditional
reductive methodologies, anchored in Eurocentric values
of distanced objectivity and reductive reasoning. In
direct contrast, this study ﬁrst sought to challenge and
dismantle discursively the deep hegemonic epistemologies
and structures at work in the ﬁeld. This disruption was a
necessary ﬁrst step toward opening up the ﬁeld to reinventing itself, using a decolonizing lens that can move
us toward creating a new multidimensional, ﬂuid, and
emancipatory vision for the ﬁeld, grounded in a liberatory
ethical commitment to contend with the needs of the most
disenfranchised.
Hence, one of the signiﬁcant principles of a
decolonizing interpretive methodology with respect to
educational research is then to engage the dominant
literature on pedagogy, curriculum, methodology,
and schooling, with the aim of disrupting dominant
epistemologies and building decolonizing forms of
knowledge (Darder, 2015). In the case of MBE, the
ﬁrst step was to disrupt the primary stance shaped by a
positivist epistemology, where research tends to become
a means for the promotion of Western scientiﬁc thought
and its political economic project of conquest. In fact,
an argument of decolonizing interpretive methodology
is that research needs to “unveil and destabilize existing
structures of power that perpetuate the material and social
oppression of the most vulnerable populations” (Darder,
2015, p. 4), rather than to contribute to the reproduction
and perpetuation of these oppressive structures.
Once this important disruptive step has taken place,
a new paradigm can begin to emerge, informed by

decolonizing principles of knowledge deconstruction
and reconstruction, as well as an ethical commitment to
socially just educational practices. Rejecting the scientiﬁc
gold standard of positivist research—whether quantitative
or qualitative—as the objective and unbiased search for
knowledge, a decolonizing research paradigm recognizes
that all knowledge is ideological, political, cultural,
historical, spiritual, and encourages a deep understanding
and recognition of the interconnectedness and holism
of nature, moving beyond boundaries of objective
measurement (Smith, 1999).
Moreover, such a paradigm entails responsibility for
maintaining harmonious relationships among people,
nature, and all life, and placing ethics and context, not
neutral notions of objectivity, at the center of all research.
This paradigm follows then an itinerant, rhizomic, and ﬂuid
approach to knowledge production, honoring multiple ways
of knowing along a horizontal ﬁeld, encouraging dialogue
and recognizing the interdependent nature of knowledge
in the world. Such a decolonizing research methodology
is organically interconnected (rather than discipline based)
and embraces epistemological diversity, in ways that open
opportunities for engagement across difference. Instead
of valuing abstract knowledge derived from experiments
and controlled variables, knowledge is derived through
a decolonizing methodology that respects all processes
of perceiving, thinking, acting, and coming to know that
evolve through human experience, within the context of
power relations in the larger society. It is, however, as I have
sought to show here, impossible to envision decolonizing
forms of knowledge, without the willingness to enter
deeply into the work of disrupting and questioning the
dominant knowledge that exists. Hence, we must ﬁrst strive
toward “emancipatory reformulation of the conceptual or
ideological interrelationships that exist between theoretical
explanations and practical applications” (Darder, 2014, p.
74), before we can begin to posit new ways of knowing
within education that can support our efforts toward social
change.
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Reflections

clear heads and open hearts.

“The title of your workshop, ‘Unsettling Dialogues of
History and Hope,’ may be threatening and turn people
off. Is there another one?” This question jumps out
at Brenda and me as we review the evaluation sheets
that we have collected from our workshop participants.
It reminds us that, for some, the very notion of “unsettling” or decolonizing struggle seems frightening and
counterintuitive. Yet over the years, our own experiences
as an intercultural team – one of us Anishi-naabe Métis
and the other Euro-Canadian – tell us that, without this
unsettling, little will change. We had both been in situations
where people’s attempts to work together became bogged
down in recriminations, denial, distrust, and guilt. We
wanted to explore whether using dialogue circles as a way
to learn about Indigenous-settler history could be a catalyst
for changing this destructive dynamic.

In the first part of the workshop, we explain why
decolonization is necessary to authentic reconciliation.
We talk about how we have seen first-hand that, in the
headlong rush toward reconciliation, there are very few
opportunities for people to engage in honest, reflective
dialogue about our shared but conflicting stories – our
histories. For Indigenous people, the past is a painful
chronicle of broken treaties, stolen lands, Indian residential
schools, and the Indian Act. For non-Indigenous people,
the past is a celebratory story of settling new lands, nation
building, and helping unfortunate “Indians” to adjust
to a new way of life. Yet this problematic history is not
in the past: it sits with us in many places – government
offices, boardrooms, negotiating tables, churches, hospitals,
class- rooms, and community halls. Whether or not we
acknowledge its presence, we know intuitively that this
history is still alive. But because we cannot change the
past, we try to ignore it. Talking about the burden of
history makes us feel frustrated and overwhelmed. We
don’t know how to put the past behind us, so rather than
engaging in meaningful dialogue, we get stuck in destructive
monologues. We talk past each other, not hearing the
deeper truths residing in stories that are troubling for both
teller and listener, albeit for different reasons.

Our work together is grounded in a conceptual and
pedagogical framework that emphasizes the importance
of circle work and ceremony when sharing our stories.
Circles are universal places of connection that invite
paradigm shifts. Although circles have a certain structure
and format, what happens within each circle is unique and
unpredictable.3 Brenda and I create opportunities for people
to experience decolonization so that history is understood
both intellectually and emotionally as an embodied place
of connectivity that is essential to reconciliation. We aim
to move people outside their comfort zones by putting a
human face on the impacts of colonization as we share
our own stories. As an intercultural team, we work with
shared principles and ethics of mutual respect, recognition,
and responsibility, coupled with trust and good humour.
Several workshop participants have commented that how
we interact with each other models what we teach. At the
same time, we are mindful that, despite the many years we
have known each other, there are sometimes still moments
of tension between us that reveal the colonizer/colonized
dynamic in our own relationship.
Using circle protocol, Brenda and I begin the workshop
by creating a safe space for participants to challenge
their understanding of our shared history, examine their
differing world views, values, and cultural systems, and
explore how these affect Indigenous-settler relations today.
Basing her approach on her elders’ teachings, Brenda
invites participants to join us in ceremony – those that
she conducts or ones of their own choosing. Ceremony
prepares everyone to work together in a good way with

Brenda and I then restory Canadian history, describing
the past and present impacts of colonial policies such as
Indian residential schools, the Indian Act, and involuntary
enfranchisement. Although most Indigenous participants
are very familiar with this history, many settler participants
know only rudimentary facts and have little understanding
of Indigenous-settler relations. In correcting the record,
we intertwine historical facts with life stories that make
the history come alive. In this way, abstract facts become
connected to human experience. People find this to be a
powerful and compelling way of presenting history. As
one participant said, “This is the real history.” We then
encourage participants to explore the coping strategies
that both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people have
developed – distrust, anger, denial, distancing, shame, fear,
and guilt – that keep us mired in a colonial relationship.
We have found this to be a critical part of the workshop as
participants experience an “aha” moment in which they see
how their own coping strategies are self-limiting.
We encourage participants to explore how their
conceptions and misconceptions about the past limit their
ability to work together in the present at the individual and

3 See, for example, Kay Pranis, Barry Stuart, and Mark Wedge, Peacemaking Circles: From Crime to Community (St. Paul, MN: Living Justice Press, 2003),
7, 9.
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community level. This process evokes strong emotions.
Facing our feelings and being willing to risk taking action
can seem futile, given what seem to be insurmountable
challenges. Debriefing this part of the workshop can be
intense, so an eagle feather is passed around the circle,
reminding everyone of the sacredness of the work that we
are doing and honouring the courage and honesty of all
those present.

thing to do. At the same time, few people are enthusiastic
about exploring difficult emotions that may leave them
feeling hope- less and stuck in a quagmire. Stirring up
unacknowledged denial, guilt, shame, and anger seems
counterproductive to the task at hand. I was perplexed
as to how to inspire learners to risk taking this approach.
Ironically, this dilemma led me to consider more carefully
what role hope might play in decolonization.

At mid-day, the sharing of food and laughter lightens
the energy in the room and creates a sense of camaraderie
that carries over into the second part of the workshop.
We work with people to identify personal strategies and
practices – those concrete steps that help move them
beyond overwhelming feelings of in- adequacy and instill a
sense of critical hope – to progress, as one participant said,
“beyond ‘where do we start?’ to ‘this I can do!’” People
have a better understanding and greater respect for the role
that history plays in everyday Indigenous- settler relations.
They begin to get excited about applying what they have
learned to their own circumstances. The workshop ends
with a sharing circle. It is not unusual for everyone,
including ourselves, to feel exhausted yet exhilarated at the
end of a long, emotionally draining yet curiously uplifting
day.4

On Critical Hope

Linking Theory, Critical Reflection, and Action
Our workshop experiences showed me that most nonNative people resist the notion that violence lies at the core
of Indigenous-settler relations. This is understandable, as it
raises disturbing questions about settler identity and history.
Thus, following Henry Giroux, my pedagogical strategy
links historical consciousness and collective struggle to
elements of critique and hope in ways that are potentially
uncomfortable.5 I aim to “uncover myths, reveal hidden
truths . . . accurately describing reality . . . to suggest or
undertake action . . . [thus] challeng[ing] the claim that
research can or should be neutral.”6 In my experience, once
most non-Natives understand the ways in which colonial
violence is embedded in the institutional structures of
Canadian society that gave rise to the residential school
system, they genuinely want to do something to remedy the
situation. This is a critical juncture, as they have a strong
tendency to focus on how to fix things for Native people.
This stance is familiar to us, and it seems like the right

In Pedagogy of Hope, educator and activist Paulo Freire
identifies the importance of linking struggle with hope in
spite of the apparent hopelessness of our situation. He
does not mean that we should cling to an idealistic, naive
kind of hope that is in actuality “an excellent route to
hopelessness, pessimism, and fatalism” but rather that we
should strive to maintain a critical hope that is rooted in
struggles for freedom. Freire argues that, “to attempt to
do without hope, which is based on the need for truth as
an ethical quality of the struggle, is tantamount to denying
that struggle one of its mainstays.” He says simply that,
“without a minimum of hope, we cannot so much as start
the struggle. But without the struggle, hope . . . dissipates,
loses its bearings, and turns into hopelessness . . . Hence
the need for a kind of education in hope.”7 Yet simply
acquiring knowledge and reflecting upon historical wrongs
is insufficient to generate critical hope. Transformative
educator Daniel Schugurensky points out that individual
critical reflection is “not only unlikely to lead to transformative social action, but in some cases it may even lead
to the opposite situation, which is cynicism, paralysis, and a
general feeling of helplessness.” As people become “more
aware of the structures of domination and the role of . .
. institutions in reinforcing them . . . in the absence of a
coherent social movement to promote an alternative . . .
we fall into a state of paralysis, pessimism, and cynicism,”
and therefore transformative learning can occur only when
“critical reflection and social action are part of the same
process.”8 Maintaining critical hope reinforces our capacity
to understand that, though we cannot change the past,
neither are we held prisoner by it.
In Teaching Community, black American feminist scholar
and educator bell hooks builds on Freire’s work to write
with passion and warmth about the importance of

4 I acknowledge Brenda Ireland’s substantive contribution to the development of this workshop and thank her for providing feedback on my
reflections. She is an educator, trainer, and intercultural facilitator whose research focuses on integrating Indigenous knowledge and pedagogy into
educational systems as critical to authentic reconciliation. See Brenda Ireland, Moving from the Head to the Heart: Addressing the “Indian’s Canada Problem”
in Reclaiming the Learning Spirit: Aboriginal Learners in Education (Ottawa: Canadian Council on Learning, 2010), http://www.ccl-cca.ca/ pdfs/ablkc/
AboriginalLearnersEdu_en.pdf.
5 Henry Giroux, Schooling and the Struggle for Public Life: Critical Pedagogy in the Modern Age (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988), cited in
Egon G. Guba and Yvonna S. Lincoln, “Competing Paradigms in Qualitative Research,” in The Landscape of Qualitative Research: Theories and Issues, eds.
Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1998), 206.
6 Susan Strega, “The View from the Poststructuralist Margins: Epistemology and Methodology Reconsidered,” in Research as Resistance: Critical,
Indigenous, and Anti-Oppressive Approaches, eds. Leslie Brown and Susan Strega (Toronto: Canadian Scholars Press/Women’s Press, 2005), 208.
7 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of Hope: Reliving Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum, 1995), 8, 9.
8 Daniel Schugurensky, “Transformative Learning and Transformative Politics: The Pedagogical Dimension of Participatory Democracy and Social
Action,” in Expanding the Boundaries of Transformative Learning: Essays on Theory and Praxis, eds. Edmund V. O’Sullivan, Amish Morrell, and Mary Ann
O’Connor (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 62, 63.
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generating critical hope from an anti-racist standpoint. As
an educator, she strives to create a community of learning
that goes beyond the classroom and encourages learners to
embrace the challenges that lead to systemic social change:
“In the last twenty years, educators who have dared to study
and learn new ways of thinking and teaching so that the
work we do does not reinforce systems of domination, of
imperialism, racism, sexism, or class elitism have created
a pedagogy of hope . . . Hopefulness empowers us to
continue to work for justice even as the forces of injustice
may gain greater power for a time . . . My hope emerges
from those places of struggle where I witness individuals
positively transforming their lives and the world around
them.”9 In her teaching practice, she sees trans- formative
educative possibilities for white people who choose to resist
their privilege and racism through critical reflection and
social action. She argues that to be anti-racist is a moral
choice and reminds us that we will always be engaged in
the struggle to unlearn racism in our homes, schools, workplaces, and communities, and that we will inevitably make
mistakes along the way. What makes the difference in terms
of a life-long commitment to anti-racism is the willingness
to continuously face our mistakes and take the actions
necessary to make amends on personal and political levels.10
Like Freire and others, I believe that education is
not simply about the transfer of knowledge but is a
transformative experiential learning that empowers
people to make change in the world. Failure to link
knowledge and critical reflection to action explains why
many settlers never move beyond denial and guilt, and
why many public education efforts are in- effective in
bringing about deep social and political change. At the
same time, I am mindful that, because radical change is not
ultimately in its best interest, the dominant majority is apt
to reinforce benevolent imperialism and colonial attitudes,
often unconsciously, in ways that are antithetical to
decolonization.11 An unsettling pedagogy is therefore based
on the premise that settlers cannot just theorize about
decolonizing and liberatory struggle: we must experience it,
beginning with ourselves as individuals, and then as morally
and ethically responsible socio-political actors in Canadian
society.

Situating Myself
It is the strangeness of difference – the unfamiliar
space of not knowing – that is so hard to tolerate
for the colonizer whose benevolent imperialism
assumes both herself or himself as the center of
knowing and that everything can be known. For
the colonizer-settler engaged in critical inquiry
there is an inevitable and disturbing moment when
the indigenous teacher or informant speaks. It is
a moment of recognition – perhaps unconscious
– that some things may be out of one’s grasp. It is
a fleeting, slippery glimpse of (the possibility of )
something inaccessible and unknowable.
–Alison Jones, with Kuni Jenkins, “Rethinking
Collaboration: The Indigene-Colonizer Hyphen
Epistemologically, I am a willing learner in this
“unfamiliar space of not knowing,” who writes from
multiple overlapping standpoints. I am at once a nonIndigenous woman, colonizer-perpetrator, colonizer-ally,
and a scholar-practitioner. In drawing on feminist theory
in this study, I note that Mayan American scholar Sandy
Grande rightly criticizes white feminist theorists who are
“unwilling to examine their own complicity in the ongoing
project of colonization,” thereby ignoring the implications
of power and privilege.12 Although she acknowledges that
anti-racist critic- al feminists provide insightful analyses
with regard to the intersections of gender, race, and class
in colonial contexts, she remains skeptical of feminist
theory’s usefulness to the Indigenous struggle for selfdetermination. Métis feminist scholar Emma LaRocque also
addresses the problems associated with “white-constructed
feminism” and challenges non- Indigenous scholars to
“do some consciousness-raising about the quality of life
and the nature of political and intellectual colonialism
in our country.” But she cautions that rejecting feminist
theory out of hand as “irrelevant because white women
have conceptualized it” is counterproductive.13 She points
out that feminist theoretical and critical insights regarding
racism and sexism are vitally important to Indigenous
women as they confront these challenges in their own lives
and communities.
Cherokee scholar Andrea Smith resists creating a
feminist/non- feminist dichotomy and argues that feminism
is not antithetical to self- determination. Rather, what is
needed are “political projects that both address sexism

9 bell hooks, Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope (New York: Routledge, 2003), xiv. Although, as a feminist, hooks critiques the sexism in
Freire’s work, she nevertheless concludes that his liberatory theory and pedagogical philosophy speak powerfully to decolonization and anti-racism.
For an account of Freire’s influence on hooks’ theory and practice, see bell hooks, Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom (New York:
Routledge, 1994), 45-58.
10 hooks, Teaching Community, 61.
11 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum, 1970), 31, 34.
12 Sandy Grande, Red Pedagogy: Native American Social and Political Thought (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2004), 151. In critiquing white
mainstream feminism, Grande is careful to note that anti-racist and critical feminists do address issues related to race, class, and gender. See ibid.,
chap. 5.
13  Emma LaRocque, “Métis and Feminist: Ethical Reflections on Feminism, Human Rights and Decolonization,” in Making Space for Indigenous
Feminism, ed. Joyce Green (Black Point, NS: Fernwood, 2007), 67, 68.
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and promote Indigenous sovereignty simultaneously.”
Within this context, “Native women activists’ theories
about feminism . . . and about the importance of working
in coalition with non-Native women are complex and
varied.”14 Maori scholar Makere Stewart-Harawira goes a
step further to call for a more inclusive non-essentialist
feminism that “recognizes difference but seeks to disrupt
the privileging impact of the unequal structures of
power.”15 For her, the most critical decolonization agenda
involves not only achieving Indigenous self-determination
but resisting new forms of imperialism that now threaten
the globe.16 She declares that, as a Maori Celtic academic,
activist, and grandmother, she herself writes from a
position of privilege that carries with it a responsibility
“to bear witness against the wanton violence that marks
humanity’s headlong slide into the abyss of self-destruction
in the twenty-first century, and to call for a new model of
being in the world, a political ontology grounded in spirit.”
Thus, Stewart-Harawira argues that many post- modern,
post-colonial white feminist theorists miss the mark when
they insist that the representational linking of women and
nature further op- presses women. She rejects this position
as antithetical to an Indigenous world view that recognizes
and values the interconnectedness between human beings,
nature, and spirit.17
Despite their conflicting views on feminist theory’s
efficacy for Indigenous women, all these scholars explore
the complexity of their own positionality and responsibility
as researchers to make a compelling argument for why nonIndigenous scholars and activists must do the same as part
of their own decolonizing struggle. Their critique serves
as a cautionary tale for settler scholar-practitioners about
the importance of truth telling in our own work and in
collaborative Indigenous-settler coalitions and partnerships
more generally. It is therefore important that I acknowledge
my own complicity in the colonial practices related to the
IRS claims process that I critique even as I aspire to work in
solidarity with Indigenous people as an ally. I have worked
“in the belly of the beast,” yet I have also fought to resist
the hegemonic structures, institutions, and bureaucracies
that reproduce colonialism.
Writing from an anti-racist feminist perspective, critical
theorist-activist Mehmoona Moosa-Mitha describes the
importance of situating oneself not as an expert but as
a learner in anti-oppressive experientially based research.
Thus, in seeking to know the Other, the researcher comes

to know herself and to understand her own complicity:
“The researcher holds the attitude of a learner, of one
who is a ‘not-knower,’ but through the act of empathetic
imagination and by possessing critical self-consciousness,
comes to gain a sense of what the Other knows. The
researcher is reflexive in her practice, whereby the
knowledge of the subaltern or subjugated is used to
reflect dominant practices and assumptions in which
the re- searcher herself is complicit . . . Anti-oppressive
theorists . . . make a connection between knowing and
doing, and research as ‘praxis’ . . . Knowledge, therefore, is
not conceived of as neutral, nor is it abstract in nature.”18
This led me to question whether objectivity and neutrality
– qualities that are highly valued in Western research and
conflict resolution practices – are either morally possible
or ethically responsible when it comes to addressing the
injustices of the IRS system.
More recently, some scholars have pointed out that
even those researchers who attempt to know the Other
empathically run the risk of simply perpetuating an
imperial belief that their status as researchers entitles them
to acquire such knowledge. A more preferable approach,
they say, is one in which non-Indigenous researchers fully
embrace the uncomfortable epistemological tension that
comes with the realization that they can never fully know
the Other; nor should they aspire to do so. From this
stance, a more nuanced reworking of non-Indigenous
positioning is evident in the literature.
For example, Alison Jones (Pakeha) and Kuni Jenkins
(Maori) describe their intercultural collaboration as
educators “working the Indigene- Colonizer hyphen,”
in which they “attempt to create a research and writing
relationship based on the tension of difference, not on
its erasure.”19 Wanda D. McCaslin (Métis) and Denise
C. Breton (Euro-American) collaborate in ways that
acknowledge this tension as they critique restorative justice
models that they assert have failed to live up to their
decolonizing potential within Indigenous communities and
in the field of restorative justice itself. These shortcomings
reveal the need to get to the root of the problem, which
is colonialism, and illustrate why “decolonization is critical
for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.”20 Both
Jones and Breton, as non-Native scholars, emphasize the
importance of continually interrogating their own colonial
position within their work. Jones describes her effort to
engage in collaborative dialogue while being ever mindful

14 Andrea Smith, “Native American Feminism, Sovereignty and Social Change,” in Green, Making Space for Indigenous Feminism, 94-95 (emphasis in
original).
15 Makere Stewart-Harawira,“Practising Indigenous Feminism: Resistance to Imperialism,” in Green, Making Space for Indigenous Feminism, 127.
16 Ibid., 134.
17 Ibid., 127-28.
18 Mehmoona Moosa-Mitha, “Situating Anti-Oppressive Theories within Critical and Difference-Centred Perspectives,” in Brown and Strega,
Research as Resistance, 66-67.
19 Alison Jones, with Kuni Jenkins, “Rethinking Collaboration: Working the Indigene- Colonizer Hyphen,” in Handbook of Critical and Indigenous
Methodologies, eds. Norman K. Denzin, Yvonna S. Lincoln, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 2008), 473.
20 Wanda D. McCaslin and Denise C. Breton, “Justice as Healing: Going Outside the Colonizer’s Cage,” in Denzin, Lincoln, and Smith, Handbook
of Critical and Indigenous Methodologies, 513.
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of the need to examine her own attitudes and actions: “To
rethink collaboration be- tween indigene and colonizer
is both to desire it and to ask troubling questions about
it . . . Interrogating the logic of (my own) White/settler
enthusiasm for dialogic collaboration, I consider how this
desire might be an unwitting imperialist demand – and
thereby in danger of strengthening the very impulses
it seeks to combat. I do not argue for a rejection of
collaboration. Rather I unpack its difficulties to suggest
a less dialogical and more uneasy, unsettled relationship,
based on learning (about difference) from the Other, rather
than learning about the Other.”21
In a similar vein, Breton notes that her very sense
of identity is rooted in “all the mental, emotional, and
material habits” associated with taken-for-granted white
privilege, which support ongoing oppression and are often
invisible to her. Thus, “the decolonizing work begins here
with naming these dynamics, so that I can engage in the
lifelong work of breaking their hold.”22 Acknowledging
that decolonization threatens their own privileged position,
Jones and Breton seek to make visible to themselves and
others the ease with which the colonizer unconsciously
reasserts herself.
Viewed from a colonizer-ally’s perspective, the challenge
of learning from rather than about the Other, from “an
unfamiliar space of not knowing,” seems a particularly
appropriate standpoint for a study that focuses on the
personal and socio-political unsettling of settlers. It is also
congruent with a broader Indigenous research agenda that
supports decolonization and self-determination in ways
that confront the historical and theoretical foundations
of Western research paradigms and practices that
privilege objectivity and neutrality over subjectivity and
engagement. Like Jones and Breton, I aim to interrogate
my own positionality as both colonizer-perpetrator and
colonizer-ally as I work through the complexities of settler
participation in truth-telling and reconciliation efforts.
Therefore, I make settlers (myself and others) the subject
of this study, linking it to my own practice as a former
claims resolution manager through critical self-reflective
storytelling.

On Settler Storytelling
In her auto/ethnography, Pieces of White Shell:
A Journey to Navajoland, [Terry Williams] praises
the wisdom of Navajo storytellers and the stories
they tell. But she warns the reader we cannot
emulate Native peoples: “We are not Navajo . . .
Their traditional stories don’t work for us. Their
stories hold meaning for us only as examples. They
can teach us what is possible. We must create our

own stories.” As nonindigenous scholars seeking
a dialogue with indigenous scholars, we . . . must
construct stories that are embedded in the landscapes
through which we travel. These will be dialogical
counternarratives, stories of resistance, of struggle,
of hope, stories that create spaces.
– Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln,
“Introduction: Critical Methodologies and Indigenous
Inquiry”
Settler stories as counter-narratives that create
decolonizing space are both interior and relational. As such,
they require us to risk revealing ourselves as vulnerable
“not-knowers” who are willing to examine our dual
positions as colonizer-perpetrators and colonizer-allies.
Canadian historian Robin Jarvis Brownlie writes that, “in
the field of Aboriginal history, the belief that oral history
is important has come to be almost universally accepted
. . . It is becoming almost a platitude to state that oral
history is essential, but oral history is difficult to do.” She
cites various reasons for this, including an understandable
reluctance on the part of Native communities to share their
knowledge with outsiders, the difficulty of establishing
long-term collaborative research relationships with
communities, and the academic institutional and timeline
pressures scholars face with regard to publication, which
is linked to achieving tenure.23 Brownlie does not suggest
that such difficulties are reasons to avoid conducting oral
history but rather aims to alert the reader to the ethical
and practical complexities of undertaking such projects. I
will add that one should also consider whether interviews
or other oral history methodologies are best suited to the
research task at hand. Within emergent qualitative research
design, oral history methodology and data collection are
not restricted to interviews but can take many other forms,
including auto-ethnography, or critical personal narrative.
Despite the fact that it has become almost standard for
non-Native researchers to conduct oral history interviews
with Native people in studies dealing with Indigenoussettler relations, I did not follow suit for this book. The
reasons are threefold. First, applying a research ethic of
“do no harm,” I consider it ethically questionable to ask
survivors to relive events associated with their residential
school experiences for a book that is focused on examining
settler attitudes, perspectives, and responsibility. Through
the work of the Aboriginal Healing Foundation and other
organizations that work directly with survivors, we now
know that the constant retelling of traumatic personal
histories may trigger unintended but potentially harmful
consequences.
Second, I believe strongly that Gitxsan stories about the
Hazelton feast (which is the subject of Chapter 7) are not

21 Jones and Jenkins, “Rethinking Collaboration,” 471.
22 McCaslin and Breton, “Justice as Healing,” 519.
23 Robin Jarvis Brownlie, “First Nations Perspectives and Historical Thinking in Canada,” in First Nations, First Thoughts: The Impact of Indigenous
Thought in Canada, ed. Annis May Timpson (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2009), 35-36.
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mine to tell: instead, they belong with the survivors and
with the Gitxsan, who are documenting their history of
Indian residential schools in their own voices. But neither
was this study written in isolation. I consulted with and
received invaluable feedback from various feast participants
and witnesses, as well as several Indigenous scholars and
professional colleagues as I presented earlier versions of
this study at symposia and conferences. Without exception,
they all encouraged me to tell my own story, not theirs. This
entailed adopting an oral history methodology that was
congruent with my research focus on unsettling the settler
within. By incorporating my own ongoing decolonizing
journey into the book, I intend to demonstrate the
transformative personal and socio-political pedagogy I
am advocating. However, in doing so, I am also aware that
injecting a critical personal voice into an academic work is
fraught with its own difficulties precisely because it is not
neutral, objective, or abstract.
My methodology thus involves using oral history
evidence in the form of auto-ethnography – my own
storytelling – to document and analyze my own lived
experience. This approach is common in Indigenous
scholarship but still not as widely used in the social sciences
and history disciplines. Yet it is particularly well suited to
the parameters of this study. The authors of Telling Stories
note that
there has been an increasing interest among
a number of scholars in writing . . . “auto/
ethnography” . . . These scholars are interested
in narratives of self-inscription, but rather than
studying the “other” they write critical ethnographies
of themselves, or themselves in relation to others.
Informed by developments in postmodern, feminist,
and postcolonial theory and methods, auto/
ethnographers build on recent reconsiderations of
the uses and meanings of personal narratives to
examine the ways in which selves and social forms
are culturally constituted through biographical
genres . . . [They] reject the search for universal
and objective “truths” in favor of the personal and
the subjective . . . [They] address, for example, the
emotional and personal experiences that characterize
and shape fieldwork. What makes these works
distinct from an auto-biography or a life history is
the narrator’s attempt to turn the ethno- graphic

gaze on his or her own life and work. In this respect
. . . auto/ ethnographers are at once narrator and
analyst.24
Auto-ethnographic methodologies incorporate textual
and performative components as embodied research
in which “researchers use their own thoughts, feelings
and experiences as a means of understanding the social
world.”25
Very few non-Indigenous negotiators or policy makers
who have been involved in attempts to resolve Indigenoussettler conflicts or in treaty or claims resolution processes
have written about the personal and socio- political insights
they have gained from their experience. Yet their stories,
forged within the harsh realities of their everyday work,
have much to teach us about the importance of building
trust, attending to history, and repairing relationships.
These stories can also reveal the emotional toll exacted
upon non-Native people who work in Indigenous contexts,
grappling with the moral and ethical issues that confront
them. Writing from two very different perspectives, BC
treaty negotiator Tony Penikett and John Ciaccia, minister
of Native affairs for Quebec during the Oka crisis, both
describe themselves as “peacemakers” who became
increasingly frustrated by the actions of recalcitrant
politicians and resistant bureaucrats. They argue that
a fundamental lack of leadership, political will, and
creativity bogs down negotiations. Both emphasize how
important it is for the Canadian public to understand the
destructive impacts of colonial history on contemporary
Indigenous-settler conflicts.26 Ciaccia also reveals the
deeply transformative journey he embarked upon and the
emotional, physical, and spiritual consequences of his own
ethical and moral crisis. In The Oka Crisis, published in
2000, he writes, “My plans, and my life, were changed by
the Mohawks of Kanehsatake and Kahnawake. For years,
I wasn’t able to talk about the events that occurred that
summer of 1990. Now, some healing has taken place . . .
The Oka Crisis, as it came to be known, was not only about
Native people. It was about government, idealism and
the realities of power. It was about history, about human
nature, about the clash of cultures, survival and soul.”27
In a similar vein, and writing within the IRS context,
I think it important that I reveal something of my own
emotional turmoil and the moral and ethical dilemmas that

24 Mary Jo Maynes, Jennifer L. Pierce, and Barbara Laslett, Telling Stories: The Use of Personal Narratives in the Social Sciences and History (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2008), 94. For Indigenous approaches to personal narrative and storytelling method- ology, see Jo-ann Archibald (Q’um
Q’um Xiiem), Indigenous Storywork: Educating the Heart, Mind, Body, and Spirit (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2008); Qwul’sih’yah’maht (Robina Anne
Thomas), “Honouring the Oral Traditions of My Ancestors through Storytelling,” in Brown and Strega, Research as Resistance, 237-54. See also D.
Jean Clandinin and F. Michael Connelly, Narrative Inquiry: Experience and Story in Qualitative Research (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000); D. Jean
Clandinin and F. Michael Connelly, “Personal Experience Methods,” in Collecting and Interpreting Qualitative Materials, eds. Norman K. Denzin and
Yvonna S. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1998), 150-78; and Sally A. Kimpson,“Stepping Off the Road: A Narrative (of) Inquiry,” in Brown and
Strega, Research as Resistance, 73-96.
25 “Introduction: Emergent Methods in Social Research within and across Disciplines,” in Emergent Methods in Social Research, eds. Sharlene Nagy
Hesse-Biber and Patricia Leavy (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 2006), xxii.
26 Tony Penikett, Reconciliation: First Nations Treaty Making in British Columbia (Vancouver: Douglas and McIntyre, 2006); John Ciaccia, The Oka Crisis:
A Mirror of the Soul (Dorval: Maren, 2000).
27 Ciaccia, The Oka Crisis, 17-18.
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confronted me in my work with survivors. My intended
primary audience is not survivors but other settlers. The
former should not be asked to carry the additional burden
of my decolonizing struggle. Moreover, it would seem
unconscionable that, having listened to survivors who had
the courage and strength to tell me about their intimate
experiences of abuse, neglect, and suffering, I would not
have the fortitude to openly and critically reflect on how
their stories affected me. Thus, telling my own story “is
a particular kind of critical method that is able to give
expression to metaphor, paradox, identity and emotion” in
ways that reflect my lived experience.28
Third, and finally, many survivors and Indigenous
scholars and colleagues told me that my approach is long
overdue. More importantly, they indicated that I had a
moral and ethical responsibility to share my story with
ther settlers.29 This is consistent with Indigenous pedagogy
in which stories are teachings, and the storyteller has a
responsibility to “give away” – to share with others what he
or she has learned. Sto:lo educator Jo-ann Archibald (Q’um
Q’um Xiiem) explains that Indigenous storywork involves
sharing as a foundational ethical principle: “Sharing what
one has learned is an important Indigenous tradition. This
type of sharing can take the form of a story of personal
life experience and is done with a compassionate mind
. . . [that] combines physical, spiritual, emotional and
intellectual learning with humility, truth, and love . . . Some
teachings . . . are about cultural respect, responsibility and
reciprocity . . . If one comes to understand and appreciate
the power of a particular knowledge, then one must be
ready to share and teach it respectfully and responsibly
to others in order for this knowledge, and its power, to
continue.”30
Such storywork is not undertaken from the position of
experts who impart knowledge to passive listeners. Rather,

storytellers share their own life experiences with humility
as a way of provoking critical reflection in others, while
continuing to learn themselves. Decolonizing stories told in
this manner are an interactive exchange between teller and
listener in which both learn and teach.
Writing about the obstacles facing non-Native critical
theorists working in Indigenous contexts, Norman K.
Denzin argues that “all inquiry is moral and political” and
that “narrative, performative methodologies and research
practices . . . are reflexively consequential, ethical, critical,
respectful and humble.”31 Stacy Holman Jones suggests
that auto-ethnography can facilitate “radical democratic
politics . . . committed to creating space for dialogue . . .
that instigates . . . social change.”32 Ultimately, decolonizing
counter-narratives have the potential to “disrupt and disturb
discourse by exposing the complexities and contradictions
that exist under official history.”33 How the story is told is
integral to its critical credibility and ethical integrity. Thus,
my settler account “includes the obligation to bear witness
– to re-testify, to somehow convey what one has heard and
thinks important to remember.”34 This book constitutes
my retestifying, in which, through a series of personal
reflections, I try to convey the teachings and responsibilities
that have been gifted to me by IRS survivors.

From the Personal to the Political: A Decolonizing
Pedagogical Strategy
Although various scholars make a compelling argument
as to why settlers should acknowledge and accept
responsibility for past wrongs and enrich our thinking
about the politics of knowing/not knowing, what
remains unclear is how we might actually undertake such
a task. This requires adopting a pedagogical approach to
truth telling and reconciliation that not only challenges
mainstream society’s deeply held myths about history but

28  Jessica Senehi,“Constructive Storytelling in Intercommunal Conflicts: Building Community, Building Peace,” in Reconcilable Differences: Turning
Points in Ethnopolitical Conflict, eds. Sean Byrne and Cynthia L. Irvin (West Hartford, CT: Kumarian Press, 2000), 96-97.
29 Here, I note that I consulted with Matilda Daniels, the Gitxsan Hazelton feast coordinator, to gauge support for recounting my own perceptions
of the feast as one aspect of my doctoral dissertation research project. After consulting with the Hazelton feast advisory group, she told me that it
supported the project in principle but did not see a need to be involved directly. The Gitxsan had undertaken their own initiative to document the
Hazelton feast as a way to educate the public. To this end, they recorded the entire feast as a public event that was subsequently reported by the
media, who were invited to attend. Daniels also provided me with extensive feedback on a research paper regarding the feast that I had produced
for the Law Commission of Canada. She and I co-presented the paper at the Canadian Association of Law Teachers (CALT) annual conference
held at the University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC, 22-24 June 2005. The paper was subsequently published as Paulette Regan, “An Apology
Feast in Hazelton: Indian Residential Schools, Reconciliation, and Making Space for Indigenous Legal Traditions,” in Indigenous Legal Traditions, ed.
Law Commission of Canada, Legal Dimensions Series (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2007), 40-76. I also received feedback from various other individuals
including my co-hosts at the feast, Deanna Sitter, resolution manager at Indian Residential Schools Resolution Canada (IRSRC), and Brian Thorpe,
who was then senior advisor for the United Church of Canada’s Residential Schools Steering Committee. In addition, Dr. Maggie Hodgson, Carrier
elder, special advisor to IRSRC, and former CEO of the Nechi Institute in Edmonton, who attended the Hazelton feast, provided me with further
insights. Niis Noolh (Raymond Jones), Gitxsan member of the Indigenous Governance Council, Indigenous Governance Program at the University
of Victoria, kindly participated in the formal evaluation of my dissertation, and he subsequently received two copies of it to be shared appropriately
for the benefit and use of the Gitxsan. None of those named are responsible for the final product. Finally, I note that, in order to respect survivors’
confidentiality and privacy concerns, I do not describe the negotiations involved in resolving their individual IRS claims.
30 Archibald, Indigenous Storywork, 2-3.
31 Norman K. Denzin, “Emancipatory Discourses and the Ethics and Politics of Interpretation,” in Denzin and Lincoln, Collecting and Interpreting
Qualitative Materials, 439.
32 Stacy Holman Jones, “Autoethnography: Making the Personal Political,” in Denzin and Lincoln, Collecting and Interpreting Qualitative Materials, 206.
33 Denzin, “Emancipatory Discourses,” 454-55.
34 Roger Simon and Claudia Eppert,“Remembering Obligation: Witnessing Testimonies of Historical Trauma,” in Roger Simon, The Touch of the
Past: Remembrance, Learning and Ethics (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 62.
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also fosters a genuine willingness and ability among settlers
to accept responsibility for the residential schools. Thus,
it is necessary to link the individual’s sense of personal
responsibility to the collective socio-political, moral, and
ethical responsibility that we carry. This involves learning to
bear deep witness to survivors’ testimonial stories, paying
careful attention to our responses as indicators of our
empathy for, or resistance to, the hard historical truths we
are hearing. These personal responses, if reflected upon
self-critically, are a springboard for socio-political action.
Here, the works of Indigenous, critical, and feminist
theorists provide valuable insights as to why this is best
done from within a decolonizing framework.
Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith sets out the
parameters of decolonizing methodologies for Maori
researchers, and in doing so she also challenges their
non-Indigenous counterparts to question the cultural,
theoretical, and methodological traditions that define our
work.35 Like other Indigenous scholars, she points out that
many Western academics continue to oppress and colonize
Native people, excluding or marginalizing their knowledge
systems, world views, and pedagogy. Western research often
exploits or revictimizes and further harms individuals and
whole communities. Most importantly, Indigenous people
must speak with their own voices about their histories,
cultures, and experiences as people who continue to
resist the onslaught of colonial structures, policies, and
practices.36 They rightly criticize non-Native scholars who
research and write in ways that either appropriate or ignore
Indigenous knowledge systems.
This does not absolve settlers from the responsibility
of addressing our shared colonial history. Rather, as
Mohawk scholar Patricia Monture-Angus suggests, we
should do so from our own perspectives, using approaches
that acknowledge complicity and move us away from the
objectifying thinking that situates Indigenous people as the
Other and problematizes them accordingly.37 In 2005, as
I began my research, I thought about these thorny issues
of voice, legitimacy, power, and representation in writings
produced by non-Native scholars about Native peoples
and issues. It became obvious to me that we are still
overly focused on researching, analyzing, and interpreting
Indigenous experience. What is missing is a corresponding
research emphasis on understanding our own experiences

as the descendants of colonizers and the primary
beneficiaries of colonialism.38 As I pondered the possibility
of focusing my research on settlers, I began to see its
potential as a decolonizing strategy, though I was also aware
that, in making settlers the subject of study, I might simply
replicate colonizer epistemic privilege by making the issues
all about us.
However, Cree Saulteaux Dunne Zah legal scholar
Val Napoleon observes that a settler lack of critical selfreflexivity is highly problematic. She notes, for example,
that many cross-cultural sensitivity training programs are
designed solely to educate settlers about Indigenous people
without any reciprocal sharing by the former about their
own history, cultural practices, world views, and values.
Consequently, she argues, settlers “have their awareness
increased, but not about themselves. Instead, it is a oneway street, another example of the ‘Aboriginal people
under glass’ phenomenon.”39 Thus, for settlers, as Roger
Epp argues, “making [ourselves] the subject under closest
scrutiny” becomes essential as part of the decolonization
project.40

On Settler Denial and Identity Crisis
If a community has to recognize that its members,
instead of being heroes, have been perpetrators
who violated the cultural premises of their own
identity, the reference to the past is indeed traumatic.
The community can cope with the fundamental
contradiction between identity claims and
recognition only by a collective schizophrenia, by
denial, by decoupling or withdrawal.
– Bernhard Giesen, “The Trauma of Perpetrators: The
Holocaust as the Traumatic Reference of German National
Identity”
As a settler nation, Canada has consistently sought
bureaucratic solutions to a long list of “Indian problems”
such as poverty, low education levels, poor health, and
social dysfunction. At the same time, Canadian society
subscribes to the peacemaker myth as we cast ourselves as
heroes on a mythical quest to save Indians. In this way, we
deflect attention from the settler problem. To do otherwise
would engender our own collective identity crisis and
expose us to the trauma of admitting uncomfortable truths.

35 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed Books, 1999).
36 This literature is now extensive, but in addition to Smith, ibid., it includes, for example, Devon A. Mihesuah, ed., Natives and Academics: Researching
and Writing about American Indians (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1998); Devon Abbott Mihesuah and Angela Cavender Wilson, eds.,
Indigenizing the Academy: Transforming Scholarship and Empowering Communities (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2004); Grande, Red Pedagogy; and
Kathy Absolon and Cam Willett, “Putting Ourselves Forward: Location in Aboriginal Research,” in Brown and Strega, Research as Resistance, 97-126.
37 Patricia Monture-Angus,“Citizens Plus: Sensitivities versus Solutions,” in Bridging the Divide between Aboriginal Peoples and the Canadian State,
Research Paper (Montreal: Centre for Research and Information on Canada, 2001), 8-9.
38 More recently, other scholars have advocated a similar approach in research, education, and teaching contexts. See, for example, Jones and
Jenkins, “Rethinking Collaboration,” 482; and Margaret Kovach,“Being Indigenous in the Academy: Creating Space for Indigenous Scholars,” in
Timpson, First Nations, First Thoughts, 64-65.
39 Val Napoleon, “Who Gets to Say What Happened? Reconciliation Issues for the Gitxsan,” in Intercultural Dispute Resolution in Aboriginal Contexts,
eds. Catherine Bell and David Kahane (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004), 183.
40 Roger Epp, “We Are All Treaty People: History, Reconciliation and the ‘Settler Problem,’” in Dilemmas of Reconciliation: Cases and Concepts, eds.
Carol A.L. Prager and Trudy Govier (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2003), 228.
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The peacemaker myth is an epitomizing characteristic
of Canadian national identity and history. As settlers, we
much prefer this identity, and understandably so. Being
cast as a perpetrator is far less appealing. In his study of
restitution as a “mechanism for moral action,” American
historian Elazar Barkan notes that, when victims of
injustice speak out, their histories “dramatically contradict
the public’s self-perception and necessitate the rewriting
of a heroic national history as one that inflicted pain and
suffering and even perpetrated crimes.”41 Philosopher
Trudy Govier writes about the Canadian propensity to deny
by ignoring or minimizing already known truths because
they “are incompatible with the favoured picture we have
of ourselves,” but she reminds us that, “through patterns
of colonization, land use, racism, disregard for treaties, and
the residential school system, we are linked significantly to
the institutions that are responsible . . . As members of the
society and as citizens of the state, we share responsibility
for these things . . . We . . . are beneficiaries of the
injustices.”42 Viewed in this way, our willingness to negotiate
outstanding historical claims with Indigenous people is
mediated by our wilful ignorance and our selective denial of
those aspects of our relationship that threaten our privilege
and power – the colonial status quo.
Settler denial and moral indifference are closely linked
to expressions of “violent innocence” in which individuals,
organizations, or whole societies take on an “innocent
gaze . . . a collective mindset that protects illusions from
uncomfortable truths . . . Strategic myths are crafted about
the organization’s high morality.”43 Sociologist Stanley
Cohen observes that “most countries with a democratic
image to maintain . . . cannot indefinitely sustain strategies
of ignoring allegations completely, crude denial, ideological
justification or aggressive counter-attack.” Rather, they tell
victims, “we welcome constructive criticism . . . but the
situation is difficult; things can’t be changed overnight; you
must be patient.”44 Governments claim that past wrongs
were exceptional and that remedial steps are being taken.
But the proposed legal and bureaucratic solutions deflect
the more substantive political recognition necessary to
make radical changes within more conservative systems,
structures, and institutions.45 At the same time, public
denial of political violence (defined as the “repression and
persecution of social groups by a state in order to establish
and retain political control”) against targeted groups

works to silence the voices of victims, minimizing or
discounting the extent of the harms inflicted upon them.46
In stable democracies such as Canada, where the rhetoric
of reconciliation now dominates Indigenous-settler public
discourse, violence is most often although not exclusively
expressed symbolically in a range of negotiation and claims
settlement processes that replicate hegemony.
Historian Bernhard Giesen studies how ordinary
German citizens denied their own role as perpetrators of
the Holocaust by creating a national post-war narrative
that rationalized genocide as the act of a few exceptionally
evil individuals and cast the majority population as their
innocent and unwitting victims. Thus, perpetrators become
victims, the innocent bystanders who disavow responsibility
for harmful government policies enacted on their behalf.
The nation denies its guilt by focusing on the acts of
individuals. He explains that, by “denying any collective
responsibility, the rituals of trials confined the question of
guilt strictly to individual acts, in particular as evidenced
by formal decisions within organizations.”47 Stanley Cohen
describes such tactics as “legalistic games of truth . . .
Harm may be acknowledged, but its legal or common
sense meanings are denied, contested, or minimized.”48 If
we apply a similar analysis to the Canadian context, we see
striking similarities in the IRS claims settlement process.
Initially, in the late 1990s, residential school trials focused
public attention on the acts of individual perpetrators, as
the state engaged in protracted legal battles with churches
over the apportionment of liability and challenged classaction lawsuits whose claims included harms such as
cultural loss and intergenerational trauma. During this
period, the government refused to consider financially
compensating survivors for systemic harms or to establish a
public inquiry. The Alternative Dispute Resolution Program
(ADRP) that was subsequently created in 2004 resolved
individual claims and provided compensation based on
validating and settling claims on a balance of probability
that the acts of individual perpetrators constituted tort
wrongs.
These kinds of legal and policy negotiations take place
within a global environment of what sociologist John
Torpey calls “reparations politics,” which he defines as a
broad field of activities, including material compensation,
apologies, the rewriting of historical narratives, and

41 Elazar Barkan, The Guilt of Nations: Restitution and Negotiating Historical Injustice (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000), 328.
42 Trudy Govier, “What Is Acknowledgement and Why Is It Important?” in Prager and Govier, Dilemmas of Reconciliation, 78-79.
43 Stanley Cohen, States of Denial: Knowing about Atrocities and Suffering (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2001), 66-67. See also Bernhard Giesen, “The
Trauma of Perpetrators: The Holocaust as the Traumatic Reference of German National Identity,” in Jeffrey C. Alexander et al., Cultural Trauma and
Collective Identity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 120.
44 Cohen, States of Denial, 113.
45 Ibid., 114. See also Dean Neu and Richard Therrien, Accounting for Genocide: Canada’s Bureaucratic Assault on Aboriginal People (Black Point, NS:
Fernwood, 2003).
46 David E. Lorey and William H. Beezley, “Introduction,” in David E. Lorey and William H. Beezley, eds., Genocide, Collective Violence, and Popular
Memory: The Politics of Remembrance in the Twentieth Century (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources, 2002), xv.
47 Giesen, “The Trauma of Perpetrators,” 121-22.
48 Cohen, States of Denial, 106.
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commemoration, designed to address historical injustices.49
He observes that Indigenous people whose individual
and collective rights have been circumscribed challenge
the very legitimacy of liberal democracies, which are built
on the promise to protect rights and ensure equal justice
for all. He makes a point that is central to my argument.
When the focus is on colonizers as individual perpetrators,
the number of victims is smaller; when colonizers are
understood as collective beneficiaries of a system that
created and perpetuates inequities and breaches the
human rights of oppressed groups, the number of victims
increases exponentially. Dealing with legal claims based
on the actions of individuals is a matter of criminal or
civil justice. But when the benefits, privileges, and wealth
that colonizers have reaped from Indigenous lands and
resources are factored in, the stakes become significantly
higher. It is this “link between conquest and dispossession,
between racialized power and racialized privilege, between
perpetrator and beneficiary,” that must be made more visible
and taken into account.50
Canada’s response to IRS claims, which began with
a focus on individual acts of wrongdoing, eventually
widened to include a national apology and a mechanism
for providing a collective response to the IRS history and
legacy through the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.
But though Canada’s political and legal response is now
fairly comprehensive in scope, much remains to be done
to address settler denial, particularly through educating not
only the Canadian public but negotiators, policy makers,
and bureaucrats who work in Indigenous contexts. Peter
Harrison, former deputy head of Indian Residential
Schools Resolution Canada (IRSRC), points out that
widespread ignorance about Canada’s colonial history as it
relates to the residential school system is common not only
in the Canadian public but also among civil servants who

work on Aboriginal negotiations, policy, and programs.51
This ignorance, coupled with various degrees of denial
and resistance to the stories of survivors, presents a
significant pedagogical challenge related to truth-telling and
reconciliation processes. It also has implications for the
development and implementation of various policies and
programs related to the reconciliation agenda that is now a
strong focus in all federal government departments.

Confronting Violence
My experiences working with survivors compelled me
to face my own denial and to rethink my understanding
of violence. Demythologizing the long history of the
residential schools has already begun, captured in numerous
academic studies and in the Report of the Royal Commission
on Aboriginal Peoples, which, along with histories written by
former students, stands as a counter-narrative to those of
Canada’s celebratory past. These stark testimonials reveal
the systemic long-term violence that characterized IRS
policy and practice.52 They call upon us to rethink our ideas
about what constitutes violence and to recognize the more
subtle forms of violence embedded in Indigenous-settler
relations. This enables us to consider how we might disrupt
these destructive and deeply ingrained colonial attitudes and
patterns of behaviour.
In Accounting for Genocide, Dean Neu and Richard
Therrien draw insightful connections between cultural
genocide and the administrative solutions to the Indian
problem that are designed using seemingly innocuous
bureaucratic practices.53 They argue that soft technologies
such as strategic planning, law, and accounting, which
combine legal frame- works, accounting techniques, and
economic rationalizations with program and funding

49 John Torpey, “Introduction: Politics and the Past,” in Politics and the Past: On Repairing Historical Injustices, ed. John Torpey (Lanham, MD: Rowman
and Littlefield, 2003), 5-7.
50 Mahmood Mamdani,“A Diminished Truth,” in After the TRC: Reflections on Truth and Reconciliation in South Africa, eds. Wilmot James and Linda van
de Vijver (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2001), 59, quoted in Torpey, “Introduction: Politics and the Past,” 10 (emphasis added).
51 Peter Harrison,“Dispelling Ignorance of Residential Schools,” in Response, Responsibility and Renewal: Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Journey, eds.
Gregory Younging, Jonathan Dewar, and Mike DeGagné (Ottawa: Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2009), 151, 153.
52 See, for example, John S. Milloy, A National Crime: The Canadian Government and the Residential School System, 1879 to 1986, 3rd ed. (Winnipeg:
University of Manitoba Press, 2001); Elizabeth Furniss, Victims of Benevolence: The Dark Legacy of the Williams Lake Residential School (Vancouver: Arsenal
Pulp Press, 1992); Celia Haig-Brown, Resistance and Renewal: Surviving the Indian Residential School, 6th ed. (Vancouver: Tillacum Library, Arsenal Pulp
Press, 1993); Suzanne Fournier and Ernie Crey, Stolen from Our Embrace: The Abduction of First Nations Children and Restoration of Aboriginal Communities
(Vancouver: Douglas and McIntyre, 1997); Terry Glavin and Former Students of St. Mary’s, Amongst God’s Own: The Enduring Legacy of St. Mary’s
Mission (Mission, BC: Longhouse, 2002); Canada, Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, vol. 1, Looking Forward, Looking Back (Ottawa:
Minister of Supply and Services Canada, 1996), pt. 2, chap. 10, “Residential Schools”; J.R. Miller, Shingwauk’s Vision: A History of Native Residential
Schools (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996); and Law Commission of Canada, ed., Restoring Dignity: Responding to Child Abuse in Canadian
Institutions (Ottawa: Minister of Public Works and Government Services, 2000).
53 For a fuller discussion on genocide, see Roland Chrisjohn and Sherri Young, The Circle Game: Shadows and Substance in the Indian Residential School
Experience in Canada (Penticton, BC: Theytus Books, 1997). The authors urge Canadians to look more closely at the definition of genocide as it relates
to the residential school system.
Article 2 of the United Nations Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, adopted in 1948, defines genocide as
follows:
In the present Convention, genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial
or religious group, as such:
(a)
Killing members of the group;
(b)
Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;
(c)
Deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part;
(d)
Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group;
(e)
Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.
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mechanisms, actually constitute violence – a slow form of
genocide enacted over time:
When faced with the evidence of the Holocaust, we
are almost always overwhelmed by its naked brutality;
the degree of inhumanity expressed through such
an undertaking seems incomprehensible. And yet
the same undertaking applied to Indigenous peoples
– stretched over a century or two, dressed in a
rationale of progress, economics and civilization –
seems somehow to lose this quality of brutality and
becomes not only comprehensible but defensible
. . . If genocide is gruesome in its lack of subtlety,
then forced assimilation as a means of cultural
annihilation is sly in its false generosity – the Indians
were treated as children “for their own good,”
the King “watchful over their interests and ever
compassionate.”54
From this view, historian John Milloy’s careful
documentation of the destructive history of Indian
residential schools from 1879 to 1986 takes on new
meaning. In an analysis of government documents, he
presents a damning indictment of the false generosity that
guided the administration and operation of these schools
of forced assimilation – a record of cultural annihilation,
chronic underfunding, poor management, systemic abuse,
neglect, and poor living conditions that had catastrophic
impacts on the students who attended them. Using
various reports and letters that were sent to government
and various church officials over the years from teachers,
staff, health officials, and others criticizing the residential
school system, Milloy demonstrates convincingly that
these officials knew about the problems but failed to take
effective remedial measures.55
In a study of contemporary treaty negotiations in
British Columbia, sociologist Andrew Woolford argues
that colonial violence is entrenched in Canadian Aboriginal
policy and bureaucratic practices, and manifested in treaty
and claims negotiation processes and mandates. He builds
on Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence as a
“gentle, invisible violence” in which the oppressor’s subtle
exercise of power reinforces hegemony and the colonial
status quo. He reveals, for example, how discussion of
Native peoples’ historical grievances is excluded from
negotiation tables: “At treaty tables, following a First
Nation’s presentation on the hardships it experienced due
to the policies of the federal and provincial governments,
it is not uncommon to hear one of the non-Aboriginal

government representatives remark: ‘We are here to
talk about the future, not the past.’ With this statement,
the non-Aboriginal representative performs, however
unwittingly, an act of symbolic violence, using a position
of power and discursive competence to attempt to ‘name’
or define the negotiation context in terms suitable to
government interests.”56
Not surprisingly, Woolford concludes that these
negotiating strategies, based on dominant-culture beliefs
about what constitutes the appropriate parameters of
negotiation, deliver only minor reforms. As a result, they
are not transformative but rather ultimately serve as a
tool of assimilation.57 This dynamic plays itself out in a
particular manner during negotiations and public forums
where Indigenous participants convey their points in highly
emotional ways, whereas government officials listen from
a neutral stance that may not be explicit in their responses
but is nevertheless conveyed through body language and
tone of voice. The theme of settler neutrality versus Native
emotionality constitutes a critical subplot in the Indigenoussettler mythos, or storyline, one in which neutrality
is actually an expression of settler symbolic violence,
or power over, Indigenous people. At the same time,
oppressed groups may choose to ignore dominant-culture
assumptions about emotion, employing it as a political
strategy.58 Together, these studies expand our thinking
about the nature of denial, what constitutes violence, and
how these patterns remain entrenched in Indigenous-settler
relations.
Scholars who look at the role of perpetrators in
societies that are marred by violence identify various ways
in which perpetrators deny their complicity by minimizing
or neutralizing their role in illegal and/or immoral acts.
Here, Cohen’s analysis of denial is particularly instructive.
He argues that, in the face of the accusatory testimonies
of victims, perpetrators must give an account of their
actions in which they are “not just telling a story . . .
but being morally accountable.” In doing so, they may
attempt to justify or excuse their actions, accepting partial
responsibility in “accounts that are passive, apologetic
and defensive.”59 Cohen notes that they may also disavow
wrongdoing by separating their “personal selves from their
work selves.”60 Writing in the Canadian context, Woolford
identifies this same phenomenon in what he calls “the
bifurcated consciousness” of government treaty negotiators
who support mandates that may be at odds with their
personal ethics and visions of moral justice. They are not
un- sympathetic and may in fact express sincere empathy

54 Neu and Therrien, Accounting for Genocide, 25.
55 Milloy, A National Crime.
56 Andrew Woolford, Between Justice and Certainty: Treaty Making in British Columbia, edited by W. Wesley Pue, Law and Society Series (Vancouver:
UBC Press, 2005), 118.
57 Ibid., 36-38.
58  Kevin Avruch, “Introduction: Culture and Conflict Resolution,” in Conflict Resolution: Cross-Cultural Perspectives, eds. Kevin Avruch, Peter W. Black,
and Joseph A. Scimecca (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1991), 7.
59 Cohen, States of Denial, 58-59.
60 Ibid., 62.
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for the victims of historical injustices. Nevertheless, they
“are able to separate these personal and embodied feelings
from their public role as negotiator . . . from a space outside
of the body . . . that corresponds to the rational interests of
non-Aboriginal governments.”61 As I discuss in more detail
below, this form of disembodied empathy is ultimately
colonial in nature.
Here, it is important to point out that this ability to
separate feelings from thoughts in order to be a “neutral”
participant in negotiation and adjudication processes is a
core principle in North American ADR training provided
for government lawyers, negotiators, policy makers, and
program managers. The Western cultural preference for
mediators who are neutral practitioners rather than, for
example, respected community elders, and for separating
rational thought from somatic, emotional, and spiritual
responses to conflict is highly problematic for oppressed
people.62 It is also at odds with Indigenous diplomacy
and peacemaking. Conflict studies scholar-practitioner
Michelle LeBaron observes that dominant-culture ADR
processes reflect this mind/body split by privileging
fact finding, cost savings, and efficiency over emotional
expression and relational issues, which, from a Western
perspective, may seem superfluous. She suggests that, in
disagreements between Indigenous and non-Indigenous, “it
is not surprising that dominant culture legal processes and
systems have been experienced by First Nations people as
exclusionary, disempowering, and unfair. Bringing different
cultural assumptions, values and behaviours, they have not
accepted procedures and structures that reflected dominant
culture ‘common sense.’”63
Philosopher David Kahane also challenges the myth
of neutrality that forms the basis of liberal philosophical
ideas about what constitutes the just resolution of conflicts.
Like others, he argues that ADR that claims to be neutral,
fair, and rational is in fact a culturally bound, highly
political process that reinforces dominant-culture values
and replicates colonial power relations: “The common
sense story of just adjudication has deep roots in Western
cultural, legal and philosophical traditions and is closely tied
to accounts of political legitimacy . . . In its common sense
version, this story of neutrality and justice has tremendous
currency in North America: it is seen as describing not
only the aspirations of our legal and political systems but
even their typical operation. Seen from the standpoint
of Aboriginal struggles for survival, equality and selfdetermination, however, this dominant Western account
of justice looks deeply corrupt.”64 Increasingly, ADR

neutrality-based models that fail to take culture, power, and
political relations into account are criticized by those who
argue that they reinforce the status quo and fail to address
the identity concerns and the political or socio-economic
realities of oppressed, marginalized peoples. Within this
context, the ability to act as a neutral observer of painful
Indigenous historical experience constitutes a colonial form
of empathy.

Settler Responsibility: Knowing versus Not
Knowing Indigenous People
I take as my starting point that the creation of
decolonizing, potentially transformative space in truthtelling and reconciliation dialogues must encompass
both survivor and perpetrator stories in ways that enable
Indigenous people to draw upon their own history,
law, and peacemaking as they see fit. At the same time,
settlers who have hitherto relied upon colonial ways of
knowing Indians empathetically in order to solve the
Indian problem must instead enter willingly into a more
vulnerable, unsettling space of not knowing as we listen to
Indigenous testimonies and share our own. Reconciliation
conceptualized as an intercultural encounter involves
creating a space for critical dialogue – rooted in testimonial,
ceremonial, and commemorative practices – between
Indian residential school survivors and settlers who are
either directly or indirectly implicated in the school system
itself as well as other assimilationist policies. Yet designing
appropriate truth-telling and reconciliation processes will
be especially challenging given the relatively high level of
settler ignorance about Native issues in general, and more
specifically, those related to Indian residential schools.
Here, I want to distinguish between ignorance as a form of
collective settler denial, and the concept of “not knowing”
that I advocate as a decolonizing stance.
Claiming ignorance is a colonial strategy – a way of
proclaiming our ignorance because “we did not know.”
The results of a national benchmark survey conducted in
May 2008 confirm that, though Canadians are somewhat
familiar with the sexual and physical abuse that occurred
in the schools, very few have any substantive knowledge
concerning the policy goal of assimilation that lay behind
the IRS system. Clearly, an enormous public education
task lies ahead. According to the survey, fully “one-third
of Canadians (32%) feel they are not very familiar with
Aboriginal issues, while just under two in ten (17%) are
not at all familiar.”65 The survey also found that “just
over one-third of Canadians are familiar with the issue of

61 Woolford, Between Justice and Certainty, 130.
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65 Environics Research Group, “National Benchmark Survey” (prepared for Indian Residential Schools Resolution Canada and the Truth
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native people and residential schools, although only one
in twenty are very familiar. Familiarity with this issue is
much higher among Aboriginal people, especially those
living on reserve.”66 Among the general population who
were aware of residential schools, 37 percent knew that
students had been abused and molested, 20 percent knew
that they had been separated from their families, 14 percent
identified the mistreatment of Aboriginal people and
discrimination, 10 percent knew that Aboriginal children
were forbidden to speak their own languages in the schools,
9 percent knew about the settlement agreement and
financial compensation, 3 percent were aware that lawsuits
and claims had been filed, 7 percent knew that the goal
of the schools was assimilation into mainstream society, 4
percent knew that the schools were run by government and
churches, 3 percent thought that they provided students
with an education and taught their culture, and 2 percent
thought that the schools had been closed because of poor
living conditions.67
These results are consistent with my hypothesis that,
regardless of whether settlers participate in truth-telling
and reconciliation processes in the well-meaning belief
that they can help solve the Indian problem or as those
who rationalize perpetrator actions, neither group, in their
rush to put the past behind them, will closely examine
the cultural attitudes that influence understanding of the
responsibility that Canadian society bears for the residential
schools. Without understanding the subject as symptomatic
of a colonial relationship that must be dismantled, we
are unlikely to live up to our promise that Canada will
never again formulate public policies of oppression that
target Indigenous people or other minorities while the
silent majority does nothing. That settlers fail to see the
importance of accepting responsibility for the IRS system
is hardly surprising. Maintaining a comfortable intellectual,
psychological, and emotional distance from the harsh
realities that the system engendered enables us to retain an
identity as well-intentioned, humane citizens – benevolent
peacemakers – who have always sought only to observe or
know Indians in order to help them.
Yet such a response is inadequate if we are to take real
responsibility for the IRS story. Canadian author Susan
Crean argues that, to provide the necessary corrective
to Canada’s history, we must publicly acknowledge our
complicity in producing and maintaining the residential
school system as a colonial project that was entirely
consistent with the cultural values and attitudes of
imperialism:
To my mind, ownership means understanding the

how, who, and why of something like the residential
school solution – how it was set up, who helped it
function, and why the abuse was tolerated. Like other
chapters in the saga of white/Aboriginal relations,
we need to go deeper than just recognizing that
Aboriginal peoples were betrayed and victimized
. . . We need a public reckoning with the fact that
whole cultures were broken, children brutalized, and
poverty and racism institutionalized by design. We
need to acknowledge that all of this was sanctioned
by the prevailing value system, which is to say the
race-based conventions of British imperialism, and
that it required institutions and individuals to pull it
off . . . Even with the Charter of Rights, equity laws
could come and go, and no apology in the House
of Commons, made to the sound of land claims
stalling in the background, can atone for, much less
change, the culture that produced residential schools.
That culture must take it upon itself to alter the
stereotypes, correct the history, fill in the gaps, or
re-educate the public. What is the public to make of
it anyway, given the government’s continuing refusal
to sign the United Nations’ Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples? This confusion is symptomatic. The
mixed signals are a product of a lack of leadership
by non-Native elites and intellectuals and an absence
of any real discourse in mainstream society.68
Thus, Crean identifies what settler society must do:
we must own the residential school history and legacy in
order to effect change in Indigenous-settler relations.69 This
is a moral and ethical obligation that settlers have yet to
undertake.
Other scholars provide further insight into why the
concept of responsibility vis-à-vis rights is so central to
framing historical injustices as moral and ethical issues.
Communications theorists W. Barnett Pearce and Stephen
W. Littlejohn argue that public policy conflicts are in
fact moral issues in which various parties cannot agree,
because they have incommensurate social or moral values.70
Conflict studies scholar E. Franklin Dukes declares that
North Americans are facing a governance and public
policy crisis because society is overly focused on rights
rather than responsibilities, to the detriment of the public
good. He points out that public policy disagreements are
not just disputes over competing interests but that they
“involve struggles for recognition, identity, status and
other resources.”71 Moreover, whereas rights are socially
constructed and legally granted (usually to individuals),
responsibilities are more informal, carry more of a
collective obligation, and can vary according to cultural
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teachings.72 Thus, it is not enough to treat Indigenous
demands for justice for historical wrongs and harms as
strictly legal obligations that need be met only by the
state and those institutions directly responsible. Rather,
these wrongs also require a moral response from society
that goes beyond resolving individual claims, which
might satisfy black letter law but would fail to provide
justice. The impetus behind the creation of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission as part of the national Indian
Residential Schools Settlement Agreement is a case in point
and stands as a testament to this hard reality.
In Taking Responsibility for the Past, philosopher Janna
Thompson argues convincingly that societies and nations
have intergenerational moral responsibilities that encompass
past, present, and future relationships. She suggests that
focusing solely on legal rights and obligations is insufficient
to address grievances that are rooted in history but continue
in the present. She says that citizens must understand
that the moral and political integrity of nations as
“intergenerational communities” rests upon fulfilling their
collective moral obligations. Just as we bind our successors
to treaties and agreements that we make today, so too are
we bound by those made, and sometimes broken, by our
ancestors. We inherit moral as well as legal obligations, and
thus historical claims “require a response from us as moral
agents.”73 Finally, she argues that negotiating reparations
must necessarily involve addressing the “injustices done
to family lines.” It follows that, even if individuals were
not harmed, the damage done to the cultural identity of a
people demands public moral reparation.74 Given this, it
becomes more difficult for settler societies to deny history
and their own responsibility.

something – enough to ignore the situation in the
first place, to avoid paying attention to it. We knew
enough to know we did not want to know more. We
did not know because we did not want to know. We
did not want to know because the truths we would
face would be unpleasant and incompatible with our
favoured picture of ourselves, and they imply a need
for restitution and redress, threatening our rather
comfortable way of life.75
Govier’s indictment of settlers’ wilful ignorance and
studied innocence is a powerful reminder that, without both
knowledge and acknowledgment, there can be no authentic
coming to terms with the past or, indeed, any fundamental
change in Indigenous-settler relations. Yet this call to know
– to accept responsibility – must be answered cautiously,
given that seemingly benign ways of “knowing the Other,”
which are meant to provoke an empathetic response to
historical injustices, are highly problematic in their own
right.

On Confronting Colonial Empathy

Canadian philosopher Trudy Govier makes
an important distinction between knowledge and
acknowledgment as they relate to the politics of knowing
or not knowing about the harms inflicted on oppressed
groups, including Indigenous people in Canada. She argues
that knowing about something does not necessarily lead to
acknowledgment but instead can result in denial, which has
implications for both personal and political relationships:

Viewed from a critical standpoint, “the sympathetic
humanitarian eye is no less a product of deeply held
colonialist values, and no less authoritative in the mastery
of its object than the surveying and policing eye.”76 With
this caution in mind, it becomes clear how well-intentioned
attempts to listen with empathy to IRS survivor testimonies
can easily become mere observation or, worse, degenerate
into public spectacle. Drawing on Indigenous and Western
critical transformative pedagogies that emphasize the
experiential and embodied nature of learning, one can
consider how empathy might play out problematically in
the testimonial practices associated with truth-telling and
reconciliation processes. Critical theorists informed my
thinking about why colonial empathy is an inadequate
response here. It is integral to the misguided settler belief
that our primary responsibility is to channel our caring
impulses into solving the Indian problem. It enables us
to observe the plight of Indigenous people from a safe
distance that requires no substantive change on our part.

Many South Africans denied the humanity of the
black people who were their workers and servants.
Many Canadians have similarly denied the humanity
of Aboriginal peoples in Canada. We have chosen
to ignore many facts, problems, and cries of pain.
As a result of our ignoring we know little. Then,
if we are charged with responsibility, we are apt
to protest that we did not know. But we did know

Writing about the “problematics of listening” to
survivor testimonies as it relates to the TRC’s public
education mandate, cultural theorist Roger Simon cautions
that the commission should not simply assume that the
strong emotional responses evoked by survivor narratives
will necessarily motivate non-Indigenous Canadians to
“undertake an active, ethical engagement with this past,
one that might forge new relations of solidarity with
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Indigenous communities in a collective struggle for a
more just future.”77 He points out the danger that such
testimonies will simply reinforce negative stereotypes of
victimhood rather than “elicit a form of natural empathy
and critical historical judgement” that could lead to a just
reconciliation.78 Although settlers may be sympathetic
listeners, their empathy could be short-lived, serving only to
confirm their own humanitarianism and failing to generate
a sense of moral responsibility for the IRS legacy that
would lead to material change.
In a similar vein, Ravi de Costa examines the
reconciliation movement in Australia in order to “highlight
the dangers of national efforts to shift [the] hearts and
minds” of non-Indigenous citizens in stable democracies
where, unlike in post-war Germany or post-apartheid
South Africa, there has been no definitive “rupture in
the ideological conditions that make settler or national
identity possible. That is, a widespread acceptance amongst
both victims and perpetrators that the fundamental
ideas underpinning social and political arrangements
are untenable.”79 In the case of Australia, he observes
that reconciliation discourse, which originally focused
on Indigenous rights, subsequently transformed into a
justification for instituting new prescriptive government
policies to address a “national emergency” – the
dysfunctional social conditions and high addiction rates
of children in Native communities.80 Taking action
in this instance reinscribed colonial relations in ways
that ultimately reinforced rather than deconstructed
the legitimacy of the benevolent colonizer. De Costa
remarks that “benevolent urges recur throughout the
histories of imperialism and colonialism, including
forms of humanitarianism and ‘benign imperialism,’
providing ground[s] for policies of modernization and
development, assimilation and integration, charity and
aid. Indeed, these motivations are foundational to the
colonial enterprise in legitimating Europeans’ presence
and presumed superiority. Reconciliation is in danger of
reproducing these impulses.”81 Simon’s and de Costa’s
prudent cautions make it all the more urgent to consider
how truth and reconciliation endeavours can avoid
appropriating survivors’ pain in voyeuristic ways that enable
non-Indigenous people to feel good about feeling bad but
engender no critical awareness of themselves as colonial
beneficiaries who bear a responsibility to address the
inequities and injustices from which they have profited.

Canadian philosopher Sue Campbell argues that, in
the TRC context, it will be important for Canadians to
understand the difference between forensic and narrative
forms of truth telling as it relates to legal versus political
testimony. She points out that, although the commission
is not a courtroom or a public inquiry, many Canadians
may not distinguish “the political testimony of grave harm
. . . and the kinds of respect and deference appropriate to
witnessing such testimony, from Western norms of legal
testimony . . . [in which] the adversarial setting of the
courtroom encourages a skeptical response to testimonial
speech.”82 She cautions that the commission’s work “will
be a challenge to the myths that have rationalized Canada’s
colonization of Aboriginal peoples . . . Challenges to
memory, which may be especially intense in political
contexts, are sometimes expressions of disrespect
meant to undermine the credibility of groups that have
suffered harm. Learning to share memory in ways that are
respectful, reflective, and appropriately challenging, as well
as learning to recognize and avoid disrespectful challenge,
are important ethical responsibilities in the context of the
IRS TRC.”83 In identifying the need to share memories
respectfully during truth-telling and reconciliation
processes, Campbell reinforces the concerns raised by
Simon and de Costa. As the TRC undertakes its work, it
is possible that some non-Native Canadians may listen to
residential school survivors’ stories with little more than
colonial empathy. Others may feel hostile or defensive and
be active deniers, questioning the very credibility of the
testifiers.

Unsettling Emotions as Decolonizing and
Liberatory Struggle
The concerns regarding the politics of emotion raise
important questions about the function of emotion in truth
and reconciliation processes. Roger Simon provides insight
into why, in and of themselves, emotional responses will
do little to transform Indigenous-settler relations. We must
reconsider “the tendency to give stories of heartfelt pain
and suffering an almost magical power, as if . . . listening to
the story is itself enough, as if it does not take hard work
– political work as well as emotional – to create a world
in which we can truly say ‘Never Again’ will such violence
and violation be tolerated.”84 This is consistent with an
unsettling pedagogical approach in which strong emotions
are linked to a broader decolonizing and liberatory struggle
– the political work necessary for transformative socio-
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political change.
In Feeling Power, Megan Boler argues that, though
multicultural democratic societies cultivate the sort of
passive empathy that individuals may feel in reaction to
testimonies of social and political injustice, ultimately
“emotions are inseparable from actions and relations,
from lived experience.”85 She writes that, though the
theoretical study of emotion has focused primarily on
emotions as an individual response to an event – as part
of the private sphere – feminist theorists are engaged in
“rethinking emotions as collaboratively constructed and
historically situated, rather than simply as individualized
phenomenon located in the interior self.”86 Emotions are
therefore “structures of feeling” that constitute “a medium,
a space in which differences and ethics are communicated,
negotiated and shaped.”87 Within this greater context,
Boler examines the ethical relationship between readers
and published testimonies that describe traumatic personal
experiences related to war, genocide, and other atrocities
that mark the systematic dehumanization of a targeted
group.
Boler distinguishes between individualized passive
empathy and a testimonial reading of such accounts in
which readers assume responsibility for challenging their
own world views, engaging in truth telling about the past,
and taking action to address historical wrongs. In contrast,
when readers engage the text with passive empathy, they do
so from a safe distance that, though genuinely sympathetic,
requires no further self-reflection or action:
The primary difference between passive empathy and
testimonial reading is the responsibility borne by the
reader . . . Rather than seeing reading as isolated acts
of individual response to distant others, testimonial
reading emphasizes a collective educational
responsibility . . . What is at stake is not only the
ability to empathize with the very distant other, but
to recognize oneself as implicated in the social forces
that create the climate of obstacles the other must
confront . . . What might it mean for the reader to
“take action”? . . . This task . . . involves challenging
my own assumptions and world views . . . In
response to crisis the reader accepts responsibility as
a co-producer of “truth.” This responsibility requires
a committed interrogation of the reader’s response
as she faces the other’s experience. To turn away, to
refuse to engage, to deny complicity – each of these
responses correlates with a passive empathy and risks
annihilating the other.88

Boler’s observations suggest that, if it is structured
appropriately, the collective testimonial exchange that will
occur as part of the TRC’s work could also open up new
possibilities for shifting Canadian historical conscious- ness
in decolonizing, liberating ways. The need to question
one’s assumptions, attitudes, and world view in the face of
overwhelming evidence regarding the destructive impact of
the residential school system points to the importance of
balancing the inevitable tensions that arise between truth
telling and reconciliation. It further points to the necessity
of framing the IRS legacy within the comparative colonial
experience in settler nations including Canada, Australia,
New Zealand, and the United States.
Such an undertaking would enable us, as Simon
states, not only to “correct memory” by “engag[ing] in
an active re/membering of the actualities of the violence
of past injustices” but also to “initiate remembrance of
the discursive practices that underwrote the European
domination, subjection, and exploitation of indigenous
peoples.”89 Engaging in these acts of “insurgent
remembrance” makes visible to non-Indigenous people
the colonial roots of historical patterns and structures that
shape our contemporary thinking, attitudes, and actions
toward Indigenous people:
At stake is a pedagogy that moves away from the
exclusive concern of historically isolated discussion
of who did what to whom . . . What moves more
centrally into focus are the forms through which
relationships with those who are other to ourselves
are established and negotiated . . . Such remembrance
would ask us to grasp the ways the encounter
between indigenous and nonindigenous peoples
were structured and continue to be structured . . .
For this recognition to be possible, it is necessary
to find a way to enable non-natives – as individuals
who draw meaning from their own cultural identities
– to directly engage in the record of Europeaninitiated genocide and colonialism without distancing
themselves from this history.90
Building on Simon’s work, my own act of insurgent
remembering involves deconstructing the peacemaker
myth, linking the discursive practices of nineteenth-century
treaty making and Indian policy to a flawed contemporary
discourse of reconciliation, and thus tracing the continuity
of the violent structures and patterns of Indigenous-settler
relations over time. In doing so, I conceptualize history not
simply as the intellectual study of the past – the facts and
interpretations through which we gain knowledge about

85 Megan Boler, Feeling Power: Emotions and Education (New York: Routledge,
1999), 2.
86 Ibid., 6.
87 Ibid., 21.
88 Ibid., 164, 166.
89 Roger Simon, “The Pedagogy of Remembrance,” in Simon, The Touch of the Past,
18-19.
90 Ibid., 23.
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our social world – but as a critical learning practice, an
experiential strategy that invites us to learn how to listen
differently to the testimonies of Indigenous people. Yet
my experiences in classroom teaching and the workshop
described at the beginning of this chapter have taught me
that undertaking such a task can be emotionally disturbing
for settlers.
For many non-Native Canadians, residential school
survivors’ stories will provoke powerful feelings of denial,
guilt, and shame. We find these narratives of violence,
trauma, and loss deeply disconcerting. We may resist
hearing such stories, partly because they challenge our own
identity as a nation of benevolent peacemakers. Moreover,
we may resist framing the survivors’ stories using a lexicon
of trauma that we associate primarily with genocide and
other acts of collective violence in Third World countries.91
Or we may dismiss Indigenous talk of violence and trauma
as the hyperbole that has become part of the political
lexicon of Indigenous-settler relations. We see this most
clearly when survivor testimonies are rejected outright, as
Campbell indicates. But this is also the case when settlers
listen with a more empathic ear as consumers of, not
witnesses to, historical accounts of injustice and trauma.
Although reflexivity is essential to the task of
confronting unsettling stories, historian Dominick LaCapra,
like Boler and Simon, argues that individual self-reflection
merely encourages passive empathy or a neutral distancing
from the Other that is insufficient to effect social and
political change. Rather, he says that one must engage
with the Other through what he describes as an “empathic
unsettlement,” or a working through of “one’s own
unsettled response to another’s unsettlement.”92 This is a
necessary precondition to a more ethical response to stories
of historical oppression. Boler cautions that “self-reflection,
like passive empathy, runs the risk of reducing historical
complexities to an overly tidy package that ignores our
mutual responsibility to one another. Empathy . . . often
works through reducing the other to a mirror-identification
of oneself, a means of rendering the discomforting other
familiar and non-threatening . . . The simple identifications
and passive empathy produced through this ‘confessional
reading’ assures no actual change. [In contrast,]‘testimonial
reading’ . . . carries with it a responsibility for the ‘forces
raging within us’ – we are asked to turn the gaze equally

upon our own historical moment and upon ourselves.”93
Relating these scholarly observations to the work
of Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission
reinforces the potential risk that settlers – the general
public and former IRS staff, government, and church
officials – could react to survivor stories as confessional
readings. Such responses, although empathetic and perhaps
even self-reflective, would fail to engender widespread
accountability for the schools. From a decolonizing stance,
settlers as ethical witnesses must assume a “posture of
alert vulnerability to or recognition of difference, rather
than a pose of empathetic under- standing that tends to
reduce difference to the same.”94 In this way, the dynamics
of testimonial exchange create space for the sharing of
difficult stories that potentially decolonize and transform
both teller and listener. A testimonial reading or witnessing
necessitates the kind of owning or taking responsibility for
the history of colonialism that Crean and others advocate.
This involves a disquieting working through of historical
and cultural trauma in the relationally engaged and
ceremonial ways that are integral to Indigenous pedagogy
and peacemaking practices. In thinking about what kind
of pedagogical approach would be best suited to this task,
I turned to Indigenous and Western critical theorists and
transformative pedagogy scholars.
Various Indigenous scholars describe the holistic,
experiential methods of Indigenous pedagogy. Yuchi
Muscogee scholar Daniel Wildcat compares Western
scientific knowledge, with its emphasis on “universal,
objective truth,” to Indigenous knowledge systems
that “literally emerge from a place – an experience of
the world . . . You experience places and you learn, if
attentive, about the processes and relationships in those
places.”95 Métis elder Elmer Ghostkeeper explains that
“we observe and analyze everything holistically using
our mind, spirit, emotion, and body. Our wisdom views
experiential interactions as the primary learning process.”96
Kanien’kehaka (Mohawk) scholar-activist Taiaiake Alfred
says that the Indigenous “method of learning is really one
of transformation, and it is experiential, observational and
practical.”97 Similarly, some Western scholars suggest that
we do not learn solely or even primarily through reason
but through our emotions, body, spiritual presence, and
imagination. Thus, transformative learning “involves

91 Conversely, sociologist Jeffrey C. Alexander notes that, throughout the Western world and beyond, it has become commonplace to speak of
being traumatized by various events ranging from acts of violence to more benign occurrences associated with social change. Talk of trauma is
so much the norm that thinking of it as exceptional has become increasingly difficult. Alexander says that “the trick is to gain reflexivity, to move
from the sense of something commonly experienced to the sense of strangeness that allows us to think sociologically. For trauma is not something
naturally existing; it is something constructed by society . . . In this task of making trauma strange, its embeddedness in everyday life and language . . .
now presents itself as a challenge to be overcome.” Jeffrey C. Alexander, “Toward a Theory of Cultural Trauma,” in Alexander et al., Cultural Trauma,
2.
92 Dominick LaCapra, History in Transit: Experience, Identity, Critical Theory (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 135, 137.
93 Boler, Feeling Power, 164.
94 Jones and Jenkins, “Rethinking Collaboration,” 480.
95 Daniel R. Wildcat,“Understanding the Crisis in American Education,” in Vine Deloria Jr. and Daniel R. Wildcat, Power and Place: Indian Education
in America (Golden, CO: Fulcrum Resources, 2001), 36.
96 Elmer Ghostkeeper,“Weche Teachings: Aboriginal Wisdom and Dispute Resolution,” in Bell and Kahane, Intercultural Dispute Resolution, 165.
97 Taiaiake Alfred, Wasáse: Indigenous Pathways of Action and Freedom (Peterborough, ON: Broadview Press, 2005), 149.
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experiencing a deep structural shift in the basic premises of
thoughts, feelings, and actions. It is a shift of consciousness
that dramatically alters our way of being in the world.”98
Megan Boler and Michalinos Zembylas’“pedagogy of
discomfort” influenced my thinking about the role emotion
can play in practising a decolonizing, transformative,
unsettling pedagogy: “To engage in critical inquiry
often means asking students to radically alter their
worldviews. This process can incur feelings of anger,
grief, disappointment and resistance, but the process also
offers students new windows on the world . . . In short,
this pedagogy of discomfort requires not only cognitive
but emotional labor . . . [It] emphasizes the need for both
educator and student to move outside their comfort zones.
By comfort zone we mean the inscribed cultural and
emotional terrains that we occupy less by choice and more
by virtue of hegemony.”99 This process of stepping outside
comfort zones resonated strongly with me in relation to
my own work in the IRS context and in my subsequent
teaching and workshop activities. Within these different
contexts, the challenge is to design ethical teaching/learning
environments in which testimonial exchange functions as a
catalyst for engaging in constructive critical dialogue.
In a study of public deliberative planning processes,
American urban planning theorist John Forester suggests
that designing public dialogue processes to include
storytelling and ceremonial ritual helps us to address power
imbalances, cultural differences, and traumatic histories,
thus pro- viding safe space for emotional expression. Doing
so ensures that participants who have been historically
oppressed and have suffered serious harms are not
required to “leave their pain at the door.”100 At the same
time, dominant-culture participants must be mindful that
“deliberation in the shadow of trauma may require much
more than a neutral political space in which to debate
claims.”101 The dialogue circle methodology I describe at the
beginning of this chapter attempts to provide such a space.
I began with a story about how the name of the workshop,
Unsettling Dialogues of History and Hope, prompted
someone to suggest that Brenda and I consider renaming
it. After serious consideration, we have not done so. For my
part, the question caused me to reflect more deeply on why
I am drawn to unsettling pedagogical approaches and to
write more explicitly about my theoretical roots; that is, the
theory that informs my practice.

98 Edmund O’Sullivan, “The Project and Vision of Transformative Education: Integral Transformative Learning,” in O’Sullivan, Morrell, and
O’Connor, Expanding the Boundaries, 11.
99 Megan Boler and Michalinos Zembylas,“Discomforting Truths: The Emotional Terrain of Understanding Difference,” in Pedagogies of Difference:
Rethinking Education for Social Change, ed. Peter Pericles Trifonas (New York: Routledge Falmer, 2003), 111. See also Shoshana Felman, “Education
and Crisis, or the Vicissitudes of Teaching,” in Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History
(New York: Routledge, Chapman and Hall, 1992), 1-56; Rachel N. Baum, “What I Have Learned to Feel: The Pedagogical Emotions of Holocaust
Education,” College Literature 23,3 (1996): 44-57.
100 Forester, The Deliberative Practitioner, 130.
101 Ibid., 211.
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CHAPTER 1:
HEALING MEMORIES: REMEMBERING AND TRANSFORMING PAST AND
PRESENT WOUNDS AT THE BORDER (HISTORIC-THEOLOGICAL TRACK)
(Compiled by Aikaterini Pekridou & Dyron B Daughrity)

Introduction
This section explores what it means to (re)move boundaries and what reconciliation, hope, and healing may look like in the midst of
confessional, religious, ethnic and racial divisions with their accompanying wounded memories. Tom Bamat, Caesar A. Montevecchio and
Gerard F. in “Catholic Approaches to Transitional Justice and Reconciliation Processes . . .” offer some guidelines for reflection and planning
based on the social teachings of the Roman Catholic Church. In the second text “Greek Religious Nationalism and the Challenges of
Evangelization, Forgiveness and Reconciliation” Pantelis Kalaitzidis and Nikolaos Asproulis explore Greek religious nationalism as a site
for historic-theological reflection. The third instalment, by Ervin Staub, Laurie Anne Pearlman, Alexandra Gubin, Athanase Hagenhimana,
titled “Healing, Reconciliation, Forgiving and the Prevention of Violence after Genocide or mass killing: An intervention and its experimental
evaluation in Rwanda,” from a social clinical psychology perspective is a case study of Rwanda. The fourth, by Mohammed Girma “From
Painful Memories to Restorative Nostalgia” presents African perspectives towards politically-induced trauma and the subject of restorative
justice from the standpoint of philosophical anthropology. In the fifth article of this chapter, Christine Chaillot’s “The Dialogue between
the Eastern Orthodox Churches and the non-Chalcedonian Churches or Oriental Orthodox Churches” is an example of Orthodox intracommunion dialogue.

1.1 Catholic Approaches to Transitional Justice and Reconciliation Processes Tom Bamat, Caesar A. Montevecchio and Gerard F. Powers
Tom Bamat, Caesar A. Montevecchio, and Gerard F. Powers, Catholic Approaches to Transitional Justice and Reconciliation Processes:
Guidelines for Reflection and Planning, 2018. Published by the Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies, the Catholic Peacebuilding
Network, and Catholic Relief Services. Reproduced by permission of the publisher.

Guidelines for Reflection and Planning
The Catholic Peacebuilding Network https://cpn.nd.edu/ is a voluntary network of practitioners and academics, clergy
and laity, which seeks to enhance the study and practice of Catholic peacebuilding in areas torn by conflict. It is comprised
of 23 affiliated organizations, but also works with many other individual and institutional partners worldwide.
The University of Notre Dame’s Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies, https://kroc.nd.edu/ part of the Keough
School of Global Affairs, is one of the world’s leading centers for the study of the causes of violent conflict and strategies for
sustainable peace. Kroc Institute faculty and fellows conduct interdisciplinary research on a wide range of topics related to
peace and justice.
Founded by the Catholic Bishops of the Unites States, the mission of Catholic Relief Services https://www.crs.org/ is to
assist impoverished and disadvantaged people overseas, working in the spirit of Catholic social teaching to promote the
sacredness of human life and the dignity of the human person. CRS is motivated by the example of Jesus Christ to ease
suffering, provide development assistance, and foster charity and justice.
December 2018
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I. Foreword and Acknowledgments
The reflections and guidance contained in this document
are meant to help orient and encourage a diversity of
church actors facing challenging “post-conflict” or postmass-violence circumstances around the globe. The
document is intentionally brief and cannot address the
vast array of historical, social, and cultural circumstances
that frame and condition concrete transitional justice and
reconciliation processes and decisions. The aim is a text
that is engaging enough to have a broad audience and long
enough to be useful, but short enough to be read.
This document reflects insights gained from the
long-standing engagement of the Catholic Peacebuilding
Network (CPN) and many of its affiliated institutions with
the Catholic community in areas suffering from violent
conflict. Thirty leading peacebuilders and scholars from
nine countries met at the Catholic University of America in
August 2016 and helped consolidate some of the lessons
learned from this engagement.
The authors would like to acknowledge several people
for their help in producing this document. First, thanks
to Nell Bolton and Robert Schreiter for their assistance
in reviewing drafts of the document. Second, thanks to
Daniel Philpott for reviewing material in the document
and for preparing a paper on this topic for the 2016 CPN
convening. Third, thank you to Peter-John Pearson for also
preparing a paper for that 2016 convening, and thank you
to Maryann Cusimano Love for hosting it. Fourth, we are
grateful to Hannah Heinzekehr and Kristi Flaherty for their
work preparing the published version of the document.

II. Introduction
One of the most prominent parts of peacebuilding in
which Catholic Church actors participate around the
world is transitional justice and reconciliation. Sustainable
peace requires the careful adjudication of justice when
societies transition out of conflict, and communities need
to find ways to achieve reconciliation and restoration. This
work can take many forms. In Burundi, South Sudan,
and Peru, Catholic clergy have served on the country’s
formal truth and reconciliation commissions. In Colombia,
the Catholic Church has initiated major programs to
promote and facilitate reconciliation since the country’s
2016 peace accord with the Revolutionary Armed Forces
of Colombia was signed. In Mindanao in the southern
Philippines, Catholic Relief Services has pioneered a
program of “Binding, Bonding, and Bridging” to resolve
local land conflicts and promote reconciliation among
Muslims, Christians, and Indigenous Peoples. Anywhere
conflict abates, systems to expedite transitional justice
and effect genuine reconciliation are necessary, and the
Catholic Church can be a powerful agent for leading and
implementing them.

This document offers practical reflection on and
guidance for engagement with transitional justice and
reconciliation. It is rooted in the concrete, on-the-ground
experience of Catholic peacebuilders around the world.
Some experiences are older, others relatively recent, and
still others ongoing. In some countries, violence has raged
for decades, and in others it has been sporadic or relatively
short-lived. There are some contexts in which the majority
of the population is Catholic and church leadership is
widely respected, and many others in which Christians are
a minority and speaking out can risk retaliation. There are
contexts in which church and state cooperation is relatively
smooth, and others where the relationship between them is
highly fraught.
The reflections that follow cannot address the vast
array of historical, social, and cultural circumstances that
frame and condition concrete transitional justice and
reconciliation processes and decisions. The document is
by no means a set of recipes for action, but is meant to
support the wide variety of church actors in post-violence
or transitional justice situations with discerning, planning,
and evaluating.
The first section of the document focuses on postviolence contexts and the church’s call to be a peacemaker,
and seeks to clarify the meanings of and essential challenges
in pursuing both transitional justice and reconciliation.
The next section, with reflections and lessons from
global church engagements, is meant to be highly practical.
It reviews four distinct sets of issues: general conditions
for effective action; roles appropriate to the Catholic
Church and its strengths; the broad range of church actors’
approaches, methods, and rationales; and some particular
challenges and dilemmas.
This is followed by a section on the monitoring
and evaluation of church initiatives and concomitant
accountability. It addresses approaches for tracking progress
and assessing results, and stresses systematic learning and
the application of lessons learned to ongoing endeavors for
peace and reconciliation.
At the end of the document is a list of resources for
those who wish to explore particular issues more deeply.

III. Transitional Justice and
Reconciliation in Catholic Contexts
This section situates peacebuilding, transitional justice, and
reconciliation within the mission of the Catholic Church
and notes scriptural, theological, and magisterial resources
for addressing transitional justice and reconciliation. It then
clarifies and expands on the meaning of transitional justice
and reconciliation.
1.1 Catholic Approaches to Transitional Justice and Reconciliation Process
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Post-Violence Contexts and the Church’s
Mission
The oft-quoted opening of Vatican Council II’s
Gaudium et Spes https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/
ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudiumet-spes_en.html proclaims that the joys and hopes, grief and
anguish experienced in our time—especially by the poor
or afflicted—are the joys, hopes, grief, and anguish of the
followers of Christ. This fundamental Vatican document
has called the Church to continually examine the “signs of
the times” and to engage with others in finding solutions to
the world’s outstanding problems. Among such problems
are mistrust, enmities, and conflicts. Vatican II passionately
called believers to cooperate with all, aided by Christ,
“in securing among themselves a peace based on justice
and love and in set- ting up the instruments of peace”
(Gaudium et Spes https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/
ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudiumet-spes_en.html , # 77). And as the U.S. Catholic bishops
strikingly affirmed 20 years after the Council in The Challenge
of Peace, https://www.usccb.org/upload/challenge-peace-godspromise-our-response-1983.pdf “Peacemaking is not an optional
commitment. It is a requirement of our faith” (# 333).
Numerous church leaders over time and around
the world have called fellow Christians to respond to
the Gospel and to be artisans of justice, peace, and
reconciliation. And recently, Pope Francis has made a point
of journeying to many lands marred by violent conflict:
Israel and Palestine, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, the Central African Republic, Myanmar, and
Colombia among them. He has demonstrated by example
a commitment to the Church’s mission to build peace in
conflict-afflicted areas.
In various parts of the world, people have recently
experienced or are now living in the after- math of great
violence. In these countries, and others where violence has
diminished, there has been and is a need for rebuilding or
forging relationships, repairing harm, revealing the truth
about what occurred, establishing viable mechanisms of
justice, and reconciling people often bitterly divided by
conflict. In all such contexts that need transitional justice
and reconciliation, despite the diversity of circumstances
and challenges, the Church has important roles to play.
The task of fostering and enabling transitional justice and
social reconciliation is very much connected to the Church’s
peacebuilding mission, and it is a task for which the church
has a deep well of resources.
The rich biblical texts on reconciliation inspire the
Church’s work. There is the narrative of reconciliation
between Jacob and Esau (Genesis 33:1-20), the story
of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32), and the images of

reconciliation between God and Israel throughout the
Old Testament prophets. In his 2017 World Day of Peace
Message https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/
messages/peace/documents/papa-francesco_20161208_
messaggio-l-giornata-mondiale-pace-2017.html
Pope Francis called the Sermon on the Mount a
“manual” of sorts for peacebuilding (#6), and stated,
“Whoever accepts the Good News of Jesus is able to
acknowledge the violence within and be healed by God’s
mercy, becoming in turn an instrument of reconciliation”
(#3). Reconciliation also figures prominently in the writing
of Paul (e.g., Romans 8:1-6; 2 Corinthians 17-21; Colossians
3:12-15).
A common pastoral methodology, affirmed in Pope St.
John XXIII’s encyclical Mater et Magistra https://www.
vatican.va/content/john-xxiii/en/encyclicals/documents/
hf_j-xxiii_enc_15051961_mater.html is that of “seejudge-act,” a reflective examination and response to
social issues attributed to Belgian Cardinal Joseph
Cardijn. It is a helpful way of putting Christian principles
into practice. It has found a prominent place in liberation
theology, social ethics, and peacebuilding work in the
Catholic tradition. It involves: 1) Seeing the lived reality
of communities and persons in an effort to understand
their concerns and identify and name their problems; 2)
Judging, or evaluating the situation in light of Christian
faith; and 3) Acting in a way that aims to alleviate
the structures, conflicts, and injustices that are causing
people to suffer. A good example of this methodology in
practice is the Aparecida Document http://www.celam.
org/aparecida/Espanol.pdf that was produced by the
Council of Latin American Bishops in 2007 following
their 5th General Conference. The document outlines
“new evangelization” for Latin America, and makes
reconciliation a central tenet of the cultural conversion
that it envisions. The document is divided into three
parts, following the “See-Judge-Act” approach,
beginning with “The Life of Our People Today,” moving
to “The Life of Jesus Christ in Missionary Disciples”
to reflect on the people’s situation, and ending with
“The Life of Christ for Our Peoples” which provides
recommendations and guidelines for action.

Building on Scripture, reconciliation is grounded in
the theological notion that God’s gratuitous forgiveness
precedes repentance and actually makes repentance on the
part of the sinner a fruit of that forgiveness.1 Reconciliation
requires social and civic strategies in conjunction with
personal spirituality and conversion. The church can
contribute greatly to the former given its social positioning,
while it can empower the latter with its narratives of

1 Peter Phan, “Peacebuilding and Reconciliation: Interreligious Dialogue and Catholic Spirituality,” in Peacebulding: Catholic Theology, Ethics, and Praxis,
eds. Robert J. Schreiter, R. Scott Appleby, and Gerard F. Powers (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2010), 357.
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sin, suffering, mercy, and forgiveness.2 Christianity’s
understanding of reconciliation is richer than those
promoted by secular NGOs because its spiritual rootedness
can elicit real transformation and conversion in the ways
that people see and engage the world.3

violence appears to be receding and initiatives are underway
to promote more peaceful coexistence. These are times
in which social and political actors, often supported by
religious leaders, tend to craft an imperfect but transitional
justice.

Of course, Scripture and theology are the basis for
the approach to reconciliation found in official Catholic
Social Teaching. Among its core principles are human
dignity, a preferential option for the poor, global solidarity,
the pursuit of human rights and the common good,
and the significance of mercy. Especially since Pope St.
John XXIII’s Pacem in Terris https://www.vatican.va/
content/john-xxiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jxxiii_enc_11041963_pacem.html Catholic Social Teaching
has included a strong focus on peace, with connections
to reconciliation and justice following naturally. There
is Pope St. John Paul II’s Dives in Misericordia https://
www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/
documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_30111980_dives-in-misericordia.
html in which he argues that, “True mercy is . . . the
most profound source of justice,” and states: “Thus the
fundamental structure of justice always enters into the
sphere of mercy. Mercy, however, has the power to confer
on justice a new content, which is expressed most simply
and fully in forgiveness” (#14). There is also Pope Benedict
XVI making reconciliation a cornerstone theme in the
2011 Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation on the church
in Africa, Africae Munus https://www.vatican.va/content/
benedict-xvi/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_benxvi_exh_20111119_africae-munus.html#II._Christ_at_
the_heart_of_African_life And at the regional and national
levels, bishops’ conferences have localized teaching on
reconciliation. For instance, in 1968 when the Episcopal
Council of Latin America (CELAM) made reconciliation in
Christ the center of their doctrinal reflections on peace,4 or
in the way the Uganda Episcopal Conference has repeatedly
called upon its nation’s government and society to promote
reconciliation for the good of the country.5

Periods of transitional justice have provided both great
opportunities and grave challenges for church leaders.
While there have been many experiences and myriad forms
of engagement, they can be as different as Archbishop
Desmond Tutu’s renowned leadership of South Africa’s
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, and Bishop Juan
José Gerardi’s brutal murder following publication of the
report of the church’s Recovery of Historical Memory
project in Guatemala. The focus in this document is on
post-armed-conflict or post-civil-war situations, though
transitional justice may also refer to post-dictatorial or postauthoritarian regime realities.

The Pursuit of Justice in Times of Transition
Promoting justice is seldom easy. While the “arc of the
moral universe” may bend toward justice, as Martin Luther
King Jr. famously affirmed, history tends to provide roller
coasters more than rainbows. And there is nothing in such
a positive notion that endorses Christian passivity in the
face of social or legal injustices. But if pursuing justice is
difficult in ordinary times, it is doubly so in those liminal
or exceptional moments of history in which a period of

Transitional justice “refers to the ways countries
emerging from periods of conflict and repression address
large scale or systematic human rights violations so
numerous and so serious that the normal justice system
will not be able to provide an adequate response”
(ICTJ, “What is Transitional Justice?” https://www.ictj.
org/about/transitional-justice). According to the United
Nations, this includes “the full range of processes
and mechanisms associated with a society’s attempt
to come to terms with a legacy of large-scale past
abuses, in order to ensure accountability, serve justice
and achieve reconciliation.” It consists of both judicial
and non-judicial processes and mechanisms, including
prosecutions, processes of truth-telling, reparations,
institutional reform, and national consultations
(“Guidance Note of the Secretary General: United
Nations Approach to Transitional Justice,” March 2010
https://www.un.org/ruleoflaw/files/TJ_Guidance_Note_
March_2010FINAL.pdf ).

The Pursuit of Reconciliation
Reconciliation has many meanings and many dimensions,
and is an important element of transitional justice. After
situations of conflict, reconciliation needs to occur:
for individual persons to find healing and cope with
trauma within themselves; between individuals to restore
relationships and communities, especially between victims
and perpetrators; and in the socio- political realm to restore
relationships between social, political, ethnic, religious, or

2 Robert J. Schreiter, The Ministry of Reconciliation: Spirituality and Strategies (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1998). Part I of the book focuses on
developing “reconciliation as spirituality,” while Part II addresses strategic approaches for reconciliation.
3 Emmanuel Katongole and Chris Rice, Reconciling All Things (Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP Books, 2008).
4 The Second General Conference of Latin American Bishops, The Church in the Present-Day Transformation of Latin America in the Light of the Council,
ed. Louis Michael Colonnese (Washington, DC: Latin America Bureau of the United States Catholic Conference, 1968), #14-19.
5 See for example from the Uganda Episcopal Conference: Towards a Democratic and Peaceful Uganda Based on the Common Good (Kampala: Uganda
Catholic Secretariat, 2005); Building a Peaceful, United, and Prosperous Uganda Through Free and Fair Elections (Kampala: Uganda Catholic Secretariat, 2010);
Fifty Years of Independence: Celebrating Our Heritage (Kampala: Uganda Catholic Secretariat, 2012).
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other groups. Political reconciliation can be particularly
challenging. While it may be hasty and superficial at
times, or even a code word for historical amnesias or
blanket amnesties, when done properly it can be crucial
to overcoming the effects of widespread violence and
preventing its return.

perpetrators of violence alike. It demands safe spaces—
physical, social, and personal—that can help facilitate
healing, restored trust, and personal resilience. It demands
cultural change but also individual spiritual growth. In
Colombia, following the 2016 peace agreement between
the government and the country’s largest armed insurgency,
church leaders have referred to two kinds of possible
reconciliation: “thick” and “thin.” Their own goal is not
achievement of the most superficial form of reconciliation,
but one that is deep and robust and represents a genuine
conversion to a culture of forgiveness and peace.
According to Daniel Philpott, reconciliation in the social
or political realm involves six interrelated practices:

But in a Catholic sense of reconciliation, it is important
to understand these horizontal forms of reconciliation
in light of vertical reconciliation with God. God’s saving
initiative, through Jesus Christ, restores right relationship
between human beings and their creator, and it is only
through that initiative that human beings are capable of
true reconciliation among themselves. By making the
different facets of horizontal reconciliation connected to
God’s vertical reconciliation with creation, this distinct
Catholic perspective also makes each of those horizontal
dimensions integrally interconnected. So in the Catholic
tradition, reconciliation is holistic, multidimensional, and
biblically rooted. Reconciliation is God’s work above all,
with people participating in the reconciling work of God.
In keeping with this holistic understanding, the pursuit
of reconciliation by church actors should be pastoral
without ceasing to be practical, and its main focus should
be on restoring or strengthening fractured relationships.
Reconciliation after violence requires truth-telling and
social transformation as well as mercy and forgiveness.
It demands time and effort on the part of victims and

1. Building Socially Just Institutions: Establishing
laws and social institutions that can engender
public trust and protect and promote human rights,
democracy, and the rule of law.
2. Acknowledgment: Truth-telling and naming
violations to strip them of power and legitimacy,
increase public awareness of what occurred, and
establish the will to restore victims.
3. Reparations: Providing public and formal
recognition of suffering and duly repairing harm;
also strengthening political commitment to human
rights and justice.
4. Punishment: Censuring perpetrators, removing
the “victory” of injustices and violations, and
recognizing the dignity, citizenship, and rights of
victims.
5. Apology: Helping convert culture away from
the order of injustice and violence and initiating
personal conversion for perpetrators; also
contributing to the restoration of political
community.
6. Forgiveness: Committing to a future where
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injustices and violations no longer have power and
expressing willingness to re-construct community
and mutual respect; also ratifying apologies and
enabling restoration.6

IV. Reflections and Lessons from
Global Church Engagements
This section collects information gleaned from global
church actions for transitional justice and reconciliation.
It begins with observations about the conditions that can
allow for effective church action. It then offers reflections
on the distinct strengths that the Catholic Church can
bring to transitional justice and reconciliation, followed
by examples of different kinds of initiatives that global
Catholic actors have undertaken. Finally, it identifies
common challenges and dilemmas faced by Catholic
leaders and groups engaged in transitional justice and
reconciliation.

General Conditions for Effective Church
Action
Many factors make for productive church action in
post-conflict or post-violence environments. Some are
contextual, some deal with stakeholders, and some deal
with the church itself.
1. An end to, or a significant lessening of, armed
violence: By definition, systems of transitional
justice are forged and exercised after the signing
of a peace agreement between warring parties.
Reconciliation on a broad regional or national
scale, or even in a local community, is virtually
inconceivable in the midst of ongoing hostilities.
Nevertheless, even amidst violence, the church
can plant the seeds of peace by offering a longterm vision of socio-political reconciliation while
supporting near-term initiatives for individual,
interpersonal, and cross-community reconciliation.
2. Sufficient space in which to act: Religious
leaders must have the freedom politically, culturally,
and legally to take on peace initiatives. Likewise,
there must be concrete channels through which
they can be heard and can influence post-violence
developments. Where spaces are restricted and
channels for action are blocked or extremely
narrow, the church may promote dialogue and
reconciliation at small local levels or where
occasional opportunities are present. It may also
collaborate with others nationally and internationally
to advocate privately or publicly for more open and
inclusive implementation policies.
3. Commitment to peace and reconciliation
on the part of key stakeholders: Government
officials and former insurgents must truly desire
peace and effectively carry out the measures
6

included in a signed agreement. There should
also be significant support for peace within civil
society. If there is effective resistance or organized
opposition to a peace process, or a new government
adamantly opposed to the process undertaken by
its predecessor comes into power, effective church
action for justice and reconciliation can be readily
frustrated. In such circumstances, church leaders,
alone or in alliance with others, may call on key
stakeholders to honor commitments made or to
more vigorously pursue a just peace.
4. Adequate human and financial resources for
peace and reconciliation: Actual amounts will
depend on the context and circumstances, as well
as established objectives, but transitional justice and
reconciliation processes require dedicated resources
appropriate to the scale and specific types of action
undertaken.
5. Relevant formation and capacity: Goodwill is
a necessary but insufficient condition. Experience
among church leaders and staff, and professional
training in the elements of transitional justice and
reconciliation, are supremely important.
6. Collaboration with other key actors: Effective
engagement requires the church to work with other
religious leaders, non-governmental organizations,
the media, and the private sector. Such collaboration
helps ensure the broad range of experience,
expertise, and relationships needed to address the
complexities involved and to make an impact.

Church Roles for Church Actors
In peacebuilding work generally, including the periods in
which large-scale violence has abated or ended, different
entities and institutions play very different roles. It is the
parties to a violent conflict who come to formal peace
agreements. Only governments pass laws or constitutional
reforms or enact new policies for peace. Only specialized
international bodies like the United Nations tend to
provide services like disarmament monitoring. Only
specialized professional organizations lead efforts like
land mine clearance or the monitoring of peace accord

Daniel Philpott, Just and Unjust Peace: An Ethic of Political Reconciliation (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 171-285.
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implementation. In this regard, in post-violence contexts
it is important that church actors, both individuals and
church-affiliated organizations, take on church-specific roles
and contribute from their strengths in ways consistent with
their Christian mission.
Church actors have a faith-based mission rooted in
Gospel values and social teachings on justice, peace,
and reconciliation, and possess numerous assets that are
particular to them.
Church leaders also enjoy considerable moral authority,
and often are considered credible and even-handed
advocates for the common good.

In addition to spiritual, theological, ethical, and pastoral
principles, in some contexts the church has widespread
geographical presence through a variety of institutions,
as well as access to people across a broad range of social
strata, structures, and circumstances. John Paul Lederach
has described this as a “ubiquitous presence” with both
horizontal (geographic) and vertical (structural) reach.7
For Lederach, this reach can present challenges in that
the church may have links to all the constituents involved
in conflict and will have to find ways to balance these
connections. However, it also gives the church a distinctive
capacity for peacebuilding because few other institutions
or groups have relationships that cut across so many
social divisions and structures with built-in potential
for integrating vertical and horizontal dimensions of
reconciliation and peacebuilding.

Diverse Initiatives, Methods, and
Rationales
There are a wide variety of church initiatives and actors that
have functioned or will function in post-violence situations
around the world. It is impossible to consider every kind of
initiative here, but it is important to recognize the diversity.
Ideally, each project or action should be undertaken

consistent with the mission and capacities of the church
actors in question, and should be carefully designed with
regard to specific objectives, strategies, methods, resources,
and rationales. Each initiative should also be evaluated, both
in the course of implementation and, upon completion, in
terms of processes, results, and learnings.
Church work in the fields of transitional justice and
reconciliation can operate on different levels and with
different goals. For example:
It can be part of or contribute to political
institutions and processes, such as with the
significant role played by Catholic leaders on the
official Truth and Reconciliation Commission of
Burundi.
2. Other efforts focus on building the capacity
of civil society. The Fortalesciendo https://
caritascolombiana.org/desde-lunes-20-encuentro-nacionalfortalesciendo-sociedad-civil-gobernanza/ program
of Caritas Colombiana targets regions where
armed conflict prevented functional structures of
interaction between citizens and government. It
strengthens the internal and external capacity of
civil society organizations to contribute to good
governance, reconciliation, and peace.
3. A crucial challenge in many situations is
strengthening ecumenical and interreligious
dialogue and action. While this is especially
true in cases where religion is a dimension of the
conflict, it can even be a factor where that is not
the case. In Mindanao, in the southern Philippines,
where long-standing divisions among Christians,
Muslims, and indigenous peoples have contributed
to violent conflict, the church’s work for peace
and reconciliation has centered on interreligious
dialogue. The Bishops-Ulama Conference
https://bishop-ulma.page.tl/ formed to support
a peace accord in 1996 in collaboration with the
government, has been an important mechanism of
engagement for Christian, Muslim, and indigenous
leaders. In northern Uganda where religion was
not central to conflict, very effective ecumenical
and interreligious engagement has taken place.
The ecumenical Acholi Religious Leaders Peace
Initiative (ARLPI) http://www.arlpi.org/ played an
instrumental role in facilitating official peace talks
between the Ugandan government and the Lord’s
Resistance Army in the mid-2000s. Since violence
in the area has waned, the ARLPI has continued its
work fostering conflict resolution, reconciliation,
and social cohesion.
4. Many initiatives focus on working with one sector
of society such as women, youth, internally
displaced persons, or refugees. An example is Sr.
Rosemary Nyirumbe’s St. Monica’s Girls Tailoring
1.

7 John Paul Lederach, “The Long Journey Back to Humanity: Catholic Peacebuilding with Armed Actors,” in Peacebuilding: Catholic Theology, Ethics,
and Praxis, 29-32.
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School in Northern Uganda, along with its Sewing
Hope initiative http://www.sewinghopefoundation.
com/ . The school offers psycho-social support,
training, and employment for women who were
abducted by the Lord’s Resistance Army. These
programs help them overcome trauma and
stigmatization so they can integrate back into their
communities and become agents of reconciliation
and peace.
5. An important way to impact reconciliation can
be through schools, universities, and other
educational institutions. They can engage in
social research, promote mutual understanding
among youth, provide consultation to government
and civil society organizations, and form new
advocates for reconciliation. In 2010, leaders from
eight national and regional bishops’ conferences
in the Great Lakes Region of Africa agreed upon
a common strategic plan for peacebuilding and
reconciliation. https://cpn.nd.edu/news-events/
events/2010/10/21/conference-of-the-catholicepiscopate-of-the-great-lakes-region-for-peaceand-reconciliation/ It included a prominent
university engagement component that led to
the formation of a peace studies institute at the
Catholic University of Bukavu in the Democratic
Republic of Congo. The plan also received concrete
follow up in 2014 when the Association of Catholic
Universities and Higher Institutes of Africa and
Madagascar approved a plan to institutionalize
education, research, and training for peace studies.
This plan led to a convening in 2017 in Entebbe,
Uganda, https://cpn.nd.edu/news-events/
events/2017/11/09/africa-institute-on-peaceand-justice-studies-program-development/ for
peace studies program development that included
representatives from 18 institutions in 12 different
countries.
6. Other projects may involve contributing to
truth-telling, including by giving the victims
of violence a voice. Guatemala’s Recovery of
Historical Memory (REMHI) project, http://www.
beyondintractability.org/bksum/remhi-proyecto
an initiative of the Catholic Church begun in 1995,
documented human rights violations during the
country’s 36-year-long civil war. Bishop Juan José
Gerardi, who headed the effort, was assassinated
just after the final report was issued in 1998.
7. The Church’s ordinary sacramental ministry
can be valuable for justice and reconciliation. The
sacraments, including penance and eucharist, are
instruments of forgiveness and healing.8 Colombian
priest Fr. Dario Echeverri has relayed stories of
the sacraments being powerful means through
which armed combatants from opposite sides can

be brought together to foster trust and dialogue as
precursors to reconciliation.9
Those undertaking a church initiative or initiatives
should be able to articulate their expected contribution to
transitional justice and reconciliation. Explicit or implicit in
each kind of church response—large or small, official or
unofficial, multifaceted or highly focused—is a particular
mission or charism and related organizational capacity,
as well as a “theory of change.” The latter, a rational
calculation of specific outcomes expected to follow
the actions undertaken as means to a proposed end, is
further addressed in the section below on evaluations and
accountability.
A major challenge for the Church is to truly reflect the
Body of Christ (Corinthians 12) in its reconciliation work.
That entails overcoming competing visions, priorities,
and bureaucratic silos to collaborate where necessary
and to ensure that the many charisms and activities of
reconciliation complement each other. No particular
program or action is superior to any other. Each depends
on the church actors in question, their vision, their social
location, their resources, and the knowledge and abilities
of members. In the best of worlds, such diverse church
actions should be complementary. This is more likely to be
the case if the local church has institutional mechanisms in
place for good communication, planning, and coordination
across initiatives.

Challenges and Dilemmas
Effective church action in transitional justice and
reconciliation processes can be extremely challenging. This
section addresses several challenges and practical dilemmas
that often arise.

Promoting Peace While Ensuring Justice
How can church actors promote peace and unity on
the one hand, and champion justice on the other? Pope
St. Paul VI famously urged those who want peace to work
for justice. But prophetic advocacy for holding perpetrators
accountable for human rights violations and addressing
the persistence of structural sin may collide with the
important need to achieve a peace agreement or to forge
social and political unity. The dilemma is that “naming and
shaming” and holding human rights violators accountable
are important, but they can lead some to take hardened
positions and resist efforts to end violence.
To achieve peace in periods following widespread
violence, the parties to a conflict frequently make
concessions that are reflected in peace agreements. The
originating root causes of a particular armed conflict,

8 See Robert J. Schreiter, “The Catholic Social Imaginary and Peacebuilding: Ritual, Sacrament, and Spirituality,” in Peacebuilding: Catholic Theology,
Ethics, and Praxis, 229-234.
9 John Paul Lederach, “The Long Journey Back to Humanity: Catholic Peacebuilding with Armed Actors,” 34-35.
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such as ethnic discrimination or grave social inequalities,
may be ignored or addressed only superficially in the
interest of ending the fighting. Violent acts that in ordinary
circumstances might lead to the imprisonment of their
perpetrators may be treated more leniently in systems of
transitional justice. In the well-known case of South Africa,
for example, the emphasis was on truth-telling, with no
punishment imposed on those who willingly revealed the
truth about the atrocities committed. In other cases, such
as Bosnia-Herzegovina and Sierra Leone, international
or hybrid national-international tribunals have held some
leaders accountable for their crimes.
Church actors in these contexts need wisdom as well
as courage. They need to carefully take local cultures and
values into account and consider traditional mechanisms
of conflict resolution and accountability. In Uganda,
the Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative opposed
the International Criminal Court’s indictments against
the leaders of the Lord’s Resistance Army because they
accurately predicted that it would impede prospects for
a peace agreement. As an alternative, they proposed
using traditional Acholi practices of accountability and
reconciliation. In Rwanda, the government revived
traditional community-based gacaca trials to complement
the international tribunal’s trials of leaders, although the
fairness and effectiveness of these trials is much disputed.
Whatever the mechanism, church actors must try
to hold together the sometimes competing elements
required for holistic reconciliation. An engaging exercise
presented in Peacebuilding: A Caritas Training Manual
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/
B09D26A79A622416C1257187002C4053-caritas-genoct02.pdf, based on Psalm 85 (Exercise 2.5 in Module 2),
promotes deeper understanding of the very important but
very different demands involved for achieving truth, mercy,
justice, and peace. Truth and mercy may not automatically
embrace, nor justice and peace readily kiss. Deliberate and
culturally appropriate processes are often needed to help
forge such interaction.

Standing with Victims While Standing for All
Closely related to the challenge of promoting peace
without sacrificing justice is the challenge of defending
the dignity and rights of victims without neglecting
perpetrators.
Accompanying and working with victims is crucial. But
as experience demonstrates, the defense of victims cannot
entail ignoring perpetrators of violence or the reintegration
of former combatants into communities. All are human
beings. Nor should a focus on victims come without a
recognition that perpetrators of violence may themselves
have been victims at an earlier point in their lives. Consider

for example a child kidnapped, isolated from family, and
forced to kill by the Lord’s Resistance Army in northern
Uganda. Or situations with retaliatory attacks occurring
back and forth between contending ethnic communities, as
in South Sudan. The lines between victims and perpetrators
are often blurred.
Furthermore, attention to victims should not promote
the status of “victimhood,” but rather personal and
collective strength and the surmounting of trauma and loss.
Narratives should focus on resilience and shared futures.
Many victims of violence around the world, such as war
survivors from Bosnia-Herzegovina’s three main ethnic
groups, have become champions of dialogue, peace, and
reconciliation.10

Fostering Unity Within the Church While
Respecting Legitimate Diversity
Before, during, and after violent conflict, the church is
called to be a force for peace and reconciliation in the wider
society. But in order to fulfill this mission, the church
itself must be a sign of peace and reconciliation,
which means finding a way to forge and maintain
unity. Unfortunately, but not surprisingly, the Catholic
community often suffers from the same racial, ethnic,
tribal, class, and political divisions that fuel violent conflict
and hinder genuine reconciliation once the violence
ends. Moreover, Catholics, like others of goodwill, may
differ over how best to pursue transitional justice and
reconciliation in a particular context.
Consequently, major challenges for the church are to
work to overcome the divisions over identity and class
that should not be permitted to divide the Body of Christ
while respecting the legitimate diversity of views on how
to achieve transitional justice and political and social
reconciliation.
These challenges can be met by focused efforts for
evangelization and formation. Clergy and laity alike require
formation in the church’s rich social doctrine, including
teachings on maintaining unity while respecting diversity.
They also require a revival of the lay vocation. The laity
have the principal responsibility for transforming the
social order in light of the gospel. Working for peace and
reconciliation is not optional for Christians, and this sense
of vocation gives faith-based reconciliation a depth and
texture that is distinct from most secular approaches. It
should also be able to keep Catholic leaders and lay people
focused on a common mission.
Such common cause is facilitated by reflection and
dialogue. Spaces must be provided for bishops, priests, and
the laity to engage in sincere and honest dialogue about
the religious and moral dimensions of transitional justice

10  Nell Bolton and Edita Čolo Zahirović, “Bosnia-Herzegovina: Choosing Peace Together (CPT),” in Interreligious Action for Peace: Studies in MuslimChristian Cooperation, eds. Tom Bamat, Nell Bolton, Myla Leguro, and Atalia Omer (Baltimore: Catholic Relief Services, 2017), 21-32.
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and reconciliation processes. Annual meetings and retreats
of bishops and clergy can be devoted to serious reflection
on the church’s proper role in addressing these issues,
and pastoral outreach to lay people must do the same.
In both cases the effort should be founded on dialogue.
The character and personal styles of church leaders at all
levels can be key. The promotion of active listening and
facilitation of a basic consensus on fundamental principles
are vital strategies for nourishing unity.
Maintaining unity amid diversity is also a key principle
in the church’s sacramental and liturgical life. Peace and
reconciliation work should remain anchored in these
practices to nourish the mystical bonds of union among
the People of God, to reinforce the shared focus on
Christ, and to open those engaging in transitional justice
and reconciliation to God’s grace and the ongoing call to
conversion given to all Christians.

Building Coalitions Without Compromising
Identity
A fourth dilemma is how to engage the wider society
through effective dialogue and collaborative networks
without losing what is distinctive about Catholic
approaches. Generally speaking, work for justice, peace,
and reconciliation will be more effective if it is carried
out with other faith-based and/or secular organizations,
and not by churches acting entirely on their own. In
contexts where Catholics are a tiny minority, networking
and cooperation with others can greatly enhance impact.
However, when Catholics are a large majority, there may be
temptations to “go it alone.” Going it alone makes it easier
to speak and act in a distinctively Catholic way and avoids
the time-consuming effort of forming alliances. It also
prevents the least-common-denominator approach that can
arise when acting in concert with others of different faiths
or secular backgrounds. But many activities will be more
effective if undertaken with those who share common
goals with respect to a particular issue, even if they differ
on other important issues.
A fear among church actors in some cases is that they
will be manipulated or “used,” or that they will be tainted
by association with actors whose values or objectives may
differ from theirs. Wisdom dictates careful discernment of
the best ecumenical, inter- religious, or secular partners for
specific initiatives. Church actors must be aware that there
are risks in any association, but also aware that transitional
justice and reconciliation are not possible without serious
efforts to build unity across social, ethnic, racial, economic,
and ideological divisions.

Reconciliation between religious groups in Mindanao
is an ongoing need after decades of tensions and
conflicts between Christians and Muslims. Fr. Sebastiano
D’Ambra, a priest of the Pontifical Institute for Foreign
Missions, began the Silsilah Dialogue Movement in
1984. Fr. D’Ambra partnered with leaders from the
Muslim community and from other Christian churches
and identified common ideals in their traditions that
contribute to a “spirituality of life-in-dialogue,” which
celebrates plurality and fosters reconciliation and
peace. The organization’s advisory board is formed
by representatives from the Episcopal Commission
for Interreligious Dialogue of the Catholic Bishops’
Conference of the Philippines and the Bishops-Ulama
Conference. The Silsilah Dialogue Movement is rooted
in a theology that recognizes God’s presence in dialogue
with diverse cultures and religions, which leads to
spiritual growth and conversion.
The cooperative make-up of Silsilah and its ability to
focus on common values and goals between its partners
have been major keys to its success.
Gaudium et Spes https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/
ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudium-etspes_en.html calls the church to cooperate broadly with other
people in securing peace, while Nostra Aetate https://www.
vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vatii_decl_19651028_nostra-aetate_en.html highlights the special
importance of interreligious dialogue and engagement.
It is important to be clear about the purposes and
expected change sought through engagement with broader
society.
For example, interreligious reconciliation work typically
involves one or more of the following purposes and
theories of change:
1. Deepening relationships (dialogue of life) is tied
to an affective theory of change that builds strong
relationships as a way to overcome sectarian and
ideological divisions.
2. Improving understanding (dialogue of words)
relates to another affective theory that seeks peace
by changing the hearts and minds of participants
about the conflict and each other.
3. Finding common ground on beliefs and issues
(dialogue of spirituality/ faith) can be tied to
affective theories of change, but is most often
associated with promoting broader social and
cultural change by overcoming sectarian stereotypes
and building a culture of peace and reconciliation.
4. Promoting common or complementary action
(dialogue of action), too, can be part of affective
theories of change through the relationshipbuilding and improved understanding that come
with working together to meet common needs.
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But dialogue of action is often about promoting
structural or policy changes by, for example,
advocating for structural reforms needed as a
condition for reconciliation.11
Pursuing ecumenical and interreligious initiatives and
seeking ways to engage a wide variety of civil society actors
is always a critically important dimension of effective
reconciliation work, but it should not be at the expense
of working within the Catholic community. Effective
engagement with other faiths and the wider society depends
on effective engagement of the Catholic community at
large. In many cases, such engagement is important not
because of the common action it produces, but because it
contributes to the understanding and coordination needed
for effective complementary action.
For example, in Northern Ireland, one purpose of
interreligious dialogue was to strengthen relationships and
improve understanding among Catholic and Protestant
leaders, and also to address sectarianism more effectively
by encouraging and empowering those leaders to work
within their own ecclesial communities on acceptance and
understanding of other groups.

Engaging Governments Without Being Politicized
A fifth dilemma has to do with the relationship between
church and governments in these contexts. Should the
church align itself with governments and government
initiatives for peace and reconciliation? Should
it cooperate with governments, but only under
conditions that avoid the likelihood of cooptation? Or
should it opt to act independently? At stake are matters
of ecclesiology, church integrity, public perceptions of
partisanship, and church influence and impact.
In the face of such questions, one response Pope
Benedict XVI warned against in Africae https://www.vatican.
va/content/benedict-xvi/en/apost_exhortations/documents/
hf_ben-xvi_exh_20111119_africae-munus.html#II._Christ_at_
the_heart_of_African_life is “the potential for withdrawal or
evasion present in a theological and spiritual speculation
which could serve as an escape from concrete historical
responsibility.” At the same time, except in exceptional
circumstances, the clergy and institutional church should
avoid “direct engagement in politics” in a way that
could politicize religion or clericalize peacebuilding and
reconciliation (#17). Daniel Philpott argues persuasively
from a study of 15 national experiences of political
transition out of dictatorship or widespread violence that
religious actors who have been able to exercise a strong
influence on their countries’ transitional justice approaches
are precisely those who had independence from the state,
or “institutional autonomy.”12 This gave them moral
11
12
13

authority and positioned them to most effectively exercise
their distinct strengths.
In all cases, context and culture matter very much and
faith-based discernment is sorely needed. In post-violence
situations, it is common for the government in power to
have been a major party to the armed conflict and to be a
signatory of the peace accord. There may be deep divisions
in society and the actions and interests of the government
and its allies may be regarded as highly suspect by
significant sectors of society. Government actors may not
be perceived as promoting peace with justice or working for
the common good. Church actors might therefore choose
to pursue justice and reconciliation through advocacy
for significant social change, and initiatives like peopleto-people peacemaking, under entirely church or nongovernmental auspices. Government actors may in turn
accuse the church of obstructing peace and stability, seek to
intimidate it, or even engage in repression.
In other contexts, social divisions may be less
pronounced and church cooperation with governmentsponsored peace and reconciliation work welcomed by
most of the population, including former armed opposition
groups. Goals in such cases tend to be broadly overlapping.
Here, cooperation is less problematic, but it is wise for the
church to retain some clear independence and the ability to
critique policies and phenomena like the lack of adequate
implementation of a peace accord.
One particularly thorny issue in this area is
appointments of church leaders to transitional justice
mechanisms like government truth and reconciliation
commissions. In deciding whether a bishop or priest
should assume this substitute political role, it is important
to consider whether a qualified lay person might be more
suitable; how the person would be appointed and by
whom; the person’s ability to maintain his or her integrity
and independence from the state, political parties, or
sectarian politics; and the degree to which he or she enjoys
broad church and public support for the exercise of such
functions. In Rwanda, for example, after the 1994 genocide,
there was much controversy about the role played by
some Catholic leaders in assisting the violence. It was not
appropriate, nor possible, in that context for bishops or
priests to work on government commissions. However, the
Rwandan Catholic church has since engaged in several of
its own ministries and initiatives to aid reconciliation in the
country.13

Choosing the Right Words and Actions
Another important challenge has to do with choosing
the most effective language, images, and rituals
for the promotion of justice and reconciliation. A

See Reina Neufeldt, “Interfaith Dialogue: Assessing Theories of Change,” Peace and Change 36 (2011): 344-372.
Daniel Philpott, “What Religion Brings to the Politics of Transitional Justice,” Journal of International Affairs 61 (2007): 100-106.
See J.J. Carney, “A Generation After Genocide: Catholic Reconciliation in Rwanda,” Theological Studies 76 (2015): 785-812.
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religious focus including terms like forgiveness, pardon, or
conversion may resonate more with people— especially
people of faith—than secular, bureaucratic, or ideological
language. And a trauma-healing program in a country like
Rwanda or the Democratic Republic of the Congo with
large Catholic populations ought to be firmly rooted in
the church’s sacramental tradition, especially reconciliation
and the eucharist, and employ pastoral counselling and
other pastoral resources. Catholic rituals, sacraments,
and spiritualities can play key roles in reconciliation and
peacebuilding. Prayers and religious practices and language
can create a space of encounter and hope and serve as
a bridge between antagonists who share the same faith,
signifying and inviting the sort of deep conversion and
thick reconciliation for which peacebuilders strive.14
On the other hand, religious language or language
closely associated with only one religious tradition may
alienate people in certain contexts and lead to pushback.
The situation is similar with the use of public ritual and
sacrament. It is important for church actors to take their
own identities and roles into account, and to assess the
cultural and religious environment in order to determine
what language and public action may best foster social
cohesion. Bishops and members of the clergy may
legitimately make different choices than lay leaders. Church
actors in largely Catholic countries may make different
choices than those in countries where Christians are a small
minority of the population. Again, culture and context
matter.

by centuries of colonialism and decades of apartheid; a
need to acknowledge the strong links between race, power
and privilege; and the need to urgently redress economic
inequalities, allay unfounded fears, and promote social
justice.
In Burundi, Centre Ubuntu is an excellent example of
long-term, sustained, structured church commitment to
reconciliation.
Founded by Fr. Emmanuel Ntakarurimana, the Centre
describes itself as a “laboratory of analysis and action
focused on values.” Its work covers multiple different
areas in an attempt to establish social cohesion and
sustainable reconciliation. Conflict resolution, trauma
healing, values formation, leadership training, and
economic development are all subjects of the Centre’s
initiatives. It also produces a great deal of multimedia
material to communicate and spread its message, and
its website includes academic research and analysis.
Their pastoral letter concluded that reconciliation,
despite the dedicated work and achievements of many,
largely remains a work in progress.

Navigating Long and Winding Roads
A final challenge worth noting here is the dimension of
time. Church actors must be willing to accompany
transitional justice and reconciliation processes
for a very long time. Violent conflicts often last many
years, or even many decades. Peace and reconciliation
do not thereafter emerge overnight. But churches have a
staying power unlike that of many NGOs or international
organizations like the United Nations—and staying power
is crucial. A commitment must be made for the long
term. In Burundi, church programs have taken a gradual
post-violence approach, beginning with restoring people’s
sense of humanity, then addressing trauma, working
on leadership, social networks, and income generation.
Reconciliation is not even mentioned at first, because it is
too distant a reality.
The Southern African Catholic Bishops’ Conference
disseminated the pastoral letter “A Call to Overcome
Racism” in 2016. It recognized that 22 years into
democracy the longed-for miracle of a reconciled and
healed nation remains elusive. The bishops pointed to
an enduring need to address the social trauma produced
14 On the importance and value of Catholic ritual, spirituality, and language in transitional justice and reconciliation processes see: Robert J.
Schreiter, The Ministry of Reconciliation and “The Catholic Social Imaginary”; Emmauel Katongole and Chris Rice, Reconciling All Things; and Daniel
Philpott, “What Religion Brings to the Politics of Transitional Justice.”
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V. Evaluation and Accountability
Church actors, like others pursuing justice and
reconciliation, have a responsibility to examine the results
of whatever initiatives they take. It is not enough to rely
on a sense of divine calling or direction, or to trust in
the worth of actions simply because they are or were
undertaken in good faith. Accountability to themselves
and others, and ultimately to God, demand that church
actors take a careful look at what has been done, how it
has been done, what the outcomes have been, and what
can be learned to improve such efforts in the future. Such
evaluation can also offer lessons for others in the Catholic
world trying to develop their own initiatives for transitional
justice and reconciliation.
There are many kinds of evaluations, including
internal or self-evaluations, external evaluations by
outside professionals, and hybrid forms that combine the
two. There are developmental evaluations that follow
initiatives from the start, especially in situations of great
complexity and uncertain goals. There are formative
evaluations in the midst of initiatives, to gauge progress
toward objectives and suggest adaptations or corrections.
There are summative evaluations at a project’s or
program’s end to measure outcomes, assess worth, and
possibly make recommendations about similar kinds of
initiatives in the future. All these kinds of evaluations,
however, should have practical ends. They should provide
useful learning, and their findings should be put into
practice rather than filed away.

Submitting to the evaluation of projects and programs
can be anxiety-producing, especially if the evaluations are
carried out by outsiders. There can be fears that external
evaluators do not understand the work of church actors
or their own criteria for success. There can be attitudes
attributing outcomes to God’s will rather than the efficacy
of any human intervention. There can also be fears that

findings will reflect poorly on the action or on those who
undertook it. Most faith-based actors, however, appreciate
the importance of evaluation. They want to learn what is
working and how they might improve their labors.15

Tracking Progress
Some church initiatives are funded projects with average
lifespans of three years. Others are even shorter. But in
many cases, church programs in post-violence contexts
are multi-faceted and endure much longer, despite ups and
downs in terms of available resources. This is extremely
important because periods of transitional justice can last
a decade or more, and thick reconciliation after armed
conflict can take even longer. Churches can and should
commit to the long haul, and part of that commitment is
tracking the evolution and progress of work.
Tracking progress can take the form of mid-term
evaluations. These can provide evidence of effectiveness or
a lack thereof, as well as insights about how to design next
steps. Tracking can and does also take the form of regular
monitoring of actions and their effects, carried out by those
who are actually managing the work. Unlike evaluations,
monitoring is a process of gathering and analyzing
data in real time during the implementation of an
initiative so that adaptations can be made as needed.
A simple but significant example of the positive
effects that project monitoring can have is adjustments
that Guatemalan church actors made in the early stages
of the Archdiocese of Guatemala Human Rights Office’s
Recovery of Historical Memory project in the 1990s.
The principal aim was to learn the truth about largely
hidden violence carried out by armed actors, including
individuals within the Guatemalan army. As researchers
went out into indigenous communities to collect people’s
stories, however, they encountered extreme emotional and
psychological reactions—reactions for which the project
should have been, but was not, adequately prepared. In
response, key psychosocial support was added to support
the many traumatized individuals and groups who came
forward to explain the atrocities they had endured.
In addition to a focus on actions and their effects—
both intended and unintended, positive and negative—
monitoring needs to pay attention to context. Violence
may be flaring up once again, ongoing discrimination being
ignored, or social attitudes significantly changing. There
may be new public policies. Governments and others
may be making strides toward truth and reconciliation,
or inversely dragging their feet. What is happening in a
country or regional context can have important implications
for church actors and their work in these volatile situations.
For example, in South Sudan, the ambitious bottom-up
reconciliation project of the ecumenical South Sudan

15 See Peter Woodrow, Nick Oatley, and Michelle Garred, Faith Matters: A Guide to the Design, Monitoring & Evaluation of Inter- Religious Action for
Peacebuilding (CDA Collaborative Learning Projects and the Alliance for Peacebuilding, September 2017).
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Council of Churches has suffered numerous setbacks and
adjustments because intense fighting has continued in key
regions destined for grassroots community dialogues.

be capable of multifaceted strategies with far more complex
and varied chains of logic than those of smaller groups of
actors.

Several different resources and tools are available
to offer technical guidance in designing, tracking,
monitoring, and evaluating various kinds of projects for
transitional justice and reconciliation. The bibliography
at the end of this document includes several such
resources to guide this important aspect of transitional
justice and reconciliation work, including resources
specific to religious actors.

It is inappropriate in this short document to elaborate
further on evaluations, monitoring, and theories of
change, much less the production of strong indicators,
but it is important for church actors across the wide
diversity of initiatives undertaken in transitional justice and
reconciliation processes to carefully consider the implicit
or explicit theories of change that are driving their work.
Church actors themselves should reflect on the sense and
validity of their theories of change and examine these
“working hypotheses” when monitoring and evaluating
their work.

In implementing initiatives and monitoring them,
all actors in post-violence and reconciliation processes
must be conflict sensitive. This means the ability of an
organization to (a) understand the context in which it
is operating, (b) understand the interaction between
a given intervention and that context, and (c) act
upon the understanding of this interaction among the
served population in order to avoid negative impacts
and maximize the positive. A lack of conflict sensitivity
can lead to ineffective peace and reconciliation initiatives or,
much worse, to renewed or increased levels of death and
destruction.

Reviewing Not Just Results, but Rationales
As noted above, there are various types of evaluations
for initiatives and interventions. They focus on results
and generally review issues like relevance, effectiveness,
efficiency, impact, and sustainability.
One practice evaluators are doing more frequently
is assessing the validity of the theories of change behind
initiatives. These theories of change are the explicit or
implicit major assumptions, or working hypotheses,
guiding the logic behind an initiative and its proposed
objectives. They are arguably expressed most clearly in
terms of means and ends in the form of IF…THEN…
and BECAUSE statements. Large church organizations may

Learning and its Applications
As suggested above, monitoring and evaluating church
initiatives serves little purpose if what is learned in both
real time and ex post facto assessments is not subsequently
put to practical use. Accountability to the people that
church actors seek to serve requires committed efforts
to make transitional justice and reconciliation initiatives
increasingly relevant, effective, and sustainable.
Even very positive evaluations can provide incentives
for improvement. A good example comes from the
evaluation of a 2010-2014 Catholic Relief Services and
Caritas-supported project called Choosing Peace Together,
which addressed deep ethnic divisions and postwar trauma
in Bosnia-Herzegovina. An external evaluation concluded
that the project had included “very strong reconciliation
effects,” and had “helped to transform some hardline
nationalists into vocal, self-identified peacemakers, and…
allowed them to publicly and jointly communicate their
experiences in a format that amplified the reconciliation
impact outwards on a much larger scale.” But evaluation
also found shortcomings and produced recommendations.
Based on these, a follow-on project called PRO-Future
added more intentional and targeted media strategies to
enhance national impact; strengthened outreach to small
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rural communities that had been marginal to Choosing
Peace Together; and enlisted more women from the war
victims’ groups to provide better gender balance among key
speakers in public reconciliation forums.16

VI. A Brief Summary
This document began by reviewing the church’s
peacebuilding vocation in transitional justice and
reconciliation processes, a vocation rooted in Scripture
and illuminated by Catholic Social Teaching. It emphasized
that in addition to core Gospel values and fundamental
principles, church actors can be aided by practical
reflections and guidance grounded in the experiences of
active fellow believers around the world.
It then noted the general conditions that tend to allow
for church activities to be impactful, and described the
importance of church actors assuming the kinds of specific
roles in which they can be most effective. The document
noted the immense diversity of initiatives taken by church
actors based on context and charism, status and skills,
invitation and organizational initiative.
Moving on to practical dilemmas and challenges,
the document touched on the potential difficulties of
balancing peace and justice; standing with victims while
not neglecting perpetrators; promoting unity in the church
while respecting diversity; building coalitions without
compromising Catholic values and identity; engaging
governments prudentially; choosing words and rituals
wisely, carefully considering their potential impact; and
committing to justice and reconciliation over the long haul.
A final section looked at assessing church initiatives
and their rationales, tracking progress, evaluating results,
learning lessons, and applying learnings to improve future
peace and reconciliation work.
The section below lists resources used to inform this
brief document, and additional resources that may be
of interest to readers who wish to read more on church
teaching on transitional justice and reconciliation; avail
themselves of resources and tools; explore research on
transitional justice and reconciliation, practical theology, or
particular cases; or learn more about monitoring, evaluation
or project design.
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Very often we witness conflicts all over the world. In every
place, human life seems characterized by the absence of
any traces of forgiveness, peace or reconciliation. Religion
in general–and the Orthodox Church in particular–do not
constitute an exception either. In our times people are
afraid of losing their identities and thus often fail to tolerate
the “other,” including the variety of ideas and cultures. The
so-called “return of religion” into the public sphere is often
accompanied by a religious legitimation of violence.1 From
the time of the Crusades until the post- modern era, many
wars, sociopolitical problems, and ethnic conflicts have
emerged from religious presuppositions in the Balkans,
Rwanda, Iraq, and elsewhere. Hence, by keeping a narrow
connection with the “dark side” of the state’s complicity
to violence–through political power, political backing, and
financial assistance–Christian churches and confessions
were co-opted for purposes alien to their mission. In this
desperate situation, Christian theology–Orthodox included–
is invited to reflect on how its presence in the public sphere
engages the above situation. As an institution, the Greek
Orthodox Church has to reflect on the problem of religious
nationalism in order to identify antidotes to this painful
situation that still divides Orthodox Christianity on building
more consensus on issues of re-evangelism, forgiveness and
the theology of reconciliation.
However, the discourse on religious nationalism is
frequently by-passed due to the so-called distinction
between the “good” patriotism on one hand and the
“pariah” nationalism on the other. The latter gives the
impression that it is completely unrelated to the Greek
ecclesiastical discourse, especially to its diachronically
rooted–if not eternal–mentalities, and that it always
concerns the existential “others” who have no name or
identity and are located beyond concrete time and place. In
this case, it is easy, without any spirit of repentance or selfcriticism, to condemn the “bad” nationalism–which never
concerns ourselves–while blessing and defending the close
relationship between church and nation that exists between

Orthodoxy and Hellenism in the name of patriotism. In
this respect, we overlook the central point of the problem,
which is not so much the relationship between the “bad
and pariah nationalism” to the church but mainly the very
relationship between the nation and the church, between
the earthly fatherland and the church, or even between
the Greek cultural identity or tradition and the church.
According to the aforementioned method we also bypass
the crucial question of whether we have justifications to
acclaim the nation as a constituent and obligatory element
of the formation of the church’s body and of “the local
manifestation of the Church” but also whether we can
say that the Greek nation, or in other words the historicalcultural incarnations of Hellenicity, contributes to the
revelation of “Orthodoxy as the real catholicity which
concerns all the historical aspects of the life,” as it is often
argued by distinguished Greek Orthodox thinkers.2 In other
words, whether we believe that the relationship between the
church and the world, between Christianity and history is,
in one way or another, connected to the collectivities of the
nation and the people in secular and political terms.
In this paper, we will focus on the Greek ecclesiastical
nationalism as we believe it functions as a representative
paradigm, for it occurs also in the other Orthodox
churches. Therefore, in this text an attempt will be made
to highlight the problems that are related to the above
propositions. We will first begin with a theological reflection
on the relationship between the church and the nation and
then, in the second part, we will examine their historical
complexity. Finally, the third part will focus on the catalytic
role of re-evangelization, repentance and the theology of
reconciliation as means of the overcoming these situations.

Church and Nation, Church and Earthly
Homelands3
In our paradoxical era, which is characterized by the
process of globalization and the simultaneous elevation of

1 Desmond Tutu, “Foreword,” in Raymond G. Helmick and Rodney L. Petersen (Eds.), Forgiveness and Reconciliation, Templeton Foundation Press,
London, Philadelphia, 2002, xviii. See also Raymond G. Helmick and Rodney L. Petersen, “Introduction” in Raymond Helmick and Rodney Petersen,
op. cit., 117
2 See the very representative example of Christos Yannaras, especially his texts published at various occasions such as “Nation, People, Church,”
trans. Elizabeth Theokritoff, Synaxis: An Anthology of the Most Significant Orthodox Theology in Greece appearing in the Journal Σύναξη from 1982 to 2002, vol.
3 Ecclesiology and Pastoral Care, Alexander Press, Montréal, 2006, 97-100; “Resistance to the ‘Metaphysics’ of the Two-Headed Eagle,” in his collection
of articles Party Politics: When Citizens Vote for Their Own Undoing, Patakis, Athens, 2004, 245 [in Greek]; “Church and Culture,” Synaxis, 88 (2003), 11-17
[in Greek]; See also The Freedom of Morality, trans. Elizabeth Briere, St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, Crestwood, NY, 1984, 220-23; Orthodoxy and the West:
Hellenic self-identity in the Modern Age, trans. P. Chamberas and N. Russell, Holy Cross Orthodox Press, Brookline, Mass, 2006
3  Different paragraphs of this first part of our paper follow the analysis given by Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “Church and Nation from an Eschatological
Perspective,” in Pantelis Kalaitzidis (ed.), Church and Eschatology, Kastaniotis, Athens, 2003, 339-73 (the proceedings of the 2000-2001 winter program
of the Volos Academy for Theological Studies [in Greek])
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nationalism, Orthodox theology is called to formulate a
new theology of and for the nation.
We begin our analysis with a paradigm from Jesus’
teaching, which can enlighten the nation-church
relationship and explain how true evangelism goes beyond
the categories and limits of race, nation and even religion.
It is the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37),
and here we will borrow parts of the analysis offered by
His Eminence Ignatius, Metropolitan of Demetrias. As the
Metropolitan stresses,
in this parable, theology has always seen the
beginning of going beyond the narrow boundaries
of nationalism and Messianism, the first
proclamation of the ecumenical Christian spirit.
By answering the question ‘who our neighbor is,’
Jesus Christ, with the well-known parable, places
the neighbor over and beyond the narrow frame
of Judaism, over and beyond the frame of race,
nation, social class or even religion. Neighbor is
not the compatriot, the one of the same religion or
the like minded, but every person who needs our
love, every person who–despite gender, race, nation
and religion–waits for our unconditioned solidarity.
What the ‘Good Samaritan’ parable makes known
and clear is not the demand for a global mission
or the imposition of a chosen people or a chosen
nation, but the universality and ecumenicity of love
which Jesus Christ, the Son and Logos of God, the
second person of the Holy Trinity, revealed with
his incarnation. Thus for Christianity, the last and
crucial criterion for all, which is in accordance with
the parable of the Last Judgment as well (Math. 25:
31-46), is love. God will not judge us on the basis of
our nation or religion but according to our solidarity,
compassion and love. What we learn from our
study of the biblical and ecclesiastical tradition is to
recognize our neighbors, even if they come from
different religious or national origins, as the most
valuable icons of God, our most precious neighbors,
the most significant challenge for our Christian love.4
In the second generation after the Pentecost, which is

marked by Saint Paul’s decisive contribution, the church
acquired a global and ecumenical character. All people,
Jews and Gentiles, Greeks and barbarians, circumcised and
uncircumcised, under the law and without the law, slaves
and free, men and women, belong to the church, as Paul
indefatigably repeats.5 If, for Paul, the participation in a
nation or in a linguistic-racial community characterizes and
accompanies our nature and our historical course,6 those
characteristics are “relativized” in the perspective of faith
and salvation.7 Thus, participation in the church event goes
beyond every natural bond–race, language, social class,
gender, and so on–and the formation of the Christian
community is revealed as beyond nation and class. The
center of gravity is moved from physical definitions to the
charismatic-Eucharistic formation of the body of Christ
and to the accomplishment of the eschatological sacrament
of unity (to which the common participation testifies)–
with the evident social consequences–in the Eucharistic
event.8 The church is a spiritual genus, the new Israel, the
“Israel in Spirit.” This race of Christians is not based on
racial or ethnic criteria but on faith in Jesus Christ. It is
not determined by differences according to birth in the
flesh but by the unity that is granted by spiritual birth in
Christ. Its mission is to embrace all humanity, all nations,
in accordance with the concluding words of the gospel of
Matthew (28:19): “Go therefore and make disciples of all
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” In this perspective, the
church is seen as a spiritual homeland, a spiritual genus,
in which all the divisions of nature are overcome and the
mystery of unity in Christ and the fellowship of divided
humanity is lived out.9 The church is a new people, a new
nation, which is not identified with any other people, race
or earthly nation, since what characterizes it is not blood
ties or subjection to the natural state of affairs but the
voluntary personal response to the call of God and the free
participation in the body of Christ and the life of grace. As
Florovsky notes,
[t]here is, after Christ, but one ‘nation,’ the Christian
nation, genus Christianum … i.e. precisely the Church,
the only people of God, and no other national
description can claim any further Scriptural warrant:
national differences belong to the order of nature

4 See the collective work P. Kalaitzidis, N. Ntontos (eds), Islam and Fundamentalism- Orthodox Christianity and Globalization, Indiktos, Athens, 2004,
31-32 [in Greek]
5 See Col., 3:10-11. Cf. Gal. 3:26-29; 1 Cor. 12:12-13. Cf. Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “Eschatology and Politics,” in Synaxis Efcharistias, Festschrift volume for
Elder Aimilianos, Indiktos, Athens, 2003, 489 [in Greek]
6 See among others Rom. 11:1; 2 Cor. 11:22; Ph. 3:5.
7 Rom. 10:12-13
8 1 Cor. 10:16-17
9 John 11:52; See also John 10:16; 1 John 2:2
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and are irrelevant in the order of grace.10
In the earliest Christian communities, there was a sense
that the Eucharist was a gathering of those who were
scattered, a union of those who were previously separated,
and a participation in the supper of the Kingdom. As the
Didache notes in its chapter on the Eucharist:
Even as this broken bread was scattered over the
hills, and was gathered together and became one, so
let Thy Church be gathered together from the ends
of the earth into Thy kingdom.11
The Sacramentary of Sarapion of Thmuis repeats and
extends the Didache thus:
And as this bread was scattered upon the mountains
and having been gathered together became into one,
so gather together your holy church out of every
people and every land and every city and street and
house, and make one living Catholic Church.12
Eucharist, catholicity and universality form the identity
of the church and define the self-consciousness of the
early Christian communities, as we can see from the
eschatological dimension of Christianity, which played a
decisive role in the theological and liturgical tradition of
Orthodoxy. There is no Eucharist without the foretaste
of the Eschaton, and there is no catholicity and universality
without the eschatological origins as a departure from the
physical bonds and determinations of race, nation, country,
language, culture, gender, and so on.
Doesn’t all this necessitate the relativization of the
concepts of nation and earthly homeland and of other
elements that cannot be incorporated or “baptized” into
the Christian catholicity and universality? If the church is a
spiritual genus and a spiritual homeland, can it at the same
time revert to the “shadow of the law” and, in servitude to
nature, be identified with a nation, serving the objectives
and goals of the earthly, worldly homeland? And as
legitimate as these goals may be, can they serve as the core
of the ecclesiastical kerygma, replacing and marginalizing
the essential and primary elements of the church–above all,

the catholicity and the universality, the Eucharist and the
eschatological dimension? Because of that eschatological
dimension, the “legitimate” patriotism–with reference to
nations, national identities, bodily countries and ancestors–
retreats and becomes relative, since eschatology establishes
a different set of criteria. This is the spirit of what St
Gregory of Nazianzus supports with great boldness and
clarity in his era:
My friend, every one that is of high mind has one
Country, the Heavenly Jerusalem, in which we store
up our Citizenship.… And these earthly countries
and families are the playthings of this our temporary
life and scene. For our country is whatever each may
have first occupied, either as tyrant, or in misfortune;
and in this we are all alike strangers and pilgrims,
however much we may play with names.13
This ecclesiastical perspective on the relationship
between church and nation–no matter how often it has
been forgotten or distorted–has not remained a dead letter
in Orthodox tradition but has survived in the prophetic
voices of each era. One such prophetic voice, a witness in
the twentieth century to the church’s conscience, was the
Serbian theologian Fr Justin Popovic, who summarized
in his own theological language the foregoing patristic
tradition. He wrote the following, which is very significant
for the topic at hand:
The Church is ecumenical, catholic, theanthropic,
eternal, and for this reason it entails a blasphemy,
an unforgivable blasphemy against Christ and the
Holy Spirit to make the Church a national institution,
to narrow her to the small, finite, and temporal
purposes and methods of a nation. Its purpose is
supra-national, ecumenical, panhuman: to unite in
Christ all people, completely, regardless of nationality
or race or social stratum. “There is neither Jew nor
Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither
male nor female, for ye are all one in Christ Jesus,”
“because Christ is all, and in all.” The methods of
this panhuman-theanthropic union of all people in
Christ have been given by the Church in her holy
Mysteries and in her theanthropic words (asceses,

10 Georges Florovsky, “Revelation and Interpretation,” in Bible, Church, Tradition: An Eastern Orthodox View: Collected Works of G. Florovsky Volume I,
Nordland, Belmont, 1972, 35 Cf Idem, The Body of living Christ: An Orthodox Interpretation of the Church, trans. I. K. Papadopoulos, Thessaloniki, 1972,
90-94; Idem, “On the Veneration of Saints,” in Creation and Redemption: Collected Works of G. Florovsky Volume III, 201-2: “In Holy Christening the one
to be enlightened leaves ‘this world’ and forsakes its vanity, as if freeing himself and stepping out of the natural order of things; from the order of
“flesh and blood” one enters an order of grace. All inherited ties and all ties of blood are severed. But man is not left solitary or alone. For according
to the expression of the Apostle ‘by one Spirit are we all baptized,’ neither Scythians nor Barbarians-and this nation does not spring through a
relationship of blood but through freedom into one Body.” Cf. also, Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “Church and Nation from an eschatological perspective,” in
Pantelis Kalaitzidis (ed.), Church and Eschatology, op. cit, 348-49 [in Greek]
11 Didache 9, 4. See also 10, 5. For an eschatological interpretation of the “fraction” and the unity of the church, see J. Taylor, “La fraction du pain
en Luc-Actes” in the volume
J. Verheyden (ed.), The Unity of Luke-Acts, Leuven, 1999, 284
12 Sacramentary of Sarapion of Thmuis 13:1. English translation from Paul F. Bradshaw, Eucharistic Origins, SPCK, London, 2004, 118. Cf. Pantelis
Kalaitzidis, “Church and Nation from an eschatological perspective”, op. cit., 355-356 [in Greek]
13 Gregory of Nazianzus, Against the Arians, and Concerning Himself (Oration 33), PG 36, 229A. English translation from the Nicene and Post-Nicene
Fathers, Series II, Vol. 7, ed. P. Schaff and H. Wace, 332. See Th. N. Papathanasiou, “Introductory Remarks,” Synaxis, 79 (2001) 4 [in Greek]. See also
Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “Church and Nation from an Eschatological Perspective,” 349-50
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virtues). And truly, the Mystery of Divine Eucharist
composes and defines and comprises the method of
Christ and the means for uniting all people: through
this Mystery, man is organically united with Christ
and with all faithful.14
The great Russian theologian of the Diaspora and
historian of western medieval philosophy, Vladimir Lossky,
expresses the same sensitivity in his views on the subject
(it was Lossky who nurtured generations of Orthodox and
made Orthodoxy known in Europe and America with his
book The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church). Lossky
writes:
No differences of the created nature -sex, race, social
class, language, or class- can affect the unity of the
Church; no divisive reality can enter into the bosom
of the Catholica. Therefore it is necessary to regard
the expression “national Church”, -so often used in
our day- as erroneous and even heretical, according
to the terms of the condemnation of phyletism
pronounced by the Council of Constantinople in
1872. There is no Church of the Jews or of the
Greeks, of the Barbarians or of the Scythians, just as
there is no Church of slaves or of free men, of men
or of women. There is only the one and total Christ,
the celestial Head of the new creation which is being
realized here below, the Head to which the members
of the one Body are intimately linked. At this point
any private consciousness which could link us with
any ethnic or political, a social or cultural group must
disappear, in order to make way for consciousness
“as a whole” (kath’ olon), a consciousness greater
than the consciousness which links us to humanity
at large. In fact, our unity in Christ is not only the
primordial unity of the human race, which has only
one origin, but the final realization of this unity of
human nature, which “is recapitulated”, by the last
Adam–o esxatos Adam. This eschatological reality
is not some kind of ideal “beyond” but the very
condition of the existence of the Church, without
which the Church would not be a sacramental
organism: her sacraments would have only a
figurative sense, instead of being a real participation
in the incorruptible life of the Body of Christ.15

However, we should also pay attention, especially in
the area of the Orthodox Diaspora or better of Western
Orthodoxy, to the words of Metropolitan of Diocleia
Kallistos (Ware), a distinguished patristic scholar at Oxford
University and Bishop of the Ecumenical Patriarchate in
Great Britain, who reminds all those of us born Orthodox
of the ecclesiastically and theologically self-evident:
While respecting national identity, we should not
forget that the Church is, in its essence, One and
Catholic. The basic element in the structure of
the Church on earth is not the nation, but the
local synaxis, the gathering around the bishop each
Sunday for the celebration of the holy Eucharist.
And this Eucharistic gathering is supposed to unite
all Christians in a given place, regardless of their
national origin. According to the holy canons, the
bishop is responsible not for an ethnic group, but
for a particular region. The Church as a Eucharistic
community is not organized on a national basis, but
on a local basis. Therefore, the national element
ought to serve the Church, not enslave it.16

The Aberration Which Can’t (or Doesn’t
Want) to End: The Complex Historical
Relationship between Church and Nation17
In moments of exceptional historical urgency and need
(for example the Turkish occupation), the church, by
abandoning its main mission and by concentrating
on saving the Greek nation from destruction, saving
its language, existence and political representation,
progressively became the ark of Hellenism and an essential
component of the modern Greek identity. The Orthodox
people of the Balkans and Eastern Europe, who according
to Dimitri Obolensky’s analysis created the “Byzantine
Commonwealth,”18 maintained, during the whole period of
Turkish occupation, a community of people with common
roots, common values and directions, a phenomenon
described by the Romanian historian Nicolae Iorga as
“Byzantium after Byzantium” in his book of the same
title.19 Thus, the end of Byzantium and the period of
Ottoman domination provided, from the beginning, a
common historical destiny for most Orthodox people
(Russia being the only exception). The common destiny

14 Justin Popovic, “From Time to Eternity, the Internal Mission of Our Church,” in Orthodox Faith and Life in Christ, trans. Asterios Gerostergios,
Institute for Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, Belmont, MA, 1997. See Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “Church and Nation from an eschatological
perspective,” op. cit, 354-55
15 Vladimir Lossky, In the Image and Likeness of God, St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, Crestwood, NY, 1985, 184-85. Cf. Pantelis Kalaitzidis,
“Orthodoxy and Modern Greek Identity. Theological Approach to the Issue of Continuity,” lecture addressed to the Program in Hellenic Studies of
Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey, January 14, 2009; Idem, “Orthodoxy and Modern Greek Identity,” paper presented (read by Dr Trine
Stauning Willert) to the International Conference: Orthodoxy and Innovation in the Greek-Speaking World:
from Byzantium to the Twenty-First Century, organized by the Department of Cross-Cultural and Regional Studies at the University of Copenhagen, June
5-6, 2009
16 Kallistos Ware, “L’unité dans la diversité: La vocation orthodoxe en Europe occidentale,” Service Orthodoxe de Presse (SOP), 77 (avril 1983), 14
17 Different paragraphs of this Part 2 of the present paper follow the analysis given by Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “Orthodoxy and Modern Greek
Identity,” op. cit. Cf idem, “Orthodoxy and Hellenism in Contemporary Greece,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly, 54 (2010), especially 368-379
18 See the book of the same title by Dmitri Obolensky, The Byzantine Commonwealth: Eastern Europe 500-1453, Phoenix, London, 2000
19 Nicolae Iorga, Byzantium after Byzantium, trans. Laura Treptow, Center for Romanian Studies, Oxford, 2000
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of the Orthodox people in the Balkans and Eastern
Europe was marked by: (a) the system of millet (nations)
which was constituted on the religious basis and which
favored coexistence, cultural and religious variety within
the Ottoman world, leading to the creation of an Ottoman
oikoumene; and (b) the national leading role of the church
(Ethnarchia). In other words, by the assumption–mainly
taken by the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople–
of political responsibility and representation for all the
Orthodox people (Romioi–not only of the Greeks) before
the Sultan. In this phase the church, as the only Christian
institution which survived the Ottoman conquest,
undertook the responsibility to fill the political void,
assuming the duty to save the language and the tradition of
the Orthodox people and rescue them from islamization
and from becoming Turkish. It is perhaps the first time that
the church, in such a clear and obvious manner, was forced
to be involved in issues foreign to its nature and purpose,
such as the salvation of the race, the language and the
national identity. It did so because its people, its flock and
its very existence were in danger of becoming extinct.
However, the Church is paying a heavy price for
forgetting its eschatological dimension and perspective
and its supra-national mission, creating distortions in its
ecclesiological structure and its Eucharistic formation,
confusing the national with the religious and by becoming
“the power and the authority of this era,” involved in
procedures of ethno- genesis and national competitions.20
This heavy price is also connected with the alteration of
its ecclesial identity, with its full nationalization, with the
abandonment of its catholicity and universality for the sake
of the identity and particularism of Modern Hellenism,
with the adoption of a secularized eschatology which makes
more references to the resurrection of the nation and less
to the cross and the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Because
of these reasons, the church also pays for its relationship
to the nation by being locked into a defensive posture, with
its adherence to the past, social, cultural and ideological
anachronism and conservatism, the temptation to turn
back the clock, of fundamentalism and anti-Europeanism,
in a word, with its inability to participate in the modern
world. By undertaking this role “provisionally,” the church
in Greece abandoned its primary spiritual, theological
and ecumenical mission, beginning an aberration which is
difficult to end, even today, despite the establishment of the
Modern Greek State (1830, 1832), its territorial completion
(1947) and its adhesion to European Community
Institutions (1981) and to the core of the Financial and
Numismatic Union and the Euro zone (2000).

Now that the state has been established and the
historical situation is completely different, many Greek
theologians maintain that the time has come for them, on
behalf of and for the church and theology, to call into
question the identification of the church with the nation, of
Orthodoxy with the Modern Greek identity.21
The most serious and urgent issue in abeyance is what
has been characterized as the replacement of the history
of salvation by the history of the national revival.22 This
replacement crystallized a latent tendency within the
Greek population to identify the ecclesiastical with the
national. Of course at the beginning, people understood
the national through the ecclesial; however ultimately, due
to historical events such as the Greek Revolution in 1821,
the clergy’s participation in the Revolution, the application
of the principle of nationalities, and so on, they came to
understand the ecclesial through the national. The church
assumed a variety of political and secular responsibilities
after the fall of the Byzantium: its involvement and its
identification with national issues and the patriotic ideal
was such that there was an obvious lack of eschatological
self-conscience, pure and authentic Orthodox theological
criteria. This resulted in the church being identified with
the nation and the ecclesial with the national identity and
national life.23
In the conventional ecclesiastical rhetoric, however, the
events of the history of divine economy form not only
a vision of transcending the consequences of sin and of
unity beyond ethnicity but are also symbolically connected
and emotionally loaded with events from the Greek national
history. Thus a significant shift is observed from the history
of salvation–or the history of the divine economy–to
the history of national revival. Consequently, there is no
feast of the church which is not somehow connected to
some great national event or with patriotic symbolism: the
Annunciation of the Mother of God with the feast of the
1821 Greek revolution (March 25th)24 and the resurrection
of Christ with the resurrection of the Greek nation after
400 years of slavery; the Dormition of the Mother of God
with the celebration of the Armed Forces; the Exaltation
of the Holy Cross with the anniversary of the Asia Minor
Catastrophe in 1922; the feast of the Holy Protection
(Aghia Skepi) with the anniversary of the resistance against
the Italians and the Nazis on October 28, 1940; the feast of
the Archangels Michael and Gabriel with the celebration of
the Air Forces; St. Barbara with the artillery; St. Artemios
with the Police Forces, and so on. We stop here because the
list seems endless …25

20 See Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “Orthodoxy and Modern Greek Identity.”
21 As an example of the new attitude of the younger generation of Greek theologians toward the relationship of church and nation, see the special
issue (79, 2001) of the leading theological journal Synaxis, with the characteristic title “Church and Nation: Ties and Shackles.”
22 See Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “The Temptation of Judas: Church and National Identities,” The Greek Orthodox Theological Review 47 (2002), 357-79
23 For an extensive analysis of this idea, see Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “The Temptation of Judas: Church and National Identities”, op. cit., 357-379;
Idem, “Orthodoxy and Modern Greek Identity,” op. cit. Cf idem, “Orthodoxy and Hellenism in Contemporary Greece,” op.cit., especially 368-79
24 The anniversary of the Greek national revolution of 1821 against the enslavement to the Ottoman Turks.
25 Cf. P. Kalaitzidis, “The Temptation of Judas,” 370
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In the context of this particular religious nationalism,
the worship of Christ and the overcoming of all division
and fragmentation are replaced by adoration of the nation
and the sanctification of various national egoisms. The
eschatological suspense of the final victory over evil and
the unity-brotherhood of all in Christ are outshone by
the devolving in the worship of “our heroic and glorified
ancestors” and the sanctification of a patriotic folklore.
The consciousness of Christians as the new nation and of
the church as the new spiritual homeland was forgotten
and was racked by the deification of nationalisms,
creating a weak distinction between the national and the
Christian identity, the church and the nation, Orthodoxy
and Hellenism, the spiritual life and patriotism, personalspiritual decisions (which are expressed by our personal
commitment to the Church) and inherited succession
(which is expressed by the phrase: we are Orthodox
because we are Greeks.
Today, 190 years since the Greek Revolution of 1821,
the church in Greece seems unable to be liberated from the
syndrome of identification with the nation; it seems unable
to see its work, its teaching and preaching and its mission
in general separated from the course of the nation; it seems
unable to realize that the boundaries of the church are no
longer identified with the boundaries of the nation. And
whenever the Greek state moves toward adapting to the
new international reality and moves in a direction that could
lead to its divorce from the church, the latter protests by
pointing to the past and to its contribution to the “struggles
of the nation” in order to keep alive its codependence
and absolute relationship to it. And as the Greek state–as
a result of the broader realignment of globalization and
multiculturalism–gradually de-nationalizes, the church renationalizes more and more, feeling unsafe and uncertain
without its special relationship to the state and its absolute
relationship with the nation.

The Need for Re-Evangelism, Forgiveness
and Reconciliation, and the Overcoming of
Religious Nationalism
Theology in our times has started to address old questions
(for example, the kind of relationship to the state) in new
ways.26 The very complex issues which have emerged from

the above-described situations raise in a radical way many
theological and ethical questions. In this context Christian
theology has to present its forsaken proposals in order to
heal27 humankind’s wounds.
The positive role of theology is frequently ignored28
in the midst of many political and diplomatic attempts
to overcome conflicts. In spite of this unpleasant reality,
theology has the means and the power to inspire a
dynamic “political”29 movement toward world peace and
reconciliation through some fundamental presuppositions.
(a) The first and crucial presupposition for a
theology of reconciliation must be the person of
Christ and the entire work of the divine economy.
The gospel of Christ, as it has been proclaimed by
the apostles and the church, constitutes the best and
always new example or model which determines the
context of our relations to the other (human beings,
communities, cultures, and so on.)30 Since Christ was
crucified on behalf of humanity, in order to abolish
slavery to evil, how can we then continue to commit
any kind of atrocities to our “neighbor”? Christ gives
us the capacity to offer unconditional forgiveness to
any other, if we accept of course the person of the
“other” as the living icon of God. In this context
the cross of Christ constitutes the ultimate guide
for social life and provides a necessary model for a
kenotic (self-emptying) way of life on various levels.
(b) In this perspective it must be understood that
Christ with his whole life and redemptive work
proleptically offers to the postmodern world
a foretaste of the trinitarian play which will be
accomplished in the kingdom of God. In other
words Christ, on the basis of the divine economy,
has reintroduced the whole world into its trinitarian
and filial site.31 In this context the intra-trinitarian
relations of mutual communion and otherness can
be transferred and realized through the ecclesial
body of Christ within the present historical reality.32
Personhood is now for humanity a possible way
of being, which constitutes the ultimate gift of the
absolute “Other,” God the Father in Christ by the
Holy Spirit. This way of being, where communion
and otherness, freedom and love are narrowly
correlated, if not identified, offers the possibility for

26 D. Tombs, J. Liechty, “Introduction,” Explorations in Reconciliation: : New Directions in
Theology, Aldershot, Ashgate, 2006, xiii
27 On the healing aspect of religions in this dimension, see Raymond G. Helmick, Rodney L. Petersen, “Introduction,” Forgiveness and Reconciliation,
op. cit, xxii-xxiii
28 Ibid., xx
29 We are referring here to a political theology which will be founded on the revolutionary dynamism of Christ’s eschatological gospel instead of the
political or financial power of the state. For more on this perspective, see, for example, the political theology of Jurgen Moltmann, Theology of Hope:
On the Ground and the Implications of a Christian Eschatology, trans.
J. W. Leitch, SCM, Norwich, 2002
30 See, for example, the parable about the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10:27-35)
31 For a phenomenological perspective, see J. L. Marion, Prolegomena to Charity, trans. Stephen Lewis, Fordham University Press, New York, 2002,
142-43
32 For this perspective, see John Zizioulas, Being as Communion, St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, Crestwood, NY, 1985; idem, Communion and Otherness,
T & T Clark, London, 2006
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a new model of social life. In this dimension every
kind of conflict could be surpassed and the “other”
would no longer be “our Hell.” However this new
way of being, personhood, constitutes a reality which
presupposes only freedom, as a freedom to love
every other without conditions or juridical rules.
(c) But how does this new way of being become
reality? How is it possible to abolish all the brutal
violence in this age of ours which is characterized
by so many conflicts? “There is no future without
forgiveness,”33 is a statement from a churchman,
Desmond Tutu, who has experienced many difficult
situations. According to this perspective churches
can play a decisive role concerning the overcoming
of the various conflicts. The eucharistic and
eschatological nature of the church forms a dynamic
context within which the transformation of the
world can take place. The Christian community
as the body of Christ draws its identity from the
kingdom to come, which means that it does not have
the right to be identified with any kind of political or
financial orders. The church lives in this world but it
does not belong to this world. In ethical praxis, this
means that a person is not what he or she is but what
he or she will be “at the last day,” according to the
eschatological ontology that defines our being not
from the past but from the future.34 However, this
eschatological reality does not exclude the possibility
of a narrow cooperation with national and others
foundations in the struggle against evil.35
(d) Besides, eucharist as the communion-event par
excellence constitutes the appropriate framework
in which every kind of difference can be overcome
(national, religious, or racial, social, and so on cf. Gal.
3:28.). In this context of relationships, man acquires
the capacity to forgive the other, to make peace
with the world, because in the face of the other he
recognizes an icon of Christ or rather Christ himself.
(e) The above principles can become a realistic
scenario and a functional situation only when the
theology of the church understands the historical
reality and engrafts its spirit into it, living in history
in order to constantly interpret its dogmatic
definitions and its evangelical truth. Otherwise, in
spite of articulating a pragmatic theology which

would address the existential problems and needs
of modern humanity, the church will remain closely
tied to the letter of the verbal formulations and
to a petrified worldview which converts Christ’s
truth into a part of the problem and certainly not
a redemptive solution to humanity’s impasse in the
diachronic historical present.
It is obvious from the previous analysis that this
“political” or public function of theology is not identified
and should not be confused with “the return of religion”
or the “return of God.” Very often, phenomena such
as the “return of God” make the faithful dream of
the return to theocratic anti-modern models. These
phenomena, however, according to the international
scientific community, are global sociological and cultural
phenomena,36 and they have no relation to faith and
certainly are not exclusive to Orthodox Christianity.
Additionally, as it was pointed out earlier, the movement of
the return of God or religion, to the extent that it conceives
religion as an element of national or cultural identity, as
part of historical memory and tradition, cannot mean also
a return or rediscovery of faith, because this continues
to remain a personal struggle, a way of life, which has
as basic characteristics obedience and reliance on God’s
will, observance of his commands and the analogous
meaningful change of our life, actions and values.37 The
above version of religion on the contrary–or more precisely
the extreme religious movements which are inspired by this
version of religion–aspire to occupy the place of secular
ideologies by being transformed into ideologies themselves
or by competing with the secular ones which are inspired
mainly by modernity.38
It is very important for our subject to point out that
all these movements (such as the “return of religion”)
that invoke God–whether they be Jewish, Muslims or
Christians–lack one element: metanoia (repentance) and
self-criticism, that is, the element of personal responsibility.
In this mentality, someone else–the “other”–is always
responsible for the evil in the world. Evil is always foreign
to us; it concerns structures and institutions, people
belonging to other nations or religions, but it never
concerns ourselves. According to this idea, all that is
necessary is the return to a tradition, a doctrine, a religion,

33 Desmond Tutu, “Foreword,” Forgiveness and Reconciliation. op. cit.
34 John Zizioulas, “The Church and the Eschaton,” in Pantelis Kalaitzidis (ed.), Church and Eschatology, op. cit., 41-43 [in Greek]
35 For this perspective, see Raymond G. Helmick, Rodney L. Petersen, “Introduction,” Forgiveness and Reconciliation. op. cit.
36 See, for example, Gill Kepel, The Revenge of God: The Resurgence of Islam, Christianity and Judaism in the Modern World, trans. Al. Braley, Cambridge:
Polity Press, 1994.
37 For this perspective, see St. Zoumboulakis, “God Returns to Europe; An Essay on the Religious Possibility of a Godless Religion,” in St.
Zoumboulakis, God in the City: Essays on Religion and Politics, Hestia, Athens, 2002, 11-47 [in Greek]
38 See Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “La tradition chrétienne orthodoxe et l’Islam, de la modernité à la mondialisation,” in Atelier culturel “Dialogue des peuples
et des cultures”: Actes de la Conférence de Paris du 13 au 15 septembre 2006, Conférence organisé par le Ministère français des Affaires étrangères, avec le
concours de la Plate-forme des organisations non- gouvernementales Euromed, vol. 2, Paris, 2007, 52 Cf. also, idem, “Orthodox Christianity and
Islam: From Modernity to Globalization, From Fundamentalism to Multiculturalism and the Ethics of Peace,” paper presented at the consultation:
“An Orthodox Contribution to a Theology of Just Peace: Developing the Principles of a Just Peace,” organized by the World Council of Churches
(Geneva), and the Institute for Theology and Peace (Hamburg), in collaboration with the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch (Damascus) and
the Institute for Peace Studies in Eastern Christianity (Boston), Saint Christophoros Conference Center, Saydnaya, Syria, October 17-22, 2010 (see
Chapter 15 in this volume).
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a political change with police prohibitions which target
mainly women and other minorities, so that religion or
nation can reclaim their places, so that the world can
gain its lost purity and conform to God’s will. In such a
perspective there is no place for repentance, there is no
place for the neighbor or for the reception of the other, the
foreigner, who represents the “Other” par excellence and
the Foreigner par excellence, God.39
However, all this simply confirms the need for reevangelism since, as is obvious, even the so-called Christian
or Orthodox societies are so in name only. Re-evangelism
is not possible without metanoia (radical change of
mind, change of modality, a radical, root inversion of
principles and priorities)40 and the recognition of personal
responsibility and sinfulness for the existence of evil in
the world. According to the prophetic tradition of the Old
Testament, repentance has a strictly personal character. It
does not concern nations and people in general but mainly
concrete persons. Each believer is personally invited to
respond to the call for repentance; each believer can repent
only for himself, and for that reason he is going to be
judged according to his personal choices and decisions.41
These elements are stressed and revealed unequivocally
in the New Testament, where the prophetic preaching
about repentance is found in John the Baptist’s preaching
and in the characteristic phrase: “Repent, for the kingdom
of heaven has come near.”42 John’s call for repentance
is more than a passing phase: Jesus not only repeats it at
the beginning of his mission,43 but he considers it as a
condition for participation in the kingdom of God, in the
new world of peace, freedom, love and justice, introduced
by his preaching.44 Jesus came into the world in order to call
sinners to repentance.45 This preaching about repentance,

however, comes up against human self-sufficiency and
egocentricity, against the expressions par excellence of
the Fall, which are manifested in various forms: from
materialism46 and the arrogant sureness of the Pharisees
regarding their moral purity and superiority,47 to moral and
national self-sufficiency, or the fixation on an understanding
about a chosen people of God and the exclusion of
marginal social groups such as the gentiles and the
Samaritans from the preaching of the kingdom of God.48
But as John the Baptist preached, addressing the Pharisees:
“Do not presume to say to yourselves ‘We have Abraham as
our ancestor’; for I tell you, God is able from these stones
to rise up children to Abraham.”49
Like repentance, evangelism presupposes a lack and an
imperfection, a feeling of loss, and primarily the voluntary
abandonment of ego, the crucifixion of any selfish will
and any kind of self-sufficiency, for the sake of the good
news of the kingdom.50 That is why there is no repentance
wherever spiritual sufficiency and self-justification prevail,
just as there is no evangelism wherever the stereotypes of
race and nation, the hymns of the achievements and virtues
of ancestors,51 flourish, wherever the various forms of
collective egoism, that is, nationalism, find refuge–to recall
Tsevan Todorov.52 Repentance is a dynamic movement
of change and reversal, an event of spiritual order, an
existential opening, creating space for the Other and
Foreigner, God, to exist, and additionally for his icon, every
“other” and foreigner, every neighbor, every fellow being.
Repentance provides the key to understanding that sin is
common to our nature, thereby leading us to undertake
alien guilt (that is, the sin of the others); repentance teaches
us, “[you] have humbled yourself before God, saying that
you have sinned,” to recall the astonishing words of Abba

39 The opposition to this kind of offensive religiosity, in which the exclusion, the sin and the failure of the other precedes the spirit of selfcriticism, repentance and forgiveness was diachronically expressed by the ecclesial and theological self-consciousness as the characteristic Orthodox
hymn from the matins of Great Saturday (which is read on the evening of Great Friday) “When Joseph saw that the sun had hidden its rays and the
veil of the temple had been rent in two at the death of the Savior, he approached Pilate and entreated him, saying, ‘Give me this stranger, who since
infancy has been a stranger in the world. Give me this stranger, whom members of his own race hated and slew as a stranger. Give me this stranger,
whom I welcome as a stranger as I see the strangeness of his death. Give me this stranger, who knew how to welcome as strangers the poor and those
who were strangers. Give me this stranger, whom Hebrews out of envy have made a stranger to the world. Give me this stranger, that I may hide in
a tomb one who as a stranger has no place to lay his head. Give me this stranger, whose mother when she saw him slain cried out, ‘O my Son and my
God, though I am wounded to the core and torn to the heart as I see you dead, yet confident in your resurrection, I magnify you.” (English translation
by Archimandrite Ephrem Lesh.
40 In the Old Testament, the verb šûb already translates the idea of changing route, of “reversion,” and of “conversion,” of retracing one’s steps.
Cf. Dictionary of Biblical Theology, transl. from French under the direction of P. Joseph Cahill and E. M. Stewart, Geoffrey Chapman, London-Dublin,
1973, col. 486.
41 Ez 3:16-21; 18; 33:10-20. Cf. Dictionary of Biblical Theology, op. cit., col. 488.
42 Matt. 3:2.
43 Matt. 4:17. Cf. Dictionary of Biblical Theology, op. cit., col. 489.
44  Μk. 1:15.
45 Lk. 5:32.
46 Mk. 10:21-25
47 Lk. 18:9
48 See Matt. 8:5-13, 15:21-28; Lk. 10:25-37; Jn. 4:4-42
49 Matt. 3:9
50  See Μark 8:34-35; Μatt. 16:24-25; 10:38-39
51 See the astonishing remarks and the theological critique of Saint Gregory of Nyssa on the hymns for the achievements and virtues of ancestors,
De Vita Beati Gregorii, PG 46, 896 C
52 Tz. Todorov, L’homme dépaysé, Seuil, Paris, 1996 (Greek translation, Polis, Athens, 1999, 15-16)
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Paphnutius from The Sayings of the Desert Fathers.53 Without
this movement and this opening there is no evangelism
or re-evangelism. The content of evangelism itself is the
preaching of metanoia (repentance), the preaching of return
to God, who addresses the good news (evangelion) of the
kingdom of God to all people and all nations.54
Nationalism begins from the opposite logic. It
aims at the maintenance of the vested interests and
the perpetuation of an existing situation in natural and
biological terms. It hymns and sanctifies the exploits
of race and nation; it constructs the legends of famous
ancestors and heroes; it claims infallibility for its people
and nation throughout history. It is contrary to its nature
to admit any mistake, sin or failure, or to entertain any
hint of self-criticism, repentance and openness to the
“οther.” Nationalism claims the exclusiveness of a land,
the uniqueness of a glorious historical past, attributing
metaphysical dimensions and perspectives to the realities
of the land and nation. This peculiar mystical paganism
excludes the “others” and finally excludes or exiles the
“Other” par excellence, God.55
It is worthwhile in this context to note that although
the preaching of the gospel is addressed to all nations,56
the acceptance of this preaching and incorporation into
the ecclesial body does not happen on the basis of the
collectivities of the people and the nation but on the
basis of a completely personal action, independent of any
biological, cultural or national definitions. This is what is
so radically new about the ecclesial way of life: it conveys
God’s personal call for an encounter and a relationship
with Him, through Jesus Christ, as well as the response to
this call, which is also personal. The New Testament, then,
seems to transcend the Old Testament model, in which the
call and agreement-covenant of God with His people Israel
were inconceivable without the concept of nation, chosen
people and the relationship with the land of the ancestors.
In fact, the call that Christ addresses to us is personal
and is not addressed to collectivities such as the nation,
the race, the people, and so on.57 It presupposes metanoia, a
root change of existence, and seeks to provoke a personal

movement, a new attitude and orientation, face to face
with issues, principles and authorities of this world and
era. The whole preaching and teaching of Jesus Christ
includes a calling, a decisive and revolutionary invitation
to follow Him in a new way, which has its own price and
which demands an exclusively courageous personal decision
and position: “If any want to become my followers, let
them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow
me. For those who want to save their life will lose it, and
those who lose their life for my sake will find it.”58 Such a
decision is not made in the context of a collective reality,
such as that of a nation or a people, because then it would
not be free; it would reek of totalitarianism, it would have
lost, in other words, its meaning. As it is known, “for many
are called, but few are chosen,”59 and that happens–as many
biblical examples show–because the calling to follow Jesus,
the invitation to participate in His Kingdom, is absolutely
a personal one; it moves and touches some but elicits only
indifference from others.60 The collectivity of the nation
and the priority of the chosen people never took shape in
the New Testament, not because some supposedly private
religiosity or individual version of faith and salvation arose,
but because the only collectivity that is recognized is the
church, the new Israel, the new people of God, which
is, however, a spiritual race. The new people is formed,
therefore, not on the basis of race, nation, language or
culture, but on the basis of their admission into the body
of Christ, with a view toward ecumenicity and catholicity.
How do we, contemporary Orthodox of the twentyfirst century, stand before Jesus Christ’s calling? Why do
we continue to be Christians? Is it due to tradition or to a
personal decision? Why do we call ourselves Orthodox?
Is it because it is part of our identity and culture, because
it is written in our genes, as some maintain, or because we
choose to be (and not necessarily just at the moment of
our baptism)? What do the important events of the divine
economy–which our church highlights with its central
feasts–mean to us? Are they simply part of custom and
traditional folklore? Is our participation in the Orthodox
faith, in other words, a custom, part of a national folklore
or a conscious and absolute personal choice with the
proportional value? The questions raised are many and

53 The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, trans. Benedicta Ward, Cistercian, Kalamazoo, 1975; Cf. Christos Yannaras, The Freedom of Morality, trans.
Elizabeth Briere, St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, Crestwood, NY, 1984, 69
54 Lk. 24:47
55 As the Greek theologian Iakovos Mainas wrote, “‘Land,’ ‘people,’ and ‘race’ are primitive physical realities, and not manifestations of grace. They
convey all the darkness and absurdity of the physical world, they belong to the world of shadows; wounded by sin, sunk in confusion and corruption,
they wait for the time when they ‘will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God’ (Rom. 8:21). It is
a tragic distortion of the truth that the church’s children wait for their liberation from these mortal elements while also looking to them as the source
of their lives” (see Iakovos Mainas “The Orthodox Ecclesiastical Mindset,” in Orthodox Witness, Hestia, Athens, 1971, 77 [in Greek]). And as Prof.
George Mantzaridis points out on the issue of this new idolatry “Indeed, when national factors take over or the spiritual elements begin to disappear,
there is then a regression to ‘nationalism’ in the ancient sense of the word, i.e. to idolatry, because the faithful’s fundamental characteristic is no longer
unity in Christ, but rather national particularity or, worse, nationalistic rivalry” (see George Mantzaridis, Orthodox Theology and Social Life, Pournaras,
Thessaloniki, 1996, 183 [in Greek]): See also Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “Church and Nation from an Eschatological Perspective,” op. cit., 372-73
56 See Matt. 24:14, 28:19-20; Mk. 13:10; Lk. 24:47
57 For biblical examples and evidence on this point, see Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “Church and Nation from an Eschatological Perspective,” op. cit., 36970 [in Greek]; Idem, Orthodox Christianity and Modernity. Prolegomena, Indiktos, Athens, 2007, 65-66 [in Greek]
58  Matt. 16:24-25. See Μark 8:34-35; Μatt. 10:38-39
59  See Μatt. 22:14
60  See Μatt. 22:1-14
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enormous. We will return to them, in any case, in the
future. We should stress, before we finish our presentation,
that the aberration which began in 1453 with the fall of
Byzantium urgently needs to be ended, and the Orthodox
Church should return to its main and crucial mission, which
is the evangelization and transfiguration of the world, the
preaching of the coming kingdom of God for the salvation
and restoration of the whole creation. The Church is
a route to the Eschaton and not a return to the glorious
and painful story of Byzantium, Turkish Occupation or
Modern Hellenism. If the church wants to speak to the
modern world and people in order to preach the Gospel
of the Kingdom–and not to the irretrievably lost world
of yesteryear–it is an urgent priority for it to go beyond
an ethnocentric discourse, to abandon any dream of
return to Byzantine theocracy and to the peculiar ideal of
Romyosini or to any other anti-modern romantic version of
“Christian society.” Theocracy and neo-nationalism, which
are nothing more than secularized forms of eschatology,61
are Orthodoxy’s continual historical temptation, and they
cannot, for any reason, continue to be the church’s idea
of politics. To the modern person’s thirst for life, the
Orthodox Church can and ought to respond with its own
idea, with its “words of eternal life”62 and not with the
continuous invocation of the past and its contribution to
the struggles of the nation. For that reason, the adoption
of an ecumenical ecclesiastical discourse, free from the
continuous references to the nation and to the schemes of
the Constantinian era, is not just a demand for genuineness,
authenticity and faithfulness to the Orthodox tradition. It
is also an absolutely indispensable and urgent prerequisite,
and inviolate condition for the church, in order to
participate in the century in which we live and not to find
an easy and safe shelter in the past. Without this element,
no true or lasting revelation of God in creation and history
can exist, nor can the church pray, dialogue or struggle
“for the life of the world,” nor can any discourse about
reconciliation, repentance and re-evangelism be formulated.

61  See Νicolai Berdyaev, The Realm of Spirit and the Realm of Caesar, Greek trans. Β. Τ. Gioultsis, Thessaloniki: Pournaras, 1971, 77: “Theocracy was
one among many temptations through which Christian humanity passed. Besides there is not only theocracy, in the medieval understanding of the
word, which represents a temptation, but also the so-called Christian states, which compromised Christendom and were existed only symbolically and
not really.”
62 See Jn. 6:68
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This article describes a theory–based intervention in
Rwanda to promote healing and reconciliation, and an
experimental evaluation of its effects. The concept of
reconciliation and conditions required for reconciliation
after genocide or other intense intergroup violence are
discussed, with a focus on healing. A training of facilitators
who worked for local organizations that worked with
groups of people in the community is described. The
training consisted of psycho–educational lectures with
extensive large group and small group discussion, as well as
engagement by participants with their painful experiences
during the genocide, with empathic support. The effects
of the training were evaluated not on the participants,
but on members of newly set up community groups they
subsequently worked with. Two types of control groups
were created: treatment controls, groups led by facilitators
we did not train, using their traditional procedures, and
a no treatment control group. We controlled for other
variations in the type of groups the facilitators worked with
(e.g. community building versus healing) by including them
in all treatment conditions. Traumatic experiences, trauma
symptoms, and orientation by participants to members
of the other group were evaluated. The intervention was
associated with reduced trauma symptoms and a more
positive orientation toward members of the other group,
both over time (from before the treatment to two months
afterwards) and in comparison to control groups. Our
observations suggest the importance and special meaning
for people of understanding the origins of violence.
During the second half of the 20th century,
despite the hope after the Holocaust that such horrors
would not be repeated, there has been a great deal
of violence within states between groups differing in
ethnicity, religion, political ideology and agenda, power
and privilege (Chirot & Seligman, 2001; Gurr, 2001;
Leatherman,DeMars,Gaffney,&Vayrynen, 1999; Staub,
1989).

The level of violence in many of these cases was
intense—in the former Yugoslavia, Sri Lanka, Rwanda and
other countries in Africa, the Middle East, and elsewhere.
The new century has already been preoccupied with
terrorism and violent responses to it. With continuous
changes in technology, values, and political systems;
increased differences between rich and poor; globalization;
overpopulation; aspirations by groups for self–
determination; and an increase in fundamentalism; conflicts
and violence between groups are likely to be a significant
problem in the new century.
Preventing such violence is essential. There is likely
to be a set of universal principles of prevention (Staub,
1999; 2003; Staub & Bar–Tal, 2003). However, they have
to be applied and adapted to particular circumstances,
so that practices will vary depending on the specifics
of culture, current social conditions, and the history of
group relations. Preventing conflict between groups from
becoming intractable, halting the evolution of intense
violence, dealing with the aftermath of great violence
between groups, and preventing new violence have both
overlapping and differing requirements.
In this article, we will describe an approach designed to
help with healing, reconciliation, and the prevention of new
violence after one group has inflicted great violence on the
other, or two groups have mutually harmed one another.
After such violence, how can groups that continue to live
together build a better, non–violent future?
While the approach we describe here was developed
for Rwanda, it is based on general principles and relevant
theory, and should be adaptable to other post conflict
situations.
		

1.3 Healing, Reconciliation, Forgiving And The Prevention Of Violence After Genocide Or Mass Killing

81

Genocide in Rwanda
We developed the approach presented here to help prevent
renewed violence in Rwanda in the aftermath of the
genocide of 1994. At that time, Hutus killed about 700,000
people, mostly Tutsis, as well as about 50,000 politically
moderate Hutus. In addition to the killings, rape and other
forms of physical and psychological violence and torture
were committed. The perpetrators in this government–
organized violence included members of the military, young
men organized into paramilitary groups, and ordinary
people including neighbors and even family members in
mixed families (des Forges, 1999; Mamdani, 2001; Prunier,
1995).
As is often the case, the genocide was the end–point of
an evolution (Staub, 1989), with a past history of hostility
between groups. Along history of dominance by the
minority Tutsis (about 14% of the population) over the
majority Hutus (about 85%) greatly intensified under the
colonial rule of the Belgians, who used the Tutsis to govern
the country for them. In 1959, there was a Hutu rebellion,
in which about 50,000 Tutsis were killed. This was followed,
after independence from Belgian rule in 1962, under Hutu
rule, by Hutu violence and discrimination against Tutsis,
including mass killings in the early 1960s and 1970s. In
1990, a group that called itself the Rwandese Patriotic
Army (RPA) entered the country from Uganda, signaling
the beginning of a civil war. This was a group composed
mainly of children of Tutsi refugees from earlier violence,
who came by force into Rwanda at least in part because the
government had not allowed Tutsi refugees to return.
Among the Hutus, an ideology of “Hutu power”
developed and was propagated by elements of the
government and media, intensifying fear and devaluation
of Tutsis. A “Hutu Ten Commandments” advocated action
against Tutsis. The genocide was planned, prepared, and
then executed. The killing of Tutsis was stopped by the
RPA defeating the government army (des Forges, 1999;
Prunier, 1995; Staub, 1999). Subsequently, the new Tutsi
government has been promoting the idea of unity and
reconciliation among Rwandese.

The impact of intense violence
The impact of intense violence on survivors is enormous.
Their basic psychological needs are profoundly frustrated—
their identity, their way of understanding the world, and
their spirituality disrupted. These disruptions, along with
those of interpersonal relationships, and the ability to
regulate internal emotional states, co–exist with and give
rise to intense trauma symptoms (Allen, 2001; Herman,
1992; McCann & Pearlman, 1990a; Pearlman & Saakvitne,
1995). People feel vulnerable, the world looks dangerous
to them, and other people, especially those outside their
group, seem untrustworthy (McCann & Pearlman, 1990a;
Staub, 1998).

Since identity is rooted at least in part in group
membership, the traumatized people in Rwanda would
include not only survivors (those Tutsis who lived in
Rwanda during the genocide), but also those Tutsis who
returned to Rwanda to devastated families, communities,
and indeed their entire group (Pearlman, 2000; Staub,
1998; Staub&Pearlman, 2001). This is especially the case
since many of these Tutsi returnees were not accepted and
integrated in the countries of their former refuge, which
strengthened their identities as Tutsis from Rwanda.
The sense of vulnerability and the perception of
the world and other people as dangerous increase the
likelihood that, without corrective experiences, former
victims will become perpetrators. They are likely to be
especially sensitive to new threat. When conflict with
another group arises, it may be more difficult for them to
take the perspective of the other and consider the other’s
needs. In response to new threat or conflict, they may strike
out, believing that they need to defend themselves, even
when violent self–defense is not necessary, in the process
becoming perpetrators (Staub, 1998; Staub&Pearlman,
2001). This self–protective violence seems especially likely
when former victims live with and are surrounded by the
group at whose hands they suffered such extreme violence
and when there is not yet the sense that justice has been
done.

Healing, reconciliation, and forgiving
Healing from the psychological wounds created by past
victimization should make it less likely that victims engage
in unnecessary “defensive” violence. In addition to reducing
pain and suffering, healing also makes reconciliation
possible. A history of violence and conflict between groups
may be stopped through a peace agreement. However,
it has been increasingly recognized that the reemergence
of conflict and violence remains probable after such
agreements (de la Rey, 2001; Staub & Bar–Tal, 2003). The
peace agreement does not by itself change feelings of
enmity—fear, mistrust, and hostility–that have developed.
Lasting peace requires changes in the attitudes of people
in each group toward the other (as well as changes in
institutions and culture). This change in attitude is even
more necessary after intense violence, and when the
violence was stopped not by a peace agreement but by
military defeat of the perpetrators.

Definitions of Reconciliation and Forgiveness
We define reconciliation as mutual acceptance by members
of formerly hostile groups of each other. Such acceptance
includes positive attitudes, but also positive actions that
express them, as circumstances allow and require (Staub &
Pearlman, 2001). Structures and institutions that promote
and serve reconciliation are important, but reconciliation
must include a changed psychological orientation toward
the other. If reconciliation between groups occurs
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following intense violence, it is likely to be gradual and
progressive.
Forgiving involves letting go of anger and the desire
for revenge. It can help in diminishing the pain that results
from victimization and in moving away from an identity as
a victim. Since the definition of forgiving usually includes
the development of a more positive attitude toward the
other (McCullough,Fincham,& Tsang,2003), reconciliation
and forgiveness are clearly connected. Understanding
how the other has become a perpetrator may facilitate
acceptance, but may not by itself lead to forgiving
(O’Connell & Higgins, 1994).
Forgiving is at times presented as a change in a harmed
party. Reconciliation is inherently mutual, a change in both
parties. However, if forgiving occurs in an optimal way,
that is, in response to acknowledgment by perpetrators of
what they have done and apology for their actions, which
have been found to facilitate forgiving (Bies & Tripp, 1998;
Worthington, in press), it is likely to facilitate reconciliation
and may even be regarded as an aspect of it. Especially
after a genocide or mass killing, and when former victims
and perpetrators continue to live next to each other, for
forgiveness to be constructive, benefiting survivors and
the future relationship between groups, it must have such
mutuality (Staub, in press). Under such circumstances,
forgiveness without acknowledgment of responsibility
and expressions of regret (something perpetrators
unfortunately rarely do) can be harmful. It maintains and
perhaps even enhances an imbalance in the relationship and
may contribute to impunity (Staub, in press). Constructive
forgiveness, in contrast, may help all parties heal—
survivors, perpetrators and members of the perpetrator
group who have not themselves engaged in violence.
There is also a question of whom one forgives. It seems
most important for reconciliation, and most likely easier
(although experience indicates still difficult), to forgive
members of the perpetrator group who neither perpetrated
nor planned violence. That usually includes the substantial
majority of the group, who may have approved of the
violence or remained passive bystanders, but have not
participated. Full reconciliation probably involves some
degree or form of forgiving, letting go of the past, of
anger and the desire for revenge. Without that, accepting
the other and seeing the possibility of a peaceful future
in which the two groups live in harmony do not seem
possible.
Healing and reconciliation need to go together,
especially when the groups that have engaged in violence
against each other continue to live together. It has been a
common belief that healing for trauma survivors requires
a feeling of security (e.g., Herman, 1992; McCann &
Pearlman, 1990a). Healing can begin when there is at
least limited security, that is, when physical conditions are
relatively safe.

In Rwanda, while far from complete, physical security
seemed to exist after 1999, provided by the relatively stable
conditions under the rule of the Tutsi government. There
has been reasonable security for Tutsis once the attacks
from the Congo into Rwanda, which continued to kill
Tutsis, ended. And in an absence of revenge killings and
persecution, there has been reasonable security for Hutus
who were not perpetrators of the genocide. However,
for healing to progress for two groups living together
after a genocide, psychological security must increase.
Reconciliation can provide this. The beginning of healing
would enhance the possibility of reconciliation, while the
beginning of reconciliation would further the possibility of
healing. (In 2003 and 2004, after this study was completed,
there have been events that may have reduced feelings of
security. A few Tutsis have been killed, and it has been
assumed that the reason for this was to eliminate them as
potential witnesses in front of the gacaca, a people’s tribunal
that tries accused perpetrators of the genocide (Honeyman
et.al., 2004). In addition, the government began to accuse
potential opposition to itself of divisionism, and take
various actions against divisionists).
For reconciliation to take place, perpetrators and
members of the perpetrator group who may not have
engaged in violence also need to heal. Often perpetrators
have endured victimization or other traumatic experiences
as part of the cycle of violence. Their unhealed wounds
contribute to their actions. Sometimes past trauma has been
fixed and maintained in collective memory(Bar–Tal, 2002;
Staub&Bar–Tal, 2003); it has become a chosen trauma
that continuously shapes group psychology and behavior
(Volkan, 1997, 1998). This seems to have been the case with
Hutus in Rwanda, who have referred to their experience
under Tutsi rule before 1959 (even though it was ultimately
under Belgian rule) as slavery.
In addition, people who engage in intense violence
against others are deeply affected by their own actions.
Those studying and writing about perpetrators indicate
that the act of killing results in psychological and spiritual
woundedness (Brende, 1983; Laufer, Brett, & Gallops,
1985; Parson, 1984; Rhodes, Allen, Nowinski, & Cillessen,
2002). In order to kill another person, one must close off
some of one’s humanity. Empathy and compassion must
be shut down, at least in relation to the victims, especially
when a person engages in repeated acts of intense violence.
But closing off empathy to some people tends to spread to
closing off empathy to others as well (Staub, 1989).
Those who have engaged in extreme and premeditated
violence may need to maintain psychological distance from
their own behavior to avoid being overwhelmed by guilt
and horror. To protect themselves from the emotional
consequences of their actions, perpetrators often continue
to blame victims and hold on to the ideology that in part
motivated, and to them justified, their violence (Staub
&Pearlman, 2001). As passive bystanders or supporters
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of such violent acts, other members of the perpetrator
group would be similarly affected, although presumably
much less intensely. Thus, for reconciliation to be possible,
perpetrators and members of the perpetrator group also
need to heal.

An approach to healing and reconciliation
We will describe an intervention we developed to help
promote healing and reconciliation, and an experimental
evaluation of its effects. Our aim was to contribute to
healing and reconciliation in Rwanda. Collective trauma
seems logically to require healing at the community level.
Since the whole society was affected by the genocide, it
was essential to reach large numbers of people. Highly
trained staff in Rwanda were scarce. For these reasons, we
developed material that could be delivered by community
workers and leaders to groups of people. Our plan was
not to develop a program that would replace existing
approaches to healing and reconciliation; but to offer an
approach which Rwandese staff, working from various
perspectives, in varied settings, could integrate into their
ongoing work. Working this way seemed most respectful
of the natural and locally developed approaches that were
already in use.
We worked with facilitators from local organizations
that worked with groups of people in the community.
We provided a group of these facilitators with training in
this approach. We subsequently created a controlled study
to evaluate the effects of this approach on the people in
community groups with whom our facilitators worked.

Elements of training
Based on our theoretical and prior applied experience, and
needs and preferences expressed by Rwandese staff with
whom we consulted, we designed a 9–day training program
with psychoeducational and experiential components. The
first three areas described below were addressed through
brief interactive lectures, large group discussion, and small
group discussion of the ideas from the lecture as they
applied to individuals’ personal experiences during and after
the genocide.
1. Understanding Genocide. People often consider genocide
an incomprehensible evil. People need to understand the
world and what has happened to them. When others have
acted in a profoundly evil manner toward oneself and one’s
group, people tend to blame themselves, and self–worth
is diminished (Resick&Schnicke, 1996). People also often
see their own great suffering as painfully unique. Learning
about similar ways that others have suffered and examining
and coming to see commonalities in the roots of such
violence can help people see their common humanity with
others and mitigate the negative attitude toward themselves.
Coming to see and understand the influences that led to the
perpetrators’ actions, however horrible those actions, and to

the bystanders’ passivity, can also lead survivors of violence
to be more open to reconciliation with the perpetrator
group. We hypothesized that examination of the influences
that lead to genocide, based on a conception that attempts
to integrate psychological and cultural influences and the
role of social conditions (Staub 1989; 1996; 1999), would
contribute both to healing and reconciliation.
2. Understanding the Effects of Trauma and Victimization and
Paths to Healing. Understanding trauma, including the classic
symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder, traumatic grief,
and the profound effects of traumatic experiences on the
self, can contribute to healing (Allen, 2001; Rosenbloom &
Williams, 1999; Saakvitne, Gamble, Pearlman, & Lev, 2000).
Coming to see that one has changed and that these changes
are a normal consequence of extraordinary, painful events
can ease people’s distress, and promote healing. The trauma
framework we provided is constructivist self development
theory (McCann & Pearlman, 1990a; Pearlman & Saakvitne,
1995; Saakvitne et al., 2000). This framework suggests that
the wide range of psychological, behavioral, somatic, and
spiritual responses to violence are normal consequences
of victimization and presents symptoms as adaptations.
Providing people with a framework for recovery offers
hope, a fundamental aspect of healing. The framework we
used, explicated in detail elsewhere, presents core concepts
of respect, information, connection, and hope as the
essential elements for healing (Saakvitne et al., 2000).
Currently there is debate between advocates of a trauma
framework and of a community approach to recovery.
Our view is that a trauma framework that includes, but
is not primarily focused on, PTSD can be extremely
useful and can be applied in a community empowerment
model. In our seminar, we provided a context for people’s
traumatic experiences that included the difficulties they
face psychologically, spiritually, interpersonally, socially,
and so forth. We attempted to normalize the experience
of traumatic stress, to depathologize the many problems
people face in recovery, and to empower survivors to
become active agents in their own process.
We suggest that individuals can support each other in a
neighbor–to–neighbor healing process, which must include
engagement with experience in the context of interpersonal
support. Such engagement has two aspects: cognitive and
affective. The former includes allowing oneself to know
(remember, acknowledge) the things that happened to
oneself or the things one did. The latter means allowing
oneself to feel the emotions associated with the terrible
things that happened, including the tremendous losses
that are an inevitable part of traumatic experiences. Such
an approach may result in a temporary increase in trauma
symptoms, but ultimately it is approaching, rather than
avoiding, memories of traumatic experiences that appears
to offer relief to survivors (Foa, Keane, & Friedman, 2000).
3. Understanding Basic Psychological Needs. Our perspective
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on basic human needs is relevant to understanding the
origins of genocide, the impact of victimization on people,
and healing. These needs include security, trust, esteem,
positive identity, feelings of effectiveness and control,
positive connections to other people, a comprehension
of reality and of one’s own place in the world, and
transcendence (or spiritual needs) (Pearlman & Saakvitne,
1995, Rosenbloom & Williams, 1999; Saakvitne et al.,
2000; Staub, 1989; 1996; 2003). The frustration of basic
psychological needs by social conditions is seen as one
of the sources of groups turning against other groups
(Staub, 1989). These basic needs can be deeply frustrated
by victimization and other traumatic experiences. An
important aspect of healing is the fulfillment of basic
human needs.
4. Sharing Painful Experiences in an Empathic Context. This
area of the training seminar was experiential. It focused
on healing through writing, drawing, or thinking about
one’s painful experiences during the genocide, followed
by sharing these experiences in small groups, with group
members responding empathically to each other’s stories.
This process includes elements of exposure and disclosure,
which have received extensive research attention (Esterling,
L’Abate, Murray, & Pennebaker, 1999). Staub and Pearlman
(for example, 1996) previously developed this part of the
process. The participants were also trained in empathic
responding.
5. Vicarious Traumatization. In addition to the content and
process areas described above, we spent one session talking
with the participants about vicarious traumatization (VT).
Vicarious traumatization is the negative effect on the helper
that can arise from working with trauma survivors (McCann
& Pearlman, 1990b; Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995; Saakvitne
& Pearlman, 1996). There is a considerable research
literature suggesting that trauma workers may experience
negative effects, parallel to, although less intense than, those
of survivors themselves (Arvay, 2001). Given that many
of these individuals themselves are traumatized, issues of
VT are especially salient (Cunningham, 2003; Pearlman
& MacIan, 1996). The goals were to give participants a
framework for understanding their own experience as
helpers and to encourage mutual support and self–care.

Experimental evaluation
While there have been many interventions in situations
of conflict or following violence between groups, the
evaluation of the effects of these interventions is usually
limited and often anecdotal (Ross & Rothman, 1999). To
learn whether our intervention had beneficial effects, to
determine whether its more extensive use in Rwanda and
elsewhere would be of value, we conducted a controlled
evaluation study. We expected that over time, as measured
by a delayed post–test, exposure to our intervention would
reduce trauma symptoms and contribute to both Hutus
and Tutsis developing a more positive orientation to the

other group. However, we also expected that immediately
after the intervention experience, participants might report
increased trauma symptoms as a result of engaging with
painful experiences. In our study, the evaluation focused
not on the people we trained, but on the responses of the
participants in community groups with whom our trained
facilitators worked. There were both Tutsi and Hutu
participants in this study.

Overview of the project and research design
The staff of the Rwandan organizations with whom we
worked regularly facilitated groups in the field. These staff
attended a 9–day seminar with us, which we called the
Healing through Connection and Understanding Project or
HCUP. Some of these staff then facilitated groups in the
community, integrating aspects of our approach into their
usual approaches. Working on this integration was part of
the training itself.
To evaluate the effects of the intervention, we
compared the results of community group participants
in three conditions. These conditions included (1) the
integrated condition (the experimental group), in which
facilitators who had attended our training integrated our
techniques with their own and then used this approach
with community groups; (2) the traditional condition (the
treatment control group), in which facilitators who had
not participated in our seminar—who had not received
any training from us—used their customary approach
with community groups; and (3) the no–treatment control
condition. Participants in all of these groups completed
questionnaires at three times, just before, immediately after,
and two months after the treatments, assessing trauma
symptoms and orientation to people in the other group.
Participants in the control conditions received no treatment,
but filled out the questionnaires about the same times as
people in the treatment groups.
The organizations that collaborated with us varied in
the goals of their work with community groups. Some
aimed to promote healing, while others focused on
community building. They also varied in their focus, using
either a religious or a secular approach. To control for
differences among community groups that may arise from
these variations, we incorporated agency goals (healing vs.
community building) and focus (religious vs. secular) into
our design, yielding a three (treatment type—integrated,
traditional, or control), by two (focus—religious or secular)
by two (goal—community–building or healing) mixed
design.
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Methods
The Intervention: Training Facilitators in Healing
Through Connection and Understanding

The 9–day seminar included 32 Rwandese people self–
identified as Hutu, Tutsi, or Twa, who were actively working
as group facilitators in the community. The lectures
were given in English and translated consecutively into
Kinyarwanda by professional interpreters. Extensive large
group discussions followed each lecture. After the large
group discussions, we invited participants to engage with
their own relevant experience during and after the genocide
by writing, drawing, or thinking about them and then
discussing them in small groups.
Content. The content of the three substantive areas (the
origins of genocide, psychological trauma and healing, and
basic human needs) was based on our previous work in
these areas, as cited above. We developed brief psycho–
educational lectures (available on our web site, www.heal–
reconcile–Rwanda.org), intended to convey our conceptions
in a clear and concrete manner that would allow people to
connect their emotional experience to the ideas they heard.
The lectures were interactive, lasting 45 to 75 minutes,
including consecutive translation time. In addition to the
lectures, the large and small group discussions, and the
process of reflecting upon and sharing painful experiences,
we worked with participants to determine the best ways
to integrate these elements into their usual or traditional
method of working with groups. We invited facilitators to
select those elements they thought would be most useful
and compatible with their usual approach. Four of these
32 facilitators became the leaders of our experimental
(or integrated) groups for the purposes of evaluation.
We recruited them on practical bases, considering their
availability, willingness, and apparent ability to participate
in the research. Our Rwandese associates selected the
facilitators who did not participate in our training to conduct the
traditional groups, from organizations that did comparable
work to that done by facilitators of the integrated groups
whom we had trained.

Participants in the evaluation study

We evaluated the effects of our treatments not on the
people who participated in our seminar, but on members
of community groups. These groups were newly created for
the purpose of the study, but were the kind of groups, with
the kind of membership, with which our facilitators usually
worked.
Our research participants were 194 rural Rwandese
community members recruited by local agencies; 90% of
them reported living in Rwanda at the time of the genocide.
The majority (75%) was female. This gender composition
could be partly the result of a disproportionate number
of widows in the Tutsi population after the genocide
(our primary participants). (The proportion of females
in the adult population, both Hutu and Tutsi, was 55%

in 1999, World Bank, 2003—no data are available on the
proportion of Tutsi women relative to Tutsi men). In
addition, religious and civic groups tend to draw more
female than male participants in many cultures. About 61%
of participants reported their ethnicity as Tutsi and about
16% as Hutu or Twa; the remaining 23% either did not
provide or changed their self–identification in the course
of the three administrations of the measure. The reason
for the imbalance in ethnic membership, as we understand
it, was that, due to Tutsis’ seemingly greater need of, and
interest in, healing and support, agencies such as those that
participated in our study tended to be involved more with
Tutsi survivors of the genocide. (See discussion of issues
of self–reported ethnicity in the section on demographic
questionnaire, under Measures.) Participants were paid a
per diem amount (approximately $2 per day) to cover costs
of transportation, lodging and food for the days of their
participation in the intervention. This practice and the
sum paid are customary and expected in such activities in
Rwanda.
Personnel of the community–based agencies recruited
participants. The criteria for inclusion included having
trauma–related difficulties and expressing interest
in participation. These difficulties were not assessed
systematically, but rather were evaluated by the staff of the
agencies we worked with through informal conversation
with prospective participants. Under the field conditions of
the study, random assignment to conditions was practically
impossible. The groups in the study participated in different
locations, partly due to where agencies were located,
partly to limit contact among facilitators who worked with
integrated and traditional participants. However, measures
were administered both before, immediately after and two
months after treatments, so that changes from before to
after could be compared across treatments, and preexisting
differences among groups, if present, could be statistically
controlled. In addition, in the 3 × 2 × 2 design, both the
experimental (integrated) and the control (traditional)
treatments were replicated four times (secular versus
religious, community versus healing).

Methods of the study
The experimental and treatment control groups met with
a facilitator for about two hours per group meeting, twice
a week, over three weeks. On average, the groups had 16
members. The 3 × 2 × 2 design resulted in four integrated,
four traditional, and four control groups. One group in
each treatment condition had a healing goal and religious
focus, one in each condition had a healing goal and secular
focus, one in each had a community–building goal and
religious focus, and one in each had a community–building
goal and secular focus.
Treatment: Integrated, Traditional, or Control. Facilitators
in “integrated” (or experimental) groups integrated
the techniques and content of our training with their
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standard, pre–existing activities. Facilitators integrated
these new elements and techniques according to their
own preferences, so there was some variety in both the
techniques they chose to use and the way in which they
chose to use them. Information on basic human needs was
included in all four of the integrated groups, information
on the origins of genocide and on trauma and grief in
three, and information on psychological healing in two.
Three of the integrated groups used the sharing and
empathic listening approach.
Facilitators in the “traditional” or treatment control
groups led participants in the standard, pre–existing
intervention of their organizations. Standard activities
varied widely. They were similar to those in the integrated
group, except that in the latter group, elements of the
training we provided were also included. The no–treatment
control groups met three times, only to complete the
questionnaires; they received no treatment. Participants
were assigned to the treatment and control groups by
the organizations whose staff led the groups and/or
administered the questionnaires.
Goal: Healing or Community–Building. Half of the groups
had the goal of healing from trauma, the other half the
goal of community–building. Healing groups engaged in
such activities as sharing feelings and thoughts, or learning
about trauma. Community–building groups engaged in and
discussed such activities as income generation, agricultural
work (crop cultivation, animal husbandry), or discussed
housing and economic problems.
Focus: Religious or Secular. Religious groups approached
their goals from an explicitly religious, Christian perspective,
integrating prayer and Bible study into activities. Secular
groups did not pursue their goal with a religious focus.
In a country as religious as Rwanda, however, prayer is
integrated into activities much more frequently than in
the United States, so that even the non–religious groups
may have done some praying together. This would differ
from the religious–focused groups, in which there were
discussions, for example, of what the Bible says about
killing, discrimination, tolerance, and so forth.

Questionnaire administration
Participants completed a series of orally administered,
Likert–type questionnaires immediately before, after, and
two months following the end of the intervention. They
were assigned ID numbers by the group facilitator and
instructed to write this number on their questionnaires at
each administration.
Cultural informants have told us that in answering
questions, Rwandese value inoffensiveness over honesty
and would be inclined to give what they perceive to be
socially desirable responses. This tendency might be even
more likely to emerge when the questioner is in a position
of power or high status, since Rwandese also place a high

value on respect for authority. Our assessment included a
number of personal, painful, and challenging questions,
for example, about experiences during the genocide,
or attitudes toward the other group, e.g. “I often think
about revenge.” Several questions challenged Rwandan
custom about what may be mentioned properly in public.
For example, we asked questions about sexual violence,
ethnicity (see under demographics), and trauma symptoms.
However, while traditionally, painful feelings were not
expressed in public, our experience was different. One of
our authors, a Rwandese psychiatrist (AH), found in his
work that this behaviour has changed since the genocide.
Finally, many participants had little experience with pen and
paper, and less with questionnaires.
To encourage honest responding, we repeatedly
stressed the confidentiality of participants’ answers and
the importance of their honesty and candor. All questions
included a “prefer not to answer” option which participants
were urged to circle rather than answering “inaccurately”
should they find a question too personal or painful to
answer. To increase a sense of confidentiality, participants
placed their completed questionnaires in business–sized
envelopes, which they immediately sealed. Participants were
assured that only the group facilitators could match their
names to their ID numbers, a system that was suggested
by our original seminar participants to encourage honest
responding.
As many of the participants could not read, the group
leader read aloud each item in sequence in administering
the questionnaires. Since even participants who could not
read were generally able to read numbers, they responded
by marking a number on the scale. Sometimes a friend or
family member of the participant helped the participant
give the responses on the scale, a method Rwandese people
use to vote in elections.
Clearly, the challenges in this field research required
many adjustments, and created conditions that were likely
to increase noise in the data. We assumed that these effects
would be random across conditions, and therefore would
not bias the findings.

Measures
Group facilitators administered to the participants a
series of questionnaires about trauma symptoms, trauma
experiences, orientation to members of the other group
(including readiness to forgive), and demographics. All
measures were translated into Kinyarwanda and were
administered in the order in which we describe them here.
The most potentially disturbing questionnaires, about other
orientation and ethnicity, were administered last, in case
they aroused strong emotional reactions, which might color
responses to our other measures.
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Harvard Trauma Questionnaire (HTQ). We adapted
several scales from the Bosnia–Herzegovina version of
the HTQ(Harvard Program in Refugee Trauma, 1999),
a questionnaire designed to assess the symptoms and
experiences of survivors of war and refugee trauma.
The HTQ has been successfully used in the past with
Cambodian refugees, Bosnian war survivors, and trauma
survivors in Africa and Latin America (Basoglu, Jaranson,
Mollica,&Kastrup, 2001). One of us (AH) had previously
translated the HTQ into Kinyarwanda and used it in
research in Rwanda (Hagengimana, Hinton, Bird, Pollack, &
Pitman, 2003).
Trauma Symptoms (TS). We assessed trauma symptoms
using an adaptation of the HTQ trauma symptoms
questionnaire, a checklist of symptoms commonly
experienced following traumatic events. The trauma
symptoms questionnaire includes two subscales. The PTSD
subscale assesses symptoms associated with posttraumatic
stress disorder, as defined in the DSM–III–R (American
Psychiatric Association, 1994). The self–perceived
functioning subscale assesses other symptoms often
experienced following ethno–political violence. Sample
trauma symptoms from the HTQ include: “Recurrent
thoughts or memories of the most hurtful or terrifying
events,” “Trouble sleeping,” “Feeling guilty for having
survived.” To adapt the HTQ to the needs of our sample,
we shortened the questionnaire by deleting several items.
We then added items assessing traumatic grief and the
psychological effects of experiences particular to survivors
of the Rwandan genocide. Examples of traumatic grief
items include: “Intrusive thoughts about the deceased,”
“Yearning for the deceased,” and “Loneliness as a result
of death(s).” These items were drawn from an expert
consensus group that developed criteria for a proposed
diagnostic category of traumatic bereavement for the
next version of the DSM (Jacobs, Mazure, & Prigerson,
2000). Examples of questions about symptoms specific to
the Rwandan genocide include: “Always feeling ashamed
about the killings that took place in Rwanda” and “Feeling
constant fear of being taken to prison or killed.” In order
to increase scale reliability, we used as our measure of
trauma a combined score for the average of all our trauma
questions, those on PTSD, self–perceived functioning,
traumatic grief and Rwanda–specific trauma responses.
Reliabilities were .93 at times 1 and 2 and .92 at time 3.
As these symptoms often co–occur in trauma survivors,
combining them in this way also makes theoretical sense.
However, we also did separate analyses of the subscales,
with highly similar results. Still, we will briefly note some
variations in the results. Higher scores on this scale indicate
more trauma symptoms.
Trauma Experiences (TE). The Trauma Experiences
Subscale of the HTQ (Harvard Trauma Refugee Program,
1999) consists of a checklist of common, traumatic
wartime experiences, e.g., experiencing lack of shelter, lack

of food or water, or the destruction of personal property.
We adapted the Bosnia–Herzegovina version of HTQ
trauma experiences subscale by deleting items particular to
the mass violence in Bosnia–Herzegovina and substituting
items particular to the Rwandan genocide. Examples of
deleted items include: “Used as a human shield,” “Exposure
to frequent and unrelenting sniper fire,” and “Forced to
sing songs you did not want to sing.” Examples of items
added include: “Being buried alive” and “Forced to walk a
long distance.” These items were developed by one of us
(AH) from a previous study using this measure in Rwanda.
Our version of the questionnaire had 38 items (as did the
Bosnia–Herzegovina version).We modified the directions
to ask ”Please indicate whether you have ever in your life
experienced the following [events] or not.” The Cambodian
version asked only about events during the four years of
the Pol Pot regime. The Bosnia–Herzegovina version states,
“Please indicate whether you have experienced any of the
following events,” instructions that more closely resemble
ours.

Readiness to reconcile or orientation to the other
measure
With our second measure we attempted to assess
forgiveness and reconciliation. Researchers and theorists
have specified a number of requirements for forgiveness.
We drew on these conceptualizations, and on measures
that have been used (Enright, Santos, & Al–Mabuk, 1989;
Hargrave & Sells, 1997; Mauger, Freeman, McBride, Perry,
Grove, & McKinney, 1992). However, this prior work
has dealt with forgiveness between individuals, when the
offenses were often quite minimal. The requirements for
forgiveness between members of groups after intense
violence or a genocide may be similar, but at the same
time are likely to be more stringent, and have barely been
explored as yet (see Hewstone et al., 2004; Staub, in press).
We also intended to assess what we considered the
essence of psychological reconciliation, the orientation
to and degree of acceptance of the other. Finally, we
also included items for relevant aspects of the Rwandan
context. We were especially concerned with religion, which
is very important in Rwanda, wanting to assess the role in
forgiveness and reconciliation of people’s relationship to
God. Because of the conceptual nature of this measure,
it was important to assess which elements, and questions,
provide a coherent measure. To get an empirically
meaningful measure we performed factor analyses.
Under the conditions of the study in Rwanda, it was not
practicable to separately administer this measure to a large
enough group of people. We developed a larger measure
and the items we used to evaluate treatment effects were
selected from this measure based on factor analyses of
responses of the participants in the evaluation study.
We developed and administered 45 items that reflected
theoretical notions of forgiveness, reconciliation, and the
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perception of and orientation to members of the other
group. We then conducted principal components analyses,
and considered both unrotated and varimax rotated factors
at Times 1, 2, and 3. We decided to base our measure (select
the items) on the first unrotated factor of the analysis of
the responses of Tutsi participants at Time 2, which gave
the best results. Twenty–four items loaded above .40 on the
first factor yielded by the analysis; this factor accounted for
18% of the total variance.
There were not enough Hutus in our study to do a
factor analysis on their data separately. The results of the
factor analysis for the whole sample were highly similar to
the results of the Tutsi–only sample, but the latter seemed,
substantively, a better, clearer factor, and more items loaded
above our cutoff point and in that sense it was more
inclusive. All but two items loaded in the same direction
in the two samples, and the two that did not both had
loadings under .15. Only one item, 46, had a loading above
the cutoff point in the whole sample but not in the Tutsi
subsample. The five items that loaded above the cutoff in
the Tutsis subsample but not in the total sample, and were
included in the analysis, all had loadings over .30 in the total
sample.
We also considered the factors arising from the analysis
of scores on this measure at Time 1. Factors at Time 1 and
Time 2 were substantially different, with the Time 1 factor
conceptually less coherent. For example, with the Tutsi–
only sample, at Time 1 both items expressing forgiveness
(and conditional forgiveness—see below) for the other
group, and items blaming oneself and one’s own group
and asking for forgiveness for oneself and one’s group had
high loadings. It is psychologically possible that victims
blame themselves, especially before their participation in
the treatment, in which case the Time 1 factor might make
psychological sense. We therefore did analyses like those
reported below, using only the self–blaming items from
the measure (Items 5, 9, 17 and 18 from Table 1). These
analyses showed no significant treatment effect or treatment
by time interaction.
Due to its greater conceptual clarity, we decided to
choose as our measure the items loading high on the
first factor arising out of Tutsi participants’ responses at
Time 2. The factor appeared meaningful and theoretically
coherent. The items related to how respondents saw the
other group and their actions during the genocide; how
they saw the roots of violence (i.e., the extent to which they
saw it as complex and involving both parties); “conditional
forgiveness” or the willingness to forgive under certain
conditions (if perpetrators acknowledge their actions and/
or apologize); and turning to God for help, including help
in forgiving the other group. Since the factor analysis,
which assesses the interrelation among items, produced
different factors at Time 1 and Time 2, it is likely that these
interrelations were affected by the treatment experiences.
However, the factor loadings, and the choice of items for

our scale, are independent of the mean values of these
items, and certainly of changes in them from Time 1 to
Time 2 or 3. The changes in these mean values from Time
1 to Time 2 to Time 3 are therefore valid assessments of
the changes that resulted from the treatments.
Of 24 items loading above our cutoff point, .40, three
were excluded to increase reliability (items 19, 21 and 24),
which left 21 items. The final scale was adequately reliable
(alpha=.729 at Time 1, .881 at Time 2 and .585 at Time 3
with the three items included and .811 at Time 1, .866 at
Time 2, and . 682 at Time 3 with the three items excluded.
The reliabilities were similar the first two times and were
.75 at Time 3 when the analysis was based on the whole
group). The 21 items (see Table 1, with items included in
the measure in bold) have varied content but may be seen
together as assessing a readiness to reconcile, or as a measure of
participants’ orientation to the other group. The majority of the
items express feelings, attitudes or beliefs about the other
group, or the willingness to forgive under certain conditions
and/or with the help of God. For the sake of simplicity
and consistency, we will primarily use other orientation to refer
to the measure (OOM).
Demographics. We asked a series of questions about
participants’ age, gender, ethnicity, place of residence
during the genocide, and so on. One of these questions,
about ethnicity, was controversial. The genocide and war in
Rwanda was fundamentally about ethnicity (but see Prunier,
1995 for a deconstruction of the ethnicity question).
Tutsis may still fear being designated Tutsi. Given Hutu
perpetration of the genocide and Tutsi rule since then,
Hutus may also fear being identified by their ethnicity. In
addition, the government, in its attempt to create national
unity, has created a policy of not using and strongly
discouraging people from using the words Tutsi and Hutu,
so that their use even in common conversation was rare
at the time this study was conducted. (This situation has
eased since then, but only slightly.) Ethnicity information
was important, but we were concerned that participants
would refuse to give this information or would not report
accurately, given the cultural predilection for socially
desirable reporting.
In fact, close to 23% of the participants either did not
report their ethnicity at any of the three questionnaire
administrations or changed their reported ethnicity over
the course of the administrations. For the purposes of data
analysis, all of these participants’ ethnicity information
was treated as missing. Participants who answered the
ethnicity question at only one or two administrations were
assigned the ethnicity they reported at that/those time/s.
Participants did not become more forthcoming in their
responses to the ethnicity question over the course of
the questionnaire administrations. Around 72% reported
ethnicity at Time 1, 80% at Time 2, and 65%at Time 3
(However, they may have assumed that we would already
know their ethnicity).
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Finally, some 5% of the participants reported that they
were of Twa ethnicity. As Twa make up only 1% of the
population of Rwanda and as our Rwandese questionnaire
administrators assured us that there were no Twa in any of
the treatment groups, we believed that those reporting that
they were Twa were in fact not Twa. As described above,
both Hutus and Tutsis might have had reason to hide their
identities. However, comparing the numbers of trauma
incidents experienced during the genocide, the Hutu and
Twa groups were essentially indistinguishable. Both were
clearly distinct from the Tutsi, who reported roughly five
more experiences at each administration than the other
two groups. The preceding discussion suggests that some
Hutus might have represented themselves as Twas. On this
basis, Hutus and Twas were combined into one group for
purposes of analysis.

Results
Descriptive Statistics: Trauma Symptoms and
Trauma Experiences

The median score on the Harvard Trauma Questionnaire
for the number of traumatic experiences was 20. As might
be expected Tutsis reported significantly more traumatic
experiences over their lifetimes (at Time 1, an average of
21) than theHutu/Twagroup (average 16) t (120) =4.852, p
< .01). This pattern remained the same for the other two
times as well, with about the same number of experiences
(+/– 2) and the same significance levels.
The median score of 20 for Rwandese participants
is higher than in other samples. The median number of
events retrospectively reported by Cambodian survivors
of the Khmer Rouge genocide was 14. This difference in
events reported may have been a function of differences in
instructions (see above), not only in experience. However,
the instructions in our study and in the Bosnian study
were similar, and participants in this latter study reported a
mean of 6.5 traumatic events, about one-third the number
reported in our sample.
In contrast to trauma experiences, the Tutsi and Hutu/
Twa groups reported the same level of trauma symptoms
at all three times (see below). There were no significant
differences between these groups at Time 1, 2, or 3.

The Effects of Treatments on Trauma and
Orientation Toward the Other Group

We analyzed data from both Tutsi participants only
and from the whole group. Formal analyses to evaluate
treatment effects could not be performed for Hutu
participants only, given the small number of respondents.
In preparing this project, we were especially concerned
with trauma and other orientation among Tutsis, the targets
of the genocide. However, as we have noted, members of
the perpetrator group are also likely to have experienced
trauma. They also need to heal if reconciliation, which is
a mutual process, is to evolve. In addition, while the items
about forgiving in the orientation to the other measure
seem more applicable to Tutsis, given that members of a
perpetrator group often feel that they have been harmed,
Hutus may have felt as well that the forgiving items applied
to them. In sum, healing from trauma and fostering a
positive orientation to the other are important for both
groups.
For each measure, we will first report the analyses of the
questionnaire information from Tutsis. The findings for the
whole sample were usually similar. We will report the results
for the whole group when it adds to or differs from the
Tutsi–only analysis.
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Trauma Symptoms or Trauma Impact
We performed analyses of variance (general linear model)
to examine the effects of treatments (integrated, traditional,
and control), goal (community or healing), and focus
(religious or secular) on the dependent measures at Times
1,2 and 3. The first analysis looked at the effects on trauma
symptoms. With the Tutsi–only group, with regard to our
primary interest, changes in the treatment groups over
time, there were significant main effects for time (F (2,
130) = 11.75, p < . 01) and treatment (F (2, 65) = 3.987, p
< . 023) and a significant time by treatment interaction (F
(4,130) = 8.99, p < .001). Considering all groups together,
trauma increased progressively from Time 1 to Time 2 to
Time 3. Overall the traditional group was lower in trauma
symptoms than the integrated (mean difference = .285;
p < .01). However, the significant interaction clarifies the
meaning of these results.
The integrated group reported significantly more trauma
symptoms at Time 1 than each of the other two groups
(p < .001; see Table 2 showing means and significant
differences). However, the integrated group improved
over time (participants’ trauma symptoms diminished—
the difference between Time 1 and Time 3 is marginally
significant, p = .069). In the other two groups, there was
significant deterioration (increased trauma symptoms) over
time (see Table 2). At Time 3, the control group had more
trauma symptoms than the other two groups, which did not
differ from each other. In comparing pairs of treatment
groups, the smallest number of participants in any group
was 24. Since the three treatment groups differed at Time 1,
we will get a better picture of treatment effects in analyses
of covariance, with the initial differences among groups
controlled for statistically.

The same analysis as above for the whole group also
showed a significant time by treatment interaction (F (4,
214) = 7.762 p < .001). While in the previous analysis the
decrease in trauma in the integrated group from Time 1 to
Time 3 was marginally significant, with the whole group
it reached significance (mean difference = .178, p = .037).
Hutus alone in the integrated group showed the same level
(marginally significant) decline in trauma from Time 1 to
Time 3 as Tutsis (mean difference = .161, p = .073).

Focus and Goal

We included variation in focus and goal primarily for
control purposes. The facilitators led traditional and
integrated groups, either as community or healing groups,
with either a religious or secular focus (a 2 ×2designed
embedded in the treatments). Those in the integrated group
combined the material they gained in our workshop with
their usual approach, in a healing or community, religious or
secular context. Since it is the long–term changes that are
especially important, and changes at Time 2 do not predict
these long–term changes, we will report the results at Time
3 involving these two variables in the covariance analyses.

Orientation to the Other

The measure of trauma symptoms had several
components: posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), self–
perceived functioning, traumatic grief, and Rwanda–specific
trauma responses. The analyses reported here are based
on total trauma scores. Separate analyses of the subscales
showed highly similar results. The results for traumatic
grief were somewhat stronger than for the whole scale.
PTSDscores increased at Time 2 in the integrated group, in
line with our expectation that engagement with traumatic
experience might temporarily increase trauma symptoms,
then diminished by Time 3.

The same type of analysis of variance described above was
performed with other orientation as the dependent variable
(see figure 1). With the Tutsi–only group, there was a
significant time by treatment interaction (F (4, 132) = 2.637,
p = .038).
Here again, the integrated group had a lower other
orientation score (more negative orientation) at Time 1
than the treatment and control groups, but the difference
was not significant. The traditional and control groups
showed no significant changes from Time 1 to Time 3.
However, participants in the integrated group showed a
significant increase in their positive orientation to the other
group from Time 1 to Time 3 (mean difference = .417, p
< .001). At Time 3, the integrated group had significantly
more positive other orientation than the control group
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Integrated Traditional Control (mean difference = .269, p <
.05) and a marginally significantly more positive orientation
than the traditional group (mean difference = .233, p =
.08). To better identify the effects of the treatments, we
will report a covariance analysis of treatment effects on
other orientation, with the differences at Time 1 statistically
controlled.

Covariance: Evaluating Treatment Effects, Focus,
and Goal While Controlling for Initial Differences
Since there were differences between treatment groups
at Time 1, before the treatments began—significant in
trauma symptoms although not in other orientation—we
performed analyses of covariance to determine the effects
of treatments two months after the intervention ended,
while statistically controlling for initial differences.
Trauma. We statistically controlled for differences in
trauma scores at Time 1, before the intervention, as well
differences in traumatic experiences that participants
reported at Time 1. The analysis of covariance with trauma
symptoms at Time 3 as the dependent variable showed
significant differences as a function of treatment (F (2, 64
=9.045, p < .001, focus (F (1, 64 = 31.146, p < .001), and
goal (F (1, 64) = 8.672, p = .005). There were significant
interactions of focus by goal (F (1, 64) = 21.761, p < .001)
and focus by treatment (F (2, 64) = 3.122, p = .051).

Orientation to the Other
To evaluate the effects of treatments on other orientation,
we statistically controlled for differences in other
orientation at Time 1, before the intervention, as well as
differences in traumatic experiences reported at Time 1, in
case those also moderated treatment effects. We report here
analysis for Tutsis: the main findings were highly similar for
the whole group.

Considering treatments, participants in the integrated
group reported significantly fewer trauma symptoms at
Time 3 than those in the other two groups (mean difference
between integrated and traditional = .291, p = .012; mean
difference between integrated and control = .453, p < .001).
The other two groups did not differ from each other (see
Figure 2).
Overall, at Time 3, the religious groups reported
significantly fewer trauma symptoms than the secular
groups (mean difference = .463, p < .001) and the
community groups reported significantly fewer symptoms
than the healing groups (mean difference = .288, p = .005).
Considering the interaction of treatment and focus,
while overall the religious groups reported fewer symptoms
than the secular groups, the integrated religious groups
reported fewer symptoms than the traditional religious
groups (mean difference = .517, p = .001) and the control
religious groups (mean difference = .665, p = .000).1
Considering the interaction of focus by goal, the
healing secular groups (the combination of integrated and
traditional) were significantly higher in symptoms than the
other groups (on average, .755 higher, p < .001).

The Global General Linear Model analysis of covariance
with orientation to the other at Time 3 as the dependent
variable yielded significant main effects for treatment (F (2,
65) = 5.184, p = .008) and for focus (F (1, 65) = 15.087, p <
.001) (see Figure 3).
There was a significant treatment by goal interaction
(F (2, 65) = 13.055, p < .001), a significant focus by goal
interaction (F (1, 65) = 8.872, p= .004), and a significant
treatment by focus interaction (F (2, 65) = 3.671, p = .031).
Two months after the end of the treatments,
participants in the integrated condition had significantly
more positive orientation to the other group than did the
participants in either the traditional (mean difference =
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.366, p = .008) or control (mean difference = .345, p =
.006) conditions. High scores indicated an orientation to the
other that was positive but complex. It included statements
such as: feeling like a victim, blaming the other group for
violence and passivity, but also recognizing that it would
have been dangerous to help; that some Hutus helped
in spite of the danger; that not all Hutus are bad people,
and that members of the other group are human beings.
The respondents saw the background to the violence as
complex, with each group harming the other; saw the
effects of the violence as bad for both groups; and believed
that a better future is possible for the two groups living
together. There was an expression of willingness to forgive
under certain conditions such as the other acknowledging
his/her actions and asking for forgiveness, and a request for
God’s help in forgiving (see Table 1).
Other analyses showed that participants in the secular
conditions had significantly more positive orientation to
the other group (or readiness to reconcile) than did those
in the religious conditions (mean difference = .394, p =
.000). Considering the interaction of treatment and goal,
integrated condition participants in community groups
scored higher on other orientation than did control
participants (mean difference = .359, p Time = .050), who
in turn scored higher than traditional participants (mean
difference = .581, p = .002). In the healing groups, the
integrated and traditional groups had higher scores than
the control group. This difference was significant for
the traditional group (mean difference = .539, p = .003)
but only marginally so for the integrated group (mean
difference = .330, p = .057).
With regard to the interaction of treatment by focus,
participants did not differ in other orientation by treatment
condition in the secular groups. Among the religious
groups, however, participants in the integrated conditions
scored higher than those in the traditional (mean difference
=.696, p =.001) or control (mean difference =.556, p =.002)
conditions. (The smallest cell size in our analyses, 11, was
in the traditional religious group in this analysis. Most cell
sizes in evaluating interactions were in the mid–teens or
higher.)
Considering the interaction of goal and focus, the
community secular groups scored higher than the
community religious groups (mean difference = .697, p <
.001).

Intercorrelations Among Measures
Intercorrelations among measures at Times 1, 2 and 3
were computed, both for the whole group and because
correlations at Times 2 and 3 might be affected by
treatment, also separately by treatment groups. The
correlation for the whole group between trauma symptoms
and other orientation was negative at Time 1 (r = –.22,
p < .01), consistent with the theoretical considerations

described in the introduction. However, correlations by
treatments provided a complex pattern, with sample sizes
too small for meaningful interpretation.
We also computed correlations for the whole group
between change scores from Time 1 to Time 3. These
analyses did not yield significant results. It is possible that
changes in dimensions such as healing and orientation to
the other might take time to become integrated.

Discussion
The results indicate that the intervention had beneficial
effects both in reducing trauma symptoms and creating
a more positive orientation in members of each group
toward the other. Participants in the integrated group
showed a decline in trauma symptoms, or trauma impact,
from before the treatment to two months afterwards, while
those in the other two groups reported increased trauma
symptoms. Tutsi and Hutu participants in the integrated
group showed a more positive orientation—or a greater
readiness to reconcile, depending on how one summarizes
the meaning of the measure—toward the other group two
months after treatments, while participants in the other two
treatment groups did not change. When initial differences
among groups were statistically controlled, those in the
integrated group showed both significantly lower trauma
symptoms and greater positive orientation to the other two
months after the treatment than participants in the other
two groups.
The intervention had both of the expected effects,
reducing trauma symptoms and enhancing acceptance of,
or a positive orientation toward, the other group. We expect
the former, as an indicator of healing, to make violence by
groups toward each other less likely, as well as to enable
people to lead better lives. We believe that change on the
second measure indicates some degree of reconciliation,
or at least increased readiness to forgive (if the members
of the other group acknowledge their actions and ask
for forgiveness) and to reconcile. The items that indicate
that forgiveness is conditional, on acknowledgement by
perpetrators of their actions and on apology or regret
by them, suggest that for participants forgiveness after
the genocide requires mutuality. In other words, their
inclination is toward a constructive form of forgiveness, or
toward reconciliation.
We do not have clear answers to two important
questions. First, why were there differences among groups
in trauma and other orientation before the treatments?
Because of the field conditions of the study, random
assignment was not possible (see methods). It could be that
the organizations involved assigned more deeply impaired
individuals to the integrated condition. However, we do
not have reason to believe that the people who constituted
these groups were already well known to the participating
organizations. The differences between groups could have
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been random. Since the two dependent variables, trauma
symptoms and other orientation, were correlated at Time
1, it makes sense that given an initial difference among the
groups in one of these variables, there would also have
been a difference in the other. In the absence of random
assignment, the study was designed so that we would
be able to address initial group differences (through a
combination of control groups and repeated measures and
covariance analyses).
The results of both the analyses of variance and
covariance show that participants in the integrated
treatment changed in the predicted manner. Moreover,
it seems highly unlikely, given what we know about the
persistence of complex trauma (Allen, 2001) and of
devaluation by hostile groups of each other (Staub, 1989;
Staub & Bar–Tal, 2003) that positive changes would occur
spontaneously, over a relatively short time period, in people
with severe trauma symptoms five years post–genocide.
While trauma symptoms have been a substantial part
of our measure and therefore we are using that term
throughout, we have assessed a complex of variables
including symptoms as indicated by both PTSD items
and self–perceived functioning items, traumatic grief,
and thoughts and feelings about the impact of events in
Rwanda. Thus, the measure assessed what may be called
trauma impact in the wake of the genocide.
The second question is why was there an increase in
trauma symptoms in the traditional and control groups
from before the intervention to two months after it.
Research findings on the effects of participating in trauma
research are mixed. (For a review of this literature and
the results of an empirical study, see Griffin, Resick,
Waldrop, & Mechanic, 2003.) Lacking experiences adequate
to address the feelings raised by the content of the
questionnaires, the genocide–affected sample in our study
may have experienced the reawakening of trauma–related
thoughts and feelings. This interpretation would raise
concerns about the common practice of administering
questionnaires to people who have suffered from recent
or past severe victimization or who are still in the midst of
violence. This practice generally is intended to document
the effects of violence, but often does not provide
appropriate help with containment, processing, or healing
after reactivating trauma.
The interpretation that participants’ trauma was
reactivated by the questionnaires also suggests that the
traditional groups were not helpful in furthering healing,
or even eliminating the retraumatizing effects of the
questionnaire. However, it must be noted that the time
participants spent in treatment sessions was very short—
two sessions per week over the course of three weeks.
The reason for this was practical: this was what we and
our collaborators were able to arrange. Given this brevity,
it may not be surprising that the traditional treatment had

no positive effects. However, in light of this, the positive
results of the integrated treatment seem highly promising.
A different or additional explanation might consider
retraumatizing events that took place in society. There
was no great new violence or other threatening events
during the research period, as best we could determine
from a review of western press reports about Rwanda.
But conversation with Rwandese informants suggested
that around the time of our project, trauma surfaced and
grief became more apparent in the society as a whole.
There may have been two reasons for the correspondence
of this change with our project. First, the incursions by
former perpetrators of the genocide from the Congo
into Rwanda, with continued killings, were brought under
control just before we began. And the National Unity
and Reconciliation Commission was established, which
started its activities by meeting various groups of people
around the country, asking them what they needed for
reconciliation. The activities of this commission were
presented extensively in the media. With less immediate
danger, psychological space for experiencing grief and loss
may have opened. With greater public discussion, memories
may have been reactivated. These are, of course, speculative
interpretations. However, this reasoning about the increase
in trauma symptoms in the traditional and control groups
would imply that the integrated group may have provided
participants with experiences that helped them deal with
this societal engagement with trauma. In a similar vein,
research conducted in Israel found that an intervention
was effective in counteracting the negative effects that the
Intifada created in Israelis and Palestinians toward the other
group (Salomon, 2003).
The seminar presented information and provided
experiences that Rwandese helpers could use to augment
their existing programs, rather than taking our whole,
necessarily Western–based, program. Our belief was that
this was the most respectful, as well as most sustainable/
realistic approach (since this is what the facilitators would
eventually do anyway). We also helped them integrate our
approach with their customary approach. As we noted in
Methods, facilitators used most elements of our approach,
but with some variation among them. In the framework
of this study it was not possible to establish whether any
component of the approach was more important than
any other. A dismantling study, which would be extremely
valuable, would be required to make that assessment.
Experiential engagement, exposure, and disclosure, now
have solid empirical support in the trauma literature as a
useful approach (Esterling, L’Abate, Murray, & Pennebaker,
1999; Resick, Nishith, Weaver, Astin, & Feuer, 2002;
Rothbaum, Meadows, Resick & Foy, 2000). We believe that
psychological education and experiential engagement with
past traumatic events mutually support each other and are
a powerful combination. In the course of our seminar, it
seemed that the participants began to integrate their own
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experiences of the genocide with the information they
received about the origins of genocide in general, and in
specific instances at other places (Staub, 1989; 2003). This
seemed to bring about an experiential understanding that had
emotional meaning, rather than simply the acquisition
of information. The process also gave participants hope,
several of them expressing the belief that if one can
understand how such things (genocides) happen, one can
also prevent them. They said this not as an abstract belief,
but specifically in relation to their situation in Rwanda.
Since there is relatively little tradition for the formal
use of information about the origins of violence in
helping people heal, and perhaps even less in helping
people reconcile, we want to note our observations about
the seeming impact of this information. In the training
of facilitators, lectures on this material were followed
by extensive discussion. In the course of the discussion,
participants seemed greatly moved by the realization
that what happened to them was understandable,
comprehensible, and even to some extent predictable
(Staub, 1989; 2003). They came to see the genocide as the
outcome, although a horrible one, of human processes,
rather than of incomprehensible evil. The discussion
suggested that this made them feel more human, that
they felt rehumanized by it. The information about the
influences leading perpetrators to their actions may also
have opened them to reconciliation.
While not directly expressed in the group discussions,
understanding these influences may also have begun to
help members of the perpetrator group feel rehumanized.
These people, who presumably did not commit violence,
were nonetheless likely to feel shame and guilt, even if
unacknowledged to themselves or others. Coming to
understand the influences that shaped their group’s actions
may have eased the burden of these horrible actions and
enabled them to feel empathy with the victims, which the
other processes in the training were also likely to generate.
This could open them to reconciliation.

Focus, goal, and their interactions
In exploring the interactions between treatment and either
focus or goal, we found that integrated groups did better
than control groups and most of the time did better than
comparable traditional groups. This is consistent with the
overall positive effect of the integrated group, but shows
that this effect held when the groups had different focus
and goal. Thus, the integrated religious groups reported
fewer trauma symptoms and more positive orientation
toward the other group than traditional or control religious
groups. The integrated community groups had more
positive other orientation than control or traditional
community groups. However, in the healing groups, both
traditional and integrated groups (the latter marginally) had
more positive other orientation than the control group.

The religious groups reported fewer trauma symptoms
than secular groups, but participants in secular groups had
a more positive orientation toward members of the other
group. A focus on faith, on God and God’s support and
guidance, may have helped participants deal with their
trauma. It may have provided meaning and a world view to
deal with the horrors of the genocide.
However, the less positive orientation to the other—–
less readiness to reconcile, part of which is less readiness
to forgive—by participants in religious relative to secular
groups is surprising. The Catholic religion, which has been
dominant in Rwanda since colonization, advocates forgiving
(Auerbach, 2004). In the religious groups, facilitators used
the Bible to guide discussion rooted in Christianity. While
religions advocate love of the other, inmost religions there
is an inherent differentiation between us, the adherents of
the religion, and them, people outside that religious faith.
Although there has been some evidence that religiousness
contributes to forgiveness (Subkoviak et al., 1995), this
appears less the case when forgiveness is across religious
lines (Auerbach, 2004) and when conflict and harmdoing
are between different religious groups, such as Catholics
and Protestants in Northern Ireland (Hewstone et al., in
press).A speculative interpretation may be that in spite of
some relationship between religiousness and forgiveness,
and even though in this case there was no religious
difference, a general tendency for us–them differentiation
may have been activated in the groups with a religious
focus. It would be important to explore further this
possibility, that when there are divisions between groups,
whether ethnicity or something else, focusing on religious
teachings can limit acceptance of members of the other
group even if they have the same religion. Attention to
bringing aspects of the groups’ religions to the fore that
advocate love may counteract such a tendency. We did
find that the integrated intervention led to a more positive
orientation to the other in groups with a religious focus.
Participation in the treatment groups seemed to affect
Hutu and Tutsi participants in similar ways. We expected
such similarity, given that both Hutus and Tutsis have
experienced themselves as victimized by the other over time
and, as we have discussed in the introduction, both groups
need healing from their experiences in the course of the
genocide.

Limitations and benefits
Lack of random assignment to conditions and possible
variation in recruitment practices are methodological
limitations of the study. We attempted to create a design
that would enable us to deal with such methodological
limitations, primarily by covariance analyses.
Before we first went to Rwanda, we intended to
establish a free–standing project, with our own staff. Even
then, the field conditions would have resulted in less control
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over elements of the study than in a laboratory experiment.
However, within a day of our arrival we realized that in a
country desperately needing help, such an approach would
create a demonstration project without sustainability,
without leaving any lasting benefit behind. We decided
therefore to work with facilitators of local organizations
who would continue to use the training we have provided
in their work. We designed an evaluation study aware of
the challenges created by our field setting and attempting to
create as much control as possible.
While the differences in means were modest, finding
significant results under complex field conditions seems
especially meaningful. The usefulness of the approach
we evaluated may be more generalizable to other field
settings, possibly less likely with a “purer” laboratory study
unaffected by the complexities of the field.

Conclusion
In this project, we developed and tested an approach to
promoting healing and reconciliation. The positive results
have encouraged us to use elements of this approach with
varied groups in Rwanda, including high level national
leaders and journalists (Staub, Pearlman, & Miller, 2003).
We have also begun to train trainers in this approach.
While we have not conducted a systematic evaluation
study of these later efforts, our observations and informal
evaluations suggest that the flexible use of elements of this
approach have highly positive value (Staub et al., 2003).
We would not have felt confident using the approach as
we have done, without the study reported in this article.
The findings of the study combined with our experience
reported by Staub et al. (2003) suggest that this approach
to healing and reconciliation may be useful in settings
other than Rwanda, where people are struggling with the
aftermath of intractable conflict, mass killing, or genocide.
Our experience in Rwanda and reports from other
post–conflict settings (Agger, 1998; Agger & Jensen, 1996;
Wessels & Montiero, 2001) indicate a great need for the
kind of assistance that psychologists and other mental
health professionals can provide. Due to the difficulties
and challenges of careful evaluation of interventions,
evaluations are usually anecdotal or satisfaction–based
(Ross & Rothman, 1999). However, reliable systematic
evaluation is possible and vital. We need confidence in our
interventions, which evaluation can provide. We also need
to convince those outside the field that our approaches
have beneficial effects in the real world.
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Memory is one of those topics that we all think we
understand, and yet as soon as we try to define it we
discover its elusive and slippery nature. Part of the reason
for this is that the topic of memory has a plethora of
manifestations, namely cognitive, cultural, sociological
(collective) as well as meta- physical. The aim of this
chapter is not to resolve the problem of definition, but
rather to provide a broader conceptual background, and by
doing so to prepare the ground for the overall conversation
within this book. Thus my discussion of memory takes
philosophical anthropology as the point of departure.
This is because it seems to me that it would be fruitful to
understand memory as an irreducible aspect of human
nature. In this vein, I shall begin my discussion with a
generic definition of memory, “fleshing out” its metaphysical, cognitive and cultural layers. I shall then offer a
brief exploration of a Christian understanding of memory,
by way of dialoguing with Augustine’s philosophical
anthropology. This will be within a section in which I
attempt to locate the fundamental source of memory,
which also needs healing when it has been negatively
affected. Finally, I shall conclude the chapter by pro- posing
“restorative nostalgia” as a viable approach to the healing
of wounded memories.

Memory: what is it?
As a field of study, the concept of memory is as old as the
writings of Aristotle and Plato. However, despite a long
tradition of inquiry, it has hardly been recognised as an area
that merited research of its own until recently. From the
scarcity of literature on the subject, we can observe that
even less attention is given to the concept of memory in
Christian scholarship. This is a significant void to fill, and
in this chapter, there is no intention to embark on such a
venture. Nevertheless, there seem to be good reasons to
deal with the concept as an important vehicle of the human
story, for better or for worse. This is because memory is a
multilayered human experience of great consequence for
the structure of society.
In what follows, I venture to explore three layers of
memory: metaphysical, cognitive, and cultural.
An ideal starting point for delving into the metaphysical
analysis of memory is Plato. This is because his
characterisation has a religious flavour, but with wider
ramifications. Plato describes memory as “wax in the soul.”
In Theaetetus, he points out that “we have in our souls a

block of wax, large in one person, smaller in another, and
purer wax in one case, dirtier in another” (Plato 1992).
Left imprinted in this wax is what we have seen, heard,
thought, and experienced. Therefore, whatever is imprinted
upon the wax shapes our thoughts and knowledge of our
surroundings. Conversely, whatever is obliterated or could
not be imprinted is bound to be forgotten.
However, in Platonic thinking there is an added,
and deeper, layer of memory. On the surface, memory
represents our recollection of things which we brought
with us from our earthly after birth life. (We will explore
this aspect in greater depth when I discuss the cognitive
layer.) What is peculiar to the Platonic conception of
memory is his emphasis on humans’ ability to call to mind
things from their pre-birth existence. His understanding
of memory at this metaphysical layer is closely tied to his
famous metaphor of the cave. In this metaphor, he depicts
humans as prisoners in a cave. Although a large fire outside
illuminates the cave, the captives are tied in such a way that
they cannot see the fire, which is the source of the light.
Consequently, the prisoners do not see real figures; their
knowledge of the world comes only from the shadows
they see on the wall facing them. Therefore, because of the
distorted knowledge that they get from the shadows, they
regard their “world of appearance” as reality. However,
there is “redemptive knowledge” outside the cave. The
allegory of fire outside the cave is the essential Form of
Goodness, “the parent of intelligence and truth, a dazzling
and bewildering display for which only a few are prepared”
(Plato 1945). This is a metaphysical knowledge of ultimate
reality.
Note, however, that even though the prisoners’ view is
obstructed, the shadows, despite giving a distorted picture,
represent their only link to reality. As Jay Bybee rightly
observes, the shadows might distort the true shapes of
objects, and yet they are the best evidence of the reality
behind them (Bybee 1999). In other words, this leaves the
door open for redemptive knowledge because, once the
prisoners are exposed to the ultimate reality beyond the
shadows, they will cease to regard the shadows as reality.
Moreover, they will come to an understanding that shadows
are reliable evidence of a reality to which they were denied
access (Ibid.).
The question now is: How can humans tell when
they find the real thing? How do they gain access to this
redemptive knowledge? The soul, in Platonic thinking,
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is a fundamental link between humans and “the real
thing.” Some, however, argue that the pre-existence of
the soul should be understood as a myth, not a doctrine
(Givens 2012). According to this line of reasoning, the
myth is meant to motivate human beings to live with the
assumption that philosophical knowledge is not out of
reach for ordinary people, and that life with knowledge is
the best of all possible lives. However, this argument can be
refuted on the basis that the belief in the immortality of the
soul was prevalent in ancient Greek religions and thinking.
Based on this premise, one can argue that the pre-existence
of the soul is not a myth for Plato; it is an important
doctrine. Plato would explain in The Republic that humans
knew long ago in the past what they were looking for,
but tragically, however, this has somehow been forgotten.
Therefore, for Plato, the whole pursuit of knowledge is
“an effort to recall and recollect that which we once knew”
(Margalit 2002, 2).
In this sense, the objects of memory, such as happiness,
meaning, and truth, are direct expressions of transcendental
reality. For those who take such a view, the images of
memory are directly tied to the ideal, or spiritual reality,
and thus are empowered to influence the present reality.
For Plato, therefore, the art of memory is a means of
establishing a correspondence between the ideal and the
real world (Hutton 1987).
The second layer of memory is the cognitive.
Since the study of memory at this level is done from
a neurological and psychological standpoint, in the
modernist understanding of memory this layer assumes no
metaphysical basis. At this level, scientists venture to locate
the source of memory not in transcendental reality nor in
collective experience but in the unconscious depths of the
human psyche. For them, a human person is a res cogitans––a
thinking being. In their view, there is no knowledge beyond
human mental content, which is deemed to be immediate
and self-evident. Modern philosophers and psychoanalysts
start their exploration of memory from this layer, mainly
because their philosophy is based on the denial of a
religious basis of reality. Memory, if strictly studied from
this cognitive layer, is a recollection of previous personal
life experience.
A study by Jan Assmann (2011) indicates that, for
this group of thinkers, memory is a matter of the
psychosomatic system, and that knowledge is obtained
through observation and rational thinking, not through
subjective religious experience. While memory is very
personal, time is seen through the lens of inner rationality.
Thinking, as a mental capacity, is a property that guarantees
human existence. That is where the Cartesian slogan––cogito
ergo sum (“I think, therefore I am”)––comes from. However,
there are some scholars (e.g. Maurice Halbwachs 1992)
who deny that memory resides in the individual. Their
argument is that all memories are formed and organised
within a collective context. Even though individuals might

be the subject of an event, virtually all experiences and
perceptions are shaped by the individual’s interaction
with others (Pennebaker et al. 2013). The primary social
mechanism that guides memory is language, which serves as
a fundamental symbol system defining the framework of an
individual’s memory.
This cognitive layer offers an important psychosomatic
understanding in terms of healing the personal impact of a
traumatic past. However, it could prevent us from achieving
a comprehensive understanding of human existence when,
in line with modernist secularist fashion, human knowledge
is reduced to merely a psychosomatic process. Hence this
understanding of the human person becomes “parochial,”
lacking the elasticity to entertain the concept of a spiritual
basis for human knowledge.
The third layer of memory is its cultural expression.
The starting point for the development of cultural memory
is collective (or social) remembering. Cultural memory,
therefore, is a more graduated manifestation of social
memory. So, let us briefly consider social memory before
proceeding to its cultural expression. Even though social
thinkers were preoccupied with the subject of memory
since the time of the ancient Greeks, the terms “social
memory” or “collective memory” did not surface in
academic conversation until the late nineteenth century.
The first scholar to explicitly use such terms was Hugo
von Hofmannsthal in 1902. He describes memory as the
“dammed up force of our mysterious ancestors within us”
(Schieder 1978, 2). On the social level, memory is a matter
of communication and social interaction with others. Here,
memory and consciousness depend on our capacity for
socialisation and communication. The concept of time in
relation to memory changes from “individual” to “social,”
and individuals understand themselves outside their own
“silo” and come to see themselves as bearers of a social
responsibility. Social memory, therefore, is communicative
memory. It is not institutionalised; neither is it enforced,
transmitted or interpreted by any institutions. Rather, it is a
part of everyday interaction and communication. Despite
not being formulated by specialists or institutional bodies,
social memory carries frames of communicative genres and
themes that tie together families, groups, and generations.
As Assmann has noted, due to the absence of institutional
backing this type of memory is short-lived; it cannot go
back more than eight years (Ibid.).
However, in the process, social memory can transform
itself into cultural memory. For this to happen requires
institutional and specialist intervention. The principal
factor contributing to cultural memory is the occurrence
of events that change the course of the lives of a large
segment of the population, while also involving a high
level of conversation within the society (Pennebaker et al.
2013). In order to commemorate such events, monuments
are built, and movies are made at predictable time after the
life-changing event. When the transformation takes place,
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the “time” in question becomes historical or mythical.
Identity is cultural in that it finds iconic objectification,
through which the sense of history is passed on to another
generation. Here, memory is “exteriorized, objectified,
and stored away in symbolic forms that, unlike the sounds
of words or sight of gestures are transmittable from one
generation to another” (Assmann 2011, 110). In other
words, this makes the interaction between remembering
minds and reminding objects possible.
At this level, memory becomes either a “glue” that
brings people together or a more contentious space that
can generate emotionally-laden conversations. The reason
for this is that memory represents people “remembering
to belong.” In a sense, knowledge of the past is deployed
in such a way as to consolidate one’s identity. Controversy
over Confederate symbols in the USA and protests against
the statue of British colonialist Cecil Rhodes in Cape Town,
South Africa are two examples of the contentious nature
of cultural memory. In other words, these cultural objects
impact on the memory of some people positively, while
reminding others of their painful past.
Thus far, I have attempted to outline the different layers
that constitute memory. In summary, memory is more than
a mental capacity––a means of making information about
the past available for current purposes. As a factor that
consists of metaphysical, cognitive, and cultural layers, the
existence of memory raises deeper questions about being
human. As a representation of what has been learned in
the past, it is constructed and stored to be retrieved and reinterpreted in later life (Minsky 1980).
In their practical daily life, humans often function on
the basis of time being a one-dimensional and irreversible
phenomenon. Meanwhile, they also find in themselves a
subtle and subconscious commitment to their past and
its representations. In reality, therefore, our past affects
our present in much more complex and rich ways than
we often appreciate. A case in point is Jonathan Jansen’s
book Knowledge in the Blood (2009), which breathtakingly
narrates the story of white students in post-apartheid
South Africa. The students in question were born after
the end of the racially divisive political system. However,
despite the fact that these students were not part of the
apartheid system, the past of their parents was not only
distinctly remembered but was also being re-enacted with
commitment. Jansen calls this “a troubled knowledge.” This
example demonstrates that there is a great need to work
on all levels of memory. Otherwise, a change of regime
(e.g. replacing apartheid with the “rainbow nation” in
South Africa) might temporarily suppress the physical and
material manifestation of injustice, while nevertheless not
addressing the fundamental human dislocation.
Memory is an intricate aspect of being human. It
comprises layers which make dealing with it much more
complicated than it appears on the sur- face. However,

these layers also seamlessly feed both positive and negative
knowledge into each other. This demonstrates the need to
find the location from which positive knowledge can be
drawn. Even though there are sound reasons to approach
it critically, Platonic thinking about pre-birth knowledge is
a good place to begin the search for perfect metaphysical
knowledge which could generate positive memory to
feed into the remaining two layers. This is because Plato’s
philosophy has the potential to open up a window for
redemptive knowledge and healing. It does this, firstly by
acknowledging the religious basis for knowledge; secondly
by graphically explaining humans’ metaphysical dislocation
and limitations; and thirdly, by pointing to the existence of
redemptive light.
In the next section I shall discuss the Augustinian
understanding of knowledge, to examine what it can offer
to a Christian approach for the healing of memories.

Decoding from adam: a christian
alternative
In-depth discussion about memory is a rarity in Christian
scholarship. One theologian and philosopher who treated
memory seriously was Augustine of Hippo. Memory, in the
way he sees it, is not merely the straightforward retention
of recollections of past experiences. Neither is it limited to
holding in mind present realities and anticipating the future.
The question of memory, for Augustine, is the question
of being human. The discussion of memory, there- fore, is
one that should evoke a deeper question of philosophical
anthropology. In other words, memory is not a single
capacity of the human soul; rather, it is identified with the
soul itself (Barash 2008, 402). In Book X of his Confessions,
Augustine explains, “the spirit is memory itself ” or “it is
memory that we call the spirit” (Augustine 1991, 14). This
is because the soul is perceived as a synthetic power with
the capacity to bring together past, present, and future.
According to Barash, one of the implications of
Augustine’s identification of memory with the soul itself
is that the soul is radically distinguished from the world of
sensuous things. Memory, therefore, is a large and infinite
sanctuary “capable of rising from the images it retains
of sensuous things to their intelligible ground, which is
rooted exclusively in the soul and marks its independence
from the material world” (Barash 2008). This also has
ramifications for Augustine’s conception of time. In
Augustinian thinking, memory not only helps the soul to
extend backwards and become aware of past experiences,
but through memory the soul also becomes present to itself.
In other words, when the past continues to exist in human
recollection, memory keeps on configuring the present.
By assuring the presence of images flowing from the past,
memory assists the interior experience of the soul to come
to the fore. This is the reason why Augustine maintains
that he could not say anything, and he could not even name
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himself, without memory (Augustine 1991).
Moreover, in his Confessions, Augustine devotes
considerable coverage to how memory served as a vehicle
in his own personal search for God, and how memory
shaped his perception of time. In De Trinitate, he describes
how memory, understanding and will in the human soul can
be a psychological analogy for the Trinity––three persons
in one God. Nevertheless, together with his understanding
of the human person, his perception of memory has
undergone considerable changes.
Initially, Augustine’s perception of the human person
was heavily informed by Platonic philosophy. As a result,
Augustine held a view that the soul existed prior to its
embodiment and brought with it into its present life the
knowledge of a pre-birth existence. The main argument
behind this view is that it is impossible to understand the
true form or essence of the material world (e.g. perfect
equality and happiness) without pre-birth knowledge. The
yearning for or seeking for perfect happiness or equality,
after being born into a world where these do not exist,
shows undiminished pre-birth knowledge.
Perhaps after understanding the un-Christian nature
of envisaging a pre- birth existence for the human soul,
Augustine attempted to abandon the Platonic ground.
Instead, he anchored his characterisation of memory
around Adam––the first human being who knew perfect
happiness and equality. Why Adam as the focal point?
Adam is the only human being who lived before sin entered
the world. Augustine’s theological anthropology assumed
that before sin, the human body was under the control of
the soul, and that, therefore, there was no battle between
human desire and will. Consequently, Adam knew how to
live in the total tranquillity of order. Peace and harmony,
not conflict and war, existed in Adam’s nature. There was
weakness in Adam’s nature, but, according to Augustine,
this weakness made him dependent on and able to live in
harmony with God. Conflict, however, was created not
because of his weakness but because of pride.
In this sense, Adam is God’s truest example of
humanity, and as such, he is the only individual capable
of representing the purest experience of the human race.
The reason is that he was once placed in surroundings
conducive to experiencing happiness, fairness, love and
truth, unadulterated by sinful nature. He had the, albeit
short-lived, experience of practising freedom and selfdetermination within healthy boundaries. Hence, in Adam,
all humans were once happy, and experienced love and
truth (Teske 2001).
Another anchor, also related to Adam, for Augustine’s
understanding of memory was his own psychological selfreflection. In its post-lapsarian condition (life after the Fall)
the human race has inherited original sin, again through
Adam. However, Augustine firmly believed that God’s good

creation has not been totally corrupted. What this does to
memory is that while the human mind is corrupt because
of the Fall, it has not totally lost the capability of encoding
order and tranquillity through Adam (Conf. 12.12.18).
However, as the result of the Fall, Augustine judges all
humans as flawed, or “fractured,” to use Carol Harrison’s
words (Harrison 2000). The human race, Augustine
observes, is spiritually ill, and the illness is a universal
condition. Interestingly enough, as Ellen Charry (2006)
points out, Augustine understood spiritual illness as deeply
psychological, even though modern psychology tends to see
it in isolation from spiritual or theological considerations.
For Augustine, there is no psychological problem that is
not spiritual, precisely because, he believes, God is the
beginning and the end of human life. He would concur
with modern psychologists that everyone wants to be
happy and fulfilled, and that there are obstacles to this. For
Augustine, however, the principal obstacle to a happy life is
not external factors, but humanity itself.
In order to regenerate the pre-lapsarian “happy
memory,” what the human mind needs is illumination
as well as the exercise of searching for God. Order and
tranquillity are restored when the “memory lane” takes one
to the original source––Adam––in whom human beings
will discover that their destiny and desire is to be with God.
According to Augustine, it is through the illuminated mind
and vivified memory that humans can meet their truest self.
It is this interior self-awareness that leads to the knowledge
that has a healing power. “See how far within my memory
I have travelled in search for you, Lord,” Augustine prays,
“and beyond it I would have not found you! Nor have
I found anything about you except what I have kept in
memory since I first learned of you” (Conf. 10.24.35).
The fact of God living in human memory is a problem
for Augustine. On the one hand, God cannot be in memory
because he, unlike material beings, is not an image, nor an
affection of mind, or mind itself. On the other hand, he
says, “I have remembered you from the time I have learned
of you, and I find you there when I call you to my mind”
(Conf. 10.25.36). He then resolves this contradiction by
appealing to divine humility––God has deigned to dwell in
human memory.

Healing: a restorative nostalgia
In this part, I aim to make a case for restorative nostalgia as
a viable tool for healing of memories. There are questions
which need to be addressed before discussing the concept
of restorative nostalgia. What is restorative nostalgia? Who
needs restoration? Nostalgia is a concept with evolving
definitions. Its meanings range all the way from serious
neurological disorder (Rosen 1975; McCann 1941) to
simple homesickness (Frost 1938; Fodor 1950). Davis
(2011) observes that nostalgia is a feeling that a person
who comes of age (e.g. a college student) exhibits when
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they develop a desire to go back to old times and yearn for
childhood. Even though this gives a broader background
for nostalgia, a generic definition by the New Oxford English
Dictionary seems to be more helpful. It defines nostalgia as
“experiencing a longing for one’s home during a period of
absence from it” or as “a sentimental longing for the past.”
The common denominator for all these definitions is that
nostalgia is a feeling that occurs when one is uprooted from
home and spontaneity of life (Wildschut et al. 2006).
Note that my main concern here is not addressing
nostalgia in the sense of geographical and cultural
changes. Rather, it is addressing nostalgia as a metaphysical
dislocation, and demonstrating how its aftermath could
be reversed through applying restorative nostalgia. This is
part of the reason why I have refrained from discussing the
traumatic past from certain geographical perspectives––
in the case of this book, in Africa. This does not mean,
however, that I do not appreciate the role of specific
geographical or cultural conditions in terms of triggering
injustice and atrocities, as well as in bringing about healing
and restoration. (In fact, a number of contributors to this
book will address certain specific cultural contexts.) This
opening chapter aims to address the issue of memory from
the perspective of organic human unity. This is because, I
would argue, the point of organic human unity is where the
fundamental dislocation took place––but it is also the point
from which restoration can be generated.
This concept of “absence from home” is expressed
in different ways, in different times, by different thinkers.
To mention just a few, as was discussed earlier, Plato
characterises it as being imprisoned in a cave. The image
is probably linked to ancient Greek mysteries in which the
fragility of the human condition is portrayed in terms of
being held in the dark chambers of the underworld––until
sacred revelation leads the captives back to the original
light. In recent history, Martin Heidegger characterised
it as “thrownness” into the world. Vycinas (2012) once
characterised Heidegger’s philosophy as “vigorous
earthbound thinking,” and yet, “standing with his feet
firmly on the earth, he is able to reach up high to the stars,
unto the realm of the gods” (1). In Heideggerian thinking,
all human acts are responses to thrownness, or being in the
world. Human life, in this sense, is a journey and involves
coming out of itself into revelation and openness.
In Christian theology, the absence from home is
branded as “the Fall”––the banishment of Adam and Eve
from the garden of Eden. This emphasises the lack of
immediate access to God, truth, and meaning. James Smith
observes, “Having been banished from the Garden, Adam
and his progeny were plagued by the curse of interpretation
and the interpolation of a hermeneutical space” (Smith
2012, 14). Therefore, Smith concludes, as a post-lapsarian
phenomenon, interpretation is a sin. He then goes on to
suggest that hermeneutics can be overcome by redemption,
whereby the curse of interpretation is defeated by arriving

at “hermeneutical paradise.” I maintain, however, that
interpretation is not a sin, but a valuable though imperfect
human response to the symptoms of nostalgia. It typifies
a tumultuous journey of memory that humans take,
going back to regain access to truth and meaning. More
importantly, it demonstrates the absence from home and
resultant metaphysical dislocation.
Restorative nostalgia, therefore, takes a cue from the
claim that there is perfect good “out there,” and that
humans have experienced both the taste of the good and
the tragedy of loss. I do not think that this needs further
justification, as the aftermath of tragic loss and the hope
of restoration are equally evident in our society. In fact,
sometimes they manifest themselves during the same
event. For instance, the 9/11 terrorist attack was a dramatic
manifestation of human forgetfulness of the link to the
perfect good. At the same time, a Jewish rabbi helping
a Muslim man struck by debris from the Twin Towers
signifies the hope of nostalgic restoration. The same can
be said for the Hutus who risked their lives to save their
Tutsi brothers and sisters, and white Afrikaners who fought
against apartheid and supported the equality of black and
white races in South Africa.
Humans live on the intersection of, and with the
imperfect taste of, perfect good and the loss of it. But
some scholars warn us of normalising the loss and
doing away with nostalgia. Michael Roth laments in his
Dying of the Past (1991) that nostalgia is losing its appeal
in the modern world. The causes of this are the rapid
development of communications technology, and the
cease- less invasion of civilization, which are undoing the
moral colours which used to create the “disease” (32).
General and increasing cosmopolitanism means that one
can be attached to anything and any place. As a result, in
Roth’s analysis, “egoism is substituted for the noble instinct
of the heart, everywhere the positive kills the imagination
and its divine creation . . . the further we move away from
a state of simplicity, the less we cling to the tombs of our
ancestors and to the soil on which we were born” (Ibid.).
So nostalgia, as understood here, is a disease––but it is a
positive disease that is worth contracting. As painful as it is,
it constantly reminds the human race of their loss. It drives
them to connect themselves with pre-lapsarian Adam, who
knew and experienced happiness, justice, and love untainted
by human “thrownness.”
Why do we need to go this far in search of the healing
of the memory? As Plato reminded us, memory is wax
in the soul. In his Rewriting the Soul (1995), Ian Hacking
defines trauma as “a wound to the soul” (4). Although
in the modern world the subject of the soul sounds
old-fashioned, he rightly urges that it should be taken
seriously. Beyond it being transcendental and immortal, the
conversation about soul invokes character, reflective choice
and self-understanding. It also has a value dimension; it
speaks about honesty with others as well as with oneself,
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and freedom and responsibility. Love, passion, regret, and
contentment are human feelings that are all linked to the
soul.
This approach is especially fruitful in the African
context. (I am referring here to the black population in
the postcolonial sub-Saharan part of the continent.) I will
elaborate on the reason for the saliency of this approach
as follows. Firstly, Africa has been organised, ruled, and
educated in such a way that forgetfulness can prevail over
the memory of goodness in human origin. To offer a few
examples, slavery was not a memory; it is an obstruction
that hampers the flow of genuine memory. In fact, it was
used as an art of instilling forgetfulness. This began by the
changing of slaves’ names. Paul Ricoeur (2004) explains
memory as an intimate form of self, precisely because
“remembering is in the first place remembering oneself ”
(3). Colonisation was another practice that aimed to rewrite
African culture, language, and ways of being. Loss of
language comes with loss of harmony and spontaneity,
precisely because reality presents itself through language.
Imperialism made Africa forget to produce and provide
for its own and on its own. Furthermore, for far too long,
Africa was made an object of knowledge, not a subject.
This shows a need to go back in memory to organic
sources of justice, knowledge, and happiness in order to
take positive strides forward.
Secondly, this approach fits the African concept of
time. There are generalizations that suggest that there is no
future within the African concept of time. I have previously
argued that this assertion is entirely unwarranted (Girma
2012). There is future within the African conception of
time. The only difference is that in African philosophy the
direction of time flow is neither linear nor spiral; one can
only go forward by going backward. In other words, one
achieves future hope by reuniting with ancestors. Hence
there is no problem in such an understanding of time
flow. In fact, I would argue that it is the most feasible time
concept, precisely because it holds the hope of humans
journeying to organic unity. The problem, however, is
that the African conception of time is short-sighted, its
memory pool is depleted, and stops with recent ancestors
who suffered the same kind of metaphysical dislocation.
The results are tribalism, nativism, and nepotism, which
eventually become breeding grounds for trauma. Therefore,
this African understanding of memory needs to be
internally transformed through Christian thinking, which
traces its root to organic human unity in Adam.
Thirdly, there is a positive link between the African
worldview and Christian thinking. For the purpose of
argument, I will single out philosophical anthropology––
specifically, the significance of the human soul. The soul, in
African philosophy, is seen as a “life force”––spiritual and
invisible energy that inheres physical things (Metz 2012).
Everything physical, including inanimate beings, is deemed
to be good by virtue of carrying some amount of life force.

In fact, the soul is a binding force that runs through all the
created order, as well as the Creator. That is, there is a chain
of order in which the strength of life force is measured; for
example, humans have more life force than all the creation,
while God, as a source of all life force, has most of all.
What is the significance of this metaphysical picture in
relation to the concept of memory? In Christian thinking––
this is also true of Platonism although in a different
way––memory is more than recounting information from
the past. It is deeply tied to the interiority of the human
person: the soul. As Thaddeus Metz (2012) points out,
in African philosophical anthropology the soul does not
necessarily need to be linked to a supernatural motif.
African thinkers, he stresses, often make normative
judgements without directly appealing to spiritual ideas. I
would suggest, though, that this is only because the spiritual
base is widely assumed. In contrast to the view in West- ern
culture, in Africa the supernatural motif is not an abstract
idea requiring intellectual justification. Conversely, it is seen
as one of the mundane activities of daily life which can be
taken for granted. In African anthropology, the ultimate
happiness is achieved in relationship to the greatest vital
life force. Illness, disappointment, wounds, depression, and
injustice are symptoms of the diminution of vital force
(Tempels 1959).

Conclusion
This chapter has aimed to conceptualise memory, and by
doing so to locate the deeper roots of human disorientation
and ensuing trauma. I anchored my discussion of
memory on philosophical anthropology. The outcome
of the analysis showed that memory is a multilayered
(metaphysical, cognitive, and cultural) aspect of being
human. This revealed that the visible manifestations of
trauma have their origins in metaphysical disorientation
and the tragic loss of the truest and happiest memories
embedded in the human soul. The chapter then proposed
“restorative nostalgia” as a tool of healing. Taking the prelapsarian Adam as a metaphor for the final destination of
the journey of healing, I argued that restorative nostalgia
leads to future flourishing by connecting to the true source
of healing memory. Restorative nostalgia represents a
redemptive journey of remembering. Such a journey seems
to be imperative in Africa for a variety of reasons, such as
subverting the imposed culture of forgetting, and internally
transforming the tradition of looking for healing through
and in ancestors. The Christian conception of Adam––the
first human being to experience the fullness of happiness,
meaning, and truth––can be used as a ground in which the
authenticity of healing can be tested.
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Summary
This article contents [sic] a review of the modern dialogue
between the Eastern and the Oriental Orthodox Churches,
both official and unofficial. It starts with a brief encounter
of the Christology of the Oriental Orthodox Churches and
a review of the result of the modern dialogue. It analyses
also other topics which have to be discussed for reaching
full unity, like mutual recognition of the saints, the lifting
of condemnations, the recognition of the seven ecumenical
synods etc. It concludes with a short encounter on the
reasons for continuing the dialogue and steps to be made
for achieving full unity between the two Orthodox Church
families.

the autocephalous Churches of Cyprus, Greece, Poland,
Albania, the Czech Lands and Slovakia. Also included are
some autonomous Churches such as those of Sinai and
Finland.
The Oriental Orthodox Churches include four ancient
Churches: Coptic Orthodox (Egypt), Armenian2, Ethiopian
and Syrian Orthodox3 as well as two other Churches: the
autocephalous Malankara Orthodox Syrian Catholicosate
(India) and the Eritrean Patriarchate.4 Nowadays, due
to great movements of migration, these Christian
communities of the two families of Churches (Eastern and
Oriental Orthodox) are also found in all parts of the world.

Introduction

The breach of ecclesial communion between the
Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox occurred
gradually during the fifth and sixth centuries as a result of
a theological controversy concerning the relation between
the human and divine natures in Christ. This controversy
was centred on the expression “two natures in one Person”,
a new Christological formula adopted at the Council of
Chalcedon (451).5

First let us explain who these two families of Churches
are: The Eastern Orthodox and the Oriental Orthodox.
The Eastern Orthodox Churches include the four ancient
patriarchates of Alexandria, Antioch, Jerusalem and
Constantinople; that of Georgia; the patriarchates founded
later of Russia, Serbia, Bulgaria and Romania; as well as

The contemporary bilateral theological dialogue of
these two families of Churches began in 1964 with an
Unofficial Dialogue and several following meetings which
produced texts about the Christology of the two families
of Churches. This was followed since 1985 by an Official
Dialogue with other meetings and production of texts,
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* Mrs. Christine Chaillot (Ecumenical Patriarchate) is a Swiss Orthodox theologian. She is specialised in the actual situation of Orthodox Churches
(both Eastern and Oriental). Email: acchailot@hotmail.com
1 The name of “Eastern” and “Oriental” Orthodox Churches is a convention recently established for distinguishing between the two Church
traditions of Eastern Christianity. The name « Oriental Orthodox was given recently to the non-Chalcedonian Churches, since the Third Unofficial
Consultation of the non-Official Dialogue in 1970. These churches insisted to be called « Orthodox » to differentiate themselves from the Catholic or
Protestant Churches in their countries of origin in the Middle East and elsewhere. For instance, in Egypt you have the Coptic Orthodox Church, the
Coptic Catholic Church and the Coptic Protestant Churches.
2 With two Catholicosates in Etchmiadzin and Antelias near Beirut in Lebanon as well as two patriarchates in Jerusalem and Istanbul.
3 With faithful mostly in Syria, south-east Turkey, Iraq as well as in India, where about half are in the Syrian Orthodox Catholicosate under the
patriarchate of Antioch.
4 The Malankara Orthodox Syrian Catholicosate was founded in 1912 with the election of Mar Baselios I Paulos (1912-1914). The Ethiopian
Orthodox Church was under the Coptic Orthodox Church of Alexandria until it became autocephalous in 1959, with its seat in Addis Ababa. Under
it was the Eritrean Orthodox Church until a patriarchate, with its seat in Asmara, was founded in 1998 following the creation of Eritrea in 1993. For
their history see A.S. Atiya, History of Eastern Christianity, New York, Millwood, 1980. For their life and spirituality see C. Chaillot, Vie et spiritualité des
Eglises orthodoxes orientales, Paris, Editions du Cerf, 2011.
5 Paulos Mar Gregorios, William H. Lazareth, Nikos A. Nissiotis (eds.), Does Chalcedon Divide or Unite? Towards convergence in Orthodox Christology,
Geneva: World Council of Churches Publications, 1981, p. ix-xii.
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not only about Christology but also other questions at the
canonical, liturgical, pastoral and other levels.6 In fact, the
texts of the Unofficial and Official Dialogues mostly speak
of the agreements found at the Christological level.

The Christology of the Oriental Orthodox /
non-Chalcedonian Churches
The Christology of the Oriental Orthodox Churches is
based on St. Cyril of Alexandria’s phrase mia physis tou Theou
logou sesarkomene (literally, the one physis of God’s Word
incarnate). The Oriental Orthodox Churches have refused
the new expression imposed at the Council of Chalcedon
(451) while speaking of « two natures » in Christ, as they
feared that in such an expression there was a risk to divide
the divinity and the humanity of Christ.7
They were very traditionalist and were afraid of the
new Chalcedonian formulation and refused to change the
Christology of the great theologian of the time, St Cyril of
Alexandria. Thus, they kept a Christology which is called
today « miaphysite ». Miaphysite has to be understood
properly. It has nothing to do with « monophysite »,
the Christology claimed by Eutyches († 454), a monk in
Constantinople in the 5th Century, for whom the humanity
of Christ was absorbed by his divinity, which is heretic.
During the meetings/consultations of the Official
Dialogue and in the texts published afterwards, the Oriental
Orthodox clearly expressed that they are not monophysite
and that they reject Eutyches.8
The Oriental Orthodox do object to being called
“monophysites”. The term “monophysites” is now
regarded as pejorative and should not be used as it is seen
by the Oriental Orthodox Churches as improper and
even as an insult. These Churches accept being named
“miaphysite” (mia standing for a composite unity whereas
mono means an elemental unity), a modern designation.9
To understand better « miaphysite » in the expression of

St Cyril, one must understand his expression in detail: « of
God the Logos » (To Theou Logou) expresses the divinity
of Christ; and « incarnate » (sesarkomene) expresses the
humanity of Christ. It is clear that both the divinity AND
humanity of Christ are expressed in the expression « mia
physis ». It is not a simple/single « physis », but a composite
« physis » which is the equivalent of « person » (hypostasis)
at Chalcedon. This was also expressed during the official
dialogue.10 Since the beginning of the contemporary
dialogue it has been argued that, for Cyril of Alexandria,
and for the Oriental Orthodox, this composite nature is
equivalent to Chalcedon’s “person” (hypostasis).11 When one
makes the effort to understand this formula in depth, one
understands the Christological misunderstanding about the
Christological formula of St. Cyril.
On the Chalcedonian side, theologians, clergy and
faithful/people also have to make the effort to understand
WHY the non-Chalcedonians refused the new formula of
Chalcedon. In fact, if one speaks only of “two natures”
(physeis) without adding that they are together in ONE
PERSON, one would be heretic.
With regard to the expressions “one nature” and “two
natures”, both are used by several fathers of the Oriental
Orthodox Churches as for instance Patriarch Cyril of
Alexandria, Patriarch Severus of Antioch, or later by the
Armenian Catholicos Nerses as well as by contemporary
Oriental Orthodox authors.12 Thus, we have to underline
that the only theological point to be studied in the
dialogue between the Oriental Orthodox and the Eastern
Orthodox is about the interpretation of the Greek word
physis in the Christological formulation of St. Cyril and the
misunderstanding it has created. This must be repeated
again and again: for the Oriental Orthodox this physis
(translated as “nature”) in Christ is composite (synthetos).
Thus, we can understand that both Chalcedonian
and non-Chalcedonian Christians have kept the same
Christological faith, despite the difference in emphasis

6  In 1989 the two elected co-presidents of the Official Dialogue were Metropolitan Bishoy of Damietta (Coptic Orthodox Church) to represent
the Oriental Orthodox Churches and Metropolitan Damaskinos Papandreou (d. 2011) from Chambésy, Geneva (Ecumenical Patriarchate of
Constantinople) who was replaced in 2001 by Metropolitan Emmanuel Adamakis (Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, with his see in Paris).
7 Let us remember that this new formulation was NOT taken from the Byzantine tradition but it was brought from Rome and was imposed at the
council of Chalcedon by the envoys of Pope Leo, following the Tome of Leo.
8 “Both families agree in condemning the Eutychian heresy”, in: The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, Volos,
2016, p. 440.
9 The term “miaphysite” (referring to the “one (composite) nature”), on analogy with ‘dyophysite’ (referring to the formula ‘in two natures’, used in
Chalcedon), has in recent years been introduced. Cf. Sebastian P. Brock, “Miaphysite, not monophysite!”, in: Cristianesimo nella Storia 1 (2016), p. 45-54.
10 For example in the Agreed Statement of 1989, see In The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, Volos, 2016, p.
437: “mia physis (hypostasis) tou Theou Logou sesarkomene”.
11 See the Agreed Statement of June 1989: “There is one composite (synthetos) hypostasis of Jesus Christ … who has assumed our created human nature
in the act uniting it with his own uncreated divine nature, to form an inseparably and unconfused united real divine-human being, the natures being
distinguished from each other in contemplation (theoria) only… The unique theandric person (prosopon) of Jesus Christ is one eternal hypostasis who has
assumed human nature by the Incarnation. So we call that hypostasis composite, on account of the natures which are united to form one composite
unity”.
12 For example, in his Epistle to John of Antioch (433), St. Cyril speaks of the two natures as he writes: For “there is One Lord Jesus Christ”
although the difference of the natures is not ignored, from both of which we say that the ineffable Union has been wrought”. Cyril admitted the
diophysite point, as for example in the Succensus letters, or his letters to Eulogius and Valerian of Ikonium: see: J. McGuckin, St. Cyril of Alexandria,
the Christological Controversy, St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2004, p. 228. See also Hans Van Loon, The Dyophysite Christology of Cyril of Alexandria, Brill,
Leiden / Boston, 2009.
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arising from the use of one formulation or the other (St.
Cyril or Chalcedon): “This is the mystery of the hypostatic
union we confess in humble adoration - the real union of
the divine with the human… The four adverbs used to
qualify the mystery of the hypostatic union belong to our
common tradition… - without commingling (or confusion)
(asyngchytos), without change (atreptos), without separation
(achoristos) and without division (adiairetos). Those among us
who speak of two natures in Christ, do not thereby deny
their inseparable, indivisible union; those among us who
speak of one united divine-human nature in Christ, do not
thereby deny the continuing dynamic presence in Christ
of the divine and the human, without change, without
confusion.”13

of ‘one nature of the Logos incarnate’ (mia physis tou Theou
Logou sesarkomene), since they acknowledge the double
consubstantiality of the Logos which Eutyches denied.
The Orthodox also use this terminology. The Oriental
Orthodox agree that the Orthodox are justified in their use
of the two-natures formula, since they acknowledge that
the distinction is ‘in thought alone’ (te theoria mone).”17

In 1993, the representatives of the two families of
Churches reaffirmed that: “In the light of our four
unofficial consultations (1964, 1967, 1970, 1971) and our
three official meetings which followed on (1985, 1989,
1990), we have understood that both families have loyally
maintained the authentic Orthodox Christological doctrine,
and the unbroken continuity of the apostolic tradition,
though they may have used Christological terms in different
ways.”

St. Cyril of Alexandria remains the Church father par
excellence for all the Oriental Orthodox Churches. The
Eastern Orthodox can also use this terminology18 as St
Cyril is also their Church father. As for the great specialist
in St. Cyril, Fr. John McGuckin, he underlines that
Chalcedon corresponds faithfully with Cyril.19 The most
important point is that St. Cyril is a Church father and a
great theologian for both the Chalcedonians and NonChalcedonians, which should be enough as an argument
to solve the whole Christological problem between
Chalcedonians and Non- Chalcedonians. In fact, this was
underlined already in 1964 in Aarhus: “In St. Cyril of
Alexandria’s phrase (mia physis tou Theou logou sesarkomene
(the one incarnate physis of God’s Word), the theologians
of the Joint Commission have found their common
Christological ground, that of their common father, St Cyril
of Alexandria.”20

Another Christological question discussed is that of
Christ’s two energies and two wills (divine and human) as
defined at the Third Council of Constantinople (or Sixth
Ecumenical Council) in order to condemn monoenergism
and monothelitism14 as heretical. This question has to
be studied with the same logics/understanding of the
difference between the two words monophysite and
miaphysite.
In the Second Statement (Chambésy, September 1990)
it was agreed that “the natures with their proper energies
and wills are united hypostatically and naturally without
confusion, without change, without division and without
separation, and that they are distinguished in thought alone
(te theoria mone)(4).15 Both families agree that He who wills
and acts is always the one hypostasis of the Logos incarnate
(5).”16

This joint text of 1990 also emphasized that their
mutual understanding is not restricted to Christology
but rather includes the entire faith of the one undivided
Church of the first centuries: “It is this common faith and
continuous loyalty to the Apostolic tradition that should be
the basis of our unity and communion (9).”

The theologians of the Joint Commission also realized
that the Council of Chalcedon must be understood as
reaffirming the decisions of the Council of Ephesus
(431), and best understood in the light of the later
Council of Constantinople (553). They have recognized
that all councils have to be seen as stages in an integral
development and that no council or document should be
studied in isolation (Aarhus 1964).

In conclusion, as written at Chambésy in September
1990: “The Orthodox agree that the Oriental Orthodox will
continue to maintain their traditional Cyrillian terminology
13 Agreed Statement of the Joint Commission, St Bishoy Monastery, Egypt, 20-24 June 1989.
14 The monothelite heresy denied that Christ possessed both a divine will and a human will, FitzGerald, Restoring the Unity in Faith, 24.
15 Cf. “In two natures” can be accepted “mentally” (en theoria), but not “in reality”.
16 See: also the Statement of June 1989.
17 Regarding “in thought alone” (te theoria mone), the natures are distinguished from each other in contemplation (theoria) only. The Official
Statement of 1990 says that Cyril correctly interpreted this use in his letter to John of Antioch and his letters to Acacius of Melitene (PG 77, 184-201)
Eulogius (PG 77, 224-228) and Succensus (PG 77, 228-245). Severus states that “in two natures” can be accepted “mentally” (en theoria), but not “in
reality”.
18  Cf. Consultation of the official Dialogue at Chambésy 1990, see: The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, p.
440.
19 John McGuckin, “St. Cyril of Alexandria’s miaphysite Christology and Chalcedonian Dyophysitism”, in: The Dialogue between the Oriental and
Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, p. 39-54.
20 In the Eastern Orthodox New Calendar, St. Cyril is commemorated on June 9th as his own day; and on January 18th, in the company of Saint
Athanasius the great. The festal Troparion says: “Rejoice most blessed Cyril, spring of theology and river of the knowledge of God.”
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Other topics to be discussed before
reaching unity
As I tried to explain above, the only theological question
about dogma, that is faith, is the Christological point of
the expression “mia physis”. If this strategic and main
dogmatic point is clarified/settled, it means that the other
points to be discussed (and which are not related to faith)
must also find some answers/solutions.
These topics must be tackled and certain areas clarified
for future steps of the dialogue in order to facilitate the
restoration of full ecclesial communion – that is to arrive at
complete unity.
Concerning the mutual recognition of saints, two in
particular are not recognized by the Chalcedonians:
Patriarchs Dioscorus of Alexandria († 454) and Severus
of Antioch († 538). In connection with Dioscorus, the
hypothesis of some historians, according to which the
Council of Chalcedon condemned him for theological
reasons, is not only erroneous but unfounded. The Council
undertook proceedings of condemnation only because he
had refused to respond to a summons explicitly extended
to him three times (in keeping with the Holy Canons)
to present an apologia for the events of the Council
of Ephesus (449).21 Severus of Antioch, for his part,
firmly followed the Christology of Cyril of Alexandria.
His doctrine was totally distinct from that of the heretic
Eutyches, whom he condemned explicitly.22
The reading of the texts by Severus of Antioch and
Dioscorus of Alexandria have to be read in the light of
St Cyril’s Christology. As the great patrologist Fr. Andrew
Louth underlines, in his writings Severus of Antioch
follows the Christology of St Cyril who is himself a
follower of St. Athanasius.23 As for Dioscorus, Ilias
Kesmiris wrote a thesis in Thessaloniki University to show
that his Christology is Orthodox. 24

About the lifting of all condemnations (anathemas),
on the basis of their common acknowledgement (made by
the representatives of both Church families) of the fact
that the Councils and Fathers previously anathematized
or condemned are not heretical, both families can agree
that the lifting of anathemas can be consummated by the
competent synodical authorities of both sides (Statements
in 1990 and 1993).25 The mutual lifting of anathemas
should be made unanimously and simultaneously by the
Heads of all the Churches, through the signing of an
appropriate Ecclesiastical Act.26
With regard to the theology and practice of the
veneration of icons taught by the Council of Nicaea II, or
Seventh Ecumenical Council (787), this is common to both
families of Churches.27
With regard to the liturgical questions, a Subcommittee
was appointed by both sides to examine the liturgical
implications arising from the restoration of communion
and to propose appropriate forms of concelebration
(Chambésy, 1993, c).
With regard to matters relating to ecclesiastical jurisdiction,
they should be left to be arranged by the respective
authorities of the local Churches according to common
canonical and synodical principles (Chambésy, 1993, d).
With regard to the ecclesiology of both families of
Churches, this is quite similar.
One specific point remains pending: the co-enumeration
or recognition of the Seven Ecumenical Councils, including the
Fourth, Fifth, Sixth and Seventh Ecumenical Councils
all recognised by the Eastern Orthodox. Let us underline
this fact: in the Joint Commission Agreements the
representatives of the Oriental Orthodox have implicitly
accepted the main dogmatic decisions adopted during the
seven Ecumenical Synods (Chambésy 1990, points 1-8).
The Oriental Orthodox hold the same faith as is professed
by the Eastern Orthodox Church. Some Orthodox think
that, if there is no difference in doctrine, this question of

21 See articles in: The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, by Ilias Kesmiris, Martzelos, Erickson and
Metropolitan Damaskinos: the Council undertook proceedings of condemnation only because Dioscorus had refused to respond to a summons
explicitly extended to him three times (in keeping with the Holy Canons) to present an apology for the events of the Council of Ephesus (449).
22 As the articles in: The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, make clear, it is very important to read and study
Severus’ own writings and not just quote Church fathers who opposed him, such as Maximus the Confessor.
23 Andrew Louth, “Severus of Antioch: an Orthodox View”, in: The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, p.
55-63.
24 See Ilias Kesmiris, “Controversial Aspects in Christology of Dioscorus of Aexandria”, in: The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox
Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, p. 113- 133.
25 T. FitzGerald: During the decades following the Council of Chalcedon, some churches in both families imposed anathemas (excommunications)
upon teachers from the other tradition. These anathemas also reflected the inability of each tradition to recognize the fullness of the faith expressed
in teachings of the leaders of the other. In recommending the lifting of anathemas, the Joint Commission recognizes that such actions would not be
unprecedented.
26 The content of which will include acknowledgement from each side that the other one is Orthodox in all respects. The lifting of anathemas
should imply: a. that restoration of full communion for both sides is to be immediately implemented; b. that no past condemnation, synodical or
personal, against each other is any longer applicable; c. that a catalogue of Diptychs of the Heads of the Churches should be agreed upon to be used
liturgically. See the 1993 Communiqué of Chambésy and the article by Prof. V. Phidas, “The presuppositions for restoring ecclesiastical communion
between the Orthodox Church and the Ancient Oriental Churches: lifting of anathemas and competent ecclesiastical authority”, in: The Dialogue
between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, p. 204-221.
27 “They are in basic agreement with the teaching and practice of the Oriental Orthodox from ancient times, long before the convening of the
Council of Chalcedon” (Chambésy 1990, 8). See my book: Rolul imaginilor sfinte si cinstirea icoanelor in Bisericile Ortodoxe Orientale, Cluj, 2018. http://www.
editura.ubbcluj.ro/bd/ebooks/pdf/2309.pdf
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the Councils is not so essential.28
Pastoral problems can also be solved29. As for matters such
as early patristic tradition, liturgical texts, liturgical life, canon law,
spirituality and asceticism, the two Church traditions show very
great similarities.30
According to me, one issue of the utmost importance is
that of practical dialogue. In the ecclesiology of the Orthodox
Church it is important and necessary to implement the
theological dialogue together with a practical dialogue. In
the Orthodox tradition, dogma and praxis must be worked
together. It is also very important to inform the people
properly, with references of the Official Dialogue.31
In fact, since 1964, in the texts of the Unofficial and
Official Theological Dialogues between the Eastern
Orthodox and the Oriental Orthodox Churches, some
were dedicated to ‘Practical Dialogue’. These texts called
‘Recommendations’ invite the two Families of Churches
to be active in the Dialogue in different ways. For example,
in the Recommendations on Pastoral Issues of the Joint
Commission (held in Chambésy, Geneva, on 23-28
September 1990), one can read: “About the relations among
our two families of Churches: There is a need ‘for a period
of intense preparation of our people to participate in
the implementation of our recommendations and in the
restoration of our Churches’, also through exchanges of
visits.32
As the Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox
churches can be found all around the world today, thus
the practical dialogue and direct encounters can take place
between the Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox
in many countries, even in Romania. In Romania, the
Armenian Church has been present for many centuries,
with a bishop in Bucharest and with churches and
monasteries in different places. There is bibliography on
this topic.

What is hardly known is the presence of a Coptic
community in Romania whose presence is recent. It
began with the arrival of a Copt who came from Egypt to
Bucharest to study at the Faculty of Orthodox Theology,
Talat Tekla Marcos from Cairo, in 1999. A small group
of Copts then began to gather and pray together. In 2002
Metropolitan Bishoy, the copresident of the Official
Dialogue, visited Bucharest and asked the Patriarch Teoctist
of the Romanian Orthodox Church for a place of prayer,
which was allowed for two hours a week in the church of
St. Catherine, close to the Theological Faculty. Talat began
to give social assistance to needy Romanians and then set
up a benevolent organisation for this purpose in 2004. In
2010, Talat became priest with the name of Fr. Mina. In
2019 he and his parishioners have the project to build a
church in Bucharest. He celebrates the liturgy in Arabic and
Coptic.33
As Fr. Mina, told me: « The Copts have understood that
the Byzantine Orthodox are not heretic when they speak
of « two natures » in Christology. The Copts (and the other
Oriental Orthodox) have kept the ancient formula of St
Cyril of Alexandria ». Fr. Mina also explained that, at the
pastoral level, in 2001 an agreement was signed between the
Greek Orthodox and the Coptic Orthodox patriarchs of
Alexandria in Egypt to mutually accept the Baptism as well
as the Marriage.34
Let us name another pastoral Statement, written
in November 1991 in Damascus (Syria) by the Greek
Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch « On the Relations
between the Eastern and Syrian Orthodox Churches ». In
it, pastoral attitudes are explained with recommendations
for bishops and priests of the two families of Churches
participating together at baptisms/funeral services/
marriages, without the concelebration in the Liturgy (points
6-8). Point 9 explains that « In localities where there is only
one priest, from either Church, he will celebrate services for
the faithful of both Churches, including the Divine Liturgy,
pastoral duties and holy matrimony. »35

28 These four Councils are not formally recognized by the Oriental Orthodox Churches. The Joint Commission has wisely sought to deal with
the doctrinal affirmations expressed at these Councils rather than the more formal issue of the acceptance or rejection of particular councils. The
statements affirm that the two families of Churches are in full agreement in their understanding of the historic Orthodox faith. This means that the
Oriental Orthodox Churches recognize the faith of the Orthodox Church as expressed in the doctrinal decisions of the councils of 451, 553, 680,
and 787, although they may not formally recognize these councils as being ecumenical, T. FitzGerald, Restoring the Unity in Faith, 26.
29 For example, the two families of Churches already act as a single Orthodox family representation at the World Council of Churches (WCC).
During the Official Dialogue in Chambésy 1990, four main types of pastoral issues were mentioned: Relations with other Christian Churches and
common participation in the Ecumenical Movement as well as cooperation in the propagation of our common faith and tradition; and also our social
help made in common service to the world of suffering, need, injustice and conflicts, to help in case of discriminations of all kinds, and a very present
necessity, that to help refugees and victims of war.
30 In the Athens Meeting of 2014, Metropolitan Emmanuel spoke of the common patristic and ecclesiological traditions.
31 This is what I explained during my talk at the IOTA Conference in Iasi (Romania) on 12 January 2019, where I gave a paper on “Practical
Dialogue Between the Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox”.
32 The text also says that it is important “to plan an exchange of visits by our heads of Churches and prelates, priests and lay people of each
one of our two families of Churches to the other. In localities where Churches of the two families co-exist, the congregations should organize
participation of one group of people – men, women, youth and children, including priests –, where possible from one congregation of one family to
a congregation of the other, to attend in the latter’s Eucharistic worship on Sundays and feast days”.
33 Interview with Father Mina in Bucharest on 19 January 2019.
34 See full text in: The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C.Chaillot, p. 459.
35 See the full text in: The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, p. 454.
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The reasons for continuing the dialogue
and steps to be made or How to know each
other better?
The last texts of the Official Dialogue were elaborated
in 1993; two texts of the meetings in Chambésy (2005)
and Athens (2014), where just few participants attended,
were also published. They are the fruit of the reflexions
of the theologians of the two families of Churches
who represented their patriarchates. The texts of this
dialogue were then presented to the Holy Synods of each
patriarchate for approval or comments. Some patriarchates
have approved the texts. Other patriarchates are asking to
elaborate the texts already discussed and published.
The meeting in Chambésy, 1990, recommended not only
exchanges of visits by our heads of Churches and prelates,
priests and lay people of each one of our two families of
Churches to the other but also exchanges of theological
professors and students among theological institutions; and
exchanges of youth. Also, regular meetings of the primates
of our Churches, well-prepared meetings of monks from
both families and all possible cooperation of our Churches
at the regional level and in the Diaspora (Athens 2014) were
recommended.36
In the future, to be sure, more work has to be done. The
first step of dialogue is to meet and discuss face to face,
without prejudice, to listen to one another and to respect
each other. Two excellent examples of such dialogue in
the past are those of the Armenian Catholicos Nerses in
the 12th century and the Russian Metropolitan Porphyrius
Uspensky in the 19th Century.37
All these should be done in order to offer more
complete information on the outcome of the dialogue, to
inform believers more carefully and to prepare the ecclesial
conscience in a responsible way for the reception of the
ecclesiastical decision on the question of the restoration
of ecclesial unity. This is the main task and duty not only
for the heads of Churches and the Joint Commission
(appointed by the Mother Churches) as well as the Joint
Subcommittees, but also for the clergy, theologians and all
well informed people.

In order to be well informed, there should also be
production of appropriate literature explaining our
common understanding of the Orthodox faith that has
led us to overcome the divisions of the past, by making
available publications about the dialogue and our mutual
knowledge, in the various languages of our Churches
(Chambésy, 1993, e).38 For the education of all (clergy and
faithful), more writings for promoting a positive dialogue
need to be published, including through the internet.
For the sake of such dialogue, in order to show that
the Oriental Orthodox are not monophysites but have an
Orthodox faith, Christology and life, comparative studies
should be developed in the future, not only in theology
but also in other fields (for example in those of language,
liturgy and iconography).39
By studying carefully, the texts about the history of
Chalcedon and of the theology/liturgy, one will understand
that the Christology of the Oriental Orthodox is orthodox/
correct. I tried to begin to make such a short demonstration
by asking Oriental Orthodox theologians to write articles
on this topic in my book published in Volos in 2016, The
Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches,
with articles on Christology and articles on Christology
as found in their liturgical texts. The texts of the prayers
used by all the Oriental Orthodox (at all levels, from
their patriarchs to the clergy and faithful) since the time/
separation of Chalcedon, are the best prove to show their
Orthodox faith as these texts continually speak of Christ
as being fully God AND fully Man, without separation or
mixture (two of the adverbs also mentioned in the texts
of Chalcedon). They also mention the Virgin Mary as «
Mother of God » (Theotokos).
A similar demonstration about the Orthodox
Christology of the Oriental Orthodox can be made about
the veneration of icons as they represent Christ as Man on
their icons and also on their wall paintings and illuminations
in the manuscripts. If they were truly monophysite, that
is if they believed that the humanity of Christ had been
absorbed in his divinity as the heretic Eutyches did, would
they have been concerned to represent His humanity in
icons/paintings/illuminations ?

36 Agreed Statement of the Joint Commission, see: The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, p. 437.
37 See: http://orthodoxwiki.org/Porphyrius_%28Uspensky%29_of_Chigirin (last accessed, March 2019). Uspensky’s writings should be
republished and translated. For Catholicos Nerses, see Catholicos Aram of Cilicia, St. Nerses the Gracious (1102-1173). St. Nerses the Gracious and Church
Unity: Armeno-Greek Church Relations (1165-1173), Antelias (Lebanon), 2010.
38 Such books with information on the dialogue have been published for example by Fr. T. FitzGerald, Restoring the Unity in Faith. The OrthodoxOriental Orthodox Theological Dialogue, Boston, 2007 ; and by C. Chaillot, The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot,
Volos, 2016. For the sake of the dialogue and in order to know each other better, my books have been translated into eleven languages, also in
Romanian: Christine Chaillot - Biserica Ortodoxă din Europa de Est în Secolul XX, Humanitas, Bucarest, 2013 ; O Scurta istorie a Bisericii Ortodoxe din Europa
Occidentala în Secolul XX, Cluj, 2017 ; Rolul imaginilor sfinte si cinstirea icoanelor in Bisericii Ortodoxe Orientale, Cluj, 2018. http://www.editura.ubbcluj.ro/bd/
ebooks/pdf/2309.pdf My book Towards Unity with the texts of the Unofficial and Official Theological Dialogue has been published in Romanian
in Sibiu in 2014 Pentru Unitate. Dialogul teologic dintre Biserica Ortodoxă și Bisericile Vechi Orientale (translated and edited by Prof. Aurel Pavel and A. M.
Cojocarescu).
39 At the linguistic level, for example, the Syriac language is found in liturgical books of the Greek Orthodox Church of Antioch until at least the
17th Century. Inscriptions in Syriac have been found in mural paintings in Greek Orthodox monasteries in Lebanon. Common prayers are found in the
Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox Churches and traditions. Iniconography, a strong argument is the representation by the Oriental Orthodox
of Christ in illuminations, paintings and icons as a human being, which monophysites would not have accepted.
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Recent International Conferences include panels/
papers about this bilateral Dialogue. For example, in
January 2019, in Iasi (Romania), for the International
Orthodox Theological Association (IOTA) Conference,40
I was responsible to moderate a panel about this dialogue
entitled « The Dialogue between the Eastern Orthodox
and Oriental Orthodox Churches ». During the panel, two
Romanian theologians presented the following topics: Fr.
Dr. Ioan Ovidiu, Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox
Dialogue- A Historical and Theological Survey ; and Prof. Dr.
Rev. Vasile Raduca about The Romanian Theologians and The
Dialogue with the Old Oriental Churches (or Oriental Orthodox
Churches). A Greek theologian, Dr. Nikos Kouremenos,
presented the situation of the dialogue in Greece.
On 3-7 March 2019, hundreds of researchers gathered
in Bologna at European Academy of Religion41 for a
Conference on the study of religion. Many of the 320
sessions dealt with various aspects of the ecumenical
movement and the future of ecumenism in Europe. One
panel, on « Orthodox Unity » spoke of « What are the
real obstacles for unity between non-Chalcedonian and
Chalcedonian Churches? ». Scholars presented the following
papers: Michael Hjälm (Stockholm School of Theology /
Sankt Ignatios Academy) on Ecclesiology from Below. A Critical
Theological Assessment of the Reception by the Byzantine Churches
of the Conflict of Chalcedon 451 ; Cyril Hovorun (Loyola
Marymount University / Huffington Ecumenical Institute)
on Unity after Chalcedon: Possible or Impossible?; Metropolitan
Polycarpus Augin Aydin (Stockholm School of Theology)
on Encounters on the Road: Towards Reconciling the Estranged
Members of the Eastern/Oriental Orthodox Family ; and Davor
Dzalto (American University of Rome) on Unity: Between
Orthodoxy and (Political) Orthopraxy.
In Bologna Conference, in another panel about the
future of ecumenism, Professor Stavros Yangazoglou
(Athens) also mentioned the dialogue between Eastern
Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox in his paper.42 In
his fourth section (« Commentaires et pratiques de
développement d’exemples ciblés de « travail théologique
et pastoral à domicile »), he puts these two important
questions :
Que faudrait-il faire encore pour que cet accord christologique,
positif sur le plan théologique, permette que l’Église orthodoxe soit
en communion avec les Églises préchalcédoniennes ? This is the
question which everyone should ask oneself. To answer this

first question, I proposed some summarized answers above.
His second question was : L’accord christologique de l’Église
orthodoxe avec les Églises d’Orient préchalcédoniennes sur un plan
théologique est-il suffisamment présent dans les programmes d’études
des écoles théologiques et des séminaires ecclésiastiques ? To answer
the second question about teaching more about this
bilateral dialogue in the theological schools and seminaries,
this is the responsibility and duty of all the professors in
each faculty of theology, in a team work with their bishop
and clergy.
Professor Yangazoglou suggests « la nécessité d’une
préparation ecclésiale adéquate ». According to him,
«L’unité ne concerne pas simplement un consensus
minimum des parties en dialogue et n’est pas non plus liée
à une question de bureaucratie ecclésiastique; l’unité est une
question d’apprentissage mutuel sur le plan théologique et
ecclésiologique.»

Conclusion
Since Chalcedon, there have been attempts down the
centuries at reconciliation43, for example, in the fifth
century by the emperor Zeno with the Henotikon (482), in
the sixth century (532 and 553) by the Emperor Justinian
and in the seventh century (630 and 633) by the Emperor
Heraclius. But these proved unsuccessful and the situation
stagnated after the Arab conquests of the 630s. Dialogue
also took place between the Armenian and the Byzantine
Churches from the 9th to the 12th centuries. Several times
the two sides came close to a reconciliation, but until these
days, the breach continues.”44
“This division is an anomaly, a bleeding wound in the
Body of Christ, a wound which according to His will that
we humbly serve, must be healed.”45 In reality, however,
daily contact between the Orthodox and the Oriental
Orthodox communities were never completely broken as
they lived (and still live) side by side in many places of the
Middle East, in some Eastern European countries and
around the world.
In 2019, one may describe the situation as followings:
some groups are ready and open for dialogue and for
finalizing unity.46 Others are open for the dialogue but
require that the Joint Commission (and Subcommittees)
continue their work of research. Some groups, who are

40 https://iota-web.org/
41 https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/hundreds-of-researchers-gather-in- bologna-at-european-academy-of-religion
42  It was entitled “Vivre et travailler pour l’unité des chrétiens dans l’Église orthodoxe : pratiquer un œcuménisme réceptif avec des ressources
propres à la tradition orthodoxe”. This paper together with the other papers of this panel should be published in the future by Prof. P. Grisel
(Lausanne), head of the panel.
43 See in: The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, the chronology (p. 511-514) and the important article by N.
Russell “Cyril of Alexandria’s Mia-physis Formula in the Christological Debates of the Fifth and Sixth Centuries” (p. 94-112).
44 Paulos Mar Gregorios and N.Nissiotis, Does Chalcedon Divide or Unite?, WCC Geneva, 1981, p. IX-XII.
45 Joint Commission 1989, see: The Dialogue between the Oriental and Eastern Orthodox Churches, ed. C. Chaillot, p. 436.
46 Three local Churches from the Eastern Orthodox family (Alexandria, Antioch and Romania) and three Churches from the Oriental Orthodox
family (Alexandria, Antioch and Malankara-India) have already declared their acceptance of the Agreed Statements and Proposals from the Joint
Commission (Athens, 2014). The other Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox churches continue to study the Statements of the Commission.
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known to be opposed to ecumenical dialogue and contact,
attack the dialogue for fear that communion may be
reestablished without keeping the Orthodox faith, canons
and Orthodox Church fully intact. To answer them, I
would say that of course no theological compromises can
be made. At the same time, we must find ways to remain
flexible and open-minded for the dialogue. My wish is
that such people who are negative for the dialogue should
also make positive proposals for the dialogue orally and in
writing, and not merely carp at it.47 Some may believe that
schism is only the mistake or responsibility of others. In
order to counter this attitude, it is very important to pursue
a new boardly-based study of history, Church history and
patristics.
We must learn more about one another and also study
together. In other words, in the context of dialogue, we
must start from the sources and analyze the texts in order
to remain as objective as possible. We should even make a
list of all the impediments to union.
In the context of dialogue, we also have to take into
consideration the sociological and even psychological
approaches, for example, how to be self-critical. We must
try not to accuse or moralize. It is not easy to change
misperceptions and overcome prejudices. It requires from
us a concerted and renewed effort for metanoia or “change
of heart” both individually and collectively. Hence, we must
look forward with a renewed vision. Differences in customs
and liturgical practices, for example, need not be a barrier to
unity, and existing diversities should be maintained as they
enrich all the other Churches’ traditions.48

‘the Lord of the Faith and Head of His Church’ will guide
us by the Holy Spirit on the speedier way towards unity
and communion”.50 The most important motivation for
the continuation of the dialogue is the common desire
to restore this ecclesial communion. Everyone in his or
her own active way can contribute, also through practical
dialogue.
Finally, as Metropolitan Damaskinos of Switzerland
wrote:
“Any quarrelsome theological disposition or
diminished sensitivity at the prospect of restoration
of ecclesial unity, when there is an official declaration
of full agreement on the right faith, should be
regarded as unthinkable and certainly as reflecting a
false understanding of the operation of the mystery
of the Church in the history of Salvation.”51
St. Cyril of Alexandria himself wrote (in his Epistle to
John of Antioch in 433) that “the dissension which then arose
between the Churches was quite needless and inexcusable.”

In order to see the consummation of this bilateral
dialogue, much work and many prayers are still needed.
But, with time, and by living and exercising together,
the Lord, who always comes and helps those who love
Him, will provide us with the necessary strength.49 In
the Joint Commission in Chambésy in September 1990,
His Eminence Metropolitan Damaskinos exhorted the
participants in his inaugural address to “work in a spirit
of humility, brotherly love and mutual recognition so that
47 For example, Lettre de la communauté monastique du Mont Athos and “Les antichalcédoniens sont-ils orthodoxes?” Cf. J.C. Larchet, Personne et nature,
Paris, 2011, p. 68. The Letter by Mont Athos was answered by Metropolitan Damaskinos in: Episkepsis 521 (1995), p. 9-19 with answer by Mont Athos
in: La Lumière du Thabor 47-48 (1996), p. 113-122. See also writings by J.C. Larchet, for example in his book Personne et Nature, 69, translated in several
languages who deplores “l’affaiblissement dogmatique qui caractérise notre époque” et la foi de plus en plus minimaliste de certains croyants”. In
English see: A Memorandum of the Sacred Community of Mount Athos (not dated), http://orthodoxinfo.com/ecumenism/mono_athos.aspx (last
accessed, June 2016); and Suggestions of a Committee from the Sacred Community of the Holy Mountain Athos. Concerning the Dialogue of the
Orthodox with the Non-Chalcedonians (dated 1st of February 1994) http://orthodoxinfo.com/ecumenism/mono_athos2.aspx (last accessed, June
2016).
48  Whereby the Eastern Orthodox Churches benefit from their sister Oriental Orthodox Churches and are enriched by their traditions, literature
and holy rituals, liturgy and spirituality, and vice-versa. The process of restoring unity must be done in such a way that recognizes the distinctive
liturgical customs, linguistic preferences, iconographic tradition, and legitimate historical character of the various ecclesial traditions, FitzGerald,
Restoring the Unity in Faith.
49 “Car je suis convaincu qu’avec le temps et en vivant et en nous exerçant ensemble, le Seigneur, qui toujours vient en aide pour le bien à ceux qui
l’aiment, pourvoira pour nous affermir”, quotation by V. Phidas, “Orthodoxie et Eglises préchalcédoniennes”, in : Episkepsis 479 (1992), p. 20, 21.
50 Towards Unity, ed, C. Chaillot, Geneva, 1998, p. 62.
51 “The Theological Dialogue between the Orthodox and the Oriental Orthodox Churches”, Towards Unity, 34. In Athens, 24-25 November
2014, Metropolitan Emmanuel of France called not only for a systematic evaluation of all the theological critiques on the proposals of the Joint
Commission but also for a theological defense against all prejudices and polemical arguments.
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CHAPTER 2:
KAIROS FOR CREATION: TRANSCENDING BOUNDARIES OF ANTHROPOCENTRISM TO AFFIRM THE WHOLE COMMUNITY OF LIFE (ECO-THEOLOGICAL
TRACK)
(Compiled by Nikolaos Asproulis, Chad Rimmer and Kuzipa Nalwamba)

Introduction
This section has readings that seek to cast a moral vision that inspires theological reflection and an eco-ethic that transcends anthropocentric
approaches. The first reading is the 1967 article, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis” by Lynn White, Jr. that traces the roots
of the ecological crisis back to Judeo-Christian teachings and assumptions. In the second reading, “Global Survey on Eco-Theology, Climate
Justice and Food Security (ETCF) in Theological Education and Christian Leadership Development 2014-2015 (ETCF Study Project)”,
Dietrich Werner, Stephen Brown, Pantelis Kalaitzidis, Andar Parlindugan focus on climate justice and its relationship to food security. The
third one, “For the Life of The World - Toward a Social Ethos of the Orthodox Church” is a contribution from the Orthodox perspective
with a biocentric focus. The fourth, “Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’ Of the Holy Father Francis on Care for Our Common Home Excerpt:
Chapter Two - The Gospel of Creation” is an excerpt from the document by Pope Francis that calls for care for our common home. The fifth
and last section is “Call to Vigilance and Prayer - Chapter 1: Patriarchal Encyclicals for September 1st”, edited by John Chryssavgis. This is
a compilation of messages by Ecumenical Patriarch Dimitrios and by Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew that is above all a call to prayer and
vigilant action in the care for creation.

2.1 The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis - Lynn White, Jr.
Lyn White, Jr. `The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis´. Article in Science, New Series, Vol. 155, No. 3767 (Mar. 10, 1967).
Pages 1203-1207 reprinted with permission from AAAS (The American Association for the Advancement of Science).

A conversation with Aldous Huxley not infrequently put
one at the receiving end of an unforgettable monologue.
About a year before his lamented death he was discoursing
on a favorite topic: Man’s unnatural treatment of nature
and its sad results. To illustrate his point he told how, during
the previous summer, he had returned to a little valley in
England where he had spent many happy months as a child.
Once it had been composed of delightful grassy glades;
now it was becoming overgrown with unsightly brush
because the rabbits that formerly kept such growth under
control had largely succumbed to a disease, myxomatosis,
that was deliberately introduced by the local farmers to
reduce the rabbits’ destruction of crops. Being something
of a Philistine, I could be silent no longer, even in the
interests of great rhetoric. I interrupted to point out that
the rabbit itself had been brought as a domestic animal to
England in 1176, presumably to improve the protein diet of
the peasantry.
All forms of life modify their contexts. The most
spectacular and benign instance is doubtless the coral polyp.
By serving its own ends, it has created a vast undersea
world favorable to thousands of other kinds of animals
and plants. Ever since man became a numerous species he

has affected his environment notably. The hypothesis that
his firedrive method of hunting created the world’s great
grasslands and helped to exterminate the monster mammals
of the Pleistocene from much of the globe is plausible, if
not proved. For 6 millennia at least, the banks of the lower
Nile have been a human artefact rather than the swampy
African jungle which nature, apart from man, would have
made it. The Aswan Dam, flooding 5000 square miles, is
only the latest stage in a long process.
In many regions terracing or irrigation, overgrazing,
the cutting of forests by Romans to build ships to fight
Carthaginians or by Crusaders to solve the logistics
problems of their expeditions, have profoundly changed
some ecologies. Observation that the French landscape
falls into two basic types, the open fields of the north and
the bocage of the south and west, inspired Marc Bloch
to undertake his classic study of medieval agricultural
methods. Quite unintentionally, changes in human ways
often affect nonhuman nature. It has been noted, for
example, that the advent of the automobile eliminated
huge flocks of sparrows that once fed on the horse manure
littering every street.
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The history of ecologic change is still so rudimentary
that we know little about what really happened, or what
the results were. The extinction of the European aurochs
as late as 1627 would seem to have been a simple case of
overenthusiastic hunting. On more intricate matters it often
is impossible to find solid information. For a thousand
years or more the Frisians and Hollanders have been
pushing back the North Sea, and the process is culminating
in our own time in the reclamation of the Zuider Zee.
What, if any, species of animals, birds, fish, shore life, or
plants have died out in the process? In their epic combat
with Neptune have the Netherlanders overlooked ecological
values in such a way that the quality of human life in
the Netherlands has suffered? I cannot discover that the
questions have ever been asked, much less answered.
People, then, have often been a dynamic element in their
own environment, but in the present state of historical
scholarship we usually do not know exactly when, where, or
with what effects man-induced changes came. As we enter
the last third of the 20th century, however, concern for the
problem of ecologic backlash is mounting feverishly.
Natural science, conceived as the effort to understand
the nature of things, had flourished in several eras and
among several peoples. Similarly there had been an age-old
accumulation of technological skills, sometimes growing
rapidly, sometimes slowly. But it was not until about four
generations ago that Western Europe and North America
arranged a marriage between science and technology, a
union of the theoretical and the empirical approaches to
our natural environment. The emergence in widespread
practice of the Baconian creed that scientific knowledge
means technological power over nature can scarcely be
dated before about 1850, save in the chemical industries,
where it is anticipated in the 18th century. Its acceptance
as a normal pattern of action may mark the greatest event
in human history since the invention of agriculture, and
perhaps in nonhuman terrestrial history as well.
Almost at once the new situation forced the
crystallization of the novel concept of ecology; indeed,
the word ecology first appeared in the English language in
1873. Today, less than a century later, the impact of our
race upon the environment has so increased in force that
it has changed in essence. When the first cannons were
fired, in the early 14th century, they affected ecology by
sending workers scrambling to the forests and mountains
for more potash, sulphur, iron ore, and charcoal, with some
resulting erosion and deforestation. Hydrogen bombs are
of a different order: a war fought with them might alter
the genetics of all life on this planet. By 1285 London
had a smog problem arising from the burning of soft
coal, but our present combustion of fossil fuels threatens
to change the chemistry of the globe’s atmosphere as a
whole, with consequences which we are only beginning to
guess. With the population explosion, the carcinoma of
planless urbanism, the now geological deposits of sewage

and garbage, surely no creature other than man has ever
managed to foul its nest in such short order.
There are many calls to action, but specific proposals,
however worthy as individual items, seem too partial,
palliative, negative: ban the bomb, tear down the billboards,
give the Hindus contraceptives and tell them to eat
their sacred cows. The simplest solution to any suspect
change is, of course, to stop it, or better yet, to revert to
a romanticized past: make those ugly gasoline stations
look like Anne Hathaway’s cottage or (in the Far West)
like ghost-town saloons. The “wilderness area” mentality
invariably advocates deepfreezing an ecology, whether San
Gimignano or the High Sierra, as it was before the first
Kleenex was dropped. But neither atavism nor prettification
will cope with the ecologic crisis of our time. What
shall we do? No one yet knows. Unless we think about
fundamentals, our specific measures may produce new
backlashes more serious than those they are designed to
remedy. As a beginning we should try to clarify our thinking
by looking, in some historical depth, at the presuppositions
that underlie modern technology and science. Science was
traditionally aristocratic, speculative, intellectual in intent;
technology was lower-class, empirical, action-oriented.
The quite sudden fusion of these two, towards the middle
of the 19th century, is surely related to the slightly prior
and contemporary democratic revolutions which, by
reducing social barriers, tended to assert a functional unity
of brain and hand. Our ecologic crisis is the product of
an emerging, entirely novel, democratic culture. The issue
is whether a democratized world can survive its own
implications. Presumably we cannot unless we rethink our
axioms.

The Western Traditions of Technology and
Science
One thing is so certain that it seems stupid to verbalize
it: both modern technology and modern science are
distinctively Occidental. Our technology has absorbed
elements from all over the world, notably from China; yet
everywhere today, whether in Japan or in Nigeria, successful
technology is Western. Our science is the heir to all the
sciences of the past, especially perhaps to the work of the
great Islamic scientists of the Middle Ages, who so often
outdid the ancient Greeks in skill and perspicacity: al-Razi
in medicine, for example; or ibn-al-Haytham in optics; or
Omar Khayyam in mathematics. Indeed, not a few works
of such geniuses seem to have vanished in the original
Arabic and to survive only in medieval Latin translations
that helped to lay the foundations for later Western
developments. Today, around the globe, all significant
science is Western in style and method, whatever the
pigmentation or language of the scientists.
A second pair of facts is less well recognized because
they result from quite recent historical scholarship. The
leadership of the West, both in technology and in science,
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is far older than the so-called Scientific Revolution of the
17th century or the so-called Industrial Revolution of
the 18th century. These terms are in fact outmoded and
obscure the true nature of what they try to describe-significant stages in two long and separate developments.
By A.D. 1000 at the latest--and perhaps, feebly, as much
as 200 years earlier--the West began to apply water power
to industrial processes other than milling grain. This was
followed in the late 12th century by the harnessing of
wind power. From simple beginnings, but with remarkable
consistency of style, the West rapidly expanded its skills in
the development of power machinery, labor-saving devices,
and automation.

originality of Newton, Galileo, or Copernicus as to deny
that of the 14th century scholastic scientists like Buridan or
Oresme on whose work they built. Before the 11th century,
science scarcely existed in the Latin West, even in Roman
times. From the 11th century onward, the scientific sector
of Occidental culture has increased in a steady crescendo.

Those who doubt should contemplate that most
monumental achievement in the history of automation:
the weight-driven mechanical clock, which appeared in two
forms in the early 14th century. Not in craftsmanship but
in basic technological capacity, the Latin West of the later
Middle Ages far outstripped its elaborate, sophisticated,
and esthetically magnificent sister cultures, Byzantium and
Islam. In 1444 a great Greek ecclesiastic, Bessarion, who
had gone to Italy, wrote a letter to a prince in Greece. He is
amazed by the superiority of Western ships, arms, textiles,
glass. But above all he is astonished by the spectacle of
waterwheels sawing timbers and pumping the bellows of
blast furnaces. Clearly, he had seen nothing of the sort in
the Near East.

Medieval View of Man and Nature

By the end of the 15th century the technological
superiority of Europe was such that its small, mutually
hostile nations could spill out over all the rest of the world,
conquering, looting, and colonizing. The symbol of this
technological superiority is the fact that Portugal, one of
the weakest states of the Occident, was able to become, and
to remain for a century, mistress of the East Indies. And
we must remember that the technology of Vasco da Gama
and Albuquerque was built by pure empiricism, drawing
remarkably little support or inspiration from science.
In the present-day vernacular understanding, modern
science is supposed to have begun in 1543, when both
Copernicus and Vesalius published their great works. It
is no derogation of their accomplishments, however, to
point out that such structures as the Fabrica and the De
revolutionibus do not appear overnight. The distinctive
Western tradition of science, in fact, began in the late
11th century with a massive movement of translation of
Arabic and Greek scientific works into Latin. A few notable
books--Theophrastus, for example--escaped the West’s avid
new appetite for science, but within less than 200 years
effectively the entire corpus of Greek and Muslim science
was available in Latin, and was being eagerly read and
criticized in the new European universities. Out of criticism
arose new observation, speculation, and increasing distrust
of ancient authorities. By the late 13th century Europe
had seized global scientific leadership from the faltering
hands of Islam. It would be as absurd to deny the profound

Since both our technological and our scientific
movements got their start, acquired their character,
and achieved world dominance in the Middle Ages, it
would seem that we cannot understand their nature or
their present impact upon ecology without examining
fundamental medieval assumptions and developments.

Until recently, agriculture has been the chief occupation
even in “advanced” societies; hence, any change in methods
of tillage has much importance. Early plows, drawn by two
oxen, did not normally turn the sod but merely scratched
it. Thus, cross-plowing was needed and fields tended to
be squarish. In the fairly light soils and semiarid climates
of the Near East and Mediterranean, this worked well.
But such a plow was inappropriate to the wet climate and
often sticky soils of northern Europe. By the latter part of
the 7th century after Christ, however, following obscure
beginnings, certain northern peasants were using an entirely
new kind of plow, equipped with a vertical knife to cut
the line of the furrow, a horizontal share to slice under the
sod, and a moldboard to turn it over. The friction of this
plow with the soil was so great that it normally required not
two but eight oxen. It attacked the land with such violence
that cross-plowing was not needed, and fields tended to be
shaped in long strips.
In the days of the scratch-plow, fields were distributed
generally in units capable of supporting a single family.
Subsistence farming was the presupposition. But no
peasantowned eight oxen: to use the new and more efficient
plow, peasants pooled their oxen to form large plow-teams,
originally receiving (it would appear) plowed strips in
proportion to their contribution. Thus, distribution of land
was based no longer on the needs of a family but, rather,
on the capacity of a power machine to till the earth. Man’s
relation to the soil was profoundly changed. Formerly
man had been part of nature; now he was the exploiter of
nature. Nowhere else in the world did farmers develop any
analogous agricultural implement. Is it coincidence that
modern technology, with its ruthlessness toward nature, has
so largely been produced by descendants of these peasants
of northern Europe?
This same exploitive attitude appears slightly before
A.D. 830 in Western illustrated calendars. In older calendars
the months were shown as passive personifications. The
new Frankish calendars, which set the style for the Middle
Ages, are very different: they show men coercing the
world around them--plowing, harvesting, chopping trees,
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butchering pigs. Man and nature are two things, and man is
master.
These novelties seem to be in harmony with larger
intellectual patterns. What people do about their ecology
depends on what they think about themselves in relation to
things around them. Human ecology is deeply conditioned
by beliefs about our nature and destiny--that is, by religion.
To Western eyes this is very evident in, say, India or Ceylon.
It is equally true of ourselves and of our medieval
ancestors. The victory of Christianity over paganism was
the greatest psychic revolution in the history of our culture.
It has become fashionable today to say that, for better or
worse, we live in the “post-Christian age.” Certainly the
forms of our thinking and language have largely ceased to
be Christian, but to my eye the substance often remains
amazingly akin to that of the past. Our daily habits of
action, for example, are dominated by an implicit faith in
perpetual progress which was unknown either to GrecoRoman antiquity or to the Orient. It is rooted in, and is
indefensible apart from, Judeo- Christian theology. The fact
that Communists share it merely helps to show what can
be demonstrated on many other grounds: that Marxism,
like Islam, is a Judeo-Christian heresy. We continue today to
live, as we have lived for about 1700 years, very largely in a
context of Christian axioms.
What did Christianity tell people about their relations
with the environment? While many of the world’s
mythologies provide stories of creation, Greco-Roman
mythology was singularly incoherent in this respect. Like
Aristotle, the intellectuals of the ancient West denied that
the visible world had a beginning. Indeed, the idea of a
beginning was impossible in the framework of their cyclical
notion of time. In sharp contrast, Christianity inherited
from Judaism not only a concept of time as nonrepetitive
and linear but also a striking story of creation. By gradual
stages a loving and all- powerful God had created light and
darkness, the heavenly bodies, the earth and all its plants,
animals, birds, and fishes. Finally, God had created Adam
and, as an afterthought, Eve to keep man from being lonely.
Man named all the animals, thus establishing his dominance
over them.
God planned all of this explicitly for man’s benefit and
rule: no item in the physical creation had any purpose save
to serve man’s purposes. And, although man’s body is made
of clay, he is not simply part of nature: he is made in God’s
image.
Especially in its Western form, Christianity is the most
anthropocentric religion the world has seen. As early as
the 2nd century both Tertullian and Saint Irenaeus of
Lyons were insisting that when God shaped Adam he
was foreshadowing the image of the incarnate Christ,
the Second Adam. Man shares, in great measure, God’s
transcendence of nature. Christianity, in absolute contrast
to ancient paganism and Asia’s religions (except, perhaps,

Zorastrianism), not only established a dualism of man and
nature but also insisted that it is God’s will that man exploit
nature for his proper ends.
At the level of the common people this worked out in
an interesting way. In Antiquity every tree, every spring,
every stream, every hill had its own genius loci, its guardian
spirit. These spirits were accessible to men, but were very
unlike men; centaurs, fauns, and mermaids show their
ambivalence. Before one cut a tree, mined a mountain, or
dammed a brook, it was important to placate the spirit in
charge of that particular situation, and to keep it placated.
By destroying pagan animism, Christianity made it possible
to exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings
of natural objects.
It is often said that for animism the Church substituted
the cult of saints. True; but the cult of saints is functionally
quite different from animism. The saint is not in natural
objects; he may have special shrines, but his citizenship
is in heaven. Moreover, a saint is entirely a man; he can
be approached in human terms. In addition to saints,
Christianity of course also had angels and demons
inherited from Judaism and perhaps, at one remove, from
Zorastrianism. But these were all as mobile as the saints
themselves. The spirits in natural objects, which formerly
had protected nature from man, evaporated. Man’s effective
monopoly on spirit in this world was confirmed, and the
old inhibitions to the exploitation of nature crumbled.
When one speaks in such sweeping terms, a note of
caution is in order. Christianity is a complex faith, and its
consequences differ in differing contexts. What I have
said may well apply to the medieval West, where in fact
technology made spectacular advances. But the Greek East,
a highly civilized realm of equal Christian devotion, seems
to have produced no marked technological innovation after
the late 7th century, when Greek fire was invented. The
key to the contrast may perhaps be found in a difference
in the tonality of piety and thought which students of
comparative theology find between the Greek and the Latin
Churches. The Greeks believed that sin was intellectual
blindness, and that salvation was found in illumination,
orthodoxy--that is, clear thinking. The Latins, on the other
hand, felt that sin was moral evil, and that salvation was
to be found in right conduct. Eastern theology has been
intellectualist. Western theology has been voluntarist. The
Greek saint contemplates; the Western saint acts. The
implications of Christianity for the conquest of nature
would emerge more easily in the Western atmosphere.
The Christian dogma of creation, which is found in the
first clause of all the Creeds, has another meaning for our
comprehension of today’s ecologic crisis. By revelation,
God had given man the Bible, the Book of Scripture. But
since God had made nature, nature also must reveal the
divine mentality. The religious study of nature for the better
understanding of God was known as natural theology. In
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the early Church, and always in the Greek East, nature was
conceived primarily as a symbolic system through which
God speaks to men: the ant is a sermon to sluggards; rising
flames are the symbol of the soul’s aspiration. The view of
nature was essentially artistic rather than scientific. While
Byzantium preserved and copied great numbers of ancient
Greek scientific texts, science as we conceive it could
scarcely flourish in such an ambience.
However, in the Latin West by the early 13th century
natural theology was following a very different bent. It
was ceasing to be the decoding of the physical symbols
of God’s communication with man and was becoming
the effort to understand God’s mind by discovering how
his creation operates. The rainbow was no longer simply a
symbol of hope first sent to Noah after the Deluge: Robert
Grosseteste, Friar Roger Bacon, and Theodoric of Freiberg
produced startlingly sophisticated work on the optics
of the rainbow, but they did it as a venture in religious
understanding. From the 13th century onward, up to and
including Leitnitz and Newton, every major scientist, in
effect, explained his motivations in religious terms. Indeed,
if Galileo had not been so expert an amateur theologian
he would have got into far less trouble: the professionals
resented his intrusion. And Newton seems to have regarded
himself more as a theologian than as a scientist. It was
not until the late 18th century that the hypothesis of God
became unnecessary to many scientists.
It is often hard for the historian to judge, when men
explain why they are doing what they want to do, whether
they are offering real reasons or merely culturally acceptable
reasons. The consistency with which scientists during the
long formative centuries of Western science said that the
task and the reward of the scientist was “to think God’s
thoughts after him” leads one to believe that this was their
real motivation. If so, then modern Western science was
cast in a matrix of Christian theology. The dynamism of
religious devotion shaped by the Judeo-Christian dogma of
creation, gave it impetus.

An Alternative Christian View
We would seem to be headed toward conclusions
unpalatable to many Christians. Since both science and
technology are blessed words in our contemporary
vocabulary, some may be happy at the notions, first, that
viewed historically, modern science is an extrapolation of
natural theology and, second, that modern technology is
at least partly to be explained as an Occidental, voluntarist
realization of the Christian dogma of man’s transcendence
of, and rightful master over, nature. But, as we now
recognize, somewhat over a century ago science and
technology--hitherto quite separate activities--joined to give
mankind powers which, to judge by many of the ecologic
effects, are out of control. If so, Christianity bears a huge
burden of guilt.

I personally doubt that disastrous ecologic backlash
can be avoided simply by applying to our problems more
science and more technology. Our science and technology
have grown out of Christian attitudes toward man’s relation
to nature which are almost universally held not only by
Christians and neo-Christians but also by those who fondly
regard themselves as post-Christians. Despite Copernicus,
all the cosmos rotates around our little globe. Despite
Darwin, we are not, in our hearts, part of the natural
process. We are superior to nature, contemptuous of it,
willing to use it for our slightest whim. The newly elected
Governor of California, like myself a churchman but less
troubled than I, spoke for the Christian tradition when he
said (as is alleged), “when you’ve seen one redwood tree,
you’ve seen them all.” To a Christian a tree can be no more
than a physical fact. The whole concept of the sacred
grove is alien to Christianity and to the ethos of the West.
For nearly 2 millennia Christian missionaries have been
chopping down sacred groves, which are idolatrous because
they assume spirit in nature.
What we do about ecology depends on our ideas of
the man-nature relationship. More science and more
technology are not going to get us out of the present
ecologic crisis until we find a new religion, or rethink our
old one. The beatniks, who are the basic revolutionaries
of our time, show a sound instinct in their affinity for Zen
Buddhism, which conceives of the man-nature relationship
as very nearly the mirror image of the Christian view.
Zen, however, is as deeply conditioned by Asian history
as Christianity is by the experience of the West, and I am
dubious of its viability among us.
Possibly we should ponder the greatest radical in
Christian history since Christ: Saint Francis of Assisi. The
prime miracle of Saint Francis is the fact that he did not
end at the stake, as many of his left-wing followers did. He
was so clearly heretical that a General of the Franciscan
Order, Saint Bonavlentura, a great and perceptive Christian,
tried to suppress the early accounts of Franciscanism. The
key to an understanding of Francis is his belief in the virtue
of humility--not merely for the individual but for man as a
species.
Francis tried to depose man from his monarchy over
creation and set up a democracy of all God’s creatures.
With him the ant is no longer simply a homily for the lazy,
flames a sign of the thrust of the soul toward union with
God; now they are Brother Ant and Sister Fire, praising the
Creator in their own ways as Brother Man does in his.
Later commentators have said that Francis preached
to the birds as a rebuke to men who would not listen. The
records do not read so: he urged the little birds to praise
God, and in spiritual ecstasy they flapped their wings and
chirped rejoicing. Legends of saints, especially the Irish
saints, had long told of their dealings with animals but
always, I believe, to show their human dominance over
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creatures. With Francis it is different. The land around
Gubbio in the Apennines was ravaged by a fierce wolf. Saint
Francis, says the legend, talked to the wolf and persuaded
him of the error of his ways. The wolf repented, died in
the odor of sanctity, and was buried in consecrated ground.
What Sir Steven Ruciman calls “the Franciscan
doctrine of the animal soul” was quickly stamped out.
Quite possibly it was in part inspired, consciously or
unconsciously, by the belief in reincarnation held by
the Cathar heretics who at that time teemed in Italy and
southern France, and who presumably had got it originally
from India. It is significant that at just the same moment,
about 1200, traces of metempsychosis are found also in
western Judaism, in the Provencal Cabbala. But Francis
held neither to transmigration of souls nor to pantheism.
His view of nature and of man rested on a unique sort of
panpsychism of all things animate and inanimate, designed
for the glorification of their transcendent Creator, who, in
the ultimate gesture of cosmic humility, assumed flesh, lay
helpless in a manger, and hung dying on a scaffold.
I am not suggesting that many contemporary Americans
who are concerned about our ecologic crisis will be either
able or willing to counsel with wolves or exhort birds.
However, the present increasing disruption of the global
environment is the product of a dynamic technology
and science which were originating in the Western
medieval world against which Saint Francis was rebelling
in so original a way. Their growth cannot be understood
historically apart from distinctive attitudes toward nature
which are deeply grounded in Christian dogma. The
fact that most people do not think of these attitudes as
Christian is irrelevant. No new set of basic values has been
accepted in our society to displace those of Christianity.
Hence we shall continue to have a worsening ecologic
crisis until we reject the Christian axiom that nature has no
reason for existence save to serve man.
The greatest spiritual revolutionary in Western history,
Saint Francis, proposed what he thought was an alternative
Christian view of nature and man’s relation to it; he tried to
substitute the idea of the equality of all creatures, including
man, for the idea of man’s limitless rule of creation. He
failed. Both our present science and our present technology
are so tinctured with orthodox Christian arrogance toward
nature that no solution for our ecologic crisis can be
expected from them alone. Since the roots of our trouble
are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially
religious, whether we call it that or not. We must rethink
and refeel our nature and destiny. The profoundly religious,
but heretical, sense of the primitive Franciscans for the
spiritual autonomy of all parts of nature may point a
direction. I propose Francis as a patron saint for ecologists.
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2.2 The Global Survey on Eco-Theology, Climate Justice and Food Security
(ETCF) in Theological Education and Christian Leadership Development
2014-2015 (ETCF Study Project) - Dietrich Werner, Stephen Brown, Pantelis
Kalaitzidis, Andar Parlindugan*
Dietrich Werner, Stephen Brown, Pantelis Kalaitzidis and Andar Parlindugan, ‘The Global Survey on Ecotheology, Climate Justice
and Food Security’. Chapter 2, pp. 19-26, reprinted from D. Werner/El. Jeglitzka, Eco-theology, Climate justice and Food Security.
Theological Education and Christian Leadership Development, 2016 © Globethics.net, and licenced under CC 4.0 (CC BY-NCND).
https://www.globethics.net/documents/4289936/13403236/GE_Global_14_web.pdf/

2.2.1 Background
The last WCC assembly in Busan in November 2013
identified ecotheology and climate justice as two of the
key priorities for the next working period (2014 – 2021).
Issues like eco-theology and climate justice will be among
the key components in the global pilgrimage of justice
and peace for the post-Busan working period. Since
climate change and ecological destruction are getting
more and more menacing for humanity, climate issues
provide a global challenge which should be reflected also in
theological education and formation worldwide. Specialized
ministries and their partners in the global South have
shown the links between climate change and food security.
Churches, ecumenical organizations, specialized ministries
and institutions for theological education and research
worldwide will be asked to contribute to the pilgrimage
of justice and peace as no major working project in the
WCC in the post-Busan working period will be possible
without vital strategic cooperation, connectivity and
common ownership with ecumenical partners in the global
ecumenical movement.
According to preliminary data, although much research
and project related work has been done already on these
topics in some regions, only in a few institutions of
theological education and Christian leadership development
do they form part of the regular curriculum of instruction
and training or inform theological formation processes in
an integrated perspective,1 especially in and in exchange
with the global South. A great potential therefore lies in
discovering existing resources for the transfer of knowledge
and wisdom from all contexts/regions. The ecumenical
sharing of resources about these issues could be a benefit
for all. Indeed, sharing resources and exchanging knowledge
concerning eco-theology, climate justice and food security
(ECTF) can support the acknowledgement, the awareness
of its relevancy and encourage churches and institutions
of research and theological education to strengthen the

importance and urgency of ecotheological formation.
Ecotheolgy (sic), Climate Change and Food Security are
crucial for the future of Christian Leadership, for pastors as
well as for church workers around the world.

2.2.2 ETCF Study Project
Previous discussion with institutions such as the EMW
commission on theological education, the WCC leadership,
Globethics.net the United Evangelical Mission and Bread
for the World (BfW) have indicated that there is interest
in this area which could be brought together in a limited
research and working project to be started early in 2014
with young theologians in some of the organisations
mentioned. The design of this working and research
project, which is described below, follows previous
experiences with limited, result-oriented and time-bound
research projects both in WCC-ETE (World Council
of ChurchesEcumenical Theological Education) and in
the Association of Protestant Churches and Missions
(Evangelisches Missionswerk - EMW) research project
on the “Role of women in theological education” (1999).
In addition a young theologian from Latin America, who
has been involved with both WCC-ETE and Globethics.
net, is working already on identifying and collecting Latin
American resources in Spanish and Portuguese and could
be a contributor to the project. Furthermore, a young
theologian working in Berlin, who has studied in Lebanon,
could cover the Middle East.
The general goals of the project are:
• to highlight and to make visible the
contributions, resources and perspectives of
eco-theology, climate justice and food security particularly
(ETCF) from the churches of the South as 22 EcoTheology, Climate Justice and Food Security often
resources and contributions are only known and
shared in the North.

* A project of Globethics.net, Bread for the World, United Evangelical Mission and the World Council of Churches in cooperation with the
Orthodox Academy of Crete and Volos Academy for Theological Studies.
1 While some substantial mapping of resources has been done by some outstanding scholars and research centres, (e.g.see bibliographies on
ecotheology from Prof. Ernst Conradie in: Conradie, Ernst M.; Christianity and ecological theology: Resources for further research, Study Guides in
Religionand Theology 11, SUN Press, Stellenbosch 2006. 405 pp. and Conradie, Ernst M.; Christianity and Earthkeeping: In search of an inspiring
vision, Resources in Religion and Theology 16, SUN Press, Stellenbosch 2011,155 pp.) we do not have a survey particularly on resources and best
practice models for training in eco-theology, climate justice and food issues developed.
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•

•

•

to contribute to mainstreaming eco-theology,
climate justice and food security issues (ETCF)
as integral components in Christian leadership
formation both in formal theological education as
well as in non-formal programmes of Christian and
development training in the global South.
to support and foster the relevance of ETCF in
the awareness of churches in the global North and
the global South in a period when global political
negotiations on binding restrictions on CO2emissions reach a certain climax (2015).
to contribute to international networking,
exchange and SouthSouth, North-South, and WestEast networking between regional hubs of research
and education in issues of ETCF issues.

The target groups are:
• theological colleges, church-related seminaries,
universities with their faculties of theology or
religious studies and other churchrelated training
facilities and programmes
• selected Christian or interfaith research centres and
lay academies working on issues related to ETCF,
and Eco-ethics
The intended outcomes of the project are:
• the results of a well-designed questionnaire
probably followed by in-depth interviews with
selected individuals from institutions of theological
education, training and development education and
regional associations of theological schools as well
as networks to map
1. the current situation of training, teaching and
research on ETCF in theological education,
ecumenical formation and Christian leadership
development and
2. available resources and examples of good
practice on ECTF.
This global and regional survey will be
accompanied by other documents and sent to a
selected number of the institutions mentioned
above and as identified by partners of the
project (possibly limited to 20-30 countries).
• a list of resources identified which would include
monographs, journal articles/essays, key church
statements), curriculum models and training tools
(specific courses) are developed and practised in the
global South related to ETCF, as well as examples
of good practice in relation to ECTF (green
churches, eco-congregations, etc. ).
• a directory of major hubs and research institutes in
the global South working and providing education
or innovative projects in the area of ETCF and
published on a common web-platform within

•

•

GlobeTheoLib on ETCF resources.
a printed and digital global research report on
resources and educational tools/models for ETCF
will be developed and contribute to the process of
the WCC pilgrimage of justice and peace which has
started after Busan assembly.
a special thematic collection with digitized
resources for theological training on ECTF to
be launched in early 2015 within the Globethics.
net Libraries and its Global Digital Library on
Theology and Ecumenism (GlobeTheoLib). It will
include a limited list of good practice examples
with curriculum models on ETCF and a limited
compilation of core publications and teaching
resources which can be recommended as significant
and 24 Eco-Theology, Climate Justice and Food
Security crucial to highlight the voices of Christian
churches from the global South on ETCF2.

2.2.3 The Benefit
Individual persons and institutions of theological education
participating in the ETCF project will gain access free of
charge to the new ETCF resources website and will be
linked to the emerging network of research and educational
hubs engaged in ETCF projects.

2.2.3.1 Project Ownership and Accountability
The formal project owner is the Global Digital
Theology for Theology and Ecumenism in Geneva, which
is part of the Globethics.net Foundation. This research
project will be accompanied by a steering group, which is
composed of:
•

•
•
•

Dr. Dietrich Werner (until April 2014 International
Programme Coordinator ETE/WCC; from early
2014 onwards Senior Theological Advisor, Bread
for the World, Berlin)
Dr. Stephen Brown (Programme Executive,
Globethics.net/Global Digital Library for Theology
and Ecumenism, Geneva)
Dr. Guillermo Kerber (WCC executive staff for
care for creation and climate justice, Geneva)
Rev. Andar Parlindungan (Executive Secretary for
Training and Empowerment, United Evangelical
Mission, Wuppertal)

•
and an international advisory group, based on
correspondence with experts which are involved in some of
the thematic fields related to this project.
Steering Group ETCF Project, 28 April 2014

2 Such as Michael Northcott’s A moral climate, or contributions from McFague, Primavesi and Ernst Conradie and several edited volumes, see also
standard bibliography from WCC-ETE for teaching Social Ethics and Ecumenism,
section on creation.
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2.3 For The Life Of The World - Toward a Social Ethos of the Orthodox Church
This text is composed of Chapters I, VIII and IX of the book For the Life of the World. Toward a Social Ethos of the Orthodox Church.
2020 © Holy Cross Orthodox Press. Reproduced by permission of the publisher.

For the Life of the World reflects editorial changes by the Special Commission that incorporate elaborations and
amplifications not included in the original document reviewed and approved for publication by the Holy and Sacred
Synod.

I. Introduction

It is time to serve the Lord
§1 The Orthodox Church understands the human person
as having been created in the image and likeness of God
(Genesis 1:26). To be made in God’s image is to be made
for free and conscious communion and union with God
in Jesus Christ, inasmuch as we are formed in, through,
and for him (Colossians 1:16). St. Basil the Great tells us
that, of all animals, the human being was created upright
so that it might look up to and see God, worshipping him
and acknowledging him as his source and origin. Instead
of “being dragged down to earth . . . his head is lifted
high toward things above, that he may look up to what is
akin to him.” [1] And as we are made to be in communion
with God in Jesus Christ, Irenaeus of Lyons writes that
the human being was made in “image of Christ” [2](2
Corinthians 4:4). This service through prayer and action
is derived from loving praise and reverent gratitude for
life and for all the gifts that God imparts through his Son
and in his Spirit. Our service to God is fundamentally
doxological in nature and essentially Eucharistic in
character.
§2 To say we are made to serve God is to say we
are made for loving communion: communion with the
Kingdom of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit; and through communion with God as Trinity,
human beings are also called into loving communion with
their neighbors and the whole cosmos. Our actions are to
flow from love of God and loving union with him in and
through Christ, in whom we meet and treat our brother and
sister as our very life. [3] This communion with Christ in the
face of our neighbor is what lies behind the first and great
commandment of the Law to love God with one’s whole
heart and one’s neighbor as oneself (Matthew 22:37–39). [4]
§3 Being made in the image and likeness of God, each
person is unique and infinitely precious, and each is a
special object of God’s love. As Christ taught, “even the
hairs of [y]our head are all numbered” (Luke 12:7). The
immensity and particularity of God’s love for each of us,
and for all of creation, surpasses human understanding.

It is imparted to us with an absolute generosity, by a God
mindful not of our sins but of his own will that none
should perish (2 Peter 3:9), but rather that all should be
saved and come to know the truth (1 Timothy 2:4). Hence
it is a love that seeks to form each of us into ever greater
conformity with God’s own goodness, and that therefore
tirelessly enjoins us to seek to cultivate in ourselves—
in thought, word, and deed—a love for our neighbor,
and for all our fellow creatures, as unstinting as God’s
own (Matthew 5:43–48). It calls us to an ever greater
communion with one another, with all those whose lives
we touch, with the fullness of creation, and thus with him
who is the creator of all. The ultimate destiny, moreover, to
which we are summoned, is nothing less than our theosis:
our deification and transformation by the Holy Spirit into
members of the body of Christ, joined in the Son to the
Father, whereby we become true partakers of the divine
nature. In the words of St. Athanasius: “The Son of God
became human so that we might become divine.” [5] But,
then, this must be a corporate destiny, as it is only through
our participation in the community of Christ’s body that
any of us, as a unique object of divine love, can enter into
full union with God. Our spiritual lives, therefore, cannot
fail also to be social lives. Our piety cannot fail also to be an
ethos.
§4 The world we inhabit is a fallen order, broken and
darkened, enslaved to death and sin, tormented by violence
and injustice. Such is not the condition God wishes for his
creation; it is the consequence of an ancient estrangement
of our world from its maker. As such, it is a reality that
can in no way dictate or determine the limits of our moral
responsibilities to our fellow creatures. We are called to
serve a Kingdom not of this world (John 18:36), in service
to a peace that this world cannot give (John 14:27). We
are called, therefore, not to accommodate ourselves to the
practical exigencies of the world as we find it, but instead
ever and again to strive against evil, however invincible it
may at times appear, and to work for the love and justice
that God requires of his creatures, however impractical
that may at times prove. On the path to communion with
God, it is humanity’s vocation not merely to accept—but
rather to bless, elevate, and transfigure—this world, so

1 Basil of Caesarea, Discourse 2, 15: On the Origin of Humanity, in On the Human Condition, Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 61.
2 Irenaeus of Lyons, On the Apostolic Preaching, Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1997, 22.
3 Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Anthony the Great, 9, 3. PG 65.77B.
4 See Basil, Ethics 3–5. See On Christian Ethics, Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2015.
5 Athanasius, On the Incarnation 54.3. PG 25.192B. See Athanasius: Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione, Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press,
1971, 268.
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that its intrinsic goodness may be revealed even amidst its
fallenness. This is the special purpose of human life, the
high priestly calling of creatures endowed with rational
freedom and conscience. We know, of course, that this
work of transfiguration will never be complete in this life,
and can reach its fulfillment only in the Kingdom of God;
still, however, our works of love bear fruit in this life, and
they are required of all who would enter the life of the age
to come (Matthew 25:31–46). The Church knows that such
efforts are never in vain, moreover, because the Holy Spirit
is also at work in all the labors of the faithful, bringing all
things to their fruition in due season (Romans 8:28).
§5 As the requirements of Christian love are
unremitting, those who are joined to Christ may on many
occasions be called to pursue God’s goodness even to the
point of self-sacrifice, after the model of their Lord. The
work of transfiguring the cosmos is also a struggle against
everything distorted and malignant, both in ourselves
and in the damaged structure and fabric of a suffering
creation; and this means that, inevitably, this work must be
an ascetical labor. To a very great degree, we are called to
strive against the obstinate selfishness of our own sinful
inclinations, and to undertake a constant effort to cultivate
in ourselves the eye of charity, which alone is able to see the
face of Christ in the face of our every brother and sister,
“the least of these,” whom we meet as though each of
them were Christ himself (Matthew 25:40, 45). Hence the
Apostle Paul’s use of the image of the athlete in training as
a metaphor for the Christian life (1 Corinthians 9:24–27).
But this labor should also be undertaken in common, as
the corporate effort of a single body whose many members
sustain and support one another in a life of shared love and
service. This is truly a work of love, not of fear. It is the
natural expression of a life transformed by the Holy Spirit,
a life of joy, at whose communal heart stands the Eucharist,
the ever-renewed celebration of God’s lavish self-donation,
the sharing of his very flesh and blood for the life of the
world. In giving himself always anew in the Eucharistic
mystery, Christ draws us forever to himself, and thereby
draws us to one another. He also grants us a foretaste of
that wedding-feast of the Kingdom to which all persons
are called, even those who are at present outside the visible
communion of the Church. However great the labors of
Christians in this world, out of obedience to the law of
divine love, they are sustained by a deeper and ultimately
irrepressible rejoicing.
§6 The surest warrant for and charter of an Orthodox
social ethos is found, before all else, in the teachings
of Christ. No feature of our Lord’s Gospel is more
pronounced and constant than his absolute concern and
compassion for the poor and disenfranchised, the abused
and neglected, the imprisoned, the hungry, the weary and

heavy-laden, the despairing. His condemnations of the
luxuriance of the wealthy, of indifference to the plight
of the oppressed, and of exploitation of the destitute
are uncompromising and unequivocal. At the same time,
the tenderness of his love for “the least of these” is
boundless. No one who aspires to be a follower of Christ
can fail to imitate either his indignation at injustice or his
love for the oppressed. In this regard, Christ’s teachings
confirm, while making even more urgent, the largest and
most universal moral demands made by the Law and the
Prophets of Israel: provision for the destitute, care for the
stranger, justice for the wronged, mercy for all. We find the
most resplendent examples of Christian social morality,
in fact, in the life of the Apostolic Church, which in an
age of empire created for itself a new kind of polity, set
apart from the hierarchies of human governance and all
the social and political violences, chronic and acute, upon
which those hierarchies subsist. The earliest Christians were
a community committed to a radical life of love, in which
all other allegiances—nation, race, class—were replaced
by a singular fidelity to Christ’s law of charity. It was a
community established in the knowledge that in Christ
there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, nor
any division in dignity between man and woman, because all
are one (Galatians 3:28). And so, also, it was a community
that shared all things in common, that provided for those
in need, that permitted those with means to return to the
common good the bounty they had reaped from creation
(Acts 2:42–46; 4:32–35), and that required no laws and no
powers of enforcement except those of love. Though the
Orthodox Church knows that society as a whole operates
upon different principles than these, and that Christians
have it in their power to remedy social ills to only a limited
degree at any time and in any place, still it holds up the
ideal of the Apostolic Church as the purest expression of
Christian charity as a social logic and communal practice,
and judges all human political and social arrangements in
light of that divinely ordained model.
§7 All peoples possess some knowledge of the good,
and all are able to some degree to perceive the requirements
of justice and mercy. Though the children of Israel were
especially blessed in receiving the Law of Moses, and
though the Church enjoys a special knowledge of the love
of God as revealed in the person of Christ, still the deepest
moral commandments of God’s law are inscribed upon
every human heart (Romans 2:15), and speak to the human
intellect and will as the promptings of conscience. Thus, as
Irenaeus says, the divine precepts necessary for salvation
are implanted in humankind from the beginning of time; [6]
and these laws, “which are natural, and noble, and common
to all” were then amplified and enriched and deepened
in the new covenant of liberty imparted by Christ to his
Church. [7] These precepts are “the law of the mind”; [8]

6 Irenaeus, Against the Heresies 4.15.1. See Sources Chrétiennes 100, Paris: Cerf, 1965, 548–549.
7 Irenaeus, Against the Heresies, 4.16.5. See Sources Chrétiennes 100, Paris: Cerf, 1965 571–572.
8 John of Damascus, The Orthodox Faith, 4.22. PG 94.1328A. See St. John of Damascus: Writings, The Fathers of the Church 37, Washington,
DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1958, 389.
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they are among the deepest rational principles, the eternal
logoi, written upon the foundation of creation and residing
eternally in the Logos, the divine Son. [9] Hence, in many
cases, “conscience and reason suffice in the Law’s stead.”
[10] But in Christ we have received a new outpouring of
the Spirit and have become a new holy priestly people,
under this new covenant of liberty—a covenant that does
not abolish the natural law, but rather enlarges its range
and makes its demands upon us absolute. This means
that Christians are permitted, and in fact obliged, to act
as a prophetic presence in the world, speaking not only to
the closed company of the baptized but to the whole of
creation, recalling human beings everywhere to the decrees
written into their very nature, and summoning them to the
sanctifying labor of justice and mercy. And we take the
Mother of God as our great exemplar here, for it is she, in
her freely given assent to become the place of the advent
of divine love in person—in her cooperation (synergeia)
with God—who has bequeathed to us the purest model of
true obedience to God’s law: a willingness to give ourselves
entirely to the presence of God’s Son, to become the
shelter and tabernacle of his indwelling in this world, to
receive God’s Logos as at once the highest vocation and the
greatest fulfillment of our nature.

VIII. Science, Technology, the Natural World
Your own of your own we offer to you
§68 Ours is an age of ever more rapid technological
development; humanity’s power today to transform physical
reality, for both good and ill, is quite unprecedented
in human history, and constitutes both a peril and a
responsibility for which humanity seems largely unprepared.
The Orthodox Church must, therefore, before all else,
remind Christians that the world we inhabit is God’s good
creation (however marred by sin and death it may be),
and a gracious gift to all his creatures. With St. Maximus
the Confessor, it affirms that the human presence in the
physical cosmos is also a spiritual office, a kind of cosmic
priesthood. Humanity occupies the place of a methorios,
the boundary where the spiritual and material realms meet
and are united; and, through that priestly mediation, the
light of spirit pervades all of created nature, while the
whole of cosmic existence is raised up into spiritual life.
This is, at least, creation as God intends it, and as it will
exist in the restoration of all things, when he brings about
a renewed heaven and earth where all the creatures of
land, sea, and air will rejoice in his light. Christians must
always recall that, according to the teachings of their faith,
the bondage of creation to death is the consequence of
humanity’s apostasy from its priestly role; that in Christ
this priesthood has been restored; and that the ultimate
salvation promised in scripture encompasses the whole

of cosmic reality, and so will be made perfect only in a
renewed creation (one that scripture repeatedly portrays as
abounding in animal and plant life, no less than human).
The responsibility of Christians in this world, therefore,
in seeking to transfigure fallen nature in service to the
Kingdom, involves a real responsibility to the whole of
creation and a ceaseless concern for its integrity and
flourishing. How to accomplish this in an age of such rapid
technological change and of such immense technological
power is a question that Christians must ceaselessly pose
for themselves, and that the Church must approach with
prayerful discernment. This is the foundation and context
of the pioneering initiatives of the Ecumenical Patriarchate
for the preservation of the natural environment. It is
also the reason and reasoning behind the establishment
of September 1—as early as in 1989, by Ecumenical
Patriarch Demetrios, of blessed memory, and subsequently
adopted by all Orthodox Churches, by the World Council
of Churches and many Protestant Confessions, by the
Anglican Communion, as well as by Pope Francis for the
Roman Catholic Church—as the annual day of prayer for
and protection of God’s creation.
§69 The Christian’s mission to transfigure the world in
the light of God’s Kingdom is one that reaches out to all
of creation, to all of life, to every dimension of cosmic
existence. Wherever there is suffering, Christians are called
to bring healing as relief and reconciliation. This is why the
Church early in its history began founding hospitals open
to all persons, and employing such therapies and medicines
as were known in their day. St. Basil’s extraordinary Basiliad
was a place of welfare for the poor even as it was a place
of wholeness for the sick. As St. Basil wrote, “Medicine
is a gift from God even if some people do not make the
right use of it. Granted, it would be stupid to put all hope
of a cure in the hands of doctors, yet there are people who
stubbornly refuse their help altogether.”[11]
The ministry of healing has been recognized by the
Church from her earliest days as a holy endeavor and as a
genuine cooperation in God’s workings. And in no area of
human activity is technological development more readily
to be sought and welcomed than in the medical sciences.
The invention of medicines, antibiotics, vaccines, therapies
for even the gravest of illnesses, and so forth, are especially
glorious achievements of human creativity, and are thus
also particularly precious gifts from God. Even so, the
speed with which the medical sciences today develop, test,
and use new technologies and therapies often far outpaces
moral reflection and spiritual discernment. More and more,
the Church must be willing to consider and evaluate every
medical innovation separately, as it appears, and sometimes
to consider the uses of these innovations on a case-by-case
basis. This will often prove necessary, for instance, in the
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Church’s approach to the forms of care given the elderly
and the terminally ill. There can be no simple general rule,
for example, as to when to continue medical treatment to
prolong life and when instead to refrain from doing so. The
welfare of the patient, the spiritual and material welfare of
his or her family, the sensible distinction between ordinary
and extraordinary efforts to preserve and prolong life—all
of these issues, as well as many others, must be taken into
consideration in each individual case. Often the judgment
that the Church will render on current medical technologies
depends on the practical and moral concomitants of those
technologies, which is to say the methods they require and
the ethical consequences those methods might entail. For
instance, some practices of in vitro fertilization or stem-cell
treatments for spinal injuries may involve the destruction
of very young human embryos, and this the Church
cannot support. Again, each individual case of treatment
may need to be adjudicated separately. The Church might,
for example, give its full blessing to a particular stem-cell
therapy to alleviate symptoms of a particular spinal injury
so long as the stem-cells used have not been extracted from
aborted babies.
§70 New technologies evolve even more rapidly outside
the realm of medical science, it might be argued. Certainly,
they do so with greater diversity and cultural pervasiveness.
In only the past few years, for instance—scarcely more than
a decade or two—we have seen radical new developments
in technologies of communication, data-gathering and
sorting, mass-messaging, instant global proliferation of
information (or misinformation, as the case may be), and
so forth. Each such development brings with it numerous
beneficial possibilities, such as extremely rapid humane
interventions in situations of natural catastrophe or human
aggression, or such as new avenues of communication
and reciprocal understanding between persons or peoples.
Yet these same technologies create new opportunities for
malicious abuse or inadvertently harmful misuse. Today,
the distinctions between reality and fantasy, between facts
and opinions, between news and ideologically motivated
propaganda, and between truth and lies have become
ever more obscure and fluid, precisely as a result of the
enormous power of the internet. We have seen numerous
cases in recent years of the systematic corruption of
public discourse on the internet by agents of confusion,
for the purpose of sowing discord or influencing political
trends, principally through deceit and misdirection. Just
as pernicious, perhaps, are the unplanned but still quite
ubiquitous corruptions induced by the precipitous decline
of civility on the internet. The casual and customary use
of the rhetoric of blame, provocation, and insult, cruelty,
harassment, and humiliation—all of these spiritually
devastating practices are all too common to the atmosphere
of internet culture. It may well be that the very nature of
modern instantaneous communication makes such evils
all but inevitable. The disembodied, curiously impersonal,
and abstracted quality of virtual communication seems
to prompt the kind of amoral and self-absorbed behavior

that the real, immediate presence of another person would
discourage. Here communication can all too often become
an alternative to true communion, and in fact destructive of
such communion. We know also that the internet can (for
many of the same reasons) become a remarkably powerful
vehicle for any number of obsessions and addictive
fixations, such as pornography or violent fantasy. As yet,
it is impossible to predict the extent either of the good
or of the harm that the new age of instantaneous global
interconnection may bring about. But the magnitude of
the latter will almost certainly be no smaller than that of
the former, and will in many unforeseen ways be greater.
Here the Church must be vigilant regarding the effects of
these new technologies and wise in combatting their more
deleterious effects. It must also remain constantly aware of
even more consequential developments in other or related
spheres of research, such as new algorithms for artificial
intelligence or new techniques of gene-editing. How well it
will be able to marshal her pastoral powers and resources
in the face of this ever-accelerating process of scientific
advancement will surely determine how well it will be able
to offer true spiritual refuge to those who seek God and his
love in the modern world.
§71 Perhaps the Church’s first concern, in seeking to
understand the rapid technological developments of late
modernity, and in attempting to secure her role as a place
of spiritual stability amid the incessant flux of scientific
and social change, should be to strive to overcome any
apparent antagonism between the world of faith and that
of the sciences. One of the more insidious aspects of
modern Western cultural history has been the emergence
of religious fundamentalism, including fideistic forms of
Christianity that refuse to accept discoveries in such fields
as geology, paleontology, evolutionary biology, genetics,
and the environmental sciences. No less fideistic, moreover,
are forms of ideological “scientism” and metaphysical
“materialism” that insist that all of reality is reducible
to purely material forces and causes, and that the entire
realm of the spiritual is an illusion. Neither scientific
evidence nor logic supports such a view of reality; indeed,
it is philosophically incoherent. But, even so, the popular
intellectual culture of late modernity has been marked to
a remarkable degree by these opposed fundamentalisms.
The Orthodox Church has no interest in hostilities between
simpleminded philosophies, much less in historically
illiterate fables regarding some kind of perennial conflict
between faith and scientific reason. Christians should
rejoice in the advances of all the sciences, gladly learn from
them, and promote scientific education, as well as public
and private funding for legitimate and necessary scientific
research. In our age of ecological crisis especially, we must
draw on all the resources of scientific research and theory
to seek out an ever deeper knowledge of our world, and
ever more effective solutions to our shared dangers. In the
eyes of the Church, all that contributes to the welfare of
humanity and of creation as a whole is to be praised, and
it offers her ceaseless encouragement to researchers in the
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relevant fields to devote their best efforts to the alleviation
of suffering everywhere, including the development of new
technologies for providing clean water to deprived regions,
preventing soil depletion and crop disease, increasing
crop yields and crop durability, and so forth. And the
Church encourages the faithful to be grateful for—and to
accept—the findings of the sciences, even those that might
occasionally oblige them to revise their understandings
of the history and frame of cosmic reality. The desire for
scientific knowledge flows from the same wellspring as
faith’s longing to enter ever more deeply into the mystery
of God.
§72 Neither should the Church fail to take advantage of
the resources of the sciences for her own pastoral ministry,
as well as the technological advances of the internet and
social media for her pastoral mission. At the very least, her
pastoral practices should be informed by what has been
learned in recent centuries regarding the complexity of
human motivations and desires, and regarding the hidden
physical and psychological causes—including genetic,
neurobiological, biochemical, and psychologically traumatic
causes—that often contribute to human behavior. In
no way need this awareness detract from the Church’s
understanding of the real power of sin in the world or of
the necessity in every life for repentance and forgiveness;
nor need it encourage the Church to dismiss spiritual
maladies as purely psychological disorders, requiring
therapies but not genuine penitence and regeneration by
God’s Spirit. But a keen sense of the larger predicament
of embodied spirits in a world tormented by death
and spiritual disorder can only aid Orthodox pastors in
understanding, persuading, and healing the souls in their
charge. And it is entirely in keeping with true charity
and true Christian humility for such pastors to recognize
that certain problems are as much the result of purely
contingent physical or psychological forces as of moral
failings on anyone’s part. Those who devote themselves to
the care of souls should be willing and even eager to learn
from those who study the natural dynamisms of minds and
bodies, and to be grateful to God for the grace he supplies
through the insights these latter can provide.
§73 In the Church’s central symbol and declaration of
faith, the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, Orthodox
Christians confess “one God, maker of heaven and earth,
and of all things visible and invisible.” Scripture affirms
that “God saw everything that was made and, indeed,
it was very good” (Genesis 1:31). The word for “good”
(kalos) in the canonical Greek text connotes more than just
the value of a thing, and more even than its mere moral
acceptability; it indicates that the world was also created as,
and was called to be, “beautiful.” The Liturgy of St. James
affirms this too: “For the one God is Trinity, whose glory
the heavens declare, while earth proclaims his dominion,
the sea his might and every physical and immaterial creature
his greatness.” This profound belief in the goodness and
12

beauty of all creation is the source and substance of the
Church’s whole cosmic vision. As Orthodox Christians
sing at the Feast of the Theophany: “The nature of waters
is sanctified, the earth is blessed, and the heavens are
enlightened” . . . “so that by the elements of creation, and
by the angels, and by human beings, by things both visible
and invisible, God’s most holy name may be glorified”
(From the Great Blessing of the Waters). St. Maximus the
Confessor tells us that human beings are not isolated from
the rest of creation; they are bound, by their very nature, to
the whole of creation.[12]
And when humankind and creation are thus rightly
related, humanity is fulfilling its vocation to bless, elevate,
and transfigure the cosmos, so that its intrinsic goodness
might be revealed even amidst its fallenness. In this,
God’s most holy name is glorified. Nevertheless, human
beings all too often imagine themselves to be something
separate and apart from the rest of creation, involved in the
material world only insofar as they can or must exploit it
for their own ends; they ignore, neglect, and even at times
willfully reject their bond to the rest of creation. Again and
again, humankind has denied its vocation to transfigure
the cosmos, and has instead disfigured our world. And
ever since the birth of the industrial age, humanity’s
capacity for harm has been relentlessly magnified. As a
result, we today find ourselves faced with such previously
unimaginable catastrophes as the increased melting of
ice-caps and glaciers, rain and rivers running sour from
pollution, pharmaceuticals tainting our drinking-water, and
the tragic reduction or even extinction of many species.
Over against all the forces—political, social, and economic,
corporate and civic, spiritual and material—that contribute
to the degradation of our ecosystems, the Church seeks
to cultivate a truly liturgical and sacramental path to
communion with God in and through his creation, one that
necessarily demands compassion for all others and care for
all of creation.
§74 The work of cosmic transfiguration requires
great effort, a ceaseless striving against the fallen aspects
of humanity and of the world; and the embrace of this
labor requires an ascetic ethos, one that can reorient the
human will in such a way as to restore its bond with all of
creation. Such an ethos reminds Christians that creation,
as a divine gift from the loving creator, exists not simply
as ours to consume at whim or will, but rather as a realm
of communion and delight, in whose goodness all persons
and all creatures are meant to share, and whose beauty all
persons are called to cherish and protect. Among other
things, this entails working to eliminate wasteful and
destructive uses of natural resources, working to preserve
the natural world for the present generation and for all
generations to come, and practicing restraint and wise
frugality in all things. None of this, however, is likely
possible without a deep training in gratitude. Without
thanksgiving, we are not truly human. This, in fact, is the
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very foundation of the Church’s Eucharistic understanding
of itself and of its mission in the world. When humanity
is in harmony with all of creation, this thanksgiving comes
effortlessly and naturally. When that harmony is ruptured
or replaced by discord, as it so often is, thanksgiving
becomes instead an obligation to be discharged, sometimes
with difficulty; but only such thanksgiving can truly heal the
division that alienates humanity from the rest of the created
order. When human beings learn to appreciate the earth’s
resources in a truly Eucharistic spirit, they can no longer
treat creation as something separate from themselves,
as mere utility or property. Then they become able truly
to offer the world back up to its creator in genuine
thanksgiving—“Your own of your own we offer to you, in
all and for all” (From the Anaphora in the Divine Liturgy
of St. John Chrysostom)—and in that act of worship
creation is restored to itself: everything assumes again its
purpose, as intended by God from the beginning, and is to
some degree arrayed again in its primordial beauty.
§75 The Church understands that this world, as God’s
creation, is a sacred mystery whose depths reach down into
the eternal counsels of its maker; and this in and of itself
precludes any of the arrogance of mastery on the part of
human beings. Indeed, exploitation of the world’s resources
should always be recognized as an expression of Adam’s
“original sin” rather than as a proper way of receiving
God’s wonderful gift in creation. Such exploitation is the
result of selfishness and greed, which arise from humanity’s
alienation from God, and from humanity’s consequent
loss of a rightly ordered relationship with the rest of
nature. Thus, as we have repeatedly stressed, every act of
exploitation, pollution, and misuse of God’s creation must
be recognized as sin. The Apostle Paul describes creation
as “groaning in pain along with us from the beginning till
now” (Romans 8:22), while “awaiting with eager longing”
(Romans 8:19) “the glorious liberation by the children
of God” (Romans 8:21). The effects of sin and of our
alienation from God are not only personal and social, but
also ecological and even cosmic. Hence, our ecological
crisis must be seen not merely as an ethical dilemma; it is
an ontological and theological issue that demands a radical
change of mind and a new way of being. And this must
entail altering our habits not only as individuals, but as a
species. For instance, our often heedless consumption of
natural resources and our wanton use of fossil fuels have
induced increasingly catastrophic processes of climate
change and global warming. Therefore, our pursuit of
alternative sources of energy and our efforts to reduce our
impact on the planet as much as possible are now necessary
expressions of our vocation to transfigure the world.
§76 None of us exists in isolation from the whole
of humanity, or from the totality of creation. We are
dependent creatures, creatures ever in communion, and
hence we are also morally responsible not only for ourselves
or for those whom we immediately influence or affect,

but for the whole of the created order—the whole city of
the cosmos, so to speak. In our own time, especially, we
must understand that serving our neighbor and preserving
the natural environment are intimately and inseparably
connected. There is a close and indissoluble bond between
our care of creation and our service to the body of Christ,
just as there is between the economic conditions of the
poor and the ecological conditions of the planet. Scientists
tell us that those most egregiously harmed by the current
ecological crisis will continue to be those who have the
least. This means that the issue of climate change is also
an issue of social welfare and social justice. The Church
calls, therefore, upon the governments of the world to seek
ways of advancing the environmental sciences, through
education and state subventions for research, and to be
willing to fund technologies that might serve to reverse the
dire effects of carbon emissions, pollution, and all forms of
environmental degradation.
§77 We must also recall, moreover, that human beings
are part of the intricate and delicate web of creation, and
that their welfare cannot be isolated from the welfare of the
whole natural world. As St. Maximus the Confessor argued,
in Christ all the dimensions of humanity’s alienation from
its proper nature are overcome, including its alienation from
the rest of the physical cosmos; and Christ came in part
to restore to material creation its original nature as God’s
earthly paradise. [13]
Our reconciliation with God, therefore, must
necessarily express itself also in our reconciliation with
nature, including our reconciliation with animals. It is no
coincidence that the creation narrative of Genesis describes
the making of animal life and the making of humanity as
occurring on the same day (Genesis 1:24–31). Nor should
it be forgotten that, according to the story of the Great
Flood, Noah’s covenant with God encompasses the animals
in the ark and all their descendants, in perpetuity (Genesis
9:9–11). The unique grandeur of humanity in this world,
the image of God within each person, is also a unique
responsibility and ministry, a priesthood in service to the
whole of creation in its anxious longing for God’s glory.
Humanity shares the earth with all other living things, but
singularly among living creatures possesses the ability and
authority to care for it (or, sadly, to destroy it). The animals
that fill the world are testament to the bounty of God’s
creative love, its variety and richness; and all the beasts of
the natural order are enfolded in God’s love; not even a
single sparrow falls without God seeing (Matthew 10:29).
Moreover, animals by their very innocence remind us of the
paradise that human sin has squandered, and their capacity
for blameless suffering reminds us of the cosmic cataclysm
induced by humanity’s alienation from God. We must recall
also that all the promises of scripture regarding the age
that is to come concern not merely the spiritual destiny of
humanity, but the future of a redeemed cosmos, in which
plant and animal life are plentifully present, renewed in a
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condition of cosmic harmony.
§78 Thus, in the lives of the saints, there are numerous
stories about wild beasts, of the kind that would normally
be horrifying or hostile to human beings, drawn to the
kindness of holy men and women. In the seventh century,
Abba Isaac of Nineveh defined a merciful heart as “a heart
burning for the sake of the entire creation, for people, for
birds, for animals . . . and for every created thing.” [14]
This is a consistent theme in the witness of the saints.
St. Gerasimos healed a wounded lion near the Jordan River;
St. Hubertus, having received a vision of Christ while
hunting deer, proclaimed an ethic of conservation for
hunters; St. Columbanus befriended wolves, bears, birds,
and rabbits; St. Sergius tamed a wild bear; St. Seraphim
of Sarov fed the wild animals; St. Mary of Egypt may
well have befriended the lion that guarded her remains;
St. Innocent healed a wounded eagle; St. Melangell was
known for her protection of wild rabbits and the taming
of their predators; in the modern period, St. Paisios lived
in harmony with snakes. And not only animals, but plants
as well, must be objects of our love. St. Kosmas the
Aetolian preached that “people will remain poor, because
they have no love for trees”[15] and St. Amphilochios of
Patmos asked, “Do you know that God gave us one more
commandment that is not recorded in scripture? It is the
commandment to love the trees.” The ascetic ethos and
the Eucharistic spirit of the Orthodox Church perfectly
coincide in this great sacramental vision of creation, which
discerns the traces of God’s presence “everywhere present
and filling all things” (Prayer to the Holy Spirit) even in a
world still as yet languishing in bondage to sin and death. It
is a vision, moreover, that perceives human beings as bound
to all of creation, as well as one that encourages them to
rejoice in the goodness and beauty of the whole world.
This ethos and this spirit together remind us that gratitude
and wonder, hope and joy, are our only appropriate—
indeed, our truly creative and fruitful—attitude in the face
of the ecological crisis now confronting the planet, because
they alone can give us the willingness and the resolve to
serve the good of creation as unremittingly as we must, out
of love for it and its creator.

IX. Conclusion

Let us the faithful rejoice, having this
anchor of hope [16]
§79 Needless to say, a document of this sort can address
only so many issues and its authors can foresee only so
many of the additional concerns that might occur to those
who receive it. It is offered, therefore, with the caution and
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the humble acknowledgment that it is in many respects
quite inadequate as a comprehensive statement of the
social ethos of the Church. In that sense, it is at most an
invitation to further and deeper reflection on the parts
of the faithful. More to the point, the social ethos of the
Church is fulfilled not simply through the implementation
of ethical prescriptions, but also and most fully in the
liturgical expectation of the divine Kingdom. Nothing
written here can bear much fruit if taken in abstraction
from the full sacramental life of those who are called to be
immersed in the fire of the Holy Spirit, joined thereby to
Christ and, through Christ, to the Father. For the Church
Fathers, and especially in the teaching of Dionysius the
Areopagite, the heavenly doxology of the angelic powers
and righteous orders surrounding the royal throne of Christ
(cf. Revelation 7:11) at once perfects and communicates the
archetypal and consummate worship to which all creation is
summoned from everlasting, and it is this heavenly liturgy
that inspires and informs the earthly, Eucharistic sacrament.
[17]
This indissoluble and inalienable relationship between
the heavenly polity of the angelic powers and saints and
the earthly life of the Church in the world provides the
essential rationale underlying the ethical principles of the
Gospel and the Church; for those principles are nothing
less than a way of participation in the eternal ecstasy
of worship that is alone able to fulfill created natures
and elevate them to their divine destiny. For Orthodox
Christians to conform themselves to Christ’s moral
commandments, however, each must also take up his or
her personal cross daily, and this must in some measure
involve the ascetical discipline of “joyful mourning”—not
as some sort of cathartic discharge of emotion, but rather
as an act of repentance for one’s alienation from the grace
of God. This is why, in the Beatitudes, those who mourn
are blessed by Christ, who pledges the certainty of divine
consolation. “Blessed are those who mourn; for they shall
be comforted” (Matthew 5:4).
§80 The Church exists in the world, but is not of the
world (John 17:11, 14–15). It inhabits this life on the
threshold between earth and heaven, and bears witness
from age to age of things as yet not seen. It dwells among
the nations as a sign and image of the permanent and
perpetual peace of God’s Kingdom, and as a promise of
the complete healing of humanity and the restoration of
a created order shattered by sin and death. Those who are
“in Christ” are already “a new creation: the old has passed
away, behold, the new has come” (2 Corinthians 5:17).
This is the glory of the Kingdom of the Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit, which even now can be glimpsed in the radiant
and transfigured faces of the saints. Yet the Church is not
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only the living icon of the Kingdom, but is also a ceaseless
prophetic witness of hope and joy in a world wounded by
its rejection of God. This prophetic vocation demands a
refusal to remain silent in the face of injustices, falsehoods,
cruelties, and spiritual disorders; and this is not always easy,
even in modern free societies. Characteristic of many of
our contemporary societies, and curiously common to their
otherwise often incompatible political systems in both East
and West, is the novel teaching that there is such a thing
as a purely public sphere that, in order to be at once both
neutral and universal, must exclude religious expression.
Religion, moreover, is understood in such societies as
essentially a private pursuit, which must not intrude upon
public discussions of the common good. But this is false in
principle and, almost invariably, oppressive in practice. For
one thing, secularism itself is a form of modern ideology,
invested with its own implicit concept of the good and
the just; and, if it is imposed too imperiously upon a truly
diverse society, it becomes just another authoritarian creed.
In some contemporary societies, religious voices in public
spaces have been legally and forcibly silenced, whether
by the prohibition of religious symbols or even certain
religious styles of dress, or by the denial that religious
persons can act according to their consciences on matters
of ethical import without violating the inalienable rights of
others. In truth, human beings cannot erect impermeable
partitions between their moral convictions and their deepest
beliefs about the nature of reality, and to ask or force
them to do so is an invitation to resentment, deepening
factionalism, fundamentalism, and strife. It is undeniably
the case that modern societies are increasingly culturally
diverse; and, far from lamenting this fact, the Orthodox
Church celebrates every opportunity for encounter and
reciprocal understanding between persons and peoples.
But such understanding becomes impossible if certain
voices are proleptically silenced by coercive law; and, in
the absence of that understanding, and perhaps partly as
a result of that coercion, problems far worse and far more
destructive than mere civil disagreement can incubate and
grow beyond the margins of the sanitized public arena. The
Orthodox Church, therefore, cannot accept the relegation
of religious conscience and conviction to some purely
private sphere, if for no other reason than that her faith
in God’s Kingdom necessarily shapes every aspect of life
for the faithful, including their views on political, social,
and civil issues. Neither can the Church simply grant the
obvious congeniality, disinterestedness, and impartiality
of secularism in the abstract; every ideology can become
oppressive when it is given unchallenged power to dictate
the terms of public life. While a modest secular order that
does not impose a religion on its citizens is a perfectly
good and honorable ideal, a government that restricts even
ordinary expressions of religious identity and belief all too
easily becomes a soft tyranny that will, in the end, create
more division than unity.
§81 That said, the Church respects and even reveres
the essential freedom of every person, implanted in him or

her from the beginning by virtue of the indwelling divine
image. This freedom must include both the liberty to accept
and love God as revealed in Jesus Christ as well as the
liberty to reject the Christian Gospel and embrace other
beliefs. Hence, the Church is called at all times and in all
places to witness, at one and the same time, both to a vision
of the human person as transfigured by fidelity to the will
of the Father, as revealed in Jesus Christ, and also to the
inviolability of the real freedom of every human person,
including the freedom to reject that fidelity. Once again,
the Church affirms the goodness of social and political
diversity, and asks only that it be a genuine diversity, one
that allows for true freedom of conscience and the free
expression of belief. Her own mission is to proclaim Christ
and him crucified to all peoples and at all times, and to
summon everyone into the life of God’s Kingdom. And
this mission necessarily includes a sustained dialogue with
contemporary culture, and the clear enunciation of a truly
Christian vision of social justice and political equity in the
midst of the modern world.
§82 “God did not send his Son into the world to judge
the world, but that, through him, the world might be saved”
(John 3:17). The Orthodox Church sees it as her calling to
condemn cruelty and injustice, the economic and political
structures that abet and preserve poverty and inequality,
the ideological forces that encourage hatred and bigotry;
but it is not her calling to condemn the world, or nations,
or souls. Her mission is to manifest the saving love of
God given in Jesus Christ to all creation: a love broken
and seemingly defeated upon the cross, but shining out in
triumph from the empty tomb at Pascha; a love that imparts
eternal life to a world darkened and disfigured by sin and
death; a love often rejected, and yet longed for unceasingly,
in every heart. It speaks to all persons and every society,
calling them to the sacred work of transfiguring the world
in the light of God’s Kingdom of love and eternal peace.
All this being so, this commission humbly offers this
document to all who are disposed to listen to its counsels,
and especially encourages all the Orthodox faithful—
clergy and laity, women and men—to engage in prayerful
discussion of this statement, to promote the peace and
justice it proclaims, and to seek ways in which to contribute
in their own local parishes and communities to the work
of the Kingdom. To this end, the revitalization of the
order of the diaconate, male and female, may serve as an
instructive way of assimilating and applying the principles
and guidelines proposed in this statement. The commission
also asks Orthodox seminaries, universities, monasteries,
parishes, and associated organizations to foster reflection
upon this document, to excuse its deficiencies, to attempt
to dilate upon its virtues, and to facilitate its reception by
the faithful. It is the earnest prayer of all who have been
associated with this document that what is written here
will help to advance the work inaugurated in 2016 by the
Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church, and will
further aid in fulfilling the will of God in his Church and in
the world.
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62. Why should this document, addressed to all people of
good will, include a chapter dealing with the convictions of
believers? I am well aware that in the areas of politics and
philosophy there are those who firmly reject the idea of a
Creator, or consider it irrelevant, and consequently dismiss
as irrational the rich contribution which religions can make
towards an integral ecology and the full development of
humanity. Others view religions simply as a subculture to be
tolerated. Nonetheless, science and religion, with their dis
tinctive approaches to understanding reality, can enter into
an intense dialogue fruitful for both.

I. The light offered by faith
63. Given the complexity of the ecological crisis and
its multiple causes, we need to realize that the solutions
will not emerge from just one way of interpreting and
transforming reality. Respect must also be shown for the
various cultural riches of different peoples, their art and
poetry, their interior life and spirituality. If we are truly
concerned to develop an ecology capable of remedying the
damage we have done, no branch of the sciences and no
form of wisdom can be left out, and that includes religion
and the language particular to it. The Catholic Church
is open to dialogue with philosophical thought; this has
enabled her to produce various syntheses between faith and
reason. The development of the Church’s social teaching
represents such a synthesis with regard to social issues;
this teaching is called to be enriched by taking up new
challenges.
64. Furthermore, although this Encyclical welcomes
dialogue with everyone so that together we can seek paths
of liberation, I would like from the outset to show how
faith convictions can offer Christians, and some other
believers as well, ample motivation to care for nature and
for the most vulnerable of their brothers and sisters. If the
simple fact of being human moves people to care for the
environment of which they are a part, Christians in their
turn “realize that their responsibility within creation, and
their duty towards nature and the Creator, are an essential
part of their faith”.1 It is good for humanity and the world
at large when we believers better recognize the ecological
commitments which stem from our convictions.
1
2
3
4

II. The wisdom of the biblical accounts
65. Without repeating the entire theology of creation,
we can ask what the great biblical narratives say about
the relationship of human beings with the world. In the
first creation account in the Book of Genesis, God’s plan
includes creating humanity. After the creation of man and
woman, “God saw everything that he had made, and be
hold it was very good” (Gen 1:31). The Bible teaches that
every man and woman is created out of love and made
in God’s image and likeness (cf. Gen 1:26). This shows
us the immense dignity of each person, “who is not just
something, but someone. He is capable of self-knowledge,
of self-possession and of freely giving himself and entering
into communion with other persons”.2 Saint John Paul II
stated that the special love of the Creator for each human
being “confers upon him or her an infinite dignity”.3
Those who are committed to defending human dignity
can find in the Christian faith the deepest reasons for this
commitment. How wonderful is the certainty that each
human life is not adrift in the midst of hopeless chaos, in
a world ruled by pure chance or endlessly recurring cycles!
The Creator can say to each one of us: “Before I formed
you in the womb, I knew you” (Jer 1:5). We were conceived
in the heart of God, and for this reason “each of us is the
result of a thought of God. Each of us is willed, each of us
is loved, each of us is necessary”.4
66. The creation accounts in the book of Genesis
contain, in their own symbolic and narrative language,
profound teachings about human existence and its historical
reality. They suggest that human life is grounded in three
fundamental and closely intertwined relationships: with
God, with our neighbour and with the earth itself. Accord
ing to the Bible, these three vital relationships have been
broken, both outwardly and within us. This rupture is sin.
The harmony between the Creator, humanity and creation
as a whole was disrupted by our presuming to take the
place of God and refusing to acknowledge our creaturely
limitations. This in turn distorted our mandate to “have
dominion” over the earth (cf. Gen 1:28), to “till it and
keep it” (Gen 2:15). As a result, the originally harmonious
relationship between human beings and nature became
conflictual (cf. Gen 3:17-19). It is significant that the
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harmony which Saint Francis of Assisi experienced with
all creatures was seen as a healing of that rupture. Saint
Bonaventure held that, through universal reconciliation
with every creature, Saint Francis in some way returned to
the state of original innocence.5 This is a far cry from our
situation today, where sin is manifest in all its destructive
power in wars, the various forms of violence and abuse,
the abandonment of the most vulnerable, and attacks on
nature.
67. We are not God. The earth was here before us and
it has been given to us. This allows us to respond to the
charge that Judaeo-Christian thinking, on the basis of
the Genesis account which grants man “dominion” over
the earth (cf. Gen 1:28), has encouraged the unbridled
exploitation of nature by painting him as domineering and
destructive by nature. This is not a correct interpretation
of the Bible as understood by the Church. Although it is
true that we Christians have at times incorrectly interpreted
the Scriptures, nowadays we must forcefully reject the
notion that our being created in God’s image and given
dominion over the earth justifies absolute domination over
other creatures. The biblical texts are to be read in their
context, with an appropriate hermeneutic, recognizing
that they tell us to “till and keep” the garden of the world
(cf. Gen 2:15). “Tilling” refers to cultivating, ploughing
or working, while “keeping” means caring, protecting,
overseeing and preserving. This implies a relationship of
mutual responsibility between human beings and nature.
Each community can take from the bounty of the earth
whatever it needs for subsistence, but it also has the duty to
protect the earth and to ensure its fruitfulness for coming
generations. “The earth is the Lord’s” (Ps 24:1); to him
belongs “the earth with all that is within it” (Dt 10:14).
Thus God rejects every claim to absolute ownership: “The
land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine; for
you are strangers and sojourners with me” (Lev 25:23).
68. This responsibility for God’s earth means that
human beings, endowed with intelligence, must respect the
laws of nature and the delicate equilibria existing between
the creatures of this world, for “he commanded and they
were created; and he established them for ever and ever;
he fixed their bounds and he set a law which cannot pass
away” (Ps 148:5b-6). The laws found in the Bible dwell
on relationships, not only among individuals but also
with other living beings. “You shall not see your brother’s
donkey or his ox fallen down by the way and withhold your
help… If you chance to come upon a bird’s nest in any tree
or on the ground, with young ones or eggs and the mother
sitting upon the young or upon the eggs; you shall not
take the mother with the young” (Dt 22:4, 6). Along these

same lines, rest on the seventh day is meant not only for
human beings, but also so “that your ox and your donkey
may have rest” (Ex 23:12). Clearly, the Bible has no place
for a tyrannical anthropocentrism unconcerned for other
creatures.
69. Together with our obligation to use the earth’s goods
responsibly, we are called to recognize that other living
beings have a value of their own in God’s eyes: “by their
mere existence they bless him and give him glory”,6 and
indeed, “the Lord rejoices in all his works” (Ps 104:31). By
virtue of our unique dignity and our gift of intelligence, we
are called to respect creation and its inherent laws, for “the
Lord by wisdom founded the earth” (Prov 3:19). In our
time, the Church does not simply state that other creatures
are completely subordinated to the good of human beings,
as if they have no worth in themselves and can be treated
as we wish. The German bishops have taught that, where
other creatures are concerned, “we can speak of the priority
of being over that of being useful”.7 The Catechism clearly
and forcefully criticizes a distorted anthropocentrism:
“Each creature possesses its own particular goodness and
perfection… Each of the various creatures, willed in its
own being, reflects in its own way a ray of God’s infinite
wisdom and goodness. Man must therefore respect the par
ticular goodness of every creature, to avoid any disordered
use of things”.8
70. In the story of Cain and Abel, we see how envy led
Cain to commit the ultimate injustice against his brother,
which in turn ruptured the relationship between Cain and
God, and between Cain and the earth from which he was
banished. This is seen clearly in the dramatic exchange
between God and Cain. God asks: “Where is Abel your
brother?” Cain answers that he does not know, and God
persists: “What have you done? The voice of your brother’s
blood is crying to me from the ground. And now you are
cursed from the ground” (Gen 4:9-11). Disregard for the
duty to cultivate and maintain a proper relationship with my
neighbour, for whose care and custody I am responsible,
ruins my relationship with my own self, with others, with
God and with the earth. When all these relationships are
neglected, when justice no longer dwells in the land, the
Bible tells us that life itself is endangered. We see this
in the story of Noah, where God threatens to do away
with humanity because of its constant failure to fulfil the
requirements of justice and peace: “I have determined to
make an end of all flesh; for the earth is filled with violence
through them” (Gen 6:13). These ancient stories, full of
symbolism, bear witness to a conviction which we today
share, that everything is interconnected, and that genuine
care for our own lives and our relationships with nature
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is inseparable from fraternity, justice and faithfulness to
others.
71. Although “the wickedness of man was great in
the earth” (Gen 6:5) and the Lord “was sorry that he had
made man on the earth” (Gen 6:6), nonetheless, through
Noah, who remained innocent and just, God decided to
open a path of salvation. In this way he gave humanity the
chance of a new beginning. All it takes is one good person
to restore hope! The biblical tradition clearly shows that
this renewal entails recovering and respecting the rhythms
inscribed in nature by the hand of the Creator. We see this,
for example, in the law of the Sabbath. On the seventh day,
God rested from all his work. He commanded Israel to
set aside each seventh day as a day of rest, a Sabbath, (cf.
Gen 2:2-3; Ex 16:23; 20:10). Similarly, every seven years,
a sabbatical year was set aside for Israel, a complete rest
for the land (cf. Lev 25:1-4), when sowing was forbidden
and one reaped only what was necessary to live on and to
feed one’s household (cf. Lev 25:4-6). Finally, after seven
weeks of years, which is to say forty-nine years, the Jubilee
was celebrated as a year of general forgiveness and “liberty
throughout the land for all its inhabitants” (cf. Lev 25:10).
This law came about as an attempt to ensure balance and
fairness in their relationships with others and with the
land on which they lived and worked. At the same time,
it was an acknowledgment that the gift of the earth with
its fruits belongs to everyone. Those who tilled and kept
the land were obliged to share its fruits, especially with the
poor, with widows, orphans and foreigners in their midst:
“When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not
reap your field to its very border, neither shall you gather
the gleanings after the harvest. And you shall not strip your
vineyard bare, neither shall you gather the fallen grapes of
your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and for the
sojourner” (Lev 19:9-10).
72. The Psalms frequently exhort us to praise God the
Creator, “who spread out the earth on the waters, for his
steadfast love endures for ever” (Ps 136:6). They also invite
other creatures to join us in this praise: “Praise him, sun
and moon, praise him, all you shining stars! Praise him, you
highest heavens, and you waters above the heavens! Let
them praise the name of the Lord, for he commanded and
they were created” (Ps 148:3-5). We do not only exist by
God’s mighty power; we also live with him and beside him.
This is why we adore him.
73. The writings of the prophets invite us to find
renewed strength in times of trial by contemplating the allpowerful God who created the universe. Yet God’s infinite
power does not lead us to flee his fatherly tenderness,
because in him affection and strength are joined. Indeed,
all sound spirituality entails both welcoming divine love
and adoration, confident in the Lord because of his infinite
power. In the Bible, the God who liberates and saves is the
same God who created the universe, and these two divine
ways of acting are intimately and inseparably connected:

“Ah Lord God! It is you who made the heavens and the
earth by your great power and by your outstretched arm!
Nothing is too hard for you… You brought your people
Israel out of the land of Egypt with signs and wonders”
(Jer 32:17, 21). “The Lord is the everlasting God, the
Creator of the ends of the earth. He does not faint or grow
weary; his understanding is unsearchable. He gives power to
the faint, and strengthens the powerless” (Is 40:28b-29).
74. The experience of the Babylonian captivity
provoked a spiritual crisis which led to deeper faith in God.
Now his creative omnipotence was given pride of place in
order to exhort the people to regain their hope in the midst
of their wretched predicament. Centuries later, in another
age of trial and persecution, when the Roman Empire was
seeking to impose absolute dominion, the faithful would
once again find consolation and hope in a growing trust in
the all-powerful God: “Great and wonderful are your deeds,
O Lord God the Almighty! Just and true are your ways!”
(Rev 15:3). The God who created the universe out of noth
ing can also intervene in this world and overcome every
form of evil. Injustice is not invincible.
75. A spirituality which forgets God as all-powerful
and Creator is not acceptable. That is how we end up
worshipping earthly powers, or ourselves usurping the place
of God, even to the point of claiming an unlimited right
to trample his creation underfoot. The best way to restore
men and women to their rightful place, putting an end to
their claim to absolute dominion over the earth, is to speak
once more of the figure of a Father who creates and who
alone owns the world. Otherwise, human beings will always
try to impose their own laws and interests on reality.

III. The mystery of the universe
76. In the Judaeo-Christian tradition, the word “creation”
has a broader meaning than “nature”, for it has to do with
God’s loving plan in which every creature has its own value
and significance. Nature is usually seen as a system which
can be studied, understood and controlled, whereas creation
can only be understood as a gift from the outstretched hand
of the Father of all, and as a reality illuminated by the love
which calls us together into universal communion.
77. “By the word of the Lord the heavens were made”
(Ps 33:6). This tells us that the world came about as the
result of a decision, not from chaos or chance, and this
exalts it all the more. The creating word expresses a free
choice. The universe did not emerge as the result of
arbitrary omnipotence, a show of force or a desire for
self-assertion. Creation is of the order of love. God’s love
is the fundamental moving force in all created things: “For
you love all things that exist, and detest none of the things
that you have made; for you would not have made anything
if you had hated it” (Wis 11:24). Every creature is thus the
object of the Father’s tenderness, who gives it its place in
the world. Even the fleeting life of the least of beings is the
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object of his love, and in its few seconds of existence, God
enfolds it with his affection. Saint Basil the Great described
the Creator as “goodness without measure”,9 while Dante
Alighieri spoke of “the love which moves the sun and the
stars”.10 Consequently, we can ascend from created things
“to the greatness of God and to his loving mercy”.11
78. At the same time, Judaeo-Christian thought
demythologized nature. While continuing to admire
its grandeur and immensity, it no longer saw nature as
divine. In doing so, it emphasizes all the more our human
responsibility for nature. This rediscovery of nature can
never be at the cost of the freedom and responsibility of
human beings who, as part of the world, have the duty to
cultivate their abilities in order to protect it and develop
its potential. If we acknowledge the value and the fragility
of nature and, at the same time, our God-given abilities,
we can finally leave behind the modern myth of unlimited
material progress. A fragile world, entrusted by God to
human care, challenges us to devise intelligent ways of
directing, developing and limiting our power.
79. In this universe, shaped by open and inter
communicating systems, we can discern countless forms
of relationship and participation. This leads us to think of
the whole as open to God’s transcendence, within which
it develops. Faith allows us to interpret the meaning and
the mysterious beauty of what is unfolding. We are free to
apply our intelligence towards things evolving positively, or
towards adding new ills, new causes of suffering and real
setbacks. This is what makes for the excitement and drama
of human history, in which freedom, growth, salvation and
love can blossom, or lead towards decadence and mutual
destruction. The work of the Church seeks not only to
remind everyone of the duty to care for nature, but at the
same time “she must above all protect mankind from selfdestruction”.12
80. Yet God, who wishes to work with us and who
counts on our cooperation, can also bring good out of the
evil we have done. “The Holy Spirit can be said to possess
an infinite creativity, proper to the divine mind, which
knows how to loosen the knots of human affairs, including
the most complex and inscrutable”.13 Creating a world in
need of development, God in some way sought to limit
himself in such a way that many of the things we think of
as evils, dangers or sources of suffering, are in reality part
of the pains of childbirth which he uses to draw us into

the act of cooperation with the Creator.14God is intimately
present to each being, without impinging on the autonomy
of his creature, and this gives rise to the rightful autonomy
of earthly affairs.15 His divine presence, which ensures the
subsistence and growth of each being, “continues the work
of creation”.16 The Spirit of God has filled the universe
with possibilities and therefore, from the very heart of
things, something new can always emerge: “Nature is
nothing other than a certain kind of art, namely God’s art,
impressed upon things, whereby those things are moved to
a determinate end. It is as if a shipbuilder were able to give
timbers the wherewithal to move themselves to take the
form of a ship”.17
81. Human beings, even if we postulate a process of
evolution, also possess a uniqueness which cannot be
fully explained by the evolution of other open systems.
Each of us has his or her own personal identity and is
capable of entering into dialogue with others and with God
himself. Our capacity to reason, to develop arguments, to
be inventive, to interpret reality and to create art, along
with other not yet discovered capacities, are signs of a
uniqueness which transcends the spheres of physics and
biology. The sheer novelty involved in the emergence of
a personal being within a material universe presupposes
a direct action of God and a particular call to life and
to relationship on the part of a “Thou” who addresses
himself to another “thou”. The biblical accounts of
creation invite us to see each human being as a subject who
can never be reduced to the status of an object.
82. Yet it would also be mistaken to view other living
beings as mere objects subjected to arbitrary human
domination. When nature is viewed solely as a source of
profit and gain, this has serious consequences for society.
This vision of “might is right” has engendered immense
inequality, injustice and acts of violence against the
majority of humanity, since resources end up in the hands
of the first comer or the most powerful: the winner takes
all. Completely at odds with this model are the ideals of
harmony, justice, fraternity and peace as proposed by Jesus.
As he said of the powers of his own age: “You know that
the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great
men exercise authority over them. It shall not be so among
you; but whoever would be great among you must be your
servant” (Mt 20:25-26).
83. The ultimate destiny of the universe is in the fullness
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of God, which has already been attained by the risen Christ,
the measure of the maturity of all things.18 Here we can
add yet another argument for rejecting every tyrannical
and irresponsible domination of human beings over other
creatures. The ultimate purpose of other creatures is not
to be found in us. Rather, all creatures are moving forward
with us and through us towards a common point of arrival,
which is God, in that transcendent fullness where the risen
Christ embraces and illumines all things. Human beings,
endowed with intelligence and love, and drawn by the
fullness of Christ, are called to lead all creatures back to
their Creator.

IV. The message of each creature in the
harmony of creation
84. Our insistence that each human being is an image
of God should not make us overlook the fact that each
creature has its own purpose. None is superfluous. The
entire material universe speaks of God’s love, his boundless
affection for us. Soil, water, mountains: everything is, as it
were, a caress of God. The history of our friendship with
God is always linked to particular places which take on an
intensely personal meaning; we all remember places, and
revisiting those memories does us much good. Anyone
who has grown up in the hills or used to sit by the spring
to drink, or played outdoors in the neighbourhood square;
going back to these places is a chance to recover something
of their true selves.
85. God has written a precious book, “whose letters are
the multitude of created things present in the universe”.19
The Canadian bishops rightly pointed out that no creature
is excluded from this manifestation of God: “From
panoramic vistas to the tiniest living form, nature is a con
stant source of wonder and awe. It is also a continuing
revelation of the divine”.20 The bishops of Japan, for their
part, made a thought-provoking observation: “To sense
each creature singing the hymn of its existence is to live
joyfully in God’s love and hope”.21 This contemplation
of creation allows us to discover in each thing a teaching
which God wishes to hand on to us, since “for the believer,
to contemplate creation is to hear a message, to listen to a
paradoxical and silent voice”.22 We can say that “alongside
revelation properly so-called, contained in sacred Scripture,
there is a divine manifestation in the blaze of the sun and

the fall of night”.23 Paying attention to this manifestation,
we learn to see ourselves in relation to all other creatures:
“I express myself in expressing the world; in my effort to
decipher the sacredness of the world, I explore my own”.24
86. The universe as a whole, in all its manifold
relationships, shows forth the inexhaustible riches of God.
Saint Thomas Aquinas wisely noted that multiplicity and
variety “come from the intention of the first agent” who
willed that “what was wanting to one in the representation
of the divine goodness might be supplied by another”,25
inasmuch as God’s goodness “could not be represented
fittingly by any one creature”.26 Hence we need to grasp
the variety of things in their multiple relationships.27
We understand better the importance and meaning of
each creature if we contemplate it within the entirety of
God’s plan. As the Catechism teaches: “God wills the
interdependence of creatures. The sun and the moon, the
cedar and the little flower, the eagle and the sparrow: the
spectacle of their countless diversities and inequalities tells
us that no creature is self-sufficient. Creatures exist only in
dependence on each other, to complete each other, in the
service of each other”.28
87. When we can see God reflected in all that exists, our
hearts are moved to praise the Lord for all his creatures and
to worship him in union with them. This sentiment finds
magnificent expression in the hymn of Saint Francis of
Assisi:
Praised be you, my Lord, with all your creatures,
especially Sir Brother Sun,
who is the day
and through whom you give us light.
And he is beautiful and radiant
with great splendour;
and bears a likeness of you, Most High.
Praised be you, my Lord,
through Sister Moon and the stars,
in heaven you formed them clear
and precious and beautiful.
Praised be you, my Lord,
through Brother Wind,
and through the air, cloudy and serene,
and every kind of weather
through whom you give sustenance

18 Against this horizon we can set the contribution of Fr Teilhard de Chardin; cf. Paul VI, Address in a Chemical and Pharmaceutical Plant (24
February 1966): Insegnamenti 4 (1966), 992-993; John Paul II, Letter to the Reverend George Coyne (1 June 1988): Insegnamenti 11/2 (1988), 1715;
Benedict XVI, Homily for the Celebration of Vespers in Aosta (24 July 2009): Insegnamenti 5/2 (2009), 60.
19 John Paul II, Catechesis (30 January 2002),6: Insegnamenti 25/1 (2002), 140.
20 Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, Social Affairs Commission, Pastoral Letter You Love All that Exists… All Things are Yours, God,
Lover of Life” (4 October 2003), 1.
21 Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Japan, Reverence for Life. A Message for the Twenty-First Century (1 January 2000), 89.
22 John Paul II, Catechesis (26 January 2000), 5: Insegnamenti 23/1 (2000), 123.
23 Id., Catechesis (2 August 2000), 3: Insegnamenti 23/2 (2000), 112.
24 Paul Ricoeur, Philosophie de la Volonté, t. II: Finitude et Culpabilité, Paris, 2009, 216.
25 Summa Theologiae, I, q. 47, art. 1.
26 Ibid.
27 Cf. Ibid., art. 2, ad 1; art. 3.
28 Catechism of the Catholic Church, 340.
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to your creatures.
Praised be you, my Lord, through Sister Water,
who is very useful and humble
and precious and chaste.
Praised be you, my Lord, through Brother Fire,
through whom you light the night,
and he is beautiful and playful
and robust and strong”.29

no way out, while others have not the faintest idea of
what to do with their possessions, vainly showing off their
supposed superiority and leaving behind them so much
waste which, if it were the case everywhere, would destroy
the planet. In practice, we continue to tolerate that some
consider themselves more human than others, as if they
had been born with greater rights.

88. The bishops of Brazil have pointed out that nature
as a whole not only manifests God but is also a locus
of his presence. The Spirit of life dwells in every living
creature and calls us to enter into relationship with him.30
Discovering this presence leads us to cultivate the “ecologi
cal virtues”.31 This is not to forget that there is an infinite
distance between God and the things of this world, which
do not possess his fullness. Otherwise, we would not be
doing the creatures themselves any good either, for we
would be failing to acknowledge their right and proper
place. We would end up unduly demanding of them
something which they, in their smallness, cannot give us.

V. A universal communion
89. The created things of this world are not free of
ownership: “For they are yours, O Lord, who love the
living” (Wis 11:26). This is the basis of our conviction that,
as part of the universe, called into being by one Father,
all of us are linked by unseen bonds and together form a
kind of universal family, a sublime communion which fills
us with a sacred, affectionate and humble respect. Here I
would reiterate that “God has joined us so closely to the
world around us that we can feel the desertification of the
soil almost as a physical ailment, and the extinction of a
species as a painful disfigurement”.32
90. This is not to put all living beings on the same level
nor to deprive human beings of their unique worth and
the tremendous responsibility it entails. Nor does it imply
a divinization of the earth which would prevent us from
working on it and protecting it in its fragility. Such notions
would end up creating new imbalances which would deflect
us from the reality which challenges us.33 At times we see
an obsession with denying any preeminence to the human
person; more zeal is shown in protecting other species than
in defending the dignity which all human beings share in
equal measure. Certainly, we should be concerned lest other
living beings be treated irresponsibly. But we should be
particularly indignant at the enormous inequalities in our
midst, whereby we continue to tolerate some considering
themselves more worthy than others. We fail to see that
some are mired in desperate and degrading poverty, with
29
30
31
32
33
34
35

91. A sense of deep communion with the rest of
nature cannot be real if our hearts lack tenderness,
compassion and concern for our fellow human beings. It
is clearly inconsistent to combat trafficking in endangered
species while remaining completely indifferent to human
trafficking, unconcerned about the poor, or undertaking
to destroy another human being deemed unwanted. This
compromises the very meaning of our struggle for the
sake of the environment. It is no coincidence that, in
the canticle in which Saint Francis praises God for his
creatures, he goes on to say: “Praised be you my Lord,
through those who give pardon for your love”. Everything
is connected. Concern for the environment thus needs to
be joined to a sincere love for our fellow human beings and
an unwavering commitment to resolving the problems of
society.
92. Moreover, when our hearts are authentically open
to universal communion, this sense of fraternity excludes
nothing and no one. It follows that our indifference or
cruelty towards fellow creatures of this world sooner or
later affects the treatment we mete out to other human
beings. We have only one heart, and the same wretchedness
which leads us to mistreat an animal will not be long in
showing itself in our relationships with other people.
Every act of cruelty towards any creature is “contrary to
human dignity”.34 We can hardly consider ourselves to be
fully loving if we disregard any aspect of reality: “Peace,
justice and the preservation of creation are three abso
lutely interconnected themes, which cannot be separated
and treated individually without once again falling into
reductionism”.35 Everything is related, and we human
beings are united as brothers and sisters on a wonderful
pilgrimage, woven together by the love God has for each of
his creatures and which also unites us in fond affection with
brother sun, sister moon, brother river and mother earth.

VI. The common destination of goods
93. Whether believers or not, we are agreed today that the
earth is essentially a shared inheritance, whose fruits are
meant to benefit everyone. For believers, this becomes a
question of fidelity to the Creator, since God created the
world for everyone. Hence every ecological approach needs

Canticle of the Creatures, in Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, New York-London-Manila, 1999, 113-114.
Cf. National Conference of the Bishops of Brazil, A Igreja e a Questão Ecológica, 1992, 53-54.
Ibid., 61.
Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium (24 November 2013), 215: AAS 105 (2013), 1109.
Cf. Benedict XVI, Encyclical Letter Caritas in Veritate (29 June 2009), 14: AAS 101 (2009), 650.
Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2418.
Conference of Dominican Bishops, Pastoral Letter Sobre la relación del hombre con la naturaleza (21 January 1987).
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to incorporate a social perspective which takes into account
the fundamental rights of the poor and the underprivileged.
The principle of the subordination of private property to
the universal destination of goods, and thus the right of
everyone to their use, is a golden rule of social conduct and
“the first principle of the whole ethical and social order”.36
The Christian tradition has never recognized the right to
private property as absolute or inviolable, and has stressed
the social purpose of all forms of private property. Saint
John Paul II forcefully reaffirmed this teaching, stating
that “God gave the earth to the whole human race for
the sustenance of all its members, without excluding or
favouring anyone”.37 These are strong words. He noted that
“a type of development which did not respect and promote
human rights – personal and social, economic and political,
including the rights of nations and of peoples – would not
be really worthy of man”.38 He clearly explained that “the
Church does indeed defend the legitimate right to private
property, but she also teaches no less clearly that there is
always a social mortgage on all private property, in order
that goods may serve the general purpose that God gave
them”.39 Consequently, he maintained, “it is not in accord
with God’s plan that this gift be used in such a way that
its benefits favour only a few”.40 This calls into serious
question the unjust habits of a part of humanity.41
94. The rich and the poor have equal dignity, for “the
Lord is the maker of them all” (Prov 22:2).“He himself
made both small and great” (Wis 6:7), and “he makes his
sun rise on the evil and on the good” (Mt 5:45). This has
practical consequences, such as those pointed out by the
bishops of Paraguay: “Every campesino has a natural
right to possess a reasonable allotment of land where he
can establish his home, work for subsistence of his family
and a secure life. This right must be guaranteed so that its
exercise is not illusory but real. That means that apart from
the ownership of property, rural people must have access
to means of technical education, credit, insurance, and
markets”.42
95. The natural environment is a collective good,
the patrimony of all humanity and the responsibility of
everyone. If we make something our own, it is only to
administer it for the good of all. If we do not, we burden
our consciences with the weight of having denied the
existence of others. That is why the New Zealand bishops
asked what the commandment “Thou shalt not kill” means
when “twenty percent of the world’s population consumes
resources at a rate that robs the poor nations and future
generations of what they need to survive”.43
36
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VII. The gaze of Jesus
96. Jesus took up the biblical faith in God the Creator,
emphasizing a fundamental truth: God is Father (cf. Mt
11:25). In talking with his disciples, Jesus would invite them
to recognize the paternal relationship God has with all his
creatures. With moving tenderness he would remind them
that each one of them is important in God’s eyes: “Are not
five sparrows sold for two pennies? And not one of them is
forgotten before God” (Lk 12:6). “Look at the birds of the
air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet
your heavenly Father feeds them” (Mt 6:26).
97. The Lord was able to invite others to be attentive to
the beauty that there is in the world because he himself was
in constant touch with nature, lending it an attention full
of fondness and wonder. As he made his way throughout
the land, he often stopped to contemplate the beauty sown
by his Father, and invited his disciples to perceive a divine
message in things: “Lift up your eyes, and see how the fields
are already white for harvest” (Jn 4:35). “The kingdom of
God is like a grain of mustard seed which a man took and
sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all seeds, but once it
has grown, it is the greatest of plants” (Mt 13:31-32).
98. Jesus lived in full harmony with creation, and others
were amazed: “What sort of man is this, that even the
winds and the sea obey him?” (Mt 8:27). His appearance
was not that of an ascetic set apart from the world, nor
of an enemy to the pleasant things of life. Of himself
he said: “The Son of Man came eating and drinking and
they say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunkard!’” (Mt 11:19). He
was far removed from philosophies which despised the
body, matter and the things of the world. Such unhealthy
dualisms, nonetheless, left a mark on certain Christian
thinkers in the course of history and disfigured the Gos
pel. Jesus worked with his hands, in daily contact with
the matter created by God, to which he gave form by
his craftsmanship. It is striking that most of his life was
dedicated to this task in a simple life which awakened
no admiration at all: “Is not this the carpenter, the son
of Mary?” (Mk 6:3). In this way he sanctified human
labour and endowed it with a special significance for our
development. As Saint John Paul II taught, “by enduring
the toil of work in union with Christ crucified for us,
man in a way collaborates with the Son of God for the
redemption of humanity”.44
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99. In the Christian understanding of the world, the
destiny of all creation is bound up with the mystery of
Christ, present from the beginning: “All things have been
created though him and for him” (Col 1:16).1 The prologue
of the Gospel of John (1:1-18) reveals Christ’s creative
work as the Divine Word (Logos). But then, unexpectedly,
the prologue goes on to say that this same Word “became
flesh” (Jn 1:14). One Person of the Trinity entered into
the created cosmos, throwing in his lot with it, even to the
cross. From the beginning of the world, but particularly
through the incarnation, the mystery of Christ is at work in
a hidden manner in the natural world as a whole, without
thereby impinging on its autonomy.
100. The New Testament does not only tell us of the
earthly Jesus and his tangible and loving relationship with
the world. It also shows him risen and glorious, present
throughout creation by his universal Lordship: “For in him
all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through
him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or
in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross” (Col
1:19-20). This leads us to direct our gaze to the end of time,
when the Son will deliver all things to the Father, so that
“God may be everything to every one” (1 Cor 15:28). Thus,
the creatures of this world no longer appear to us under
merely natural guise because the risen One is mysteriously
holding them to himself and directing them towards
fullness as their end. The very flowers of the field and the
birds which his human eyes contemplated and admired are
now imbued with his radiant presence.

1

Hence Saint Justin could speak of “seeds of the Word” in the world; cf. II Apologia 8, 1-2; 13, 3-6: PG 6, 457-458, 467.
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Messages by ecumenical patriarch
Dimitrios (1972–1991)
Dimitrios
By the Mercy of God,
Archbishop of Constantinople–New Rome and
Ecumenical Patriarch,
To all the Faithful of the Church:
Grace, mercy, and peace from the Creator of all
Creation, Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ1

September 1, 1989
The Church Cannot Remain Idle
This Ecumenical Throne of Orthodoxy—in its
responsibility to protect and proclaim the centurieslong spirit of the patristic tradition as well as in its
effort faithfully to interpret the eucharistic and liturgical
experience of the Orthodox Church—watches with
great anxiety the merciless trampling and destruction of
the natural environment caused by human beings, with
extremely dangerous consequences for the very survival of
the natural world created by God.
The abuse by contemporary humanity of its privileged
position within creation and of the Creator’s order ‘‘to have
dominion over the earth’’ (Gen. 1.28) has already led the
world to the edge of apocalyptic self-destruction. This is
occurring either in the form of natural pollution, which is
dangerous for all living beings, or in the form of extinction
for many species of the animal and plant world, or else
again in various other forms. Scientists and other scholars
warn us now of the danger, and speak of phenomena
threatening the life of our planet, such as the so-called
‘‘green-house phenomenon’’ whose first indications have
already been observed.
In view of this situation, the Church of Christ cannot
remain unmoved. It constitutes a fundamental dogma of
her faith that the world was created by God the Father,
who is confessed in the Creed as ‘‘maker of heaven and
earth and of all things visible and invisible.’’3 According to
the great Fathers of the Church, the human person is the
prince of creation, endowed with the privilege of freedom.

Being a partaker simultaneously of the material and the
spiritual world, humanity was created in order to refer
creation back to the creator, in order that the world may be
saved from decay and death.

Communion and consumption
This great destiny of man was realized, after the failure and
fall of the ‘‘first Adam,’’ by ‘‘the last Adam,’’ the Son and
Logos of God incarnate, our Lord Jesus Christ, who united
in His person the created world with the uncreated God,
and who unceasingly presents creation to the Father as an
eternal eucharistic referring (Greek: anaphora) and offering
(Greek: prosphora). At each Divine Liturgy, the Church
continues this reference and offering (of creation to God)
in the form of the bread and the wine, which are elements
taken from the material universe. In this way, the Church
continuously declares that humanity is destined not to
exercise power over creation, as if it were the owner of it,
but to act as its steward, cultivating it in love and referring it
in thankfulness, respect, and reverence to its Creator.
Unfortunately, in our days under the influence of an
extreme rationalism and self-centeredness, humanity has
lost the sense of sacredness of creation and acts as its
arbitrary ruler and rude violator. Instead of the eucharistic
and ascetic spirit with which the Orthodox Church brought
up its children for centuries, we observe today a violation
of nature for the satisfaction not of basic human needs, but
of man’s endless and constantly increasing desire and lust,
encouraged by the prevailing philosophy of the consumer
society.
Yet, ‘‘the whole of creation groans and travails’’ (Rom.
8.22) and is now beginning to protest at its treatment by
human beings. Humanity cannot infinitely and whimsically
exploit the natural sources of energy. The price of our
arrogance will be our self-destruction if the present
situation continues.
In full consciousness of our duty and paternal spiritual
responsibility, having taken all the above into consideration
and having listened to the anguish of modern humanity, we
have reached a decision, in common with the Sacred and
Holy Synod surrounding us. Accordingly, we declare the

2 The customary address in Patriarchal encyclical letters for September 1, the opening of the ecclesiastical year and the day dedicated to prayer for
the protection and preservation of the natural environment.
3 From the ‘symbol of faith’ or creed articulated in Nicea (325) and Constantinople (381).
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first day of September of each year a day on which, on the
feast of the Indiction,4 prayers and supplications are to be
offered in this holy center of Orthodoxy for all creation,
declaring this day to be the day of the protection of the
environment.
Therefore, we invite through this, our Patriarchal
Message, the entire Christian world, to offer together
with the Mother Great Church of Christ, the Ecumenical
Patriarchate, every year on this day, prayers and
supplications to the Maker of all, both as thanksgiving for
the great gift of creation and in petition for its protection
and salvation. At the same time, on the one hand, we
paternally urge all the faithful in the world to admonish
themselves and their children to respect and protect the
natural environment. On the other hand, we urge all those
entrusted with the responsibility of governing the nations
to act without delay taking all necessary measures for the
protection and preservation of the natural creation.

September 1, 1990
Stewards, Not Proprietors
A year has passed since we issued a message declaring
September 1st of each year as the day of prayers for the
protection of the environment. In that message, we called
upon the Orthodox faithful and, indeed, upon every man
and woman of good will, to consider the extent and the
seriousness of the problem generated as a result of the
senseless abuse of material creation by human beings. On
this day, which for the Orthodox Church is officially the
first day of the ecclesiastical year, the Orthodox faithful
are invited to offer prayers to the Creator of all, thanking
Him for the good of His creation and beseeching Him to
protect it from every evil and destruction.
The message offered last year continues to echo
and to express the inquietude of our Church toward
the continuing destruction of the natural environment.
For this reason, we considered it expedient, rather than
communicating in some other way, to present once again
today that same message, unabridged, to our faithful and to
all people in order to renew our fervent appeal to all.
Beloved brothers and spiritual children, use the natural
environment as its stewards and not as its owners. Acquire
an ascetic ethos bearing in mind that everything in the
natural world, whether great or small, has its importance
for the life of the world, and nothing is useless or
contemptible. Regard yourselves as being responsible
before God for every creature and treat everything with
love and care. Only in this way shall we be able to prevent
the threatening destruction of our planet and secure a

physical environment where life for the coming generations
of humankind will be healthy and happy.

Messages by ecumenical patriarch
Bartholomew
Bartholomew
By the Mercy of God,
Archbishop of Constantinople–New Rome and
Ecumenical Patriarch,
To all the Faithful of the Church:
Grace, mercy, and peace from the Creator of all
Creation, Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ5

September 1, 1992
Matter and Spirit
The beginning of the ecclesiastical year, sanctified by the
traditional celebration of the Indictus, also constitutes a
characteristic juncture in the life of the entire creation that
surrounds us.6 This juncture is known, at least to those
residing in the northern hemisphere of our planet, as the
commencement of autumn; to those living in the southern
parts of the world, it is known as the beginning of spring.
Thus, ‘‘autumn’’ and ‘‘spring,’’ which to the average
person usually signify diametrically opposed factors,
actually converge and coincide in the inauguration of the
ecclesiastical year as one entity established by God.
The faithful, therefore, are able to recognize that, in
essence, beginning and end constitute two aspects of the
same created reality, which is bound to march toward its
final destination in both ‘‘glory’’ and ‘‘infamy.’’ Therefore,
we should not allow the shape and rhythm of the present
world to frighten us. In accepting this fundamental truth,
we become steadfast and immovable upon the rock of
faith. Thus, our sorrowful journey through whatever is
‘‘passing’’ and whatever is ‘‘stable’’ is delivered, at the
very outset, from the moral danger, which ever lies in
ambush, namely, that of elevating ourselves to the whim of
power, which starts from the ground up or else of sinking
impiously into the obscurity of despair out of worldly
weakness.
In the language of the Church Fathers, the human
person ‘‘stands at the border’’ between material and spiritual
creation. Humanity is a ‘‘borderer’’ with regard to space and
time as well; thus, in ‘‘an hour of temptation,’’ one is able
courageously to foretaste the ‘‘day of salvation.’’

4  The first day of the ecclesiastical calendar.
5 The customary address and introduction of encyclical letters on the occasion of the opening of the ecclesiastical year on September 1, which also
marks the prescribed day of prayer for the protection and preservation of the natural environment in the Orthodox Church.
6 There was no encyclical published in September 1991. Patriarch Dimitrios died on October 2 and Patriarch Bartholomew was elected on October
22.
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However, through the sacred correlations mentioned
above, creation is by no means at all reduced to a level of
irresponsible relativity or relativism. On the contrary, in
this way, creation emerges in its God-pleasing uniqueness
and sacredness. Thus, ‘‘summer’’ and ‘‘winter,’’ ‘‘light’’ and
‘‘darkness,’’ ‘‘greatness’’ and ‘‘smallness,’’ ‘‘instant’’ and
‘‘eternal,’’ ‘‘material’’ and ‘‘spiritual,’’ ‘‘divine’’ and ‘‘human,’’
are proven not to be contrary to each other, but rather to be
deeply correlated. For, the redeeming will of the benevolent
God, who is beyond all things, is realized gradually in time
and in space through all of these things.
It is, however, precisely within the framework of the
sacred connection and correlation of these ideas that God
has not allowed humanity to be a mere spectator or an
irresponsible consumer of the world and of all that is in
the world. Indeed, humanity has been called to assume
the task of being primarily a partaker and a sharer in the
responsibility for everything in the created world. Endowed,
therefore, from the beginning with ‘‘the image of God,’’
humanity is called to continuous self-transcendence so that,
in responsible synergy with God the Creator, each person
might sanctify the entire world, thus becoming a faithful
‘‘minister’’ and ‘‘steward.’’

Minister and steward
It is clear that the concepts of minister and steward7 by far
exceeds the contemporary and internationally accepted
ideal of the person called ‘‘an ecologist.’’ Usually, we know
neither how such an ecologist understands the concept of
oikos (the Greek word for ‘‘house’’) nor how that person
regards logos (the Greek term for ‘‘word’’). Today everyone
speaks of the dangers facing the ‘‘ecosystem’’ as numbering
in the thousands, yet few make any reference at all to the
God who ‘‘constituted’’ all things. There are those who
anxiously keep records of constantly perishing ‘‘deposits’’
of the main elements of life and movements in nature,
again without uttering a word about God, who in His
infinite goodwill and beneficence is the ‘‘depositor’’ of all
His goods for our use and nourishment. In wisdom God
‘‘established heaven and earth,’’ thus abundantly enriching
the universe with every kind of source of living water.
At any rate, being God’s minister and steward over all of
creation does not mean that humanity simply prospers or
is happy in the world. This would be crude self-sufficiency
and impious minimalism. The main and lasting benefit of
these qualifications is that, by using the world in a pious
manner, humanity experiences the blessed evolution from
the stage of ‘‘divine image’’ to that of ‘‘divine likeness.’’ In
similar fashion, every other good element of the universe
is transformed, by the grace of God and even without
human intervention, from the stage of ‘‘potentiality’’ to that
of ‘‘actuality,’’ in fulfillment of the pre-eternal plan of the

entire divine economy.
In addressing these pious thoughts to the faithful of
our Church and every person of goodwill, it is our desire,
in a manner that is worthy of and pleasing to God, to
commemorate and celebrate the inauguration of the Indictus
as the special day for the protection of all creation. This
day was established three years ago by the Mother Holy
Great Church of Christ and has now been accepted by
all Orthodox throughout the world. Having done so, we
should like to take the God-given opportunity to invite
and encourage every person, and above all the faithful, to
constantly watch over his or her fellow human beings and
the world, for the benefit of us all and for the glory of the
Creator.
Our words on this auspicious day, and the sacred
thoughts, which reach beyond these words, are even more
timely inasmuch as they are addressed from the sacred
center of the Phanar8 on the occasion of the first and
historic assembly of all the hierarchs in active service of the
most venerable Ecumenical Throne. Through this sacred
assembly, the Mother Church seeks more direct cooperation
and better coordination by the Holy and Sacred Synod with
the hierarchs of the Ecumenical Patriarchate throughout
the world, namely with those who shepherd dioceses and
those who serve in some other capacity. This assembly of
our hierarchy, which the Holy Synod decided to convene on
a biennial basis, brings numerous blessings, such as closer
communication and communion among brothers who
share responsibility, as well as an exchange of information
and a mutual support. However, it further provides great
comfort and encouragement to the children of the Church
scattered in the four corners of the earth and represented
here by their spiritual leaders. When the faithful around the
world from time to time see all of their hierarchy presented
and represented as one body, then they recognize it as
‘‘divine intervention’’ against the temptations, sorrows, and
dangers in the world, and thus feel greater security in God.

September 1, 1993
Creation Ex Nihilo
Together with the other most holy sister Orthodox
Churches, we have established September 1st of each year
as a special day of concern for and commemoration of the
natural environment that surrounds us. Again, this year, we
are called to offer wholehearted praise to the Creator of
everything both visible and invisible for having placed us as
the ones first fashioned in luscious paradise among all His
own creation.
The most fundamental Orthodox doctrine—which
addresses impartially the omnipotence, the omniscience,

7 The Greek word for ‘‘steward’’ is oikonomos.
8 Phanar, meaning ‘‘lighthouse’’ in Greek, refers to the old lighthouse quarter of Istanbul, and it is also the main quarter for Greeks. The name is
also seen as coterminous with the Ecumenical Patriarchate since the residence, administrative offices, and cathedral of the Patriarch are there.
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the extreme beneficence, and the wakeful providence of
the Creator, as well as the consideration and high regard in
general for created beings and matter, with humanity as its
crowning point—is indeed the doctrine of the creation of
the world ex nihilo (literally, ‘‘out of nothing’’).
Some people contemplate only what concerns the
world and recognize the philosophical ‘‘web of the
Athenians.’’ So they speak with irony of the conviction
of faithful believers with regard to creation ex nihilo. In
challenging this fundamental doctrine, they cite the merit
of the corrupted and, in its redundancy, the frivolous and
refutable notion that ‘‘nothing can be amassed ex nihilo.’’
The only exception such people accept is that, before there
was absolute nothingness in relation to the world, God, as
being without beginning or successor, and as being beyond
and above space, time, quality, quantity, causal relationship,
or dependency, has always preceded and commanded
everything.
In his epigrammatic statement that ‘‘God is love’’ (1
Jn 4.16), St. John the Evangelist attributed to God, who
lacks nothing and is without beginning, a compendious
and comprehensive name, that of love, which is cardinal
to all moral attributes. Therefore, we, who have received
the revealed word of God, are justified in believing that
everything has been created out of absolute love and in
absolute freedom by God the Maker and Father of all who,
according to St. Paul, calls ‘‘things from non-being into
being’’ (Rom. 4.17).
In contemplating the creation of God within us and
around us within this kind of God-given theological
perspective, we are certainly justified in being overcome
with total optimism, even when the elements of nature
are faced with the greatest danger or when history is being
gravely distorted. For, we recognize that ‘‘the souls of the
righteous are in the hand of God, and no torment will ever
touch them’’ (Wisd. of Sol. 3.1).

Adhering to the precepts of God
Therefore, before any abnormality in nature and history,
the first requirement is not so much that we be wise and
powerful in order to foresee in timely fashion and deal
accordingly with certain earthquakes, floundering, or some
other usually unexpected calamity. Neither is it that we
be armed with the provisions of worldly knowledge and
science in order to drive back the powers marshaled against
us by any enemy or invader. Rather, above all, we must be
just, striving at every moment throughout our life to learn
the precepts of God more perfectly and more profoundly.
This is why it is not incidental that, among the first
things we do in Orthodox worship, is to praise the Lord,
invoking Him that we be taught His immovable precepts,
which derive from Him only. Never are we so powerful and
shielded from every unexpected force, as when we chant, as

did the youths in the fire described in the Book of Daniel,
the ode of the beloved: ‘‘Blessed are you, Lord, teach me
your precepts.’’
During this period, dear brothers and children in the
Lord, we witness international organizations, interstate
legislations and scientific research programs united in
jeremiads and lamentations that toll the bell of danger
in order that humanity might sober up in time before
the coming of mass chaos. Such chaos, they say, would
threaten universal order and balance in the various socalled ‘‘ecosystems,’’ not only of our planet, but also of
the entire cosmos. Yet, during this same time, we, from
the Ecumenical Patriarchate, address ourselves first to the
conscience of every individual person, invite people each
day and with innocent heart to taste the good things of
God, partaking in trembling fear—though, simultaneously,
in doxology and joy—of the good things of creation.
Panic has never allowed humanity to render judgments
calmly or to balance justly its obligations toward itself,
toward the world around, and toward the ever-watchful
God above. However, it is precisely these obligations, as
they have been coordinated from the very first moment
of creation by the just-judging God, which constitute the
‘‘precepts’’ mentioned above. Usually, people speak out and
go to great pains to mark and establish human rights, which,
as a rule, are determined by selfinterest and fear and always
give rise to powers and demands, which separate persons
from groups, from classes, from people.
The precepts of God, on the contrary, are by definition
comprehensive and inclusive, as much of the part as of
a whole. This is why, by learning and recognizing them,
human beings are rendered, through God’s grace, brothers
and partakers among themselves. Furthermore, through a
eucharistic use of the world, they are rendered partakers
of the world and of the infinite love of God, and not
consumers, which the atheistic polity or eudemonistic
instinct has taught through the hubristic progress of
technology.
Thus, the first responsibility of the faithful is to examine
and study continuously in greater depth the law and
precepts of God. Thus, by becoming cheerful givers and
grateful receivers of His wondrous things in this world, we
may come to respect the balances of nature set up by Him.

September 1, 1994
All of creation groans
On a number of occasions in the ecclesiastical year, the
Church prays that God may protect humanity from natural
catastrophes: from earthquakes, storms, famine and floods.
Yet, today, we observe the reverse. On September 1st, the
day devoted to God’s handiwork, the Church implores the
Creator to protect nature from calamities of human origin,
calamities such as pollution, war, exploitation, waste, and
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secularism. It may seem strangely paradoxical that the body
of believers, acting vicariously for the natural environment,
beseeches God for projection against itself, against its own
actions. Nevertheless, from this perspective, the Church,
in its wisdom, brings before our eyes a message of deep
significance, one that touches upon the central problems
of fallen humanity and its restoration. This is the problem
of the polarization of individual sin against collective
responsibility.
Scripture informs us that if one member of the body
is infirm, the entire body is also affected (1 Cor. 12.26).
There is, after all, solidarity in the human race because,
made as they are in the image of the Trinitarian God,
human beings are interdependent and co-inherent. No man
is an island. We are all ‘‘members one of another’’ (Eph.
4.25). Therefore, any action, performed by any member
of the human race, inevitably affects all other members.
Consequently, no one falls alone and no one is saved alone.
According to Dostoevsky’s Staretz Zosima in The Brothers
Karamazov, we are each of us responsible for everyone and
everything.
How does this central problem relate to the matter of
protecting the environment against humankind’s actions?
It has become painfully apparent that humanity, both
individually and collectively, no longer perceives the natural
order as a sign and a sacrament of God but rather as an
object of exploitation. There is no one that is not guilty
of disrespecting nature. To respect nature is to recognize
that all creatures and objects have a unique place in God’s
creation. When we become sensitive to God’s world around
us, we grow more conscious also of God’s world within us.
In beginning to see nature as a work of God, we begin to
see our own place as human beings within nature. The true
appreciation of any object is to discover the extraordinary
in the ordinary.
Sin alone is mean and trivial, as are most of the
products of a fallen and sinful technology. Yet, it is sin
that is at the root of the prevailing, destruction of the
environment. Humanity has failed in what was its noble
vocation: to participate in God’s creative action in the
world. It has succumbed to a theory of development that
values production over human dignity and wealth over
human integrity. We see, for example, delicate ecological
balances being upset by the uncontrolled destruction of
animal and plant life or by a reckless exploitation of natural
resources. It cannot be over-emphasized that all of this,
even if carried out in the name of progress and well- being,
is ultimately to humankind’s disadvantage.
It is not without good cause, therefore, that ‘‘all of
creation groans and travails’’ (Rom. 8.22). Was it not
originally seen by God to be good? Created by God, the

world reflects divine wisdom, divine beauty, and divine
truth. Everything is from God, everything is permeated
with divine energy; in this lies both the joy and tragedy of
the world and of life within it. The hymns and prayers in
the Office for September 1st, composed by the talented
hymnographer of the Great Church, the late monk
Gerasimos of the Holy Mountain,9 extol the beauty of
creation but also remind us of our tragic abuse of it.10 They
call us to repent for our actions against God’s gift to us. We
have made this world ever more opaque, rendering it ever
more tortured. The consequences of nature’s confrontation
with humanity have indeed been an unnatural disaster of
enormous proportions. Is it not, therefore, only right that
we Christians act today as nature’s voice in raising its plea
for salvation before the throne of God?

An ecological ethos
The Church teaches that it is the destiny of humankind
to restore the proper relationship between God and the
world, just as it was in the Garden of Eden. Through
repentance, two landscapes, the one human and the other
natural, can become the objects of a caring and creative
effort. However, repentance must be accompanied by three
soundly focused principles, which manifest the ethos of the
Orthodox Church. There is, first, the eucharistic ethos, which,
above all else, means using the earth’s natural resources
with thankfulness, offering them back to God; indeed, not
only them, but also ourselves. In the Eucharist, we return
to God what is His own: namely, the bread and the wine.
Representing the fruits of creation, the bread and wine
are no longer imprisoned by a fallen world, but returned
as liberated, purified from their fallen state, and capable
of receiving the divine presence within themselves. At the
same time, we pray for ourselves to be sanctified, because
through sin we have fallen away and have betrayed our
baptismal promise.
Second, we have the ascetic ethos of Orthodoxy that
involves fasting and other spiritual works. These make
us recognize that everything we take for granted in fact
comprise God’s gifts provided in order to satisfy our needs.
They are not ours to abuse and waste simply because we
have the ability to pay for them.
Third, the liturgical ethos emphasizes community concern
and sharing. We stand before God together; and we hold
in common the earthly blessings that He has given to all
creatures. Not to share our own wealth with the poor is
theft from the poor and deprivation of their means of life;
we do not possess our own wealth but theirs, as one of the
holy Fathers of the Church reminds us. We stand before
the Creator as the Church of God, which, according to
Orthodox theology, is the continued incarnate presence
of the Lord Jesus Christ on earth; His presence looks to

9  Fr. Gerasimos was the elder of a community at Little St. Anne’s Skete on Mt. Athos. A refined and renowned hymnographer of the Orthodox
Church, he died in 1991.
10 See the Office of Vespers for the Preservation of Creation in Orthodoxy and Ecology: Resource Book (Bialystok: Syndesmos, 1996).
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the salvation of the world, not just of humanity but also
of the entire creation. The ethos of the Church in all its
expressions denotes a reverence for all matter: for the world
around us, for other creatures, and for our own bodies.
Hence, our Patriarchal message for this day of
protection for the environment is simply that we maintain a
consistent attitude of respect in all our attitudes and actions
toward the world. We cannot expect to leave no trace on
the environment. However, we must choose either to make
it reflect our greed and ugliness or else to use it in such a
way that its beauty manifests God’s handiwork through
ours.

September 1, 1995
King, Priest, and Prophet
With the grace of God, we are called once again to
celebrate the beginning of the new ecclesiastical year by
making special reference, as was established several years
ago, to our responsibility toward creation as it relates to
the environment within and around us in general and more
specifically toward what is referred to as the inanimate
natural environment.
Within the context of the continuous and ever
developing ecological concern over the years, the holy Great
Church of Christ, the Mother Church, was blessed again
this past year of 1995, to convene an international seminar
on the environment, which was held on the fragrantly
scented island of Halki, in the venerable theological school
and monastery of the Holy Trinity. This year’s seminar
had as its main theme ‘‘Environment and Ethics.’’ We took
advantage of the opportunity to offer certain appropriate
introductory remarks—from the perspective of the Mother
Church—regarding the sanctity of creation and the lofty
responsibility of the human being created in God’s image
within the whole scheme of creation.
We take this occasion today as well to remind you of
what in the seminar we referred to as a temporal sequence
in the production of the various species of creation. This
temporal sequence etches in stone our responsibility as
administrators of God’s creation in the world.
The Fathers of the Church, in a manner fitting to
God and in appreciation of the temporal sequence
mentioned above, taught that every species was created
before humankind in order for humankind to enter into a
full kingdom and serve there as king, priest, and prophet.
We see, therefore, that what might be referred to as the
three-fold office of the God-man, about which theology
speaks at great length, has been extended to humankind
from the very outset and by definition from our primeval
relationships with natural creation.
What does it mean for us to reign, minister, and teach
in the vast expanse of creation? It means that we must

constantly study, serve, and pray to transform what is
corruptible into what is incorruptible, to the extent that this
can be accomplished during our lifetime.
The Church of the Incarnate Word of God continues
His redemptive work in a world that is confused and
constantly in a state of ambivalence. Therefore, the Church
will never cease to remind the world of these fundamental
truths regarding the position and orientation of the human
person; rather, by word and deed, the Church teaches a way
to life.
We, too, from the holy Great Church of Christ, are
striving to fulfill this mission with all our strength. In the
context of the celebrations of the 1900th anniversary since
the recording of the Apocalypse by St. John on the island
of Patmos, we have decided, along with our fellow bishops,
to convoke an international ecological symposium. This
symposium will sail from Istanbul to the sanctified land of
Patmos—where civilizations from the east, west, north, and
south have intersected for centuries. Through this means,
we shall attempt to reveal more extensively to the eyes of
the modern world the magnitude of creation in general,
as this was envisioned through God’s inspiration by the
evangelist of love, St. John the Theologian.

September 1, 1996
A Spiritual, Not Scientific, Problem
Praise and thanksgiving and glory unto our God, venerated
in the Holy Trinity, who has deemed us worthy to celebrate
once more the commencement of the ecclesiastical year
and the traditional feast of the new Indiction.
At the initiative of our Ecumenical Throne, September
1st has been established, as is well known, as a day
of prayer and supplication for the protection of our
surrounding natural world. Indeed, this has now become
established throughout the entire Orthodox world with
the consent and accord of the other Most Holy Sister
Orthodox Churches. We are hopeful that, with time, the
rest of Christendom will come to embrace this proposition
and request in order that, before the imminently expiring
second millennium in Christ, all Christians may consecrate
congruent prayers on the same day. In this way, even from
now, in every land inhabited by humankind, we may glorify
with thanksgiving in the future the all-holy name of our
God, Creator of heaven and earth.
It has become an established tradition, as well, that on
this auspicious day of celebration, our Modesty directs
anew to the entire congregation of the Church a paternal
admonition toward perpetual prayer for our natural
environment, stressing in this way all issues deemed timely
and necessary.
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It is well known to us all that, unfortunately, many such
issues arise each year. Naturally, we do not at all overlook
the positive efforts made by others on this account. Yet,
we observe that the ecological problem has become in
many respects more complicated and that the ecological
dark- ness has become even more extensive, which is to
say that there is still a substantial ignorance by many and
a skillful propaganda on the part of the few, who delight
in their alliance with the forces of darkness. These facts
result in many fallacies regarding ecology, in purposeful
concealment and even distortion of the truth on ecological
matters and, indeed, ecological terrorism in the form of
exaggeration or abusive intervention in the natural order
of things, at times even to the point of exercising interstate
threat and violence. This has resulted also in the brutal
contravention of international conventions on necessary
ecological arrangements and the stubborn refusal to accept
the financial burdens of elementary and essential ecological
discipline as well as a plethora of other violations, which
threaten directly the very air that we breathe.

The way of reconciliation
All of this may be summarized in the sorrowful realization
that, despite the painful current experiences and the
concerted efforts of many, extremely few positive steps
have been made on the arduous path toward a true and
stable reconciliation of humankind with our surrounding
physical world.
This failure is due, mainly, to the insistence of the
greater part of humankind on the false understanding
that the ecological problem is foremost a matter of logical
connections, expressed and materialized through the means
and methods of politics, economy, technology, and all other
human activities.
For all these reasons, it is necessary that the Church
steadily call to mind the evangelical truth on this matter,
namely that all of the above deviations represent a violation
of the divine disposition of the physical world, which
cannot remain unpunished given the deviations of such an
anti-life stance. It is, indeed, necessary for the Church to
remind us that, on the contrary, the aforementioned and
therefore imperatively necessary reconciliation, whenever
and wherever it is accomplished, represents par excellence
a spiritual event. More precisely, the Church reminds us
that it is the blessed fruit of the Holy Spirit, granted to all
who freely and consciously partake in the great mystery
of divine love, which has followed the creation, and which
constitutes the reconciliation of God, through Christ, with
humankind and the entirety of creation.
This reconciliation is understood and experienced within
the Church as a settlement: ‘‘God in Christ reconciles the
world with Himself,’’ not considering their trespasses, as
proclaimed by St. Paul, the Apostle to the Nations (2 Cor.
11

5.19). This is because all things are derived from God, and,
in this case, the renewal of all things, ‘‘the new creation,’’
in which we become participants through Holy Baptism,
as well as other sanctifying gifts in the life of the Church.
They are derived from God, who ‘‘reconciled us with
Himself through Jesus Christ’’ (2 Cor. 5.18). Moreover,
we are all dutifully reminded by the Church that God
Himself placed ‘‘in us the word of reconciliation’’ (2 Cor.
5.19), that He entrusted to us Christians the proclamation
of the evangelization Gospel of this joyful message of
reconciliation, of the new, loving communion of God with
humankind and the natural world.
Clearly, this is what is most necessary today. This is what
is most urgent for the relationship of humankind with the
material world: namely, reconciliation in the aforementioned
sense. This reconciliation is not merely to take place in
a rational manner, for our benefit and material gain, or,
again, for material prosperity and materialistic welfare. It
is to be understood theologically, that is with humility and
repentance, which lead to true participation in the beauty of
creation, restored through Christ, with which the goodness
of life is connected harmoniously. And this is so because
both goodness and beauty share the same source and cause,
which is God Himself, who constitutes the brilliant beauty
of the most extreme divine goodness and comeliness.
Indeed, beloved brethren and cherished children in the
Lord, this is what is truly good: to participate in that divine
goodness and beauty so that we, too, may say, according to
Dionysius the Areopagite:
We say it is good to participate in beauty; indeed, beauty
is participation in that cause which beautifies all good
things. This supersubstantial good is called beauty due to
the loveliness which it transmits to all beings, to each one
appropriately.11
It is from this divine beauty that the commandment
derives that we preserve both the goodness and beauty
within us and around us, as the most exalted gifts of God.
For all these reasons, from this sacred center of
Orthodoxy, we salute as a significant fact the subject chosen
for the second Pan-European Ecumenical Assembly, to be
held, God willing, in Austria in June of the coming year of
our Savior, 1997: ‘‘Reconciliation—gift of God and source
of new life.’’ The well-grounded expectation that Christians
of Europe will dedicate their efforts to the examination
of this issue, both separately and in common, forebodes
many blessings. Among these, we expect a clearer sight of
divine beauty in nature and a more decisive involvement
of all in its protection and further promotion, through the
divine gifts and through the multiple creative forces of
humankind.

On Divine Names, PG 3.701. Dionysius was a fifth-century Syriac theologian.
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September 1, 1997
Creation and Fall
The all-merciful and beneficent God, who created humanity
from non-being into being, so desired that His beloved
creature, the king of creation, namely humanity, may enjoy
His ‘‘very good’’ creation. Thus God wanted humanity to
enjoy creation from the majestic harmony of the heavenly
firmament to the natural beauty of the earthly and marine
animals as well as all vegetable life, with every harmonious
and numerous variation revealed on the surface of the
world. For, by contemplating the balance, harmony, and
beauty of creation, humanity is lifted to a sense of wonder
at the supremely perfect perfection of the divine Creator
and, consequently, to love and worship Him. In this way,
humanity is sanctified and rendered a partaker of divine
blessedness, for which it was destined.
However, the enjoyment of earthly and heavenly things
was not granted to people without any presuppositions.
Such enjoyment had to be the result also of their own
voluntary and active will. In this respect, the first-created12
were given the command to exercise ascetic abstinence in
paradise; they were not to eat of a particular fruit. They
were also given the command to labor; they were to work
and keep the garden wherein they were placed. Moreover,
they were given the command to increase and exercise
dominion on the earth, in the same sense in which they
were to work and keep the earth as an extended earthly
paradise.
These commandments surely also apply to us as the
successors of the first-created. They aim, neither solely
nor predominantly, at protecting nature in itself, but in
preserving the space within which humanity dwells; creation
was made for humanity, and it was made beautiful and
productive, serving and supporting every goal in accordance
to our divine destiny.
Unfortunately, however, the fall of the first-created
and the deviation from their goal also resulted in the
transformation of their attitude toward nature and their
fellow human beings. Thus, today, we are faced with an
extremely self-sufficient and greedy behavior of people
in relation to the natural environment. Such conduct
betrays their indifference toward natural beauty and natural
biotopes as well as toward conditions of survival for their
fellow human beings.
In order, therefore, to sensitize people in regard to their
obligation to contribute as much as they possibly can to the
preservation of the natural environment, even if for their
own sake, we dedicated September 1st as a day of prayer
for the created order. Of course, the natural environment

also has value in and of itself. Nevertheless, it acquires
greater value when contemplated in connection with
humanity that dwells within it. For, then, damage to the
environment bears consequences not only for nature but
also for humanity, rendering human life less tolerable and
beautiful.
According to the Church Fathers, a merciful heart will
not only seek the heavenly kingdom and sense that it has
no abiding city here on earth, seeking instead the heavenly
city; it also cannot tolerate any harm to animals and plants,
indeed even to the inanimate elements of nature. Such
a person recognizes in nature too a relative value, given
by God Himself who created it. A similar spirit should
also characterize every Christian. We do not limit our
expectations simply to this world; nor do we abandon
our pursuit of the heavenly reality, namely the divine
kingdom. Instead, we recognize that the way that leads to
the heavenly Jerusalem goes through the keeping of the
divine commandments during our temporary sojourn in
this world. Therefore, we are careful to keep the original
commandment to preserve creation from all harm, both
for our sake and for the sake of our fellow human beings.
In any case, respect for the material and natural creation of
God, as well as indirectly for all people who are affected by
the environment, reveals a profound sensitivity in human
attitudes and conduct that should be characteristic of every
Christian.
However, because we can discern that such a spirit does
not inspire all people, we beseech the Lord on this day
especially, that He might illumine them to avoid ecological
turmoil and harm. May the Lord, in His long-suffering,
protect us all as well as the environment that has, because
of our sins, revolted. May He spare us from natural
destructions that arise from forces beyond our control.
Let us pray, then, and ask the Lord for favorable
and peaceful seasons, free from earthquakes, floods,
fires, storms, as well as every raging wind and natural
reaction. May He also spare us from every form of human
destruction wrought upon our environment, so that we
may live in peace and glorify in thanksgiving our Lord Jesus
Christ, who bestows every good thing. May His grace be
with you all.

September 1, 1998
Creation and Idol
The Holy Orthodox Church, accepting that the entire
creation is very good, finds itself in a harmonious
relationship with the natural world, which surrounds
the crown of creation, the human being.13 Even though
the human being, either as an isolated individual or as

12 ‘‘First-created’’ (or protoplastoi) is the conventional manner of referring to Adam and Eve.
13 This text also served as the basis for remarks of welcome by Patriarch Bartholomew during a colloquium entitled ‘‘Monotheism and
Environment’’ organized by the Institute of Religious History and Law of Aix-Marseille University and hosted by the Ecumenical Patriarchate in
Istanbul (September 5–8, 1998).
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collective humanity, is only a minuscule speck in the
face of the immense universe, it is a fact that the entire
universe is endowed with meaning by the very presence of
humanity within it. Based on this assurance, even leading
contemporary scientists accept that the universe is infused
with the so-called ‘‘human principle,’’ meaning that it came
about and exists for the sake of humanity.
Consequently, the stance of humanity before its Creator,
the all-good God, should have been one of thanksgiving
for the abundant wealth, which our Maker has placed at
our disposal. However, humanity loved creation more than
the Creator and did not return its debt to God. Rather,
humanity made an idol of it and desired to be transformed
into a wasteful ruler of creation, without any accountability
before it, instead of being a rational and grateful consumer
of creation. Moreover, humanity was often not even
satisfied with wasteful manipulation but schemed to use
the tremendous forces contained within nature for the
destruction of its fellow human beings and the depletion
even of nature itself. From the earliest of days, when Cain
murdered Abel, at which point humanity altered the staff
formerly used for support into a rod of assault, humanity
now tries to use every element as a weapon. Thus, humanity
was not satisfied with using elements which God granted in
abundance—such as copper, bronze, and iron, and so on—
in order to produce tools for a peaceful life. Rather, using
all the latest scientific discoveries, humanity fashioned from
these elements weapons of mass murder and a system of
human annihilation. Unfortunately, humanity continues to
make and use these weapons. We, therefore, see gunpowder,
nitroglycerine, atomic and nuclear energy, chemical gases,
bacterial and every kind of micro-organism and diseasecausing factors, being mobilized and gathered into supermodern arsenals, for the purpose of being used as a threat
to coerce others into submission but also as a means of
active annihilation of those who do not submit.

even more lamentable for those people who improperly use
its powers against others.
In light of the above, on this first day of September
in the year 1998 of our salvation, once again dedicated to
the natural environment, we invite and urge everyone to
convert the tremendous destructive forces, which we have
accumulated on earth—a planet so small in size, yet so great
in evil as well as in insurmountable virtue—into creative
and peaceful forces.
Unfortunately, the coercion of nature to act
destructively against itself and the human race does not
come out of the will of certain evil leaders, as much
as it is supported by those who wish to deny their own
responsibility. It also comes from the consenting will of
thousands of individuals, without whose psychological
support these leaders would not be able to accomplish
anything. Consequently, the responsibility of every living
person on the face of the earth flows out of the conscious
acceptance or rejection of what has been accomplished. It
is through this acceptance or rejection that one participates
in the formation of the predominant will. From this point
of view, everyone, even the feeblest, can contribute to the
restoration of the harmonious renewed operation of the
world. We can do so by being in tune with the forces of
the divine harmony and not with those which are badly
dissonant and oppose the divine all-harmonious rhythm
of the universal instrument, of which each one of us
constitutes but one of its practically innumerable chords.

The rebellion of nature

Our love for nature does not seek to idolize it; rather,
our love for nature stems from our love for the Creator
who grants it to us. This love is expressed through
offering in thanksgiving all things to God, through
whom we, having been reconciled through Jesus Christ
(2 Cor. 5.19), enjoy also our reconciliation with nature.
Without our reconciliation with God, the forces of
nature find themselves in opposition to us. We already
experience consequences of this and are subjected to these
consequences. Therefore, in order to avert the escalation
of evil and to correct that which may already have taken
place, and in order to suspend the penalty, we are obligated
to accept the fact that we need to be responsible and
accountable consumers of nature and not arbitrary rulers
of it. We must also accept the fact that, in the final analysis,
the demand placed on nature to use its powers in order to
destroy our fellow human beings, whom we might consider
useless, will result in our facing the same consequences.

Nature rebelled against humanity, which abuses it.
Therefore, it no longer finds itself in that perfect divine
harmony, whose marvelous melody comes from the
rhythmic orbits of the heavenly bodies and the changing
seasons of the year. Were it not for the good souls of
the saints, who hold together the cohesion of the world,
perhaps the revenge of nature for the inhumanities we
force it to bear upon our fellow human beings, would be

Finally, for all these things, we fervently pray to the Lord
God that He may show forbearance for our transgressions;
that He may grant us time for repentance; and that He may
shine in our hearts the light of His truth. This we ask in
order that on the issue of the environment, and in each of
the paths we encounter before us in life, we may advance
in concord with His all-wise, all-harmonious order of the
entire creation as it was decreed by Him. Otherwise, our

Consequently, neither is the rebellion of nature against
humanity a strange coincidence, nor is the continuous
exhortation of the Orthodox Church that we should
not love the world, which has been led astray from its
divine purpose and those things in the world, but that we
should love God instead (1 Jn 2.15). In this way, we are
able to enjoy the things of the world with blessing and
thanksgiving in Christ, through whom we have received
reconciliation (Rom. 5.11).
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discordant journey may lead to our demise.

September 1, 1999
Creation and Creator
When Paul the Apostle to the Nations advised the
Thessalonians to ‘‘give thanks in all circumstances’’ (1
Thess. 5.18), he also counseled them ‘‘always to rejoice,
and pray without ceasing’’ (1 Thess. 5.16–17), thus
demonstrating that thanksgiving as prayer and everlasting
joy go together and coexist inseparably. Truly, one who
gives thanks experiences the joy that comes from the
appreciation of that for which he or she is thankful;
thus, from the overabundance of joy they turn toward
the giver and provider of all good things received in
grateful thanksgiving. Conversely, the person who does
not feel the internal need to thank the Creator and Maker
of all good things in this very good world, but instead
merely receives them ungratefully and selfishly—by being
indifferent toward the one who provided these good things
and worshipping the impersonal creation rather than
the Creator (Rom. 1.25)—does not feel the deep joy of
receiving the gifts of God, but only a sullen and inhumane
satisfaction. Such a person is given over to irrational desires,
to covetousness, and to ‘‘robberies arising from injustice’’
(Is 61.8), all of which are despised by God. As a result,
that person will undergo the breaking ‘‘of the pride of his
power’’ (Lev. 26.19) and will be deprived of the sublime,
pure, and heavenly joy of the one who gives thanks
gratefully.
The belief that every creature of God created for
communion with human beings is good when it is received
with thanksgiving (1 Tim. 4.3–4) leads to respect for
creation out of respect for its Creator. However, it does not
fashion an idol out of creation itself. A person who loves
the Creator of a given work will neither be disrespectful
toward it nor maliciously harm it. Yet, at the same time, that
person will surely not worship it and disregard the Creator
(Rom. 1.21). Rather, by honoring it, one honors its Creator.
The Ecumenical Patriarchate, having ascertained
that the natural creation commonly referred to as ‘‘our
environment,’’ which in recent times has to a great extent
been maliciously harmed, has undertaken an effort
that strives to sensitize every person—and especially
Christians—to the gravity of this problem for humanity
and particularly to its ethical and theological dimension. For
this reason, the Patriarchate has established September 1st
of each year, which is the natural landmark of the yearly
cycle, as a day of prayer for the environment. This prayer,
however, is not merely a supplication and petition to God
for the protection of the natural environment from the
impending catastrophe that is being wrought by humankind
on creation. It is also a form of thanksgiving for everything
that God in His beneficent providence offers through

creation to the good and the wicked alike, to the just and
the unjust at once.
The saints of the Christian Church, as well as other
sensitive souls— illumined by the divine light that
enlightens everyone who comes into the world (Jn 1.9),
providing that they sincerely and unselfishly desire to
receive this light (Jn 1.11–12)—acquired great sensitivity
to all evil that comes to any creature of God and,
consequently, to every element that makes up our natural
environment.
The saints are models for every faithful Christian to
imitate, and their sensitive character is the ideal character
toward which we all are obliged to strive. However, because
not everyone has this same refinement, those who are
responsible for the education of others must continuously
teach them what must be done. In light of this, we applaud
with great satisfaction the proposal of the Committee
on the Environment of the Worldwide Federation of
Organizations of Engineers, which recently met in
Thessalonika during the third international exhibition and
conference on Technology of the Environment,14 that a
binding ‘‘Global Code of Ethics’’ for the environment be
drafted.

The role of the Ecumenical Patriarchate
For its part, the Ecumenical Patriarchate, in addition to
proclaiming September 1st as the annual day of prayer for
the environment, has successfully organized Symposium
II: The Black Sea in Crisis, in collaboration with other
interested parties. As a continuation of this effort, the
Patriarchate also established the Halki Ecological Institute,
which was held successfully this year. This Institute aims
at preparing capable people in the countries and churches
surrounding the Black Sea to strive in their respective
regions to rouse their leaders and people concerning the
danger of the impending death of the Black Sea and the
general threat of irreparable and harmful damage to the
environment. For this reason, the Patriarchate is currently
preparing a third international ecological symposium, this
time on the Danube, which is a significant source of the
pollution for Black Sea, and which has also undergone
enormous ecological alterations and disasters as a result of
the recent dramatic bombings.
In addition to the ecological and environmental disasters
wrought by humankind, natural ones have also occurred,
such as the recent earthquakes that have struck Turkey.
Despite the fact that, oftentimes, the consequences of
these natural occurrences are determined by factors for
which humans are responsible, the Church fervently
beseeches God to show mercy and compassion on human
responsibility, and to show His righteousness and goodness
both to those who are responsible as well as to those who
are not responsible.

14 Organized by HELECO, the initiative of the Technical Chamber of Greece. HELECO is under the auspices of the President of the Hellenic
Republic and constitutes the Greek government’s legislative organization on technical issues.
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The Ecumenical Patriarchate is fully aware that the end
of the second Christian millennium has been sealed by sad
and exceptionally destructive occurrences, which transpired
mainly in Yugoslavia and Turkey, but which also continue to
occur in varying degrees in other parts of our planet. This
is principally because the internal spiritual environment of
the conscience of each person has not become good, nor
has it changed for the better by the grace of God, because
of the human ego opposing the beneficent influence of this
grace. For this reason, along with the invitation to all that
they respect the natural environment, each for his or her
own benefit because it is a gift from God to all humankind,
the Ecumenical Patriarchate appeals to everyone that
they amend their feelings also toward their fellow human
beings. Only in this way will the eternal, unchangeable,
all-compassionate and merciful God be able positively
to influence the free will of the human person and avert
the disastrous man-made activities that are upsetting the
balance of the environment.
We recognize that heaven and earth pass away, but
the laws of God are eternal and unchangeable as is God
Himself. Yet, we also know that the law of God is found in
the authority of humankind to determine, to a great extent,
the path that our life and world will take. For this reason,
we summon both ourselves and one other to work toward
the common good in all areas, and especially in the area of
the environment, which in the final analysis is that realm,
which refers first of all to our fellow human beings and
subsequently to the natural creation.

September 1, 2001
Harmony Between Matter and Spirit
The designation of September 1st, which marks the
beginning of the new ecclesiastical year and of a new
period in the physical cycle of social activities, as a day of
prayer for the environment, by the Great Church of Christ,
the Mother Church of Constantinople, reveals the great
significance for humanity of the physical world created by
God.
The double nature of the existence of the human
person, consisting of body and soul, or of matter and
spirit, according to the ‘‘very good’’ and creative will of
God, requires the cooperation of humankind and nature,
of person and environment. Without this coordination,
neither the environment is able to serve humanity according
to its destiny nor is humanity able to avert the disturbance
of natural balances and the obliteration of the natural
harmony, which God created for us.
Unfortunately, because of human desire to gain power
and wealth, humanity often trespasses the limits of the
endurance of nature, subjecting it to maltreatment or
abuse. On other occasions, humanity transgresses again the
commandment of God to the first-created to labor and
15

to keep the natural creation, becoming indifferent to the
maintenance of its integrity and natural balance.
The result of this behavior is the disturbance of the
natural harmony, and the rebellion, as it were, of the
impersonal nature, which produces phenomena that
are the exact opposite to those that serve humankind’s
normal life. The radiation of a power that is able to benefit
humanity becomes an explosive potency of inconceivable
destruction. The rivers that are meant to be bearers of
life-giving water become carriers of destructive floods.
The explosive potency of dynamite is transformed from
a useful instrument to a power of homicide and total
ruin. Rain is changed from a means of irrigation of plants
and the watering of animals to a cause of drowning and
uncontrollable currents. Combustion from energy sources
and heat becomes a source of atmospheric pollution. In
general, the totality of natural possibilities, designed to
serve in regular operation humanity’s natural survival, are
stretched by humankind beyond their regular limits and as
a result awaken the avenging powers of abuse, which are
released when the permissible use is transformed into a
means of satisfaction of human audacity with a view to the
limits of nature.

The audacity of Babel
The audacity of those who built the Tower of Babel
produced a break in human understanding and
communication.15 Humanity’s exclusive turning to the
carnal aspect of being, to the exclusion of the spiritual
aspect, brought about the purging cataclysm of Noah’s
times. Since then, God refrains from letting natural
disaster bring humanity back to its senses, as the rainbow
symbolizes. Nevertheless, humanity continues to pursue its
greedy efforts toward forcing nature to mass production
and unnatural usage. As a result, humanity procures terrible
environmental disasters that primarily damage humanity
itself. We may recall here such well-known cases as the
environmental calamities incurred by nuclear explosions
and radio energy waste, or by toxic rain and polluting
spillages. We may also recall the consequences of the
violent feeding of vegetarian animals that is enforced by
human audacity in order to produce food from animals. All
this constitutes an insolent overthrow of natural order. It is
indeed becoming generally accepted that the overthrow of
this natural order in the personal and social life of human
beings produces ill reactions to the human organism, such
as the contemporary plagues of humanity, cancer, the
syndrome of post-virus fatigue, heart diseases, anxieties and
a multitude of other diseases.
All these bear witness to the fact that it is not God but
humanity that causes contemporary plagues, which attack
our well being, because ‘‘man is the most disastrous of
disasters,’’ as the ancient tragedy puts it. Thus, if we want
to improve the conditions of the material and psychological
life of humanity, we are obliged to recognize and to respect

See Genesis 11.
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the natural order, harmony, and balance, and to avoid
causing disarray in the natural powers, which are released
when the cohesive bond of the universal and particular
harmony, especially of the ecological one, is audaciously
overturned. Nature was placed by God to the service of
humankind, on the condition, however, that humanity
would respect the laws that pertain to it and would work in
it and protect it (Gen. 2.15).
On this day, dedicated by the Mother Church to prayer
for the natural environment, we supplicate the Lord to
restore with His divine and almighty power the natural
order, wherever human audacity has overturned it, so
that humanity might not suffer the tragic consequences
of unlawful violations of nature by human actions. We
all share the responsibility for such tragedies because
we tolerate those immediately responsible for them and
accept a portion of the fruit that results from such an
abuse of nature. Consequently, we all need to ask for
God’s forgiveness and illumination so that we may come
to understand the limit that distinguishes the use from the
abuse of nature and never trespass it.

September 1, 2002
Unpaid Debt to Nature
When the Mother Church declared September 1st each
year as a day of prayer for the environment, no one could
imagine at the time (as early as 1990) just how rapidly the
natural conditions of the world would deteriorate as a
result of harmful human interference or how horrific the
consequent losses and damages on human lives would
be. Recent floods in Europe, India, and Russia, as well
as those occurring during this year or previously in other
parts of the earth, all bear witness to the disturbance of
the climactic conditions caused by global warming. Such
disasters have persuaded even the most incredulous persons
that the problem is real, that the cost of repairing damages
is comparable to the cost of preventing them, and that
there is simply no margin left for remaining silent.
The Orthodox Church is a pioneer in her love and
interest for humanity and its living conditions. Therefore,
on the one hand, it recommends that we lead virtuous lives,
looking to eternal life in the heavenly world beyond. On the
other hand, however, it also recognizes that—according to
the teaching of our Lord Jesus Christ—our virtue will not
be assessed on the basis of individualistic criteria, but on
the basis of applied solidarity. This is so characteristically
described in the parable of the Last Judgment (see Matthew
25). In this parable, the criterion for being saved and
inheriting the eternal Kingdom is supplying food to the
hungry, clothes to the naked, aid to the sick, compassion
to prisoners. Generally, the criterion is offering our fellow
human beings the possibility of living on our planet under
normal conditions and of coming to know God in order to
enter His Kingdom.

This means that the protection of our fellow human
beings from destructive floods, fires, storms, tempests and
other such disasters is our binding duty. Consequently,
our failure to assume appropriate measures for avoiding
such phenomena is reckoned as an unpaid debt and
constitutes a crime of negligence, incurring a plethora of
other crimes, such as the death of innocent people, the
destruction of cultural monuments and property as well
as overall regressive progress. We pray, therefore, that God
will remove natural destruction, which we cannot avert by
our own care and foresight. Yet, at the same time, it is our
obligation to engage in the labor of study and the expense
of securing necessary measures in order to avoid such
disasters as are derived from wrongful human action.
It is true that the great part of such measures and
expenditures cannot be taken from isolated individuals
because they transcend their capabilities. Sometimes,
they even transcend the capabilities of individual states,
requiring the cooperation of several states and even
of humanity in its entirety. Thus, we heartily salute the
international consultations on this matter, which are taking
place throughout the world or will take place in the future,
and pray that they may conclude their deliberations with
unanimous decisions on the measures that should be taken
as well as on their implementation.
Nevertheless, what contributes most of all to the
creation of this ecological crisis is the excessive waste of
energy by isolated individuals. The restriction of wasteful
consumption will blunt the acuteness of the problem,
while the constant increase in the use of renewable sources
of energy will intermittently contribute to its alleviation.
However insignificant the contribution of any individual in
averting further catastrophe to the natural phenomena, we
are all called and obliged as individuals to do whatever we
can. Only then can we confidently pray to God that He may
supply what is lacking in our effort and efficacy.
We paternally urge everyone to come to the realization
of their personal responsibility and to do all that is possible
in order to avert global warming and environmental
aggravation. We fervently entreat God to look favorably on
the common effort of all and to prevent further imminent
disasters on our natural environment, within which He
ordered us to live and to fight the good fight so that we
may inherit the heavenly Kingdom.

September 1, 2003
Extreme Weather and Extremist Behavior
This day of prayer for the environment finds us disturbed
by information recently received about two distressing
events. The first is the severe destruction of the natural
environment owing to rising temperatures, which has
caused extensive forest fires in some parts of the world.
The second refers to the outbreak of collective killings of
citizens that were innocent and unconnected with their
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killers, executed by extremist elements whose aim is to
harm the society to which these randomly selected victims
belong.

humankind. May the Lord God grant stability to preserve
the natural world, which He created full of grace and
harmony for the sake of humanity.

In both cases it is obvious that humankind is
responsible, as is the perversity that causes it. On one
hand, these climatic irregularities and their resultant natural
catastrophes are mainly caused by human activities, which
are performed without thinking about or making any prior
assessment of the devastating effects they have on nature.
On the other hand, the collective execution of innocent
and arbitrarily chosen people with the aim of spreading fear
throughout society and forcing it to give in to the just or
unjust demands of these executioners implies an ignorance
of the fact that this method has been used many times in
the past but has never succeeded in its purpose. Therefore,
if a rational assessment of the results of these actions had
prevailed amongst the perpetrators, then a lot of suffering
would have been avoided. Many desperate actions against
innocents could also have been avoided if the wrong doers
recognized and respected the rights of the wronged.

September 1, 2004
What Have We Achieved?

The natural environment was created by God to
be friendly and of service to the needs of humankind.
However, owing to Adam’s original disobedience, the
natural harmony and balance of the environment was
disrupted and because of his persistent disobeying of
God’s commandments, it continues to disrupt, leading to
total disarray and disharmony. Therefore, the prayer that we
offer up to the Lord today for the protection of the natural
environment from all kinds of destruction and disruption,
should first of all be a prayer for the repentance of man,
who through misjudged, thoughtless, and sometimes
arrogant actions directly or indirectly provokes most, not to
say all, natural catastrophes.
Our Lord who taught us the Lord’s Prayer includes
in it a promise that accompanies a request: ‘‘Forgive us
our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against
us.’’ This has a broader meaning. Our prayer should be
accompanied by a corresponding sacrifice, mainly a sacrifice
of our selfishness and arrogant pursuits, which demonstrate
our insolent attitude toward the Creator and His wisely
stipulated natural and spiritual laws. This change of attitude
and mentality is called repentance. Only if our prayer to
God for the protection of the environment is accompanied
by correspondent repentance will it be effective and
welcomed by God.
Therefore, beloved brothers and sisters in the Lord, let
us reconsider our lives and let us repent for everything we
do mistakenly and against the wise laws of God, in order
to be heard by Him, begging His kindness to maintain
the natural environment, friendly and undamaged for

Fifteen years ago, our venerable predecessor, the late
Patriarch Dimitrios issued the first official decree for the
preservation of the natural environment, an encyclical
letter to the pleroma of the Church, formally establishing
September 1st as a day of prayer for the protection of the
environment.16 That historical proclamation emphasized
the significance of the eucharistic and the ascetic ethos of
our tradition, which provide a corrective for a consumer
lifestyle and an alternative to the prevailing philosophy of
our age.
The Church Fathers have always insisted on the critical
importance of self-examination as a pre-condition for
spiritual growth. Echoing the classical oracle of Delphi,
Clement of Alexandria17 exhorts: ‘‘Know yourself ! If
you know yourself, you will know all things.’’ Evagrius of
Pontus18 states: ‘‘He who knows himself knows God.’’
And Isaac the Syrian19 claims: ‘‘To know oneself is to
know one’s failures, which leads to the resurrection of the
dead.’’ Therefore, let us consider what we have learned as
a Church over the last fifteen years. What knowledge have
we gained? What failures have we experienced? And what
direction should we now assume?
In the five summer seminars that were held annually
from 1994 to 1998 at the Theological School on the Island
of Halki, we learned about the close connections between
environmental issues and education, ethics, communication,
justice, and poverty. And in the five international symposia
held biennially from 1995 to date, we have explored
the impact of our wasteful lifestyle on the waters of
the Aegean Sea, the Black Sea, the Danube River, the
Adriatic Sea, and the Baltic Sea. Together with theologians,
scientists, politicians and journalists, we recognized in a
tangible manner the responsibility that we all bear—before
one another, be- fore our world, and before our God—
for the destruction of our world’s natural beauty, for the
depletion of the earth’s resources, and for the devastation
of our planet’s diversity.
More especially, we have appreciated how the
preservation of the natural environment is intimately
related to the cessation of warfare, to the restoration of
social justice and to the management of world poverty.
We have learned how the way that we treat human beings
is directly reflected in the way that we relate to the natural
environment, as well as to the worship that we exclusively

16  See the first encyclical message in this chapter.
17 Clement (150–215) was head of the famous School of Alexandria.
18 Evagrius (345–399) was an ascetic and monastic author.
19 Isaac of Nineveh was a seventh-century mystic and author.
152 GETI 2022 | Christ’s Love (Re)moves Borders | An Ecumenical Reader | Chapter 2 - Kairos for creation

reserve for God. It should come as no surprise to us that
we are able to misuse the natural and material creation
when we are able to abuse our fellow-human beings. The
Mother Church has been at the forefront of significant
gatherings and agreements of world peace and welfare, of
economic and social reform, of human rights and religious
tolerance.

It is our sincere hope and fervent prayer that in
the years ahead, more and more of our Orthodox
faithful will recognize the importance of a crusade for
our environment, which we have so selfishly ignored.
This vision, we are convinced, will only benefit future
generations by leaving behind a cleaner, better world. We
owe it to our Creator. And we owe it to our children.

Strength in theory, weakness in application September 1, 2005
When it comes to the appropriate response and the proper
theological reflection, there is no doubt that our Orthodox
Church has a great deal to contribute to the contemporary
debate concerning ecology. We are able to draw upon the
depth and wealth of our Scriptural and Patristic heritage
in order to contribute positively and constructively to the
critical issues of our time. Where, however, as Orthodox
Christians we reveal the greatest vulnerability is in the
practice of our theory.
It is always the easier approach to lay blame on Western
development and technological progress for the ills that
we confront in our world. And it is always a temptation to
believe that we hold the solution to problems that we all
face today or else to ignore the imminent danger that we
face globally. What is more difficult—and yet at the same
time more noble—is to discern the degree to which we
constitute part of the problem itself. Just how many of
us examine the foods that we consume, the goods that we
purchase, the energy that we waste, or the consequences
of our privileged living? How often do we take the time
to scrutinize the choices that we make on a daily basis,
whether as individuals, as institutions, as parishes, as
communities, as societies, and even as nations?
More importantly, just how many of our Orthodox
clergy are prepared to assume leadership on issues
concerning the environment? How many of our Orthodox
parishes and communities are prepared to materialize
the knowledge that we have accumulated in recent years
by practicing ecologically sensitive principles in their
own communities? How do the decisions of any local
community and parish reflect on a practical and tangible
level the experience that we have gained on a theoretical
level?
In an age when the information is readily available to us,
there is surely no excuse for ignorance or indifference. To
overlook is to shut our eyes to a reality that is ever-present
and ever-increasing. Former generations and cultures may
have been unaware of the implications of their actions.
Nevertheless, today, more perhaps than any other time
or age, we are in a unique position. Today, we stand at a
crossroads, namely at a point of choosing the cross that we
have to bear. For, today, we know fully well the ecological
and global impact of our decisions and actions, irrespective
of how minimal or insignificant these may be.
20

Doing, Not Just Saying
The earth, having no tongue cries out sighing, why are
you people polluting me with many evil things? (9th Ode,
Earthquake of October 26)

In a very pictorial way, the holy hymnographer Joseph20
presents the earth as grieving and protesting voicelessly
for the many evils with which we burden her. If this holy
hymnographer thought back then that the pollution of
earth by humankind would cause the wrath of God, today,
humanity in its entirety should all the more realize our
ultimate destructive behavior against the creation of God.
Certainly, the earth was created well-equipped to offer
shelter to the human beings and was ordered by God to
cover their needs. However, we do not draw from earth’s
resources what we need in moderation, so that we allow
its productive ability to remain sound and intact; instead,
we are depleting her natural resources. We draw so much
to such excess and in such rough ways that we weaken
her abilities and destroy all future production of natural
resources. In doing so, we resemble those who act greedily,
and who, when in need of collecting wood, destroy both
the trees and the forest and, thus, deprive themselves of
the opportunity to collect more wood in the future. It is a
known historical fact that many areas of the earth that had
once been sites of developed civilizations, ended up in total
devastation.
This phenomenon of devastation, which unfolded
slowly in earlier times, is progressing in our times at a
high speed. Vast expanses around polluting factories and
industrial zones that emit toxic waste have already been
deadened, and the number of such dead expanses is
constantly growing. Huge regions have been made subject
to deforestation in order to be used as cultivation grounds,
but the utilization of toxic pesticides has destroyed any
form of sprouting, except for the object needed. These
non-biodegradable toxic pesticides enter the water-air
cycle and pollute the springs and rivers causing severe
problems to human health. In regard to the consequences
of these methods employed and materials used, greed
and negligence take their revenge. While we work hard to
increase the productive ability of our planet, we, on the
other hand, destroy it. Astronauts, who have observed
the whole earth from a distance while in orbit, drew

A ninth-century monk and liturgical poet of Byzantium.
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humankind’s attention to the fact that huge expanses of it
have been deforested and will end up in devastation.
The aforementioned holy hymnographer Joseph
personifies earth, which, addressing man, complains that
the Master of humankind and God whips her instead of
him, for God wants to spare the human being; the earth,
however, bemoans her suffering due to humankind’s
mistakes and cries to people: ‘‘Come to your senses and
appease God in repentance.’’ This invitation is quite
timely. We must realize the forthcoming danger; we must
understand its causes and acknowledge our responsibility.
We must aim to appease God, not through words and small
sacrifices, but through courageous acts and large sacrifices.
For the promise of the Lord that we will receive back in
multiple that which we sacrifice, applies here as well.
The Mother Church is fully aware of the dangers that
threaten the earth and our surrounding natural environment
brought about by both the natural ramifications of human
acts but, mostly, by the moral consequences of human
crimes; therefore, the Mother Church established the 1st
of September as a day of prayer for the environment.
Prayer appeases God; however there is also validity in
the saying of ancient Greeks: ‘‘In addition to asking for
help from goddess Athena offer also your own effort.’’
This saying is similar to the biblical phrase ‘‘The effectual
fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much’’ (James
5.16). The importance of this sentence lies on the word
‘‘effectual,’’ which means that the prayer is more powerful
when accompanied by actions for the one for whom we
are praying. For there is no vindication for the one who
says ‘‘Lord, Lord,’’ but rather for the one who does the
will of God. In our discussion, it is evident that the will of
God mandates the preservation of the eternal yielding of
our natural resources, respect toward the natural creation
of God and our future generations, and the reversal of
our destructive behavior against the very good natural
environment that was given to us by God.

September 1, 2006
Catastrophic Arrogance
The God of tender mercy and love for mankind created the
cosmos to be a place of sublime beauty, serviceable and apt
to the needs of every human being. Into such a world, God
allowed the crown and monarch of His creation, the human
person, to partake of everything in it that is needful for life.
Every necessary relationship of humanity with creation
is conjoined with a sense of joy and satisfaction. If there is
an excess or privation of what is, by its use, naturally good
then there is an accompanying sensation of want (in the
case of privation) or surfeit (in the case of excess). Thus
does the human being possess in himself instinctively a
means of measuring beneficial need or detrimental excess.
The need manifests as privation; the excess manifests as
wasteful superfluity. It follows then that all human beings,

endowed with freedom of will, have the capacity to direct
their own instinctual faculty to prescribe their own limits;
whether to restrain such limits for reasons of ascetical
discipline, or to exceed them by the power of desire.
Thus we find ourselves confronting this condition:
either we are subject to greed (which is idolatry according
to the Apostle Paul [Col. 3.5]), or to a certain hatred for life,
for the natural blessings and gifts God, that is to attitudes
which are equally unacceptable, being opposite to the
perfect plan of God for humankind’s enjoyment of life.
The unfortunate reality is that humanity has rejected to
be shaped by the suggestions and inducements of God.
We have not followed His guiding grace in determining
the measure of our needs and how we use the world; how
we work in the world or how we preserve the world. The
result is that we behave toward the environment, toward
nature, rapaciously and catastrophically. When we apply our
own sense of mastery and not appropriate use we upset
the natural harmony and equilibrium that is based in God.
Nature reacts negatively and the result is that terrible desires
pile up on the human family. Recent unusual fluctuations
in temperature, typhoons, earthquakes, violent storms,
the pollution of the seas and rivers, and the many other
catastrophic actions for man and the environment ought
to be an obvious alarm for something to be done with
human behavior. The principal reason for this catastrophic
behavior of contemporary man is his egocentrism, which
is another face of self-reliance apart from God, and even
self-divinization.
On account of this egocentrism, the relationship
between humanity and nature has been radically altered.
Now an impertinent, arrogant subjugation of the forces
of nature has supplanted that which was designed by God.
In place of the preservation of life and freedom, these
forces serve to destroy and oppress our fellow man, or we
indulge in excessive consumption, without regard to the
consequences of such excess.
The use of atomic and nuclear forces of nature for
warlike purposes constitutes unmitigated hubris. Whatever
the manner of our over consumption, we have burdened
the natural environment with such pollution that the earth’s
temperature is rising and many of nature’s balancing acts
are now unstable, with all that this implies. The enormous
amount of energy that is consumed for the purposes of
the modem (sic) war-machine, as well as the prodigality
of modem (sic) life that far exceeds the reasonable human
needs of today, comprise two distinct sectors, in which the
responsibilities of leaders and simple citizen are woven
together in such a way that each has the capability of taking
action for the betterment of the general condition.
Beloved children and brethren in the Lord, let us take
action, each one from his own position and setting, giving
every effort to an amelioration of senseless consumption.
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Let us work toward a restoration of a harmonious working
of the planet on which we live, so that in tranquility our
children may enjoy all the blessings of the creation of our
loving God, the blessing He offers to all people.

September 1, 2008
Creation Continues to Groan
For creation was made subject to vanity, not willingly, but by
reason of him who subjected it . . . For we know that all of creation
groans and travails in pain together until now. (Rom. 8.20, 22)
Once again, as the ecclesiastical year begins, we are
called to reflect—with renewed spiritual intensity in Christ
and especial sensitivity—on the state of our bountiful
planet, and to offer particular prayers for the protection of
the whole natural world.
Many things have changed since our predecessor, the
late Patriarch Dimitrios decided, over two decades ago, that
September 1st should be dedicated as a day of supplication
for the preservation of God’s beautiful creation. In
assuming that initiative, the late Ecumenical Patriarch
also issued a message of warning about the destructive
consequences of abusing the environment. He noted that,
in contrast with most other forms of human misuse and
violation, environmental pollution has the potential to cause
vast and irreversible damage, by destroying virtually all
forms of life on the planet.
At the time, of course, this warning may have sounded
exaggerated to certain skeptical ears; however, in the
light of what we know now, it is abundantly clear that his
words were prophetic. Today, environmental scientists
expressly emphasize that the observed climate change has
the potential to disrupt and destroy the entire ecosystem,
which sustains not only the human species but also the
entire wondrous world of animals and plants that is
interdependent upon one another like a chain. The choices
and actions of what is otherwise civilized modern man have
led to this tragic situation, essentially comprising a moral
and spiritual problem, which the divinely inspired Apostle
Paul had articulated with colorful imagery in underlining
its specifically ontological dimension in his Letter to the
Romans nineteen centuries ago: ‘‘Creation was made
subject to vanity, not willingly, but by reason of him who
subjected it . . .For we know that all of creation groans and
travails in pain together until now’’ (Rom. 8.20, 22).

Awareness is increasing, action is
decreasing
At this point, however, we are obligated to state that
this spiritual and moral dimension of the environmental
problem constitutes today, perhaps more so than ever
before, the common conscience of all people, and especially
young people, who are well aware of the fact that all of

humanity has a common destiny. An increasing number
of people comprehend that their overall consumption—
namely, their personal involvement in the production of
particular goods or their rejection of others—touches not
only on ethical, but also on eschatological parameters. An
increasing number of people understand that the irrational
use of natural resources and the unchecked consumption
of energy contribute to the reality of climate change, with
consequences on the life and survival of humanity created
in the image of God and is therefore tantamount to sin. An
increasing number of people characterize either virtuous or
else vicious those who correspondingly treat created nature
either reasonably or unreasonably.
Nevertheless, by the same token, even as people’s
awareness of the environmental crisis grows, unfortunately
the image presented by our planet today is the opposite.
Especially disturbing is the fact that the poorest and most
vulnerable members of the human race are being affected
by environmental problems which they did not create.
From Australia to the Cape Horn of Africa, we learn of
regions experiencing prolonged drought, which results in
the desertification of formerly fertile and productive areas,
where the local populations suffer from extreme hunger
and thirst. From Latin America to the heart of Eurasia,
we hear of melting glaciers, on which millions of people
depend for water supply.
Our Holy and Great Church of Christ, following in the
footsteps and example of the late Ecumenical Patriarch
Dimitrios, is working tirelessly to raise awareness not only
among public opinion but also among responsible world
leaders. It achieves this by organizing ecological symposia
that deal with climate change and the management of
water. The ultimate purpose of this endeavor is to explore
the interconnectedness of the world’s ecosystems and to
study the way in which the phenomena of global warming
and its anthropogenic effects are manifested. Through
these academic gatherings, attended by representatives of
various Chris- tian churches and world religions as well as
diverse scholarly disciplines, our Ecumenical Patriarchate
is striving to establish a stable and innovative alliance
between religion and science, based on the fundamental
principle that—in order for the goal to be achieved and for
the natural environment to be preserved—both sides must
show a spirit of good will, mutual respect, and cooperation.
The collaboration of science and religion at these symposia
organized in different regions of the planet, seeks to
contribute to the development of an environmental
ethic, which must underline that the use of the world
and the enjoyment of material goods must be eucharistic,
accompanied by doxology toward God; by the same token,
the abuse of the world and participation therein without
reference to God is sinful both before the Creator and
before humanity as creation.
Beloved brothers and children in the Lord, we know
that the creation participated in the fall of Adam from the
2.5 Call to Vigilance and Prayer 155

original beauty; as a result, it groans and travails in pain
together. Moreover, we know that the abuse, deviation,
violation, and arrogance of humanity contribute to the
destruction of the travailing nature, which is subjected to
the corruption of creation. Finally, we also know that this
destruction actually comprises self-destruction. Therefore,
we invite all of you, irrespective of position and profession,
to remain faithful to a natural use of all God’s creation,
‘‘offering thanks to the God, who created the world and
granted everything to us.’’ For to Him is due all glory and
power to the ages.

September 1, 2009
The Global Market and the Natural Environment
As we come again to the changing of the Church year, we
reflect once more on the state of God’s creation. We think
about the past and repent for all that we have done or failed
to do for the earth’s care; we look to the future and pray for
wisdom to guide us in all that we think or do.

has made us consumers, is failing. The divine economy,
which has made us in the image of the loving Creator, calls
us to love and care for all creation. The image we have of
ourselves is reflected in the way we treat the creation. If
we believe that we are no more than consumers, then we
shall seek fulfillment in consuming the whole earth; but if
we believe we are made in the image of God, we shall act
with care and compassion, striving to become what we are
created to be.
Let us pray for God’s blessing on the United Nations
Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen in December21,
so that the industrially developed countries may cooperate
with developing countries in reducing harmful polluting
emissions, that there may exist the will to raise and manage
wisely the funds required for the necessary measures, and
that all may work together to ensure that our children enjoy
the goods of the earth that we leave behind for them.
There must be justice and love in all aspects of economic
activity; profit—and especially short-term profit— cannot
and should not be the sole motive of our actions.

These last twelve months have been a time of great
uncertainty for the whole world. The financial systems that
so many people trusted to bring them the good things of
life, have brought instead fear, uncertainty, and poverty.
Our globalized economy has meant that everyone—even
the poorest who are far removed from the dealings of big
business—has been affected.

Let us all renew our commitment to work together and
bring about the changes we pray for, to reject everything
that is harming the creation, to alter the way we think and
thus drastically to alter the way we live.

The present crisis offers an opportunity for us to
deal with the problems in a different way because the
methods that created these problems cannot provide their
best solution. We need to bring love into all our dealings,
the love that inspires courage and compassion. Human
progress is not just the accumulation of wealth and the
thoughtless consumption of the earth’s resources. The
way that the present crisis has been dealt with has revealed
the values of the few who are shaping the destiny of our
society; of those who can find vast sums of money to
support the financial system that has betrayed them, but are
not willing to allot even the least portion of that money to
remedy the piteous state the creation has been reduced to
because of these very values, or for feeding the hungry of
the world, or for securing safe drinking water for the thirsty,
who are also victims of those values. On the face of every
hungry child is written a question for us, and we must not
turn away to avoid the answer. Why has this happened? Is it
a problem of human inability or of human will?

Our ever-memorable predecessor, the late Patriarch
Dimitrios, who possessed a deep awareness of the gravity
of the environmental crisis, as well as of the responsibility
of the Church to directly and effectively confront the crisis,
issued the first official encyclical dealing with the protection
of the natural environment more than two decades ago.22
Through this encyclical, the Mother Church officially
established the date of September 1st—the beginning of
the ecclesiastical year—as a day of prayer for the protection
of the environment, declaring it to the plenitude of the
Church throughout the length and breadth of the world.

We have rendered the global market the center of our
interest, our activities and, finally, of our life, forgetting
that this choice of ours will affect the lives of future
generations, limiting the number of their choices that
would probably be more oriented toward the well-being of
man as well as the creation. Our human economy, which

September 1, 2010
The Financial Crisis and the Ecological Crisis

At that time, our Church insightfully emphasized the
significance of the eucharistic and ascetic ethos of our
tradition, that manifests our most important and most
crucial unique contribution toward the proper and universal
struggle for the protection of the natural environment as a
Divine Creation and shared inheritance. Today, in the midst
of an unprecedented financial crisis, humanity is facing
many and diverse trials. But this trial is related not only to
our individual hardships; this trial affects every aspect of
human society, especially our behavior and perception of
the surrounding world and the way we rank our values and
priorities.
It is important to note that the current grievous financial

21 See Chapter 9 of this book, ‘‘Declarations and Statements.’’
22  See the first section of this chapter.
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crisis may spark the much-reported and absolutely essential
shift to environmentally viable development, i.e., to a
standard of economic and social policy whose priority will
be the environment, and not unbridled financial gain. Let
us all consider as an example what may happen to countries
that are suffering today on account of the financial crisis
and poverty, such as Greece, which at the same time have
exceptional natural riches: unique ecosystems, rare fauna
and flora and natural resources, exquisite landscapes, and
abundant sunlight and wind. If ecosystems deteriorate and
disappear, natural sources become depleted, landscapes
suffer destruction, and climate change produces
unpredictable weather conditions, on what basis will the
financial future of these countries and the planet as a whole
depend?
We hold, therefore, that there is a dire need in our
day for a combination of societal sanctions and political
initiatives, such that there is a powerful change in direction,
to a path of viable and sustainable environmental
development.
For our Orthodox Church, the protection of the
environment, as a divine and very good creation, embodies
a great responsibility for every human person, regardless of
material or financial benefits. The direct correlation of the
God-given duty and mandate, to work and preserve, with
every aspect of contemporary life constitutes the only way
to a harmonious co-existence with each and every element
of creation, and the entirety of the natural world in general.
Therefore, we call upon all of you, beloved brethren
and children in the Lord, to take part in the titanic and
righteous battle to alleviate the environmental crisis, and
to prevent the even worse results that derive from its
consequences. Let us motivate ourselves to harmonize our
personal and collective life and attitudes with the needs of
nature’s ecosystems, so that every kind of fauna and flora
in the world and in the universe may live and thrive and be
preserved.
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CHAPTER 3:
WITNESS FROM THE MARGINS: CONNECTING WITH, AND HOLDING SPACE FOR
THOSE AT THE BORDER (PRACTICAL-DIACONAL TRACK)
(Compiled by John Gatu and Ruomin Liu)

Introduction
This chapter introduces literature on new models of diakonia and intentionally centers hitherto marginalised perspectives. The first section
“Terminologies, Learning Processes and Recent Developments in Ecumenical Diakonia in the Ecumenical Movement” by Dietrich Werner
and Matthew Ross is befitting introduction to the subject. The second text, “Theological Perspectives on Diakonia in 21st Century” is from a
conference the World Council of Churches held in Colombo, Sri Lanka in 2012. The third section, “Negotiating Vulnerability and Power:
The construction of migrant religious identity” by Amélé Adamavi-Aho Ekué explores migrant identity in the face of global shifts that modify
social relations. In the fourth section, Marilyn J. Legge’s “Negotiating Mission: A Canadian Stance” defines mission as acts of solidarity that
enhance just relations. In the fifth section “Diaconia Across Borders: Interfaith Cooperation: A Case Study of Shanghai Ymca & Ywca in
China”, Jianrong Wu, Zhaozhen Ma and Ruomin Liu assess the involvement of Christian organisations in social services in China.

3.1 Terminologies, Learning Processes And Recent Developments In
Ecumenical Diakonia In The Ecumenical Movement - Dietrich Werner and
Matthew Ross1
Werner, Dietrich & Ross, Matthew, “Terminologies, Learning Processes and Recent Developments in Ecumenical Diakonia in the
Ecumenical Movement’, in Godwin Ampony, Martin Büscher, Beate Hofmann, Félicité Ngnintedem, Dennis Solon and Dietrich
Werner (Editors), International Handbook on Ecumenical Diakonia: Contextual Theologies of Diaconia and Christian Social Services, pp. 8-25,
Regnum Books, Oxford 2020, ISBN 978-1-913363-91-8. Republished with permission from Regnum Books.

Introduction
It is the purpose of this introductory contribution to
outline major facets and forms of the diakonal ministry of
the churches as developed both in Church history, as well
as in the early ecumenical discourse on Diakonia – seen
particularly from the particular lenses of German church
and diakonia history as one of the authors comes from this
tradition. There is a renewed interest today in the ancient
tradition of diakonal witness and services in churches
in the non-western world. International gatherings and
consultations have called for attention and greater emphasis
on the diakonal ministry of the church and its relevance in
2
theological training and ministerial formation. The renewal

of Diakonia has become a major issue in the ecumenical
missiological dialogue focusing on Diakonia from the
3
perspectives of the marginalised. Some church traditions
have produced explicit framework documents to spell out
theological and biblical perspectives on their understanding
of Diakonia, whereas, in other traditions, the language of
“social services” or “social ministries” is used to refer to
4
the social dimension of the church’s existence. The WCC
Study Document on Ecumenical Diakonia5 referring to
different terminologies expresses the following conviction:
Reflecting on the essential relevance and biblical
meaning of Diakonia, as the most ancient and
binding heritage on Christian social service

1 Matthew Ross is Executive Secretary of the World Council of Churches for Ecumenical Diakonia and Capacity Building in Geneva, formerly
General Secretary of Action of Churches Together in Scotland, Edinburgh; Dietrich Werner is Senior Theological Advisor to Bread for the World,
Berlin, and former head of WCC Ecumenical Theological Education Program.
2 See LWF consultation on the future of theological education in Wittenberg, 2012:
https://www.lutheranworld.org/news/lwf-general-secretary-calls-greater-role-diakonia-and-advocacy-theologicalformation.
3 See WCC consultation on Theological Perspectives on Diakonia in the 21st century, Colombo, Sri Lanka, 2012, in: https://www.oikoumene.org/
en/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/unity-mission-evangelism-and-spirituality/justand-inclusive-communities/theological-perspectives-on-diakonia-in-21st-century.
4 See for example from LWF, 2009: https://www.lutheranworld.org/content/resource-diakonia-context-transformationreconciliation-empowerment.
5 The WCC Study Document on Ecumenical Diaconia is available in a draft form and will be made available after formal decision of WCC Central
Committee through the WCC website – www.oikoumene.org
– in July 2021.
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rooted in Biblical tradition, does not minimise the
importance of other language traditions. It also
does not prevent us from applying intercultural
and inter-denominational sensitivity in terms of
different language traditions that describe similar
phenomena of social commitment in Christian
churches. There are many different terminologies
used. In some parts of Christianity, the terminology
of “Diakonia” is new and not much used at all.
Churches in Asia often speak of Christian Social
Service, or Social Ministries. In other traditions,
including some Orthodox contexts, Christians speak
of “Christian Philanthropia” or “Social Commitment
and Outreach”. In other environments, the language
of “holistic or integral mission” is used. Diakonia is
not only a known term for Christian social services,
but even a brand name in the commercial field, as a
Christian service provider like Diakonia in Protestant
Churches, competing with other religious or secular
social service providers. We have to realise that
Christians, dependent on their cultural, political and
mission-related histories, use different terminologies
in their current contexts to describe similar
phenomena. However, all Christian traditions have
one common Biblical tradition and can be inspired to
deepen their common understanding and theological
vision of Christian social practice, relating the
Christian heritage and vision of the mandate and
vocation of Diakonia to contemporary challenges
and learning processes.
What, therefore, is the specific dimension and added
value in taking up the language of “diakonia” and
“ecumenical diakonia” in the discourse on Christian social
witness? The WCC in its study document looks again at the
unique history of diakonia in the tradition of the church
as it wants to deepen “a theological understanding of diakonia
[…] as a dimension integral to the nature and mission of the church.
This perspective shows that diakonia is a key expression of the strong
link between what the churches are and do. Reflection on ecumenical
diakonia requires understanding of both dimensions: the churches’
being and their joint action as a worldwide communion of Christians
6
and institutions.”

Social Responsibility in Jewish Biblical
Tradition
It is fascinating to contemplate the ancient biblical roots
of social responsibility as it first emerged in the Hebrew
Tradition. Four elements should be pointed out with regard
to Old Testament traditions:
•

•

•

One of the most important roots of ancient
social thinking is the understanding of the imago
Dei: Human Beings are the image of God (Gen.
1:27) and this applies to all, to children, elderly, to
men and women alike. Nothing has laid a stronger
foundation for an early sense of social responsibility
in ancient Jewish culture then this basic belief: that
there is no human being which does not bear the
likeness, presence and promise of God himself in
itself. And, as God is a relational being who always
longs to be in communion with his chosen people,
human beings themselves are essentially relational.
They are created not to be in mutual isolation, but
to respond to each other’s needs, to respond to
calls from others, to share together in the common
goods and treasures of creation. Thus, the social
responsibility of human beings is already laid down
in the creation narrative; it is common to people
of all cultures, tongues and religious backgrounds.
Human beings in principle are endowed with the
capacity to listen to others, to the needs of their
neighbours. All can be called: “Where is Abel your
brother?” (Gen. 4:9). There is a foundational ethical
responsiveness of human beings which belongs to
the very fabric of what it means to be human.
Secondly, in ancient Hebrew religious traditions, it
is always presupposed that there is no relation to
God without a proper relation to one’s neighbour.
There is no cult without social service; there is no
spirituality without social responsibility. The very
structure of the Decalogue with its two major
tables, one on relations to God, the second on
relations amongst human beings (see Ex. 20 the
Decalogue) underlines that spiritual worship and
social behaviour are inseparable according to Jewish
7
tradition.
A third element refers to the special rootedness of
the sense of social responsibility in the experience
of the Exodus. The basic commandment “to love
your neighbour as yourself ” (Lev. 19:18) remains
rooted and inseparably related to the experience
of being a liberated community of former slaves.
The identity of God’s people, therefore, cannot
be separated from the identity of migrants and

6 WCC/ACT Study Document on Ecumenical Diakonia, 2017, Introduction p. 2.
7 See: Ralf Koerrenz, Armut und Armenfürsorge – ‘Hebräische Grundlagen’, in: Ralf Koerrenz, Benjamin Bunk (Hg.)
Armut und Armenfürsorge – Protestantische Perspektiven. Paderborn: Paderborn, 2014, Seite 15-32.
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•

strangers, as Israel itself has been a stranger in
the formative period of its ancient history. The
history of liberation in Exodus is a commitment
not to suppress the strangers (Ex. 22:20-22). To
understand God as a God of liberation also implies
the perception of him alone as the ultimate owner
of property and land, which, in turn, relativises
all human claims upon possessions and limits
exploitation both of land and human resources.
The covenant of God with his people implies
that all property and wealth ultimately are not
private property, but belong to God (Dt. 8:7-10).
Allowing the poor and the labourers to take what
they need to survive is not just charity, but their
right (Dt. 24, 14f; 17-22 and Lev. 19:9ff). This is
of fundamental significance to the understanding
of Diakonia which already, in the earliest layers of
ancient Jewish tradition, is not just about charity and
individual mercy, but about the fundamental rights
of the poor – a clear leaning towards a rights-based
understanding of Diakonia and development reemerging only centuries later.
The fourth element we have to emphasise here is
that the prophetic tradition of social criticism in
the early Scriptural Prophetic traditions certainly
should be regarded as one of the key roots of
the later Christian doctrine and understanding of
9
Diakonia. A prophet like Amos had emphasised
that proper and authentic Worship and Spirituality
to God can only happen in conjunction with
practical commitment to real justice and mercy
10
(Amos 5:21-24). The prophetic tradition of
social criticism was strongly referred to in a major
EKD national study document on an alternative
understanding of development: “The experience
of liberation in Exodus is the foundation of the
entire juridical tradition of the people of God (Dt.
5:6ff). The tradition of prophetic criticism of unjust
conditions as they relate to property, production and
land distribution, in the time of the Old Testament,
is the root of critical social thinking within the
11
Christian tradition.”

Social Responsibility in Christian Biblical
Traditions
The Early Christian tradition as reflected in New
Testament writings, is both a clear continuation as well as

universalisation of the passion for social responsibility and
justice in the Old Testament traditions; Jesus understood his
ministry as one of diakonia to the poor and marginalised.
The washing of the feet is a core passage in point as it has
some direct reference to the language of Diakonia: (Jh.13:111 and Lk. 22:18). Jesus interpreted his own life and work
as proclamation of the good news to the poor in words
and deeds, according to the programmatic first sermon in
Nazareth. In Luke 4:18 the famous assertion is made:
The Spirit of the Lord is on me,
because he has anointed me
to proclaim good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners
and recovery of sight for the blind,
to set the oppressed free.
This clearly is a direct continuation of the messianic
tradition of ancient times, which is seen as culminating
and being fulfilled with the earthly ministry of Jesus.
The universalisation of this tradition of social liberation
and Diakonia to the marginalised is expressed in famous
passages like the one on final judgement (Mt. 25:31-46) in
which Jesus identifies himself with anybody (even much
beyond his own religious background) to receive assistance,
visit and support in a situation in need. Furthermore, this is
exemplified in the narrative of the Good Samaritan which
extends solidarity and assistance to somebody victimised
without asking his religious background nor representing
the Samaritan as one of the chosen people. It reflects
the essence of God’s Diakonia as being answered and
continued by human beings.
It has been argued that the secret behind the fast and
vast missionary success of Early Christianity to spread
across the Mediterranean within such a limited time span of
three centuries lies in the inner core social and alternative
ethical quality and attractiveness of early churches and
diakonal communities. They exposed a different attitude
to those who, at that time, were regarded as weak and on
the margins, the women, children and impoverished. The
diakonal nature of early local congregations was probably
the most convincing proof of the actual relevance and
transformative character of Christian faith over the values,
standards and social hierarchies of ancient Hellenistic and
Roman social contexts. It is not without significance that
the attractiveness of local Christian churches which are
today marked by rapid church growth (such as in China,

8 See: Georg Steins: „Fremde sind wir…”. Zur Wahrnehmung des Fremdseins und zur Sorge für die Fremden in alttestamentlicher Perspektive, in:
https://www.uni-muenster.de/Ejournals/index.php/jcsw/article/viewFile/470/441;
Helmut Frenz, Das Fremdenbild im Alten Testament als Leitbild für unsere Gesellschaft, in: Der Überblick 02/2000 S. 98f: in: http://www.
derueberblick.de/ueberblick.archiv/one.ueberblick.article/ueberblickea63.html?
entry=page.200002.098.
9 See: Klaus, Koch. ‘Die Entstehung der sozialen Kritik bei den Propheten’, in: ders., Spuren des hebräischen Denkens. Beiträge zur alttestamentlichen
Theologie, Gesammelte Aufsätze Bd. 1 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: 1991), pp. 146-166.
10 H. Donner. ‘Die soziale Botschaft der Propheten im Lichte der Gesellschaftsordnung in Israel’, in: Neumann, P.H.A. (Hg.), Das
Prophetenverständnis in der deutschsprachigen Forschung seit Heinrich Ewald (WdF 307) (Darmstadt, 1979), pp. 493-514.
11 “… that they may have life, and have it abundantly”. A Contribution to the Debate about new Guiding Principles for Sustainable Development.
A Study by the Advisory Commission of the EKD on Sustainable Development, Hanover 2015, p. 14.
3.1 Terminologies, Learning Processes And Recent Developments In Ecumenical Diakonia 161

Nepal, West and Central Africa) similarly are marked by
the essential character of local communities as caring,
loving and diakonal, providing support, shelter, respect and
a sense of dignity and hope for the marginalised. Their
diakonal and caring character underlines and grounds their
evangelistic strength and outreach. The clear relations
between evangelism and Diakonia has been and remains an
12
essential feature of Christianity.
It is therefore quite revealing that some of the most
often cited biblical references for the self-understanding of
early Christianity are the following three:
1. Not to conform to the standards of this world,
to understand Christian witness as living sacrifice
(Rom. 12:1-2);
2. For I was hungry and you gave me food, I was
thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and
you made me welcome (Mt. 25:31-46);
3. Love your neighbour as yourself (Lk. 10:25-37).
The diakonal and caring attitude and quality of the
early Christian community was closely related to the daily
experience of the Eucharist, the sharing of bread and wine
in local houses as both indicated in Acts and in the letter
of St. Paul. The “Summarium” of the essential dimensions
of sharing and living out the meaning of the Eucharist
in Acts 2:42 points to a self-understanding which regards
sharing and caring as essential features of what it means
to be a Christian community (see also: 1 Cor. 11:21f).
In summarising the learning movement with regard to
diakonal ministries, we can conclude that, already in Biblical
times of Christianity, the essential conviction that any
church community has to relate to and integrate the four
essential dimensions of what it means to be the church
was crucial. These are expressed in the four biblical terms
martyria (missionary witness), leiturgia (worship), diakonia
(social service or ministries), and koinonia (community or
communion).

Ecumenical Diakonia in Early Church
History
It would be far from the truth to argue that the
international or ecumenical dimensions of Diakonia were

an invention or a gradual discovery only in later periods
of church history after the Constantinian transformation
in the 4th century. The famous example of the collect for
13
the mother-church in Jerusalem (Acts 20:1-5) provides
evidence of a first paradigm of ecumenical diakonia and
inter-church aid already in the first century. This unfolded
in the earliest stages of Christianity. This period was
marked by a major cultural transition from being a purely
inner-Jewish sect to a multi-cultural entity and global
community across the Mediterranean. The apostolic
exhortation on how to prepare for and how to protect the
collect for Jerusalem was not only a significant example of
how to understand ecumenism – as a sign of solidarity and
living bond of care between different parts and traditions
in the church – but also as a first general lecture and
14
“encyclical” on ecumenical Diakonia (see: 2. Cor. 8-9).
It would amaze many people working within
professional agencies for humanitarian relief today were
they to understand that international humanitarian action
was not invented in the 20th century. We have an example
of possibly the first humanitarian action of Ancient
Christianity: Judea was faced with the devastating effects of
an early drought and a resulting famine. Unfortunately, no
details were noted and recorded from this first emergency
relief action to the people of Judaea during this disastrous
famine (described in Acts 11:27-30). However, undoubtedly
this is the first organised Christian humanitarian action, the
first “Action of Churches Together Alliance” in Christian
history, to be followed by many more instances over the
millennia.
Another lesson from New Testament scriptures is
the fact that Diakonia was never an isolated individual
act of mercy, charity and compassion. We have an
archetype model of an institutionalised committee and
even organisation of diakonal service described in Acts
6. The appointment of the deacons to solve distribution
conflicts of aid between Hellenists and Hebrews in the
early church (Acts 6:1-6) can truly be understood as the first
institutionalised form of local diakonia and social services
in local congregations. The names of these early social
Christian heroes and deacons are still known and venerated
in Orthodox traditions. We should never forget that their

12 Rose Dowsett, Isabel Phiri, et al. Evangelism and Diakonia in Context. Edinburgh Centenary Series (Oxford Regnum International Books, 2015),
available at: http://www.ocms.ac.uk/regnum/downloads/Evangelism_and_Diakonia_in_
Context-wm.pdf [Last accessed: 24th July 2020].
13 Dieter Georgi. “Die Geschichte der Kollekte des Paulus für Jerusalem”, 1965; Christfried Böttrich: Art: Jerusalemkollekte, in: Lexikon
Bibelwissenschaft; available at: http://www.bibelwissenschaft.de/stichwort/51864/.
14 The example of the collect of the churches in Macedonia and Corinth for the church in Jerusalem provided a leading image for the unity of
the one body of Christ and the spiritual motivation for ecumenical help to churches across borders for the founding fathers of ecumenical diakonia
in Germany, see Christian Berg in 1959: “Der eine Leib Christi hat viele Glieder, einige von ihnen in Mangel und Bedrängnis. Der Leib erweist darin
seine Lebendigkeit und Wachsamkeit, dass er zur Erhaltung seiner Funktion die schwachen Glieder stärkt, indem die kräftigen Glieder von ihrer
Habe zu den Bedürftigen ‚überfliessen‘ lassen. Die über die Erde zerstreute Christenheit gleicht also einem Körper, der seine Reserven als rettende
Abwehrkräfte mobilisiert, weil durch die Verwundung oder Schwächung einzelner seiner Glieder seine Gesamtfunktion bedroht ist. Darf es, wenn
heute die Kirche in Skandinavien oder Großbritannien, in Deutschland oder Nordamerika stark und funktionsfähig ist, der Protestantismus in Polen
oder Indien, Westafrika oder Südamerika aber schwach oder gefährdet ist, bei dieser Situation bleiben, ohne dass der ‚Lastenausgleich der Liebe‘
immer neu und immer stärker erfolgt? Der Leib Christi bleibt krank, wenn nicht ‚Makedonien‘ und ‚Korinth‘ immer wieder für ‚Jerusalem‘ auf den
Plan treten.” (in: Christian Berg (Hrsg): Ökumenische Diakonie, Lettner Verlag (Berlin, 1959, S. 16).
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leader, the Apostle of Stephen, became the first martyr of
the ancient church. This underlines the costly nature of
ancient Christian involvement and the diakonal presence
15
of the church. With the continuation of the appointment
of deacons in the early church, a gradual process emerged
towards certain forms of institutionalisation of diakonal
responsibilities within the local church. The very fact that
most of the Apostolic Letters from both Apostle Paul and
from his unknown successors included apostolic greetings
at the end to those who served in the congregations points
to the fact that these apostolic letters were the reflection of
an emerging Mediterranean Diakonia network – a kind of
embryonic form of ACT Alliance in ancient times. Church
leaders in Ancient Christianity were interested in keeping
this Diakonia network and quality of mutual service alive,
vibrant and mutually informed.
Post-apostolic writings in the 2nd and 3rd centuries point
to different developments with regard to the differentiation
of the understanding and forms of Christian ministry. The
role of a deacon varied, sometimes accentuating a more
social-service oriented role or a more clerical/priest role to
assist the bishops or a more ecclesial-property managing
role in dealing with the revenue and the properties of
the church. The 1. Letter of Clements (96 A.D.) clearly
presupposes a threefold church-related ministry consisting
of bishops, deacons and presbyters. The most ancient
Syrian Church Order delivered as “Didaskalia” (3rd
century) explicitly mentions female deacons. Here, it is
assumed that deacons will be blessed and consecrated by
bishops (Diaconate here understood as ordained ministry).
Later documents presuppose that deacons cared for the
property and income of the church and oversaw the
distribution of funds to the poor. For instance, amongst the
saints in the Roman Catholic tradition, there is the Deacon
“Laurentius” who is venerated as he rescued the treasures
of the church from pagan robbers and redistributed
them to the poor in order to serve the Lord (according
16
to Eusebius). Remarkably in early periods (e.g. reflected
in 1 Tim. 3), a sober articulation of core criteria for the
staff qualities of deacons had already emerged. These give
witness to their crucial relevance as role models for early
Christian social standards of decent life and providing
social responsibility for all those not joining the priesthood
but who wanted to contribute to the work of the church.
The following reads as an official church order for deacons
formulated in summarising both good and bad experiences
of the early church when it is stated:
8

Deacons likewise must be dignified, not doubletongued, not addicted to much wine, not greedy for

dishonest gain. 9They must hold the mystery of the
faith with a clear conscience. 10And let them also be
tested first; then let them serve as deacons if they
prove themselves blameless. 11Their wives likewise
must be dignified, not slanderers, but sober-minded,
faithful in all things. 12Let deacons each be the
husband of one wife, managing their children and
their own households well. 13For those who serve
well as deacons gain a good standing for themselves
and also great confidence in the faith that is in Christ
Jesus.
The most detailed description of the actual work
and including the pastoral as well as the diakonal selfunderstanding of the early deacons is formulated in an
ancient Syrian church order, called “Testamentum Domini”
from the 5th century:
Let the Deacon do only those things which are
commanded by the bishop as for proclamation, and
let him be the counsellor of the whole clergy and
the mystery of the church, who ministers to the
sick, who ministers to the strangers, who helps the
widows, who is the father of the orphans, who goes
about all the houses of those who are in need, lest
any be in affliction or sickness or misery. Let him
go about the houses of the catechumens, so that he
may confirm those who are doubting and teach those
who are unlearned.
Let him clothe these men who have departed,
adorning them, burying the strangers, guiding those
who pass from their dwelling, or go into captivity.
For the help of those in need let him notify the
church, let him not trouble the bishop, but only on
the first day of the week let him make mention about
everything, so that he may know.17
This is a remarkable witness from an early church order
which can serve as an impulse for churches to consider to
what extent diakonal ministries are encouraged, given shape
and professionally trained and developed within their own
local churches as well as specialised institutions. Being aware
of the fact that there are only some churches in ecumenical
Christianity, which have preserved a distinct ministry of
deacons in their church orders, it should remain a crucial
task of every church today to give an account of how the
diakonal ministries are strengthened, maintained and trained
in contemporary circumstances. The World Association of
Diakonia presents a platform in which specialised diakonal
communities and different forms of deaconate can meet

15 Klaus Scholtissek, “Neutestamentliche Grundlagen diakonischen Handelns”, in: Ralf Koerrenz, Benjamin Bunk (Hg.) Armut und Armenfürsorge
– Protestantische Perspektiven. (Paderborn: Paderborn: 2014), Seite 15-32; Gerhard Schäfer, Theodor Storm (Hg.). Diakonie – biblische Grundlagen und
Orientierungen. Ein Arbeitsbuch (Veröffentlichungen DWI Heidelberg 2). (Heidelberg, 1989); Gerhard Schäfer, Theodor Storm (Hg.). Diakonie – biblische
Grundlagen und Orientierungen. Ein Arbeitsbuch (Veröffentlichungen DWI Heidelberg 2). (Heidelberg, 1989).
16 Annette Noller, Die Geschichte des Diakonats in evangelischer Perspektive, VEDD I/2011 (Verband Evangelischer Diaklonen-, Diakonissenund Diakonatsgemeinschaften in Deutschland) (Berlin, 2011).
17 Testamentum Domini (5th Century) No 33; p. 98, English version:
https://archive.org/stream/cu31924029296170#page/n117/mode/2up
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and exchange today. There is a sustained debate about
how and in which forms a distinct diakonal ministry can be
continued and sustained in contemporary contexts; both
western and non- western churches should engage in this
19
dialogue.

Institutionalisation of Diakonia as Distinct
from the Local Church in European
Reformation History
One of the major phenomena of later centuries which
clearly can be observed is how diakonal services – apart
from taking place and remaining within the realm of
local communities to various degrees – also found new
institutional expressions beyond or even apart from the
local church, sometimes even in opposition to an imperial
church which had become captive to feudal authorities or
corruption. During the middle ages, several religious orders
and communities became centres for diakonal activities
and social care for the poor and marginalised as the vows
of monks included an obligation to voluntary poverty and
sharing resources. The interconnection between disciplined
spirituality and social care observed in the early formative
periods of Diakonia was reincarnated and given shape here.
It evolved into new forms as the established hierarchical
church often did not provide sufficient space for the
virtues and attitudes of solidarity which were part of the
vocation and heritage of early Christianity. After the gradual
dissolution and fragmentation of the Roman Empire, it was
down to the churches to take over the social roles of the
Roman authorities, especially regarding organised care for
the needy and the poor. Early diakonal hospices, hospitals,
orphanages and soup kitchens were the first forms of
organised diakonal care outside the local church or with
only loose connections to it. The Franciscan religious order
had emerged in opposition to the imperial and corrupt
centralised church and emerged as a protest movement
to turn back to the ideals of early Christianity with its
passion for lived out social Diakonia and common life.
Thus, the ancient apostolic ideals of a sharing and caring
community were explored again and given new shape under
new historical circumstances. Hospices emerged, often in
small houses, driven by a few pioneering Christians with a
18

diakonal vocation. Later this grew into larger institutions of
Christian hospitals or care centres.
The Reformation in late medieval Germany also had
a profound impact on the rediscovery of the ancient
apostolic traditions of diakonal service within the church.
In his dialectical understanding of human freedom, Martin
Luther argued that the Christian is free and justified by
God and therefore subjected to nobody. At the same
time, a Christian is free to serve and therefore subjected
20
in the service of love to everybody. As the Christians did
not have to worry and struggle for their eternal salvation
anymore, energies were set free to look after the immediate
needs of others. The service nature of Christian faith was
re-discovered again.
Luther never restricted the Reformation to the inner
realm, but rather he encouraged Christians to take up social
responsibilities and he challenged the political authorities
to provide justice and peace under the law of God. It
might be less known, but Luther also invented the first new
system of common and public social care for the urban
poor by installing a sophisticated common collection box
21
(called “Leisniger Kastenordnung”). Organised funding
for Diakonia became an innovation of the Reformation.
Continuing the Reformation impulses, later periods in
Lutheran Pietism in Eastern Germany developed new
diakonal institutions in which social relief for destitute
children and their education always worked hand in hand
(Halle, August Hermann Francke, 17./18. Century).
The emergence of voluntary associations of Christians
active in Diakonia (“Innere Mission”) and their first
22
national platform 1848 in Wittenberg can be seen as a
direct continuation of the Reformation principles which
cultivated a strong sense of love, care and compassion
as the other side of an understanding of Christian faith
23
which regards the whole life as a gift from God. Johann
Hinrich Wichern, who had also founded the educational
centre of the Rauhe Haus in Hamburg in 1833 as well as
the Johannesstift in Berlin as major activity centres for
training and education for deacons and staff to confront
both spiritual and material poverty, was the organising brain
behind this new national platform for bringing together
regional and local pioneer institutions for diakonal work.

See the international work of Diakonia World Federation: http://www.diakonia-world.org/.

19 In Roman Catholic Christianity in China, there is a considerable interest in the renewing of the Diakonate. In Hongkong, a development started
some years ago to have permanent deacons in some Chinese churches: http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Permanent-deacons:-a-novelty-for-theChinese-Church-38647.html; But it still is a challenge to exactly establish their role: http://www.ucanews.com/news/hong-kong-releases-survey-ondiakonateministry/79041. Also see the later contribution of Sandy Boyce on Diaconia World Federation in Section III.
20 See: http://lutheranreformation.org/theology/on-the-freedom-of-a-christian/.
21 See: http://www.kirche-leisnig.de/index.php/leisnig/leisniger-kastenordnung?showall=1;
https://www.luther2017.de/kr/erleben/staedte/leisnig/.
22 Foundation of the “Centralverein Innere Mission” as a forerunner of Protestant Agency for Diakonia and Development today.
23  See for instance: Günter Banzhaf: Diakonische Impulse der Reformationszeit: in: https://www.diakonie- wuerttemberg.de/fileadmin/Medien/
Fotos/Son_Reformation_Diakonische_Impulse.pdf; or: Hammer, Georg Hinrich. 2013. Geschichte der Diakonie in Deutschland, 1. Aufl. Stuttgart:
Kohlhammer Verlag.
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In the same historical context, Theodor Fliedner, a
German Lutheran minister and his wife Friederike, opened
the first deaconess community in Kaiserswerth in 1836.
This became one of many new deaconess communities,
forms of diakonal work in which common life, spiritual
discipline, chastity and commitment to social service
formed a new alliance. It should be noted that these new
pioneering models of diakonal work, while being promoted
by devout Christian pioneers and official members of the
established church, started as reformation and renewal
projects at the margins of the church, sometimes in conflict
with church authorities. Voluntary associations and spiritual
communities formed the basic social form of organisation
to provide strength and solidarity for these new diakonal
activities.
Towards the end of 19th century, the situation gradually
changed again as the introduction of a common and
compulsory health insurance in 1883 (then to be followed
by insurances against accident, unemployment etc.) marked
the beginning of what later became the social welfare state.
Individual diakonal acts in a spirit of charity and mercy
were gradually transformed into both a social obligation
24
of the state as well as a social right of citizens. Diakonia
had to adapt to a gradually unfolding new framework
of a social welfare state in which diakonal service, while
continuing to be motivated by the spirit of Christian love
and compassion, had to be seen as part and parcel of the
social service obligations of the state. Diakonal and Social
Assistance which, according to the principle of subsidiarity,
would be rendered and given concrete shape and, most
importantly, also partly funded by a number of different
25
voluntary social welfare organisations, the strongest of
which became Diakonia Germany from the Protestant
Churches and Caritas from the Roman Catholic Church.

Different Institutional Forms – One
Christian Essence and Basis of Diakonia
In looking into the history and differentiation of different
forms of Diakonia both vertically (in the history of
Christianity) as well as horizontally (in the different forms
of Ecumenical World Christianity today), it becomes clear
that different phases and basic models of Diakonia can be
distinguished have emerged in different cultural contexts,
which co-exist. The following forms and raw models of
Diakonia ministries can be distinguished. It is important to
realise that the following list does not presuppose a uniform
and natural hierarchy of progress and organic linear stages,

as too much depends on the related political and social or
economic circumstances in given contexts:
a.

Individual acts of diakonal charity in local Christian
communities
b. Emergence of specialised vocations (professions)
for diakonal work within the order of church
ministries (Deacons)
c. Mobile diakonal emergency teams visiting local
congregations and places in need (apostolic
humanitarian action)
d. Individual houses and places for continued diakonal
care (early hospices)
e. Spiritual communities or voluntary associations of
committed diakonal individuals for regular provision
of diakonal work
f. Larger and long-term institutionalized centres for
diakonal work (e.g. hospitals)
g. Regional or national associations of diakonal
institutions or diakonal communities
h. Professional Christian diakonal work pursued in
interdisciplinary collaboration with secular experts
i. Professional long-term diakonal services offered as
part of a state-funded social welfare system.

Institutionalisation of Ecumenical Diakonia
in the Shadow of European Disasters
Created by the Two World Wars
While Diakonia first and primarily was a response of
Christian communities to situations of need in the
immediate context of local environments, we saw that in
apostolic times we have examples of churches responding
to situations of need in the far distance (collect for
Jerusalem; Famine in Judea). Christianity did not forget
that the realm of God’s promises and rule of mercy is the
whole earth (Ps. 24:1), the inhabited space, the oikumene
and that all of those in need amongst the “least” ask for
Christian response (Mt. 25:40). With inter-church aid
having been a structural component of Diakonia since
its early incarnations, the main factor for the discovery
and unfolding of “ecumenical Diakonia” as intentional
assistance to peoples and nations in need even beyond
membership in the church was the ecumenical movement in
the early 20th century.
The last decades of the 19th century and the beginning
of the 20th century had seen a growing concern for
Christian social thinking and the first pioneering

24 See: Art. „Sozialstaat”, in: Norbert Friedrich u.a. (eds): Diakonie-Lexikon, Göttingen 2016, p. 414ff.
25 See: Art. „Wohlfahrtsverbände”, in: Norbert Friedrich u.a. (eds): Diakonie-Lexikon, Göttingen 2016, p. 465ff.
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conferences for ecumenical social ethics. The encounter
both with mass destruction and the refugee movements
in the aftermath of two World Wars and the subsequent
widening of horizons of the ecumenical movement to
issues of unequal distribution of resources in the period of
de-colonialisation paved the way for a strong commitment
to the ecumenical and international dimension of Diakonia.
There is a remarkable history of ecumenical diakonia
which was started shortly after 1918 at the end of the first
world war when Swiss theologian D. Adolf Keller founded
27
the European Agency for Church Aid in 1922. The agency
worked for the reconstruction of Europe after the war and
provided emergency assistance for Russian, Armenian and
Assyrian refugees. The established lines of communication
through The Ecumenical Movement for Life and Work also
proved vital for reconnecting during the last years before
the end of World War II and were likewise crucial for
reorganising the work of ecumenical diakonia in Germany
and neighbouring countries. Already in 1945, the final
year of the war, all protestant churches in Germany came
together to lay the foundations for the Office of Inter-Church
Aid (Hilfswerk der Evangelischen Kirchen in Deutschland)
which became an organising centre for bringing together
international relief work and the needs of refugees, people
28
returning from prison camps and other needy families.
In the same year, three years prior to the formation of
the WCC in Geneva, the Division on Inter-Church Aid, Refugee
and World Service (later called CICARWS) was established
in the “WCC in formation”. Both can be understood
only considering the background of the huge influx of
refugees and the immense reconstruction needs in that
historical moment; Germany had to cope, not with one
million refugees (as in 2015/2016), but with fifteen million
refugees. Many local homes in the late forties and early
fifties were forced to take in additional inhabitants, who
were refugee families who had lost everything and had to
start again from scratch.

diakonia. In 1957, an International Consultation held in the
Evangelical Academy of Berlin introduced the concept of
ecumenical diakonia. It reflected a strong sense of post-war
Christianity and its commitment to peace and the struggle
against hunger on a global scale and also to hold together
the vision of a ‘responsible society’ and the churches’
commitment on ‘social diakonia’. To be understood in
global perspective, therefore the new emphasis was on
29
‘ecumenical diakonia’.
In 1959, a national collection of funds was organised
by all Protestant churches in Germany to provide support
for the global poor, mainly in West-Africa at that time (the
Biafra crisis). The funds brought together were collected
in the milk-powder cans, which in the period before had
been used by Protestant churches in the allied countries
to provide first aid to the suffering post-war generation
of German mothers bringing up their children. This
was a deeply symbolic action in which those who had
received ecumenical diakonia from afar out of gratitude
and Christian commitment transformed from receivers
into active subjects providing ecumenical diakonia to those
far neighbours in other parts of the world. The extent of
ecumenical assistance received in German churches in warstricken, suffering Germany from many countries in the
years between 1945 and 1955 is still worth commemorating.
It is astonishing to remember the fact that Brazil
contributed 1660096 kg to the reconstruction of Germany,
Honduras 1412 kg and even Palestine is mentioned to have
contributed 1840 kg! (See illustration overleaf.30)

The growing awareness of the mutual relationship
between ecumenism and diakonia in the 1950s and
early 60s stimulated a process of gradual widening and
merging of both agendas (inter-church aid in Europe and
missionary assistance in the global context) and their related
instruments, and to the conceptualisation of ecumenical
26 It is remarkable to note various important new developments in this regard: 1889 Christian Social Union in England; 1887 Association
protestante pour l’etude pratique des question sociale in France; 1890 Protestant Social Congress in Germany; 1907 Walter Rauschenbusch’s major
and profound publication: The Social Gospel, which was reprinted in 23 editions; 1908 Social Creed of the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ
in America; 1914 World Alliance for Friendship through the Churches Konstanz (Friedrich Siegmund-Schultze); 1924 Birmingham: the famous
Conference on Christian Politics, Economics and Citizenship (COPEC) which published 12 massive volumes on pioneering Christian social thinking);
finally as a culminating event 1925 the First World Conference of Life and Work in Stockholm, which founded this crucial second wing of the early
pre-institutional ecumenical movement. See for details: Ruth Rouse, Stephen Charles Neill (Editors), A History of the Ecumenical Movement: Vol I:
1517-1948 3rd Revised ed. Edition 2004.
27 See: Gerhard Noske, Weltkirchenhilfe angesichts zweier Weltkriege, in: Christian Berg (Hg.), Ökumenische Diakonie
(Berlin: Lettner-Verlag, 1959), S. 51, hier S. 77.
28 See for the history also: Cornelia Füllkrug-Weitzel, Art. Brot für die Welt, in: Norbert Friedrich u.a. (eds): Diakonie- Lexikon (Göttingen:
Göttingen University Press, 2016), p. 74.
29 Evangelische Akademie, Kommunität. Vierteljahrsschrift der Evangelischen Akademie Berlin, Oktober 1957.
Christian Berg (Hg.), Ökumenische Diakonie (Berlin: Lettner-Verlag, 1959).
30 Christian Berg, Ökumenische Diakonie, op. cit. p. 93.
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Bread for the World, the Protestant development agency
in Germany was born out of gratitude for the received
ecumenical diakonia. In addition, it is the result of a
genuine concern for the poor and a passion for new forms
of ecumenical diakonia which would stretch out beyond
Europe. The rights-based approach to ecumenical diakonia
was strengthened and emerged as a consequence the desire
to understand the structural causes of global poverty in
ecumenical social ethics. While remaining a strong churchbased service organisation, the approach taken saw the
need to collaborate with the people in need and to finance
partner organisations both from church-based background
and secular agencies of civil society as these can render an
effective contribution to the eradication of poverty and
the improvement of human rights situations and living
conditions of women, children and the marginalised.
In a programmatic publication also in 1959 under the
title “Ecumenical Diakonia” (“Ökumenische Diakonie”), a first
detailed conceptual outline of the different forms of
church world service was presented. This is interesting as
it presents a church-based notion of ecumenical diakonia
before the term “development” was brought in. The
umbrella term used at this stage was Weltkirchenhilfe (church
world service) which was explicitly characterised as an aim
31
of the ecumenical movement. Three major forms of church
world service (Weltkirchenhilfe) were identified:
a.

Church world service for emergency assistance and
32
relief services (“Weltkirchliche Karitative Nothilfe”).
b. Church world service as social diakonia,
advocacy and social political ethics (“Weltkirchliche
33
Sozialdiakonie (Sozialanwaltschaft und Sozialtheologie”).
c. Church world service as Inter-Church Aid for
strengthening church witness and service within and
between the denominational churches (“Gegenseitige
34
Kirchenhilfe zur Stärkung des kirchlichen Lebens”).

It was absolutely vital for the understanding at this
early stage that emergency social assistance and advocacy
work should never be dissociated from the other third

dimension which was oriented towards the mutual
assistance of churches to strengthen each other in their
35
contextual witness and service. In a graph accompanying
the conceptual outline a continuum was envisaged
bringing together the dynamic of world mission, the three
dimensions of Church World Service (“Weltkirchenhilfe”)
and individual Christian charity and social witness as
belonging to one single continuum of different expressions
of ecumenical diakonia in the ecumenical movement:36
In a related paper from the same early publication in
1957, an additional terminological difference was made.
The author (G. Noske) distinguishes “Ecumenical Diakonia”
which refers to all forms of cross-border social assistance,
help, advocacy and inter-church aid as developed within
the ecumenical movement for others, i.e. diakonia with
global outreach, from “Diakonia in the oikumene” which
refers to different forms of diakonal action within churches

31  “Gerhard Noske. “Das Besondere der Weltkirchenhilfe der letzten Zeit ist die Tatsache, daß sie von den offiziellen Kirchen und Kirchenbünden
und deren Gemeinden unmittelbar als eigene Verantwortung empfunden und durch eigene Organe durchgeführt wurde. Darin ist sie ein Kind der
ökumenischen Bewegung”., in: Gerhard Noske. “Weltkirchenhilfe angesichts zweier Weltkriege”, in: Christian Berg (Hg.), Ökumenische Diakonie (Berlin:
Lettner- Verlag, 1959), S. 51ff, hier S. 54.
32 Gerhard Noske. “Im Zeichen der Barmherzigkeit kann die Weltkirchenhilfe besonders in Katastrophenzeiten und besonderen Notlagen
vordringlich karitative materielle Nothilfe für Hungernde, Frierende, Heimat- und Obdachlose, Kranke und Gefangene sein. Sie kennt hierbei im
allgemeinen hinsichtlich der Empfänger ebenso wenig Konfessions- wie Nationalitäts- oder Rassegrenzen, sondern geht nach dem Beispiel des
Barmherzigen Samariters rein nach der Dringlichkeit der Not.” (ebd. S. 55).
33 Gerhard Noske: „Im Zeichen der Gerechtigkeit kann sie als weltweite Sozialdiakonie gemeinsames Ringen von Kirchen und Christen vieler
Bekenntnisse und Nationalitäten um eine möglichst gerechte Ordnung der sozialen und internationalen Verhältnisse und damit vorbeugende Hilfe
gegen vieler Massennöte…(und) auch soziale Anwaltschaft …(und) für das verletzte Recht bestimmter Menschen oder Menschengruppen”. (sein (ebd.
S. 56).
34 G. Noske: „“Neben akuter Notstandshilfe und vorbeugender Sozialdiakonie gehört zur heutigen Weltkirchenhilfe…drittens die gegenseitige
Kirchenhilfe materieller und personeller Art zur Stärkung und Erhaltung des kirchlichen Lebens” Sie ist als Bruderhilfe innerhalb der engeren
Konfessionsfamilien eine Hauptaufgabe der bekenntnismäßigen Weltbünde…,geschieht aber auch überkonfessionell durch die Abteilung für
zwischenkirchliche Hilfe beim Ökumenischen Rat der Kirchen”, in: Gerhard Noske. ‘Weltkirchenhilfe angesichts zweier Weltkriege’, in: Christian Berg
(Hg.), Ökumenische Diakonie (Berlin: Lettner-Verlag, 1959), S. 51, hier S. 56 und 57.
35 “So verbindet sich in der heutigen Weltkirchenhilfe diakonische Verantwortung für den hilfsbedürftigen Mitmenschen am den Brennpunkten der
Weltnot mit gegenseitiger Kirchenhilfe zum Aufbau von Gemeinde und Kirche”, in: Gerhard Noske. ‘Weltkirchenhilfe angesichts zweier Weltkriege’,
in: Christian Berg (Hg.), Ökumenische Diakonie (Berlin: Lettner-Verlag, 1959), S. 51, hier S. 58.
36 From Christian Berg, Ökumenische Diakonie, op. cit. p. 57.
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belonging to the ecumenical movement by which churches
learn and take up innovative models from each other (e.g.
the emergence of deaconess-communities in Tanzanian
Lutheran churches). The third distinct dimension is called
“Ecumenism within Diakonia”, which according to this early
study was referring to federations of similar forms of
diakonia supported by different denominational traditions
within World Christianity (like the World Diakonia
Federation, which brings together deaconess communities
37
from different countries).

From Early Ecumenical Diakonia to
Development Cooperation in the Process of
De-colonialisation
Thus, the early ecumenical movement in the post-war
period was confronted with two major challenges, for
which distinct early instruments of ecumenical diakonia
were developed (although the terminology was not fully
realised in that period): The first major challenge was the
reconstruction of Europe and the refugee crisis. CICARWS
was the main instrument of engaging in inter-church aid
and ecumenical Diakonia in this regard. The second major
challenge, which soon followed, was the one related to decolonialisation and the growing conflict between rich and
poor countries in the global context. The main instrument
developed in this regard were the missionary assistance
programs of the International Missionary Council (IMC),
which have existed since 1922. It was the world missionary
movement and the debates in the IMC which then paved
the way towards a new relevance of the development
discourse which was the result of a growing significance
of Christian churches raising their voices on behalf of
the Global South. A major paradigm shift emerged with
the formal integration of the IMC into the WCC in 1961
during the assembly in New Delhi. Now the ecumenical
movement became truly global, and inter-church aid
(defined until now mainly within the framework of North
Atlantic relations) was irreversibly enlarged to include newly
emerging issues concerning development, liberation and
structural economic injustice. It is interesting to see that
with the integration of the IMC and the WCC the mandate
of CICARWS changed and expanded so as to combine
inter-church aid with global or ecumenical diakonia. The
new mandate of CICARWS was stated in 1961 as follows:
The aim of the division shall be to express the
ecumenical solidarity of the churches through mutual
aid in order to strengthen them in their life and
mission and especially in their service to the world
around them (diakonia) and to provide facilities by
which the churches may serve men and women in
acute human need everywhere, especially orphaned
peoples, including refugees of all categories.

National and regional instruments of Christian
Church World Service (like Bread for the World, based
in Stuttgart, Germany) grew in close collaboration with
global ecumenical instruments like CICARWS which was
further developed in the sixties and seventies in the spirit
of a new sense for the global dimensions of a “responsible
society”. The IMC-based global study project “Rapid Social
Change” (1955-1961) provided a first entry and opening
into the growing debate on development issues. The
Uppsala Assembly of WCC in 1968 can be regarded as the
beginning of a formal engagement of the institutionalised
ecumenical movement in the global development
discourse. The transformation of “inter-church aid” into
“development aid” was critically discussed at that time,
indicating that, despite the changing political framework
and new opportunities for cooperation between churchbased ecumenical diakonia and state development programs
(and funds), a theological concern remained vital in many
circles. The priority concern was to keep the churches
international work for social justice with a clear Christian
profile and close to its original grounding in the mandates
for ecumenical diakonia and not to lose its distinctive marks
as a church based activity – a debate continued and taken up
today with the new study document of WCC and ACT
Alliance on “ecumenical Diakonia”.
What is implied by a fair and mutuality-oriented
approach to ecumenical diakonia in a context which suffers
from continued dependency between some churches
operating mainly in a giving and other churches mainly in a
receiving role? Who sets which priorities and formulates the
conditions determining who sits at the table and in which
role? These were questions taken up in the study process
on “Ecumenical Sharing of Resources” (ESR) which was
initiated in WCC and its program on CCPD (Churches
Commission on Participation in Development) after the
1976 Nairobi Assembly. This was both a reaction to the
so-called “moratorium debate” on sending of personnel
and funds, raising critical questions about the selfhood and
identity of churches challenging the static division between
and portraying of ‘receiving’ churches and ‘sending’ or
‘giving’ churches. It was also an echo to the plea of early
conceptual approaches to ecumenical diakonia demanding
that development cooperation should not be completely
dissolved and separated from the priorities of inter-church
aid and the concerns for strengthening the churches’
witness and service should remain a strong component in
the overall work on ecumenical diakonia.
The ESR study project aimed at a new framework of
relationships that would free the churches from traditional
roles of being either a sending or a receiving body and
should enable them to overcome structures of inequality
and dependency between rich and poor. Also, a broader
understanding of what is meant by resources was projected,
including spiritual, cultural and human resources as well

37 Gerhard Noske. “Ökumenische Diakonie, Diakonie in der Ökumene, Ökumene der Diakonie”, in: Christian Berg (Hg.). Ökumenische Diakonie
(Berlin: Lettner-Verlag, 1959), hier S. 112.
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as financial and material goods. The ESR Study called for
just relationships based on equality, which would allow
for mutual accountability, sharing of power and true
interdependence. It requires a holding together of the
dimensions of mission, development and mutual service,
which often were seen as moving apart and being treated
separately, both in theology and in organisational structures.
38
The study materials of the ESR process are still worth rereading as they include burning questions which still on the
table. However, even the guidelines on ecumenical resource
39
sharing finally presented at WCC could not present a
breakthrough in the mechanisms of ecumenical diakonia
on a broader and international scale, as too many partners
were involved and an official common implementation of
these goals in all churches and agencies involved in WCC
until now could not be agreed upon. Furthermore, they
were only taken up in some regional or bilateral networks or
international mission boards (such as UEM; CEVAA and
others).

Recent Developments in Ecumenical
Diakonia after 1976

A further consultation was held in Geneva in 1982
41
on “Contemporary Understandings of Diakonia”. This
consultation called for a much greater emphasis on
liberative diakonia – the need for justice and empowerment
in diakonia. The ethos of some diakonal services was
castigated as being insufficiently critical of prevailing socioeconomic norms, particularly the effects of capitalism and
colonialism.
Existing models of development were now starting
to come under increasing scrutiny. By the 1980s, an
increasing amount of concern was being expressed at the
lack of progress by the existing development model, often
perceived as overly focused on economic growth rather
than alleviating poverty with care and welfare. This was
sharply illustrated in 1985 when “Band-Aid” (initiated by
some of world’s highest profile pop and rock musicians of
the era) caught the popular imagination by providing famine
relief in Ethiopia, as well as highlighting the perceived
ineffectiveness of some development work.

Vancouver 1983

Developments in the understanding of ecumenical diakonia
can be illustrated from events the last few decades, perhaps
most notably in the conclusions from several conferences
and in the creation of ACT Alliance in 2010. As well as in
theological and ecclesial contexts, these can also be seen
in the context of social change, response to high profile
catastrophes (such as the Ethiopian famine of the mid
1980s) and the urgent need for the better co-ordination
and greater effectiveness of diakonal and development
work. This has culminated in the need to actively address
perceptions of possible tension between the model of
highly- professionalised diakonal work in the Global North
(often through specialised agencies) and the diakonal work
of churches in the Global South, hence the need to stress
a common and uniting approach through ecumenical
diakonia.
In 1978, CICARWS held a consultation on “The
40
Orthodox Approach to Diakonia” in Chania on the Island
of Crete. This helped to focus on viewing diakonia as a
“liturgy after the Liturgy”, thus an integral part of Christian
life, work and care in the context of service and worship.
This placed a renewed emphasis on the spiritual dimension
of diakonia and concern to ensure that specialised agencies
did not operate so distinctively from the churches that
they cease to be distinguishable from secular development
agencies other than in name.

The developmental and diakonal work of the Church
has to be sensitive to changing needs, aspirations and
demands, whilst retaining its ecclesial nature and theological
foundations. Mere benevolence is insufficient, as expressed
at the 6th Assembly of the World Council of Churches,
held in Vancouver in 1983:
Diakonia as the church’s ministry of sharing, healing
and reconciliation is of the very nature of the
Church. It demands of individuals and churches a
giving, which comes not out of what they have, but
what they are. Diakonia constantly has to challenge
the frozen, static, self-centred structures of the
Church and transform them into living instruments
of the sharing, healing ministry of the Church.
Diakonia cannot be confined within the institutional
framework. It should transcend the established
structures and boundaries of the institutional church
and become the sharing and healing action of the
Holy Spirit through the community of God’s people
in and for the world.42
The distinctive ecclesial, pastoral, prophetic,
theological and missiological dimensions of diakonia
thus came into sharper focus. The need for a greater
sharing of resources was increasingly emphasised
in ecumenism, thus making ecumenical diakonia a
sign and a witness to the Church’s call to serve. The
prophetic dimension emphasised the promotion of

38 See: WCC Study: Empty Hands. An Agenda for the Churches. Study Guide for the Ecumenical Sharing of Resources(Geneva, 1980).
39 In 1988, the WCC adopted “A Common Discipline of Ecumenical Sharing” (WCC Consultation on Koinonia: Sharing of Life in a World
Community, El Escorial), which can be seen as the culmination of ESR process.
40 https://www.ecupatria.org/articles/an-orthodox-approach-to-diakoniadiakonia/.
41 Contemporary Understandings of Diakonia. A Report of a Consultation held in Geneva 1982, WCC (Geneva, 1983).
42 Quoted in: Kjell Nordstokke. Diakonia and diakonate in the World Council of Churches, International Journal for the Study of the Christian Church,
Volume 13, 2013 – Issue 4 Dec 2013, pp. 286-299.3.
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human dignity and work for justice, peace and the
integrity of creation. This led to tensions between
some advocates of a rights-based approach to
diakonia rather than a faith-based approach, the
challenge for ecumenical diakonia is to show that
the faith-based and rights-based approaches are
not rivals or opposites, but complementary and
indivisible.
In 1986, a consultation was held in Larnaca, Cyprus. The
CICARWS director, Klaus Poser, described the processes
towards a greater conceptualisation of ecumenical diakonia
as follows in the report from the consultation:
There was relatively little discussion of development
or projects; rather, discussion centred on the struggle
for life and solidarity for justice. The consultation
demonstrated that the manifestations of Christian
love assume many diverse forms, and witness to the
comprehensiveness of diakonia in the discipleship of
Jesus Christ.43
The prophetic and political dimensions of diakonia were
emphasised. The prophetic dimension comes through the
inspiration of Biblical texts emphasising human dignity,
the rights of people, justice and peace. The political aspect
comes from a recognition of socio-economic and sociopolitical contexts of how people live their daily lives,
including the naming of injustice and the quest for justice.

The 1990s
In 1991, the 7th Assembly of the World Council of
Churches was held in Canberra, Australia. The Assembly
decided to dissolve CICARWS and replace it with a new
WCC department – Unit IV on Sharing and Service.
The future emphasis would be to network processes of
reflection (rather than an emphasis on the concept and
word diakonia).
In the aftermath of the 8th WCC Assembly, held in
Harare, Zimbabwe in 1998, the WCC programme on
Diakonia and Solidarity was established in 2002. This placed
a renewed emphasis on the development of the concept
of ecumenical diakonia, in particular aiming to show
that concepts and terminologies may have changed over
time but the essence remains the same. Genuine acts of
solidarity, through Biblically-inspired mutuality and sharing,
are required if the ecumenical vision is to be credible and
authentic. An authentic diakonia must therefore be one of
44
justice and peace.

The Emergence of ACT Alliance
With the ending of CICARWS, alternative mechanisms
were needed to promote cooperation. Heads of
development agencies from the global North continued to
meet, especially in the context of response to emergencies.
In 1995, ACT International (Action by Churches Together
International) was founded, based at the Ecumenical Centre
in Geneva – the same location as the World Council of
Churches and the Lutheran World Federation (with both
playing a major role in the creation of ACT International).
This created a new locus for the coordination of diakonal
work. In 2000 the Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance (EAA)
was created to co-ordinate advocacy by churches and
church-related agencies at the global level.
In 2007, ACT International was joined by a new sister
organisation, called ACT Development, with a particular
emphasis on co-ordinating development work by churches
and their agencies. Although created as a separate body,
this was with the expressed aim of integrating the two.
Accordingly, ACT International and ACT Development
united to become ACT Alliance in 2010, again with the
active support of the World Council of Churches and
Lutheran World Federation. Members of ACT Alliance
include Brot für die Welt (Germany), Christian Aid (UK and
Ireland) and the Amity Foundation (People’s Republic of
China). As of 2020, ACT Alliance is a coalition of 156
churches and faith-based organisations working together in
over 120 countries. According to the ACT Alliance website:
ACT Alliance is the largest coalition of Protestant
and Orthodox churches and church-related
organisations engaged in humanitarian, development
and advocacy work in the world, consisting of 155
members working together in over 140 countries to
create positive and sustainable change in the lives
of poor and marginalised people regardless of their
religion, politics, gender, sexual orientation, race or
nationality in keeping with the highest international
codes and standards.45
The creation of ACT Alliance has given greater
prominence to specialised development ministries in the
ecumenical movement. It has also facilitated much closer
co-operation and co-ordination, which is essential for
effective development work. The relationship between ACT
Alliance and the World Council of Churches continues
to evolve. Differing emphases can lead to different
approaches, yet the two organisations are emphatically not
rivals.

43 https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/justice-diakonia-and-responsibility-forcreation/ecumenical-solidarity/larnaca-declaration.
44 See also: Esther Hookway. From Inter-Church Aid to Jubilee: A brief history of ecumenical Diakonia in the WCC, available at: http://www.wcc-coe.org/
wcc/europe/diakoniahistorybook.pdf.
45

ACT Alliance website (accessed 4 February 2020): https://actalliance.org/about/.
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In September 2014, the WCC and ACT Alliance jointly
46
organised a consultation in Malawi on the relationship
between churches and specialised development ministries.
This aimed to address tensions that can emerge in the
operation of internationally-organised church-related
development work, where local churches sometimes
claim to have been bypassed or marginalised in their own
diakonal endeavours. This leads to a need to clarify the
nature, meaning and scope of such work in the context
of ecumenical diakonia. A particular consequence of
the Malawi consultation was the perceived need for
a major study on Ecumenical Diakonia, which would
eventually emerge in 2020 as a document entitled “Called to
Transformative Action – Ecumenical Diakonia”.47

“Called to Transformative Action –
Ecumenical Diakonia”
Jointly published by the World Council of Churches and
ACT Alliance in 2020, this study paper is not intended to
be a prescriptive document or a theological convergence
paper. Instead, “Called to Transformative Action – Ecumenical
Diakonia” aims to describe the history, theology and
development of ecumenical diakonia offering areas for
discussion and observation in a global context. The ten
chapters of the study are:
1. Introduction
2. History
3. Diakonia in today’s polycentric ecumenical
movement
4. Theological reflection
5. The changing landscape of diakonal action
6. The distinctiveness of diakonal practice
7. Contemporary challenges
8. Ecumenical diakonia in different confessional
contexts
9. Ecumenical diakonia in different geographic
contexts
10. The way forward
The document was subject of considerable revision
during the writing period, including input from two
reference groups, a consultancy, several members of staff
and many others. Initial concerns that the draft paper could
inadvertently appear too Europe-centric, were addressed
by a decision to include the new chapters 8 and 9, looking
at Ecumenical Diakonia in differing confessional and
geographic contexts respectively, as well as a review of all
other chapters.

46

As a closing thought for this chapter, this quote from
“called to Transformative Action – Ecumenical Diakonia”
describes the fundamental and context nature of diakonal
work:
The object of Christian diakonia is to overcome evil. It
offers deliverance from injustices and oppression. When
the church fails to offer its witness and to be prophetic,
the reaction of the world will be indifference and apathy.
Diakonia is therefore an essential element in the life and
growth of the church.48
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3.2 Theological Perspectives on Diakonia in 21st Century
From the Conference jointly organized by Justice and Diakonia, Just and Inclusive
Communities, and Mission and Evangelism programmes of the World Council of Churches
in Colombo, Sri Lanka, June 2-6, 2012
‘Theological Perspectives on Diakonia in the 21st Century’. Conference jointly organised in Colombo, Sri Lanka, 2012, by the
WCC Justice and Diakonia, Just and Inclusive Communities, and Mission and Evangelism programmes; https://www.oikoumene.
org/en/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/unity-mission-evangelism-and-spirituality/just-and-inclusive-communities/
theological-perspectives-on-diakonia-in-21st-century
Document republished by permission from World Council of Churches.

This theological reflection is intentionally inductive –
contextual and experiential. The 50 participants involved in
various diaconal initiatives in about 25 countries brought
with them some hard questions as well as insights on
new possibilities, arising out of their engagement in the
lives of marginalized people. They put forth some of
the following challenges to be taken into account in this
reflection on Diakonia in the Twenty-First Century. These
were: the institutionalization of injustice, particularly in the
present regime of neo-liberal economic globalization; the
reality of climate change and its impact; wars and conflicts
and the consequent destruction, trauma and broken
relationships; the fragmentation of communities due to
aggressive assertion of religious and ethnic identities; the
dispossession and displacement of vulnerable people; the
violence against many sections of society, especially of
women, children, people with disabilities and the aged;
malnutrition, disease and the HIV and Aids pandemic;
and the marginalization of ethnic and religious minorities,
Indigenous peoples, the Afro-descendent communities, the
Dalits in South Asia and others experiencing discrimination
for various reasons.
Sri Lanka, a nation ravaged by prolonged war and
conflict, struggling to find possibilities for healing and
hope, provided the context of this conference. The
conference was hosted by the National Christian Council of
Sri Lanka that represents the witness of churches - small,
on the margins with limited space for public engagement,
and each with a distinct identity, yet united in their witness
to heal and reconcile. The conference, therefore, opted
to look at diakonia from three specific vantage points as
elaborated below:
First, it pursued its reflection by holding diakonia as
a primary expression of the churches’ participation in
the ongoing mission of God. This option was chosen to
assert that churches are not to be exclusive, inward-looking
religious communities, but have a calling to be engaged
with the world. The event also responded to the common
tendency to view and pursue diakonia in institutional forms
and to respond only to those challenges that these forms
would allow.

Second, it attempted to re-imagine diakonia from the
vantage point of those who are, in many cases, traditionally
considered as recipients or objects of churches’ diakonia
- the vulnerable and marginalized communities. Besides
the theological reasons, this option was taken to search for
more people-based and less resource-intensive forms of
diakonia, arising out of their aspirations, and in doing so to
ensure their agency in redefining diakonia in today’s world.
It was also to suggest a possible shift from patronizing
interventions to catalytic accompaniment.
And third, in view of the fact that many of the current
models of diakonia were shaped by the perceptions and
preferences of the churches in the geo-political North,
the conference wanted to explore what diakonia would be
if seen from the vantage point of the global South where
the dynamics of life are radically different. Incidentally,
more Christians live in the South than the North, mostly as
fragmented minority communities, often in hostile contexts,
as socially and economically marginalized, and amid intense
struggles for life. This preference for the South does not
imply that the global North lacks these same challenges
or possibilities. Neither does it imply a rejection of the
contributions of churches in the North to diakonia and this
reflection. This choice was made deliberately, in view of the
variety of life-expressions as well as Christian expressions
that the South offers, and in an effort to address some
of the complex questions arising there about the human
predicament and the fate and future of the earth.
The following is a summary of reflections on the theme
as seen from the vantage points mentioned above:

I. Church, Mission and Diakonia
“As the Father has sent me, so I send you…” (John 20:21)
1. God’s mission is about the realization of God’s
vision for the world, a world in which “God rejoices
because there shall no more be the sound of
weeping, or the cry of distress, where people shall
not die young, where people build houses and live
in them and enjoy the fruits of their labour, where
people will not die of calamities, and where the
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2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

aggressors are transformed so that all shall live in
peace.” (Isaiah 65:17-25) This eschatological hope
of a “new heaven and earth” (Revelation 21:1) is
not passive but constantly breaks into our present,
inviting people to become co-workers with God
by realizing it in every here and now. This mission
of God is dynamic and inclusive of all people and
forces that uphold the sanctity and integrity of
God’s creation.
The Church, as a community called into being
through baptism and led by the Holy Spirit,
participates in this mission through its very being,
proclamation and service. Commonly understood
as service, diakonia is a way of living out faith and
hope as a community, witnessing to what God has
done in Jesus Christ.
Through its diakonia, the Church witnesses to God’s
purpose in Jesus Christ and participates in God’s
mission. In its diakonia, the Church follows the way
of its Servant Lord who claimed that he came to
serve and not to be served (Mark 10:45). In Christ,
the Church is called to hold forth the power of
service over the power of domination, so that life,
in all its fullness, may be possible for all. Therefore,
the Church presents itself not only as a sign of the
coming reign of God but also of the way leading to
it, Christ’s way.
As a diaconal community, the church is called to live
out its Christian witness both at local and larger as
well as personal and corporate levels. This is to be
reflected in all the different expressions of being
Church: in worship and proclamation, in practices
of hospitality and visitation (Hebrews 13:1-3), in
public witness and advocacy. As “liturgy after the
Liturgy” – empowered by what faith celebrates diakonia involves actions of care, relief and service,
but goes further and addresses the root causes
of injustice embedded in oppressive systems and
structures. Sustained action for justice is upheld by
our faith in and allegiance to the God of life when
faced with the death-dealing powers of Empire.
Every Christian community in every geopolitical and socio-economic context is called to
be a diaconal community, witnessing to God’s
transforming grace through acts of service that
hold forth the promise of God’s reign. It heals
relationships, and nurtures partnerships for the
sake of God’s good creation. In bringing people
and communities together around issues of life
and of justice and peace, diakonia stands out as a
reason for unity and as such also needs to be seen
as its instrument. As an expression of participation
in God’s mission in the world, diakonia is beyond
all parochial interests or the agenda of religious
propagation.
Some of the larger institutional expressions of
diakonia must be affirmed for their role in enabling
human resource development, meeting human

need in crisis situations, and for advancing the
causes of justice and economic development of the
vulnerable people. Since some of these and other
traditional forms of diakonia have tended to rely on
infrastructure, institutions, expertise and resources,
many Christian communities have come to see
themselves either as supporters or as beneficiaries
and rarely as participants in diakonia. Such
specialized ministries do not replace the mandate of
every Christian community to be diaconal.
7. As a response in faith to the hope of the coming
reign of God, the signs of which are present in
all experiences of hope amidst turmoil, in actions
that heal and nurture people and relationships, in
struggles that seek justice and affirm truth, diakonia
has to be dynamic, contextual, and versatile. It
must effect partnerships, not only at the level of
global or larger church structures, but also among
congregations, special ministries, and networks of
people committed to values of justice, peace and
human dignity at local, regional and national levels.

II. The diakonia of the marginalized people
“The stone that was rejected…” (Psalm 118:22, Acts 4:11)
8. For many, diakonia is a Christian response to people
in need and situations of crisis, and is characterized
by actions of reaching out to them from locations
of power and privilege with resources and
infrastructure. Such an understanding has often
resulted in viewing those in need as objects or
recipients of diakonia. Many philanthropic or
humanitarian initiatives are also guided by such
attitudes. Such an understanding has not only failed
to acknowledge the diakonia of the marginalized
people but also treated them as mere objects and
recipients. Some forms of diakonia have been
pursued without attitudes of respect, awareness of
the potential or a spirit of partnership with local
communities.
9. Some diaconal initiatives which began with the
intention of serving the weak and the vulnerable
people, over the years have become instruments
of service to the privileged and affluent sections
of the society. Unfortunately, service to the poor is
hardly the objective of some Christian educational
and health institutions in many parts of the world
today. Furthermore, the overwhelming culture of
globalization with its accents on profit-making and
consumerism has also introduced new meanings to
service, resulting in the co-option of the traditional
service structures into meeting the requirements
of economic activity and interests. Because of
this trend, reaching out to those disempowered by
social and economic structures does not seem a
priority for some churches anymore. Some other
diaconal initiatives have also been used as means
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10.

11.

12.

13.

of proselytism. Diakonia is integral to who we are
as Christians, and diaconal initiatives should not
be misused. Repenting for these and other ways in
which the churches have deviated from the path
of God’s mission is urgent and essential for their
credibility and integrity.
Even if they do not have the material and financial
resources to do diakonia in the way many churches
are accustomed to, marginalized people, through
their lives and everyday resistance, practise diakonia.
They testify to the sinfulness of the world, holding
it accountable for its complicity and silence.
Therefore, God opts for the marginalized people
not because they are weak by choice, nor because
of paternalistic compassion, but primarily because
their lives point towards the urgent need of social
transformation.
The world may tend to see the margins as places
of disgrace and powerlessness; however, the
biblical witness points towards God who is
always present in the struggles of those unjustly
pushed to the margins of society. It gives several
accounts of God’s attention and caring love to
people in situations of oppression and consequent
depravation. God hears the cry of the oppressed
and responds by sustaining and accompanying them
in their journey towards liberation. (Exodus 3:7-8).
This is the diakonia of God: a diakonia of liberation
as well as of restoring dignity, and ensuring justice
and peace.
“Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?”
(John 1:46) This critical question indicates the
decisive entry point that God made for this
mission when sending the Son into the world.
Jesus announces his diakonia as one that liberates
the oppressed, opens the eyes that are blind, and
heals the sick. (Luke 4: 16f) By asserting time
and again that he has come to seek the lost and
the least, Jesus constantly locates himself among
the marginalized of his time. His diakonia rejects
abusive power (Luke 4:1-12), refuses to be coopted by the prevailing logic of power (Mark 10.45)
and defies oppressive religious traditions (Luke
11:37-54). Instead, his diakonia opts to restore
the ones who are denied life, even if these actions
ultimately led him to the cross. [e.g. the man with
the withered hand (Mark 3:1-6)]. Through such
an option, he exposes and confronts the forces
of marginalization. To that extent, the margins
are the privileged spaces for God’s compassion
and justice and of God’s presence in vulnerability
and resistance. Here the sick were healed, the
domination of evil spirits broken, the dignity
of the marginalized defended, and the disciples
empowered with life-affirming values for ministry.
Furthermore, marginalized people are not to be
seen always as those in need and despair. They resist
injustice and oppression in their own ways and

through their struggles for life, justice, dignity and
rights for themselves and for all, unveil the presence
and power of God in their lives. For example,
people with disabilities are promoting the values
of sensitivity and partnership; the Afro-descendent
communities, the Dalits and other discriminated
communities are calling churches and communities
to resist and overcome cultures and practices that
discriminate and dehumanize millions of people;
the Indigenous peoples are advocating for the value
of the interconnectedness of life, even as their
own lives and lands are threatened; young people
in disadvantaged situations are resisting policies
that deprive them of opportunities for education
and employment; and vulnerable migrant workers,
through their struggles for human rights, dignity
and justice, are challenging political systems that
deny them basic human rights in the name of
national interests. There are many such expressions
in every part of the world, in the global south as
well as in the global north. In all such expressions,
in their actions and allegiances towards liberation
and transformation, the churches today have new
possibilities of diakonia as well as of new ecclesial
self-discovery. Diakonia of the marginalized, then,
is crucial for church’s engagement in realizing God’s
oikoumene, the alternative vision of the world.
14. From a theological perspective the language of
marginalized people may be conceived as a way
of labelling or of reducing people to victims of
systems and structures. Diakonia, however, must
acknowledge the destructive and dehumanizing
power of such structures, not only in order to
point to the tragic effects of their reality, but also
to the demands, legitimate rights and power of
marginalized people to transform the world. In
a world where people are treated as objects and
commodities and are also mistreated on account
of their identities such as gender, ethnicity,
colour, caste, age, disability, sexual orientation and
economic and cultural locations, diakonia must
build persons and communities, affirm the dignity
of all people, and transform cultures and practices
that discriminate and abuse some people.
15. Marginalized people, through their yearnings for
life with dignity and justice and through their
participation in movements, are offering alternative
visions of a world free of forces that deny justice,
dignity and life for many. To many churches
this is a demanding challenge but even more a
liberating promise for renewing traditional models
of diaconal practice and theological reflection,
towards new patterns of inclusiveness, sharing and
transformative action. Jesus too found himself
among the marginalized of his time as he began his
ministry of announcing the coming reign of God.
A majority of Christian congregations around the
world are made up of people who are mostly poor
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and marginalized on account of several factors,
and this reality needs to be seen as an opportunity
and a resource for more authentic ecumenical
engagement. Partnership and solidarity with the
marginalized alone will ensure the credibility of the
churches’ claim of their participation in the mission
of God.

III. Diakonia for transformation
“To do justice and to love kindness.” (Micah 6:8)
16. Diakonia, then, is service that makes the celebration
of life possible for all. It is faith effecting change,
transforming people and situations so that God’s
reign may be real in the lives of all people, in every
here and now.
17. The God of the Bible seeks and effects change
in concrete situations of life, especially of those
who are denied the same. Therefore, diakonia as
an action in God’s love must strive to transform
people, systems and cultures. God announces
judgment upon those who abuse power and deny
justice to the poor. Jesus too challenged unjust
systems and practices and called the powerful and
privileged who benefit from such, to repent and
be transformed by the values of love, sharing,
truthfulness and humility.
18. Diakonia is not limited to binding the wounds of
the victims or doing acts of compassion. While
such expressions of love and care are necessary,
they do not preclude efforts aimed at confronting
and transforming the forces and factors which
cause suffering and deprivation. Diaconal ministry
thus involves both comforting the victim and
confronting “the powers and principalities”
(Ephesians 6:12). It must heal the victim as well as
the one who victimizes. It is a radical spirituality
of struggle and commitment for transformation
of sinful social structures and for the liberation
of their victims. Without transformative work,
diakonia would be a mere expression of service,
subtly serving the interests of the oppressive and
exploitative powers by covering up their complicity.
If it does not challenge injustice and abuse of
power, it ceases to be authentic diakonia.
19. Diakonia also does not settle for superficial
expressions of peace and good will. Resonating with
the indignation of prophet Jeremiah, “They have
healed the brokenness of my people superficially,
saying, `Peace, peace’, when there is no peace.”
(Jer.6:14), diakonia exposes such attempts of the
powerful and privileged, often done to sustain
the unjust and oppressive status quo. Diakonia is
prophetic action which also involves speaking truth
to powers.
20. In today’s world, diakonia may also imply political
action, confronting unjust military and economic

powers; questioning the state policies that seem
to invest more on defence rather than on people’s
basic needs and human development; challenging
anti-immigration laws that deny the dispossessed
and the displaced their right to live; opposing
development policies that destroy the earth and its
people; and in working with and advocating for the
rights of people who have been made vulnerable by
social and economic structures.
21. Diakonia may also imply social action, aimed
at dismantling oppressive cultures such as
patriarchy, racism, casteism, xenophobia and other
discriminatory and exclusionary practices. The
churches too need to repent for the presence and
practice of these cultures right within and for their
derisive attitudes and theological constructions that
stigmatize certain sections of society.
22. However, diakonia does not merely resist and
confront evil but also proposes alternatives to
the ways in which human beings relate with one
another and with nature. To that extent, diakonia
is transformative (Romans 12:2). Jesus, our Servant
Lord, called those who followed him to be the salt
of the earth, the light, and the leaven of the world
(Matthew 5:13,14); in other words, to be agents
of change and transformation. Empowered by
the Holy Spirit, the diakonia of the early Christian
community resisted the power of the Empire by
proposing alternative values and visions of the
world. Diakonia, then, besides being an expression
of support and help to those in need, is essentially a
creative action meant to bring about the world God
so desires.

IV. Challenges and Opportunities
“I am about to do a new thing!” (Isaiah 43:19)
21. In addition to the challenges, the context of the
Twenty-First century presents numerous initiatives
and struggles of people for freedom, justice, dignity
and life in many parts of the world. Here lie new
opportunities for churches to attempt diakonia in
many creative ways while rediscovering themselves
afresh in the process. There may be many other
opportunities and possibilities, specific to each
context. The following insightful suggestions,
shared during the conference, may be considered
for further reflection and action:
a.

Diakonia of the local congregations
1. Become aware of the social, political and
economic realities of life and people within which
they exist as diaconal communities. Christian
education must aim at cultivating a sense of social
responsibility.
2. Strive to recognize and affirm the theological
significance of diakonia through worship and
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proclamation. Church needs to be a training ground
for creative engagement with the world.
3. Initiate people-level action on environmental
issues.
4. Firmly respond to the reality of abuse and
violence against women at home, community and
church.
5. Educate people against alcoholism and substance
abuse, enabling the victims to overcome these
conditions.
6. Be and become open, just, hospitable and
inclusive communities. Churches must strive to
become discrimination-free zones and sanctuaries
of safety and hope.
7. Build capacities among members, especially in
areas of counselling, de-addiction programmes,
educational and employment opportunities, gender
sensitivity etc.
8. Seek cooperation and collaboration with other
churches, other faith communities, and people’s
initiatives on relevant issues of people and life
in each specific context. This may also include
affirming diaconal actions as well as sharing
resources.
b. Diakonia of the larger church bodies
1. Encourage, support and accompany local
churches as they respond to their own issues by
developing and implementing diaconal work.
2. Encourage expressions of solidarity and mutual
responsibility, especially by bridging the divide
between urban and rural, affluent and poor,
established and migrant congregations, among
others.
3. Address issues of discrimination and exclusion
within the church itself and launch campaigns to
end the same, both within and outside.
4. Develop policies and programmes around issues
of HIV/AIDS, disability, poverty, food security and
environmental stewardship.
5. Recognize, strengthen and support prophetic
voices and initiatives that strive to uphold the
causes of human rights, justice and rights of the
marginalized communities.
6. Build partnerships with regional and national
level churches and organizations with a view to
encourage grassroots, people-based initiatives.
7. Encourage theological institutions to introduce
diakonia as a discipline wherever necessary, and also
to initiate advanced study and research on relevant
diaconal practices.
8. Develop easily readable Bible study materials on
diakonia for pastors and lay people.
9. Engage in diaconal actions with people from
different faith communities.

b.(sic) Diakonia of the WCC and similar international
organizations
1. Recognize diakonia as an essential ecclesial
expression, and that their organizations’ primary
calling is not only to attempt certain diaconal
actions on the behalf of churches but necessarily
to accompany the initiatives of the churches.
This may also include capacity-building, fostering
partnerships, and mobilization of resources
wherever necessary.
2. Journey with the people, communities
and congregations in their struggles against
discrimination and marginalization.
3. Advocate for the causes of justice, dignity
and peace and for the victims of aggression,
displacement and dispossession.
4. Support and accompany grassroots level people’s
initiatives for change. Some of these may not have
the needed visibility and infrastructural presence to
attract support.
5. Facilitate dialogue with international diaconal
agencies to encourage patterns of church
cooperation and to foster mutual accountability.
6. Prepare resources and facilitate processes for
inter-church exchange of theological support for
creative diaconal engagement in different contexts.
7. Recognize the power of solidarity in struggle for
transformation and therefore, enable, encourage and
nurture such expressions of solidarity at all levels.
22. Understood this way at this moment in time,
Diakonia may sometimes involve confrontation
with powers vested in the status quo. Risk may be
inevitable at times, requiring an attitude of love,
humility, courage and commitment. Jesus insists
that discipleship seeks expression under the shadow
of the cross (Matthew 16: 24). Therefore, as
communities called together to a vocation of service
in the way of Christ, who laid down his life while
serving, the churches may encourage one another in
the words of the First Letter of Peter: “Now who
will harm you if you are eager to do what is good?
But even if you do suffer for doing what is right,
you are blessed. Do not fear what they fear, and do
not be intimidated, but in your hearts sanctify Christ
as Lord. Always be ready to make the defence to
anyone who demands from you an accounting for
the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and
reverence” (I Peter 3: 13-16).
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The construction of migrant religious
identity

their religious identities in new societal contexts? What
are the motives, metaphors and symbolic representations
influencing the construction of new religious identities?

People continuously move and relocate themselves into
new contexts. Economic structures mutate and create new
foundations for societal cohabitation. In many parts of the
world remarkable shifts not only on the level of economy,
technology and communication means have occurred.
However, globalisation comprises not only an economic
and political facet, but impacts also the global religious
landscape in its various cultural settings. The recurrently
described growth of Christianity in the global South covers
only one side of the trend to be observed.

The present contribution seeks to explore these
questions in relation with the impact migration has on
the construction of religious identities. I will first discuss
in which way migration influences religious identity, and
more specifically how the experiences of migrants shape
their construction of identity, and hereafter focus on three
dimensions, evil, vulnerability and power, which I deem
central to the understanding of the construction of migrant
religious identity, and which is based on research conducted
among African migrants in Europe. My interest is to
provide insight into the interrelation between the factual
experiences of acculturation, exclusion and devaluation and
the selfdirected initiatives of responding creatively to these
experiences on the level of cognition and symbolic action.

Undoubtedly the most profound change is related
to the fact that religious affiliations can no longer be
conceptualised in concordance with specific regions, nor
ethnic groups or social strata. This is particularly valid
for the religious communities in the global South, where
the history of the mission gives us ample evidence for
the implantation of ethnic churches, as well as for the
situation in the Western world characterised by rapid
secularisation and a widespread decreasing plausibility
of Christianity. What binds these complex situations
together may be described as a phenomenon of “religious
decontextualisation”.
People not only move in search for new social and
economic perspectives, but are involved in processes of
fluid change between different religious milieus.
People change and are changed. In the course of these
inner transformations they are constructing their identities
anew, shape their world-views, create a home abroad, and
they construct religion. There is no longer a settled religious
certitude. As people move, they bring along their versions
of religiosity and new, spontaneously initiated communities
are incepted, in which individuals change religious loyalties
in foreign cultural contexts. However, we still do not
possess sufficient knowledge about the inner processes of
this change on collective and individual levels: What are the
driving forces for this change? How do people construct

1. Religious identity and migration
As one of the features in contemporary global migration,
the impact of religion and the formation of religious
identity in relation with the experience of migration
have gained more attention.1 However, there is still
much uncertainty and imprecision about the motives and
driving forces for the construction of religious identity in
processes of migration. The confusion is partly due to the
terminological inconsistency. How do we define religion
and in which way does it contribute to the forging of an
individual and collective identity? Some differentiations
with regard to some currently debated observations in the
field of religious identities of migrants will help to gain a
more concise grasp of the topic.
One general discernment has to be made from
the outset: on the one hand, we have to consider
the organisation of religious life on the official level,
which entails the adherence to a specific community or
congregation, and on the other hand the individual and
collective moulding of religious world-view on the level
of popular religion, in which symbolic representations

1 An increasing publication on the intersection of religion and migration is he (sic) proof for this. Cf. For the European context the still classical
monograph of Roswith Gerloff: A Plea for British Black Theologies. The Church Movement in Britain in its transatlantic cultural and theological
interaction with special reference to the Pentecostal Oneness (Apostolic) and Sabbatarian Movements. Frankfurt/ M. etc.: P. Lang, 1982; Gerrie Ter
Haar: “Strangers in the Promised Land: African Christians in Europe”, Exchange 24, 1995/1:1-33; Id.: Halfway to Paradise. African Christians n
Europe. Cardiff: Cardiff Academic Press, 1998; Marc Spindler/ Annie Lenoble-Bart (Eds.): Chrétiens d´Outremer en Europe. Un autre visage de
l´immigration. Paris: Karthala, 2000; and for the American scene: Pierette Hondagneu-Soleto (Ed.): Religion and Social Justice for Immigrants. New
Brunswick, NJ.: Rutgers University Press, 2007; Karen Leonhard et al.: Immigrant Faiths: Transforming Religious Life in America. Lanham, MD:
Altamira Press, 2005; Helen Rose Ebaugh/ Janet Saltman Chafetz: Religion across Borders: Transnational Religious networks, Walnut Creek, CA:
Altamira Press, 2002 and Stephen R. Warner/ Judith G. Wittner (Eds.): Gatherings in Diaspora: Religious Communities and the New Immigration.
Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1998.
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and actions play a significant role.2 It is to a great extent in
this latter domain that significant arrangements and rearrangements of the spiritual, cognitive and ritual inventory
can be observed.
With regard to the level of official religion, time and
again the assumption has been emphasised, that migrants
would frequently be inclined to adopt a “floating style”
in seeking their religious affiliations, sometimes also over
against their original religious or confessional background.3
While there is some evidence for a degree of flexibility in
the adherence of religious communities, most migrants
rather opt for stability than for navigating “two or three
Christian denominations at the same time”4, and instances
of conversion from one religion to the other are rather
rare. The choice of a particular religious community or
congregation does not only depend on the migrant´s
denominational background, ethnic origin and language,
but even more so on the deliberate option for a plausible
interpretation of the situation of migration which is
interwoven with a religious meta-story. Thus, Catholics
may find their spiritual place in an interdenominational
congregation, Methodists may adhere to a Pentecostalmega-church and Presbyterians to a charismatic Reformed
church for pragmatic reasons, or cultural and ethnic
affinities, but the decisive criteria remains the migrant´s
perception that her/his life story and situation can be
symbolically de-coded in such a way that it resonates with
a meta-story offering motives and answers to existential
questions which migration brings to the fore.
In this perspective migrants continuously construct
their religious identities in the context of the other, the
local believers, and the way they perceive their religious
articulations. This can take place in a form of apologetic
rejection: we offer the true version of Christianity! But this
construction takes also place in respect with narratives
about oneself and the interpretations of the challenges a
particular situation in life poses. Undoubtedly migration
is such a situation which people experience as transitional,
between the rejection by the host society, experiences of
denigration and exclusion, they attempt to negotiate the
process of acculturation. Who am I? Where do I come
from and where do I belong to in future? These are some
of the questions which arise on the individual level, and
to these questions many Christian migrant communities
succeed in providing relevant responses.
The attractiveness of the migrant churches is not
restricted to the feeling of cultural ease they sponsor,
but more so to their ability in creating spaces where

this transitional situation can be articulated in a familiar
symbolic language, drawing from a common worldview and in ritual action. In worship, in the religious
praxis, migrants are sending strong signs of self-esteem,
pride and belief, but also signs against the experience of
injustice, suffering and alienation. The churches founded
by migrants respond to this tension between vulnerability
and empowerment and succeed in offering an adequate
articulation.
In this respect the understanding and interpretation
of evil, encompassing forces and realities, which impede a
good flow of life constitutes one of the collective motives
continuously worked on in migration churches. Where
Western analysts would prone sociological, political or
social-ethical explanations for situations of exclusion
and racism, Christian migrants would hold that these
experiences become understandable on the background of
the real existence of evil forces in the world that prevent
just relations and equitable distribution of wealth. It is thus
in opposition to the overarching theme of evil, experienced
as concrete suffering, that Biblical narratives convey
messages of consolation and empowerment. The Biblical
narrative context contains a multitude of such stories of
leaving, separation and seeking a home abroad. The exodus
story is such a prominent illustration, which is appealing
for migrants because it tells also about the possibility of
safeguarding collective identity without the maintenance of
the original territorial or national context.5 The story of the
exile is read as a story of articulating oneself in a foreign
land: Israel succeeds in singing the Lord´s song in a foreign
land, after it has dried the tears over the loss (Ps 137).
Through this kind of biblical relecture migrant communities
become places where collective religious identity is
formulated against the background of the daily experienced
paradox of being at home abroad, and in relating to the
suffering that migration generates on the level of social
and economic deprivation. In attributing meaning to this
situation, as part of a “larger plan of God” for instance,
and in ascribing it to a transitional phase that will not last
forever, but will be transformed by Jesus, who also suffered
adversities, migrants become the actors and protagonists of
their own stories. I will subsequently show, how the triangle
of evil, as collective world-view and important theological
theme, as well as power and vulnerability are important for
the conceptualisation of migrant religious identity.

2. Talking about evil as theological theme
In the cultural milieus into which Christianity is embedded
in most Western societies, talking about evil has no longer

2  I am following Jacques Waardenburg/ Pieter Vriejhof (Eds.): Official and Popular Religion: Analysis of a theme for religious studies. The Hague
etc.: Mouton, 1979.
3 Cf. Gemma Tulud Cruz: Singing the Lords Song in a Strange Land. Religious identity in the context of migration. Forum Mission Yearbook
4/2008: 60-87.
4 Op. cit.: 62.
5 Cf. Frank Crüsemann: “Ihr kennt die Seele des Fremden! (Ex 23,9). Eine Erinnerung an die Tora angesichts von neuem Nationalismus und
Fremdenhass. Concilium 29, 1993: 339-347, part. 345ff. Id.: Fremdenliebe und Identitätssicherung. Zum Verständnis der “Fremden”-Gesetze im
Alten Testament. Wort und Dogma 19, 1989:11ff.
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a prominent status.6 It is either “domesticated”, as innerpsychological problem or relegated to the level of sociopolitical action. In the context of Christian migrants from
the global South talking about evil is the reflection on
real experiences. Evil, here, is understood as reality with a
theological relevance and not a phenomenon transferred
into abstract “evil structures” in the world.
Without making a claim to be exhaustive, three aspects
seem to be important in respect of the construction of
religious identity. First, evil in the discourse of migrant
Christians appears as divine counter-instance: Satan/ devil.
Evil is understood as the reality that stands against God. It
has a destructive, powerful character, able to interfere into
peoples´ lives, to disorientate them and to lead them astray
from God. It is interesting to note that this discourse on
evil in its personification of the devil can be traced back
to the missionary period of the late 19th and early 20th
century, in West-Africa for instance, where converts to
Christianity on the background of their traditional religious
repertoire, in which evil is believed to be caused by spirits,
argued with missionaries on the accurate interpretation and
genesis of evil.7 Has evil its roots in the misdirected human
freedom, the estrangement from God, or a “satanic antiGod” with the power to lead people into temptation? These
conflicting lines have to be borne in mind when considering
the motive of Satan in many migrant narratives. The
individual narrations of migrants seeking responses to the
adversities experiences are reflected in collective forms of
speech, like the following sequences taken from a sermon
held in a church with predominantly African migrants
in Germany, illustrating how biblical motives, contextual
theological interpretation and the concrete experience of
migration is intertwined.
“Who is the enemy? It is the devil who is behind all the
troubles we are going through… God gave him power to
choose. God is a God of love.” 8
The devil is depicted as the fallen angel having made
the bad choice and who is standing against the God of love
who ensures a life in fullness. And he is also the source of
the problems many migrants encounter:
“Let us be very careful in our Christian life. The devil has
several names… Sister Elizabeth lost her work, you have

problems in your marriage, with your status and papers, you
have problems everywhere. Stand firm, you have to go through
it, and the devil will go away.”
The individual integrity and ethical conduct is related to
the possibility of overcoming adversities in daily life. This
is not to presume that the factual problems are ignored or
diminished in their impact, but the spiritual strength and
firmness is conceived as a way to cast the devil away – he is
has no infinite impact - and to regain forces for the struggle
of life.
Another connotation can be observed when evil is
attributed to asymmetric social relations, especially the
ethnic antagonism (black and white), racism and the
resulting feelings of inferiority.
“If you face opposition in your life, don´t worry, even Jesus
faced opposition. And don´t look down on yourself. … Some
want to use creams to become like Europeans. Africans, you
are also human beings! Go and sin no more!”
This gives us another interesting hint in the direct
link established between the story of Jesus, especially his
suffering, and the experience of ethnic exclusion, often
translated into a feeling of inferiority and externally
expressed in the wish to resemble white people. However,
the most surprising turn occurs here with the appeal to
refrain from sin. The cognitive change implied lies in the
connection of evil with the inner, anthropological status of
the individual coping with external adversities.9 Not Satan,
or not exclusively him, nor diffuse external conditions are
held responsible for present experiences of racism and
rejection, but motive of repentance, which relocates the
evil within the inner self of a human being, and his/her
self-directed capacities to recognise and strive against it. It
seems that the collective moulding of religious identity in
migration is successfully drawing upon these existentialtheological questions arising particularly in situations when
life is tested.
By way of a preliminary conclusion from these selected
vignettes, we can note, that evil is a locus theologicus in
the migrant discourse and narratives about both real life
experiences of social disintegration and segregation which
is creatively interwoven with the story of Jesus Christ,

6 Cf. For a general discussion Peter van Inwagen (Ed.): Christian Faith and the Problem of Evil. Grand Rapids/ Cambridge: CUP, 2004.
7 Archive material of the Bremen Missionary Society documents this prominence of evil as locus theologicus in the missionary speech and in the
experience of people in the African traditional religious context. Jacobo Afiadenyigba, a missionary assistant
wrote in this period on the dualistic conceptualisation of Satan: “This is he reason why the gentiles still follow the Satan up to this day, thinking that
their gods are more powerful than ours. But you need not argue about this; who never knew that God Jehovah is mightier than Satan?” (Arch.NM,
StAB Afiadenyigbe/Jiagge: Gods: 1, undated). In other documents we encounter the understanding of the life-threatening impact of the devil in
relation with conversion: “ I always put it in mind to give up my position as a fetich-priest and convert to be a Christian. (…) But I am afraid … the
devil will display a havoc upon my family because it is an act of sacrilege.” (Arch.NM StAB Ansre: Heathenism is a worship resulting from fear: 4
undated). Cf. also Birgit Meyer: If you are a
Devil, you are a Witch and, if you are a Witch you are a Devil. Journal of Religion in Africa 22, 1992, 2: 98-132, in which she describes the how
missionaries induced representations of the devil into the religious inventory of Ewe-Christians in Ghana, as well as her monograph: Id.: Translating
the Devil: Religion and Modernity among the Ewe in Ghana. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999.
8  The subsequent quotations are taken from the author´s field research archive (AE 2001-2006).
9 Cf. Robert W. Jenson: Thinking Wickedness. In: Id.: On Thinking the Human. Grand Rapids/ Cambridge: CUP 2003: 59-73.
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whose suffering is standing as a model to overcome own
suffering.
Biblical texts interpret the situation of migration and
vice versa. At the same time the experiences of multiple
exclusions, loss, grievance, shame and disrespect are – in
continuity with a thread initiated in the missionary period
– as pertaining to the influence of a force opposing God
(Satan) and infringing the force vitale of migrants lives
marked by high levels of tensions and frailty. Evil is also
conceptualised as the perverted relations between ethnic
groups, the resulting inequality, and the racist images, all
without exception concrete experiences of migrants, and
often interiorised feelings of inferiority.
And Christian migrant life is also marked by the
challenge to work profoundly on evil as anthropological
constant, as pertaining to the human heart, and thus
enabling migrants to discover an active role of resilience,
at least on the level of symbolic action against adverse
experiences in a situation of transition.

3. Revisiting power in the construction of migrant
religious identity
Closely connected to the representation of evil in the
construction of migrant religious identity is the inclination
to emphasise “power” in the religious discourse. This
discourse can range from the every-day life conversations
and interventions, “Jesus will give you power! “, to inter-textual
Biblical exegesis and ritual praxis. It plays also an important
role in the evangelistic ministries of healing, exorcism and
deliverance particularly in the Pentecostal/charismatic
churches (“power evangelism”)10, which have become
appealing for many migrants because they are suggesting a
plausible symbolic system of interpretation for evil and are
offering solutions (empowerment) in a situation which they
experience as denigrating and offence to their dignity.
In this line the militancy in language, (“prayer warrior”,
“spiritual warfare” etc.)11, indicates a sociological and
theological implication. The need to fight and conquer evil
is for many migrants the struggle for economic survival,
for political recognition and a social status. Theologically
this refers to an interpretation of Eph. 6:12: “For our
struggle is not against flesh and blood but against rulers,
the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and

against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realm”.
Recurrently this motive, without any hermeneutical
perspective12, is taken to legitimise the opposition, or at
least the capacity to break through all the conditions that
prevent migrants to realising a positive life.
Against this background some deeprooted convictions,
“God answers always, if you are strong in faith!”, or “God
shows his power in healing and miracles!”, “the Bible is
infallible!” are tested in times of weariness: “Sometimes
when the problems are coming, you will think as if there
is no God(…) as if the whole world rejects you. But God
says: I am with you… Problems may come, trials may
come,. . . I am the solid rock”13 It is evident from these
utterances that there is sensitivity for the imponderables of
a Christian existence that do not only for a “readymade”
interpretation of God´s gracious intervention and the
transfer of power in human live.
A narration from field research among African migrants
in Germany14 illustrates how the implicit understanding of
power, without mentioning the term itself, is nuanced along
the various psychological stages and set in relation with the
religious interpretation of migration experiences.
“I was taking my Christianity very seriously all the time. I
was praying. And I knew that God had a plan with me. It
has now become a battle of identity and although I am still on
the expulsion list, I will not give up. (…) I was overwhelmed
with anxiety and fear, but I still had hope in God. (…) This
existence is a prison! And I have decided to vocalise it now.
Because God is a strong tower and I have entered it. After so
many pains I have experienced, …,living from 150€ social
welfare support. Wordlessness, rejection, hopelessness …, if
one has not God, what could have happened to me? Thank
God, I have survived!”
Three elements in the narration are striking and
informative for our reflection on power and related
understandings. First, the narrator speaks of a “battle of
identity”15 which becomes comprehensible against the
background of her undocumented residential status in a
Western European country. She is referring to a symbolic
level of action. Her battle constitutes the articulation of
her indignation at the missing official recognition and the
loss of her self-esteem. At the same time, and this directs
us to the second aspect, she is expressing her desperation

10 I share the view with J. Kwabena Asamoah-Gyadu:”Pulling down Strongholds: Evangelism, Principalities and Powers and the African
Pentecostal Imagination”. International Review of Mission, Vol. 96 Nos. 382/383, July/ October 2007: 306-317.
11 J. Kwabena Asamoah-Gyadu: op. cit.: 311, hints to the historical and theological continuity of the conception with AICs as well as with rituals in
ATR.
12 Finbar Benjamin: “The Politics of Preaching to Exiles”. International Review of Mission. Vol. 89, No. 354 July 2000: 354-360, rightly stresses: . .
. an urgent need for exilic preachers and theologians to reflect critically on the theological content and hermeneutical factors that presently govern and
shape their biblical and pastoral work.” (358).
13 Private archive AE: M. Sika, 2007.
14 Private archive AE: C.M. 2004.
15 Monika Wohlrab-Sahr: “Conversion to Islam: Between syncretism and symbolic battle”. Social Compass 46(3), 1999:351-362, describes
“symbolic battle” in the context of conversion narratives to Islam and highlights that as a conceptual figure it may serve to demonstrate radical
difference and its symbolic expression. Although this understanding is not applicable as a whole to our situation, I would contend that migration is a
form of crisis experience in which symbolic action especially in religion plays an important role.
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in very concrete terms and links them to disgracing living
conditions. Thirdly, we can note the centrality of the motive
of the strong tower (2 Sam 22,2; Ps 18,3; 91,2; 144,2), in
which she has entered.
It seems to be a way of empowerment, of regaining the
capacity to speak and to communicating the suffering. At
the intersection of the discovery of her own weakness and
the strength of her faith, she finds not only consolation,
but encouragement and the perspective of a transformed
existence as she embeds her story of migration in “a larger
plan of God”.
The notion of power is thus nuanced in such a way
that becomes a non-manipulative element of a religious
identity, marked by confidence and trust, dignity and hope.
This is theologically relevant because it corrects the widely
debated assumption that through power all evil, every
misfortune of life can be brought back into balance.16 The
salient point is that the individual stories of migration are
narrated in resonance with biblical stories, and that this dual
hermeneutical process of mutual interpretation provides
a meaningful sense for the concerned people without
obscuring the view of the factual situation.

4. Negotiating vulnerability and power
If the situation of migrants can, cum grano salis, be
adequately described as vulnerable, how can we evaluate
the impact of notion of power we have reflected on
previously?
I would hold that in the context of migration people
experience vulnerability not because, they themselves as
persons become vulnerable, but rather because the situation
is characterised by high voltages of insecurity, instability
and uncertainty. At the same time we observe a high
capacity of maintaining a religious interpretation of reality
in order to cope with crisis situations. The religious identity
of migrants is certainly not completely changed, but
transformed through the interpretation of a new situation.
It is within this context that the experience of vulnerability
has a formative role to play for the self-understanding of
Christian migrants and the construction of their religious
identities, first, in form of historical and contemporary
wounds, originating from oppression and inequality,
exclusion and racism.
Secondly, migration narratives illustrate the vulnerability
of faith itself. Can this vulnerability be held in tension
with the aspiration of an inclusive life, of participation

and of dignity? The selected vignettes of migration stories
have indicated that the answer depends on the notion of
God, since it is only through the relationship with God
that the experience of vulnerability can be endowed with
meaning. It appears that the religious imagery, and foremost
the biblical narrative, is in the view of many Christian
migrants offering an adequate symbolic inventory (the
servant God, the vulnerable love of Christ, the migrating
God) for making their stories of migration, despite the
real wounds, meaningful. The permeability of the stories
around the focal point of vulnerability opens the space
for empowerment and hope beyond any manipulative,
perverted or concealing misinterpretation of power.17

Conclusion
Migration will remain a global phenomenon of multifaceted
ethical challenges for contemporary societies, and it has
engendered a new ecclesial landscape. We have only started
to decrypt its topography and inherent implications. The
individual and collective initiatives of migrant Christians,
which we reflected upon in this contribution, are not only
relevant for the understanding of the formation of migrant
religious identity, but also for a wider debate on intercultural
theology.18 In this discourse the biblical narrative can serve
as common point of reference, which opens a space of
reflection about the Word and the realities of life.
In the construction of migrant religious identity,
immediacy can be seen as the formative element, with an
immediate access to the images and narratives of the Bible
and their permeability for the life stories of migrants. We
have also argued that beyond the contextual aspects of the
situation of migration, but not totally isolated from it, three
selected elements of broader theological relevance can be
highlighted. Evil cannot be excluded from human life and
needs to be addressed also as a reality affecting the spiritual
existence of people.
In negotiating their religious identity anew on the
background of experiences of disintegration and
devaluation, migrants articulate authentically their
vulnerability and their aspirations for a transformed reality.
In this process of negotiating vulnerability and power on
a symbolic level of action, conventional associations with
abusive forms of power can be attenuated.
In this sense, the viability and sustainability of Christian
migrant communities will pose a serious theological
challenge to the Church and its vision of unity, as the
universal claim of Christianity will continuously collide with

16 Cf. Stephen Ellis/ Gerrie Ter Haar: Worlds of Power. Religious Thought and Political Practice in Africa. London: Hurst, 2004; Ogbu U. Kalu:
Power, Poverty and Prayer: The challenge of poverty and pluralism in Africa, 1960-1996. Frankfurt/ M.: Peter Lang, 2000.
17 Finbar Benjamin: op.cit., gives a valid contribution with regard to the pastoral task in a migration community: “ The sermon would interpret the
congregation and offer to them the Word, Jesus Christ, who Himself became exiled that He might liberate all captives and transform their habitation.
Such preaching becomes a salvation moment. It builds true self-esteem and fosters liberation, empowerment, self-determination and hope.” (360)
18 Cf. Marc Spindler: “L´implantation des Eglises d’outre-mer en Europe: aspects missiologiques”. In: Id./ Annie Lenoble-Bart (Eds.): Op.cit.:
21-47:30.
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its multiple versions and expressions. Migrants can help to
sharpen the attention for the themes that have to be set on
the agenda of a fresh debate on contextualisation.”
Dr Amélé Adamavi-Aho Ekué is a theologian, and professor
of Ecumenical Ethics at the Ecumenical Institute of Bossey,
Switzerland. Her research areas include migration and religion,
violence and religion, as well as intercultural ethics and theology.
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Introduction
Mission is, quite simply, the participation of Christians in
the liberating mission of Jesus . . . wagering on a future that
verifiable experience seems to belie. It is the good news of
God’s love, incarnated in the witness of a community for
the sake of the world.1
Whoever you are, no matter how lonely,
the world offers itself to your imagination,
calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting
over and over announcing your place
in the family of things.2
Mission is the church’s agenda, its raison d’être. Yet, what
should mission be and do in the world of the 21st century?
Like the church today, I am both fated and free, formed as
both colonizing and colonized. I am shaped by missionary
community and a white Canadian academic woman’s
privilege and constraints.3 There are many ways in which to
frame the future of mission for this century. In this paper
I will take one focus and assert that God’s mission for the
sake of the beloved world includes healing ourselves with
the solidarity of others, and that justice/love is the single
standard for diverse discourses of mission. I frame mission
in this way to explore how mission can be rethought
as the relation between a particular understanding of
church (as shaped by context and social location) and a
particular understanding of the world, where both are
governed by norms of justice/right relations. I will begin
with a snapshot of the Canadian context of ministry and
mission, which will include something about my own
denomination, the United Church of Canada. Secondly, I
want to problematize mission through the case of Canadian
churches confronting the legacy of their complicity in the
cultural genocide of Aboriginal peoples, to indicate how
“right” and “relations” connect when justice is construed
as healing transformation. Lastly I will reframe mission as
practices of solidarity that enhance justice/love or right
relation.4

1

519.

Canadian context of mission: Crisis
What shapes the Canadian context and its diverse
population of some 30 million people? Canada is a
colonized and colonizing nation in the shadow of the
American empire and the profound shifts in late 20thcentury capitalism, especially globalization. Ursula Franklin
assesses globalization as “a war against people.”5 As a
nation, Canada faces major debt and structural adjustment
programmes, with foreign loans accounting for forty
percent of our national debt. Traditional economies based
on fishery and renewable resources have collapsed. The socalled restructuring of the Canadian economy means that
many face the bankruptcy of family farms, the weakening
of the food industry and health care systems, and the
loss of many thousands of jobs as industries move to the
southern United States, Mexico and other areas of the
world. We have major federal and provincial cutbacks to
health, education and social programmes. More and more
people rely on food banks. Those who are most vulnerable
to HIV/AIDS in Canada, as in Africa, are women,
especially those facing homelessness, unemployment,
prostitution and domestic abuse.6 Violence against women
remains a national horror. Many youth, even those with
university education, are unlikely to have long-term jobs
during the course of their lifetimes. Radical social theorists
say that Canada increasingly bears the marks of a twothirds world country, with a growing underclass and a more
powerful elite. In short, with the global organization of the
economy, Canadians especially experience both the demise
of traditional church and community life as well as an
unprecedented religious and cultural pluralism. On the one
hand, fundamentalist Christians reassert the old notion of
“mission as bringing the truth for civilizing alien cultures”.
On the other hand, old patterns of ecclesial domination Christendom-style - are seen as a source of despair, and as
colluding with newer forms of globalization that eviscerate
persons, communities and the earth7 . This context requires
us to re-examine our mission and thus what it means to be
church.

David Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, Maryknoll, NY, Orbis Books, 1991; tenth printing, 1996, p.

Mary Oliver, “Wild Geese”, Dream Work, NY, Atlantic Monthly Press, 1986, p. 14.
See, for example, Dorothee Sölle, Thinking About God, Valley Forge, Pa, Trinity Press International, 1990, and Sharon Ringe, “A
Place at the Table”, in R.S. Sugirtharajah, The Postcolonial Bible, Sheffield Academic Press, 1998, pp. 156-151.
4
For insight and encouragement as I prepared this paper I especially thank Betsy Anderson, Liz Bounds, Pamela Brubaker, Michael
Bourgeois, Charles Fensham and Garth Legge.
5
Ursula M. Franklin, The Real World of Technology, Revised 1990, Massey Lectures, Toronto, Anansi, 1999.
6
June Larkin, “Women, Poverty, and HIV infection”, in Canadian Woman Studies, Fall 2000, vol. 20. no.3, p. 137.
7
See Walter Brueggemann, “Missional Questions in A Fresh Context”, in Hope for the World: Mission in a Global Context, Walter
Brueggemann, ed., Louisville, Westminister John Knox Press, 2001, pp. 7-8.
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The strength of my denomination, the United Church
of Canada (UCC), is its long and faithful history of
commitment to the common good. It was established as a
“union” church in 1925 by Methodists, Presbyterians and
Congregationalists to share the gospel for the whole person
and thus the social order. The UCC has a reputation as a
progressive and prophetic presence through its outspoken
stances against exclusionary practices by church and society;
this includes criticism of economic, racial, gender, sexual,
ethnic and ecological injustice. Today, under conditions
known as postmodernity, mainline churches have been
disestablished from a Christendom position and are reeling
with despair and confusion. Today, Canadian churches
seek to be a community of faith that seeks earnestly and
passionately to know and live what it believes. As Douglas
Hall poignantly asks,
What would it mean for the church to “carry on a
mission to its world that is neither, on the one hand,
the imposition upon its culture of extraordinary and
arcane claims nor, on the other hand, a slightly pious,
stained-glass version of the going values and pursuits
of the dominant ethos?”8
At stake is an ethics of right relation that takes seriously
this crisis of the postmodern globalized era and the
churches’ role in it.
Negotiating mission for the 21st century starts by giving
attention to the massive suffering that exists, as well as
the yearning for healing, justice and mutual relationship.
It also seeks to name sources of pain and oppression,
shows how healing, transformation and reconciliation are
connected, is diversified amidst multiple communities of
others, is accountable to those who are marginalized, and
persistently resists violence in longing for justice/love,
peace and abundant life for all.9 Justice/love is understood
as “mutual respect and care and a fair sharing of power”;
it is an intimate co-mingling of our longing for personal
well-being in our bodies and right relatedness with others
throughout the social order.10 I am not suggesting that

we replace one discourse - mission or evangelism - with
another of justice/love. Instead, I will assert that God’s
mission for the sake of the beloved world includes healing
ourselves with the solidarity of others, and that justice/
love is the single standard for diverse discourses of mission.
Given this norm, it makes sense that Christians tuned to
mission as negotiating justice/love in all our relationships
are moving into a more polycentric oikoumene of wholeearth community.11 How might Canadian churches recycle
themselves into “a place in the family of things” so that
mission resists “civilizing” and “colonizing”, and at the
same time finds energy and vision to embody justice/love?
One example of the salience of the themes I am pursuing
here is the historical legacy of the churches’ mission with
Aboriginal peoples through residential schools in Canada.

Problematizing mission: Presumed
innocence, Canadian churches and
Aboriginal people
Evangelism is simply the sharing of the good news of
God who is in Jesus Christ. One mission strategy has taken
“the development of peoples” model which has, ironically,
often resulted in further marginalization and exploitation
of the poorest.12 Christianity has been an essential part
of global imperial social ordering, regularly and morally
legitimating the mechanisms of controlling markets and
raw materials to exploit the colonies and their populations.
“One of the cultural sins of First World Christians is
the persistent assumption that Gods truth exists in some
exclusive way in First World society, and that it is therefore
the responsibility of those Christians to spread this truth to
those less fortunate (namely peoples of the third world).”13
The painful legacy of the cultural genocide of Aboriginal
peoples is one that Canada is just now beginning to sort
out; churches are also trying to learn to live and pray
differently. I approach this issue as a fourth-generation
Canadian of Scottish, Irish, and English ancestry, and
with an abiding concern for women’s diverse voices, moral
agency, and analyses of justice-making, i.e., of seeking right

8
I am especially indebted here to Douglas John Hall, “The Future of the Church: Implications for Mission and Ministry”, address
to Emmanuel College, 15 May 2003. See also, for example, his The End of Christendom and the Future of the Churches, Valley Forge, Pa,
Trinity Press International, 1997.
9
See, for example, Chris Lind and Terry Brown, eds, Justice as Mission: An Agenda for the Church, Burlington, ON, Trinity Press, 1985;
Marilyn Legge, The Grace of Difference, Atlanta, GA, Scholars’ Press, 1992; Phyllis Airhart et al, Doing Ethics in a Pluralist World, Waterloo,
ON, Wilfred Laurier University Press, 2001; Loraine MacKenzie Shepherd, ed., Story After Story: Canadians Bend Bound Theology,
Winnipeg, On Edge Publishing, 2003.
10 See Marvin Ellison, Same-Sex Marriage? A Christian Ethical Analysis, Pilgrim Press, forthcoming, p. 144, and Erotic Justice: A Liberating
Ethic of Sexuality, Louisville, Westminster John Knox Press, 1996.
11 See, for example, Kwok Pui-lan, “Ecology and the Recycling of Christianity”, in Hallman, ed., Ecotheology: Voices from South and
North, Geneva, WCC, 1994; Larry Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, Maryknoll, NY, Orbis Books, 1996; and the United
Church of Canada, Mending the World: An Ecumenical Vision for Healing and Reconciliation, 1997.
12 For a handy introduction, see The No-Nonsense Guide to International Development, Toronto, Between the Lines and New
Internationalist Publications, 2002. See also, for example, Kriemild Saunders, ed., Feminist Post-Development Thought: Re-Thinking Modernity,
Post-Colonialism and Representation, London, Zed Books, 2002; Jane L. Parapart et al., eds, Re-Thinking Empowerment: Gender and Development
in a Global/Local World, London, Routledge, 2002.
13 Ray Whitehead, “Christ and Cultural Imperialism”, in Lind and Brown, eds, Justice as Mission, p. 33.
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relations.14
Certainly, Canada is both a colonized and colonizing
nation.15 It is an ex-colony of Britain and a satellite of
the United States. Canada also has a long history of
colonization and, in particular, of the political subjugation
and cultural genocide of Native peoples. Christian
complicity in the cultural genocide of Aboriginal peoples
is being recognized today as religious institutions are
discovering that this damage is not the result of benign
neglect; indeed, the creation of inferior “others” has
been and continues to be rooted in and made acceptable,
even mandated, as “God’s will”. What is known as “the
residential schools experience” bears serious lessons for
churches and how they shape and practice religion. In
particular, we now see “that our best efforts may contain
destructive distortions, or be harnessed for wrong ends.”16
The churches have received a wild-geese call to seek healing
and justice as paths to transformative healing.
Dominant Canadian politics, identities and values are
blind to the legacy of colonialism and imperialism that
makes the cultural and, hence, ecclesial body of Canada
unwell. In post-Christendom Canada, mainline churches
and ecumenical bodies no longer dream of controlling
society, but some have also refused to withdraw from
the political realm or neglect their continuing sense of

responsibility in the public arena.17 From roughly the turn
of this century, it was the policy of the government of
Canada to provide education to a portion of the Aboriginal
peoples through “Indian Residential Schools”.18 The
schools were part of the colonial will to “civilize” aboriginal
peoples, i.e., to enable them to become good citizens; to
“inculcate a moral sense”; to christianize. The overall aim
of missionary work was to enable Native peoples to assume
the “privileges and responsibilities of Christian citizenship
. . . carrying demands for conformity to the mores of
the majority.”19 While the missionary movement assumed
Aboriginal peoples had a right to education and to hear
the gospel, Christian churches also administered residential
schools on behalf of the federal government.20 Aboriginal
children were subjected to physical, spiritual, emotional
and sexual abuse. Churches were complicit in what is now
recognized as cultural abuse or genocide, in particular the
eradication of traditional spirituality, which enabled the
eviction of Aboriginal peoples from their land and control
of them as targets for assimilation. The schools were one
part of the overall assimilationist policy that continued
explicitly into the 1950s, and that more recently has begun
to be heard and publicly contested.
The United Church of Canada will serve as a case study
of action and public statements that has fostered awareness
and understanding as one dimension of seeking right

14 Following a feminist liberationist approach to theology and ethics, I frame my treatment of seeking church, public, and
community right relations with specific interests: Where is engagement and accountability located? Whose concrete lives are
represented? Is there a kaleidoscopic analysis of the causes of suffering and sources of hope? Are critical perspectives being
developed? Do moral norms include relationality and interdependence, dignity and moral agency? Are private and public spheres
connected? Does attention to justice embrace political economy as well as culture in a reflective and compassionate solidarity? See
Elizabeth M. Bounds, Pamela K. Brubaker and Mary E. Hobgood, “Welfare Reform: A War against the Poor”, in Welfare Policy: [feminist
critiques], Elizabeth M. Bounds, Pamela K. Brubaker, and Mary E. Hobgood, eds, Cleveland, The Pilgrim Press, 1999, pp. 12-17.
15 For further analysis, see my essay “Seeking ‘Right Relations’: How Should Churches Respond to Aboriginal Voices?”, The Journal
of the Society for Christian Ethics, and, for example, Himani Bannerji, The Dark Side of the Nation: Essays on Multiculturalism, Nationalism, and
Gender, Toronto, Canadian Scholars’ Press, 2000; Enakshi Dua and Angela Roberston, Scratching the Surface: Canadian Anti-Racist Feminist
Thought, Toronto, Womens Press, 1999; Judith Emberley, Thresholds of Difference: Feminist Critique, Native Women’s Writings, and Postcolonial
Critique, Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 1993; and M. Nourbese Philip, Frontiers: Essays and Writing on Racism and Culture,
Stratford, Ontario, The Mercury Press, 1992.
16 See Terry Anderson, “Lessons from the Residential Schools: Some Beginning Reflections”, in Touchstone, May 1998, p. 26.
17 See Roger Hutchinson, Prophets, Pastors, and Public Choices: Canadian Churches and the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Debate, Waterloo, ON,
Wilfred Laurier University Press for Canadian Corporation for Studies in Religion, Comparative Ethics Series, Volume 3, 1992, p. 92.
For example, in the highly charged political debate over the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline, Roger Hutchinson proposes a dialogical ethical
method and assesses the churches’ contributions as developing public awareness, advocacy of native people’s position, and pressing
ethical and religious questions throughout that case.
18 The term “residential school” only came into formal use in the 1920s. Before then such institutions were official called “industrial”
or “boarding” schools. See Why the Healing Fund? The United Church Response, p. 2.
19 John Webster Grant, In the Moon of Wintertime: Missionaries and the Indians of Canada in Encounter Since 1534, Toronto, University
of Toronto Press, 1984, pp. 149, 185, cited in Jennifer Balls, Dangerous Memories: Cultural Genocide and the United Church of Canada
(unpublished manuscript, St Andrew’s College, Saskatoon, 1999), pp. 58.
20 Most of the schools were managed for the government on contract by four churches: the Roman Catholic Church through
some of its orders, the Anglican, Presbyterian and United. It is estimated that 100,000 children, i.e., about twenty percent of all status
Indian students, attended the schools. For example, the United Church of Canada participated in the operation of a maximum of 13
residential schools from the 1920s until the last school closed in 1969.
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relations between non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal peoples.21
In its brief to the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples,
the United Church has acknowledged:
The Residential Schools were premised on a racist
understanding of the superiority of European
civilization as it was being transplanted in North
America, and the inferiority of Aboriginal societies.
This racist premise was reinforced by the churches
in their theology and their attitudes to Native
spirituality. Contact between these two ways of
living in the world led to a rapid and often brutal
disintegration of the Aboriginal way of life.
Combined with the relentless economic and social
pressure of expansionist European society, the
effects of the Residential Schools dealt an almost
fatal blow to Aboriginal societies.22
In 1984, Alberta Billy, a First Nations’ woman from
Cape Mudge, British Columbia, issued an historic call to the
United Church General Councils Executive (its the church’s
highest decision-making body). “It is time you apologized
to native peoples.”23 On 15 August 1986 at the Sudbury
General Council, the church responded with an “Apology
to Native Congregations” for having failed to respect the
depth and richness of Aboriginal spirituality and vision,
and for confusing the gospel of Jesus Christ with Western
institutions and cultures:
Long before my people journeyed to this land, your
people were here, and you received from your elders
an understanding of creation, and of the mystery
that surrounds us all that was deep and rich and to
be treasured. We did not hear you when you shared
your vision. In our zeal to tell you of the good news
of Jesus Christ we were closed to the value of your
spirituality. We confused Western ways and culture
with the depth and breadth and length and height

of the gospel of Christ. We imposed our civilization
as a condition of accepting the gospel. We tried
to make you like us and in so doing we helped to
destroy the vision that made you what you were. As a
result, you, and we, are poorer, and the image of the
Creator in us is twisted, blurred and we are not what
we are meant by God to be. We ask you to forgive us
and to walk together with us in the spirit of Christ so
that our peoples may be blessed and God’s creation
healed.24
The elders responded, “We must go back and talk to the
people.” They acknowledged but did not formally accept
the apology; only an apology that is lived out could be
real. Such accountability to right relations is the enduring
horizon of any notion of mission.
This process of accountability holds the United Church
responsible, as Stan McKay the first Aboriginal moderator
asserts, for a history “for which it must repent’”25
Reconciliation involves, therefore, not only listening to
the suffering caused but also evidence that it has been
heard, the wrong-doing has been acknowledged, and steps
of repentance and redress are being taken. If apathy and
denial are structured social sins, the 1986 apology marks
a potential new beginning or “new partnership with First
Nations communities.”26 Aboriginal peoples in Canada are
in theological terms the sinned against. The recent lawsuits
filed by survivors of residential schools - the victims of the
best intentions27- have sharpened the understanding of the
history for which the dominant churches must repent, i.e.,
the history of white racism and cultural genocide.
White congregations often resist or reject the idea that
healing and justice include them too, or do not feel morally
obliged or otherwise moved to participate in seeking right
relations and a shared future. Sherene Razack analyses this
blindness as “presumed innocence”, and a determined non-

21 Selected documents from the United Church of Canada General Council, viz, 1986 Apology, Record of Proceedings, (1986), p. 85;
1997 Statement of Repentance, Record of Proceeding (1997), pp. 892-894; 1998 Apology, United Church of Canada press release, 27
October 1998; Why the Healing Fund? The United Church Response (1994); Justice and Reconciliation: The Legacy of Indian Residential Schools and
the Journey Towards Reconciliation, Division of Mission in Canada, 2001. Official documents map a broad political and theological frame,
and give an account of the state of relations; they can only suggest guidelines for ongoing participation. However, these ecclesiallysponsored social ethical teachings can help build awareness, communication and accountability in public spaces. There is no substitute
for grassroots engagement.
22 “Brief to the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples”, 27 October 1993, p. 9, cited in Russ Daye, “An Unresolved Drama:
Canadas United Church Seeks Reconciliation with Native Peoples”, The Ecumenist, vol. 36, no. 2, April-May, 1999, p. 13.
23 Stan McKay and Janet Silman, “A First Nations Movement in a Canadian Church”, in The Reconciliation of Peoples: Challenge to the
Churches, Gregory Baum and Harold Wells, eds, Maryknoll, NY, Orbis Books and Geneva, WCC Publications, 1997, pp. 173-4.
24 United Church of Canada, Record of Proceedings, 1986, p. 85.
25 Stan McKay uses the word genocide to account for the ongoing destruction of a people. “No one can explain to me the
tremendous Indian population in the prisons, the large number of Native young people in juvenile detention centres or the
overwhelming number of tiny babies being removed from Native homes and put in non-Native foster homes or adopted. This trading
and exploitation of Native children is, for me, the final step in the genocidal process”; in “The Church Has Some History for which it
must Repent”, in Stories of Survival: Conversations with Native North Americans, Kathleen and Remelt Hummelen, New York, Friendship
Press, 1985, p. 64.
26 Why the Healing Fund?, p. 14.
27 See Stan McKay and Janet Silman, “The Era of Residential Schools”, in The First Nations: A Canadian Experience of Gospel-Culture,
Geneva, WCC Publication, 1995, pp. 12-18.
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involvement in social relations.28 In recent ecclesial attempts
to listen to Aboriginal peoples and to build relationships
across cultures and histories, the truth of domination and
exclusion by white churches of Aboriginal peoples is being
unmasked. The challenge for those of the dominant culture
is to learn to understand and assess how religion and its
symbols and practices are historically located and socially
engaged.

Conditions for reconciliation
In an attempt to foster awareness and understanding,
and to undertake healing and advocacy, a second project
has just been released in the United Church. Justice and
Reconciliation: The Legacy of Indian Residential Schools and the
Journey Towards Reconciliation (2001) is an educational pro
gramme for non-Aboriginal congregations. As white liberal
Protestantism struggles to cope with its disestablishment,
and lives fragmented by globalizing trends, the temptation
is to seek stability by either retreating to privileged circles
where salvation is identified as a purely spiritual experience
unrelated to social context, or by (re)institutionalizing
unjust relations by protecting churches from risking
changes required to seek reconciliation. In the hopes of
reconstructing and beginning new relationships out of the
brokenness of dominance and subjugation, three normative
practices of negotiating right relations are upheld:
i.

Truth telling - to hear the stories of Aboriginal
peoples in residential schools, to name racism, to
see the gospel-culture connection, and to realize
truth as plural;
ii. Lamentation and repentance - to experience
grief and pain, recognize interconnectedness and
solidarity, and move towards authentic repentance
and transformation;
iii. Seeking the Spirit - only the Spirit of God can pull
us away from paralysis, and where, instead of acting,
we need to wait on God to learn how to restore
balance.29

These practices aim to open and shape a space
welcoming a plurality of truth whereby “your truth does
not deny my truth”.30 This assertion emphasizes and
recovers the inseparability of truth and truthfulness - the
fit among what is said and the persons who say it, and the

context in which they say it.31 Truthfulness is the acting
before and with others with self-reflexive and mutual
accountability in specific contexts.
In relation to traditions and histories of mission,
power dynamics have always carried weight in the creation
and negotiation of mission. Fragmentary or ambiguous
knowing assumes that power is uneven, contested,
asymmetrical and necessary.
Power is simply the ability to control and to make
things happen. In order to know whether power
is good or bad, we need to know where it comes
from, the intention with which it is used and the
outcomes of its use. . .. We can see violence as a
misuse or abuse of power. That should not make us
deny power or refuse to use it. . .. We need power to
right wrongs and to bring healing and reconciliation.
Without the use of power, nothing good happens.
There is a saying that evil triumphs when good
people do nothing.32
Some churches have lost touch with the very character
of Jesus’ life in its preoccupation with possessing itself
of an authority over the so-called “uncivilized”. Very
often Christians have been anxious to establish superiority
over others. Is this the kind of burden Jesus had in mind
when he said, “Take up your Cross and follow me”? Some
Christians have been too preoccupied with who is correct,
rather than with doing what Jesus did. Jesus went out and
met people where they were. He punctured the pretensions
of the pious and confronted the powerful with what they
were really doing. Jesus placed more rigorous demands of
faithful living upon the complacent. He aided those with
mutilated self-respect, broken bodies, shattered lives and
lost dignity to know that there is a power of healing which
meets their needs.
As people respond to this challenge, some links are
being made at the margins, for example, with Aboriginal
communities, both within churches and beyond. Morally,
the claim of the other is rendered possible in their being
at the margins, and by the making of space for silenced
and oppositional discourses in public. In this back and
forthness, moral vision is enlarged. However, we must
always live with bell hooks’ (die) clarification in mind:

28 See Sherene H. Razack, Looking White People in the Eye: Gender, Race and Culture in Courtrooms and Classrooms, Toronto, University of
Toronto Press, 1998, p. 170. Pamela Brubaker discusses avoidance and denial as coping strategies to deal with injustice and evil. See
especially “What Does Faith Have to Do With Globalization?”, in Globalization at What Price: Economic Change and Daily Life, Cleveland,
OH, Pilgrim Press, 2001, pp. 63-81.
29 Justice and Reconciliation, pp. 22fT; 38; 47ff. The final section entitled “Working in Solidarity: Toward Reconciliation” provides
an overview of significant actions of national, regional and local church responses to injustices experienced by Aboriginal peoples,
particularly in relation to the residential schools. Justice and Reconciliation: The Legacy of Indian Residential Schools and the Journey Towards
Reconciliation, Division of Mission in Canada, 2001, is available from The United Church of Canada, 3250 Bloor Street West, Suite 400,
Etobicoke, Ontario, Canada. M8X 2Y4.
30 This phrase is Stan McKay’s, the first Aboriginal moderator of the United Church of Canada, 1992-1994.
31 On the inseparability of truth and truthfulness, see, for example, Margarita Pintos, “Truthfulness”, in dictionary of Feminist
Theologies, eds, Letty M. Russell and J. Shannon Clarkson, Louisville, Westminster John Knox Press, 1996, p. 305.
32 Diane Mavunduse and Simon Oxley, Why Violence? Why Not Peace?, Geneva, World Council of Churches, 2002, p. 10.
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Solidarity is not the same as support. That is, to experience
solidarity we must have a community of interest.’33 Beverly
Harrison expands on the moral implications:
(We) need each other especially to survive and
flourish as activists in the dominant churches. It is
easy for us (in white middle class churches), women
and men alike, to lose touch with the genuine scope
of social oppression that is the existential condition
of most human beings on this globe. Genuine
struggle, the capacity to live with conflict and to
resist the complacency of the dominant ethos,
requires precisely those marks of transcendence bom
of the acknowledgement of solidarity. Our lives are
worth struggling for, but only as part of this wider
struggle. The capacity to know and name one’s hurt,
to recognize one’s vulnerability, to bear suffering
in order to work against unnecessary suffering
is a blessing. This is our calling as Christians
following the Way of Jesus. The temptation to
permit Christianity to lapse back into an escapist
spirituality, an accommodation to the power of
privilege will be great if we do not learn to hold each
other accountable to these realities . . . Solidarity is
continuous relationship, fidelity to relationship, and
mutual accountability.34
Reframing mission with this operative spirituality
involves an understanding of the social consequences of
lived theology. This leads to the need to acknowledge and
transform assumptions, for example, that white Christians
in a pluralist world are givers in relation to needy others and
have a monopoly on God and truth and virtue.35

Reframing mission
We will need new language and practices of mission if
we are to learn to be in restored and right relationship.36
Jesus’ way of salvation is an ethic of self- and neighbour
love where, “By their fruits ye shall know them.” This is
Jesus’ criterion of mission. Jesus teaches that, “The greatest
commandment, the summary of the law and the prophets,
is to love God with all one’s heart, soul, strength, and mind
and your neighbour as yourself ’ (Luke 10:27). A long-held
missiology in keeping with this vision is “partnership”,
which is a model of empowerment that connects
evangelism and the common good. I cite one definition
from the United Church of Canada:

Partnership means becoming involved with others
in God’s mission for wholeness of life, especially
with those who suffer from systems of injustice.
Partnership brings people together in community
for mutual empowerment through the sharing of
gifts. We believe that movement towards a more just,
participatoiy society will be fostered through the
building of relationships of respect, and the sharing
of resources, experiences and values among people.
We acknowledge the need for mutual accountability,
trust, honesty, forgiveness, and persistent love, which
requires long-term commitments.37
Partnership missiology aims to develop long-term
relationships of association and accompaniment, not the
imposition of a dominant theology or analysis. Partnership
missiology is an effort to remain in respectful and mutual
relationship over the long haul.38
The Jubilee is a biblical image that helps orient us to
the hope that changes lives and hearts, that restores us to
right relations. Jubilee communities are places where people
gather to imagine God’s promise of a day when all will be
forgiven and land and liberty restored. Jubilee means asking,
“Does what we do increase the participation and power of
those with little power?” And, as African theologian Mercy
Amba Oduyoye observes, “Jubilee communities have always
been communities of struggle that swim against the stream
of what can easily be achieved.”39
Swimming against the stream requires constant
negotiation. Some churches have learned a great deal
from mission mistakes. Sometimes we are too enthusiastic
about our own ideas - even those of partnership or justice
or mutuality! Mission means cariying on God’s work of
loving and seeking the justice that is its heart; it means
participating in building up someone else’s productive
capacities; it means organizing against death with the power
of God to heal and create and act in that power. No arena
is excluded. We have learned that incarnation is about
bodies, as well as minds and hearts. Gender justice has long
been on the agenda of being church. In Canada churches
are being called to take a stand in the heated conflict in
national politics and churches about sexual orientation. The
United Church of Canada, for example, officially advocates
the gospel as inclusive and seeks a “normative diversity”
where all persons, including gay, lesbian, bi-sexual and
transgendered persons, can serve in ministry, and where, as

33 See bell hooks (sic), Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, Boston, South End Press, 1984, and Talking Back: Thinking Feminist,
Thinking Black, Boston, South End Press, 1989; also, Uma Narayan, “Working Together Across Difference: Some Considerations on
Emotions and Political Practice”, Hypatia 3 (Summer 1988), pp. 31-47.
34 See Beverly Harrison, Making the Connections, pp. 233-234, 231.
35 See, for example, Konrad Raiser, To Be the Church: Challenged and Hoped for a New Millennium, Geneva, WCC Publications, 1997.
36 See the United Church of Canada General Council, Records of Proceedings, 1988, pp. 614ff.
37 Division of World Outreach, Gender Justice and Partnership Guidelines, Toronto, UCC, 1998, p. 6.
38 See, for example, UCC 32nd General Council Record of Proceedings, 1988, pp. 614ff.
39 Mercy Amba Oduyoye, “Re-Imagining the World: A Global Perspective”, in Church and Society, Presbyterian Church (USA), May/
June, 1994, p. 90.
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our General Council recently agreed, same-sex marriage is a
constitutional right.40

difference, and that will work to subvert yet more foreign or
familiar impositions.44

Thus, mission requires advocacy with those who are
marginalized or excluded; it requires the creation of new
relational spaces, and a continual checking of strategies and
an assessment of the consequences of action with those
who bear the burden, bell hooks insists that instead of
meeting the “other” in the centre, as colonizer, those in the
mainstream are called to meet the “other” in the margins:

Conclusion

This is an intervention. A message from that space
in the margin that is a site of creativity and power,
that inclusive power, that inclusive space where
we recover ourselves, where we move in solidarity
to erase the category of colonized/colonizer.
Marginality as site of resistance. Enter that space.
Let us meet there. Enter that space. We greet you as
liberators.41
Here the colonizers are not only implicated in, but
are dependent upon the margins where voices of others,
including ancestors and survivors, can jolt the colonizers
into an awareness of what is really going on in the current
political economic context, and help to critically locate
complex selves in a world where many are being forced to
relinquish valued ways of life.
The challenge for mission is to articulate and practice
such normative diversity as an expression of faith, and
as a participation in Gods creative and healing power.
Such an articulation and practice means including the
scorned and rejected at our tables of eucharist and in
our kitchens. It means reading the Bible as a resistant
text and as resistant readers42 who are self-engaged and
other-regarding persons in relation. It means white people
learning to be anti-racist. It means all people acknowledging
that we are born of woman, and living to honour the gift
of life as inhabitants of one earth home. I take courage
from Musa Dube’s insistence on the possibility of a “lib
erating interdependence that recognizes and affirms the
interconnectedness of relationships that affirm the dignity
of all things and people.”43 Accepting such a stance requires
negotiating mission to associate with others in ways that do
not presume intimacy with their experiences, that respect

Mission that takes seriously our own needs for healing
and for solidarity with marginalized peoples does not aim
to “civilize” others. Mission therefore requires mature
dialogue in terms clarified by Emilie Townes as “selfcritical inclusivity”. If mission is to be about more than
refusing to be dominated, it is also then about refusing to
dominate. “The task constantly remains for us to evaluate
goals and standards in light of the gospel understanding of
justice. This justice is dynamically revelatory - always within
our grasp and just beyond it.”45 In relation to a countercolonizing norm of justice/love for diverse discourses of
mission, Sharon Welch’s pragmatic criteria may help address
the fear of diversity and ambiguity that arise in the midst
of crisis and pluralism. Welch suggests three criteria for
the truthfulness of analyses and strategies: “(i) their actual
effect on the lives of people, (ii) their openness to further
critique and hence modification, and (iii) their resiliency
in the face both of critique and unintended consequences
- positive and negative, unpredictable opportunities for
further acts of responsibility and creativity. . . Basically, we
become ready to clean up after ourselves, to re-evaluate
actions, all with the style of humour and openness to
failure.”46 Can we then hear in the wild-geese calls for
right relations - not just concern but solidarity with and
accountability to those made “other”?
Mission worth its salt, following rabbinic forthrightness,
will therefore ask disturbing questions: “Whose mission
is this?” “Which Christ do you follow?” “Does this
partnership temper our advocacy of justice in areas like
sexual orientation or racial and gender justice?”47 “Who has
power to name and decide?” “Who is included and who
is excluded - in the name of Jesus Christ?” “How will this
doctrine or policy affect the world’s children?”
God’s mission for the sake of the beloved world
includes healing ourselves with the solidarity of others, and
forging interdependent community based on justice/love.
Mission is a struggle to hope.48 “Hope has two beautiful
daughters. Their names are anger and courage: anger at the

On “normative diversity”, see Janet Jakobsen, Working Alliances, pp. 146-7.
bell hooks, Yearning, p. 153, cited by Gloria Albrecht, The Character of Our Communities: Toward an Ethic of Liberation for the Church,
Nashville, Abingdon Press, 1995, p. 96..
42 I am grateful to Jacques Matthey for this elaboration.
43 Musa W. Dube, Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible, Missouri, IL, Chalice Press, 2000, pp. 185-6.
44 I am indebted to Susan Gingell’s discussion on how an engaged postcolonialism can work in Canada. See “The Absence of
Seaming, Or How I Almost Despair of Dancing: How Postcolonial Are Canada’s Literary Institutions and Critical Practices?” in Is
Canada Postcolonial? Unsettling Canadian Literature, ed., Laura Moss, Waterloo, Wilfred Laurier University Press, 2003, pp. 107ff.,
45 Emilie Townes, “Ethics as an Art of Doing the Work our Souls Must Have,” in The Arts of Ministry: Feminist- Womanist Approaches,
ed., Christie Cozad Neuger, Louisville, Westminster John Knox Press, 1996, p. 156.
46 Sharon Welch, Sweet Dreams in America: Making Ethics and Spirituality Work, New York, Routledge, 1999, pp. 34,123.
47 See, for example, The United Church of Canada, Gender, Justice and Partnership Guidelines, 1998.
48 See, for example, Melissa Chamberlain et al, Hope is the Struggle: A Community in Action, Toronto, United Church Publishing House,
1996.
40
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way things are, and courage to see that they do not remain
that way.”1
To be authentically human is to centre one’s life on
the world God so loves. It has always meant that,
but today it is critical to do so. The creation God
loves is sick unto death, and needs caretakers, lovers,
gardeners, companions and partners who will work
to preserve life rather than death, collective security
rather than national security, rice in the mouth and a
roof over the head rather than military and nuclear
hardware. The kind of love that is needed to make
the vision a reality has tough sinews. It roots up and
pulls down, builds and plants. It is full of tenderness.
It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things
endures all things. It wipes away tears from all eyes.2
As alert Christians attempt to disentangle churches
from a concept of mission as “civilizing”, can we reframe
mission in terms of negotiating our place in “the family of
things”, to discover how to live in right relation, perched on
God’s ready promise of healing transformation?

1
Augustine, cited by Dorothee Sölle in “Foreword”, Bärbel von-Wartenberg Potter, We Will Not Hang Our Harps By the Willows:
Engagement and Spirituality, Geneva, WCC, 1987.
2
Lois Wilson, Turning the World Upside Down, Toronto, Doubleday, 1989, p. 252.
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Werner (Editors), International Handbook on Ecumenical Diakonia: Contextual Theologies of Diaconia and Christian Social Services, Regnum
Books, Oxford 2020, ISBN 978-1-913363-91-8. Chapter republished by permission from Regnum Books.

The Young Men´s Christian Association (YMCA)4
and Young Women´s Christian Association (YWCA)5 in
Shanghai/China formally resumed their operation in 1984
with careful preparations after the Chinese government
issued documents allowing the country to restart social
work. In Mainland China, YMCA and YWCA are in
perfect cooperation; there are two organisations, but one
body, hereinafter referred to in this article as YMCA.
Shanghai YMCA chose to “take the initiative” and walked
out of their traditional headquarters at 123 South Xizang
Road in Shanghai. In the spring of China’s reform and
opening up, China entered a period of social development
transformation. Promoted by the state policy to encourage
social groups to participate in social service activities, that
citizens would enjoy better social life, social organisations
grew. In this period of transformation, Shanghai YMCA
responded to the needs of social development. Starting
from a Steamed Bun Restaurant, Shanghai YMCA now
has grown into a reputable organisation with nearly 20
branches, demonstrating “God indeed is love” in its
interfaith everyday practice. It aims to “stick to the love of
Christ, practice the love of Christ, demonstrate the love of
Christ” as a contemporary social service organisation with
a Christian background. This significant leap is not only
rare in Mainland China, but also in other local YMCAs and
YWCAs around the globe.
3

For various reasons, it is not easy for religious
organisations, especially Christians, to get involved in social
services in Mainland China.6 Therefore, the achievements
of Shanghai YMCA are particularly remarkable, and often
serve as a benchmark for other organisations, especially in
Mainland China and other developing countries that do not
have a Christian background.
In the first part of this essay, the authors will briefly
review the general development process and pattern of
Shanghai YMCA. In Part II, we will elaborate on how
Shanghai YMCA Foundation can jointly carry out interfaith
community services with other religious groups.

Part I
“There is no longer Jew or Greek” (Gal 3.28) – the establishment of
Shanghai Huaai Charity Foundation
As an international social service organisation, Shanghai
YMCA has long been committed to promoting the
development of social charity. In the past 15 years, the
total amount of self-raised funds for Shanghai YMCA
is nearly 10 million yuan, which has been used in social
charity services, especially offering help to the elderly and
other vulnerable groups. This impact has been unanimously
acclaimed by the government, society and academia.
Besides gaining excellent reputation, Shanghai YMCA has
accumulated certain social resources and cultural capital.
As a social service organisation which has experienced a
hundred years of change, Shanghai YMCA has innovated
ideas to make more effective use of the existing social
resources and give full play to concerted efforts through the
operation of a non-public fund in its response to the call of
the government to mobilise more non-governmental funds
for social public welfare and charity.
The Foundation covers the following range of services:
developing public cultural undertakings; holding public
welfare organisation training; supporting vulnerable groups;
promoting the development of volunteer movement;
carrying out charity projects; doing research on charity, etc.
The biggest advantage of the Foundation is that it has
capacity to further broaden its service offerings, serve
more people, and carry out interfaith cooperation. In
recent years, the projects carried out by the Foundation
include: Care for Children with Autism, Care for Vulnerable
Children (including orphaned and disabled children,
migrant workers’ children, children with cerebral palsy),
Cultivation of College Student Volunteer Leaders, Medical
Support to the Destitute, Inner Mongolia Environmental
Protection and Sand Fixation, Integration and Recognition
of Outlander Students and Adolescents, Winter Quilt
Program, “Race with Aging” – Courses on Elderly Care
and Disease Prevention, and a series of public welfare
projects such as Rehabilitation of Mental Disease. These

3 This is an abbreviated version of a 45 pages articles of the three authors on the history and approach of YMCA/ YWCA in Shanghai from 2019.
4 https://www.ymca.org.hk/en.
5 See: https://www.ywca.org.hk/page.aspx?corpname=ywca&i=90.
6 The social works in Mainland China are under the management of the Ministry of Civil Affairs of China. The Church and the organisations of
the churches are under the management of the United Front Work Department.
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programmes also cover services for people of all ages, from
infants to the elderly, while partners and recipients also
include Protestants, Catholics, non-believers, Buddhists,
Muslims and other groups.
The projects supported by the Foundation are
not merely for the social service activities initiated or
participated by Shanghai YMCA. In recent years, the
Foundation has also taken the initiative in calling for bids,
with part of the funds each year supporting three to five
projects and inviting other organisations to participate in
bidding. This not only increases the popularity and social
impact of Shanghai YMCA in the field of public service,
but also helps Shanghai YMCA to make more friends with
like-minded partners, expanding new concepts of service
and integrating innovation into charity projects.
After more than 30 years of development, Shanghai
YMCA is a song of ascents, full of vision, confidence and
aspiration. The organisation praises God in awe and trust,
and glorifies Him. In the process of carrying out social
public services, Shanghai YMCA keeps challenging itself
and continues to spread God’s love.

Part II
“For the One Who Is Not Against Us, Is For Us.” (Mark 9:39) –
YMCA Interfaith Cooperation
In order to promote social services, Shanghai YMCA
launched Shanghai Huaai Charity Foundation (hereinafter
referred to as the Foundation) in September 2014. This is
also the first Charity Foundation in Shanghai initiated by a
religious organisation. Before this, the charitable projects of
various religious organisations were generally concentrated
on their followers. During years of social services, Shanghai
YMCA has noticed that the Foundation could be an
important carrier for social services. Through the model of
the Foundation, we can break through the original religious
boundaries and expand service projects to areas beyond
the scope of the organisation itself and its followers.
Therefore, this initiative can be regarded as having an
exemplary leadership role. Moreover, Shanghai YMCA
Huaai Charity Foundation is at the forefront among similar
organisations. This is due to Shanghai YMCA’s innovation
and persistence during the development process.
In this section, the authors will describe two influential
projects which have been carried out by Shanghai YMCA as
examples to analyse, namely the project of “Inner Mongolia
Environmental Protection and Sand Fixation”, and the
community project of “Sending Blessings to Home”.

The first of these projects was initiated by Shanghai
7
YMCA in 2016. It plans to plant 300 mu sand fixing
plants every year in Alxa League, Inner Mongolia – one
of the largest source regions for sandstorms in Asiain
the hope that this slows down desertification. In 2017,
the Shanghai Buddhist Association joined in this project,
gradually expanding the tree planting areas, and together,
the organisations results exceeded expectations.
The second project started in 2017. On the eve of
Spring Festival, Shanghai YMCA cooperated with the
Shanghai Buddhist Association and invited Buddhist monks
and volunteers who are good at calligraphy and painting
to Luoshan Civilian Club, to jointly write the auspicious
Chinese character “福” (meaning blessing) and spring
couplets for the senior citizens living in Luoshan Nursing
Home and the community residents.
“In humility count others more significant than yourselves.
(Philippians 2:3)” – seeking priority areas for cooperation
While promoting social services, Shanghai YMCA has
always been maintaining an “open mind”, “cooperative
attitude” and “progressive outlook”. Shanghai YMCA’s
Huaai Charity Foundation follows suit. Although it has
Christian background, Shanghai YMCA never rests
on its laurels and does not use “religion” as a barrier
to distinguish themselves or others. On the contrary,
Shanghai YMCA carries out social services in a humble and
cooperative manner.
The Inner Mongolia Environmental Protection and
Sand Fixation project also has a popular name – “big
release”. The word “life release” actually comes from
Buddhism, which refers to the act of releasing the captured
and ready to be slaughtered creatures back to nature.
From the perspective of Buddhist belief, “life release” is
a compassionate behaviour that can accumulate virtues
for the person, who conducts this act of release. For
many religious organisations with Buddhist backgrounds,
the amount of money spent on buying fish and other
released animals is huge every year. However, such “life
release” does not necessary achieve good results – many
released animals will die anytime during the long process
of purchase, temporary stay, transportation and release.
Improper places for “life release” may cause environmental
damage such as “species invasion”, and there are also some
people willing to capture the newly released animals near
the release places for the second time. All of this has greatly
reduced the significance of the action of “release”.
Aware of this situation, Shanghai YMCA invited
Shanghai Buddhist Association to participate in the
“Environmental Protection and Sand Fixation” project.
Environmental protection is an important part of
practicing faith for all religions. Through the cultivation of

7 The Mu Us Desert is a huge desert in Central China. The need for sand stabilisation to reduce sand storms is a major ecological issue in the
region, see: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mu_Us_Desert.
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Haloxylon8 and other sand-fixing plants, the land which had
been on the verge of desertification is now rejuvenated with
life and vitality, and provides more animals and plants with
their natural habitat. This is different from the traditional
“release”, but its practical significance is far greater. In the
words of the Shanghai YMCA staff responsible for the
project, this is the professional version of traditional “life
release”, the so-called “big release”.
Although this is only the usage of a word, it reflects
the humble attitude of Shanghai YMCA actively seeking
cooperation, and also providing a platform for interfaith
cooperation. In terms of achievements, this crossborder cooperation has led to leaps and bounds in the
development of Shanghai YMCA projects – the total
planting area in the past five years edges closer to 3000 mu,
which doubles the original plan.
The project of “Sending Blessings to Home” also
embodies the open and inclusive characteristics of Shanghai
YMCA. “Write Chinese Character 福” and “Paste Spring
Festival Couplets” are representative activities in China
to ring in the lunar new year, and are also very popular
with community residents, especially the
elderly.
Shanghai YMCA, regardless of the difference of beliefs,
actively cooperated with Shanghai Buddhism and invited
the volunteer monks to come to their community centre,
adding a festive and auspicious atmosphere to the whole
activity. Through traditional art and sincere blessings, the
two sides run through the concept of “love transmission
and transmission of love”, demonstrating that positive
image to the public where “different religions work together
with concerted efforts for public welfare, and love transmits
positive energy”.9
At present, many famous religious organisations in
Shanghai have followed the example of Shanghai YMCA
to register their own Charity Foundations. As religious
organisations, they may not have the same beliefs and
doctrines; however, as charitable organisations, Shanghai
YMCA insists on always prioritising social welfare and
the well-being of the people, attracting more partners
with humility and openness, expanding the service scope,
improving the service effects, and therefore, reaping better
social repercussions.
“All things should be done decently and in order. (1 Cor. 14:40)” –
good institutional guarantees
One of the most important reasons why Shanghai
YMCA can be recognised by the public is that it has a good
regulation system as a guarantee.
Taking the traditional “releasing” activity as an example,
in the case of huge capital expenditure, it is difficult to

grasp the quantity of animals which need to be bought, the
purchase channel and the financial costs. The final positive
significance of the “release” is also hard to measure, and
it is even more difficult to supervise the whole event.
This is another obstacle that many Buddhist and Taoist
organisations have encountered in the public welfare
activity of “releasing”.
However, in the “Inner Mongolia Environental
Protection and Sand Fixation” project led by Shanghai
YMCA, we pay close attention to the use of every dollar,
earmarking it for a specific purpose. Funds were allocated
in batches according to the progress of the project and
phased assessment results. Despite the fact that the project
site is more than 2000 kilometres away from Shanghai,
through regular dispatch of staff to supervise on-site,
strict invoice management, and with the use of Internet
Technology, the implementation of the project and the use
of money have been fully supervised.
Shanghai YMCA staff has always adhered to this
awareness: the money of the YMCA Foundation does not
belong to the organisation itself, but belongs to the caring
people who make the donation, and also comes from the
gift of God. Therefore, the organisation is highly open and
transparent in all aspects, from the design and approval of
the project in the beginning to the specific implementation
and to the final conclusion of the project. The funds are
also used with awe.
Only in this way can the partners and caring people be
assured of results, and the recipients really be helped.
“Share your bread with the hungry and bring the homeless poor
into your house; when you see the naked, cover him. (Isa. 58:7)” –
sensitivity to the needs of vulnerable groups and the community
Another important factor explaining why Shanghai
YMCA can gain the support and cooperation from
organisations from different religious backgrounds, lies in
the fact that Shanghai YMCA can seek out the vulnerable
groups in society and give precise help to them.
Another Buddhist organisation in Shanghai receives
thousands of down jackets, quilts and other winter supplies
donated by caring enterprises and individuals every autumn
and winter. Yet how to distribute them, and get them to
those who need them most, is often a struggle. This is
especially true in Shanghai, where the overall standard of
living is already high. At this point, they enlisted the help of
Shanghai YMCA.
After receiving this invitation, Shanghai YMCA staff
carefully combed through the resources and made a detailed
list: the local poor farmers and herdsmen in Alxa League,

8 The saxaul, black saxaul, or Haloxylon ammodendron is the only plant which can grow in sandy deserts., See: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Haloxylon_ammodendron.
9 From an internal YMCA Shanghai Paper.
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Inner Mongolia; the impoverished people contacted by
Shanghai YMCA in Dujiangyan service point; the children
in the mountainous areas of Kangding, Sichuan Province;
a Catholic orphanage in Hebei Province; the poor believers
in rural churches in Nanjing, Jiangsu Province, etc. These
groups were distributed all over the country, including both
Christians and non-Christians. Finally, Shanghai YMCA
managed to allocate the donations of supplies reasonably
according to their actual needs, so as to maximise the
effectiveness of these loving winter supplies and win the
trust of partners.
Sensitive to the needs of the disadvantaged and the
community, Shanghai YMCA has become a bridge between
those who help and those who receive help, demonstrating
the concept of “taking the heart of Christ as the heart” and
delivering love to “one of the smallest of brothers”.
“Light a lamp on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house.” (Mt.
5:15) – grow up with partners
In the process of carrying out services, Shanghai YMCA
influences and infects partners and recipients with its own
good behaviour, and grows with them.
In addition to buying haloxylon seedlings and hiring
local herders to plant them, a number of meaningful
activities have been carried out in the “Inner Mongolia
Environmental Protection and Sand Fixation” project.
10
Volunteers from Shanghai and other places visited Alxa to
share experiences of youth moral cultivation programmes
and environmental awareness education with local students
and children through games, so as to establish right values
and environmental protection concepts through education
and fun. In addition, Shanghai YMCA has been actively
guiding local farmers and herdsmen to adopt the haloxylon
trees and use them to grow other valuable crops such as
mushrooms to increase their income sources.
Not only the farmers and herdsmen, but also the
local project execution units in Alxa have understood
the implementation methods of public welfare projects
through this process, and have become more standardised
in their use of funds, accumulating richer experiences to
underpin other public welfare projects in the future. For
the volunteers involved in these projects, it is also extremely
valuable and provides a rare learning experience.

not against us, we will work with him or her to help more
people.” A leading government official in Shanghai once
put it this way: “many large foundations of religious groups
use a lot of resources to do one thing. But the Shanghai
YMCA can do a lot of good things with very few resources,
and everything is practical and brings benefits to the
people.”
For Shanghai YMCA, faith is not an obstacle but an
opportunity for public welfare organisations of different
religious backgrounds to cooperate closely with each other,
based on the common concept of “love others, love society
and love nature” in their faith. They put into practice that
one plus one can often equal more than two and this can
serve society.
The social service and public welfare projects carried out
by Shanghai YMCA in this city not only benefit from the
innovative concept of “social organisations to participate in
social services” put forward by city managers, but also from
the unremitting efforts made by the organisation itself to
constantly seek opportunities in this process of developing
social services, to explore the internal driving force of its
own development and external services. During the past
three decades, it has not been smooth sailing for Shanghai
YMCA. Internal and external challenges have of course led
to both ups and downs.
However, the staff always adhere to the tenet of “not
to be served but to serve”, “you will know the truth, and
the truth will set you free” as well as the principle of
“serve the society, benefit the people”, using the invisible
cross to show the great love of God. Shanghai YMCA has
become an example and model of “glorifying the God and
benefiting the people” for all the organisations of Christian
background in Shanghai and even in China.

Suggestions for Further Reading
Yiliang Qian, Ed. The Letters to the Social Workers of YMCA
in Shanghai, Shanghai: Fudan University, 2018.
Zhiwei Zhang. Struggle between Christianity and Secularity. A
Study of YMCA in Shanghai 1900-1922, Taipei: National
Taiwan University, 2010.

In addition, other organisations cooperating with
Shanghai YMCA also learned from these experiences
and methods, such as the promotion of a cooperative
project, resource allocation, and project supervision, jointly
improving their own professionalism and service level
during the cooperation.
The Bible says: “for the one who is not against us is
for us.” Shanghai YMCA through the model of setting
up Foundation takes a step further: “for the one who is
10

A region in Inner Mongolia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alxa_League.
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CHAPTER 4:
ENGAGING WITH PLURALITY: DIALOGUING WITH COMMUNITIES ACROSS
BORDERS (INTERCULTURAL-INTERRELIGIOUS TRACK)
(Compiled by Sarah Gehlin, Esther Mombo, Simone Sinn and Peniel Rajkumar)

Introduction
Engaging with plurality is an important dimension of ecumenical life as the world has become increasingly religiously pluralistic. S. Wesley
Ariarajah’s article, “Interfaith Dialogue: Milestones of the Past and Prospects for the Future” sets out the history of WCC interfaith
engagement and envisions the future. The second article is a self-explanatory document jointly produced by the World Council of Churches and
the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue, “Serving a Wounded World in Interreligious Solidarity - A Christian Call to Reflection
and Action during COVID-19 and Beyond”. The third article “The Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church and Interreligious
Dialogue” by Stylianos Tsompanidis and Angeliki Ziaka discusses the subject from the Orthodox perspectives. In the fourth article,
“Globalization, Religious Pluralism, and Dialogue”, Kwok Pui-lan offers a triangulated assessment of impacts of globalisation on religion and
religious communities. The fifth section article is “Interfaith relations in Africa” by Johnson A. Mbillah in which he builds a case for interfaith
relations, outlines a theological rationale and key principles for engagement.

4.1 Interfaith Dialogue: Milestones of the Past and Prospects for the Future S. Wesley Ariarajah
S. Wesley Ariarajah, ‘Interfaith Dialogue. Milestones of the Past and Prospects for the Future.’ This article first appeared in Current
Dialogue (Special issue of The Ecumenical Review) vol. 71, no. 5, 2019; copyright World Council of Churches, reproduced by permission.

Rev. Dr S. Wesley Ariarajah is currently professor emeritus of ecumenical theology at the Drew University School of Theology. Before
teaching at Drew, he served the World Council of Churches for ten years as director of the Interfaith Dialogue programme and later as the
WCC’s deputy general secretary.

Abstract
The modern ecumenical movement initially sprang from the missionary
movement. This led to considerable struggle within the ecumenical
movement over embracing interfaith dialogue as a main focus of
its ministry. This focus was eventually accepted, and since then the
ecumenical movement has done much to promote interfaith relations
at the local, national, and global level; to struggle with the theological
issues such dialogue presents for the Christian faith; and to collaborate
with other religions to reflect on common issues faced by the global
community. Current Dialogue has played a major role in promoting
the dialogue concern.

Keywords
guidelines for dialogue, theology of religions, thinking together, double
belonging
Does God listen to the prayer of a devout Muslim? Is
there any validity to the witness of a Hindu saint that he or
she has been touched by the grace of God? What should
one make of a Buddhist monk or a nun who completely
denounces the pleasures of the world in order to preach
self-denial and move away from ego-centred desires as the
path to fullness of life?

These appear to be simple questions. But answering
them has deep theological implications for Christian faith
and practice. Anyone with even a cursory knowledge of
the history of mission thinking will be aware that Christian
theological assessment of other religious traditions – and
its implications for Christian theology and its understanding
of mission – have been among the most contested and
divisive issues over the past century. A very brief overview
of the history of these discussions will help us understand
the emergence of “dialogue” as a concept that encapsulates
the new approach to people of other religious traditions.

A Brief Note on the History of Discussions
From the first World Missionary Conference in 1910
in Edinburgh, Scotland, to the third World Missionary
Conference in Tambaram, near Madras, in 1938, the
missionary movement struggled to come to terms with
the question of how we should theologically assess the
reality of other religious traditions. A number of Asian
theologians and church leaders, as well as missionaries
working in Asia, challenged the assumptions about other
religions that motivated the missionary enterprise at that
time. After prolonged and divisive discussions at the first
two World Missionary Conferences, well-known Dutch
missiologist Hendrik Kraemer was asked by the leadership
4.1 Interfaith Dialogue: Milestones of the Past and Prospects for the Future 199

of the missionary movement to undertake a deep study
of other religious traditions in relation to the Christian
missionary imperative. His conclusions were to serve
as preparatory material for the third World Missionary
Conference to be held in Tambaram (1938). The goal was
to lay down a convincing rationale for world missions that
aimed at bringing peoples of other religious traditions into
the Christian fold.1
Kraemer’s more than 200-page preparatory volume,
entitled Christian Message in a NonChristian World, based
primarily on the theology of Karl Barth, gave three basic
rationales for why world missions directed at other religions
are both necessary and urgent. Let me put these down very
briefly, in spite of the danger of oversimplifying Kraemer’s
elaborate and closely argued theses:
1. All human beings are sinful insofar as they are
part of the human rebellion against God and have
“fallen” from God’s grace. In their fallen condition,
they have lost their capacity to know God or relate
to God through their own efforts. All religions –
however ethical, moral, and spiritual they may be
– participate in the fallen nature, and therefore they
cannot be the vehicles for true or valid knowledge
and relationship with God. Kraemer called this the
“biblical realism” about the nature of the human
predicament.
2. However, God, in God’s love, had revealed Godself
in the history of Israel and had made the final
and decisive revelation in Jesus Christ. The only
way to recover anyone’s relationship to God is by
responding to God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ.
3. This makes mission directed at presenting the
challenge of the gospel message to other religious
persons an urgent imperative.
4. Each religion is a complete whole, with its own
understanding of God, the human predicament, and
the way of redeeming the human community from
that which stands between God and human beings.
Therefore, Christianity cannot be built on the values
and teachings of other religious traditions, nor can it
be seen as the fulfilment of the longings expressed
in other religions. There is a radical “discontinuity”
between the gospel and all religious traditions,
including Christianity as a religion. The gospel
message is unique; it challenges all human beings to
make a faith response.

Based on his analysis Kraemer maintained, “All the
evidence . . . drives irresistibly to the conclusion that
the Christian Church is not at the end of the missionary
enterprise in the non-Christian world, but just at the
beginning.”2
Kraemer’s understanding of revelation, his analysis
of the nature of religious traditions, and his belief in
discontinuity between the gospel and other religious
traditions was challenged at the Tambaram conference. A
number of Asian theologians and missionaries working in
Asia gave alternate theological analyses to argue for a new
basis for Christian witness. This controversy, now called the
“Tambaram controversy,” continued after the Tambaram
meeting, deeply stirring the pot of mission thinking.3
To give an abridged account of what followed, the
newly formed World Council of Churches (WCC) and the
missionary movement that had constituted itself into the
International Missionary Council (IMC) decided to launch a
joint study programme called Word of God and the Living
Faiths of Men (sic) to follow up on the issues raised by the
Tambaram controversy. A number of study centres around
the world were called upon to undertake this research. The
results of the study were brought together at a significant
meeting in Kandy, Sri Lanka, in 1967. The Barth-Kraemer
rationale for mission advocated at Tambaram was
rigorously challenged at this meeting, and the concept of
“dialogue” was introduced as an appropriate approach to
peoples of other religious traditions.4
The Kandy meeting, with participants from the
Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Orthodox churches, was
only a consultation and had no formal authority. It was not
until the 4th WCC Assembly in Uppsala (1968) that the
concept of dialogue was formally received by the WCC. A
new sub-unit on Dialogue with People of Living Faiths and
Ideologies was created within the programme structures of
the WCC, with Dr Stanley J. Samartha as the first director.
The intentions of the sub-unit were to further explore the
meaning and practice of dialogue, to promote dialogue
between Christians and peoples of other religious traditions
at the global level, to encourage dialogue at local levels,
and to study the theological issues raised by the concept of
dialogue.
The next significant moment in the development of
the dialogue programme happened at the 5th Assembly of
the WCC in Nairobi, Kenya (1975). It was at this assembly

1 For details of the discussion on other religions at these World Missionary Conferences, see S. Wesley Ariarajah, Hindus and
Christians: A Century of Protestant Ecumenical Thought (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991), 17–88.
2 Hendrik Kraemer, The Christian Message in a Non-Christian World (London: Edinburgh House Press, 1938), 40.
3 Since there were no minutes of the presentations against Kraemer’s view at the Tambaram conference, the organizers asked
Kraemer to summarize his views in an article and asked those who dissented with his views to also put them down in the form of
articles, and they published a volume that gave a comprehensive account of the views expressed at the conference: W. Paton, ed., The
Authority of the Faith (London: Oxford University Press, 1939). This is the first of seven volumes that provide the discussions, decisions,
and statements of the Tambaram conference.
4 Papers of the Kandy Consultation and its report are published in Study Encounter III, No. 2 (1967).
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that the dialogue programme, working within one of the
sections of the assembly entitled “Seeking Community,”
brought forward a report that presented its understanding
of dialogue and its relevance and urgency in a religiously
plural world.
The concept of dialogue, now presented to a wider
audience of some 3000 people attending the assembly,
proved to be deeply controversial. The report on “Seeking
Community” was strongly criticized, mainly by delegates
from some Western European countries. The criticisms
levelled against the concept of dialogue in what had been
a long, divisive, and emotionally charged debate can be
summarized in the following three points:
•
•
•

dialogue gradually leads to syncretism;
the concept of dialogue compromises the
uniqueness and finality of Christ; and
dialogue undermines the urgency of mission.5

Although the programme eventually put out a revised
report that sought to address some of the concerns
expressed on the floor of the assembly, the future of
dialogue as a programme entity within the WCC was under
threat. To save the situation, the leadership of the WCC
proposed a consultation that brought together all major
participants in the debate and other experts in mission
thinking to work on the problems highlighted at the
assembly. This consultation, held in Chiang Mai, Thailand,
in April 1977, proved to be the next major landmark in the
development of the concept of dialogue.
T. K. Thomas, who participated at the Chiang Mai
conference representing the Christian Conference of Asia,
provides a good summary of the purpose of the meeting:
•
•
•

to clarify the Christian basis for seeking community
by focusing theological reflection on specific issues
and particular contexts;
to indicate the nature of the human community
within the human community in a pluralistic world;
and
to suggest “guidelines” for how Christian
communities in pluralist situations can be
communities of service and witness without diluting
their faith or compromising their commitment to
Christ.

Thomas also identifies the issues discussed as follows:
•

What is the nature of the community Christians are
committed to seek? What are the impediments to
seeking community and what are the insights from
within the Christian faith that help Christians to

•

relate themselves as “communities of service and
witness” to their neighbours?
What is the theological significance of other faiths
and cultures in the Christian perspective? Is God at
work among people of other faiths and ideologies?

The Chiang Mai consultation clarified many issues raised
at Nairobi and identified issues and questions that need to
be pursued beyond the consultation. Out of its findings
developed perhaps the most important document of that
time: “Guidelines on Dialogue with People of Living Faiths
and Ideologies.” This was later received by the central
committee of the WCC and became the basis of the future
work of the dialogue programme. It also inspired the
development of local “Guidelines for Dialogue” in specific
contexts and “Ecumenical Considerations” in relationship
to Jews, Muslims, and other religious communities.6
Having received the “green light” to continue as a
programme of the WCC, the subunit on dialogue organized
many bilateral and multilateral dialogues over the years
in many parts of the world. This was accompanied by
seminars and workshops in the churches to bring about
a new awareness of the need for a new relationship with
people of other religions.

Current Dialogue
It soon became clear that the Interfaith Dialogue
programme of the WCC needed an instrument to promote
the concern in the churches and the academies. The result
was the decision to bring out a regular newsletter, Current
Dialogue, which first came out in 1980. It gradually grew
into a periodical and has continued to serve the dialogue
constituency through the years. With this issue, Current
Dialogue enters a new phase of also being an online
periodical with a wider reach and impact. Current Dialogue
now serves five major purposes:
•
•

•

•
•

to promote the dialogue concern among the
churches and the academy;
to publish the reports of the consultations
and dialogue events organized by the dialogue
programme and the papers presented at these
consultations;
to carry news of the dialogue programmes
undertaken in local contexts and to keep the
dialogue constituency informed of the work of
international interfaith organizations;
to publish scholarly articles analyzing issues facing
religious communities in our times; and
to serve as a vehicle that links those committed to
dialogue within the Christian community and other
religious communities.

5 For details of the Nairobi debate and for the final report of the section on Seeking Community, see David M. Paton, ed., Breaking
Barriers, Nairobi 1975: Official Report of the Fifth Assembly of the WCC (Geneva and London: WCC Publications and SPCK, 1976), 70–85.
6 Details of the consultation in Chiang Mai, including the report on the meeting by T. K. Thomas, are in S. J.
Samartha, ed., Faith in the Midst of Faiths: Reflections on Dialogue in Community (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1977).
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Bilateral and Multilateral Dialogues

Theology of religions

Since its inception, the sub-unit on dialogue (as it was
identified at that time) has done a considerable amount
of work both to promote the dialogue concern among
the churches and other religious traditions and to pursue
concerns, issues, and problems related to living in a
multifaith world. The most significant are the bilateral
dialogue encounters of Christians with Jews, Muslims,
Hindus, and Buddhists. There were also engagements with
Sikhs, Jains, Confucians, and Taoists, and persons following
traditional religions, mainly through multilateral dialogues.

The Chiang Mai consultation, which was called to deal with
the dialogue controversy at the WCC assembly in Nairobi,
was able to resolve some of the hesitations related to
possible syncretism and the betrayal of Christian mission.
The consultation argued that dialogue is an “engagement
of commitments” and has no intention of integrating ideas
taken from different religious traditions. It also maintained
that in all dialogue situations, Christians participate as
believers, and that these encounters, in fact, provide
opportunities to give “authentic witness” to what Christians
believed in.

Collaboration with the Pontifical Council
for Interreligious Dialogue
It is significant that the awareness of the need for a new
relationship with other religious traditions was also felt
within the Roman Catholic Church around the same time,
and the Second Vatican Council (1962–65) promulgated
documents that witnessed the Roman Catholic Church’s
change of attitude to other religions. Of significance are
the Declaration on the Relation of the Church with Non-Christian
Religions (Nostra Aetate) and the Dogmatic Constitution of the
Church (Lumen Gentium). Of even greater significance was
the creation of the Vatican Secretariat for Non-Christians,
later renamed the Pontifical Council for Interreligious
Dialogue, which pursued the kinds of programmes that the
WCC’s Interfaith Dialogue programme was also doing. A
very close relationship soon developed between the WCC
and the Vatican programmes on interfaith relations.
They have annual joint staff meetings and have also
undertaken joint studies on issues such as “Interreligious
Marriages,” “Interreligious Prayer,” and “Conversion.”

However, other theological issues remained unresolved,
and the report puts these in the form of questions that
need to be studied further. Paragraph 23 of the “Guidelines
on Dialogue” states:
There are other questions, where agreement is more
difficult and sometimes impossible, but these also we
commend for further theological attention:
•

•

•

Some Priorities of the Interreligious
Dialogue Programme
Over the nearly four decades since its founding, the
WCC’s Interreligious Dialogue programme has undertaken
many initiatives and activities, and it is not my intention
to cover them all in this article. Those interested would
find full information on them on the website of the WCC
programme on Interreligious Dialogue. It is important,
however, to highlight some of the significant initiatives that
would give a sense of the kinds of work the programme
was doing over the years.

•

What is the relation between the universal creative/
redemptive activity of God towards all humankind
and the particular creative/redemptive activity of
God in the history of Israel and in the person and
work of Jesus Christ?
Are Christians to speak of God’s work in the lives
of all men and women only in tentative terms of
hope that they may experience something of Him,
or more positively in terms of God’s self-disclosure
to people of living faiths and ideologies and in the
struggle of human life?
How are Christians to find from the Bible criteria
in their approach to people of other faiths and
ideologies, recognizing, as they must, the authority
accorded to the Bible by Christians of all centuries,
particular questions concerning the authority of the
Old Testament for the Christian Church, and the
fact that the partners in dialogue have other starting
points and resources, both in holy books and
traditions of teaching?
What is the biblical view and Christian experience
of the operation of the Holy Spirit, and is it right
and helpful to understand the work of God outside
the Church in terms of the doctrine of the Holy
Spirit?7

Although the consultation in Chiang Mai was not able
to deal with these questions, the ongoing engagement in
dialogue demanded that these questions related to the

7 The 1979 “Guidelines on Dialogue with People of Living Faiths and Ideologies,” https: //www.oikou
mene.org/
en/resources/documents/wcc-programmes/ interreligious-dialogue-and-cooperation/interreligious-trust-and
respect/guidelines-on-dialogue-with-people-of-living-faiths-and-ideologies .
In 2004 “Ecumenical considerations for dialogue and relations with people of other religions” was published: https://www.oikoumene.org/en/
resources/documents/wcc-programmes/interreligious-dialogue-and-cooperation/interreligious-trust-andrespect/ecumenical-considerations-for-dialogue-and-relations-with-people-of-other-religions
.
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Christian theology of religions needed to be addressed.
The dialogue programme therefore initiated a worldwide
study process in the churches, much as the “Word of
God and Living Faiths of Men” study was initiated to
deal with the “Tambaram controversy” of 1938. A study
booklet entitled My Neighbour’s Faith – and Mine: Theological
Discoveries in Interfaith Dialogue (WCC Publications, 1986) was
developed, touching on nine subjects: living in a religiously
plural world; creation; scriptures; Jesus Christ; experience
of salvation; Christian witness; spirituality; community;
and hope and vision. The booklet, carrying perspectives on
these subjects from other traditions as well, was translated
into 18 languages and widely distributed, with the invitation
to groups of Christians to reflect on these issues and report
back to the WCC’s dialogue programme.
The results of this study process were brought together
into a major consultation on the theology of religions,
made up of Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Orthodox
participants, in Baar, near Zurich, in Switzerland (much like
the Kandy, Sri Lanka, consultation of 1967 that worked on
the “Word of God and Living Faiths of Men” studies to
come up with the concept of dialogue). The consultation
sought to deal with the theological issues raised in the form
of questions at Chiang Mai, listed above.
In so doing, the “Baar Statement: Theological
Perspectives on Religious Plurality” of January 1990 is
perhaps the most groundbreaking statement on religious
plurality developed by any church constituency until
that time. It took the theological questions raised in the
“Guidelines on Dialogue” head on and sought to give
answers that considerably advanced the discussions on
theology of religions. Although the whole document is
important, let me highlights parts of it that indicate its
directions:
On religious plurality:
Our theological understanding of religious plurality
begins with our faith in the one God who created
all things, the living God, present and active in all
creation from the beginning. The Bible testifies to
God as God of all nations and peoples, whose love
and compassion includes all humankind. We see in
the Covenant with Noah a covenant with all creation.
We see His wisdom and justice extending to the ends
of the earth as He guides the nations through their
traditions of wisdom and understanding. God’s glory
penetrates the whole of creation.
People have at all times and in all places responded
to the presence and activity of God among them and
have given their witness to their encounters with the
Living God. In this testimony they speak both of
seeking and of having found salvation, or wholeness,
or enlightenment, or divine guidance, or rest, or
liberation.

We therefore take this witness with the utmost
seriousness and acknowledge that among all the nations and
peoples there has always been the saving presence of God.
On the significance of Jesus Christ:
Because we have seen and experienced goodness,
truth and holiness among followers of other paths
and ways than that of Jesus Christ, we are forced to
confront with total seriousness the question raised
in the Guidelines on Dialogue (1979) concerning
the universal creative and redemptive activity of God
towards all humankind and the particular redemptive
activity of God in the history of Israel and in the
person and work of Jesus Christ (para. 23). We
find ourselves recognizing a need to move beyond
a theology which confines salvation to the explicit
personal commitment to Jesus Christ . . .
This saving mystery is mediated and expressed in
many and various ways as God’s plan unfolds toward
its fulfillment. It may be available to those outside
the fold of Christ (Jn. 10.16) in ways we cannot
understand, as they live faithful and truthful lives in
their concrete circumstances and in the framework
of the religious traditions which guide and inspire
them.
On the work of the Holy Spirit:
We have been especially concerned in this
Consultation with the person and work of the Holy
Spirit, who moved and still moves over the face of
the earth to create, nurture, challenge, renew and
sustain. We have learned again to see the activity of
the Spirit as beyond our definitions, descriptions
and limitations, as “the wind blows where it wills”
(Jn. 3.8). We have marvelled at the “economy”
of the Spirit in all the world and are full of hope
and expectancy. We see the freedom of the Spirit
moving in ways which we cannot predict, we see the
nurturing power of the Spirit bringing order out of
chaos and renewing the face of the earth, and the
“energies” of the Spirit working within and inspiring
human beings in their universal longing for and
seeking after truth, peace and justice. Everything
which belongs to “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” is
properly to be recognized and acknowledged as the
fruit of the activity of the Holy Spirit. (Gal. 5.22-23,
cf. Rom. 14.17).
We are clear, therefore, that a positive answer must
be given to the question raised in the Guidelines
on Dialogue (1979) “is it right and helpful to
understand the work of God outside the Church
in terms of the Holy Spirit” (para. 23). We affirm
unequivocally that God the Holy Spirit has been at
work in the life and traditions of peoples of living
faiths.
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The Baar Statement was not officially adopted by the
WCC, but it made a significant impact on the discussions
of issues at the next assembly of the WCC in Canberra,
Australia, in 1991. The statement also contributed to
subsequent serious interest in theology of religions within
the theological traditions of the church.8

Thinking together
Another significant development was the process of
“thinking together” initiated by the dialogue programme
under the leadership of Dr Hans Ucko. The intention was
to have a group of scholars from a number of religious
traditions who meet and work together for sustained
periods of time, meeting as often and as long as was
needed, to discuss together common issues that affect all
the religious communities. Each of the religious traditions
analyzed the issues. They brought contributions from
the teachings of their respective religious communities
to explore the issue from many angles in the presence of
and along with people who belonged to other religious
traditions. The intention was to show that religious
communities need to find solutions together on a number
of issues facing people today.
An initial productive conversation focused on the
subject of “Religious Plurality” and the approach to
plurality in different traditions. Following this, the topic of
“Religion and Violence” enabled participants from all the
religious traditions to critically explore, in the presence of
others, whether their religious community had teachings
and practices that contributed to violence. They then had to
highlight the teachings in their religious tradition that help
to counter the violence in the life of individuals and the
larger community. The process helped participants become
aware of the many forms of violence, including violence
that is sometimes unintentionally sanctioned or condoned
by religious traditions. The findings of the common
discussions and the presentations of participants were
published in Current Dialogue.

Christian self-understanding
Another area the dialogue programme explored concerned
Christian self-understanding in relation to other religious
traditions. For instance, Christianity, which originated within
Judaism, has a self-understanding that is distinctive from
the circumstances in which it encountered Hinduism and
Buddhism. While its early relationship with Judaism was
polemical, its relationship with Buddhism and Hinduism
were influenced by Christian association with the colonial
powers that occupied the Buddhist and Hindu lands. The
reality that both Christianity and Islam, sometime after
their origins, became part of imperial powers affected
how they looked upon and related to one another. In fact,
the self-understanding of Christians changed according
to the contexts and circumstances of their encountering
of other religions. This raises a question: What is the
self- understanding of Christians as they live among other
religious traditions in our day, and how does it shape their
relationship with them?
A series of consultations were held on Christian selfunderstanding in Christian–Jewish, Christian–Muslim,
Christian–Buddhist, and Christian–Hindu relationships
today, and the papers related to these consultations were
also published in a number of issues of Current Dialogue.10

Another topic the multifaith group discussed – and
which saw diverse positions among the religious traditions
– was “Conversion and Religious Freedom.” This issue,
an explosive one at that time in some parts of the world,
was considered from legal, theological, and spiritual
perspectives, and the group’s findings were published for
the benefit of those interested.9

8 The Baar Statement: Theological Perspectives on Plurality (1990), https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/
documents/wcc-programmes/interreligious-dialogue-and-cooperation/christian-identity-in-pluralisticsocieties/baar-statement-theological-perspectives-on-plurality
.
9 See Hans Ucko’s account of the initiative to have a “thinking together” group and its work in his article on the subject in Journal of

Ecumenical Studies 52:1 (2017), 15–27.
10 See Current Dialogue, issues 51, 52, 53, and 54. The consultation on Christian Self-Understanding in the context of Hinduism was
also published as Mathews George Chunakara, ed., Christian Self-Understanding and Hindu Religion (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2016).
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Multiple belonging
The dialogue programme treats the integrity of each
religious tradition as a distinct reality. But there is also
growing awareness of the radical changes taking place
in how people relate to the traditions they are born into
or adopted and to other religious traditions. Knowledge
of other religious traditions is increasing as peoples of
different traditions live closer to each other, and the
hold religions once had on their respective adherents is
loosening. When this happens, people feel more open to
crossing religious barriers and encountering other religious
traditions at deeper levels.
The barriers erected between religious traditions have
begun to fall. For an increasing number of people, the
alternatives of being a Christian or a Hindu, a Christian or
a Buddhist, are not as stark as they were in earlier periods
of history. As a result, people have begun to use the
spiritual disciplines of religious traditions that are not their
own as part of their personal spiritual practices. Some go
even further to define themselves as Buddhist-Christians
or Hindu-Christians to indicate that they are no longer
exclusively wedded to one religious tradition.
This phenomenon, described as “double belonging”
or “multiple belonging,” has implications for interfaith
relationship and dialogue. The dialogue programme
undertook a study of this phenomenon, conducted
consultations, and published its findings.11

Challenges Facing the Dialogue Programme
as It Looks to the Future
Although religious traditions have changed over the
centuries, a number of contemporary developments
affecting them have had a significant impact on interfaith
relations and dialogue. I will highlight a few of these here.
The first is globalization. Much has been said on
the processes and the positive and negative impacts
of globalization, especially in the areas of trade and
financial markets. However, if we look at the impact of
globalization on religions and religious communities (and
the consequences for interfaith relations and dialogue),
the most significant is the massive movements of religious
communities from place to place. These people take their
religious traditions with them, with the result that religiously
plural communities now exist in most cities and suburbs in
the Western parts of the world. These communities, cut off
from their cultural moorings and religious ethos, have to
learn to live as minority religious communities within new
cultural realities. Their circumstances force them to enter
into a new kind of dialogical relationship with the majority
religious communities they moved into.

Perhaps of greater significance are the changes
happening within specific religious communities themselves.
For instance, in the town of Bridgewater, New Jersey, there
is a Vaishnava temple dedicated to Lord Vishnu and to
the deities associated with Vaishnavism. The temple also
accommodates images of almost all the deities of the Shiva
tradition. Because people belonging to the various branches
of Hinduism cannot afford to build individual temples
for the many deities of Hinduism (as is the case in India),
an informal ecumenism has developed within diaspora
Hinduism. This has had long-term consequences on the
Hindu tradition in the diaspora.
Similarly, in Asia, one would encounter Sri Lankan
Buddhism in Sri Lanka, Thai Buddhism in Thailand,
Tibetan Buddhism in Tibet, and Japanese Buddhism in
Japan. But in New York City, one encounters almost all the
national expressions of Buddhism in the same municipality.
These realities are also true of other religious communities,
such as Islam and Christianity. Any attempt to organize
Buddhist–Christian dialogue encounter in the city of New
York needs to recognize these new developments.
The new reality of religious expressions in the diaspora
thus does not fit into any of the traditional understandings
of religions found in the nations of origin. The majority
community’s attitudes toward the immigrants – sometimes
latent racism or xenophobia – also play into these
relationships. A difficult but essential challenge, therefore,
is the study of religious traditions in diaspora and how to
promote ecumenism among these communities.
We see this in the efforts of those committed to
dialogue to promote Christian–Muslim relations and
dialogue in the Western European countries containing
newly migrated Muslims from the Middle East and Africa.
As religious diversity grows in new contexts, the dialogue
programmes have to find new ways to build pluralistic
human communities that will live in peace and harmony.
This leads to the second major challenge presented
by the processes of globalization, which has to do with
religious identity. Many religious communities experience
the processes of globalization as attacks on their religious
identities, both in their home countries and in diaspora.
Some Muslims see globalization as an intentional project
to radically change their community’s culture and religious
life. They believe that, with the help of modern media,
Western nations are thrusting a secular, materialistic, and
consumerist culture, especially onto younger generations,
that is inimical to their religious values. This has resulted in
the rise of forms of fundamentalism, sometimes expressing
itself in religious extremism and violence. This has brought
unprecedented challenges to the ministry of dialogue.

11 See Current Dialogue 57. The consultation findings were also published in Joseph Prabhakar Dayam and Peniel Rajkumar, eds, Many
Yet One? Multiple Religious Belonging (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2016).
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The third dimension of the new challenges for
interfaith dialogue is the rise of ethno- nationalism. In
Asia, for instance, for a long period in recent history,
religious plurality was accepted as a given, and religious
communities lived together in relative harmony. But this
has changed in a number of countries. In India, the rise
of the Hinduthva movement has brought deep tensions
between sections of the Hindu community and the
Christian and Muslim minorities. In Sri Lanka, SinhalaBuddhist ethno-nationalism led to many decades of war
between the Sinhala and Tamil communities. In Myanmar
and Thailand, Buddhist ethno-nationalism has resulted in
enormous suffering of minority religious communities that
have become displaced persons or refugees in neighbouring
countries. Some countries have taken steps to prevent
conversions from one religion to another to preserve
their religious ethos. In the Western world, nationalist
tendencies have resulted in the rise of ethno-nationalist
governments that move against refugees and migrants and
seek to “protect” their national identities that are closely
tied to racial and religious identities. They claim that the
religious and cultural ethos of their respective nations is
being diluted by the influx of peoples of other religions
and cultures.

Yet, there is no doubt that religions, as we have known
them, continue to exist and exert influence on millions of
people around the world. Promoting dialogue among them
for the wellbeing of the human community continues to
be a necessary ministry. At the same time, the ministry of
dialogue should be equally concerned with discerning the
changes and challenges that globalization, modernization,
secularization, and other contemporary developments have
brought to religious communities. We must develop new
and meaningful ways of facilitating a human community
that will strive to live together in peace and harmony.

It is now clear that interfaith dialogue has to deal with
questions of “religion and state,” “religious freedom,”
“religious extremism,” and “the rights of minority religious
communities” in nations that have a dominant religion and
culture. These are difficult issues and have raised many
questions about who the partners of dialogue should be,
and about the nature, purpose, and goals of interfaith
dialogue.
All these issues are further compounded by what is
happening to religion itself. In many parts of the world,
institutional expressions of religion are on the decline.
Organized religion no longer plays a major role in fostering
identity, community, and the values that help people to
negotiate their lives in a complex world. At the same time,
many people who are disenchanted with materialistic
and consumerist culture are looking for new forms of
spirituality, new bases for life in community, and new places
from which they can draw the values to govern their lives.
In other words, a new “open quest” for spiritual belonging
should inform those engaged in dialogue.
Many in the open quest for an appropriate spirituality
for their time are also deeply concerned with more
immediate issues, such as the rise of racism and
xenophobia, the culture of violence, the growing disparity
between the rich and the poor, and the threats to the
environment. In other words, many in the younger
generations are looking not for the traditional forms of
dialogue, but for a dialogue in community that deals with
the issues of their day.
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4.2 Serving a Wounded World in Interreligious Solidarity - A Christian Call
to Reflection and Action During COVID-19 and Beyond - Pontifical Council for
Interreligious Dialogue and World Council of Churches
‘Serving a Wounded World in Interreligious Solidarity. A Christian Call to Reflection and Action During COVID-19 and Beyond’.
(Vatican/ Geneva 2020). Copyright Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue and World Council of Churches, reproduced by
permission.

The parable of the Good Samaritan (cf. Luke 10:2537) helps us to reflect on the question, “Whom are we
called to love and care for?” and offers guidance about the
complexities implied in the terms “service” and “solidarity.”
Jesus tells this story in the context of the command to
love one’s neighbour. When a man is wounded and left by
the side of the road, members of his religious community
pass him by and leave him unaided. The person who
eventually stops and helps him – a Samaritan – comes
from a community that has been in dispute for centuries
with his community about religious identity, the correct
way to worship, and the right to participate in political
matters. The story is an invitation to reflect on the need
to transcend boundaries in one’s service to, and solidarity
with, the suffering. It is also a call to overcome the negative
assumptions we may hold and to recognize with humility
and gratitude that the ‘other’ (the Samaritan in this case)
may show us the true meaning of service and solidarity.

Preamble
What does it mean for Christians to love and serve our
fellow human beings in a world in which the COVID-19
pandemic has inflicted widespread suffering? At a time
such as this, the World Council of Churches (WCC) and
the Pontifical Council for Inter- religious Dialogue (PCID)
call upon the followers of Jesus Christ to love and serve
our neighbours. We focus on the importance of doing so in
solidarity also with those who profess and practice religions
that are different from our own or consider themselves
unaffiliated to any particular faith tradition.
This document aims to offer a Christian basis for
interreligious solidarity that can inspire and confirm, in
Christians of all churches, the impulse to serve a world
wounded not only by the COVID- 19 pandemic but also by
many other wounds. While primarily intended to address
Christians, we hope that it will be useful also to those of
other religions, who have already responded to this cri- sis
with similar thoughts based on their own traditions. The
global challenge of responding to this pandemic calls us
to increased ecumenical and interreligious awareness and
cooperation.

This parable challenges Christians to think about how
to live in a world wounded by the COVID-19 pandemic,
and by the scourge of religious intolerance, discrimination,
racism, economic and ecological injustice and many other
sins. We need to ask ourselves: who is wounded, and whom
have we wounded or neglected? And where might we be
surprised by seeing Christ-like compassion in action? This
story urges us to overcome religious prejudice and cultural
biases in relation both to those whom we serve, and to
those with whom we serve, as we strive to alleviate suffering
and to restore healing and wholeness in a pluralistic world.
At the same time, it gives us hope that is central to our faith
and the way we live it out, when we realize that it is Christ
himself, as the unexpected ‘other’ – the Samaritan – who is
offering His help to the wounded one.

The Current Crisis
The COVID-19 pandemic has had an impact on the
global community with unavoidable immediacy and
with little prepared- ness on our part. It has dramatically
altered everyone’s daily life, and powerfully exposed the
vulnerability that all humans share. Alongside the millions
who have been infected physically, many more have been
affected psychologically, economically, politically and
religiously; all have been deprived of public worship. People
have struggled to cope with death and grief, especially with
the inability to be with their loved ones at their deathbeds,
and perform their last rites and funerals in a dignified
manner. The lockdown has brought the world economy
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to its knees, and global hunger could double due to this
catastrophe. It has also contributed to an increase in
domestic violence. The requirements of physical and social
distancing have meant isolation for many people. Despair,
anxiety and insecurity have come to dominate human lives.
The coronavirus has affected all – rich and poor, the elderly
and children, persons in cities and villages, farmers and
industrialists, workers and students.
While the whole of humanity is gravely wounded, the
pandemic has reminded us of the scandalous gap between
the rich and the poor, between the privileged and the
underprivileged. In many places, the sick, the elderly and
the disabled have suffered most grievously, often with little
or no medical care. It has exacerbated racial prejudices
and led to increased violence against those who have for
long been considered a threat to the dominant body politic
that is structured and sustained by systems of inequality,
exclusivism, discrimination and domination. People on the
mar- gins, especially migrants, refugees and prisoners, have
been most affected by this pandemic.
The human misery associated with the COVID-19
pandemic is taking place amid the broader context of the
suffering of this planet. Many have called on us to hear not
only the voices of suffering humans but also the protracted
cries of the earth and the entire community of life on it,
which might be aggravated by the economic consequences
of a post-COVID-19 world. We can also see this health
crisis as a harbinger of future crises relating to climate
change and the assault on biodiversity. We urgently need
an eco- logical conversion of attitudes and actions to care
more effectively for our world, paying attention to the
groaning of the creation.
The heightened awareness of our shared vulnerability
is a call to new forms of solidarity reaching across all
boundaries. In this hour of crisis, we gratefully acknowledge
the heroic service rendered by healthcare workers and all
those who offer services, even risking their own health,
irrespective of identity. We have also seen flourishing signs
of people’s solidarity with the needy, manifested through
volunteerism and charity. We rejoice that Christians, as
well as people of all faiths and goodwill, are collaborating
to construct a culture of compassion, reaching out to the
needy and the vulnerable with material, psychological and
spiritual assistance, at the individual as well as institutional
levels. Because we are one human family, we are all related
as brothers and sisters and are co-inhabitants of the earth,
our common home. Our interdependence reminds us
that no one can be saved on their own. This is a time for
discovering new forms of solidarity for rethinking the postCOVID-19 world.
Because interreligious relationships can be a powerful
means of expressing and building solidarity, and of opening
ourselves to resources coming to us from beyond our
limitations, we invite reflection on how we as Christians

can become partners in solidarity with all people of faith
and goodwill. In this journey towards solidarity, different
communities are inspired and sustained by the hope we find
in our respective traditions.

Solidarity Sustained by Hope
All people have hopes and dreams, and hope offers
strength to support the human will to live even in
difficult times. As Chris- tians, we hope for God’s promised
kingdom in which the whole creation is reconciled and
bound together in justice and peace. This hope transforms
our lives, pointing us beyond the present world, and at
the same time leading us to follow Christ in service of
this world and its flourishing. As a result, all Christians are
called to work together and collaborate with the followers
of other religious traditions to fulfil our hope for a united
world of justice and peace. More broadly, we are called to
become men and women of hope, working together with
all persons of goodwill for a better world.
Hope is an essential feature of all religions. Throughout
human history, we know that religious hope has often
inspired believers to care in love and compassion for those
who suffer the tragedies of the human condition. Today,
we need universal and shared ethical and spiritual values
to inject a new hope into the pandemic- ravaged world.
In this respect, religions can offer a precious contribution
to reawaken and guide humanity in building a new social
order at the local, regional, national, and international
levels. This new vision needs to be based on the unity of
the human family as well as on a heritage of moral values
common to all human beings. Today, there is a global
interconnectedness that urges us to assume planetary
responsibility based on common religious and ethical values
to serve and heal the post-COVID-19 world. We are called
to reengage with the world, particularly in response to the
grievous woundedness in ourselves, our families, our cities
and nations, and in the whole of creation.

Our Basis for Interreligious Solidarity
As Christians, we see the basis for interreligious
solidarity in our belief in the God who is one in three
Persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit:
1. All human beings are creatures of the One God,
the Father (cf. Genesis 1: 26-27), who has the same
good plan for them. We are sisters and brothers,
connected by love, and by our equal dignity that
does not have to be earned. Therefore, as a family
linked by the one Creator, and created in God’s
image, we have responsibility for each other. This
awareness challenges us to be the face and the
instrument of God’s healing love in the world,
defending and restoring the dignity of all human
beings. By caring for one another and removing
obstacles in the way of being and becoming
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persons responsible for one another’s wellbeing,
we honour the one in whose likeness we are made.
As the Good Samaritan shows us, this solidarity is
universal, transcends boundaries and is aimed at all
of humankind. Our fundamental connectedness
and our shared origin matter many times more than
perceived divisions constructed by humans.
2. Our trust and our hope are in Jesus Christ who
heals by His wounds (cf. 1 Peter 2:24). In Jesus
Christ, we come face to face with suffering without
losing our well-founded hope. In His sacrifice,
Jesus took compassion, in the original sense of cosuffering or suffering with, to its healing extreme,
in love that surpasses our understanding. We as
Christians are called to this same healing “suffering
with,” becoming channels of His love, at the same
time as being dependent on it for our own healing.
It is the compassion of the Good Samaritan that
allows us to see him as an image of Christ, tending
the wounds of the world. We recognize that the
virtues of mercy and compassion for all who are
suffering resonate in other religious traditions,
which also have rich examples of generosity and
concern for those most in need.
3. We also see Christ in the wounded man by the
wayside. In the suffering of our sisters and brothers,
we encounter the face of the suffering Christ (cf.
Matthew 25: 31-46). This understanding of Christ’s
co-suffering with all of humanity challenges us
Christians to recognize that all suffering holds the
same dignity and the same claim on healing – even
“one of these little ones” (cf. Matthew 18:14)
cannot be left behind. For us, Jesus’ solidarity with
the sufferer is as radical as it is transformative: it
fully embraces the woundedness of the world,
allowing no distance from the pain of the other and
taking it on. However, in Jesus’ rising from the dead
this solidarity also opens up a new way of being for
all. The resurrection is proof and assurance that
love is stronger than any woundedness, however
deep, and that death will not have the final word.
4. When we are in solidarity with others, we are
connected by the work of the Holy Spirit. The Holy
Spirit “blows where it wills” (John 3:8). When we
turn to the other, especially to a person in need, as
the Good Samaritan does, we might well be amazed,
and humbled, by where we see God at work. As
the spiritual force that turns us towards God in
prayer and towards our neighbours in service and
solidarity, the Spirit connects us in a particular way
with all people of faith. It empowers us with gifts
that we should use for purposes of building people
up. It has the capacity to produce in us works of
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity,
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control and guide
us away from the path of conceit, competition and
envy (cf. Galatians 5: 22-23, 26). It is the Spirit, too,
that sends us out into the world to be good news in

it, and to be the hands of Christ caring for all who
suffer.

Principles
Our belief in the importance of walking this path
together is reflected in the fact that the WCC and the
PCID wrote this document together. We believe that both
the process of its conception and its content mirror our
openness and responsibility as Chris- tians to engage in
dialogue with followers of other religious traditions. We
recognize the following principles to guide us in the work
of serving each other in a wounded world, together with all
people of faith and goodwill. They stem from our shared
belief in God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and
God’s plan for all humankind.
1. Humility and vulnerability: As Christians, we are
called to walk humbly with our Lord (cf. Micah 6:8,
Matthew 11:29) and to be willing to share in Christ’s
sufferings and the sufferings of the world. In the
openness of this “daring and caring,” we learn to
live our witness as with-ness. In such humility and
vulnerability, we follow the model of Christ and His
sacrificial love, and in Him reach our full potential
(cf. Philippians 2: 5-11). It is pride, and the inability
to open up to the other sufficiently to grow, that
traps us in entrenched positions that create and
perpetuate division. Like Jacob in his struggle with
God, we must risk being hurt to receive blessing (cf.
Gen 32: 22-32). We are made vulnerable by speaking
truth to power, and by speaking up for those who
suffer injustice. We also believe in justice as a basis
for forgiveness, without which conflict cannot
be solved, and we stand in a long tradition of
Christians who have given their lives in the struggle
for it, mirroring the selfless sacrifice of Jesus Christ.
2. Respect: As Christians, we need to have respect
for the unique and complex situation of each
individual and their right to tell their own story.
We are called to see and treat people as subjects of
their own stories, and not objects of our stories,
and to resist reducing their rights and freedom to
factors such as the state of their physical or mental
health, their nationality, their income, their sex, the
colour of their skin, etc. In this, we bear witness to
a God whose self-revelation at a specific time and a
particular place, in the human face of Jesus Christ
(cf. John 1:14), affirms the whole of humanity,
and that all humans are created in the image of
God. This compels us to work towards closing
gaps and healing inequalities wherever they occur,
including between the rich and the poor, and men
and women, in close conversation and collaboration
with those whose lives and stories are often
suppressed by these inequalities (cf. Matthew 7:12).
3. Community, compassion, and the common good:
These values form the basis for our engagement
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with the world (cf. Matthew 5:7). We are called
to embrace the complex and painful reality of
human life, just as God did in becoming human
in Jesus Christ. It is only in relationship that we
fully experience our humanity, and by loving the
other, and sharing in their suffering, we become
fully human in the way God intends us to be and
has revealed to us in the example of Jesus Christ.
The impetus for our solidarity lies in building just
and inclusive communities, cultivating compassion
and furthering the common good by paying greater
attention to the wounds of the world that Jesus
embraced through his suffering with the outcasts of
the world - “outside the city gates” (Hebrews 13:12).
4. Dialogue and mutual learning: We are called to learn
from each other in this time of crisis. We should
also be open to what God can teach us through
those from whom we least expect to learn anything
(cf. Acts 11:1-18). The poor and the wounded
frequently have important lessons to teach and gifts
to give. We all need to acknowledge the poverty
and woundedness within us. We need to be ready
to have our lives changed to the same extent that
we are seeking to change the lives of others: for
example, when migrants and refugees are welcomed,
both they and their host communities can be
transformed. In the suffering and the vulnerable,
there is an opportunity to encounter the works
of God (cf. John 9:2-3). Created in the image and
likeness of God, every human being can reflect the
divine image to us, and help us question how well
we are doing in our calling to show God’s love to
others.
5. Repentance and Renewal: To be part of the
process of healing and wholeness, we Christians
are called to own up to our complicity and guilt
in many systems of oppression, which exacerbate
the sufferings of many (2 Samuel 12). With the
reassurance that our God forgives, we need to ask
how we, who are our- selves wounded by sin, have
wounded others, and more widely all of God’s
creation. We need to listen to the cry of both our
mother earth and our sisters and brothers who
suffer. With an aching heart, we recognize that,
as communities, we also have a history of abuse
that has wounded the most vulnerable among us.
Confession of our complicity in suffering is the
starting point for true renewal that will enable us to
live more just lives. Such self-critical reflection will
also help us to resist the temptation to blame the
poor for their poverty, or those who are hurt for
their wounds. It also helps us to reject the idea that
God chooses some people to prosper, and some
to suffer, based on their worth or actions, and to
overcome those systems of injustice we have tacitly
perpetuated through silence and neutrality.
6. Gratitude and generosity: Christians are called to
be grateful and generous. We must remember that,

through no merit of our own, we are rich in gifts
given by God, the source of every perfect gift
(cf. James 1:17). For this, we should be grateful
to God. We must resist the temptation to cling to
our possessions. One of the defining marks of the
early Church was its radical economy of sharing,
which was accompanied by glad and sincere hearts
(cf. Acts 2:45, 46). We also see examples of early
Christian communities overflowing in joy and
generosity, even amid severe affliction and extreme
poverty, through the empowering grace of God,
who in Jesus Christ became poor for our sake (2
Corinthians 8:1-9). Our joy and gratitude for God’s
self-revelation to us in Jesus Christ offer us the
security and confidence that we need to put our
whole selves on the line in service to a wounded
world, inspired by unexpected examples of
generosity.
7. Love: We are called to live Christ’s love, showing the
world His face. We love because He first loved us
(cf. 1 John 4:19). Lived love shows the true face of
Christianity (cf. John 13:35), even when sometimes
the face we as Christians present, or the ones others
construct, can be hard to love. Our faith becomes
alive in action that lives out Christ’s love. Therefore,
working together for a better world builds God’s
kingdom of justice, peace and joy in many ways.
It keeps our faith and our mission alive and
active, it shapes our life as Christians into a loving
sign of Christ’s presence, and it builds love and
understanding between us and those with whom we
join together to express our love in action. When
we work towards the alleviation of suffering, we
are also working towards the kingdom promised
to us in and through Christ, where the last shall be
first (cf. Matthew 20:16) – in marked contrast to the
empires of our times.

Recommendations
We call upon all Christians to serve our neighbours,
and to serve alongside them, taking into consideration the
recommendations below.
1. Find ways of bearing witness to suffering, drawing
attention to it, and challenging any forces that aim
to silence or exclude the voice of the wounded
and vulnerable among us, holding accountable the
people and structures behind this suffering.
2. Promote a culture of inclusivism which celebrates
difference as God’s gift, to counter all signs of
exclusivism we see today in our societies at various
levels. This needs to begin within family life and
continue through other social institutions. To
this end, we recommend the responsible use of
social media to enhance healthy and constructive
communication, to amplify the message of peace
and solidarity.
3. Nurture solidarity through spirituality, considering
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4.

5.

6.

7.

how traditional spiritual practices such as prayer,
fasting, self-denial and almsgiving can be more
deeply infused with an awareness of the needs of
the wider world and of our call to be in solidarity
with the suffering.
Widen the formation of clergy, members of
religious communities and orders (both men and
women), laity, pastoral workers, and students to
foster empathy and to equip them with the best
knowledge and the tools to work for a wounded
humanity in cooperation with others.
Engage and support young people, whose idealism
and energy can be an antidote to the temptation
of cynicism, in the endeavour to heal the wounded
world of which we are part.
Create space for dialogues (as this document aims
to do) that are embracing and inclusive. Learn from
members of other religions about their motivation,
principles and recommendations for working in
interreligious solidarity, so that we may grow closer
both in understanding and cooperation. Hold space
for the marginalized to be heard and respected,
offering places of belonging. Create platforms for
different groups to be in each other’s company so
that they can grow in love and understanding.
Restructure projects and processes for interreligious
solidarity through an examination of ongoing
projects, and existing strengths, to establish where
these would gain from work in cooperation with
other communities, organizations or agencies.
Restructure projects in a way that affirms the
diversity in which we are created. Our work can
only reflect the fullness of humanity if we resist the
temptation to stay “amongst ourselves.” Serving a
wounded world together makes neighbours of us
all.

may we derive strength from the example of the one we
follow, Jesus the Christ. He came not to be served but to
serve (Matthew 20:28). Imitating the love and generosity of
the Good Samaritan, let us seek to sup- port the weak and
vulnerable, console the afflicted, relieve pain and suffering
and ensure the dignity of all. May we, by opening our hearts
in dialogue and by opening our hands in solidarity, build
together a world marked by healing and hope.

Conclusion
Ecumenical and interreligious solidarity enable our
religious commitment to become a factor that unites,
rather than divides, people. When we work hand in hand
with believers of other faiths and people of goodwill, we
model the peace, justice and interconnectedness which are
at the heart of our faith convictions, while at the same time
recreating and reinforcing these values.
For Christians, interreligious solidarity is a way both of
living out Jesus Christ’s commandment to love the other,
and also of working with the other to seek peace, which is
God’s will for the world. Growing in love for those whom
we help, for those with whom we help, and for those who
help us, creates many ways for us to live fully into what
God created us to be – bearers of the divine image, and
sharers of this image with others.
As we open ourselves to serving a world wounded by
COVID-19 through ecumenical and interreligious solidarity,
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Abstract
This article examines how, through a pan-Orthodox synodical
decision, the Orthodox Church has for the first time officially
asserted its obligation to enter into dialogue with people of other
cultures and religious beliefs and emphasized the value of serious
and clear interreligious dialogue to promote mutual trust, peace,
and reconciliation. The Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox
Church of Crete clarified that interreligious dialogue excludes both
syncretism and proselytism, and that interreligious dialogue needs to
be accompanied by the condemnation of fundamentalism, nationalism,
and the religious justification of violence. Finally, this article makes
reference to the basic principles of the Orthodox tradition regarding
the promotion of interreligious dialogue and emphasizes that dialogue
entails respect for other religions but also discernment.

Keywords
pan-Orthodox process, oikoumene, peaceful and just coexistence,
fundamentalism, interreligious and universal cooperation
Sufficient time has passed since the Holy and Great
Council of the Orthodox Church in Crete in 2016, now
in the critical phase of its acceptance process, for us to
see clearly that this council constituted a major step in the
movement of Orthodoxy toward the modern world and
throughout the oikoumene. Despite the outbursts of some
traditionalist circles and the dense clouds of confessional
reaction gathering over the ecumenical movement for the
past 25 years, the church has for the first time officially
ratified a synodical pan-Orthodox decision to assert its will
to coexist with other churches and confessions on the path
to Christian unity. The council has reaffirmed, after much
time and effort, the obligation of Orthodoxy to converse
and cooperate with the religiously and culturally “other,”
to foster a universal family without tensions, violence,
divisions, and inequalities, and to shed light on the path to
peace, justice, and solidarity.
The affirmation and foundation by the council of
ecumenical and especially of interreligious relations that
will preoccupy us in this article are the result of a pre-

synodal trajectory whose coordinates were established
mainly through initiatives developed by the Patriarchate of
Constantinople in encyclicals in 1902, 1904, and especially
in 1920. In the spirit of the encyclical of 1920, theological
dialogue with the heterodox churches and the World
Council of Churches (WCC), as well as interreligious
understanding and cooperation, were promoted through
the institution of pan-Orthodox conferences introduced by
the Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras I in the 1960s.

Decisions on Interreligious Dialogue on the
Road to the Holy and Great Council
In the 20th century, Orthodoxy greatly widened its
horizons to include many facets of the oikoumene. In
studying the official texts of the Orthodox churches and
their representatives, one can see that many choices have
been made and much has been offered.1 When the WCC
in the late 1960s and early 1970s began working toward
interreligious dialogue and interfaith meetings, Orthodoxy,
despite all the hesitations and objections expressed by
members of the Orthodox Church, said a very clear “yes”
to cooperation with representatives of other religions and
ideologies, considering that this was a matter of serving the
whole human family.
The Orthodox Church has not only participated in
the dialogue between religions but has also helped to
bond WCC members and members of other religious
communities. With its ancient roots in the East (four senior
Patriarchates that evolved within a cultural, linguistic,
and religious pluralism) and long experience in relations
between Christianity, Judaism, and Islam (in academic as
well as practical intercultural exchanges), the Orthodox
Church co-shaped the agenda of this dialogue through the
contribution of prominent Orthodox theologians, both
clerics and laypersons, in various positions held at the
WCC.2
Almost a decade before dialogue with other religions
became part of the WCC’s agenda, it had already been
discussed at the first pan-Orthodox conference of Rhodes

1 Gennadios Limouris, ed., Orthodox Visions of Ecumenism: Statements, Messages and Reports on the Ecumenical Movement, 1902–1992
(Geneva: WCC Publications, 1994); Viorel Ioniţă, Towards the Holy and Great Synod of the Orthodox Church: The Decisions of the Pan-Orthodox
Meetings since 1923 until 2009, Studia Oecumenica Friburgensia 62 (Basel: Friedrich Reinhardt Verlag, 2014).
2 The many well-known Orthodox theologians involved included the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew; Patriarch Ignatius IV
of Antioch; the Metropolitan of Mount Lebanon George (Khodr); the Archbishop of Tirana, Durrës and All Albania Anastasios
(Yannoulatos); the late Metropolitan of Andrianople, formerly Metropolitan of Switzerland, Damaskinos (Papandreou); and professors
Grigorios Ziakas, Petros Vassiliadis, the Rev. Dr Emmanuel Clapsis, the Rev. George Tsetsis, Alexandros Papaderos, Tarek Mitri,
Gabriel Habib, and Georges Lemopoulos.
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(1961), shortly before the interreligious interest appeared
at the Second Vatican Council (1962–65). At the Rhodes
conference, the Orthodox Church included both the
“contribution of the local Orthodox Churches in the
Instauration of Christian ideals of peace, brotherhood
and love between people and the overcoming of racial
discriminations” and the issue of “Orthodoxy and other
Religions” in the agenda for the coming Holy and Great
Council.3
Important milestones followed. The First Pre-Conciliar
Pan-Orthodox Conference (Chambésy, 1976) expressed
the unanimous desire “to bring its contribution to an
understanding among the different religions,”4 and the
Third Pre-Conciliar Pan-Orthodox Conference (Chambésy,
1986) requested the “contribution by the local churches to
the realization of the Christian ideals of peace, freedom,
brotherhood and love among peoples and the abolition
of racial discrimination.”5 The text of this decision set
up the framework within Orthodoxy that would then be
further developed in interreligious dialogues. Updated at the
Fifth Pre-Conciliar Pan-Orthodox Conference (Chambésy,
2015),6 this text then made reference to the Holy and
Great Council after its approval by the Assembly of the
Primates in January 2016. Also of great significance was
the “Message of the Primates of the Orthodox Churches”
from Bethlehem in 2000, in which they jointly and without
reservation declared, “It is in . . . the spirit of peace
and reconciliation that we turn towards the great world
religions, particularly Judaism and Islam, with the hope to
create the most favourable conditions for a dialogue with
them with a view to the peaceful existence of all peoples.”7
During the global financial crisis of 2007–2008, within
the framework of “The Ecumenical Decade to Overcome
Violence, 2001–2011” and the search for “just peace”
during a series of Orthodox conferences (in Bucharest,
Romania; Leros, Greece; and Syria),8 the need for the
Orthodox Church to remain open to dialogue with people
of different religious beliefs and philosophical perceptions

was underlined. Decisive steps were needed to combat the
causes of unnecessary violence and to promote fairness and
peace in the market, the community between peoples and
toward the Earth itself.9
Further milestones for ecumenical Orthodoxy were
the assemblies of the primates of 2008 and 2014, which
intensified the pace of change and oriented Orthodoxy
definitively toward the convening of the Holy and Great
Council of Crete in 2016. The basic positions of both
assemblies were integrated in the decisions of the council
and gave the Orthodox perception on interreligious
dialogue both a wider spirit and a more upto-date character,
following in the footsteps of the Third Pre-Conciliar PanOrthodox Conference but in response to new situations
and needs.
Aware of the seriousness of current socio-political
challenges and of the various nationalist and religious
conflicts threatening the cohesion of societies, the primates
in 2008 and 2014 reconfirmed their desire, despite many
difficulties, to continue theological dialogues with other
Christians – as well as interreligious dialogues, especially
with Judaism and Islam.10 Noteworthy in the messages is
the theological foundation of the dialogue of the Orthodox
Church with other religions that we encounter at the
council of Crete, as well as the church’s teaching on the
universality of Christ’s redemptive work and the unity of
the whole human race and divine creation.11

The Council and Interreligious
Dialogue
Broadening horizons in a multi-dimensional
oikoumene
The council that convened in Crete in June 2016 was a
watershed in the course of interreligious dialogue and
the Orthodox Christ’s relations with other religions. The
positions that emerged from it demonstrated a remarkable

Viorel Ioniţă, Towards the Holy and Great Synod, 129 (Annex VI.C., VII.C.).
Ibid., 150, §4, 152, §4 and 153.
Ibid., 158–67.
This pre-conciliar text “The Mission of the Orthodox Church in Today’s World,” with the subtitle “The Contribution of the
Orthodox Church in Realizing Peace, Justice, Freedom, Fraternity and Love between Peoples, and in the Removal of Racial and Other
Discriminations,” is available on the official page of the Crete council: https://www.holycouncil.org/-/preconciliar-mission.
7 Damaskinos Papandreou, ed., “Message des Primats des églises orthodoxes à l’occasion du jubilé du deuxième millénaire du
christianisme,” Episkepsis 579 (2000), 3–8; Andrew Sharp, Orthodox Christians and Islam in the Postmodern Age (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 88.
8 Report of the Consultation “Called to Be ‘Craftsmen of Peace and Justice,’” Inter-Orthodox Preparatory Consultation Towards
the International Ecumenical Peace Convocation, Leros, Greece, 15–22 September 2009, particularly §§28, 45, 46, and 47, http://www.
overcoming violence.org/filea dmin/dov/files/ iepc/expert_ consu ltations/090921_Inter OrthodoxPrepConsLerosFinalStatement.pdf; “Peace
3
4
5
6

and Peacemaking as an Interfaith and Ecumenical Vocation: An Orthodox View,” paper by the Rev. Dr Emmanuel Clapsis, pre-IEPC Inter-Orthodox
consultation (Leros, Greece, September 2009), https://www.goarch.org/-/peace- and- peace making-as-an-inter faith -and-ecumenical -vocation-anorthodox-view?inher itRedirect =true.
9 Report of the Consultation, part III, 6–9.
10 “Message of the Primates of the Orthodox Churches, 2008,” Ecumenical Review 60:4 (2008), 440–48, here at 442,

§13.iii; see also “Σύναξις τῶν Προκαθημένων Ὀρθοδόξων Ἐκκλησιῶν” (Fanarion, 6–9 March 2014), (Assembly of the Primates of the
Orthodox Churches), particularly §8, https://www.ec-patr.org/docdisplay. php?lang=en&id=1873&tla=gr.
11 Ibid., §§2, 5, 6.
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willingness not merely to engage in dialogue nor simply to
bring together the concerns and findings of inter-Orthodox
and interfaith meetings of the pre-synodal period, but
also to respond to modern challenges, placing injustice,
inequality, wars, and the rise of fundamentalism within the
wider orbit of concerns of the Orthodox Church.
The statement of the Orthodox churches that the Holy
and Great Council has broadened their horizons to the
modern multidimensional oikoumene is important, revealing
the churches’ sense of responsibility in space and over time
in the face of eternity.12 With this message they emphasized
that the church cannot remain in its own “fortress,” cut
off from reality, but must communicate with a complex
multicultural and multireligious environment. The
statement calls for a dynamic and decisive transition from
confessional egocentrism to discursive interaction, from
an excessive concern for self-perpetuation to a movement
toward the “other.” The Orthodox churches thus
challenged the church’s self-limitation and self-affirmation
on the solid theological grounds that “the Church does
not live for itself.”13 They asserted their belief that
Orthodoxy should continually bear witness to the gospel
and share God’s gifts of truth, love, peace, justice, and
reconciliation with the whole oikoumene.14 In other words it
should consistently and continuously put into practice what
Orthodox Christians have described in ecumenical forums
for decades as “The liturgy after the liturgy.”15

“The Mission of the Church in Today’s
World”: Co-responsibility and cooperation
Though there is no written council decision exclusively
on interreligious dialogue, the Council of Crete addresses
the question in several of its texts. The reports of the
“Encyclical” and the “Message” of the council summarize
its thinking, interests, and vision and include many
suggestions from the six official texts of the 2016 council.
The question of interreligious dialogue is of course
directly addressed in the text “The Mission of the Church
in Today’s World,”16 whose subtitle, “The contribution of
the Orthodox Church in realizing peace, justice, freedom,
fraternity and love between peoples, and in the removal of
racial and other discriminations,” reveals both its content

and its relation to the text of the Third Pre-Conciliar
Pan-Orthodox Conference (1986). The text maintains the
core problematic of the Third Pre-Conciliar statements
(1986), updating and expanding it with issues that concern
humanity and the world today.17 It incorporates the issues
of creation, fundamentalism, and violence, as well as
migration and refugees, especially in the Middle East and
Africa, insofar as these are related to questions of justice
and peace.
In addition, from the wording of the subtitle and the
use of the word “contribution,” it is understood that it is
self-evident for the Orthodox churches that the relevant
reflection and goals set out are not of an exclusive
character, but “concern all Christians, all religions and,
in different forms and ways of understanding, the whole
of humankind.”18 This positive attitude gives a forwardlooking perspective on cooperation with non-Christians.
The text can be seen as an invitation for inter-Christian,
interreligious, and universal human cooperation and the
peaceful and social coexistence of peoples, a “ministry”
that is a “command of God,” but also as something
necessary to give weight and strength to the whole
endeavour. A precondition for such a broad collaboration,
according to the text of the Holy and Great Council,
would be the common acceptance that the highest value be
accorded to the human being.19 This text notes specifically,
A.3 As a presupposition for a wider co-operation in
this regard the common acceptance of the highest
value of the human person may be useful. The
various local Orthodox Churches can contribute
to inter-religious understanding and co-operation
for the peaceful co-existence and harmonious
living together in society, without this involving any
religious syncretism.
A.4 We are convinced that, as God’s fellow workers
(1 Cor. 3:9), we can advance to this common service
together with all people of good will, who love
peace that is pleasing to God, for the sake of human
society on the local, national, and international levels.
This ministry is a commandment of God (Mt 5:9).20

12 “Message of the Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church,” §12, https://www.holycouncil.org/-/message (hereafter,
“Message”).
13 “Message,” Introduction; and “Encyclical of the Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church,” Introduction, https://www.
holycouncil.org/-/encyclical -holy-council (hereafter, “Encyclical”).
14 “Message,” Introduction.
15 For the origin and meaning of this notion see Stylianos Tsompanidis, Orthodoxie und Ökumene: Gemeinsam auf dem Weg zu

Gerechtigkeit, Frieden und Bewahrung der Schöpfung. Mit einem Vorwort von Ulrich Duchrow (Münster: Lit Verlag, 1999), 169ff.
16 “The Mission of the Orthodox Church in Today’s World,” https://www.holycouncil.org/-/mission-ortho doxchurch-todays-world
(hereafter, “Mission”).
17 The text has already been updated during the Fifth Pre-Conciliar Pan-Orthodox Conference (2015).
18 Introduction of the text of the Third Pre-Conciliar Pan-Orthodox Conference, Ionita, Towards the Holy and Great Synod, 158; see
also Introduction of the Fifth Pre-Conciliar Pan-Orthodox Conference, https://www.holycouncil.org/-/preconciliar-mission.
19 See the decision of the Holy and Great Council, “Mission,” A.1 and 2.
20 Ibid., A.3 and 4.
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These statements demonstrate the steadfast will of the
Orthodox Church to support any effort in the service of
humanity and the importance it gives to interreligious and
universal collaboration. They are repeated in paragraph C.5
of the same text:
At the same time, the Orthodox Church considers
it is her duty to encourage all that which genuinely
serves the cause of peace (Rom 14:19) and paves the
way to justice, fraternity, true freedom, and mutual
love among all children of the one heavenly Father
as well as between all peoples who make up the
one human family. She suffers with all people who
in various parts of the world are deprived of the
benefits of peace and justice.
Here, it is also interesting to note the theological
documentation of the need for interreligious and universal
peaceful coexistence deriving from the common origin
of humanity and the unity of humankind.21 The unity of
humankind is also emphasized further down, concluding
with the following important statement on the promotion
of interreligious dialogue: “The Orthodox Church’s
position on this is clear. She believes that God has made from
one blood every nation of men to dwell on all the face of the earth
(Acts 17:26).”22 Emphasis is placed on the equality of all
people, a human dignity that belongs “indivisibly” to all
people, and the need for solidarity, empathy, and peaceful
coexistence, and especially the need for the contribution
of religions in the effort for the unity and prosperity of all
humanity and all creatures in the world.23

Dialogue as the antipode of syncretism or
proselytizing
It should also be mentioned that the council, like the
Third Pre-Conciliar Conference, notes that interreligious
dialogue and cooperation excludes both syncretism and
proselytism.24 This was necessary as there were concerns
that such a dialogue would lead to syncretism, spiritual
compromise, and the acceptance that “all religions are the
same,” thus undermining the universality and truth of the
church.

Official Orthodox sources have of course repeatedly
clarified that interreligious dialogue does not mean
indifference to the “truth,” or the relativization and
betrayal of the faith. It has nothing to do with any syncretic
approach. In essence it is the opposite, as it is above all an
effort to promote cooperation with the ultimate goal of
serving unity, peaceful coexistence, and solidarity in a world
fragmented by tensions, divisions, and conflicts.
The Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew emphasizes in
this context that “the first goal of interreligious dialogue
is not to convert peoples of other faiths to Christianity or
Christians to any other religion. It is clearly and strongly
stated that in this dialogue we are moving forward with
practical reasons for peaceful social coexistence.”25 The
Orthodox Church made a commitment at the Council
of Crete to fulfil the apostolic mission and message of
the gospel “not aggressively or by different forms of
proselytism, but in love, humility and respect towards the
identity of each person and the cultural particularity of
each people.”26

Condemnation of religious fanaticism,
nationalism, and the religious justification
of violence
The condemnation at the Council of Crete of religious
fanaticism, nationalism, and religious justification for
violence is directly linked to the notion of peace, to which
Orthodox theology attaches great importance. The text
“The Mission of the Orthodox Church in Today’s World”
unequivocally condemns war and conflict and indeed
the use of religion as a means of justifying them: “The
Orthodox Church resolutely condemns the multifaceted
conflicts and wars provoked by fanaticism that derives from
religious principles,” which apart from other detrimental
consequences threaten “existing interfaith and international
relations.”
At this point there is a reference to the conflicts in the
Middle East, as well as to the effects of these conflicts on
the lives of Christians and other religious communities:
“Wars inspired by nationalism and leading to ethnic
cleansing, the violation of state borders, and the seizure
of territory are also condemned.”27 To prevent wars
and conflicts, it is asserted that the Orthodox Church

Ibid., C.1.
Ibid., E.2.
See also “Encyclical,” §18, where everyone is urged, especially in the case of the Middle East, “irrespective of religious
convictions, to work for reconciliation and respect for human rights, first of all through the protection of the divine gift of life.”
24 “Mission,” A.3 and Introduction. See also “Relations of the Orthodox Church with the Rest of the Christian World,” §23,
https://www.holycouncil.org/-/rest-of-christian-world.
25 “Θέσεις της Α.Θ.Π. Οικουμενικού Πατριάρχου κ.κ. Βαρθολομαίου” [Positions of H.H. the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew],
in 2000 χρόνια μετά. Τίνα με λέγουσιν οι άνθρωποι είναι; (2000 years after: Who do men say that I am?) (Athens: Akritas, 1999), 18–26, here at
19–20.
26 “Mission.” See also “Encyclical,” II.6; “Relations of the Orthodox Church with the Rest of the Christian World,” §23.
27 “The Mission of the Orthodox Church in Today’s World,” 4.3; “Encyclical,” §§18 and 19; and “Message,” §4.
21
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encourages every initiative to engage in dialogue and other
productive resources.28
Religious fanaticism, nationalism, and the justification
of violence by religion have been discussed in depth by the
Council of Crete, being issues that reflect the particular
imprint of the Orthodox stance on interreligious dialogue.
Αll partners have agonized over these questions and on the
contribution of interreligious dialogue not only theoretically
but also experientially, especially following the rapid
changes in Eastern Europe after 1989 and of course in the
post-9/11 era. These topics will be on the agenda for future
dialogue. They reflect the concern and the positions of very
important interfaith meetings, such as the International
Conference of Constantinople (1994) on Peace and
Tolerance, leading to the Bosphorus Declaration of 1994,
which condemned war and armed conflict; demanded that
no hostile acts be perpetrated upon any peaceful group
or region in the name of a religious faith; demanded the
initiation of constructive dialogues to solve outstanding
issues between those different faiths; and the right to
practise one’s religion in freedom and with dignity.29
The interreligious conference entitled The Peace
of God in the World, convened under the auspices of
the Ecumenical Patriarchate and the European Union
in Brussels (19–20 December 2001), received great
international acclaim.30 Through the Brussels Declaration,
leaders of the three monotheistic religions took an
extremely important step in disassociating religions from
deliberate misinterpretations or confusion regarding
their spiritual mission in the world, and accepting a fuller
realization of their responsibility to show their faithful
the urgent need for peaceful coexistence between peoples
within the framework of the fundamental principles of
human rights and social justice.31
The spirit and the positive discourse enshrined in these
texts – developed and enriched on the Orthodox side in
their passage to the council, especially at the assemblies of
the primates of 2000, 2008, and 2014 mentioned above –
thus set out the main coordinates of the council’s position
on interreligious dialogue and interreligious cooperation.

Interreligious dialogue as an antidote to
fundamentalism and violence
Apart from the text on “The Mission of the Church in
Today’s World,” the most notable and important references
to these issues of fundamentalism and violence are those in

the “Encyclical” and “Message” of the council. These texts,
which include many proposals from the six official texts of
the council, encapsulate the council’s concerns, interests,
and vision and are considered to be its most important
contribution to the debate.
The basic elements of their vision are the opposition
to the use of religion to justify war and a “civilization of
violence,” and the defence of the essence of religion as
a peacemaker and reconciler. Thus it uncompromisingly
recognizes the value of serious interreligious dialogue,
even allowing for the explosions of fundamentalism within
other religions and the escalation of what it terms the
morbid phenomena of violence in the name of God. The
“Message” states,
The explosions of fundamentalism observed within
various religions represent an expression of morbid
religiosity. Sober inter-religious dialogue helps
significantly to promote mutual trust, peace, and
reconciliation. The oil of religious experience must
be used to heal wounds and not to rekindle the fire
of military conflicts. (§ 4)
The “Encyclical” adds,
We are experiencing today an increase of
violence in the name of God. The explosions of
fundamentalism within religious communities
threaten to create the view that fundamentalism
belongs to the essence of the phenomenon of
religion. The truth, however, is that fundamentalism,
as “zeal not based on knowledge” (Rom 10.2),
constitutes an expression of morbid religiosity. A true
Christian, following the example of the crucified
Lord, sacrifices himself and does not sacrifice others,
and for this reason is the most stringent critic of
fundamentalism of whatever provenance. Honest
interfaith dialogue contributes to the development
of mutual trust and to the promotion of peace and
reconciliation. The Church strives to make “the
peace from on high” more tangibly felt on earth.
True peace is not achieved by force of arms, but only
through love that “does not seek its own” (1 Cor.
13.5). The oil of faith must be used to soothe and
heal the wounds of others, not to rekindle new fires
of hatred. (§17)
These statements open new horizons in the dialogue
and cooperation of the Orthodox Church with other

28 “The Mission of the Orthodox Church in Today’s World,” 4.2.
29 Bosphorus Declaration, http://www.appea lofco nscie nce.org/d-577/declarations/Bosphorus%20Declaration; Orthodoxia 1994,
B/1 (April–June 1994), 331–95.
30 Brussels Declaration: https://www.patriarchate.org/patriarchal-documents/-/asset_publis her/2lzbC NORLy sD/ content/thebrussels-declaration-the-peace -of-god-in-the-world -towards-peaceful-coexistence-and-collaboration- among -the-three -monotheistic-religionsjudaism-c?inheritRedirect %A0=%A0false; “Η Διαθρησκειακή Συνάντησις των Βρυξελλών” [The interreligious meeting in Brussels], Episkepsis, Anno
32: 603 (31 December 2001), 6–21.
31 “Η Διαθρησκειακή Συνάντησις των Βρυξελλών” [The interreligious meeting in Brussels], 18–21.
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religions and justify the characterization of the Holy and
Great Council of Crete as an important milestone in the
history of Orthodoxy during a period of introversion in
the face of fear and the challenges of globalization.32 They
do not take place in a vacuum but are marked by the tragic
realities of our present epoch and moment in history, in
which the suffering of the people – and in particular of the
communities of the Middle East – bear witness to the need
for religious cooperation to maintain peace and justice.33
It is of the utmost importance and relevance that in
both the “Message” and the “Encyclical,” as well as in
the “The Mission of the Orthodox Church in Today’s
World,” interreligious dialogue is seen as a force against
fundamentalism, religious fanaticism, and nationalism. The
council had to deal with this issue because fundamentalism
has become a global phenomenon, appearing across all the
major religions and faiths. It is characterized by intolerance
and aggression toward those who do not share the same
vision of the world and of history. It is prepared to impose
its will by force at any time in the name of God, and,
furthermore, looks backwards toward the past, refusing to
engage with any type of modernity, especially the kind of
pluralistic modernity born of the secularized values of the
enlightenment. It has strategies for entering the world of
violence, but not strategies for coming out of it.
Since the early 1990s it has become increasingly
clear that the credibility of religions depends on their
contribution to peace efforts. It is becoming less and less
acceptable for religions to divide and fanaticize instead
of being a force for reconciliation, instead of building
the ecumenical human being. The Ecumenical Patriarch
Bartholomew has stated clearly and forcefully that “all
religions are to blame, not so much for the violence that is
carried out in their name as for the violence that they have
not avoided by their silence.” This silence he describes as
“sinful.”34

Condemnation of fundamentalist
tendencies in the Orthodox realm
The council does not leave fundamentalism in the realm of
Orthodoxy itself unscathed. At the start of the final decade
of the 20th century, when fundamentalist and nationalist
upheavals came to the fore in the Balkans and Eastern
Europe, Orthodox groups started an organized struggle
against the inter-Christian and interreligious dialogue
enacted by the official decisions of Orthodoxy as a whole,
and in particular against the ecumenical movement.
Orthodox fundamentalism displays a particularly
obsessive type of zealotry and aggressiveness toward all
who disagree with it or are in any way different. It identifies
the authenticity of the Christian life with what is old, with
forms derived from the past. The patristic texts (the texts
of the fathers of the church) and the forms and rules of
ecclesiastical life are mobilized by fundamentalists into an
arsenal of symbols for the defence of subjective choices,
the defeat of opponents, and confessional entrenchment.
The ecumenical movement has been called a “global
mishmash of heresies” by such extremists. They see it
as a global movement aiming to subjugate humanity to a
world government with a “super-religion” of a “superchurch,” embodying the religious syncretism of our time,
a product of international Zionism aiming at the political
and religious conquest of the world.35 The fundamentalist
version of Orthodoxy attacks “Westerners,” the atheist left,
Jews, Turks, Islam, globalization, homosexuals, immigrants,
and refugees.36
The Holy and Great Council of Crete correctly
and responsibly censured those who, ignoring the panOrthodox and unanimously adopted decisions for the
participation of the Orthodox Church in the WCC
in theological inter-Christian dialogues and interfaith
cooperation, fight against these dialogues and undermine
the unity of the Orthodox Churches by dividing its
members into “genuine” and “corrupted,” “faithful” and
“apostate.” As paragraph 22 of the text of the council’s
“Relations of the Orthodox Church with the Rest of the
Christian World” firmly states, “The Orthodox Church
considers all efforts to break the unity of the Church,

32 In these positions one can recognize the pen of Archbishop Anastasios of Tirana, who as early as 1998, when certain circles tried
to give a religious tone to the conflict in the Balkans, emphasized that no one has the right to pour the holy oil of religion on the fire
of armed conflict. Archbishop Anastasios (Yannoulatos), Εγρήγορση: χρέος των Ορθοδόξων [Vigilance: Duty of the Orthodox Christians]
(Athens: En Plo, 2017), 113–28, here at 122.
33 “Encyclical,” sectionVI, “The Church in the face of globalization, the phenomenon of extreme violence and migration,” §§15–
19.
34 Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, Encountering the Mystery: Understanding Orthodox Christianity Today (New York: Doubleday, 2008),
225 and 210.
35 For such conspiracy theories there is no need to refer to a special bibliography – a quick tour of the internet is enough. For an
explanation of the phenomenon in the Orthodox world, see Pantelis Kalaitzidis, “Theological, Historical, and Cultural Reasons for
Anti-Ecumenical Movements in Eastern Orthodoxy,” in Orthodox Handbook on Ecumenism, ed. Pantelis Kalaitzidis et al. (Volos: Volos
Academy Publications, Geneva: WCC Publications, and Oxford: Regnum Books International, 2014), 134–52.
36 Angeliki Ziaka, “Inter-religious Challenges and Engagements for Churches and Islam in Europe,” Ortodoksia 56 (2016), 86–116.
For an overview of the Orthodox Christian interreligious actions and academic initiatives see Αngeliki Ziaka, “Orthodoxy and Islam:
Major Concerns for Orthodox Engagement,” in Orthodox Handbook on Ecumenism, 714–24.
4.3 The Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church and Interreligious Dialogue 217

undertaken by individuals or groups under the pretext of
maintaining or allegedly defending true Orthodoxy, as being
worthy of condemnation.” This makes clear the strong
new position of Orthodoxy on this matter in the face
of new challenges, and shows that the council essentially
supports strengthening through dialogue those aspects of
religions that emphasize human solidarity, nonviolence, and
respect for others, drawing on the values that inspire a life
of peaceful and just coexistence from among the fertile
resources of different religious traditions.

Despite the centuries of experience of the Orthodox
churches in both academic and experiential interreligious
and intercultural dialogue, the council did not specifically
concern itself with a text on interreligious dialogue, nor
did it make any theological assessment of other religions.
Many, both from the Orthodox side and from its partners
especially in inter-Christian dialogue, may have expected
a position like the 1965 Nostra Aetate declaration of the
Roman Catholic Church. The Orthodox participants
gathered in Crete did not, however, make such a statement.

A specific example of consistent commitment
to this perspective is the decision of the Council of
the Patriarchate of Alexandria not only to continue
its participation in inter-Christian and interreligious
dialogues, but also to upgrade its presence in the All Africa
Conference of Churches and its cooperation with other
religions:

Looking at Orthodox attitudes since the beginning of
inter-Christian ecumenism during the 20th century, we
see that no attempt was made to precisely determine the
relationship between Orthodoxy and heterodoxy. There
is no position based on an Ecumenical Council decision
of the Orthodox Church against those outside it and with
whom it is currently in dialogue. No exact definition of
the limits of the Orthodox Church can be found in any
pan-Orthodox text or by any Orthodox theologian. This
can be attributed to the “apophatic” character of Orthodox
theology (negative theology) or to “ecclesiological
agnosticism,” which takes the position that “we know
where the Church is, but we do not know where it is
not.” So it is difficult to describe or delimit the “space for
other Churches” in Orthodox ecclesiology.38 theologian
Edmund Schlink comes near the truth when he notes that
“over-dogmatization” (Überdogmatisierierung) – the detailed,
meticulous definitions of doctrines and the constant
formulation of new ones – acts like “heavy equipment”
that increasingly impedes the movement of theological
thought and limits its universal latitude. Schlink concludes
that the Orthodox Church “precisely because of its peculiar
dogmatic caution (that is, the fact that it diligently avoids
detailed dogmatic definitions on all matters of faith,
administration and veneration), has very large and unique
ecumenical capabilities.”39

The Church of Africa will continue to participate
actively in all the official inter-Christian and interreligious dialogues, despite whichever difficulties and
problems . . . arise from time to time . . . Walking in
the footsteps of Jesus, we must become instruments
of reconciliation . . . to cultivate the peaceful
coexistence of people, respecting and defending their
national, racial and religious diversity. Together with
the other Churches and Religions we are called on
to work towards combating every systemic injustice,
anything demonic, in whatever form it appears,
which nullifies the lives of the critically injured and
bleeding in our flock.37

Final Remarks and Clarifications on the
Orthodox Position toward Other Religions
The Orthodox Church has thus managed for the first
time, by means of a synodical pan-Orthodox decision, to
confirm its obligation to converse with people of other
cultures and other religious beliefs, despite strong resistance
from within the church. This particularly positive step gives
us grounds for optimism for the future. It is certain that the
Holy and Great Council of the Orthodox Church in Crete
has paid heed to the Orthodoxy of dialogue and of giving,
the Orthodoxy that is open to all forms of interChristian
and interreligious concord and coexistence.

We could say, with the 20th-century doyen of Orthodox
theology Fr Georges Florovsky, that the theology of the
Church is still “im Werden,” in the process of formation.40
This was confirmed at the Holy and Great Council, in
particular in the decision of the council on “Relations
of the Orthodox Church with the Rest of the Christian
World.” Although this decision would have been a major
step toward the founding of ecumenical dialogue, it
remains in the air, as a clear position was not taken on the
ecclesiasticality of the rest of the Christian world – an

37 “Second Day of Deliberations of the Holy Synod of the Patriarchate of Alexandria (16-11-2016),” http://www.
patriarchateofalexandria.com/index.php?module=news&action=details&id=1207.
38 Among the many discussions on this see Peter Bouteneff, “Looking Towards the Future: Ecclesiological Implications and

Challenges of the Special Commission Report,” in Grace in Abundance: Orthodox Reflections on the Way to Porto Alegre, ed. Metropolitan
Gennadios of Sassima (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2005), 92–99; Stylianos Tsompanidis, “The Church and the Churches in the
Ecumenical Movement,” International Journal for the Christian Church 12:2 (May 2012), 148–63.
39 Edmund Schlink, “Wandlungen im protestantischen Verständnis der Ostkirche,” in Ευχαριστήριον: Τιμητικός Τόμος Αμίλκα Σ.
Αλιβιζάτου, ed. G. Kondidaris (Athens: Apostoliki Diakonia, 1958), 385–99, here at 394.
40 Georges Florovsky, Bible, Church, Tradition: An Eastern Orthodox View (Belmont, Mass.: Nordland, 1972), 58.
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issue that falls within the so-called ecclesiological challenge
and needs to be clarified in the future.41 The answer to
this question will undoubtedly affect the way in which the
Orthodox churches relate to other churches and thus treat
other religions. In short, it concerns their entire presence
and testimony in the world.

Bartholomew quite rightly underlined that “we are aware of
the differences that exist among religions. However, it is not
necessary to eliminate those differences for the realization
of peace within our hurts and in shaping social peace. We
do respect our fellow being and his beliefs, and in this
respect, we build dialogue and peaceful cooperation.”43

As has been demonstrated at the council, despite
its cautiousness, the Orthodox theological assessment
of the world and of history, including that of multiple
religious communities, is based on the entire economy
of the triadic God, the “organic” unity of humanity,
and the recapitulation of everything in Christ. We will
understand the position of the Orthodox Church if we
look at the theological position of blessed Metropolitan
Damaskinos (Papandreou), the head of the secretariat
for the preparation of the Holy and Great Council,
whose contribution has been invaluable to pan-Orthodox
conferences and interfaith dialogue:

The basic principles of the Orthodox tradition, which
pervade the decisions of the Holy and Great Council on
the promotion of interreligious dialogue, are the concept
of God as a love that flows indiscriminately all over the
world, faith in the value of every human being as a creation
in the image of God, and the duty of Christians to love one
another according to the model of Christ and to pursue
peace and justice in the world. These principles, which must
be lived in the divine eucharist and through the sacraments,
are the focal points from which the Orthodox are called
to participate in and to contribute to the realization of the
Christian ideals of peace, justice, freedom, brotherhood,
and love among peoples, overcoming racial and other
discriminations.

In the sense . . . of God’s natural revelation to the
world, the evaluation of other religions is legitimate
as part of God’s plan for the salvation of the world
and as roads of God’s will for the Glory of God and
the salvation of their faithful. The teaching of the
Fathers of the Church . . . expresses the Church’s
awareness that there is divine grace outside of the
grace of Christ . . . Indeed, the Church has never
considered those who were pious before Christ as
completely deprived of God’s grace and complete
strangers to God’s presence in their lives, because
it never claimed that the saving grace coming from
Christ’s redemptive work does not work beneficially
outside the Church, which always remains for
Christianity the only sure way of salvation for all
people.42
The question, then, regarding the place of religions
in the design of the divine economy, although not deeply
analyzed by any pan-Orthodox body, is not unresolved.
This is of course a serious and interesting topic for
discussion and theological reflection in the post-council
period. The very participation of the Orthodox Church
in interfaith dialogue shows that it stands with respect
for other religions and their experiences, but also with
discernment. A theoretical, scientific, and academic
dialogue can and must continue in order to reach an
understanding of other religions from a theological point
of view. But priority must be given to the “dialogue of
life,” the challenges facing all humanity, and this does not
require a consensus and certainly works in a different way
from inter-Christian dialogue. The Ecumenical Patriarch

41 See, further, S. Tsompanidis, “Orthodoxe Kirche und Ökumenische Bewegung nach der Heiligen und Großen Konzil,” Orthodoxes
Forum 31 (2017), 81–88.
42 Metropolitan Damaskinos (Papandreou), “Η χριστιανική αλήθεια και η παγκοσμιότητα της σωτηρίας,” [Christian truth and the
universality of salvation], Episkepsis 523 (1995), 5–13, here at 12.
43 Inauguration speech of the Ecumenical Patriarchate Bartholomew, “Η Διαθρησκειακή Συνάντησις των Βρυξελλών” [The
interreligious meeting in Brussels], 7–13, here at 12.
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During the Arab uprising in the spring of 2011, stories
and images of demonstrations spread across the Internet
through Facebook, Twitter feeds, live blogs, videos,
and photos. The world could follow instantly the latest
development of the protests. The rapid rise of the social
media, together with traditional and digital media, connects
people living in faraway lands instantly in what has been
called the “global village.” The term globalization gained
currency in the 1990s at the end of the Cold War because
the former demarcations of the First, Second, and Third
Worlds became outdated. With the collapse of the former
Soviet Union and the realignment of the Eastern European
bloc, some people believed that capitalism and the neoliberal market would dictate the world. Others believed
that globalization is modernity accelerated and raised to
a higher level. Globalization signifies the global reach of
capitalism, the fast flows of capital and people, free trade,
and the breaking down of national boundaries. The effects
of globalization are hotly debated. Some scholars have
offered the criticism that globalization is not new, but a
continuation of Western neocolonialism in more concerted
form. Yet others have also pointed out that globalization is
not limited to the economic realm, but has social, cultural,
and political dimensions. Globalization also has benign
effects, such as the promotion of transnational grassroots
movements, democracy and human rights, and the
protection of biodiversity and the environment4 .

UPDATE
FOOTNOTES?

If globalization is a compression of time and space,
it not only brings people to closer proximity than before,
but also heightens the immense cultural, religious,
linguistic, racial, and ethnic diversities in the world. What
are the impacts of globalization on religion and religious
communities? According to Thomas Banchoff, a professor
specializing in religious and ethical issues in world politics,
religion has long had a transnational dimension. He
writes, “Major world religions have grown and changed
as they have spread across borders, generating far-flung
networks with varied regional and local expressions.”2
He cites as examples the migration of Buddhism out of
India to the various Asian countries and the reach of
Islam and Christianity to huge populations of the world.
The interaction of religion with world affairs is also not
new. Religious beliefs and practices have implications for
morality and ethics, the quest for common good, and the

rightful exercise of power. The close relation between
religion and politics continues into the modern imperial era.
Yet, globalization does bring in something new,
Banchoff argues. Modern communications technology
and near-instantaneous worldwide connections
strengthen transnational religious networks and diaspora
communities.3 Even the pope got on Twitter on an
Apple iPad in June 2011. Evangelical Christianity has
long used mass media to cultivate its influences and to
spread its individualistic understanding of the Gospel.
In countries in Latin America, Africa, and Asia, religious
pundits have successfully used radio and television to
promulgate a “Gospel of Prosperity” and American- style
consumerism. In Islam, social media and inexpensive
communications allow people to form virtual communities,
create transnational identities, and contest traditional
and hierarchical authorities. Modern communications
technology leads to the internal diversification of religious
traditions because it expands the cultural and social space
for religious engagement both nationally and internationally.
Instant contact with a much more complicated world
than before prompts many people to question their social
reality, including religious authority and institutions. Many
people in the West, especially the young, declare that they
are “spiritual but not religious.” While mainline religious
communities may be declining, new forms of expression,
such as the Emergent Church within Christianity, and other
new religious movements are on the rise and spreading.
Religious groups form coalitions and alliances, sometimes
within their religious structure and sometimes with secular
groups, to address issues such as poverty, HIV/AIDS,
nuclear power, and environmental concerns. Globalization
and transnational linkages promote “a high level of internal
diversity and the reformulation of religious identities and
ethical commitments at a global level,” Banchoff notes.4

The Debate on Religious Pluralism
Given the enormous influence religion has in world politics
in our global age, how can people of different religious
backgrounds and commitments live and work peacefully
together? In multireligious and multicultural Asia, people of
different religious traditions have lived side by side with one

4 “Introduction,” in Religions/Globalizations: Theories and Cases, ed. Dwight N. Hopkins, Lois Ann Lorentzen, Eduardo Mendieta, and David Batstone
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2001), 2–3. See also Rebecca Todd Peters, In Search of the Good Life: The Ethics of Globalization (New York:
Continuum, 2004).
2 Thomas Banchoff, “Introduction,” in Religious Pluralism, Globalization, and World Politics, ed. Thomas Banchoff (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2008), 8.
3 Ibid., 10.
4 Ibid., 11.
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another for millennia. In China, for example, Buddhist and
Daoist influences contributed to the rise of Neo-Confucian
philosophy in the tenth to the thirteenth centuries. In India,
a land of ancient civilizations, Hindus, Muslims, Christians,
and people of other traditions interacted and coexisted,
sometimes peacefully and sometimes entering into conflicts,
as we have seen in recent times. But in Europe and North
America, Christianity has been the dominating religious
tradition, and the church has had a strong exclusive claim
to truth and authority. Immigration in the last several
decades and transnational movements of people have
changed the religious landscape in the United States and
some European countries. Religious diversity in Western
countries increasingly mirrors religious diversity in the
world as a whole. This change has precipitated tremendous
anxiety and pointed debates related to national identity,
cultural heritage, and the integration of immigrants into a
growing heterogeneous society. The explosive nature of
the debates is evident in the after- math of the depictions
of Prophet Mohammed in a Danish newspaper and after
the massacre of innocents by Norwegian Anders Behring
Breivik. A closer examination of how religion is understood
and religious boundaries have been constructed in the West
is in order.
Religion is a contested term, and scholars have long
debated what it means. Some scholars trace it to the Latin
relego, meaning “to read again” or “repeat” as one engages
scripture and creeds. Others argue that it comes from the
Latin word religare, “to bind anew” as in a covenant or
contract; still others insist that the origin can be traced
to the Latin res-legere, “with regard to a gathering.” The
term was not used frequently until the Enlightenment,
when the need arose to differentiate the religious from the
secular. In its modern usage, religion often connotes a set
of religious beliefs and an institutionalized community.
Mark Juergensmeyer writes, “It is used to demarcate the
ideas, practices, beliefs, and institutions that are related
to a particular faith and tradition that has a name— such
as Christianity—and can be labeled as a religion.”5 As
a scholar who has done field research on the religion of
Untouchables in Punjab, India, Juergensmeyer hastens to
add that the word religion cannot be easily translated into
non-European languages because of different cultural
constructs.
Christianity arose as a small movement persecuted by
the Roman Empire and struggled to exist among people
following Greek, Roman, and Jewish religious traditions.
Many Christians died as martyrs because their religious
values conflicted with social and imperial power. With
the conversion of Constantine and the Edict of Milan in

313 CE, Christianity became the dominant religion of the
Empire, and the suppression of other religious traditions
followed. Facing the threats of so-called schismatics
and heretics in the third century, Cyprian, the bishop
of Carthage (d. 258), sought to bolster the authority of
bishops and the church by arguing that there could be
no salvation for anyone except in the church. Originally
meant for persons already in the church as a warning,
Cyprian’s proclamation was directed at non- Christians
after the fifth century and through the Middle Ages.6 The
central Christian axiom extra ecclesiam, nulla salus (outside the
church, no salvation) became the official teaching, reiterated
and further developed by popes and councils. In 1215
Pope Innocent III and the Fourth Lateran Council stated,
“There is one universal church of the faithful, outside of
which no one at all is saved.” The Council of Florence in
1442 made the relation between the church and people who
worshipped other faiths more explicit:
[The Holy Roman Church] firmly believes, professes
and teaches that none of those who exist outside
the Catholic Church—neither pagans nor Jews nor
heretics nor schismatics —can become sharers of
eternal life; rather they will go into the eternal fire
“which was prepared for the devil and his angels”
(Matt. 25:42).7
In the religious construction of fifteenth-century
Europe, there were Christians, Jews, Muslims, and all
others called pagans who followed the traditions of the
Greeks and Romans. During the fifteenth to seventeenth
centuries, the need to differentiate Christianity from other
traditions gave rise to the imagination of “other religions”
and the “religious others.” Christianity as a label appeared
in polemical literature in the sixteenth century; Judaism,
Mahometanism [sic], and Paganism, as labels for these
traditions, arrived in the first half of the seventeenth
century. As a result of the Catholic Reformation,
missionaries, especially the Jesuits, were sent to East Asia
and the Americas. They brought back knowledge of
cultures, customs, and religious traditions from these distant
lands. The encounter of the wide variety of civilizations
and cultures because of the missionary movement and
colonization necessitated the reclassification of religion. In
the nineteenth century, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Daoism
were recognized as “world religions.”8 Compared with
Christianity, these religions were considered superstitious
and heathen, often cast in negative light. Indigenous and
oral traditions in Africa and the Americas were either not
recognized as religion or dubbed as primitive religion.
In her book The Invention of World Religions, Tomoko
Masuzawa remarks that this new discourse of diversity of

5 Mark Juergensmeyer, “2009 Presidential Address: Beyond Words and War: The Global Future of Religion,” Journal of the American Academy of
Religion78 (2010): 887.
6 Paul F. Knitter, Introducing Theologies of Religions (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2002), 66.
7 Heinrich Denzinger, Enchiridion Symbolorum, definitionum et declarationum de rebus fidei et morum, 34th ed. (Barcione: Herder, 1967), 1351, as quoted in
Francis Sullivan, Salvation Outside the Church? Tracing the History of the Catholic Response (New York: Paulist Press, 1992), 6.
8 Peter Beyer, Religions in Global Society (London: Routledge, 2006), 72–74.
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religions in the first half of the nineteenth century “neither
displaced nor disabled the logic of European hegemony—
formerly couched in the language of the universality of
Christianity— but, in a way, gave it a new lease.”9
In the United States, Protestantism, Catholicism, and
Judaism were considered the three major traditions till the
mid-twentieth century. The Immigration Act of 1965 lifted
the national origins quota system and allowed people from
different parts of the world to immigrate to the States. The
influx of new immigrants and the religious communities
they have formed have drastically reshaped the American
religious landscape. In A New Religious America, Diana Eck
of Harvard University has argued that the United States has
changed from a “Christian country” to become the world’s
most religiously diverse nation.10 She and her colleagues at
the Pluralism Project at Harvard have done ethnographical
and other studies to document the implosion of nonChristian religions, the contours of the American
multireligious society, the interaction between different
religious groups, and the impacts on civic life.11
Take, for example, the city of Los Angeles. It can
boast of being the most religiously diverse city in the
world. There are 131 Buddhist temples and meditation
centers, fifty-eight mosques, eighteen Hindu temples, and
sixteen Shinto worship centers in Los Angeles County.12
In the debate on building the mosque near Ground Zero,
people might have easily forgotten that mosques have
been part of New York’s architectural and religious mix
for over a century. From ten mosques in New York in
1970, the number has grown to more than one hundred,
and seventeen in Manhattan alone. Some 800,000 of the
8.21 million residents in the city are Muslims, many whose
New York roots go back generations. Like the Catholic and
Jewish immigrants who came before them, the Muslims in
New York seek to be part of the city and the country.13
The changing religious landscape in America requires
us to rethink relations and interactions among the
different religious groups and communities. Instead of
the exclusivist model, which closes its door to foreigners
and aliens, such as the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882,
and the assimilationist model, which touts America as
the “melting pot,” the model of religious pluralism has
gained popularity in the past decades. I focus on Diana Eck

since the Pluralism Project is one of the best-known and
influential forums of researchers and networks. Diana Eck
offers the following four points to consider the meaning
of pluralism. First, she distinguishes between diversity
and pluralism. Diversity means plurality, and different
religious groups or worship centers can exist in the same
neighborhood without engagement or relationship.
Pluralism is not diversity alone, but “the energetic
engagement with diversity.” Second, pluralism goes beyond
tolerance, which is a thin foundation for interaction and
engagement. Instead, pluralism is “the active seeking
of under- standing across lines of difference.” Third,
pluralism is not relativism, accepting different approaches
as equally valid without discrimination, but “the encounter
of commitments.” One does not need to give up one’s
religious identity or values, but must hold religious
difference, not in isolation, but in relationship to one
another. Finally, pluralism is “based on dialogue,” seeking
to identify commonalities and real differences, and in the
process there is give and take, listening as well as speaking.14
Although the pluralistic model seems to be better
able to address religious difference than the exclusive
and assimilationist models, it has its severe critics. For
conservative Christians, whose influence in American
society is gaining momentum, the pluralistic model
risks giving up Christian uniqueness and the claim that
Christianity is the true religion. In addition to conservative
Christians, some scholars also have misgivings about pluralism and point to its political and ideological underpinnings.
For example, British theologian John Milbank has argued
that pluralism is rooted in Western modernity and
associated with Enlightenment ideas. Immanuel Kant
and other Enlightenment philosophers have argued for
subjecting all religion to the court of universal reason.
Religion is largely treated as a private affair, and all religions
are treated as equal by the secular nation- state. Under
the rule of universal reason, the particularity of religious
traditions and alternative cultural visions are eclipsed. For
Milbank, pluralism is a rhetoric to avoid real difference
and, as a consequence, the celebration of different cultures
and traditions is actually “the obliteration of other cultures
by western norms and categories, with their freight of
Christian influence.”15 Others find that pluralism is based
on “repressive tolerance,” a characteristic of Western
liberalism, and does not really promote engagement across

9 Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention of Religions, or, How European Universalism Was Preserved in the Language of Pluralism (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2005), xiv.
10 Diana L. Eck, A New Religious America: How a “Christian Country” Has Become the World’s Most Religiously Diverse Nation (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2001).
11 Diana L. Eck and the Pluralism Project at Harvard University, On Common Ground: World Religions in America (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1997) and the Web site of the Pluralism Project, http://pluralism.org.
12 John Orr, “Los Angeles Is the Most Religiously Diverse City in the World,” http://www.prolades. com/glama/CRCC%20demographics%20
%20Los%20 Angeles.htm.
13 Jerrilynn Dodds, “Nothing New about Mosques in New York,” in CNN Opinion Web site, http://articles. cnn.com/2010-08-04/opinion/dodds.
mosques.new.york_1_first-mosque-new-mosque-small-mosque?_s= PM:OPINION.
14 Diana L. Eck, “What Is Pluralism?” at the Pluralism Project Web site, http://pluralism.org/ pages/pluralism/what_is_pluralism.
15 John Milbank, “The End of Dialogue,” in Christian Uniqueness Reconsidered: The Myth of a Pluralistic Theology of Religions, ed. Gavin D’Costa
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1990), 175.
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difference.16 Stanley Hauerwas even calls for an “end of
religious pluralism” and writes:
From my perspective, pluralism is the ideology
used by Protestant liberals to give themselves the
illusion they are still in control of, or at least have
responsibility for, the future of America. Religion
is the designation created to privatize strong
convictions in order to render them harmless so that
alleged democracies can continue to have the illusion
they flourish on difference.17
Both Milbank and Hauerwas have argued for clearer
articulation of religious difference, an affirmation of
Christian particularity, and a return to central Christian
narratives and doctrines to resist the encroachment of the
secular and liberal modernity. Milbank is a key proponent
of the theological movement called Radical Orthodoxy,
which criticizes atheistic and nihilistic secularism and uses
the tools of postmodern philosophy to challenge major
tenets of modernity.
In the twenty-first century, the old idea of “religion”
may change, the invention of “world religions” has been
under serious scrutiny, and religious pluralism is hotly
contested in the United States and abroad. Our global
age enables both new cultural creations, the refashioning
of religious identity and relationships, and the internal
diversification of religious traditions. How will all these
impact the future of interfaith dialogue? I begin with a
discussion of the trajectories of dialogue in the Christian
tradition.

Trajectories of Interfaith Dialogue
After the Second World War, when the colonial powers
collapsed and new nations came into being, the Christian
church faced a new reality in which formerly colonized
peoples demanded their cultural autonomy and recognition.
As Raimon Panikkar notes, dialogue becomes “the new
catch- word after the dismantling of the colonial political
order. There is a trend now toward indigenization,
inculturation, greater respect for other religions, and
attempts at a new interpretation of the christic fact.”18 In
some quarters, the term interfaith dialogue is used instead
of interreligious dialogue to signal that conversations and
interactions are taking place between people of faiths, and
not between religions per se, between religions as systems
of beliefs and practices. Conferences, books, and church
documents on dialogue proliferate. Dialogue is happening
on many levels: among religious leaders in ecumenical

gatherings, scholars in academic venues, and at the local
congregations and grassroots.
As we look back to the past century, we can see that
dialogue has been conceptualized in very different terms
under changing historical circumstances. In the early half
of the twentieth century, church mission was the primary
focus and dialogue was subordinate to it. This was most
evident at the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh
in 1910. Attended by 1,200 delegates, the Edinburgh
gathering was orchestrated by the charismatic American
John R. Mott, who popularized the missionary slogan of
“Evangelization of the world in this generation.” Among
its eight com- missions, Commission Four discussed and
issued a report on “Missionary Message in Relation to
the Non-Christian World.” The report exhorts Christians
to treat other religions with respect and sympathy, and
their adherents as fellow pilgrims. Yet, the report is
clearly missiological in its tone. Even as Christians were
encouraged to learn from other believers, they were also
charged to bear witness to the Christian faith.
Knowledge about other religions and good relations
with non-Christians would certainly facilitate Christian
mission understood as evangelism. Peter C. Phan argues
that although the Edinburgh Conference did not use
the terms interreligious or interfaith dialogue, and Christians
conversed among themselves and not with other religious
adherents, the conference encouraged what we would call
dialogue today.19 The conference adopted what would be
later called “fulfillment theology,” believing that Jesus has
not come “to abolish, but to fulfill” (Matt 5:17). Although
other religious traditions may have positive elements, they
are deficient by themselves and only prepare for the final
fulfillment in Jesus Christ.
About fifty years later, Vatican II (1962–65) signaled
a new, radical departure in terms of Catholic teachings
on non-Christian religions. Compared to the “outside
the church, no salvation” posture, Vatican II was much
more conciliatory in tone with a much more positive
attitude toward other religions. The Declaration on the
Relationship of the Church to the Non-Christian Religions
(Nostra Aetate) states that God’s love is not limited to
the walls of the church. It makes positive references and
comments about other religious traditions and applauds the
“profound religious sense” found in them. It affirms that
their teachings and practices “reflect a ray of the Truth that
enlightens all peoples,” and most importantly it exhorts
all Catholics to “dialogue and collabo- rate” with other
believers and so “in witness of Christian faith and life, to

16 Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon, Resident Aliens: A Provocative Christian Assessment of Culture and Ministry for People Who Know That
Something Is Wrong (Nashville: Abingdon, 1989), 41.
17 Stanley Hauerwas, “The End of Religious Pluralism: A Tribute to David Burrell,” in Democracy and New Religious Pluralism, ed. Thomas Banchoff
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 284.
18 Raimon Panikkar, “The Jordan, the Tiber, and the Ganges,” in The Myth of Christian Uniqueness: Toward a Pluralistic Theology of Religions, ed. John
Hick and Paul F. Knitter (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1987), 95.
19 Peter C. Phan, “Mission and Interreligious Dialogue: Edinburgh, Vatican II, and Beyond.” Paper presented at the 2010 Boston Conference,
November 6, 2010.
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acknowledge, preserve, and promote the spiritual and moral
goods found among these people” (Nostra Aetate 2).
Phan points out that Vatican II offered teachings on
mission and interreligious dialogue almost identical to
those of the Edinburgh Conference, even though the
council did not make reference to it. Like Edinburgh,
Vatican II issued an urgent call to mission and saw church
mission as a prolongation of the mission of God (missio
Dei). The Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity
states, “Missionary activity is nothing else, and nothing
less, than the manifestation of God’s plan, its epiphany
and realization in the world and in his- tory; that by which
God, through mission, clearly brings to its conclusion the
history of salvation” (Ad Gentes 9). Though the council
recognized elements of truth and grace in other religions, it
reiterated the central importance of Christ as the universal
savior. The mission of the church is to bring non-Christians
to Christ, for “whatever good or truth is found amongst
them [non- Christians], is considered by the church to be
a preparation for the Gospel” (Lumen Gentium 16). Thus,
similar to Edinburgh, Vatican II also regarded Christianity
as the fulfillment of other religions and dialogue as part of
the church’s evangelistic mission.
In the 1960s and 1970s, activities related to dialogue
began to gain momentum both in the Catholic and
Protestant churches. After Vatican II, the Secretariat on
Non-Christians was created, now renamed the Pontifical
Council for Inter- religious Dialogue. In 1970, the Central
Committee of the World Council of Churches (WCC)
declared interreligious dialogue as “the common pilgrimage
of the churches,” and the WCC published Guidelines
on Dialogue. The WCC created in 1971 a subunit called
Dialogue of People of Living Faiths and Ideologies,
which facilitated encounters with religious leaders of other
traditions and invited Christian communities with long
experience of life in pluralistic contexts to share their
experience.20 The current WCC program on Interreligious
Dialogue and Cooperation continues the work. Today
interfaith dialogue is not only discussed by Christian
bodies, but is on the agenda of Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, and
Buddhist organizations.
Interfaith dialogue gradually began to be separated from
mission and evangelism, with its own distinct focus and
tasks. Part of the reason is that the missionary movement
has been criticized as a tool of cultural imperialism, serving
colonial expansion. Thus, interfaith dialogue should not
aim to convert or proselytize with the assumption that
Christianity is superior to other religions. A report of
the 1970 WCC consultation on dialogue, which brought
Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, and Christians together for

the first time under the auspices of the WCC, spells out
clearly this new understanding of dialogue. Dialogue is the
meeting between people of living faiths, and not between
Christianity and other religions. Each one is speaking as a
person of faith out of deep and firm commitment to his
or her faith and tradition. Each one must come to dialogue
with openness and frankness, ready to learn from one
another in a spirit of mutuality and reciprocity. Only so can
dialogue foster mutual understanding and help to overcome
biases, preconceived notions, and prejudices. People of all
faiths have common responsibility toward today’s social
and political problems. Dialogue helps to identify common
concerns and promote the building of wider human
community. Finally, dialogue should not be confined to
the academic level, but should take place at all levels of
society.21
Since Vatican II, the Catholic Church has engaged in
sustained reflection on dialogue and religious plurality
within itself and with leaders and scholars of other
religious traditions. The 1991 document “Dialogue and
Proclamation” articulates four forms of dialogue.22
The dialogue of life takes place in our interaction with
our neighbors, and in our families, communities, and
workplaces. Given the increased religious diversity in
America, we will meet people of different faiths and
ethnicities in our schools, our town halls, and in our social
and religious functions. The dialogue of action happens
when people and religious organizations of different faith
traditions collaborate and work together to address shared
problems of a local community or wider concerns. Such
action may take different forms, such as witnessing to the
structural and social manifestations of injustice, political
advocacy for policy changes, and caring for the poor
through feeding programs and food pantries. The dialogue
of spiritual experience may involve interreligious sharing
of rituals, worship, prayers, celebrations, meditations, or
civic liturgy. For Christians, it is not incorporating other
religious elements into our worship or interpreting other
religious symbols and rituals through our lens. Rather,
it is experiencing a spiritual practice with others and
understanding the meaning of it in its particular tradition
to arrive at deeper understanding. The greatest challenge
is the dialogue of beliefs, dogma, and theology. Different
traditions have their normative claims, and religious
doctrines and dogmas are embedded in particular cultural
frames and religious world- views. How do we understand
each other when religious concepts and terminologies often
defy translation? How can we speak about our religious
beliefs with integrity, while accepting the validity of the
truth claims of other traditions?

20 Diana L. Eck, Encountering God: A Spiritual Journey from Bozeman to Banaras (Boston: Beacon, 1993), 214.
21 “Dialogue between Men of Living Faiths: The Ajaltoun Memorandum,” in Dialogue between Men of
Living Faiths, ed. S. J. Samartha (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1971), 107–17.
22 The document was issued by the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue. The following summary is based on Maria Hornung, Encountering
Other Faiths (New York: Paulist Press, 2007), 27–30.
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In the past several decades, three approaches have been
identified by scholars writing in the area of theology of
religions and interfaith dialogue.23 The first is the exclusive
stance, which believes that other religions have no value
and Christianity is meant to replace them all. This approach
is still found in many Christian churches, especially
among the Fundamentalist or Evangelical churches. Karl
Barth also belongs to this camp, when he wrote during
the Nazi period that all religion (including Christianity)
is unbelief, and salvation can only be brought through
Christ alone. The second is the inclusivist approach, which
recognizes truths and values in other religions. These other
traditions are leading to and in preparation for Christ and
to be fulfilled in Christianity. Proponents of inclusivism
stress the universality of God’s love and God’s plan for
all to be saved. The Catholic theologian Karl Rahner
is a representative of the inclusive approach: Rahner
maintained that God’s grace is found in other religions and
famously referred to people of other faiths as “anonymous
Christians.” The Buddhists and Hindus who experience the
grace of God in their religion are already connected with
and directed toward Jesus, since Jesus is the ultimate gift of
God. They are, in a sense, already Christians, even though
they do not call themselves so. Rahner’s new approach to
other religions has influenced Vatican II and many other
Catholic theologians.
The third one is the pluralist approach, which, as I said,
has become popular among mainline and progressive
theologians and scholars of religion. If the inclusivists
believe that one tradition— Christianity—contains all
salvific truth, the pluralists believe that all the religious
traditions are valid paths to salvation. The pluralists do not
speak with one voice, and they have taken philosophical,
mystical, and ethical approaches to describe the encounters
of religions. One of the leading proponents is John Hick,
who has written many books on the subject. For Hick,
God, the Divine, or the Real, is inexhaustible and infinitely
beyond our grasp, and the diverse religious traditions
are cultural expressions of the same reality. There is one
noumen, but many religious phenomena. The different
religions are like the diverse paths we can follow to climb
a mountain, and they point to the same goals.24 Hick’s
assumptions that people’s religious experience is common
and that believers are journeying toward the same goal
have been criticized. Mark Heim, for example, argues that
the differences among the religions cannot be overlooked
and it is premature to say that their ultimate goals are the
same. He writes, “Nirvana and communion with God
are contradictory only if we assume that one or the other
must be the sole fate for all human beings.”25 Instead, he
proposes that there are two different endpoints and two
different realities. Instead of one salvation common to
23
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all, Heim argues that there are different salvations, and
the religions are moving toward different fulfillments and
destinations. The world religions are not paths leading up
the same religious mountain; rather, they are paths up very
different mountains.
Asian churches and theologians have contributed
significantly to the discussion on religious plurality
and dialogue because of their long history of life in
multireligious contexts. Stanley Samartha and Wesley
Ariarajah have directed the WCC sub-unit on dialogue and
made critical contributions to the subject. Aloysius Pieris,
a Jesuit from Sri Lanka who has advanced training in both
Buddhism and Christianity, urges his colleagues in the
Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians to
pay attention to dialogue and not just focus on social and
political liberation. For him, Asia is characterized not only
by poverty, but also by religious plurality. He points out that
the majority of the hungry and poor people of the world
are non-Christians, and we cannot achieve world peace
without learning their religious symbols and their visions
for life, and collaborating with them in concrete action. He
writes poignantly:
The irruption of the Third World is also the
irruption of the non-Christian world. The vast
majority of God’s poor perceive their ultimate
concern and symbolize their struggle for liberation
in the idiom of non-Christian religions and cultures.
Therefore, a theology that does not speak to or
through this non- Christian peoplehood is an
esoteric luxury of a Christian minority.26
Another Catholic theologian who has made outstanding contributions to the literature on dialogue is
Raimon Panikkar, born of an Indian Hindu father and
Spanish Catholic mother. With a capacious mind and
erudition, Panikkar could write in several languages and
knew many different traditions. For him, interreligious
dialogue must be accompanied by intrareligious dialogue,
which is a kind of reflexivity, a self-questioning of one’s
own tradition after encountering with other traditions.
He defines intrareligious dialogue as “an inner dialogue
within myself, an encounter in the depth of my personal
religiousness, having met another religious experience on
that very intimate level.”27 In intrareligious dialogue, one
begins with questioning oneself and one’s beliefs to see
both in a new light. If our faith is a living faith, it must be
constantly renewed and demands ever-recurring metanoia.
He uses the term cosmotheandric experience to describe our
emerging religious consciousness, which encompasses the
world, the divine, and the human. This experience dwells
within and is found among various religions in the world

These approaches are helpfully discussed in Knitter, Introducing Theologies of Religions.
John Hick, An Interpretation of Religion: Human Responses to the Transcendent (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989).
S. Mark Heim, Salvations: Truth and Difference in Religions (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1995), 149.
Aloysius Pieris, An Asian Theology of Libera- tion (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1988), 87.
Raimon Panikkar, The Intrareligious Dialogue New York: Paulist Press, 1978), 40.
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and constitutes a mystical awareness of the unity with the
divine, with all other human beings, and with creation.28
Whereas interreligious or interfaith dialogue describes
the encounter of people of different traditions, in the
1980s, scholars began to discuss the notion of double
or multiple religious belonging and participation.29 The
issue has surfaced in Confucian-Christian dialogue when
Confucian participants asked if one could have dual citizenship by participating in more than one tradition at once.
Participants in Hindu-Christian dialogue have also broached
the same question. As North America is becoming more
religiously pluralistic, some scholars argue that multiple
religious participation will be increasingly common and
become an issue of faith and practice. Others are more
cautious for fear that multiple religious belonging would
bring back the age-old issue of syncretism—the mixing
of gods and religions. Judith Berling, who has studied
religion in the Chinese context, suggests that the interplay
of religious traditions is more dynamic and fluid in some
cultures. Using the Chinese case as an example, she wants
to expand the Christian horizon in looking at religious
diversity and stresses the importance of hospitality in living
with one’s religious neighbors and in interfaith dialogue.30
From understanding dialogue as service to mission in
the first half of the twentieth century to the discussion
of multiple religious belonging, the Christian church
has changed quite drastically in its attitude toward other
religious traditions. As we face the future, interfaith dialogue
must address some of the burning issues in our world, such
as the rise of fundamentalisms of all kinds, the assertion
of religious identity and fragmentation of community,
the exploitation of religious passion for violence, the
widespread suspicion of political and religious leaders, and
cynicism about possible social change. Interfaith dialogue
must be a force for peacekeeping. In contemporary politics
there are the dual forces of politicization of religion
and the theologization of politics. Sadly, religion is a
contributing factor to conflicts and violence in some of the
war-torn and poorest areas in Africa, South India, Palestine,
and other parts in the Middle East. As Mark Juergensmeyer
points out, violence has a shadowy presence lurking within
the histories of religious traditions from biblical times to
our present moment. Religion has provided the motivation,
justification, organization, and worldview for public acts
of violence.31 It is therefore imperative for people of all
faiths to work toward a future in which religion can be
a force not for destruction but for the common good.
Juergensmeyer observes: “…this historical moment
of global transformation has provided an occasion for
religion—with all its images and ideas—to be reasserted as
28
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a public force.”32
If religion is to become a force of peacekeeping and
not a cause for intolerance and conflict, new construction
of and relations with the “religious other” must be sought.
As we have seen, in the history of the West, the idea of
the religious other, whether labeled as “pagans,” “infidels,”
or “heathens,” has been used as a foil to bolster Christian
identity and European hegemony. The discovery of the
religious other went hand-in-hand with Europe’s encounter
with other parts of the world. The world religions of Islam,
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Confucianism are mapped onto
distant geography and strange lands, in which people live
with superstition and bizarre customs. The grouping of
huge populations under a single religious identity with
identifiable characteristics made the management of
religious difference easier for colonial control. Interfaith
dialogue would benefit from insights from postcolonial
studies, which questions how the self and the other, center
and periphery, and cultural dominant and marginalized have
been constructed.
Interfaith dialogue must not be confined to narrow
academic circles and among the elites if it is going to
have a wider impact on faith communities and society.
In particular, those voices that have not been heard at
the dialogical table must be welcome and listened to.
Unfortunately, in many ecumenical gatherings and at the
Parliament of the World Religions, women’s participation
and their voices have been marginalized. Representatives of
religious traditions are mostly men, since women have not
risen to high positions in many official religious hierarchies.
This is unwarranted since women are an integral part of
the world’s religious traditions and they play pivotal roles in
them. I turn now to issues related to gender and interfaith
dialogue in the next chapter.
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Abstract
Given the reality of religious plurality in Africa, Johnson A.
Mbillah contends that churches must engage in interfaith
relations based on collaboration and cooperation in
attending to human needs. He advocates constructive
engagement with other faith communities for peaceful
coexistence and for the holistic development of humanity.
Mbillah develops his argument in relation to three main
issues. First, regarding the churches and interfaith relations,
he outlines theological rationale for interfaith relations and
sets forth key principles for such engagement. Second,
he examines the essence of interfaith collaboration,
particularly in relation to Christian–Muslim relations, and
highlights the need for cooperation in peace-building.
Third, he tackles thorny issues in interfaith relations
including those related to politics, African identity, and
the imperatives of Christian mission and Muslim Da’wah.
He then concludes by urging theological institutions to
incorporate interfaith relations in the formation of church
leaders so as to enhance the theology and practice of
interfaith relations in future.

Introduction
The continent of Africa is known for its vast religious
landscape, with most Africans being deeply religious
people. Christianity and Islam joined the primordial African
religions, commonly referred to as African Traditional
Religions, thus producing Africa’s triple religious heritage.
This triad of religious pillars was then transformed into
Africa’s rainbow of religions with the addition or growth
of other faiths such as Judaism, Hinduism, Sikhism, Jainism
and the Baha’i faith.

Oromo and a Muslim’, possibly adding that he or she
belongs to the Tijaniyya Sufi fraternity. This maze of
possibilities for defining an African’s identity can be
enriching and rewarding if harnessed properly. Equally,
however, the multiple identities can be troublesome and
destructive if not harnessed properly.
In this chapter we reflect on what the churches in
Africa must do to ensure that the mosaic of religions are
appropriately harnessed to bring about collaboration and
cooperation in attending to human needs and concerns. We
also advocate for what we, in the Programme for Christian–
Muslim relations in Africa (PROCMURA), call constructive
engagement with other religious groups for peace and
peaceful coexistence for the holistic development of the
human family.
This entails seeking ways to celebrate our common
humanity in the spirit of our God-given inalienable rights
and freedoms, and being responsible for our actions or
inactions. We shall not shy away from issues that may
be seen to be controversial in interfaith engagements,
but rather highlight them and raise questions for further
reflection.
The chapter addresses three key issues, as follows:
• the churches and interfaith relations in Africa;
• the essence of interfaith collaboration and
cooperation;
• thorny issues in interfaith relations: what shall
we do?

The churches and interfaith relations in
Africa

In the recent past, Africa’s rainbow of religions has
extended further into a mosaic of religions, as variants
of the religions above joined ‘the pioneer religions’ in
seeking to attract African followers. Today new religious
movements parade themselves all over the continent. Given
these developments, there is no doubt that religion plays
a pivotal role in shaping the actions and/or inactions of
many Africans.

Religious diversity has existed throughout the ages. Our
Christian understanding of God, made clear by his selfrevelation in Jesus Christ, affirms that religious diversity
never came about without God’s knowledge. We cannot say
that God brought about our religious diversity, but certainly
it arose with his knowledge, at best with his permission and
at worst against his will. Whatever the case may be, religious
diversity has been part and parcel of the entire human
family, including the African religious heritage.

The growing religious plurality in the African continent
means that Africans have multiple identities. In the past,
for example, people spoke primarily about ethnic identities
(as the more appropriate term for ‘tribal identities’). In
the present situation, however, someone might say, ‘I am
Kenyan, a Kikuyu, and a Christian of the Presbyterian
denomination.’ Another might say ‘I am Ethiopian, an

Christian theology states that God grants human beings
the freedom to choose the religious path that they wish
to tread, but they are responsible for the choices that they
make. With this understanding, the churches in Africa must
be tolerant with the religious variety around them since
this diversity is bound to continue until the end of time.
A credible question for the churches to ask, therefore, is
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not how to eradicate religious diversity (for that may mean
attempting to eradicate the God-given freedom of human
beings), but how to relate constructively with others in this
religious diversity.
The churches in Africa, like elsewhere in the world,
inherited a certain stream of Christian tradition that
discouraged relationship with peoples of other faiths. In
some cases it was virtually taboo to do so. Many have asked,
‘What has belief got to do with unbelief ?’, or ‘What has
Christianity got to do with “paganism”?’ The common,
traditional Christian approach to religious variety has been
to bring those outside the household of Christ to Christ
– to convert them. More recently, an emerging trend has
essentially advised, ‘Leave them alone; let us relate and
not convert lest we give the impression that Christianity is
true and the other religions false.’ These two approaches,
as well as other emerging trends, have created different
camps within Christianity as far as interfaith relations are
concerned.
The two main camps (‘convert them by all means’ and
‘leave them alone’) need to face the existential reality as it
is, and not as they would imagine or wish it to be. For the
truth of the matter is that those who see conversion as the
ultimate or only objective of interfaith relations have to
answer the crucial question: What happens if that objective
is not achieved? In other words, if you present the gospel
to a person of a different faith who decides to remain in
his or her faith, what do you do to still remain friends and
good neighbours as narrated in the story of the Good
Samaritan (Luke 10.25–37)?
For those who are anti-conversion, the question also
remains as to whether conversion is in essence an activity
of the human person or of the Holy Spirit. If it is of the
Holy Spirit, as demonstrated in the story of Cornelius (Acts
10.1–48), for example, who are they to limit the activity
of the Holy Spirit? In any case, the reality of the African
religious environment shows that significant numbers of
people are converted from one faith to another, just as
many people choose to remain within their original faith.
What Christian proponents of interfaith relations
advocate is that we talk with, and not just about, people of
other faiths. We do so because of our faith in Christ who
challenges us on what merit there is if we love only those
who love us (Luke 6.32). In other words, what merit is there
if we take for neighbours only those with whom we share a
religion?

Interfaith relations in the African way
In many African societies, especially at grass-roots levels,
families live together in the same households with interfaith
and intra-faith differences. They eat together, work
together, celebrate the diverse religious festivals together,
share in the joys of birth and the sadness of death, and

jointly work towards the development of the community.
This phenomenon, which may be described as practical
theology brewed in the African pot, demonstrates longstanding African spirituality that focuses on existential
matters over dogma. Thus the bedrock of African
religiosity is to ‘live and let live’ with religious diversities in
harmony.
Therefore, engaging in interfaith relations in Africa
today is not a matter of introducing anything new. Rather,
a central concern is how to curb the growing intolerant
religious spirit that blows around the world, including parts
of Africa such as Nigeria and Sudan to a greater extent, and
other countries to a lesser extent. To put it in another way,
we need to revitalize our societies, which were previously
tolerant of religious diversity, and protect them from the
wave of religious intolerance that would rather see us live
by the law of the jungle: ‘eat or be eaten’.
To engage effectively with people of other faiths,
churches in Africa must first put their own houses in order
regarding intra-faith relations, or relations among the
various Christian traditions. Only then can they agree on
the way forward in interfaith relations for peace, harmony
and human development. What this means in practice is
that all church denominations in Africa must be encouraged
to get involved in interfaith relations so as to build bridges
of understanding for harmonious relationship.

Interfaith relations from a position of faith
‘Interfaith relations’ means ‘faith meeting faith’, or people
of one faith meeting others of another faith. In practice it
is not, and should not be, a meeting aimed at compromising
or watering down the beliefs of any faith with the hope of
striking a mean and concluding that all faiths are the same.
Of course, if all faiths were the same, there would be no
need for interfaith relations.
Recently, some international interfaith relations meetings
seem to suggest, whether overtly or covertly, that Christians
should do away with their cardinal belief in the uniqueness
of Christ since this may be offensive to those of other
faiths. Therefore, the charge goes, Christians who hold this
belief may hinder the success of the interfaith meeting.
This challenge raises the issue of context in interfaith
relations. The undisputed objectives of interfaith relations,
namely peace, harmony, development and sharing our
common humanness (ubuntu in South Africa), are noble
and must be vigorously pursued. However, historical
experiences and cultural differences mean that interfaith
relations from one continent, region or country cannot
be exported wholesale to another continent, region, or
country. They may be shared in other areas, to enrich or
inform, but they should not be transposed as if they were
the norm everywhere.
The present situation, in which some Christians imply
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that biblical truth should be watered down to enhance
interfaith relations, is not acceptable to many Christians
in Africa and elsewhere. It will be a disaster for interfaith
relations if those from any faith attempt to explain away
their cardinal doctrines for the sake of peace and harmony.
The quest for peace and harmony among faiths is possible
only if we are able to acknowledge that there are major
differences in our belief systems. Instead of agonizing
over them, we must accept our differences and seek to live
harmoniously despite them.
Perhaps the best illustration of how we need to
approach interfaith relations in Africa comes in a
conversation between Dr Nnamdi Azikiwe, the first
President of Nigeria, and Alhaji Ahmadu Bello, a premier
and Saurdauna of Sokoto in the mid-1960s. The two
leaders met to discuss growing tensions between coalition
partners in the central government (the Northern People’s
Congress and the National Council of Nigerian Citizens).
These tensions brought into the open divergences between
the majority Muslim north and the majority Christian south
which were degenerating into ethno-religious antagonism.
In the cause of dialogue to restore some understanding,
Dr Azikiwe is quoted to have said to Ahmadu Bello, ‘Let
us forget our differences.’ Ahmadu Bello replied, ‘No, let
us understand our differences … By understanding our
differences we can build unity in Nigeria’ (Gambari, 1992:
98). This short conversation between the two leaders
indicates the real grounds for carrying out interfaith
relations in Africa: accepting our differences and living with
such differences in peace, not in pieces.
Having set out the principles under which interfaith
relations have to take place in Africa, I will now turn my
attention to areas of collaboration and cooperation to
improve the human condition in the continent.

The essence of interfaith collaboration and
cooperation
It is important for Christians to collaborate and cooperate
with those of other faith communities in Africa to address
issues of common concern. However, if we are to scratch
where it itches the most, we must make the interface
between Christianity and Islam high on our agenda.
These two religions command the largest following in the
continent. They have also shown throughout history and at
the present time that they can be the best at building peace
and stability in the continent (and the world at large). Yet
they can equally be the worst at creating or fanning conflicts
and strife.
As missionary religions that have succeeded in gaining
adherents in Africa, Islam and Christianity may produce
greater tensions to come if their respective adherents are
not proactive in collaborating and cooperating to improve
on the human condition across the continent. To this end
we would like to briefly outline key areas that the churches

in Africa need to explore carefully in pursuing collaborative
interfaith actions.

Peace and peaceful coexistence
Success stories of interfaith cooperation emerged in Sierra
Leone and Liberia, where religious leaders took groundbreaking initiatives that contributed immensely to restoring
peace. What is not adequately recognized is that in the case
of Liberia, there were attempts to publicize the war as one
between Christians and Muslims. Fortunately, the Christian
leaders of the country worked hard to defuse the tension
that was generated. They teamed up with Muslim leaders so
that together they formed an inter-religious council to work
towards peace in the land.
This example clearly indicates that interfaith
collaboration is possible only when there is peaceful
coexistence between and among faith communities.
Religious leaders can be agents of peace in the continent
only when they are themselves at peace with one another.
Faith communities involved in violent conflicts have no
moral ground whatsoever to mediate in other conflicts,
such as those that are ethnically or politically motivated.
In Africa, people of faith continue to listen to their
religious leaders and, in most cases, take directives from
them. Therefore religious leaders of all faiths must
capitalize on this advantage in order to collaborate for
peace in a continent yearning for peace.
Our programmes for peace must seek to consolidate
peace in peaceful situations, and to promote peacebuilding in situations of strife. The programmes must
also be continual, to avoid the situation of churches only
cooperating with other faith communities in times of
tension. Rather, peace is a process that must be worked at
all the time.

Religious rights and peace
The most difficult aspect of interfaith relations for peaceful
coexistence in Africa is that of religious freedoms and
rights. The religious rights claimed by some can be viewed
as the violation of others’ religious rights. Nowhere is
this more evident than in Nigeria and the Sudan, where
the introduction of the shariah (Islamic law) in its totality
contributed in large measure to violent conflicts between
Christians and Muslims.
The irony of such situations is that both parties,
Christians and Muslims, argue in defence of their Godgiven rights. Muslims argue that it is their God-given right
to introduce the shariah in its totality to govern themselves,
while Christians argue that it is their God-given right not
to live under the shariah. Similarly, faith communities in
Kenya, Tanzania, and to some extent in Uganda have to
deal with debates on entrenching Khadi (Muslim) courts in
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their respective country’s constitution. These are issues that
can and do divide religious people, especially Christians and
Muslims.

Da’wah.

In the churches’ bid to work for peace with people
of other faiths, issues such as those mentioned above are
bound to arise from time to time and to poison relations.
Therefore, the critical question is not so much how to
prevent such issues from emerging, but how to deal with
them when they do arise.

In the realm of politics, there is now a widespread tendency
to categorize African heads of state according to their
religious affiliations, especially Christian and Muslim. This
is a dangerous trend which can easily lead to ‘religious
tribalism’, where adherents of one religion or another vote
for a presidential or parliamentary candidate because they
share a religion and not because the person is competent to
govern.

One of the most important areas of PROCMURA’s
work is fostering a spirit of understanding between
Christians and Muslims. The aim is to ensure that when
conflicts occur between them, they are addressed in a
non-violent manner. The churches must always look to
Jesus Christ who is himself the Prince of Peace (Isaiah
9.6), and who is recorded as having said, ‘Blessed are the
peacemakers, for they will be called children of God’
(Matthew 5.9).
Insofar as it is possible, let us work hard to ensure that
we live peaceably with all our neighbours (Romans 12.18).

Other areas of colaboration and
cooperation
There are several areas that require appropriate interfaith
cooperation, especially if these are concerns across the
religious divide. Two such issues include the HIV & AIDS
pandemic, and what has come to be known as female
genital mutilation. In view of the devastating impact these
continue to have across Africa, it is crucial for Christians
and Muslims to work closely together in addressing them.
Since some issues are more sensitive and controversial
than others, it is advisable for interfaith relations to first
approach those that are less controversial. This lays a
foundation for then tackling, in a peaceful manner, those
issues that are more thorny.

Thorny issues in interfaith relations: what
shall we do?
In the introduction to this chapter, we indicated the
multiple identities of African people. We now explore
how these multiple identities, as they relate to faith, create
divided loyalties and thus lead to the segmentation of
African societies.
The formation of the African Union signifies that
Africa’s diversity, which includes religious diversity, should
not stand in the way of Africans being united. Churches
must carefully examine three main areas for interfaith action
towards justice, peace and development of the continent:
politics, African identity, and Christian mission and Muslim

Politics

The forefathers and foremothers of Africa’s modern
political landscape identified themselves as Africans
irrespective of their religious affiliations. In this light,
Leopold Senghor, a devout Catholic, could be voted in as
the President of Senegal, a predominantly Muslim country.
Not long ago, President Bakili Muluzi, a Muslim, was
elected as President of Malawi, a majority Christian country.
If this noble trend is to continue, interfaith programmes
must embark on political education that emphasizes unity
of purpose and development among Africans despite their
belonging to different faith communities. Politicians must
likewise be cautioned against religio-partisan politics.

African identity
From PROCMURA’s experience, one crucial issue is the
question of African identity in relation to the universality
of the Christian and Muslim faiths. The fact that Africans
have multiple identities can evoke the question as to
whether they are African Christians and African Muslims,
or Christian Africans and Muslim Africans. In other words,
which aspect of an African’s identity takes priority over
other aspects, or calls for greater allegiance? For example,
after the events that took place in the United States on
September 11, 2001, Christians and Muslims in Africa
took sides with those involved in the conflict, to the extent
that violent confrontations erupted in some parts of the
continent.
Christianity is a universal religion that recognizes all
its followers as belonging to the body of Christ. Likewise
Islam teaches the universal Umma (community) to which
Muslims all over the world belong. It is truly unfortunate
that this sense of universal belonging found within both
faiths then creates negative perceptions towards those of
the other faith, especially on the basis of conflicts occurring
elsewhere in the world. In the case above, political conflicts
between the West and the Arab world have set Africans
against each other.
Therefore interfaith relations in Africa must ensure that
the universal nature of Christianity and Islam is viewed
constructively. We must avoid conflicts that arise from
making alliances with those with whom Africans share
faith, even if they are far away, and enemies of those who
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live close by but do not share the same faith. Rather, our
common humanity as people of faith, both in Africa and
beyond, should be harnessed to bring about peace and
development instead of antagonism and destruction.

Christian mission and Muslim Da’wah
Christian mission, including witness and evangelism, and its
near equivalent in Muslim Da’wah, are imperatives for the
two faiths. The question therefore is not whether Christian
mission and Muslim Da’wah should be carried out, but how
they should be done so as to avoid polemics, stereotypes
and derogatory remarks about the other. This is an
important area for establishing positive interfaith relations.
It must be said that any form of mission or Da’wah that
does not transform lives for the better, but rather provokes
tension and conflict, should be regarded as a deformation
of these faiths. Is it not possible, for example, for Christian
and Muslim religious leaders in Africa to establish a guiding
ethic for recommending their respective faiths without
defaming the other? This would seem to be a crucial
priority for interfaith relations.

Conclusion
This chapter has examined interfaith relations in Africa,
particularly between Christians and Muslims. The focus
has been on what the churches in Africa must do to
engage constructively with Muslims for peace and peaceful
coexistence for the holistic development of the human
family.
In conclusion, we must underline that the future of
interfaith relations in Africa rests on our theological
institutions. Ecumenical and denominational theological
colleges and seminaries need to incorporate interfaith
relations in the theological formation of priests and pastors.
This will help the future leaders of our churches to critically
examine our inherited theologies, so as to construct an
African theology of interfaith relations.

Study questions
1. What are some of the key challenges to interfaith
relations, according to Johnson A. Mbillah and
according to your own experience?
2. Do you think that engaging in interfaith relations
means that you must compromise, or water down,
your own religious beliefs? Argue your case in
relation to Mbillah’s view.
3. Why is peace-building so foundational in interfaith
relations?
4. Explain the three ‘thorny issues in interfaith
relations’ that Mbillah identifies and addresses.
What relevance do these issues have to your own
experience of interfaith relations?
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CHAPTER 5:
BODY POLITICS: DISRUPTING SYSTEMS THAT DEGRADE BODIES AT THE BORDER (JUST-RELATIONS TRACK)
(Compiled by HyeRan Kim-Cragg and Dorcas J. Gordon)

Introduction
This chapter explores the significance of embodiment, problematizing historic and current acts of discrimination of bodies by directing attention
to Bible and Body; Gender and Bodies; Racialised Bodies; Indigenous Bodies and Differently-Abled Bodies. In “The Corinthian Body Chapter 6 - The Body, Disease, and Pollution”, Dale B. Martin writes about disease etiologies and their correlation with allocations of social
power and other social constructions of understanding. In the second section, Mark Lewis Taylor’s “The Theological and the Political on the
Weight of the World” explores what he terms ‘the theological’ - that is a disciplined discourse. Disciplined ‘not so much by doctrinal formation,
but rather by reflection taking place at multiple sites of the academies and other public thinking.’ In the third section, “Body, Representation,
and Black Religious Discourse”, M. Shawn Copeland decries the distorted, wounded representations of black women historically and in
the present, including through the androcentric, patriarchal and misogynistic sermons. The fourth section, “Probing the Pulpit: Postcolonial
Feminist Perspectives” by HyeRan Kim-Cragg probes the character of the colonial, sexist legacy of the pulpit. The fifth section, “Decolonizing
Minds in the Canadian Context: A Multi-Voice Conversation With A Focus On Theological Education” by J. Dorcas Gordon explores the
implications of decolonising the coloniser and colonised with reference to theological education and the need for multi-voice conversations.

5.1 The Body, Disease, and Pollution - Dale B. Martin
Dale B. Martin, ‘The Body, Disease, and Pollution’. This text is chapter 6, excerpted from The Corinthian Body, Dale B. Martin, Yale
University Press, 1999. Reproduced with permission of Yale Representation Limited through PLSclear.”

To the man or woman today for whom pollution in the
religious sense is not an everyday concern, it sometimes
seems that the inhabitants of the ancient world, especially
Jews but also Greeks and Romans, were paranoid about
pollution. Indeed, in almost every part of the ancient
Mediterranean one can find notions of ritual pollutions,
purifications, and cleansings. 1 But precisely what the
ancients meant by “pollution” is not always clear, and
scholars do not always notice that there were degrees of
concern about pollution among the ancients and that there
existed a diversity of opinion about the susceptibility of
the individual and the social body to contamination. That
diversity depended to a great extent on differing ideologies
of the body.2

to analyze the way in which disease was thought to threaten
the body. Is disease a result of pollution, contamination,
or infection? Or does it operate by different mechanisms
and procedures? In this chapter I will attempt to further
our understanding of ancient ideologies of the body by
concentrating on the role pollution played in the ancient
understanding of disease. I will argue that the differing
roles assigned to pollution in disease etiologies are directly
related to differing ideologies of the body, and that
different ideologies of the body were linked, at least in
Greco-Roman antiquity, to different social status positions.

In the ancient world, notions of the body and pollution
were related to concepts of disease. Although disease and
pollution do not automatically go together in the modern
mind, the logics of the discourses surrounding them are
interconnected and mutually informativepossibly in modern
culture, certainly in ancient. One way to assess the level of
concern about pollution in ancient culture, for example, is

Just as different cultures construe the body differently, so
they experience disease differently. In fact, how a society
constructs disease tells us a great deal about the nature
of the body in that society. What kinds of language are
used to talk about disease? How does disease interact with
the body? What is the constitution of a healthy body, and
how does it differ from the body when it is ill? How does

Disease Etiology in Comparative
Anthropology

1 The most thorough study to date of the notion of pollution in Greek culture is Parker, Miasma. Although Parker’s concern is preclassical and
classical Greece, his study repeatedly refers to Greek texts of the Hellenistic and Roman periods as well
2 Though related in methodology, my conclusions differ in important ways from those of Neyrey, Paul, In Other Words. In my view, Neyrey’s
analysis does not sufficiently take into account differences in ideological constructions of the body, especially as related to purity issues, in GrecoRoman culture. For example, he claims that “purity” systems reflect an attempt to “order” the universe, implying that those ideological constructs
not concerned with purity are thereby less concerned with order (see 2425). In my view, purity systems vary considerably from one another, reflecting
different contingent and ideological situations; also “purity’’ is only one way of expressing anxiety about “order.” I see the Strong at Corinth as very
concerned about order (as expressed in the hierarchical body) but not about purity.
5.1 The Body, Disease, and Pollution 233

one heal the diseased body? Until the latter part of the
nineteenth century, the conventional wisdom of Western
culture held to a modified Hippocratic doctrine that disease
was caused by a breakdown in the harmony between the
human body and its environment or by the disruption of
the balance among various substances (bile, phlegm, blood,
pneuma, and water) or states (hotcold, drymoist) of the
body. During the nineteenth century, however, a shift took
place, as scientists like Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch
convinced the medical world that disease often results from
the invasion of the body by “virulent microorganisms.”
There occurred what René Dubos calls “the discovery of
agents of disease.”3 Although the process of dissemination
was gradual, this scientific knowledge eventually became
part of the common sense of inhabitants of the modern
world. Almost all of us educated in North America or
Western Europe in the twentieth century, for example,
carry some form of germ theory as part of our conceptual
baggage: disease is caused for most of us in spite of
scientific criticisms of simplistic germ theory by hostile,
living agents that attack and invade our bodies and that
must be expelled or killed by defensive actions. Although
none of us would hold that all illness is caused in this way
(gradually scientists, physicians, and now lay persons are
adopting more holistic notions of health that de-emphasize
the importance of germ theory for disease etiology), this
particular disease etiology is part of the common sense of
our culture.
To encourage a fresh approach to ancient concepts
of disease, I will briefly introduce various ways in
which anthropologists present the disease etiologies of
different cultures. My purpose in introducing comparative
anthropology here is not to underwrite a universalistic
or essentialist notion that particular models of disease or
structures of knowledge are really the same, regardless
of divergent cultural trappings. Nor shall I assume that
so- called primitive medical ideas necessarily match ancient
ideas, as if we could fill in the gaps in our knowledge
of ancient experience by culling data from “primitive”
cultures of our own day. Rather, my purpose is to note
various cultural constructions of disease in order to
decenter assumptions about the supposed naturalness of

our or anyone’s categories of knowledge. By first thinking
about others’ forms of knowledge, we may be able to
perceive ancient language about the body in a new light.
Comparative material helps us to critically recognize, in
the words of Judith Farquhar, a “certain lumpy, taken-forgrantedness that still clings to our concept of body.”4
The problem of characterizing and categorizing disease
etiologies has exercised medical anthropologists. Too many
have fallen into the easy, unreflective modern discourse
that simply opposes “primitive” medicine, with its beliefs in
supernatural causation and magico-religious therapeutics, to
“rational” medicine, with its emphasis on so-called natural
cause and effect.5 Thus, almost all disease etiologies except
those of European science of the twentieth century are
sometimes lumped together as “primitive,” and “natural”
is simply opposed to “supernatural.’’6 If, as I have already
argued, the category of the supernatural is itself an
invention of modern rationalism (since, let us say, the time
of Descartes), we should hardly expect to find skepticism
of it in cultures not influenced by that particular form of
rationality. My approach will reject the natural/supernatural
dichotomy (as well as the rational/primitive) and attempt to
compare disease etiologies by analyzing not what particular
causative agents they ascribe disease to, but the internal
logic of the systems viewed processually. This, I believe,
will enable a more thorough cross-cultural comparison.
Even a cursory look at medical anthropology reveals
a wide diversity of ways in which different cultures speak
of disease,7 and no typology will do complete justice
to the variety. Systematic grouping of some etiologies,
however, may be useful for heuristic purposes. In a
study of East Asian Medicine in Urban Japan Margaret M.
Lock appropriates terminology from René Dubos that
categorizes disease etiologies as either “ontological” or
“physiological.” The ontological view holds that disease is
a specific “entity separate from oneself and caused by an
agent external to the body but capable of getting into it
and thereby causing damage.” On this conception, disease
is theoretically unrelated to the human being’s personality,
bodily constitution, or mode of life; that is, it has its own
ontological status separate from the functioning of the

3 Dubos, Mirage of Health, 90.
4  Farquhar, “Objects, Processes, and Female Infertility in Chinese Medicine,” 371. For a different classification system, one that compares modern
and early Christian notions of health rather than disease, see Pilch, “Understanding Healing.”
5 See, for example, the historical survey provided by Wellin, “Theoretical Orientations in Medical Anthropology.”
6 George Peter Murdoch, for example, writes that as early as 1932 modern science “clearly demonstrated that the explanations of illness current
among most of the peoples of the world have little in common with those recognized by modern medical science and relate much more closely to the
ideology of primitive religion” (Theories of Illness, 3). Modern science is thus placed on one side, and all “primitive” notions on the other, grouped with
the discarded superstitions of “primitive religion.” Murdoch’s conclusion should not surprise us, however, since he gathers together everything that is
“supernatural” in the camp of the “other.”
7 Bonnie Glass-Coffin describes a disease called daño (found in North Coastal Peru), which is experienced as an attack by a nonhuman being
who captures the person’s soul and is expelled by a healer who functions as something like a broker in a complicated series of economic-sounding
transactions involving evil spirits and Satan. The disease etiology is fashioned on the market and debt system of the local livestock economy
(“Discourse, Daño, and Healing,” 43). Shigehisa Kuriyama describes several different ancient Chinese disease etiologies. According to one, small
creatures (shi) inhabit the body and report periodically to the heavenly emperor (shangdi) about the misdeeds of the victim. Disease is construed as
a bureaucratic system ruled by an internal espionage network presided over by a ledger-keeping emperor (“Changing Concepts of Disease in East
Asia,” 56). A brief comparison of only these two studies demonstrates the wide variety of ways, sometimes even in the same society, that diseases
operate socially.
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host’s body. According to the physiological model, on the
other hand, “disease is seen simply as an abnormal state
that is due to imbalance experienced by the individual
organism at a given time.” Health is regarded as a
harmonious relationship between the human body and its
environment.8
According to Lock, early Japanese medicine (ca. 700
C.E.) reflected the ontological logic, portraying disease
as evil that attacked the body from outside; the aim of
therapy was to “drive out the offending material.” Disease
was implicated in systems of pollution and cleansing,
“avoidance taboos,” and concerns about contagion. 9
Similarly, Chinese medicine before its classical period
(which began about 200 B.C.E.) attributed disease to the
anger of unsatisfied ancestors or evil spirits. But classical
Chinese medicine effected a shift in etiology. After 200
B.C.E., fears of attacks from (what we would call) the
spirit world become rare in Chinese medical texts, and
the emphasis is instead placed on the proper controls
to be put upon living in order to maintain or restore the
natural harmony of the body and its relationship to its
environment. “It is man’s duty to keep healthy, and he
does this by living according to the rules of society and by
taking care of his body in a highly practical way. Through
poor diet, lack of sleep, lack of exercise, and so on, or by
being in a state of disharmony with one’s family or society,
the body can get out of balance, and it is at times like this
that diseases occur.”10 Or stated a bit differently, “Diseases
become manifest when the body gets out of balance
and the ch’i [the stuff of life-force] does not circulate
properly.”11 While internal or external forces may affect
this balance or the state of ch’i, the causative factor is a
disruption of balance due to influence from climatic change
or other environmental factors, not to hostile, personalized
agents that attack the body and seek to invade it. With the
advent of modern, Western forms of medicine (what Lock
calls ‘’cosmopolitan medicine”), segments of Japanese and
Chinese culture have once again experienced a shift, now
toward a different manifestation of the ontological theory.
In modern Western thinking, the mechanistic influences of
(among others) Descartes and Newton combined with the
arguments of Pasteur and Koch (along with, undoubtedly,
other ideological factors) rendered the ontological
etiology more dominant, and it is embodied in modern
concerns about contagion, infection, and bacteriological
microorganisms.

I am not suggesting that these different logics of disease
alternate seriatim through history or that a given culture can
be placed unproblematically in one or other category at any
given time. Indeed, classical Chinese medicine based on
the physiological model seems to have been the dominant
court medicine without displacing ideas among the general
populace about demonic or ancestral causation of disease.12
Different segments of society may hold different etiologies
of disease within the same era. For example, Lock sees the
two etiologies reflected in classical East Asian medicine
and Shintô medicine as currently practiced in Japan. “In
East Asian medicine, therapy is mild, designed to help the
body itself restore equilibrium; the patient is considered in
relation to his total environment, and the healing process
involves social participation. In contrast, Shintô therapy
is strong, designed to purge; the patient is isolated from
his group until such time as he should recover.” 13 Thus
different logics of disease may each find their own space
in a society, and seldom will we find a culture that holds
“purely” to one or another theory. The different models or
logics of disease are recognizable by their relative emphases
rather than by any consistency in explanatory rhetoric.
Building on the studies of Lock and Dubos, I will
speak of two main disease etiologies: one of imbalance
and one of invasion.14 According to the first (similar to
the physiological system described above), the body is
normally a balanced ecosystem whose elements or forces
are all necessary: good health results when none of
those elements or forces oversteps its natural bounds or
becomes too dominant. By contrast, disease results when
there is imbalance, whether due to internal processes
(such as, among many other possibilities, faulty digestion,
putrefaction of bodily substances, or movement of a bodily
organ or substance away from its normal position) or
external factors (such as change in temperature, ingestion
or inhalation of harmful materials, or contact with
unhealthy “winds”). According to this imbalance etiology,
the important element in the causation of disease is not
invasion by a hostile, foreign element but the influence of
outside forces (which are usually composed of the same
basic materials as the internal elements of the body) on the
composition and balance of the internal elements. Health
is restored by reestablishing the natural equilibrium of the
body’s elements and forces, either by altering the external
factors (heat and cold, for example) or by purging the body
of putrefied or excessive elements (food that has not been

8 Lock, East Asian Medicine in Urban Japan, see esp. 3; Dubos, Man Adapting, 319321.
9 Lock, East Asian Medicine, 25.
10 Ibid., 29.
11 Ibid., 37.
12 Ibid., 37; see also Kuriyama, “Changing Concepts.”
13 Lock, East Asian Medicine, 45.
14 I also build somewhat on an article by George Foster, “Disease Etiologies in Non-Western Medical Systems.” Foster’s article helped me focus
my ideas about ancient disease etiologies, but his classification system, while promising in terms of the article, is ultimately not as useful for my
purposes, since his later treatment of the subject with Anderson confuses the issues by falling back into the naturalist/supernaturalist dichotomy
(though he uses the term “personalistic” rather than “supernaturalistic” in opposition to “natural” causation). See Foster and Anderson, Medical
Anthropology, 5355. I am interested in comparing systems that posit disease as a result of imbalance with those that attribute disease to an invasive
agent, regardless of whether or not that agent is a personalized force such as a daimon/demon or a natural force that is nevertheless spoken of in
agential terms, such as a germ or a pollutant.
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digested properly or an overabundance of a certain material
like bile or water). Thus, although expelling harmful
material from the body is a factor in “balance” therapeutics,
the emphasis is on restoring the equilibrium of the body
rather than on a fear of the invasive agent itself; likewise,
the material that needs to be expelled is construed not as
ontologically alien and hostile but simply as a natural force
or material (food, heat, air, and so forth), the processing
of which has gone awry. Health regimens in this etiology
tend toward moderation; the natural state of the body is
considered good and may be maintained by nonradical
control mechanisms. Fears of pollution or infection (if they
exist at all) are not as paramount as fears of disruption.
According to the invasion etiology (comparable to
Dubos’s ontological etiology), the body is construed as a
closed but penetrable entity that remains healthy by fending
off hostile forces and protecting its boundaries. Disease is
caused by alien forces, either personal agents (for example,
demons or gods) or impersonal but harmful materials (for
example, germs, pollutants, or “tiny animals”), that invade
the body. Disruption of the normal state of the body is,
of course, also a factor here, but the emphasis in health
regimens is on protecting the body from invasion and,
in cases of disease, expelling the harmful agent from the
body. Concerns about pollution, contagion, and infection
(though the last of these should not necessarily be taken in
the modern sense) tend to be more important than a mere
concern to maintain an equilibrium of bodily elements.
Purgation procedures, for example, may be radical and even
violent. Health regimens according to the invasion etiology
concentrate on solidifying the boundaries of the body,
assuring purity and avoidance of pollutions or infectious
agents, and quarantining polluted or infected persons.
The usefulness of this taxonomy is demonstrated by
its ability to group disease etiologies from widely separated
cultural locations and compare them according to the logic
of each system regardless of whether they appear to us
as superstitious or as invoking supernatural explanations
for disease, for instance. Many different cultures use
some form of invasion etiology. In addition to the abovementioned Chinese and Japanese construals of disease,
which speak of angry ancestors or hostile demonic forces
as the culprits, the Gimi of New Guinea depict disease
as due to attacks from superhuman forces, and Tuareg
notions (Muslims in northeastern Niger) attribute disease to

polluting spirits that must be exorcised but can be relatively
kept at bay by veiling the face to block entry through facial
orifices. 15 These etiologies should not simply be dismissed
as “primitive,” since, after all, they operate by a logic quite
similar to modern germ theory. Although most people
today would not think of viruses as personal agents, the
discourse surrounding our diseases makes it sound as if
we do: even in cases of disease not caused by virulent
microorganisms, such as cancer, our medical discourse
portrays the disease as a hostile enemy that attacks and
invades the body and must be either killed, defeated, or
expelled.16 The discourses of these etiologies are similar in
spite of the fact that some are considered supernatural and
others scientific.
Otherwise divergent disease systems may also be
grouped together as reflecting the imbalance etiology. In
classical Chinese medicine, as already noted, disease is
normally construed as the dysfunction of the normally
balanced ecosystem of the body. As Shigehisa Kuriyama
explains, “The failings of the body, therefore, were
inseparable from failures of self-mastery. Sickness in this
view had little to do with ancestral ire or demonic cruelty.
It arose principally from within, from immoderation
and carelessness, from gluttony and overexertion, from
protracted grief and explosive anger, and sometimes
also from the mere imagination of dangers.” 17 In the
move from preclassical to classical Chinese medicine,
“the earlier rhetoric of defense and attack was giving
way to the new logic of balance and compensation; fears
of threatening outsiders were being supplemented, and
to an extent supplanted, by a conception of disease as
unequal distribution.”18 As Kuriyama explains and I will
demonstrate below, classical Greek and Roman medicine
operates with a similar disease etiology.19
Some cultural contexts combine the two etiologies in
interesting ways; that is to say, the two are not mutually
exclusive. According to Carol Laderman, “rural east
coast Malays” divide diseases into “usual” and “unusual.”
Ordinary ailments are attributed to a humoral imbalance
and are treated accordingly, with adjustments to diet, herbal
remedies, massage, or some such everyday therapy. Diseases
unresponsive to such remedies, however, are attributed to
disembodied spirits that have invaded the body, destroyed
its balance, and must be forcibly ejected through a seance
conducted by a minduk, a special therapist.20

15 Glick, “Medicine as an Ethnographic Category.” Glick seems to assume that all folk medicine construes illness as due to such hostile agents,
but, as I will note presently, some kinds of traditional medicine (“folk” or “primitive”) adopt the imbalance logic and are less concerned with hostile
agents. Re the Tuareg, see Rasmussen, “Veiled Self, Transparent Meanings,” esp. 106; idem, ‘’Reflections on Tamazai, a Tuareg Idiom of Suffering.” I
pursue the significance of veiling for pollution issues in 1 Cor. 11 in Chap. 9.
16 See the discussion, for example, in McGill, “Structures of Inhumanity,” esp. 118125. McGill insightfully connects popular concepts of disease
causation with ideology supporting American militarism.
17 Kuriyama, “Changing Concepts,” 53; see also his “Pulse Diagnosis in the Greek and Chinese Traditions.”
18 Kuriyama, “Changing Concepts,” 54.
19 The logic of imbalance is not limited to the highly developed, sophisticated systems of classical Asian or Greek medicine. Other studies indicate
an imbalance logic for diseases in India (Alter, Wrestler’s Body, esp. 38); Mexico (Foster, “Disease Etiologies”; Foster and Anderson, Medical Anthropology,
60); and Hispanic America (Rubel, “Epidemiology of a Folk Illness,” esp. 126).
20 Laderman, “Malay Medicine, Malay Person,” esp. 84, 87, 91. For another case of the coexistence of different disease etiologies, see Nuckolls,
“Divergent Ontologies of Suffering in South Asia.”
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As is already clear from these examples, disease
etiologies correlate with distributions of social power
and other social constructions of knowledge. Kuriyama
notes, “The cosmic dimensions of Han medical thought
mirrored the expansive ambitions of the first great age
of universal empire. In the same way that the political
vision of universal empire would survive the rise and
fall of subsequent dynasties, so the vision of the body
as a seasonal microcosm would continue, along with the
yangsheng ideals of somatic integrity, to define medical
orthodoxy for nearly two millennia.”21 René Dubos notes
that much modern drug therapy operates through a
certain “cowboy philosophy” of American populism: “In
the crime-ridden frontier town, the hero singlehandedly
blasts out the desperadoes who were running rampant
through the settlement.”22 Another example comes from
a completely different environment: in an intricate and
fascinating study, Brad Weiss has shown how a new disease
called ‘’plastic teeth” by its sufferers, an African people
of northwest Tanzania, expresses the ambivalent social
role played by imported commodities, such as plastic, that
the people experience as both foreign and indispensable.
The disease is caused by the growth of plastic teeth in
the mouths of Haya infants, the body being threatened
and destroyed from within by a commodity over which
the people have no control. “Used in the daily course of
domestic affairs, plastic is a part of every person’s intimate
experience. At the same time, plastic carries the symbolic
weight of commoditized practices that render transient and
dislocate forms of well-being that should characterize such
experience.”23
All this is not to say that social structures or economic
systems simplistically or straightforwardly produce a
particular disease etiology, as if we could extrapolate or
predict a logic of disease by categorizing the system of
production. But forms of the social exercise of power
recur in dominant symbol systems and vice versa. Particular
ways of exercising social power are echoed (and perpetuate
themselves) in particular linguistic matrices. We can learn
a great deal about a culture’s ideology of the body by
connecting its disease etiologies with other social structures,
class systems, and means of production. I will argue that
such a connection is important for locating different disease
etiologies in Greco-Roman society.

Disease Etiology in Classical Greco-Roman
Medicine
The classical Greek theory of disease as expressed in
medical and philosophical writings from the time of

Alcmaeon (about 500 B.C.E.) and Hippocrates (fifth
century B.C.E.) consistently evokes the imbalance etiology.
At the very beginning of the Hippocratic treatise On
Affections (Peri Pathon *) the writer explains the theory of
disease that will rule Hippocratic doctrine for centuries:
All human diseases arise from bile and phlegm; the
bile and phlegm produce diseases when, inside the
body, one of them becomes too moist, too dry, too
hot, or too cold; they become this way from foods
and drinks, from exertions and wounds, from smell,
sound, sight, and sexual intercourse, and from heat
and cold; this happens when any of the things
mentioned are applied to the body at the wrong
times, against custom, in too great amount and too
strong, or in insufficient amount and too weak. All
diseases in human beings, then, arise from these
things.24
Whereas this text stresses the role of bile and phlegm
in disturbing the balance of the body, other writers pay
attention to other bodily substances (water, blood, and
pneuma, for example); but the emphasis is always on
the balance or harmonious constitution of the body and
disruptions to it. Disruptions may be caused, it is admitted,
by either internal or external factors, but the external
factors are composed of the same basic elements and
forces (air, water, heat, cold, and so on) as those inside the
body. That is, they have no ontologically independent status.
As Alcmaeon said even before Hippocrates, “Disease
occurs sometimes from an internal cause such as excess
of heat or cold, sometimes from an external cause such as
excess or deficiency of food. It may occur in a certain part,
such as blood, marrow, or brain; but these parts also are
sometimes affected by external causes, such as waters, or a
particular site, or fatigue, or constraint, or similar reasons.
Health is the harmonious mixture of the qualities.”25
My claim that all Greek professional medicine reflects
the imbalance etiology constitutes an etic rather than emic
analysis. When Greek and Roman writers themselves talk
about disease causation, they point to differences among
writers and schools. The first-century Latin compendium by
Celsus, for example, lists what he considers very different
explanations for disease. Some theorists argue, he notes,
that an excess or deficiency among the four elements
(fire, water, air, and earth) causes illness; others follow
Herophilus in laying the blame on the humors (usually
bile, phlegm, blood, and water). Celsus cites Hippocrates
as pointing to breath (spiritus, the Latin translation of
pneuma) as the most important factor in illness. Erasistratus,

21 Kuriyama, “Changing Concepts,” 55.
22 Dubos, Mirage of Health, 136.
23 B. Weiss, “Plastic Teeth Extraction”; see also his Making and Unmaking of the Haya Lived World.
24 Hippocrates On Affections 1, trans. Potter; see also Hippocrates Nature of Man 34. I have altered Potter’s translation of lagneie * from “venery”
to “sexual intercourse,” as sounding less prudish. The term refers simply to sexual intercourse or emission of semen; in fact, a form of the word
(lagneuma) occurs as a word for semen itself: LSJ; see also Hippocrates Internal Affections 47.
25 Miller, “ ‘Airs, Waters, and Places,’ in History.” See also the statements of Aetius (5. 30. 1): W. H. S. Jones,
Philosophy and Medicine in Ancient Greece, with an Edition of Peri archaies* ietrikes*, 4.
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however, taught that “blood is transfused into those
vessels [venas: veins] which are fitted for pneuma, and excites
inflammation which the Greeks term phlegmone, and that
inflammation effects such a disturbance as there is in fever.”
Asclepiades, on the other hand, taught that “little bodies”
that usually passed through the pores of the body without
incident occasionally blocked those passages, resulting in
illness.26
Later in the same work, Celsus categorizes diseases
as those resulting from “hidden causes” on the one hand
and “evident causes” on the other. The hidden causes are
those given above. The evident causes are factors like heat
and cold or hunger and surfeit. In still another context,
Celsus describes the views of the “Methodists,” a school
of medical theorists and physicians active in the first and
second centuries. They hold that there are three classes of
disease, “one a constriction [strictum], another a flux [laxum],
the third a mixture [mixtum]. For the sick at one time
excrete too little, at another time too much; again from one
part too little, from another too much; and these classes of
diseases are sometimes acute, sometimes chronic, at times
on the increase, at times constant, at times diminishing.”27
Thus the terms which Celsus uses to describe disease are
quite different from mine, employing distinctions that
reflect the interests and debates of first-century scientists.
However varied the descriptive terms of these systems,
they all fit my category of imbalance etiology. They
may attribute the cause of the imbalance of the body
to different factors, but they all depend upon the logic
of balance and imbalance to conceptualize health and
illness. According to Hippocratic tradition, disease is the
result of an imbalance or disruption of the elements of
the body or the humors caused by, among other things,
excess of heat or cold or dryness or moisture. According
to the Methodists, on the other hand, disease results from
a disruption of the normal tension of the body or a part
of the body; it is either too constricted or too lax or some
mixture of the two.
Thus the Methodists teach that “if the body is
constricted, it has to be relaxed; if suffering from a flux,
that has to be controlled; if a mixed lesion, the more severe
malady must be countered first.” 28 As Galen says, “Health
is some kind of balance (symmetria) for all the sects; for us
it is a balance of wet and dry, hot and cold, but for others
a balance of corpuscles and pores, for others of atoms, or

anarma, or partless bodies, or homoiomeries.”29 What the
ancient theorists disagree on is not the necessity of balance
but what precisely is to be kept in balance and what causes
the balance to be disrupted.
In spite of the occasional success of Asclepiades or
the Methodists, the Hippocratic doctrine of humors was
the most influential theory in antiquity, pervading the
writings of physicians and philosophers. Disease resulted
when one of the humors became dislocated from its
normal place in the body or if a particular humor became
too dominant in some particular part of the body. For
example, since bile was usually the hot humor and phlegm
the cold, a displacement of either would upset the balance
of temperature in the body. The offending humor had to
be removed from the body in some way or coaxed back to
its accustomed location. In the Hippocratic On Affections,
for instance, an inflamed and swollen uvula results when
the head has become overheated, and phlegm moves
downward toward the throat, swelling the uvula. The text
first recommends gargling, but if that does not work,
“shave the back of the head, apply two [suction] cups, and
remove as much blood as possible, in order to draw the flux
of phlegm back up again.” The treatment is designed to
force the phlegm back up toward the top and back of the
head, or failing that, the uvula is incised to allow egress for
the excessive phlegm.30 For the ancient physicians, a person
had a “cold” and experienced a flow of what we would call
mucus because of an overabundance of phlegm, which was
a cold humor.31
According to the ancient theorists, the environment of
the body was important for health, but usually not because
of concerns about infection or contagion. Rather, the
body’s surroundings were expected to have an impact on
the balance of temperature or moisture in the body or on
the constitution of the humors. As Galen, who wrote a
century after Celsus, notes: “Health is a sort of harmony
. . . For in every instance, health in us is a due proportion
of moist, dry, warm, and cold, sometimes of molecules
and pores, sometimes of atoms or items or minims or
isotopes, or of each of the primary elements; but always
we function in our parts through their due proportion.”32 It
is important, therefore, to attend to environmental factors:
“Now the surrounding atmosphere harms us by making us
unduly warm or cold, dry or moist; but the other agents by
bruising, straining, wounding, or dislocating.” 33

26 Celsus On Medicine, Prooemium 1415, trans. Spencer (slightly modified). For a recent study of Celsus’s social role as physician and author, see
Spivack, “A. C. Celsus: Roman Medicus.” For a fuller study of Asclepiades, who often seems like a maverick among ancient medical theorists, see
Vallance, Lost Theory of Asclepiades. In spite of Asclepiades’ radical differences from many ancient medical theorists, his etiology of disease is still ruled
by an imbalance logic; see ibid., 93122.
27 Celsus On Medicine, Prooemium 5556.
28 Ibid., 56.
29 Galen Hygiene 6. 15; quoted and trans. in Vallance, Lost Theory, 41.
30 Hippocrates On Affections 4; see also idem, Diseases IV 51. 1.
31 See, for example, the comments by Aelius Aristides, who reasonably thinks that he should take a “hot” drug (meaning a drug that causes heat,
not just one that is itself heated) for his “cold”: Sacred Tales 1. 26.
32 Galen, Hygiene 1. 5; see also Galen On the Passions and Errors of the Soul 13.
33 Galen Hygiene 1. 4, trans. Green, 13.
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Besides this concern to maintain a moderate
environment, notions of balance and moderation ruled
therapeutics. The governing principle of prescription
for almost all physicians was contraria contrariis curantur,
“opposites are cured by opposites.”34 Warm drugs or baths
treat cold diseases, moist remedies treat dry diseases.35 Even
different body types should be manipulated to conform to
an ideological mean. As Celsus says, “A thin man ought to
fatten himself up, a stout one to thin himself down; a hot
man to cool himself, a cold man to make himself warmer;
the moist to dry himself, the dry to moisten himself; he
should render firmer his motions if loose, relax them if
costive; treatment is to be always directed to the part which
is mostly in trouble.”36 The main danger to the body is
disruption of its normal balance and equilibrium; concerns
about environment and treatment therefore revolve
not around worries about invasion but around fears of
instability.
This is not to imply that concerns about pollution are
entirely absent in these classical medical writings. One
does encounter notions of corruption and purification
and the language of “cleanliness” and “uncleanliness”
in prescriptions, demonstrating that although abstract
statements about disease etiology seldom refer to pollution
issues, ideas of purity and impurity nonetheless play some
role in the medical construction of the body. For example,
according to a Hippocratic text, swelling may be due to
“white phlegm” and excessive moisture in parts of the
body, but impurity is also a factor: “This disease arises
because of phlegm, when a person that is phlegmatic
after chronic fevers becomes unclean (akathartos), and the
phlegm turns into his tissues (sarx).”37 Several treatments
speak of cleansing patients, which seems to mean forcing
evacuation through the bowels (if the prescription
recommends ‘’cleaning downwards”) or inducing vomiting
or expectoration (if “cleaning upwards” is advised).
Cleansing treatments can be tricky, however, because one
must force evacuation of some elements without violently
affecting others. The diagnosis and treatment of dropsy
provides an interesting case in point:
Dropsy arises, in most cases, when a person
continues for a considerable time after a lengthy
illness in an unclean state; for the tissues [hai sarkes]
become corrupted [phtheirontai], melt, and turn to
water. If dropsy arises from uncleanness, the belly
becomes filled with water, the feet and the legs below
the knees swell up, and the shoulders, regions about
the collar-bones, chest and thighs melt away. If
you take on this patient at the beginning, before he
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41

becomes very dropsical, have him drink a medication
that will clean water and phlegm downwards, but
not set bile in motion; prescribe a regimen of
foods, drinks, exercises, and walks from which he
will become lean and dry and his tissues will be
strengthened as much as possible. 38
In these cases the uncleanness is attributed not to an
alien, infectious agent but to the putrefaction or corruption
of the normal elements of a body which for some reason
has been prevented from fulfilling its natural self-cleaning
activities (such as proper evacuation). The cleansing is
spoken of not as the expulsion of an alien, hostile force
but as the encouragement or inducement of the normal
mechanisms of the body.
In many of these treatments, “evacuating the cavity”
is important, suggesting that purity issues have little to do
with anything comparable to “infection”; the body is to be
cleansed to allow it to return to its normal balance. Blood,
to take one instance, can be “corrupted”; but it is corrupted
by being mixed with bile or phlegm, normal elements
of the body, not by external agents that are biologically
different from the materials of the body.39 According to
Celsus, corruption results not from contamination but from
the natural rotting process of materials; food, for example,
that is not properly digested will putrefy in the body and
thereby cause disease.40 The healing principle when dealing
even with “corruption,’’ therefore, is implicated more in
the logic of balance than of infection or invasion, and the
rhetoric of cleansing in these contexts imitates the rhetoric
of healing by opposites: “In cleaning, employ medications
according to the following principle: when patients are
bilious, give medications that clean out bile; when they
are phlegmatic, give medications that clean out phlegm
. . . Medicinal drinks that are not given to clean out bile
or phlegm must, when they enter the body, exercise their
faculty by cooling, warming, drying, moistening, collecting
or dispersing.”41 The mechanics of purification here operate
by the logic of balance, not invasion.
Did classical medical theory have any concept of
“infection”? Ancient theorists acknowledge that the
plague spreads through the population due to something
like contamination; that is, they note that geographical
proximity puts one in danger of contracting it. Aelius
Aristides tells of a summer plague that spread throughout
a town, including his household and even his livestock.
“First two or three of my servants grew sick, then one after
another. Then all were in bed, both the younger and the
older. I was the last to be attacked . . . The livestock too
became sick.
Then the disease increased and I was

Greek: ta enantia ton * enantion* estin iemata* (Hippocrates Breaths 1. 30).
Jackson, “Use of Passions in Psychological Healing,” 152153.
Celsus On Medicine 1. 3. 14, trans. Spencer.
Hippocrates On Affections 19; see 1822 for concerns about impurities and cleansing treatments.
Ibid., 20.
Ibid., 2931 et passim.
Celsus On Medicine 1. 3. 19.
Hippocrates On Affections 36.
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attacked by the terrible burning of a bilious mixture, which
troubled me continuously day and night.”42 A mechanism
that at least somewhat resembles our notions of infection
seems here to be acknowledged.
Most of the time, though, the mechanism by which
the plague was seen to affect different people in one
locality operated by a completely different logic from
our modern notion of infection or the etiological logic
of invasion. Doctors attributed plagues to miasmata (bad
or polluted air) or some other environmental factor like
heat. The Pseudo-Aristotelian work Problems explains that
people who visit a feverish person themselves get sick
because the heat radiating from the fever heats up their
bodies.43 Alternatively, the plague spreads because the
sun’s heat combined with a marshy locale produces bad
air, which is then breathed by all the people in the area.
Sextus Empiricus notes that astronomers can forecast
plagues by observing changes in the “surrounding vault”
that is, the sky.44 Philo and Galen also attribute the plague
to an unhealthy atmosphere or water.45 Galen believes
that one should be careful that the “psychic pneuma” in
the body does not become affected by ‘’nasty vapors.”46
And Celsus advises people who expect to be in “sickly
localities and seasons” to rest often so that their bodies
can better deal with cold, heat, surfeit, fatigue, and sexual
desire.47 The underlying logic of all these views has more
in common with the imbalance than the invasion etiology.
Environmental factors that affect the balance of one
person’s body, whether heat, unclean water, or air that is too
dense and oppressive, naturally affect the bodies of other
people in the same area. The disease is still not thought
of as being ontologically independent of the body or as
attacking or invading the body like a hostile agent.
The one ancient writer to offer a theory of the plague
that uses an actual concept of contagion is Thucydides.
Thucydides’ account of the plague of Athens in 430 B.C.E.
is remarkable in that he notes how the plague spread from
one person to another due to bodily contagion and not
simply to a shared environmental influence.48 He says, for
example, that the disease was carried by soldiers traveling
from one place to another. What is also remarkable,

however, is how little Thucydides’ account affected later
thoughts concerning the plague. As J. C. F. Poole and A. J.
Holladay write:
Thucydides’ conclusions seem to have had next to
no influence on his contemporaries or on those
who came after . . . After Thucydides there are
references to epidemics by various historians, for
example Diodorus 14. 70 (of 396 B.C.) and Livy 25.
26 (of 211 B.C.). Diodorus attributed his epidemic
to bad weather and miasma, as did Livy. Thus both
conformed with orthodox medical theory, but both
went on to say that subsequently the disease was
spread by coming in contact with the sick. So it is
clear that common observation noted the occurrence
of contagion. But the odd thing is that the idea
of contagion made little appearance in medical
literature. 49
Observing that ideas of contagion are absent from the
entire Hippocratic corpus, Poole and Holladay suggest that
intellectuals in the classical Greek world simply could not
fit such notions into their concepts of disease and the body.
“It almost seems as if professional medical men were the
victims of their own a priori theorizing about the causes
of illnesses and epidemics, which assigned overriding
importance to climate, air, breath, and miasma, so that
both Hippocrates in the Nature of Man 9 and Celsus in De
Medicina 1. 10 recommended that in time of pestilence one
should seek a different climate and, if this cannot be done,
rest as much as possible so as to breathe in less miasma.”50
The reason for this situation is that, although our modern
notion of contagion operates by the logic of invasion,
classical Greek medicine was overwhelmingly implicated in
the logic of balance and imbalance.
I should be clear that when I speak of “classical Greek
medicine” I am referring to professional physicians and
medical theorists who wrote books. Yet, we find plenty of
evidence that other educated people, though not themselves
doctors, held much the same views. In Platonic thought,
pains result from the sudden imbalance of the particles
or organs in the body; pleasure from the restoration of

42 Aelius Aristides Sacred Tales 2. 38, trans. Behr.
43 Pseudo-Aristotle Problems 1. 7, 859b15. (Book. 1 is entirely devoted to medical questions.)
44 Sextus Empiricus Against the Professors 5. 2.
45 Philo On the Giants 10; Galen Hygiene 1. 4; 1. 11.
46 Galen On Respiration and the Arteries 5. 5 (trans. Furley and Wilke, 129).
47 Celsus On Medicine, Prooemium 70; see also 1. 2. 3; 1. 10; 2. 1. 1011.
48 Thucydides History 2. 51. 46.
49 Poole and Holladay, “Thucydides and the Plague of Athens,” 298. Note that Sophocles speaks of corpses as “death-carriers” (thanatophora) in
plague (Oedipus the King 181); but, as will be noted below, a disease etiology different from that of medical theorists, including notions of invasion,
attack, and contagion, seems to have been predominant in Greek tragedy. Joanne Phillips notes Varro’s theory that some diseases were caused by
“tiny animals” that bred in swamps; she argues that this was a confused misinterpretation of Lucretius and that the theory (which resembles modern
ideas of infection) was “unique in antiquity” (‘’On Varro’s animalia quaedam minuta,” 16). See also Temkin, “Historical Analysis of the Concept of
Infection,” in Double Face of Janus, 460.
50 Poole and Holladay, “Thucydides,” 299; see also the remarks of Lucretius on the plague of Athens: De rerum natura 6. 10901286. (Although
apparently following Thucydides’ account, Lucretius uses an etiology of “bad air” and “climatic change” to explain the spread of the disease.)
Eusebius has a statement, quoted from the Hippocratic work Flatulence, that might signify a notion of dangerous contagion: Ecclesiastical History 10. 4.
11.
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balance. Fevers are caused by an excess of fire in the
body and cured by the return of a balanced temperature.51
Epictetus knows that doctors prescribe a change of
environment to cure many diseases.52 Artemidorus’s Dream
Handbook speaks of disease as a “lack” in the body or as a
“crisis” in the normal constitution of the body; diseased
blood in a dream signifies “discord’’ (the opposite of
“harmony”) with the members of one’s household; and
vomiting bile or phlegm in a dream indicates “a release
from present ills. For all such things, once they have been
rejected, no longer trouble a person.”53
Aelius Aristides’ account of his many bouts with illness
provides an interesting case. He occasionally thinks of
disease as something that invades a person. He relates
a dream in which “some Parthians had got me in their
power, and one of them approached me and made as if
to brand me. Next he inserted a finger in my throat and
poured in something, according to some native custom,
and named it ‘indigestion.’ “54 The images of penetration,
especially by a foreigner, and the imagination of disease as
invasion show that on some level (even if not the level of
conscious theorizing) Aristides imagines disease as caused
by the invasion of an alien agent. When he describes his
treatments,
though, they always fit the logic of balance and
imbalance. He applies a hot drug to remedy a cold
ailment; he attributes health to an equilibrium of
proper warmth in his body, brought about, ironically,
by a cold bath. 55 Even after appearing to recognize
that the plague is passed around by contagion, or at
least by geographical proximity, he heeds the goddess
Athena’s prescriptions to rid himself of the fever,
which he says was caused by a bad “bilious mixture,”
by purgations of the offending humor (bad bile).56
Thus even an upper-class person who is as convinced
of the constant activity of the gods as is Aristides
will tend to conceptualize disease along the lines
of the imbalance etiology rather than as caused by
the invasion of a hostile agent. By the early Roman
period, physicians had succeeded in solidifying a
relatively new common sense that portrayed disease

as imbalance rather than invasion, at least among the
educated class.57

Disease and Superstition in the GrecoRoman World
I call this common sense “new” because it seems to have
displaced older ideas about disease constructed more along
the lines of invasion etiology. But it was never common
in Greco-Roman society as a whole. Though thoroughly
marginalized in professional writings, the opposing etiology
of invasion continued to hold sway in popular thought,
although unearthing instances of it is difficult due to the
fact that only the theorizing of the educated elite has, for
the most part, survived in the literature.
Though they rejected the idea themselves, medical
writers admit that “in the old days” people believed that
disease was the result of attack by the gods or daimones.
Celsus, for example, writing probably in the reign of
Tiberius (first half of the first century C.E.), begins his
medical textbook by noting that long ago diseases were
attributed to the anger of the gods. He, of course, rejects
this view.58
The idea that disease results from attacks by gods or
daimons occurs regularly in pre-Socratic Greek texts. In
the Odyssey disease is the result of attack by an “evil [or
base] daimon” (kakos daimon*, 10. 64, 5. 396).59 In the
famous story of “Pandora’s Jar” from Hesiod, diseases are
personified evils released by Pandora that wander the earth
and attack humans: “Countless plagues [nousoi] wander
amongst men; for earth is full of evils and the sea is full.
Of themselves diseases come upon men continually by
day and by night, bringing mischief to mortals silently; for
wise Zeus took away speech from them.”60 The notion
that disease is due to divine anger, jealousy, or caprice
furnishes much of the plot of Greek tragedy, leading
Plinio Prioreschi, citing works of Euripides, Aeschylus,
Sophocles, and even the comedian Aristophanes, to
observe, “The concept of the divine origin of disease . . .
is typical of the tragedy.” 61 The belief that disease was due
to divine displeasure or attack was thus quite common in

51 Plato Timaeus 6465A, 86A, 82A.
52 Epictetus Discourse 3. 16. 12.
53 Artemidorus Oneirocritica (Dream Handbook) 3. 51; 4. 45; 1. 33.
54 Aelius Aristides Sacred Tales 1. 9, trans. Behr.
55 Ibid., 1. 26; 2. 22.
56 Ibid., 2. 38.
57 Edelstein, “Greek Medicine in its Relation to Religion and Magic,” 220221.
58 Celsus On Medicine, Prooemium 4.
59 “For Homer as well as the culture represented by him, internal diseases are usually caused by supernatural beings”: Kudlein, “Early Greek
Primitive Medicine,” 312.
60 Hesiod Works and Days 90105, trans. Evelyn-White.
61 Prioreschi, “Supernatural Elements in Hippocratic Medicine,” 396. Prioreschi’s comment here is accurate, though much of the way he
conceptualizes the situation (using the problematic notion of the supernatural) is anachronistic and inaccurate. He means by “supernatural” any
activity of the divine (in causing illness, in particular), even though he realizes that many ancients would include divinities within ‘’nature” or would
call “nature” itself “divine.” He would be more correct to refer to the ancient dichotomies as divine/human or divine/nondivine, for supernatural/
natural is misleading. For example, contra Prioreschi’s statement, the medical writers have not “merged the natural and the supernatural” (400). They
do not speak in such categories at all; since they have never divided the natural from the supernatural, they cannot be said to merge them. On this,
compare the much better statements by Padel, In and Out of Mind, 39, quoted in Chap. 1 above.
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pre-Hippocratic Greece and continued in classical Greek
literature and thought.62
The popularity of the idea was one reason why the
Hippocratic author of The Sacred Disease had to work so
hard to refute or at least modify it. This author, referring
to some form of madness and perhaps to what we would
identify as epilepsy, notes that the masses believe it to
be caused by divine attacks, hence its label “the sacred
disease.” In arguing against this belief, he does not so
much refute it outright and attribute the disease to other,
“natural” sources, as argue that all diseases are divine in
the sense that all disease is part of nature, which is imbued
with divinity (or divinities). Diseases are all part of natural
processes, which include divine processes. It is therefore
correct in one sense to ascribe disease to divinities but wrong
to think simplistically that a person’s body is “defiled by a
god.”63
The Hippocratic author has no intention of completely
excluding divine activity from the mechanisms of disease
and healing. He is not, in other words, arguing for a natural
cause-and-effect mechanism unaffected by supernatural
beings.64 Indeed, he believes that the gods can assume
benevolent roles in healing diseases. “The gods are the
real physicians, though people do not think so. But the
truth of this statement is shown by the phenomenon of
disease.”65 What the author objects to is assigning to a
particular disease the epithet “sacred,” as if divinities were
uninvolved in disease and healing in other cases. As the
author of Airs, Waters, Places says, rejecting the naive beliefs
of the “Sythians” who attribute sexual impotence to the
gods, “I too think that these diseases are divine, and so are
all others, no one being more divine or more human than
any other; all are alike, and all divine.’’66 He then proceeds
to explain that impotence is due to the particular way in
which Sythians attempt to cure lameness (caused by too

much horseback riding) by cutting and bleeding the veins
beside the ear, thereby unwittingly destroying the seed,
which cannot then travel through those veins from the
brain to the genitals. He provides what looks to us like a
purely natural etiology of a disease yet without claiming
that the gods are not involved. He objects not to divine
causality but to attributing only particular diseases to the
gods and portraying those diseases as due to personal
attacks by divinities.67 Other educated authors also allow
the gods a role in the treatment of disease: Pliny the
Elder attributes the healing power of drugs to the gods;
Herophilus calls drugs “the hands of the gods”; and Galen
considers himself a “servant of Asclepius” (therapeutes *
Asklepiou*) and composes a medical text as, in his words, “a
true hymn of the god who has created us.”68 Hippocratic
authors object to rites of “purifications and incantations”
that, though approved by the masses, they believe to be
ineffectual.69 Thus they reject specific therapeutic rites of
purification and magic first by implicating divinity in all of
nature and then by arguing for a treatment of disease that
will manipulate the different forces of nature rather than
seek to appease a personal, and thus potentially capricious,
being.
Hippocratic medicine was never completely successful in
its attempts to turn popular thought away from an etiology
of invasion to one of the balance of nature. It is true that
members of the educated class came more and more to
reject the invasion etiology, but their writings reveal that
other, less educated people never made the epistemological
shift. Lucian’s Lover of Lies offers portraits of both views
existing contemporaneously. Gullible people, according
to our skeptical narrator, believe that a statue is capable
of sending fevers “upon whomsoever he will”; it can also
send diseases away. In another case, illness is attributed to
a daimon that has entered a person’s body and must be
exorcised. One speaker claims to have seen a man healed

62 See also the account of the purifying of Athens from the plague by Epimenides: Diogenes Laertius Lives 1. 110. Many Jews of the Hellenistic
period, though certainly not all, held similar views: Jubilees 10, 17, says that good angels taught Moses medicine in order to protect human beings from
the diseases of demons. Philo, as representative of a more educated perspective of the time, attributes disease to an imbalance etiology (see, e.g., Every
Good Man is Free 76; On the Giants 10).
63 Sacred Disease 4; see also §§1 and 21.
64 A typical misreading is that of James Longrigg (“Philosophy and Medicine,” 149150), who is contradicted by his own quotations from the
Hippocratic text. He quotes a passage to demonstrate its “rationality” that is, its denial of “divine origin” for the “sacred disease” and its alleged
attribution of the disease instead to “natural causes.” (See also Longrigg, Greek Rational Medicine.) In fact, the quotation makes no such point; it simply
says that the disease is no more divine than any other: “So that there is no need to put the disease in a special class and to consider it more divine than
the others; they are all divine and all human.”
65 On Decorum 6, trans. Jones. The author of Sacred Disease says that it would be reasonable to bring the sick to sanctuaries and offer sacrifice
and prayers. But he complains about the elaborate “purifications” prescribed by the “magicians, purifiers, and charlatans” that take place outside the
traditional cultic institutions (§§2 and 4). The gods may purify but not defile.
66 Airs, Waters, Places 22. The second-century C.E. medical writer Aretaeus (probably a contemporary of Galen) is still willing to ascribe one form
of madness to “divine origin” that of devotees to certain divinities (probably referring to priests of Cybele). He says that they rave madly and cut
themselves under the influence of divine forces but are otherwise sane. See Aretaeus On the Causes and Symptoms of Chronic Diseases 1. 6 Greek text:
Aretaeus ed. Hude. English: Extant Works of Aretaeus, the Cappodocian, ed. and trans. Adams.
67 It was common in Greco-Roman medicine to link semen or sperm (they were not differentiated in ancient theory) to the brain; the brain either
produced or controlled the seed. See, e.g., Ptolemy, “On the Kriterion and Hegemonikon,” 15. 3. On the involvement of the gods, note Edelstein’s astute
statement: “All these instances reveal how utterly different are the ancients’ conceptions of natural phenomena from those of modern times. Natural
and religious expressions are used as equivalents” (“Greek Medicine,” 209).
68 The translation of Galen is by Edelstein, “Greek Medicine,” 231; see also Kudlein, “Galen’s Religious Belief ”; Riddle, Dioscorides on Pharmacy and
Medicine, 88; Pliny Natural History 19.62. 189; Herophilus, quoted in Plutarch Moralia 663BC, and Galen De compositione medicamentorum secundum locos 6. 8
(XII, pp. 965966K); Herophilus, ed. von Staden, 417418.
69 Prioreschi, “Supernatural Elements,” 400; see Sacred Disease 4.
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when the infecting daimon, “black smoky in colour,” was
expelled from the body.70 The educated narrator objects to
the use of magic and the application of magical materials
to effect healing, since he believes that disease arises from
forces within the body, not from without: “Do you really
think,” he asks, “that certain incantations put a stop to this
sort of thing, or external applications, when the trouble has
its seat within?” One should not, therefore, try to “frighten
away’’ a fever by use of a holy name or foreign phrase but
should treat it “according to nature.”71
Again, this last statement does not mean that the
narrator is offering natural explanations for processes
understood by others in the dialogue as supernatural. When
accused of atheism, the narrator says, “For my part, I revere
the gods and I see their cures and all the good that they do
by restoring the sick to health with drugs and doctoring. In
fact, Asclepius himself and his sons ministered to the sick
by laying on healing drugs, not by fastening on lions’ skins
and weasels.”72 The author rejects not the idea that the gods
may heal but the idea that they will make someone sick.
And the treatments he rejects are rejected not because they
are supernatural but because they are the practices of the
unlettered and the unprofessional that is, the masses. The
line is drawn not between those who believe in supernatural
causation and those who believe in “nature” but between
those who fear the gods and those who do not, between
those who look to magicians and old women for healing
and those who put their faith in the knowledge of the
professionally educated class.
The philosophically educated referred to the beliefs
they despised as “superstition” (deisidaimonia). But, as noted
earlier, in ancient texts “superstition” does not refer to a
belief in supernatural beings or supernatural causation; it
means simply ‘’an unreasonable fear of the gods,” a “dread
of divinities.” (Of course, that leaves open the important
question “Unreasonable to whom?” But it is precisely
that nice ambiguity that allows the charge to be leveled
so effectively and discriminately.) Plutarch, in an essay
on superstition, juxtaposes atheism and superstition. The
atheist is bad enough for denying the existence of the gods,

but the superstitious person is worse for believing that the
gods are malicious beings who harm people. Superstition
is “an emotional idea and an assumption productive of a
fear which utterly humbles and crushes a man, for he thinks
that there are gods, but that they are the cause of pain and
injury.” 73 Uncouth self-prostrations and humiliations are
superstitious, as are fears of punishment after death in
the nether world and beliefs in “judges and torturers and
yawning gulfs and deep recesses teeming with unnumbered
woes.”74 The problem with superstition, for Plutarch, is that
it robs human beings of their pride, their “love of honor”
(philotimia), that good valued most by upper-class Greeks or
Romans. Superstition keeps the free citizen from standing
before his gods with his head held high in the confidence
and self-assurance appropriate to his class.
Superstitious people attribute disease to attacks by the
gods or invasions by daimons.75 Hence they attempt to keep
themselves healthy by avoiding pollutions and attending
to purifications.76 Theophrastus, in his book on various
Characters (fourth to third century B.C.E.), portrays the
“Superstitious Man” as the one fearful of the divine (to
daimonion). He washes his hands a great deal; he is always
cleaning his house; and he is careful to avoid pollution (to
me* miainesthai).77 Reflecting the very fears of contagion
that the Hippocratic writer attacks, Theophrastus’s
“Superstitious Man” is afraid of contamination when
in the presence of a madman.78 Although some notions
of purity and pollution existed even among upper-class,
educated writers, too much attention to matters of purity
and anxieties about pollution were considered marks of
superstition, the fear of the gods.
Of course, to call someone superstitious was to render
a status judgment, even if the person so called was actually
a member of the higher class. Plutarch speaks of a Spartan
citizen who ended up going to “cleansers” (kathartai) and
“seers” (manteis) for healing of a disease even though he
had disdained them before. 79 The statement shows that
upper-class men might avail themselves of such therapists,
but that they thereby ran the risk of losing face as educated
men. Women and the masses (ochlos, hoi polloi) are assumed

70 Lucian Lover of Lies 19, 16.
71 Ibid., 89. On the relationship between medicine and magic, see Riddle, Dioscorides, 8288. As will become evident in the following paragraphs, I
believe that linking “magic” to “the supernatural” and “medicine” to “the natural,” as Riddle and many other historians of medicine do, is uncritical
and misleading. Riddle’s confusion is evident, for example, when he is puzzled that Pliny the Elder “denounced magic but he related considerable
supernatural information,’’ such as the idea that kissing a mule’s muzzle would heal a cold (Riddle, Dioscorides, 137; Pliny Natural History 30. 1. 13; 30.
11. 51). This should have led Riddle to realize that the charge of “magic” has nothing to do with the (totally modern) category of “the supernatural.”
72 Lucian Lover of Lies 10.
73 Plutarch On Superstition (Moralia 164E171F), 164B.
74 Ibid., 166A167A.
75 Ibid., 168B.
76 Ibid., 171B.
77 Theophrastus Characters 16. 2, 7, 9.
78 Ibid., 16. 14.
79 Plutarch Sayings of Spartans 11 (Moralia 223E).
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to be especially superstitious.80
Plutarch reveals the disinclination of the educated
to ascribe much credence to fears of pollution when he,
ironically, explains and praises the purification rituals of the
Egyptian Isis and Osiris cult but does so by reinterpreting
them according to the imbalance etiology of disease. In
his treatise On Isis and Osiris (Moralia 351E384C) Plutarch
interprets the purification rituals in terms of Greek medical
discourse on healthy environments. He explains that the
Egyptians burn resin on their altars in the morning because
the air during the night “becomes dense and oppresses the
body and brings the soul into depression and solicitude,
as if it had become befogged and heavy.” The burning
of resin “revivifies” and “purifies’’ (kathairontes) the air
and “fans into fresh life the languished pneuma innate
in the body.” They burn myrrh on the altars at midday
because “the sun is forcibly attracting a copious and heavy
exhalation from the earth and is combining this with the air
. . . for the heat dissolves and scatters the murky and turgid
concretions in the surrounding atmosphere. In fact,” he
continues, “physicians seem to bring relief to pestilential
affections [ta loimika pathe*] by making a large blazing fire,
for this rarifies the air.”81
Plutarch claims to be following Aristotelian medical
theory. He says that according to Aristotle the vapors given
off by perfumes and flowers are healthy, because they are
warm and light; “they gently relax the brain, which is by
nature cold and frigid.” Plutarch proceeds to note that
the Egyptian word for myrrh is bal, which he glosses as
“the dissipation of repletion.”82 Throughout this section,
then, Plutarch reinterprets what are probably rituals of
cultic purification so that they make sense in terms of the
humoral theories of contemporary medicine, with its logic
of balance of temperatures, tensions, and liquids. More
popular ideas of pollution, contamination, and ritual purity
are not mentioned.83
Thus we see that those most disposed to reject an
etiology of pollution belong to the classes most apt to
have some familiarity with popular philosophy. We could
also mention the stories about Diogenes, who scorned

popular fears of pollution when he ate fruit from a tree on
which a man had been hanged and claimed that he could
enter polluted areas since the sun also shone on cesspools
without itself being polluted.84 These are stories of the
philosophers and those under their influence. Not everyone
in Greco-Roman society considered fears of contamination
and invasion by disease-daimons something to be sneezed
at, however.
One interesting source of evidence of the invasion
etiology of disease in Greco-Roman culture is provided by
the magical papyri. Intellectuals like Plutarch and Lucian
might mock people who held superstitious notions about
capricious and potentially hostile gods surrounding them,
but the papyri provide abundant evidence that such beliefs
existed. Like the philosophers, the people who used this
magic also believed in the gods. “But,” as Hans Dieter Betz
writes, “Zeus, Hermes, Apollo, Artemis, Aphrodite, and
others are portrayed not as Hellenic and aristocratic, as in
literature, but as capricious, demonic, and even dangerous,
as in Greek folklore.” 85
Concerns about dangerous pollutions recur throughout
the magical instructions. There are many injunctions
against sexual intercourse before and during the practice
of magic.86 Many spells portray disease as the attack by
a daimon prompted by the magic force of the spell. A
bilingual curse tablet calls on a “demon of impurity”
(demon im[m]unditi[a]e) to pursue someone.87 Another spell,
which compels a disease-daimon to attack someone’s
body, contains a prophylaxis meant to guard the magician
performing the spell from any evil daimon.88 People could
also obtain charms, including magical names, designed to
protect the wearer against daimons.
Much of the invasion logic found in the magical papyri
occurs in love spells, which speak of passion as a disease
sent into the body of the person desired. One love charm
sounds to us quite sadistic in its call for the “infernal gods
and daimons” to infect the different parts of a woman’s
body with love-pain and sickness. Another speaks of
desire as burning in the guts, breast, liver, breath, bones,
and marrow. The daimon, addressed as “Flesh-eater”

80 Plutarch On Tranquility of Mind (Moralia) 465D; On the Sign of Socrates (Moralia) 579F580B. A full ideological analysis of attacks on “superstition”
would be interesting, though out of place here. Speaking of a different time and place, for example, Michel de Certeau says, “Totalitarianism attacks
what it quite correctly calls superstitions: supererogatory semantic overlays that insert themselves ‘over and above’ and ‘in excess,’ and annex to a past
or poetic realm a part of the land the promoters of technical rationalities and financial profitabilities had reserved for themselves” (Practice of Everyday
Life, 106). On such a reading, “superstition” may be construed as insubordination and an insinuation of a space alternative to that controlled by the
dominant ideology.
81 Plutarch On Isis and Osiris 383BC.
82 Ibid., 383D.
83 Parker, Miasma, 57.
84 Diogenes Laertius Lives 6. 61, 63.
85 Betz, ed., Greek Magical Papyri, xlv.
86 See, e.g., PGM II. 147, and Betz, ed. passim. All the examples given here are available in English translation in Betz, ed.
87 G. H. R. Horsley, New Documents 1977, no. 12.
88 PGM IV. 24412621, see 2515ff. for the prophylactic part of the spell.
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and ‘’Inflamer of the heart,” is commanded to enter the
woman’s body and produce disease.89
This sort of language was not limited to the esoteric
realm of the professional magician’s spell scroll. A poem
by Theocritus (third century B.C.E.) portrays a woman,
racked by jealousy concerning her lover, addressing Love as
a hypostatized disease: “[Thou] hast clung to me thus, thou
muddy leech, and drained my flesh of the red blood every
drop.” Love is a “parching fever” described as a hostile
invader, storming, sacking, and destroying the city of the
body. (The Greek is exalapazo*, evoking military imagery.)90
The woman’s spells in turn send an attack of burning (a
“fire-spell”) upon her neglectful lover (2. 16064). The logic
of love magic depends upon a disease etiology of invasion
and contagion.
Anxieties about pollution and the accompanying logic
of attack and invasion occasionally surface in other texts. It
seems to have been accepted by many people, philosophers
included, that dog-bites were responsible for the spread
of rabies, which could be spread further by the bites of
human beings; but often the idea is that the dog-bite is
poisonous, like that of a snake. 91 In popular thought,
madness was spread by contact with persons themselves
polluted with the disease, leading Aeschines to portray
his enemy Demosthenes as a threat to the city of Athens
by his very presence. Whatever Demosthenes touches is
implicated in misfortune; he is a source of pollution for the
entire city; a daimon that possesses Demosthenes threatens
the whole body politic.92 Demosthenes, never outdone
in insults, also calls Aeschines an aleiterion* (a “plague,
avenging spirit, pollutant”) threatening not just “all of
Greece,” but “all the human beings, all the regions, all the
cities that have perished.” Reflecting the popular practice of
averting one’s gaze when encountering a madman in order
to avoid catching the madness oneself, Demosthenes says,
‘’I marvel that you [the citizens of Athens] did not avert
your faces the moment you set eyes on him!”93 Even Plato,
though his own concepts of the body and disease are ruled
by the imbalance etiology, uses such popular images. In
one dialogue, Socrates plays with the idea that inspiration
is an invasion of the body by an alien agent; it “fills the
ear” and “takes possession” by means of “daimonic
wisdom.” Afterwards, the body must be “purified” from
the invasion and made normal and clean again. Socrates
is, of course, here speaking playfully as Aeschines and

Demosthenes invoke popular fears of pollution without
necessarily believing in an invasion etiology themselves
but the language reflects popular concepts of the invasive
activities of divine agents that render the body impure by
their presence in it.94

The Ideology of Etiology
It does not take much imagination to see the social and
political overtones of language about disease in these
two etiologies. In the imbalance etiology the healthy
body imitates the stability of the polis when there is no
strife between the classes; disease occurs only when that
stability is disturbed. This equilibrium model should not
be understood to imply that all members of the polis
should be politically or economically equal. As explained
in the chapter on homonoia speeches, in the dominant,
conservative political theory of Greco-Roman antiquity,
concord was maintained not by an equality of members
but by all members occupying their rightful places in the
social hierarchy. Equilibrium, not equality, is the ruling
mechanism. In medical texts the balanced body is also
expected to maintain an equilibrium within a hierarchy. In
the Hippocratic treatise Disease IV, for example, the various
humors have different natural densities in the body: bile is
lightest, then blood, then phlegm, with water the heaviest.
Any humor may, during agitation, mix with the others and
go anywhere in the body; the result is illness or at least
discomfort, since the “hostile humor” affects the other,
healthy humors, as they are “used up and consumed by the
disease.” A humor unsatisfied with its normal allotment
of the body’s fuel, for example, may take more than its
normal share, use up all the body’s nourishment, and
proceed to consume the other humors. “For the healthy
humour is used up in addition when the disease no longer
has sufficient fuel, but all that fuel has been consumed by
the humour in the affected place.” 95 The diseased body
is one instance of what happens when people and things
rebel against their assigned positions in the hierarchy of the
cosmos.
Moreover, according to the imbalance etiology,
corruption and putrefaction lead to disruption in the
normal balance of production and consumption within
the society of the body. Putrefaction increases in one
part of the body until it uses up all the nutriment in
that area; it then spreads to other parts of the body,

89 PGM IV. 296466; IV. 14961595; for the “sadistic” aspect of love charms, see Winkler, Constraints of Desire, 8696. Winkler notes that in some
charms a female statuette is “pierced” in order to elicit love and loyalty. Note the aspect of penetration as well as the notion that pain and disease,
here as inflamed passion, invade the body from without.
90 Theocritus 2 (“The Spell”), 55, 85, trans. Edmonds.
91 See esp. Celsus On Medicine 5. 27. 2; Aristotle Historia animalium 4. 8, 604a; Pliny Natural History 29. 32. 98102; Lucian Lover of Lies 40; but see
Wilkinson, “Development of the Virus Concept,” who notes that in spite of these occasional hints, the actual concept of viral contagion does not
appear until Fracastoro in the sixteenth century, and even this later date is disputed by Howard-Jones, “Fracastoro and Henle.”
92 Aeschines (“Against Ctesiphon”) 3. 114, 157.
93 Demosthenes (“On the Crown”) 18. 159, trans. Vince and Vince.
94 Plato Cratylus 396DE. As this section has demonstrated, Edelstein was mistaken to say that the “demonic” etiology of disease was due to “the
Christians and Jews who propagated these ideas at the end of Greek and Roman history” (“Greek Medicine,’’ 222). Edelstein too often takes upperclass writings as representing all Greco-Roman society.
95 Hippocrates Diseases IV. 51. 17, trans. Lonie, Hippocratic Treatises “On Generation,” “ On the Nature of the Child,” “Diseases IV,” 3435.
5.1 The Body, Disease, and Pollution 245

seeking nourishment. “So too the disease, when there is
insufficient nutriment left in the place where it begins,
advances further, beginning from the nearest part; and
when it has advanced over the whole body, its nutriment
is consumed, and there is no sound humour left to prevail
over it. When this happens, the man dies.”96 The unruly
humor, like an antisocial citizen, must be kept in check
by healthy humors, alias sound, upstanding members of
the body; disease results from the demand of one part
of the body for more than its alloted share of space and
nutriment. Thus the body is an economy of limited goods
and a site of conflict over goods and real estate. Words
used in these medical contexts (like isonomia for the balance
of powers or monarchia for the state in which one power
becomes too predominant) come from political theory and
from speeches on homonoia. For the ancient hearer, such
language would have evoked the conservative ideology of
moderation advocated by benevolent patriarchalism.
The etiology of balance, moreover, reflects a sense
of control over one’s body and the environment. Fears
of invasion and loss of power over one’s self are not
paramount. The gods are relatively benign beings with
whom any sensible person can get along, and diseasedaimons exist only in the imaginations of the uneducated.
Therapeutics for the medicine of balance is a matter of
reasserting control and reestablishing the proper hierarchy
of the “natural” body.
The sick man, like a sensible paterfamilias, must set his
house in order, discipline unruly members, and, if need
be, expel those who will not respond to discipline. His
physician is his advisor in the political science of the body.
The invasion etiology, on the other hand, evinces
a social position of helplessness in the face of outside
powers. The world is a much more precarious place, with
threats on every side. As Hans Dieter Betz writes, referring
specifically to the world view reflected by the magical
papyri,
The people whose religion is reflected in the papyri
agree that humanity is inescapably at the whim of
the forces of the universe. Religion is nothing but
taking seriously this dependency on the forces of
the universe. Whether the gods are old or new,
whether they come from Egyptian, Greek, Jewish,
or Christian traditions, religion is regarded as
nothing but the awareness of and reaction against
our dependency on the unfathomable scramble of
energies coming out of the universe . . . Individuals
seem to be nothing but marionettes at the end of
power lines, pulled here and there without their
knowledge by invisible forces. 97
The potential for invasion is an important issue in this
world view, because the body is not a secure microcosm of
96
97

the balanced universe but a site of cosmic battles between
good and evil. For both etiologies, the body is continually
pervaded by cosmic forces and is even constituted by
those forces; it is a vacillating moment in an energy field.
For those convinced by the logic of balance, this is not
necessarily bad: the body is simply a microcosm of the
balanced universe and is naturally constituted of the
same substances. Others perceive the penetrability of the
body as threatening, however, necessitating protection
against invasion, manipulation, and disintegration. This
view may reflect the position of someone further down
in the structure of patronclient society, someone who
must depend on a powerful patron for protection against
outside aggression. Thus, it is only in this system that we
encounter concerns for firm boundaries and protection
by the patron (the god) and recognition that one is a
member of a household or social group and dependent
upon one’s position in the household or group for safety
(soteria*). To us, this latter position may appear to emphasize
the communal aspects of life, whereas the balance
ideology seems more individualistic. But that is a modern
misconstrual. Both positions are communal in that they
see the body as a form of society and one’s identity as
dependent on one’s place in that society. Yet the former
point of view, which sees the body as a balanced ecosystem,
is that of a person with a greater sense of empowerment,
probably due to his or her position in the higher levels of
society.
These are only musings about the possible dispositions
of the people who hold these different disease etiologies.
We can say with more confidence that the writings of
upper-class intellectuals advocate the logic of balance and
imbalance, and that those same writings despise fears of
invasion and pollution, portraying them as superstition
worthy only of the uneducated masses. That is, the two
different disease etiologies occupy recognized status
positions in society. Ancient epistemologies of disease thus
reflect the conflict evident in so many other discourses of
Greco-Roman culture, the conflict between those higher
and lower in the highly stratified society.

NOTES
The editions used in this book are from the Loeb
Classical Library unless otherwise indicated. Translations
of Greek and Latin texts, as also of Scripture, are my own
unless otherwise indicated in the notes.

Hippocrates Diseases IV. 51. 7, trans. Lonie.
Betz, ed., Greek Magical Papyri, xlvii.
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Preface
. . . the entire parapenal institution, which is created in order
not to be a prison, culminates in the cell, on the walls of which
are written in black letters: “God sees you.”
—Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish1
Allow me to introduce the theological. It is not to be
confused with Theology, which I render here in capital
letters to mark its status as guild discipline, a credentialed
profession in especially the Christian West that typically
reflects on doctrines of a religious tradition and fosters
an ethos of transcendence. The theological is a specter
haunting Theology, is already unsettling it, per- haps
dissolving it, disseminating it anew among other languages
and other disciplinary discourses—on the way to revealing
something much more significant than Theology’s
doctrinally structured ethos of transcendence. The
theological strikes a “neither/nor” approach to the binary
of transcendence/immanence, but recasts both of these in
a milieu of what Jean-Luc Nancy terms “transimmanence,”
a haunting and ghostly realm of seething presences.2 It is a
milieu within which we must reckon with a new belonging
of the theological and the political to one another.
This book, The Theological and the Political: On the Weight of
the World, argues that the theological is this transimmanence
as a dimension of agonistic political thought and practice.
This theological comes to its fullest expression in the
prodigious force of artful signs deployed in spectral
practice, and it is born of the struggle of those bearing,
resisting, and finding life under “the weight of the world,”
particularly that weight as shifted, or concentrated, in
structures of imposed social suffering. Unlike the dominant
ethos of Theology, the major concern of the theological is
not transcendence, and its primary language is not doctrine.
Nevertheless, it is a discourse that is alive with force to rival
stultifying and repressive sovereignties, what I will treat as
the onerous and concentrated weight of the world. The
theological is a discourse that is disciplined, not so much
by doctrinal formation, but by reflection taking place at
multiple sites of the academies and other public thinking.
The theological not only identifies and sharpens political
differences in the agonism that marks political being, but

it also facilitates human organizing to redress the social
exclusion and repression that keep imposed social suffering
ever bearing heavily upon those in its agony. Notions
of “agony” and “agonistic” derive from the concept of
agῡn, meaning struggle, and for political theory have been
reworked by nineteenth-century German and, increasingly,
U.S. political thought.3 Agonism, and agonistic politics,
are terms used in this book for struggle that entails human
pain and suffering (agony), and includes, though cannot be
reduced to, the antagonisms and contradictions in social
being that often generate such struggle and agony. The
theological will be a distinctive discourse, issuing from this
agonistic dimension of political and social life.
The theological can be introduced further with the aid
of the epi- graph above from Foucault. The passage is from
his Discipline and Punish, a segment in which he writes of
imprisonment.4 In an analysis that is vintage Foucault, the
prison is analyzed within a larger political matrix, an “entire
parapenal institution.” This political matrix is an intricate
assemblage of power. The matrix has an entirety, a larger
parapenal and institutional setting, that reaches into the
extensive and complex workings of many social processes.
All this even includes a pervasive intention not to be a
prison. And yet, what is envisioned here is not just a politics
of complexity, an ever proliferating, polymorphic matrix.
The “entirety” culminates in the cell, a place of agony, a site
where someone’s flesh is constrained, bounded by wall and
bar, by all the apparatuses of force that create the prison
cell. This may be taken not just as reference to the cruelties
of incarceration in the France of Foucault’s time,5 or to
the astounding increase in mass incarceration in recent
U.S. history.6 It can refer as well to the confinement
and imposed weight borne by those constructed and
subordinated as sexual or gendered others, as racialized and
colonized others, and also, simultaneously, exploited as the
impoverished others of the global South.
What this book foregrounds as “the theological,” then,
emerges within and from such agonistic sites of imposed
suffering. Such sites are often marked by Theology with
some backing of the transcendent. Foucault thus inscribes
on the cell wall the words, “God sees you.” The theological
is not this phrase; it is the seething discourse and practice

1 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Pantheon, 1977), 294.
2 On this notion of “seething presence,” see Avery F. Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1997), 17, 21, 195.
3 Andrew Schaap, ed., Law and Agonistic Politics (London: Ashgate, 2009), 1.
4 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 294.
5 David Macey, Lives of Michel Foucault (New York: Random House, 1998), 283ff.
6 Bruce Western, Punishment and Inequality in America (New York: Russell Sage, 2007).
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that is alternative to that marking and making of the cell’s
agony. It envisions a liberatory and different way through
the weight of the world. It is the way those who endure
imposed social suffering “weigh-in” with an alternative
to the world that is often weighted against them and
buttressed by the dis- courses of transcendence. As we will
see, these sufferers usually do this by wielding the force
of the artful image from their liminally intense sites of
suffering.
For all the agony within the places we would demarcate
as a cell, a realm of confinement, it is also an agony that is
woven into the wider public world, its fabric of social and
institutional life. It is, after all, a “culmination,” as Foucault
puts it, of an “entire parapenal institution.” As I will show
below, even the acute agony of the torture cell is woven
into the fabric of everyday living, as a subtext of horror
at work in the political in which twenty-first-century U.S.
citizenry and “civility” are enmeshed. The weight borne by
the tortured in that cell is inscribed in the burden that is the
weight of the world, as borne in various ways, too, by the
many “outside” the cell.
“God sees you,” here, appears as a sinister symbolic
inscription of the divine within a most material and
political site. The agony of the confined, suspended in a
matrix of power, an entire political configuration, is here
overseen by God. It is a case of what Stefanos Geroulanos
calls “theoscopy”7—being seen, transparent to, and thus
surveilled by an omnipotent God, locked into place at a site
of agony, in part, by the gaze that is projected as coming
from an all-seeing figure. The theological of this book,
born of the agonistic political, contests this transcendent
dis- course of theoscopy, without positing a simple obverse.
There is a more liberatory way.
This book’s argument for the theological is not so
much a political theology, as it is a political theorization of
the theological. This latter is already ongoing, especially

in political philosophy, where scholars like Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak,8 Slavoj Žižek,9 Enrique Dussel,10
Alain Badiou,11 Giorgio Agamben,12 Jacques Rancière,13
and others find them- selves marching upon the theological.
These thinkers will enter this book’s writing at various
points, as will others, such as Abdul R. JanMohamed, Avery
Gordon, Judith Butler, Jacques Derrida, Chantal Mouffe,
Theodore Schatzki, Pierre Bourdieu, and especially JeanLuc Nancy. It remains to anticipate the itinerary of the
book along which such thinkers find their place.
The introduction, “The Theological in a PostTheological World,” places my critical presentation of the
theological within the context of contemporary discussions
of the post-theological and the postsecular. These
“post-” markers are signs of crisis and transition in the
understanding of Theology and of religious expression in
contemporary, especially Western, societies. The distinctive
route my examination of the theological takes will be
delineated against the backdrop of other routes being
forged in this post- theological moment.
Chapter 1, “Thinking the Theological: A Haunting,”
has three major functions. First, it identifies the creative
interplay of Michel Foucault’s theory of power with select
critical theories of spectrality in order to set the conceptual
background for thinking the theological. Second, I follow
the interplay of power and specter into a particularly
significant part of philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy’s work—
that is, his reflections on world and weight—in order
to clarify the book’s meaning of “the weight of the
world.” Third, I show how this approach to thinking “the
theological” involves a wandering labor through the “body
of sense” that is the world, an approach that haunts with
liberatory effect the imperio-colonial sense of Theology as
a guild discipline. The theological in relation to Theology
exists as a kind of teeming multiple, a Hydra figure through
whose many new voices and discourses there is a thinking
that haunts Theology’s interpretive procedures.

7 Stefanos Geroulanos, “Theoscopy: Transparency, Omnipotence and Modernity,” in Hent de Vries and Lawrence E. Sullivan, eds., Political
Theologies: Public Religions in a Post-Secular World (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), 633–51.
8 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak admits deep into her Critique of Postcolonial Reason to having “dreamed of animist liberation theologies” for “an
ecologically just world, inspired, in part, by Christian liberation theologies.” In a long footnote she writes in the same text, she more formally muses,
when analyzing Kant through the writings about the “Kierkegaard-Levinas-Derrida” line, that “the name of God . . . may be seen as a name of the
radical alterity that the self is programmed to imagine in an ethics of responsibility.” A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing
Present (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), 355 n.59, 382.
9 Slavoj Žižek drops references in his political theory to the “mystery of the incarnation,” to Che Guevara’s “weird Christological aura,” to
atonement theory, and to G. K. Chesterton’s Orthodoxy, even as he inspires complex monographs in ontology and on transcendental materialist
subjectivity that hardly mention a word about these theological components. See Slavoj Žižek, In Defense of Lost Causes (New York: Verso, 2008), 433.
See also Adrian Johnston, Žižek’s Ontology: A Transcendental Materialist Theory of Subjectivity (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 2008).
10 Enrique Dussel, Ethics and the Theology of Liberation, trans. Bernard F. McWil- liams (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1978).
11 The prolific philosopher Alain Badiou, author of Being and Event and Logics of Worlds, “cares nothing” for Paul’s gospel, and says so, but issues
a book-length analysis of Paul’s militant subjectivity and about the apostle’s respect for “the Event.” Alain Badiou, Saint Paul: The Foundation of
Universalism, trans. Ray Brassier (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003). For further examination of the many treatments of Paul by philosophers,
see Paul, Philosophy, and the Theopolitical Vision: Critical Engagements with Agamben, Badiou, Žižek, and Others, ed. Douglas Harink (Eugene, Ore.: Cascade,
2010).
12 Italian political philosopher Giorgio Agamben also has written his own philosophical commentary on Paul, The Time That Remains: A
Commentary on the Letter to the Romans, trans. Patricia Dailey (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005). In another text, Agamben also proposes a
“theological genealogy of economy” to understand Foucault’s notion of political apparatus. Giorgio Agamben, What Is an Apparatus? And Other
Essays, trans. David Kishik and Steefan Pedatella (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009 [Italian 2006]), 8–12.
13 Jacques Rancière treats in his political theory certain “theologies of the novel.” Jacques Rancière, The Flesh of Words: The Politics of Writing, trans.
Charlotte Mandell (Stan- ford: Stanford University Press, 2004).
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Chapter 2, “The Agonistic Political,” delineates the kind
of being that is carried by practices of the political, from
which the theological emerges. This delineation is a political
ontology, but less the kind that searches for “fundamental
structures” of an “onto-theology,” and more an “historical
ontology,” an “ontology of ourselves” articulated by
Foucault, and by others after him.14 The chapter depends
heavily on the social-site ontology of Theodore Schatzki
and the social theory of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of
socialized bodies, of habitus and symbolic capital. The aim
of the chapter is to show how the conjunctures of being
with practice, and then of power with symbol, constitute
the agonistic political. Again, it is from this agonistic
political that the theological rises.
Chapter 3, “Transimmanence,” treats the hallmark trait
of the theological, the terrain of transimmanence that
opens up within and as provoked by agonistic politics.
Transimmanence is shown to be a distinctive way through
and beyond the transcendence/immanence binary. Crucial
here are the cues I take from artists working from the
deep places of human agonistic travail, such as Richard
Wright’s poetry written from a lynching site, the poets
caged at Guantánamo, and one, Catarina, from a zone of
social abandonment. The centerpiece of this chapter is an
extended meditation on one passage in Jean-Luc Nancy’s
work, which clarifies this notion of transimmanence. The
theological as transimmanence emerges in this chapter
with a “sacred” power of prodigious images, a force that
both sharpens differences in a “singular plural world”
(Nancy), but also dramatically engages, to quote Nancy
again, the “brutal collision” of creative world-making, on
the one hand, with homogenizing globalization projects
of the West, on the other. The theological emerges as the
emancipatory sign-force that weighs-in from under, but
against, the weight of the world.

thinkers who, from whatever disciplinary or public site,
trace “the theological” as an emancipatory way of spectral
humanity.
Chapter 5, “Transimmanence and Radical Practices,”
focuses more concretely the ways “spectral humans”
challenge sovereign power and discourse. In a critical and
close reading of Sister Dianna Ortiz’s account of torture
survival, The Blindfold’s Eyes: My Journey from Torture to Truth, I
trace not only her singular practice of survival and spectral
imaging, but also distill four key modes of spectral practice
amid the agonistic political: somatic performance of the
wounded body, anamnestic solidarity, revivifying naturalism,
and a grotesque transcendentalism. For all the debates
about torture in current U.S. culture, there is a disturbing
failure to acknowledge and analyze what survivors of
torture have to teach, in the ways their wounds might
congeal as practices that enable some survival, and then
haunt, with both threat and promise, the states that would
wield torture. This final chapter seeks to learn from that
survival and haunting, and so limn for our futures a set of
radical practices—discursive practices of the theological—
to undertake works of liberation amid the weight of the
world.

Chapter 4, “The Weight of Transimmanence,” deepens
the book’s reflection on the powers of those bearing the
world’s weight, their presence, and their sign-force for
weighing-in with alternatives amid the agonistic political.
The theological thus comes still more fully into view.
Crucial here is the notion of practice, of movements,
that give prodigious art forms a spectral power in history,
the weight of transimmanence. Those whom Judith
Butler discusses as “spectral humans” wield poetic and
other artful images, the force of which can pose through
networking practices a challenge to the transcendentalizing
sovereignties—of state, religion, and Theology—against
vulnerable flesh. Special attention is given here to the
practice of torture, where the sovereignty of the torture cell
instantiates and serves the aesthetic regime and sovereignty
of the state. The practice of spectral imaging, then, engages
and marshals new, artful practice against the sovereignty
of the torture state. While the symbolic force of spectral
practice, and reflection upon it, is not usually the primary
concern of guild Theology, it can be a concern for many
14

See, for example, Ian Hacking, Historical Ontology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
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Introduction
The theological in a post-theological world
What is the fate of theology in a post-theological moment?
— Corey D. B. Walker15
Corey Walker’s query in the epigraph provokes a number of
other questions.
We need to ask, for example, what is this “posttheological moment” in which the fate of Theology might
be considered? What is meant by the often controversial
notions of “Theology” and “the theological”? These
questions are central for understanding this book’s overall
purpose, which is to foreground “the theological.” It is
the purpose of this introduction to clarify the notion
of a “post-theological moment,” and then to provide a
preliminary sketch of what this book will explore as “the
political,” and then as “the theological.”

A Post-Theological Moment
Take first the question of a “post-theological moment.”
Maybe a groan and a sigh greet the emergence here
of yet another “post-” word, to join poststructural,
postmodern, postcolonial, perhaps also post-Christian
and postdemocratic, among others. How long before we
are debating the meaning of the hyphen in this new term,
post-theological? All these terms can be wielded in ways that
show a deficit of careful thinking, marking instead the next
academic project’s “cutting edge.” Moreover, the “post” designation often functions largely in a chronological
sense, suggesting that some new era—the one we are in,
of course—is now underway, in a time that is supposedly
“after” that of the structural, the modern, the colonial, the
Christian. Whatever these older formulations may have
meant, we can lay them to rest, so it might be thought,
to move into some new period, in which we have “come
of age.” (And always we need to ask: Who is this we?)
Sometimes, particularly with the terms post-Christian or posttheological, the intent seems to be not to exult in the coming
of age, but more to lament the passing of an era, to mark a
degeneration of one’s epoch from some better past.16
As slippery and obfuscating as these “post-” terms can
be, there are les- sons to be learned from their coining.
What all of them share is not primarily a claim that the
present moment constitutes a new epoch in a chronological

narrative, but that there is a crisis in understanding
underway, as well as, perhaps, an opportunity for fresh
thinking. This is especially so with the post-theological.
Some may use it to lament the passage of an era when
theology, as in fourteenth-century Europe, could be touted
as the reigning “queen of the disciplines because of an
alleged supernatural origin of its principles,”17 or in various
other times when it was thought possible to formulate
and celebrate theology’s beliefs and practices within
some Christian haven, thinking them protected from the
challenges of secular thought, of other religions, or of the
plurality of other Christian cultural readings.
The notion of the post-theological is an important
one to engage because it marks a certain crisis in which
Theology is interrogated anew. Moreover, it usually
connotes also an ethical query, which asks about the value
and the good of these discourses we call “Theology.” What
I find particularly important about the post-theological
is that the notion emerges especially as reflection on the
relation of the theological to the political. This moment
has often been discussed the resurgence of a particular
kind of “theologico-political,” viewing Theology, with its
diverse beliefs and practices of its faith as rife with political
meanings and consequences for wide sectors of secular
and public life, even for purportedly nontheological and
nonreligious sectors. This “theologico-political” is often
today linked to discussions of Spinoza’s 1670 Tractatus
Theologico-Politicus, and ushering in a new take on “political
theology.”18
Again, I stress that I am not offering here a political
theology—that is, say, a Christian theology that unfolds
its meanings for political life, advocating political forms
or treatment of political processes from the viewpoints
of, for example, a belief in God, a Christology, some view
of the church, and so on. Instead, the book is a political
theorization of the theological. It is an analysis of the
politicality of Theology, which persists as “the theological.”
Although this is not a political theology, the conjunction of
the political with Theology in this post-theological moment
is crucial to understanding what the theological is. Corey
Walker’s discussion explores the political and theological
conjuncture as “the problem of multiple theologies
animating various forms of religious fundamentalisms,”19
not only the much-referenced Islamic fundamentalisms, but also those of the West. The laudable goal of a
“separation of church and state” has not meant a successful
quarantine of religion from politics and state power, or of

15 Corey D. B. Walker, “Theology and Democratic Futures,” Political Theology 10, no. 2 (April 2009): 199–208, at 200.
16 Walker, of course, is not the first to use the term post-theological. Philosopher John T. Lysaker uses it to discuss Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
challenges to Christian theology, referring to it as “post-theological,” in Emerson and Self-Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008), 137–
39. Another author, writing mainly to evangelical audiences, uses the term to lament a problem that evangelical theology might rectify. See Stanley J.
Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theology in a Post-Theological Age, 2d ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006).
17 Edward Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), 38.
18 Hent de Vries and Lawrence E. Sullivan, eds., Political Theologies: Public Religions in a Post-Secular World (New York: Fordham University Press,
2006), 25–31.
19 Walker, “Theology and Democratic Futures,” 200.
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theology from statecraft. George W. Bush’s citing of prayer
and scripture as playing key roles in his calculus for the U.S.
invasion and occupation of Iraq in 2003 is almost too facile
an example of a resurgent theologico-political that can be
destructive of the international community.20 To think the
post-theological, then, is not to endorse a political theology,
nor is it to think we can simply be done with Theology.
It is to realize that Theology is freighted with powers in
our present that have potent political import. They are not
easily set aside. Although often declared dead and spent of
strength, the powers of Theology roar back upon us with
a vengeance, romping through our time with their political
claws.
Interestingly, this discussion of the post-theological
overlaps with yet another “post-” term of our period,
“postsecular.” The two terms may seem like simple
opposites—the first theologically concerned, the second more
secular—but their discourses set us on the same ground,
if from somewhat different starting places, namely, on
the terrain of the theologico-political. In the extensive
collection Political Theologies: Public Religions in a Post-Secular
World, editors Hent de Vries and Lawrence Sullivan cite a
host of literatures that chastise secular confidence in its
modern or postmodern criticisms of religion and theology.
Those criticisms presume they can lay aside, or move
beyond, theology and religion as determinative phenomena
in public life. Such confident criticisms are described as
“utterly misplaced” or “to have missed the point.” They
conclude that “the wall between religion and government is
now so porous as to be an unreliable guide to attitudes and
actions.”21 The notion of the postsecular, writes de Vries
instructively in his own introduction to the volume, refers
not to a return to religion, a repenting of secular critiques,
but to a “changed attitude by the secular state or in the
public domain with respect to the continued existence of
religious communities and the impulses that emerge from
them.”22
Again, as with the post-theological, so with the
postsecular. The center of concern becomes the nature
of the theologico-political, that is, the political as variously
charged, animated, driven, and maybe dominated by
theological beliefs (in God, sacred scriptures’ inviolability,
future promises that theologians derive from religious
beliefs, and so on). The present “moment” is felt as
especially charged by the resurgence of theological
fundamentalisms—a “clash of fundamentalisms”—
whether an Islamic fundamentalism assumed to be at work

in the September 11, 2001, attacks in the United States,
or a Christian fundamentalism of the Christian Right.”23
Whether as post-theological or postsecular, our moment
is one of renewed contemplation on the theologicopolitical.24

The Political
This book does not and cannot survey all the ways
Theology—or notions of the theological—animate
and interact with the political. Because the book’s main
argument, however, is that the theological is a dimension of
the political—in particular, of the agonistic political—it is
necessary to offer here a first introduction to the notion of
the political as it bears on the emergence of the theological.
I do this by discussing, first, the scope of the political, and
then what makes it distinctive.
As to its scope, the political is much more than what is
usually referred to as politics. It refers to a certain mode
of organizing the human practices that structure social
interaction and the dynamics of collective action in history,
but also, by extension, the interests, beliefs, and ideologies
of individual actors. The social practices of the political are
not to be identified with governmental policies or state and
party functions, typical understandings of “politics,” but
more importantly with our very ontological condition in all
spheres of human living. Chantal Mouffe puts it well when
she emphasizes that “the political cannot be restricted to a
certain type of institution, or envisioned as constituting a
specific sphere or level of society. It must be conceived as a
dimension that is inherent to every human society and that
determines our very ontological condition.”25
This scope of the political is so broad, one may
wonder, next, what makes it distinctive? What I term its
distinctiveness not only further clarifies what the political
is, but also partly accounts for its ontological scope
already mentioned. I suggest that the social practices that
distinguish the political are those pervaded by agonistic
tension and strife. This agonism extends from the ways
social orders are fragilely dependent upon and in tension
with orders of nature, to the ways different social groups
interact (cooperate, contest, compete) with one another.
My claim is not that every element of nature and human
being is agonistic. After all, as Abdul JanMohamed suggests
when reflecting on the agonistic friction of Hegel’s
master/ slave dialectic, there is an ethnographic record
that suggests, in contrast, that “in practice, human sociality

20 To assess the destructive impact on the international community, one excellent starting place is Ahmed Rashid, Descent into Chaos: The United
States and the Failure of Nation Building in Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Central Asia (New York: Viking, 2008), esp. 265–316.
21 De Vries and Sullivan, Political Theologies, x.
22 Hent de Vries, “Introduction: Before, Around, and Beyond the Theologico- Political,” in ibid., 3.
23 For more studies and a problematization of the very term “Christian Right,” see Mark Lewis Taylor, Religion, Politics, and the Christian Right:
Post–9/11 Powers and American Empire (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 61–62, 71–95.
24 De Vries and Sullivan are well aware that they are writing about political theologies now reconnected to a discourse of the “theologicopolitical” that characterized Spinoza’s 1670 Theologico-Political Treatise. For the treatise itself, see Spinoza, Theological-Political Treatise, ed. Jonathan I. Israel
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).
25 Chantal Mouffe, The Return of the Political (New York: Verso, 2005), 3.
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is grounded in the immediate and abundant offering of
recognition.”26 There may be a problem, he admits, that
the West, especially following Hegel, has been too quick to
assume a primary agonism in all social life. Nevertheless,
this book will follow Jan- Mohamed and others who decide
that a certain primacy of the agonistic mode cannot be
avoided. Even the more pacific and generous options in
“the ethnographic record”27 have those options amid
their awareness and anxiety concerning the costs of social
agonism. This awareness and anxiety point to a certain
inevitability of the agonistic. For this and other reasons, this
book’s notion of the political remains agonistic, tapping
into a tradition of political theory as explicated by Andrew
Schapp in his Law and Agonistic Politics.28 This distinctively
agonistic character of the political opens up that critical
space in the political, the body politic, where large segments
of the population—“the part that has no part,” as political
philosopher Jacques Rancière describes them29—are often
rendered absent or subjugated to structured and systemic
violence.
The political, in sum, is rendered in this book as a mode
of being affected by our socially and historically mediated
ontological constitution. This is the broad scope of the
political. The agonism of the political, what is distinctive
of the political for this book, means that the world’s
being— which is always socially and historically mediated
being—is weighted with agonistic tension. What Johannes
Fabian in Time and the Other describes as the “scandal of
domination and exploitation of one part of mankind by
another”30 is an affliction that weighs heavily upon, even as
it is culminant of, an “entirety” of systems and structures,
to recall Foucault again. The sufferers’ acute pain and
struggle is a culmination of a struggle borne by the whole,
even if agents of domination have their singularities and
responsibility. All this is the weight of the world, and it is
the distinctive feature of the political, the agonistic political.
The agonistic political emerges in a number of
contemporary theorists’ discourses, and in different
ways. Groups weighted by imposed social suffering, in
modes both blatant and subtle, both covert and overt, are

enmeshed within and constituted by what Achille Mbembe
terms a “necropolitics.” This is a set of political practices
effective toward death, marked by what Mbembe terms
“a generalized instrumentalization of human existence
and by the material destruction of human bodies and
populations.”31 The world is heavy, then, with social
practices that generate and organize death and dying.
Though this necropolitics consigns more and more people
to “zones of abandonment,”32 relegating increasingly
larger numbers to the status of surplus populations or
disposable peoples, those subordinated to the necropolitics
nevertheless rework the agonism, insist on being human,
“weigh-in” with counterpractices that are not only
agonistic in their own right but also are often motivated
by nonagonistic visions and practices. Nevertheless, as
nonagonistic as they may be in their visionary origins, they
do not escape having to be fought for in an agonistic world
of being and practice.
The weightedness that marks the agonistic political
is also operative in the patterns of exclusion that are
revealingly traced in its more subtle mode, in what Gayatri
Spivak has termed “foreclosure.” This is a dynamic that
is evident, for just one example, in Immanuel Kant’s
clear decision in his Critique of Judgment to dismiss “New
Hollanders” and “inhabitants of Tierra del Fuego” as
subjects who shed any light on “why it is necessary that
men should exist.”33 Their exclusion occurs with little
fanfare in Kant’s book, but it discloses a significant
part of a foreclosure that Spivak interprets as part of
an “axiomatics of imperialism.”34 There seem to be no
operative norms compelling Kant and his readers to see
these peoples as “recognizable,” to adapt Judith Butler’s
language; certainly there seem to be few schemas in Kant’s
thought to make their subjectivity intelligible or valuable.35
With a few penned phrases he can assume readers will not
object if he waves them aside as he moves on through his
argument. A reader might not advert to the foreclosure
at all. Kant simply apprehends his sensible world through
what Rancière points to as an “aesthetics” at the core
of politics, one that subtly determines “what is seen and
what can be said, organizing, in fact, determinations of

26 Abdul R. JanMohamed, The Death-Bound Subject: Richard Wright’s Archaeology of Death (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 267.
27 Mohamed doesn’t cite “the ethnographic record,” but of many possible, see historian Donald Fixico, The American Indian Mind in a Linear World:
American Indian Studies and Traditional Knowledge (New York: Routledge, 2003), esp. 142–79.
28 Andrew Schaap, Law and Agonistic Politics (London: Ashgate, 2009). I am grateful for Princeton Seminary doctoral candidate Elías Ortega-Aponte
for calling my attention to this work amid his own groundbreaking research and writing on U.S. Latino/a ethics and theology.
29 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement: Politics and Philosophy (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998), 7–14.
30 Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), 31.
31 Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” trans. Libby Meintjes, in Public Culture 15, no. 1 (2003): 11–40, at 14.
32 See João Biehl, Vita: Life in a Zone of Social Abandonment (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005).
33 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a His- tory of the Vanishing Present (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1999), 26–29. For the passage in Kant that Spivak addresses, see Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, trans. J. H. Bernard (New York: Heffner,
1968 [1790]), 225. Kant’s foreclosure of these peoples, not treating them as “subjects” in his analysis, but instead dismissing them as beings not at
all helpful for reflecting on human existence’s purpose, is exemplary of the moderate mainstream Enlightenment, which, unlike an earlier, more
“radical Enlightenment,” accommodated itself to a racial hierarchy of inequalities. See Jonathan Israel, The Enlightenment Contested: Philosophy, Modernity,
and the Emancipation of Man 1670–1752 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 40, 49, and 590–614. On Kant and racial hierarchy, see Robert
Bernasconi, “Kant as an Unfamiliar Source of Racism,” in Philosophers on Race: Critical Essays, ed. Julie K. Ward and Tommy L. Lott (New York:
Blackwell, 2002), 145–66.
34 Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 330. Compare with pp. 19, 34, 26, 48, 120–21, 340, 409.
35 Judith Butler, Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? (New York: Verso, 2009), 9.
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who has the ability to see and the talent to speak, around
the properties of spaces and the possibilities of time.”36
The sensible world is subject to divisions, the most
notable one for the political being the dividing off of
those social groups who are a part of society but without
rights to participate equally, “the part that has no part.”37
Kant’s subtle but emphatic distinction among worthy and
unworthy lives—those undeserving and deserving of grief,
as Judith Butler addresses this problematic38—is judged
quickly in passing. This, too, is all part of the agonism of
the political that structures human being in society.
The foreclosures Spivak discusses, and the framing
of affect (Butler) or the divisions of the sensible world
(Rancière), are all important for seeing how relations
transpire in the powerful worlds of colonizing and largely
European-American settings. It should not be forgotten,
however, that the likes of Kant and Hegel could also be
far less subtle, more blatantly antagonistic to foreclosed
peoples, with Kant advocating outright eradication of these
“others” and Hegel deciding that “Africa has no history,”
no spirit, and so on.39
The agonistic political is not carried simply in thinkers’
manifestations of an antagonistic viewpoint toward
subordinated and colonizable others; or, conversely,
in those thinkers who decry their subordination and
colonization. To be sure, those stances are ways to
participate in the agonistic political. But the agonism of
the political is first and foremost that which is at work in
the more general dissemination of practices and powers
that mark our very ontological condition. It is this agonistic
political that will figure prominently in this book, and from
which the theological emerges with its haunting power.

The Theological
The political, understood as this ontologically constituting,
agonistic dimension of human thought and practice, then,
sets the stage for under- standing “the theological.” The
theological is a discourse that discerns and critically reflects
upon the motions of power in this agonistic dimension.
More particularly, it traces and theorizes the ways that
persons and groups rendered subordinate and vulnerable by
agonistic politics and its systemic imposed social suffering
nevertheless haunt, unsettle, and per- haps dissolve the
structures of those systems. The theological traces and
theorizes the way this haunting congeals into specters and

forces both threatening and promising alternative patterns
and lifeways. Again, the theological as a discourse should
not be confused with Theology, the guild discipline long
established in the theological institutions, seminaries,
divinity schools, and, more controversially, in some Western
university religion departments.40
Some may query, given the difference between Theology
and what I propose as “the theological,” why keep the
adjectival form at all? My response here is threefold,
even though each point will become clearer only against
the backdrop of the book’s entirety. First, the theological
names the kind of discourse deployed by nontheologians,
especially political theorists, when they delve into sources
and meanings of Theology without sanctioning its
traditional concerns as guild discipline. This hardly makes
them “anonymous theologians.” That is not my claim.
The theorists often express their ambivalence about these
deployments from Theology. Recall Alain Badiou’s claim
“to care nothing” for Paul’s gospel, while yet writing a fulllength text on Paul’s militant subjectivity as exemplary. We
could cite also Spivak’s dreaming of an “animist liberation
theology” that might express her “impossible vision of
an ecologically just world.” She then adds, however, and
this is telling, “Indeed, the name theology is alien to this
thinking.” Moreover, not only does she not embrace
Theology, especially “individual transcendence theology,”
she also announces her conviction that none of the major
religions should be invoked to facilitate our reach for “that
impossible, undivided world of which one must dream,”
which is the internationality of ecological justice.41 Note
that both Badiou’s and Spivak’s retrieval of, or desire
for some part of, Theology’s discourse is occasioned by
reflection on the agonistic political. Thus, Paul’s “militant
subjectivity” is attractive to Badiou in spite of his gospel,
and Spivak mentions liberation theologies because,
especially if worked out in an “animist” mode, they enable
contestation with a financialized and unjust international
order. Because their sense of agonistic politics drives them
to consider and deploy notions from Theology, I refer to
discourse like theirs as “theological.” But because of their
severe ambivalence about their own moves, rooted in a
critical rejection of Theology and the religions, its discourse
cannot properly be said to belong to Theology. It is, instead,
a discourse of the theological, occasioned and provoked by
the agonistic political.
A second reason for preserving the term the theological

36 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible, trans. Gabriel Rockhill (New York: Continuum, 2004 [French 2000]), 13.
37 Rancière, Disagreement, 10–12.
38 Butler, 22–31.
39 These attitudes of Enlightenment philosophers were traced early on by such works as Cornel West’s Prophesy Deliverance! (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1988), and more recently by J. Kameron Carter, Race: A Theological Account (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 79–95.
40 By “the West,” I refer to those cultures and regions where Eurocentric views of modernity predominate, both politically and ideologically.
Crucial to the notion is that the West sees its European heritage as leading to, and then descended from, a period of “modernity,” the latter held to
be a good and originative with European peoples, then diffused outward to other peoples and continents. In the ideology of “the West,” the colonial
roots of modernity are usually unacknowledged and unstudied. On Eurocentrism and the West, see J. M. Blaut, The Colonizer’s View of the World:
Geographical Diffusionism and Eurocentric History (New York: Guilford, 1993).
41 Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 382–83.
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is that there is no antitheological anti-space that might be
counterpoised to the cultural history that has been shaped
and stamped by Theology and its practices in the West.
This reason may offer the cultural historical condition for
the first reason given above. If the likes of Badiou and
Spivak find it necessary to engage, however tangentially and
ambivalently, the offerings of Theology, this is because even
those who reject it must work in the ruins of its failure.
Later in this book I will discuss Ernesto Laclau’s notion of
“failed transcendence.” Even for those who argue that there
can be no return to transcendence, there is still a necessity
to work in its ruins. Especially in the contexts of agonistic
politics, where contestation will often necessitate working
in, and reworking, the ruins of transcendence and of
Theology—precisely there is it appropriate to speak of this
puzzling notion of the theological.
My third reason for preserving the term the theological
is not the most significant, but does warrant comment.
Etymologically, it is not necessary for theologically
interested discourse to make reference to a transcendent
or to “a God,” even less to require belief and reverence
for such. Many may assume this and, indeed, the standard
etymology for “theology” (logos, “discourse,” about theos,
“God”) would seem to confirm this. But further digging
into the etymology of the Greek, theos, opens out more
possibilities. Among them is the possibility that its meaning
is bound up not so much with a singular divine figure, a
god, but with a multiplicity of “gods,” and, perhaps more
elusively, with a revered presence.42 Then, too, there are
the playful etymological musings that Plato has Socrates
offering up in his Cratylus (397d), well known for its
speculative punning on word origins. Recall Socrates’s
musing on why the planets in motion were called “Theoi.”
Socrates: My notion would be something of this
sort: I suspect that the sun, moon, earth, stars, and
heaven, which are still the god of many barbarians,
were the only gods known to the aboriginal Hellenes.
Seeing that they were always moving and running,
from their running nature (Θεîν) they were called
Gods (θεούς) or runners (θέοντας); and when men
became acquainted with the other Gods, they
proceeded to apply the same name to them all. Do
you think that likely?
Hermogenes: I think it very likely indeed.43
Again, Plato’s thoughts in the musing of Socrates
does not in itself constitute an argument for what the
theological is or should now be taken to be. This passage,

however, from the mythology and reflection of the past,
does indicate that the theological need not be so closely
attached in its first meanings to a notion of god or gods,
but instead may attach to something more inchoate,
indeed, perhaps unfocusable, too—here, the “moving
and running,” the “running nature” of the world and its
bodies. If the theological of this book is a tracing of, and
critical reflection upon, the motions at work in an agonistic
politics, upon the diverse modes of motion in the weight
of the world, we are—granted, in a most general way—in
keeping with this early musing on the theological as related
to running and moving, not just to a god or gods.
More particularly, however, how will the theological
differ from Theology? To be sure, Theology is not
completely incapable of harboring the theological as
I will unfold it in this book, but usually its discourses
depart from the theological in two senses. First, the
primary discursive language of guild Theology, especially
in Christian theological institutions of the West, tends
to focus on doctrinal loci, traditional topics of God,
creation, sin, Christology, Holy Spirit, church, eschatology,
and so on, all of which provide an ordering function, its
parts drawn from established church formulae, creeds,
and the biblical narrative’s view of history.44 Strictly
observed, arrangements of these loci structure a sense
of “orthodoxy,” and in some quarters are enforced over
and against other notions of “heresy.” More loosely held
in modern and contemporary theology, the loci still limn
a “web of symbols” that the guild looks to in order to
distinguish their work, even if they often accept the task
of reworking them in imaginative and often radical ways.45
The concerns of the theological may intersect with some
discourses of the traditional loci, but doing so is not the
distinctive focus of the theological.
Instead, the primary discursive language of the
theological is the art- ful image, with symbolic force to
convey the promise and threat of the spectral, the haunting
by peoples and groups who are often rendered disposable,
excluded, and oppressed. Their imagery, their art forms—in
song, poetry, story,46 literature, painting, graffiti, the sewn
designs of the arpillera quilts of culturally traumatized
peoples of Chile and Peru,47 for example—all these and
more constitute the primary discourse of the theological,
insofar as they convey and constitute the haunting power
of peoples bearing the weight of the world, but weighing-in
spectrally with resistance and flourishing. As a foretaste of
the powers of this language, which I will discuss in detail
across later chapters, I offer these haunting stanzas from

42 “God,” Oxford English Dictionary, eds. J. A. Simpson and E.S. C. Weiner, volume VI (Oxford: Clarendon, 1989), 639.
43 “Cratylus,” in Edith Hamilton, ed., The Collected Dialogues of Plato: Including the Letters (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 435.
44 Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, 4th ed. (New York: Wiley- Blackwell, 2006).
45 Rebecca Chopp and Mark Lewis Taylor, eds., Reconstructing Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994), 14–15.
46 The role of the story—written, but especially oral—has been frequently remarked upon in this regard, especially in indigenous nations’
traditions. It is dramatically exemplified in Leslie Marmon Silko, Ceremony, 30th anniversary ed. (New York: Penguin, 2007 [1988]), 2–3.
47 “Threads of Hope: The Story of the Chilean Arpillera,” International Center for Ethics, Justice and Public Life, Brandeis University, http://www.
brandeis.edu/ethics/events/
past/tellingthestory/agosin.html, accessed September 13, 2010.
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Richard Wright’s poem “Between the World and Me,”48
in which, as Abdul JanMohamed observes, Wright both
gives persona to a man being lynched and burned in the
Jim Crow era and also works readers’ identification with his
horror:
And my skin clung to the bubbling hot tar, falling
from me in limp patches.
And the down and quills of the white feathers sank
into my raw flesh, and I moaned in my agony.
Then my blood was cooled mercifully, cooled by a
baptism of gasoline.
And in a blaze of red I leaped to the sky as pain rose
like water, boiling my limbs.
Panting, begging I clutched childlike, clutched to the
hot sides of death.
Now I am dry bones and my face a stony skull
staring in yellow surprise at the sun . . .49
In this language there is not simply a recounting of a
brutal event. Wright does not merely traffic in horror. His
poem, to the contrary, is poignantly and startlingly about a
“face,” yes, a “stony skull,” but one “staring,” engaging the
present, indicting its perpetrators and indeed all “humanity.”
Wright’s art—here and in his other writings, in his and
others’ creativity—works a most severe mercy, exorcising
the social death lived by such sufferers, but releasing them
toward a radical engagement with liberating possibilities
that he and others might mobilize in the present. Thus,
what Avery Gordon would term a “seething presence”
is created, as bodies live in spite of death through such
symbolic force in artful form. Gordon’s notion of seething
presence is used also by her for the power of Argentine
women writing about absented/forcibly disappeared friends
and family.50 As “seething” they make striking impressions.
Their artful language “makes everything we do see just as
it is, charged with the occluded and forgotten past,” but
with an eye to an “emergent solution,” a material practice
of “something to be done.”51 The force of this kind of
language constitutes the theological that this book will
explore. In terms of liberatory and transformative potential,
Theology’s doctrinal language is no rival to the symbolic
language of such an art-force.
Second, guild Theology, as I refer to it, departs from
the theological in that the former is usually marked by
some discourse of transcendence, that is, a thinking across
(trans-), which involves a going above, a climbing (scandere),

beyond the finite, somehow to another dimension above
world and history. The kind of transcendence involved
may be complexly structured, with discourses about a
“this-worldly transcendence,” or of “the immanence of the
transcendent,” but still the opposition of the transcendent
and the immanent remains,52 with guild Theology’s
distinctive concern focused largely on a valuation of the
transcendent that can “go immanent.” Even in some radical
embraces of “pure immanence,” the transcendent retains
its controlling power by being the obverse that must be
countered.
By contrast, this book does not seek to replicate the
binary— transcendence or immanence—by simply shifting
to embrace or celebrate an immanence over and against
transcendence. It surely is not marked by proposing a
new version of transcendence, however attractive some
recent attempts to do so may be.53 Rather, the theological
of this book discerns, within the agonistic political, a
distinctive realm of human being and social practice, what
I will explore, with the aid of Jean-Luc Nancy’s thought,
the “transimmanental.” I hasten to add that in this turn
to Nancy for interpreting the theological, I do not seek
to “theologize” Nancy, reintroducing some notion of the
divine or of transcendence into his project. I thus welcome
B. C. Hutchens’s telling critique of theologians who would
use Nancy to somehow rescue a notion of God, or to guide
some ability to trace divinity in human experience. Nancy’s
discourse of transimmanence does not offer Theology a
way to cling, in some new fashion, to its desperate faiths
in god; rather, as Hutchens writes, Nancy “enables the
secularist to wrest poetry’s transcendent value from the
theologians.”54 Even this secularist avowal by Hutchens,
however, makes too much of the transcendent, here mainly
transporting its function to the poetic. The transimmanental
is sufficient, it seems to me, for pointing to the power of
the poetic and of the theological without bringing in either
transcendence or immanence.
So what is transimmanence? As a first statement, I
present it as a practice or reflection that steps into and
moves within the political. It is the liberating opening
and closing, and continual opening and reopening, of
existence to itself, to and through its many singularities
and pluralities. Transimmanence is existence thus refusing
to be locked in place, “locked down” in systems that resist
continual opening and reopening. It is a kind of passing, a

48 I discussed this poem previously in my essay “Today’s State of Exception: Notes on Abu-Jamal, Agamben and JanMohamed,” in Political
Theology, special issue on “Theology and Democratic Futures,” ed. Corey D. B. Walker, 10, no. 2 (April 2009): 305–24.
49 This segment from Abdul R. JanMohamed, The Death-Bound Subject: Richard Wright’s Archaeology of Death (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005),
29. For the full poem, see “Between the World and Me,” in The Richard Wright Reader, ed. Ellen Wright and Michel Fabre (New York: Harper & Row,
1978), 246–47. Used by permission of the Estate of Richard Wright.
50 Avery F. Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 195.
51 Ibid., 195, 202.
52 William Temple, Nature, Man and God, the Gifford Lectures at the University of Glasgow, 1932–1933, 1933–1934 (London: Kessinger, 2003).
This text is still a key example, with its two parts being “The Immanence of the Transcendent,” and “The Transcendence of the Immanent.”
53 Regina Schwartz, Transcendence: Philosophy, Literature, and Theology Approach the Beyond (New York: Routledge, 2004); and John D. Caputo and
Michael J. Scanlon, Transcendence and Beyond: A Postmodern Inquiry (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007).
54 B. C. Hutchens, Jean-Luc Nancy and the Future of Philosophy (Montreal: McGill/ Queens University Press, 2005), 95.
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traversing of manifolds and relations of immanence, which
can be discerned especially along the boundaries marking
agonistic strife between the powers that seek to dispose
of weaker peoples and those peoples who resist being so
disposed.55 Transimmanence is dis- closed especially in that
realm of life and struggle where the prodigious art form—
as in Wright’s poem “Between the World and Me”—wields
the figural form of the oppressed to show that their powers
and presence have not been erased.
Transimmanence, then, while pervading the entire
human condition, abides in and flashes forth along the
agonistic boundaries of being, especially as agonistic
tension shifts from a fruitful balance of power into a
more concentrated and onerous exercise of power over
others. The theological addresses this concentration, grates
against it, engages and deflects it. Ultimately, tracing the
transimmanental will offer us a way to discern the powers
that sustain and liberate world, through the at-times strange
conspiring of human flesh, heart, will, and mind, all of
which are at work in the specters of the dying and lost,
particularly of the excluded and oppressed, in ever creative
ways. These whom Judith Butler renders as “spectral
humans” amid the agonistic political, then, take on a
surprising power to haunt, and at times also to dismantle
and erode, the forces that freeze and subjugate. In more
poetic language, we may recall the words of Victor Serge,
activist for the dead and dying of many contexts, who
suffered imprisonment in both Western capitalist as well as
Soviet revolutionary societies:
in time flesh will wear out chains
in time the mind will make chains snap56
What kind of power of the flesh is this? What sort of
flesh might “wear out chains?” What manner of flesh with
what mode of mind can step into the world, be steeped
in it, and so inhabit time and space to have such a wearing
power? Whatever it is, Serge saw it as a power in the world
to open another future one:
I see growing on the ripples of the water
The revivifying specter
Of a barbarous freedom drunk on its tears.57
Discerning and reflecting on the possibility of
such a future, heavy with the dead upon the living,
but transimmanentally weighing-in with the specter of
revivifying practices, gives us a foretaste of the critical space
of the theological.

The Theological and Post-Theological Alternatives
It is against the backdrop of three theological tendencies,
in present post- theological discourses, that we can clarify
still further the theological that this work focuses as
transimmanence of the agonistic political. Walker has given
his own expression to these three, and though I recast them
some- what in my own terms, I depend on the options
he identifies for situating my sense of “the theological.”
As will become apparent, the theological of this book
is closer to the third tendency, but with some important
differentiations.
A first tendency is viewable in the works of John
Milbank and other theologians working in support of
projects in Radical Orthodoxy. This group seeks to
engage the political order, making extensive use of secular
theories of modernity and rationality, aiming to forge a
radical politics (the “radical” part), but then also moves
deeply into the biblical and ecclesial traditions (here’s the
“orthodoxy” part) in ways that shift theology from the
margins to the center of public intellectual discourse. The
result, as Walker notes, is not only a retrieval of writings
by theologians and orthodox theologians, both mined
for their politically transformative meanings, but also a
“bulwarking” of Christian claims and doctrines that are
given a “sui generis gloss,” one that sets theological discourse
over and against critical and secular theoretical discourses.58
The result of these maneuvers is often more orthodox
than radical, as in Daniel M. Bell Jr.’s critique of liberation
theology, which faults Latin American liberation theology
because its leading themes of oppression and justice lead,
allegedly, to a vengeful reactive spirit. Instead, Bell proposes
for liberation theologies a new discovery of the Christian
message of forgiveness, expressed by victims toward their
oppressing agents.59 Bell’s book evidences a trait of this
post-theological tendency, especially as Walker formulates
it: “Such projects are indebted to and predicated on historic
and traditional flows of conceptual certainty, epistemic
privilege and theoretical imperialism that mask the exploits
and consolidations of political and intellectual power.”60
As a part of this problem noted by Walker, there is also the
tendency of Radical Orthodoxy to reinforce the foreclosure
of long unrecognized populations and groups. This is
evident, I would argue, in Bell’s call to Latin American
peoples to forgive agents with official responsibilities in
systems that long have repressed them. In this call, there
is a near-complete neglect of the host of movements
and texts among Latin Americans in postgenocidal
settings, where “truth and reconciliation” commissions
do their work, and where victims of oppression have laid

55 Vijay Prashad, “Thinking in the Wound,” unpublished presentation, Columbia University/Barnard College conference, “Live from Death
Row—Mumia at the Crossroads in the Age of Obama,” April 3, 2010.
56 Victor Serge, “Be Hard” (fragment), in Victor Serge, Resistance: Poems, trans. James Brook (San Francisco: CityLights Books, 1972), 33. Used by
permission.
57 Victor Serge, “Stenka Razin,” in ibid., 21. Used by permission.
58 Walker, “Theology and Democratic Futures,” 202.
59 Daniel M. Bell Jr., Liberation Theology after the End of History: The Refusal to Cease Suffering (New York: Routledge, 2001), 189–95.
60 Walker, “Theology and Democratic Futures,” 202.
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foundations for a whole new approach to thinking through
forgiveness.61
A second tendency that Walker identifies—and one
very strong in current discussions of political theology in
the United States—is indebted to the influential writings
of Slavoj Žižek. We might term this theological tendency,
“post-Christian materialism.” This is my rendering of
Žižek’s description of his position in The Puppet and the
Dwarf: The Perverse Core of Christianity : “My claim here is
not merely that I am a materialist through and through, and
that the subversive kernel of Christianity is accessible also
to a materialist approach; my thesis is much stronger: this
kernel is accessible only to a materialist approach—and vice
versa: to become a true dialectical materialist, one should go
through the Christian experience.”62 By materialism, Žižek
means no mere opposite to “idealism,” or some reference
to the world of bodies and their languages over and against
consciousness and thinking; rather, he means something
much more complex, that is, the primacy of a socialsymbolic order of practices and beliefs for understanding
humanity and world. It is “materialist” in giving primacy
to this complexity, instead of to something that is outside
of very human practices and beliefs. It is “Christian”
because he interprets the message of Christ as, above
all, signaling that “the difference between God and man
is transposed into man himself [sic].”63 As “Christian,”
Žižek reads Christ’s words on the cross “Father, why hast
Thou forsaken me?”, as throwing all focus onto “man
himself ” left alone, with, now, the “nonexistence of the
big Other.”64 Žižek’s fundamental project is a materialist
one, then, but it passes through Christian theological
claims, and continually borrows from them. In Walker’s
language, there is in this tendency a “dialectical engagement
between particular theological ideas and concepts and other
theoretical frameworks and dis- courses . . . ,” with the
result that there emerges a “critical thinking in which the
theological is pressed into service for the elaboration of
other radical and subversive non-theological discourses.”65
This renders Žižek’s project not only conceptually rich
and complex, but also enigmatic: it is fundamentally
nontheological, and yet at the same time Žižek drops in
theological notions on an occasional basis, often drawing
upon quite orthodox traditions, giving them fresh, and at
times eccentric, twists. This is evident especially in the way
he uses G. K. Chesterton’s work Orthodoxy. Yet this does not

make Žižek a theologian of “radical orthodoxy,” as with
the above tendency. This is because he does not position
orthodox theology at the center of his work, and then over
and against critical and secular theoretic discourses. Indeed,
he steeps himself in those, too. At best, the theological
for Žižek is a necessary passageway and an occasionally
invoked perspective, borrowed from Theology to bolster
his unfolding materialist project.
Žižek’s approach is evident if we note some of
Žižek’s other theological points. In his In Defense of Lost
Causes, along the way of his analysis of Hegel’s view of
Napoleon in Jena, Žižek lets drop a view of “the mystery
of incarnation” as meaning that “what happened in
the case of Christ is that God himself, the creator of
our entire universe, was walking around as a common
individual.”66 That view hardly does justice to Hegel’s
view of the incarnation, much less to the alternative
renderings of incarnation that theologians and others
have debated. Žižek can go on to invoke substitutionary
atonement theory for rebellion67 and comment that Che
Guevara has a “weird Christ-like aura.”68 Although this
kind of discourse all portends a new seriousness given to
theological discourse, Žižek keeps it subordinate to his
materialist ends. The theological is pressed into service for
materialist ends. Precisely this materialism makes Žižek
an energizing read for many—and I count myself among
them—who are eager to see critical thought address and
seek to redress the systemic and political suffering that
Žižek addresses throughout his work. The problem,
however, is that Žižek’s occasional hijacking of theological
notions leaves unaddressed, and often uncriticized, the
way those theological notions often underwrite a very
antimaterialist ethos of transcendence, of the “big Other.”
In this sense, Žižek leaves strangely uninterrogated the
epistemic sovereignty and theoretical imperialism of much
Theology, particularly those methodologies that continually
function to exclude the subaltern knowledges that seek to
weigh-in upon Theology’s discourse. For all his differences
with radical orthodoxy, then, in this hesitance to interrogate
orthodoxy there is in Žižek’s work a similarity to it.69
The third tendency, more seemingly anti-theological,
is the one in relation to which I would clarify my book’s
approach to the theological. Walker sees it largely
exemplified by the work of Alain Badiou, particularly as this

61 As one example, see Guatemala: Never Again! REMHI Recovery of Historical Memory Project, The Official Report of the Human Rights Office,
Archdiocese of Guatemala (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1999), esp. “The Wrath of Injustice,” 25–28, and “The Path to Social Reconstruction,” 313–24.
62 Slavoj Žižek, The Puppet and the Dwarf: The Perverse Core of Christianity (Cam- bridge: MIT Press, 2003), 6. On Žižek’s materialism, see Adrian
Johnston, Žižek’s Ontology: A Transcendental Materialist Theory of Subjectivity (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 2008).
63 Slavoj Žižek, The Parallax View (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2006), 6.
64 Slavoj Žižek, ed. Revolution at the Gates: Selected Writings of Lenin from 1917
(New York: Verso, 2002), 180.
65 Walker, “Theology and Democratic Futures,” 201.
66 Slavoj Žižek, In Defense of Lost Causes (New York: Verso, 2008), 133.
67 Ibid., 438.
68 Ibid., 433.
69 For Žižek’s engagement with radical orthodoxy, particularly John Milbank, see Slavoj Žižek and John Milbank, The Monstrosity of Christ: Paradox or
Dialectic? ed. Creston Davis (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2009).
5.2 The Theological and the Political on the Weight of the World 257

French philosopher formulates his materialist ontology with
the aid of mathematics.70 The historical ontology of my
book does not pretend to deploy anything like that found
in Badiou’s Being and Event or in his Logics of Worlds. My
work does feature, however, a key trait of Badiou’s, that is,
his tendency to admit to “the theoretical efficacy of certain
theological concepts and constructions without admitting
the entire panoply of theological claims and commitments
into its discourse.”71 Although Walker doesn’t mention it, a
key example of his point might be Badiou’s book Saint Paul:
The Foundation of Universalism.72 Here, among many other
interpretive moves, Badiou extracts from the “mythological
core” of Paul’s notion of “the Christ-event,” a “formal,
wholly secularized conception of grace” as “affirmation
without preliminary negation,” a truth, for Badiou, of
“pure and simple encounter.”73 Resurrection is similarly
given a meaning extracted from Paul’s mythological core,
emphasizing that the “event’s sudden emergence never
follows from an evental site.”74 We need not trace here
how Badiou puts all this together, nor compare this
familiar move with those of the Heidegger-influenced
New Testament scholar Rudolf Bultmann. The point is
that extracts from Theology are seized upon and taken
even more seriously than Žižek often does, but alongside
a more vigorous disclaimer of their import. “For me,
truth be told,” says Badiou in his opening lines to St. Paul,
“Paul is not an apostle or a saint. I care nothing for the
Good News he declares, or the cult dedicated to him.”75
Nevertheless, Paul’s thinking is theoretically efficacious,
usable for promoting his philosophical meditations on a
militant theory of transformative event. “For me,” Badiou
continues, “Paul is a poet-thinker of the event, as well as
one who practices and states the invariant traits of what can
be called the militant figure.”76
Two other traits tend to distinguish Badiou from Žižek,
and certainly from the Radical Orthodoxy approach to
the theological in our politically weighted post-theological
moment. Walker observes, for example, that Badiou and
his supporters first issue a forthright rejection of any
transcendental guarantee standing behind the thought they
derive from certain theological concepts. Second, they
reject the doctrinal matrix of beliefs and concepts that
are structured into theologians’ language and customary
expression. These two rejections strike right at the heart of
what defines much guild Theology, not only its claims to

have knowledge of a sovereign god, a claim maintained by
an ethos of transcendence, but also its doctrinal ordering
of reflection in terms of authoritative texts and loci.
The theological developed in this book embraces both
rejections. First, it can affirm Badiou’s critique of the
“transcendental guarantee,” since this usually functions as
a way to guard the privileged standpoint and perspective
of groups that long have commanded power in guild
Theology. The transcendental guarantee is usually advanced
and presumed by those whose rights and powers receive
regular social and ritual affirmation in the West, often
without a need felt to make an argument for positions
they claim to have transcendent value and truth. As
already noted, Badiou’s rejection of the “doctrinal matrix
of beliefs” is also some- thing that this book’s view of
the theological can affirm, especially given the role of
those beliefs in inscribing and articulating the claims to
sovereignty and transcendence that Theology usually makes.
Nevertheless, “the theological” of this book is here not
positioned in mere oppositional rejection to transcendence
and doctrine. The very fact that Badiou—and with him
other post-theological or postsecular figures, such as Italian
philosopher Giorgio Agamben77—find themselves laboring
over a biblical and highly theological text like that of Paul’s
letter to the Romans, suggests that there is something more
complex going on than mere rejection of transcendence
and doctrine. When Badiou declares that he cares nothing
for Paul’s gospel, or the cult dedicated to Paul, it would
be more accurate to say—and I believe close readings of
Badiou bear this out78—that he cares nothing for a move
to transcendence or to ecclesial authority. However, he does
care for, and is informed by, the noteworthy and valuable
militant subjectivity that Paul displays in his poetic language.
Badiou may also care little for doctrine, yet he spends
considerable time theorizing the relations between elements
of the traditional loci of doctrines: grace, sin, resurrection,
salvation, love, and more.79
The theological, then, has a much more complex
relationship to transcendence and doctrine. In this book,
there will be rejection, yes, and a repudiation, especially of
claims to step outside, above, beyond world or materiality.
There will be repudiation, particularly of claims to possess
some fulcrum of knowledge for viewing the whole,

70 Alain Badiou, Being and Event, trans. Oliver Feltham (New York: Continuum, 2000 [French 1988]). See also Badiou’s more recent Logics of Worlds:
Being and Event 2, trans. Alberto Toscano (New York: Continuum, 2009 [French 2006]), and Polemics, trans. Steve Corcoran (New York: Verso, 2006).
71 Walker, “Theology and Democratic Futures,” 201.
72 Alain Badiou, Saint Paul: The Foundation of Universalism, trans. Ray Brassier (Stan- ford: Stanford University Press, 2003 [French 1997]).
73 Ibid., 66. Also, grace, for Badiou, “means that thought cannot wholly account for the brutal starting over on the path of life in the subject, which
is to say, for the rediscovered conjunction between thinking and doing,” 84.
74 Ibid., 71.
75 Ibid., 1.
76 Ibid., 2.
77 Giorgio Agamben, The Time That Remains: A Commentary on the Letter to the Romans, trans. Patricia Dailey (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2005 [Italian 2000]).
78 On the very page on which Badiou says, “I care nothing for the Good News he [Paul] declares,” he moves on to say that there is in Paul “no
transcendence, nothing sacred, [only] perfect equality of this work with every other, the moment it touches me personally.” Badiou, St. Paul, 1.
79 On these themes, see ibid., 42, 84, 59, 77–78, 82–83.
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some authoritative standpoint resting on doctrine that
orders knowledge to a transcendent sovereign. These all
fail. The claims to move “beyond,” for all their claims
to have grasped a perspective or point that is other to
finite humanity, remain steeped in, mediated by, and
limited to the very dynamics they claim to transcend.
And yet, in the aspiration and reach, in the attempt to
move beyond—in these attempts that are failures—there
is left a debris, a fallout from transcendental moves,
past and present, in which thought and experience must
labor today. Ernesto Laclau’s musing at one point is both
instructive and emblematic of the way of the theological,
of transimmanence: “The social terrain is structured, in
my view, not as completely immanent or as the result of
some transcendent structure, but through what we could
call failed transcendence.”80 The theological, in this posttheological moment, works amid this failed transcendence.
This means that while there is a rejection of transcendence,
there must also be an acknowledgment that the failures of
transcendence partially determine the way transimmanental
thought and being occur now.

In short, the theological of this book, while closer
to the atheistic rejections of theology manifest in
Badiou and his followers, nevertheless will develop
those rejections in a more dialectical way. The notion of
transimmanence will emerge more dialectically in relation
to transcendence, acknowledging that we must work in the
ruins of transcendence, that we must not simply oppose
transcendence but reconstitute ourselves amid its “failure”
(Laclau). The notion of transimmanence, with respect to
its primary language, will also work dialectically in relation
to the distinctive language of Theology, doctrine, rejecting
its functions of ordering thought and practice to the
transcendent, but tracing and nurturing the artistic forms
of symbolic language, the force of which enables the
repressed to weigh-in for change amid the weight of the
world.

A similar, not purely rejectionist, kind of thinking also
characterizes the theological with respect to doctrinal
conceptuality. The theological unfolded in this book does
not work to accommodate doctrine, surely not that which
orients theological minds to look beyond the world. The
theological does respect a certain power of language and
concept to catalyze and embody the transimmanental
movement I find in spectral practice. It is precisely here
that the imagistic art forms, the symbolic force mentioned
above, become important. The prodigious arts of spectral
imagery in practice, by which occluded, foreclosed, and
oppressed peoples weigh-in from the regions to which
they are often consigned and into which they are disposed,
can at times find their place in doctrinal languages. What
a discourse of the theological does entail, then, by way
of a language, is not doctrine’s conceptual ordering, but
imagistic art forms’ symbolic force in practice. These may
be discernible in some doctrinal discussions. While there
is here a repudiation of doctrine as a transcendentally
ordering concept and structure, there can be an embrace
of the linguistic force that doctrinal language often brings,
but only if it stays close to the originary discourses of faith
and spirit that characterize movements and communities
of struggle that use the artful force of images.81 From
amid this spectral imagery in practice comes what we will
term a transimmanental world-making, which, as Pierre
Bourdieu called for at the end of his life, is a way “to give
symbolic force, by way of artistic form” to the critical ideas
and analyses that patterns of foreclosure, exclusion, and
oppression often generate.82

80 Ernesto Laclau, On Populist Reason (New York: Verso, 2005), 244.
81 For one of the most deft and promising proposals of a way forward for treatment of the theological in Christian traditions, see the work by
South African theologian John W. de Gruchy, Christianity, Art, and Transformation: Theological Aesthetics in the Struggle for Justice (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001).
82 Pierre Bourdieu, Firing Back: Against the Tyranny of the Market 2, trans. Loïc Wacquant (New York: New Press, 2003 [French 2000]), 25.
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Honey, de white man is de ruler of everything as fur as Ah been able tuh find out. Maybe it’s some place way off in de
ocean where de black man is in power, but we don’t know nothin’ but what we see. So de white man throw down de load
and tell de nigger man tuh pick it up. He pick it up because he have to, but he don’t tote it. He hand it to his women-folks.
De nigger woman is de mule uh de world so fur as Ah can see.
—Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God

Introduction
Since the black woman’s involuntary arrival in the West, her
body has been a site of powerful and painful contention.1
Almost from the start of the European traffic in African
flesh, white traders, and the captains and crews of
merchant slave ships judged black female bodies not only
as reproductive and productive objects of commercial
transaction, but also as opportunities on which to vent
sexed aggression and power. Colonization and chattel
slavery would require the breaking, taming, breeding,
control, and use of black human beings as work animals, as
tools in the service of violent expansion, settlement, and
domination. Thus, as peculiar objects of colonial desire,
that is of property and of release, of production and
reproduction, black women were placed, at least physically,
at the economic and erotic disposal of European and
European-American men (and women).
At the same time, European and European-American
representative aesthetics scaled, identified, and labeled
the bodies of block women as primitive, lascivious, and
repugnant. This evaluation was at once religious and moral.
It reflected both white Western Christianity’s ambivalence
toward the body, sex, as well as sexuality, and the impact
of religion on what Kelly Brown Douglas refers to as
the construction and “management of sexual discourse,”
thus fostering the “domination and demonization” of the
different Other.2
Finally, even as the passage from Zora Neale Hurston’s
Their Eyes Were Watching God theorizes the compoundcomplex dynamic of black women’s oppression, it must
be recognized as cruel theory. For slavery aimed not only
to colonize black women’s bodies, sex, and sexuality,
to undermine her, it sought to subvert and destroy any
authentic relationship between black women and black men

as well as among black women themselves. So it was that
colonization and slavery, as both ideology and practice,
not only sustained patriarchy but also initiated black men
into, and rewarded them for, a brutalizing mimesis. As
Andre Lorde no res, black men were encouraged to view
black women as “approved and acceptable targets for
Black male rage”3. At the same time, black women were
pitched against one another. Deliberately, Hurston sets the
quotation in the mouth of Nanny, Janey’s grandmother
who loves her with a fierce but misguided love. Rather
than helping Janey “to remain self-possessed, to achieve
independence,” as Sherley Williams suggests, Nanny in fact
“shapes her to the demands of the racist and patriarchal
culture as an art of survival.”4
The implications of this compound-complex
objectification of black women persist in contemporary
social and rhetorical, aesthetic and religious meanings,
values, and representation. To critically recognize and
contest these meanings, values, and representation is to
further anticolonialist, antiracist and antisexist discourses
of liberation. Womanist theology presents one way of
grappling with and meeting this challenge.5 As critical
faith-based reflection on black human experience,
womanist religious discourse seeks to discern the meaning,
significance, and role of religion for the differentiated
cognitive, moral, cultural, and social praxis of black human
beings as persons-in-community. Even as womanist
theology is “organically related”6 to black male liberation
theology and to the various differentiated (including
African, mujerista, Jewish, Asian) critical theologies for the
liberation of women, it takes its point of departure from
alalysis of the condition and experiences of black women
within a social context concretely distorted by the biases or
ideologies of white racist supremacy, sexism, heterosexism,
cultural imperialism, and economic exploitation. At the
same time, womanist theology must come to terms with

1 Leela Ghandi, Postcolonial Theory. A Critical Introduction (New York: Columibia University Press, 1998), 83.
2 Kelly Brown Douglas, Sexuality and the Black Church: A Womanist Perspective (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1999), 22.
3 Audre Lorde, “Sexism: An American Disease in Blackface,” in Sister Outsider (Trumansburg, N.Y: Crossing Press, 1984), 65.
4 Sherley Anne Williams, introduction, to Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1991; 1st ed.
1937), xxv.
5 Alice Walker coined the term womanist from the African American folk expression womanish, for the extended definition of the term, see her In
Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens, Womanist Prose by Alice Walker (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983), xi.
6 Delores S. Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1993), xiv.
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the biased ways in which black women have been and are
perceived in black religious, cultural, and interpersonal
contexts. Moreover, as a critical discursive strategy, it must
propose an aesthetics capable and worthy of reclaiming
black women’s bodies, sex and sexuality, minds and culture.
In the following pages, I argue that black women’s
bodies, sex and sexuality, minds and culture have been
colonized by both white and block communities. I
interrogate the dialectical relation between black women
and black Christianity, and draw out the contributions
of womanist critique to black religious discourse. First,
this entails an inquiry into slavery’s colonizing mythology
of white racist supremacy, With its corollary of black
inferiority, and its literal impact on black women’s bodies,
sex, and sexuality; second, it calls for analysis of the ways
in which black women remain colonized by representative
aesthetics in popular culture, particularly in certain styles of
rap music and hip hop; and third, it suggests ways in which
at least one form of religious discourse, the black sermon,
can begin to meet the challenge toward a new aesthetic.

Colonization of Black Women’s Bodies:
Slavery and Its Mythology
The coIonization of black women’s bodies began in
slavery; but only rarely, reluctantly, and often with great
discomfit and indirection do we learn the details of their
brutalizing sexual assault. White male slaveholders, their
adolescent sons, slave traders, and “patterrollers” or slave
catchers used black women’s bodies with impunity. In 1841,
representatives of the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery
Society conducted an interview with Madison Jefferson, a
fugitive who had been held in slavery in Virginia. Jefferson
confirmed reports that enslaved women who refused to
submit to the sexual advances of white slaveholders or
overseers were repeatedly whipped ‘to subdue their virtuous
repugnance.” Should this tactic fail, frequently the woman
would be sold.7 One former enslaved woman gave this
description of the brutal beating her mother received for
resisting the sexual advances of an overseer
who use to tie mother up in the barn wid a rope
aroun’ her arms up over her head, while she stood
on a block. Soon as dyg got her tied, dis block was
moved an’ her feet dangled, you know, couldn’t
tech de flo’. Dis ole man, now would start beatin’
her nekked ’til the blood run down her back to her
heels.8

When British actress Fanny Kemble reproached an
enslaved woman for sexual relations with a slaveholder, the
woman retorted, “When he make me follow him into de
bush, what use me tell him no? He have strength to make
me.”9 And Mary Peters gave this account of her mother’s
ordeal,
My mother’s mistress had three boys—one twentyone, one nineteen, and one seventeen. One day Old
Mistress had gone away to spend the day. Mother
always worked in the house. . .. While she was alone,
the boys came in and threw her down on the floor
and tied her down so she couldn’t struggle, and one
after the other used her as long as they wanted, for
the whole afternoon.10
In a speech to an antislavery audience in Brooklyn,
another fugitive, introduced as Lewis Clarke and fleeing
Kentucky bondage, stated that “a slave woman ain’t allowed
to respect herself, if she would.”11 And a former enslaved
woman repeated her mother’s sad musing on the situation
of black women in chattel slavery:
My mama said that a nigger ’oman couldn’t help
herself, fo’ she had to do what de marster say. Ef he
come to de field whar de women workin’ an’ tell gal
to come on, she had to go. He would take one down
in de woods an’ use her all de time he wanted to, den
send her on back to work. Times nigger ’omen had
chillun for de marsrer an’ his sons and some times it
was fo’ de ovah seer. 12
These accounts expose but a fraction of the torment
and abuse black women suffered in their bodies, in their
sex, precisely because they were at once objects of property
and of twisted desire. But as Deborah Gray White and
Kelly Brown Douglas insist, these sexual assaults were
rooted in ideologies and attitudes derived both from the
earliest encounters between Europeans and Africans and
the “ideas that Southern white men had about women
in general.”13 [White traders, explorers, and missionaries
justified the enslavement and abuse of Africans, through
fabricating an “obscene mythology” which absolutized
superficial differences in pigmentation of skin color,
culture, and religious orientation. In this mythology black
skin rendered black men and women synonymous with
animality and bestiality, ignorance and stupidity, depravity
and immorality.14] Black women were thought to be
promiscuous and, therefore, incapable of chastity or
modesty. The scant and ragged clothing allotted to them,

7 John W. Blassingame, ed., Slave Testimony: Two Centuries of Letters, Speeches, Interviews, and Autobiographies (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University
Press, 1989, 1st ed. 1977), 221.
8 Dorothy Sterling, ed., We Are Your Sisters: Black Women in the Nineteenth Century (New York: W.W. Norton, 1984), 25.
9 Ibid., 24.
10 James Mellon, ed., Bullwhip Days: The Slaves Remember, An Oral History (New York: Avon Books, 1988), 297.
11 Blassingame, ed., SlaveTestimony, 156.
12 Sterling, ed., We Are Your Sisters, 25.
13 Deborah Gray White, Ar’n’ t I a Woman? Female Slaves in the Plantation South (New York: W.W. Norton, 1985), 29.
14 Brown Douglas, Sexuality and the Black Church, 32.
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manual labor which required that skirts be pinned up
around hips or waist, the naked exposure and sometimes
indecent handling of black women’s bodies on the auction
block contributed to these ideas. This spurious mythology
gave white men the rationale and the license, even a false
sense of obligation, to exercise full and willful power over
blacks in any and all situations. For the black woman, this
meant that the dynamics of oppression were compounded
due to her race and her sex.
Gray White makes an important connection between the
way in which planter’s economic interests intersected with
black women’s reproductive capability. In the accumulation
of wealth, the planter class depended upon ready labor;
this was achieved most easily through the reproduction of
laborers. John Smith, a former enslaved man, maintained
that his master started our with just two women, but
eventually owned three plantations with approximately
three hundred slaves.15 Hannah Jones, a former enslaved
woman, remembered two planters, Ben Oil and John Cross
who “just raised niggers . . . [who] had nigger farms.”16
And Gray White in her research discovered that
[m]ajor periodicals carried articles derailing optimal
conditions under which bonded women were
known to reproduce, and the merits of a particular
“breeder” were often the topic of parlor or dinner
table conversations. The fact that something so
personal and private became a matter of public
discussion prompted one ex-slave to declare that
“women wasn’t nothing but cattle.”17
The enslaved black woman’s body was held, at once, in
contempt and in contemptuous value. On the one hand,
the black woman was thought to be “sly,” “sensual,” and
“shameless”;18 but these characteristics were valued in
relation to a libidinous economics: after all, such a woman
made a good brood sow. On the other hand, those same
characteristics only reinforced negative stereotypes about
the black woman’s lasciviousness and immorality. Then
again, since even economically valuable slaves could be
killed at whim, neither the black women’s body nor her life
commanded authentic respect. Rather, the black woman
was reduced to body parts—parts which allowed white men
pleasure, however unsettling; parts which afforded white
men economic gain; parts which literally nursed the heirs
to white racist supremacy. Yet, black women clung to what

dignity and humanity they created: recognizing the distorted
and repugnant nature of their sexual circumstance, resisting
when they could, enduring when they were unable.

Rap Culture’s Popular Representation of
Black Women
Slavery aimed to dissociate black women from their
humanity, to objectify them and subordinate them to a
classical European aesthetic scale, to a pornographic gaze.
Even “some whippings of female slaves were sexually
suggestive.” We cannot dismiss, Gray White observes, the
“sexual overtones” in the whipping of a thirteen-year-old
Georgia slave girl who “was put on all fours sometimes
her head down and sometimes up, and beaten until froth
ran from her mouth.”19 The disturbing character of this
pitiable image is heightened when we recall the cartoon
on the cover of Snoop Doggy Dogg’s Doggy Style: a naked
black female on all fours, her head in a doghouse, her naked
buttocks with a dogs tail offered to the viewer. Positioned
at “the nexus of America’s sex and race mythology,” once
again, the black woman finds it “most difficult” to escape
the disfiguring representation of her body, her sex and
sexuality”.20
For African-American youth and young adults, especially
males, rap music has become, as Tricia Rose puts it, a
crucial “cultural vehicle for open social reflection on
poverty, fear of adulthood, the desire for absent fathers,
frustrations about black male sexism, female sexual
desires, daily rituals of life as an unemployed teen hustler,
safe sex, raw anger, violence, and childhood memories.
”21 Rap music and hip-hop culture, she says, provide a
dynamic innovative intellectual, political, and spiritual
form of resistance to the “cultural fractures produced by
postindustrial oppression.”22
At the same time, rap music and hip-hop culture provide
a primary way of interpreting the world, of “negotiat[ing]
the experiences of marginalization, brutally truncated
opportunity, and oppression within the cultural imperatives
of African-American history, identity, and community.”23
Rap music and hip-hop have had a large role in shaping
representations of black women, their bodies, sex, and
sexuality. And as bell hooks contends, “representations of
black female bodies in contemporary popular culture rarely
subvert or critique images of black female sexuality which

15 Mellon, ed., Bullwhip Days, 148.
16 Ibid.
17 Gray White, Ar’n’ t I a Woman? 31.
18 Frederick Law Olmstead, Cotton Kingdom, 63, quoted in Gray White, Ar’n’t I a Woman?, 33.
19 Ibid., 33.
20 Ibid. 28.
21 Tricia Rose, Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America (Hanover, N.H.: Wesleyan University Press, 1994), 18. For some
other theological discussions of hip-hop culture and rap see Michael Eric Dyson, Between God and Gangsta Rap: Bearing Witness to Black Culture (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1996), and Garth Kasimu Baker-Fletcher, Xodus: An African American Male Journey (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996),
especially 131—94,
22 Rose, Black Noise, 21.
23 Ibid., 40, 21.
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were part of the cultural apparatus of 19th century racism
and which still shape perceptions today.”24
Too often representations of black women, especially
in gangsta rap, continue to disrespect and disfigure black
women’s bodies, sex, and sexuality. The photographs on
the covers of 2 Live Crew’s As Nasty as They Wanna Be and
Shake a Lil’ Somethin’ display black women wearing thongbikinis, standing with their legs wide apart, their buttocks
displayed to the camera, the rappers lying between their
legs. And D. R.S. (Dirty Rotten Scoundrels) raps about the
torture and dismemberment of women as a sexual act. Such
instances disclose an imagination in bondage, diluting and
defiling the real mysterious joy of passion and erotic power.
These women are not presented to us as whole human
beings, but as body parts, objectified and displayed for sale:
the transcendent being reduced to spectacle.
Raps rampant sexist and violent lyrics reflect both the
sexism and misogyny that pervade the wider white U.S.
culture, and the male attempt to establish heterosexual
masculine identify by abusing and dominating women. Yet,
as bell hooks so correctly observes,
When young black males labor in the plantations
of misogyny and sexism to produce gangsta rap,
while supremacist capitalist patriarchy approves
the violence and materially rewards them. Far from
being an expression of their “manhood,” it is an
expression of their own subjugation and humiliation
by more powerful, less visible forces of patriarchal
gangsterism. They give voice to the brutal, raw
anger and rage against women that it is taboo for
“civilized” adult men to speak.. . . The tragedy for
young black males is that they are so easily duped
by a vision of manhood that can only lead to their
destruction.25
At the same time, we cannot overlook the real collusion
of black women in these displays. In her study of rap
hip-hop culture, Tricia Rose writes that the women
who participate in rap videos, who allow themselves
to be photographed for the purpose of marketing hiphop culture, are called “video ho’s or skeezers.” Their
motivation for such cooperation and “participation in this
video meat market is closely related to the rock/sports/
film star groupie phenomenon, in which fans, especially
female, get momentary star aura by associating closely or

having sex with rich and famous figures.” How great must
be the desire, how profound must be the need of these
young women for attention, for care, for affirmation. How
poignant, how piteous that their complicity in their own
debasement is understood or misunderstood as a means
toward a career in the entertainment business or a way out
of economically fragile circumstances.26
The media and the film industry bathe violence and
misogyny in surreal and romantic light. Violence is
excessive, gratuitous, made strangely compelling, roughly
erotic, determining and redetermining “thresholds” of
pleasure, pressure, and pain.27 Far too often, black women
are the objects of this violence. Black films like She’s Gotta
Have It, School Daze, and Boys N the Hood either eroticized
black women or depicted them as emasculating and
overbearing; they do “violence and mayhem to body and
soul.”28 Weighing in on Spike Lee’s School Daze, bell hooks
praises its attempt to contest both the “sexual iconography
of the traditional black pornographic imagination [in
which] the protruding butt is seen as an indication of
a heightened sexuality [and the] racist assumptions that
suggest it is an ugly sign of inferiority.”29 hooks singles out
for comment the all-black party scene in which a swimsuited group is dancing—doing “the butt.”
The black “butts” on display are unruly and
outrageous. They are not the still bodies of the
female slave made to appear as mannequin. They
are not a silenced body. Displayed as playful cultural
nationalist resistance, they challenge assumptions
that the black body, its skin color and shape, is a
mark of shame.30
Given its power to inform the viewer’s gaze, to
disrupt and contest notions of black bodies, female
bodies specifically, hooks judges this scene as “the most
transgressive and provocative moment in School Daze.” But
she contends that this opportunity to reinforce recognition
and delight in the black body “was undercut by the overall
sexual humiliation and abuse of black females in the
film.”31
Brown Douglas comments, “If films made by black
men manifest trouble between black men and women, so
too do those based on texts written by black women.”32
Films such as Waiting to Exhale, based on Terry Macmillan’s
novel, or The Color Purple, based on Alice Walker’s novel,

24 bell hooks, Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston: South End Press, 1992), 62.
25 bell hooks, Outlaw Culture: Resisting Representations (New York: Routledge, 1994), 122—23.
26 Rose, Black Noise, 169.
27 Felipe E. MacGregor and Marcial Rubio Correa, “Rejoinder to the Theory of Structural Violence,” in The Culture of Violence, ed. Kumar
Rupesinghe and Marcial Rubio Correa (New York: United Nations University Press, 1994), 54.
28 Emilie M. Townes, “Washed in the Grace of God,” in Violence against Women and Children: A Christian Theological Sourcebook, ed. Carol J. Adams and
Marie M. Fortune (New York: Continuum Books, 1995), 69.
29 hooks, Black Looks, 63.
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid., 64.
32 Brown Douglas, Sexuality and the Black Church, 79.
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have been charged with negatively representing black men.
Brown Douglas writes, “Black male responses to these
movies are foreboding, as they suggest that many Black
men are unwilling to hear the stories of Black women… to
recognize and appreciate the complexity of Black women’s
experiences.” 33 Moreover, she concludes, “The critical
response to various Black female movies also signals the
insidious sexism present within the Black community.”34
Whether intentionally or not, Hollywood “in black
and in white” desensitizes, manipulates, and manages our
response to the body to sex and sexuality—to seduction
and rape, to betrayal and violation, to torture and killing.
Whether intentionally or not, print and visual media, films,
MTV, and video games transmit gross and distorted images
of the body that penetrate our subconscious. Unnoticed
and unreflected upon, these images suffuse our thoughts,
speech, bodily reactions to others, judgments, and ordinary
practices of everyday interaction.35 Thus, misogyny
and violence have become common, ordinary, expected,
accepted, perhaps normative. For even as misogyny and
violence sustain our aggression, they undermine our
efforts to respond and critique that aggression, to engage
in and be engaged by open and nonviolent personal and
social transformation, humane and holistic relationships.
Misogyny and violence have deformed our imagination.
They leave us discouraged, dispirited, and numb; wounded
culturally and socially, psychically and physically, morally
and religiously.

Black Religious Discourse: Preaching a New
Aesthetic
Thus far I have shown how slavery’s colonizing mythology
of white racist supremacy, with its corollary of black
inferiority, had a literal impact on black women’s bodies,
sex, and sexuality. By focusing critically on rap music and
hip-hop, I have pointed out some of the ways in which
black women’s bodies, sex, and sexuality remain colonized
and displayed by representative aesthetics in certain
expressions of popular culture. Rap, hip-hop, violence,
and misogyny meet, as Tricia Rose so aptly puts it, at the
“crossroads of lack and desire.”36 In the social matrix on
which rap comments, and often so prophetically, human life

has lost preeminent value, and the body, sex, and sexuality
have been dispossessed of erotic, joyful, holy possibility.
I hope, in this last section, to suggest how a womanist
critique might contribute to rethinking the black sermon
as a vehicle through which to address the construction of
sexist and racist representation of black women. This, of
course, will not be a simple task. Black women have an
ambivalent relationship with churches. On the one hand,
black Christian churches have been places of spiritual,
psychological, and social refuge from the burdens in black
women’s lives. On the other hand, those same churches in
“their patriarchally and androcentrically biased liturgy and
leadership have been primary agents” of the colonization
of black women’s bodies and minds.37 Contemporary
Christian churches, and black Christian churches in
particular, must affirm the sacredness and transcendent
quality of black human life, of the black woman’s human
life and the sacredness of the black human body, of the
black woman’s body, sex, and sexuality specifically. The
sermon can serve as one mediation of this affirmation in
its retrieval of a notion of the human person as a dynamic
moral agent, rather than a passive consuming being who is
the reductive product of advertising and marketed change.
The sermon’s effectiveness will depend both upon excising
religious attitudes and theological positions that foster sexist
representations of black women and upon cultivating a new
aesthetic which can heal distortions of the imagination and
contest the reign of violence, nihilism, and despair.38
The religiocultural world from which the black sermon
emerged was forged in the fusion of fragmented elements
and beliefs drawn from several West African cosmologies.
Although the enslaved peoples fitted Christianity to their
own situation, that fusion laid the ground on which that
adaptation took place.39 The most essential characteristics
of an African-American (Christian) worldview include:
(1) creative and tensive holding of the sacred and secular,
without separation or dilution; (2) profound respect for all
human life and interpersonal relationships; (3) individual
identity formation from and in relation to community,
along with regard for the wisdom of elders; (4) empathetic,
symbolic, diunital, and associative understanding; (5) unity
of being and doing; (6) commitment to freedom and
liberation due to centuries of oppression and communal

33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.
35 Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1990), 148; see also, David Theo Goldberg,
Racist Culture: Philosophy and the Politics of Meaning (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993).
36 Rose, Black Noise, 21.
37 Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness, xii.
38 For some studies of black preaching see Charles V. Hamilton, The Black Preacher in America (New York: William Morrow, 1972); Gerald L. Davis,
I Got the Word in Me and I Can Sing It, You Know: A Study of the Performed African American Sermon (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1985); Henry
H. Mitchell, Black Preaching: The Recovery of a Powerful Art (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1990); James Henry Harris, “Preaching Liberation: The AfroAmerican Sermon and the Quest for Social Change,” Journal of Religious Thought 46 (winter—spring 1989-1990): 72—89.
39 In The Black Church in the African American Experience (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1990), C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya
argue that the health, vibrancy, and potent sway of the historic black churches were uncontested for more than two hundred years. However, the
forces of modernity—secularization with its accompanying processes of class/social stratification and differentiation, increasing tolerance for social
and cultural pluralism in the larger United States society and, I believe, the end, more or less, of de jure and de facto segregation, have tended “to
diminish the cultural unity provided by the black sacred cosmos” (383).
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and personal anxiety; (7) ambiguous toleration and
transcendence of a notion of limited reward in the context
of slavery and stigmatized social history; (8) indirection
and discretion in speech and behavior; and (9) affirmation
of styling: intentional or unintentional improvisation in
language, gestural, or symbolic mannerisms to favorably
effect the receipt of a message.40
As perhaps the chief exemplar of an African-American
(Christian) worldview, the black sermon is also the key to
understanding and projecting this worldview. The sermon is
a rhetorical space in which preacher and people “articulate
the self, challenge the dominant culture’s ordering of reality,
and contest its authoritative discourse,” as Dolan Hubbard
writes. In that space, the preacher recovers the community’s
voice, binds the present to the past, while striving against
dehumanization, social dislocation, value disorientation, and
psychic breakdown, to imagine and “project a benevolent
cosmology and teleology” in which black women and men
apprehend and know themselves as subjects of their own
history and destiny, as a people of God’s own making.41
For those who respond to its beauty, truth, and power,
the sermon signifies and effects a healing shift in religious,
cultural, social, psychological imagination. It is a powerful
and dangerous tool in decolonizing the mind.
One of the ways that the preacher does this is by
drawing out the centuries-old history of Africans in the
Americas and by drawing on what literary critic Stephen
Henderson terms “mascon” images and symbols. With
the word mascon, Henderson denotes words that mediate a
“massive concentration of Black experiential energy which
powerfully affects the meaning of Black speech, Black
song, and Black poetry.” Henderson contends that “certain
words and constructions seem to carry an inordinate charge
of emotional and psychological weight, so that whenever
they are used they set all kinds of bells ringing, all kinds of
synapses snapping, on all kinds of levels.”42 These words
and images are mined from what Henderson calls “the
soul-field,” the dense set of “personal, social, institutional,
historical, religious, and mythical meanings that affect
everything we say or do as black people sharing a common
heritage.”43
Henderson offers some examples of mascon words (not
code words, but “innocent enough”) words and phrases like
“rock” and “roll,” “slip, slide, and ride.” Some illustrations

of their use: “Roll, Jordan, Roll,” “Rock! Oh, Rock in This
Weary Land,” “It takes a Rockin’ Chair to Rock,” “Rock
and Roll,” “Rollin’ with my Baby,” “I’m Rollin’ through
an Unfriendly World,” “Let the Good Times Roll.” These
phrases imply and mediate the creative tensive union of
sacred and secular; they pray and play; they suggest and
signify joy and pleasure in the body and sexuality; they
evoke associative, diunital understanding.
Through improvisational word construction, symbols
and images, music and song, mascons configure and
mediate meaning, constitute and effect community,
generate appreciative awe. Deceptively simple while
never simplistic, common while never clichéd, mascons
possess magnitude.44 For generations, African-American
people have used mascons (1) to remember and to pass
on their unspeakable suffering under slavery, their thirst
for life, their unyielding spirit, and their relationship with
the Divine; (2) to bind the people to each other and to
themselves, although this may never be fully realized in the
here and now; (3) to liberate themselves, if only for a brief
time, from the material power of the capitalist dispensation;
and (4) to transcend societal and personal limitation. The
use of mascons in the black sermon is all but required.
Womanist ethicist Katie Cannon maintains that
while most African- American churchgoers are capable
of grasping and judging the aesthetic landscape of the
black sermon, we find it difficult to identify, analyze, and
articulate its patterns of misogyny, androcentricity, and
patriarchy.45 Theologian Garth Baker-Fletcher concurs.
“How,” he asks, “can Black churches really mount a
sustained critique of woman-degrading rhetoric when so
many preachers and churches devalue women on a regular
basis.”46 If the sermon is to heal distortion and to nourish
imagination, then the preacher is morally obliged to grasp
and plumb the experiences of the whole congregation, to
“satisfy the whole congregation’s spiritual hunger.” Cannon
proposes a womanist critique of homiletics that will
“identif[y] the frame of sexist-racist social contradictions
housed in sacred rhetoric that gives women a low image
of ourselves.”47 This critique involves asking and
answering these questions: “how is meaning constructed,
whose interests are served, and what kind of worlds are
envisioned in Black sacred rhetoric?”48 This critique, then,
calls the preacher and the church to jettison that aesthetics
of submission through which the central images, symbols,

40 For some discussions of Africanisms or the retentions of personal, religious, cultural, social West African traditions, patterns, and practices
see Molefi Kete Asante, The Afrocentric Idea (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1987), especially 34—39; Molefi Kere Asante and Kariamu Welsh
Asante, eds., African Culture: The Rhythms of Unity (Trenton, N.J.: African Third World Press, 1990); Joseph E. Holloway, ed., Africanisms in American
Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990) ; Marimba Ani, Yurugu: An African-Centered Critique of European Cultural Thought and Behavior
(Trenton, N.J.: African Third World Press, 1994); and Vernon Dixon and Badi Foster, Beyond Black or White (Boston: Little, Brown, 1971).
41 41. Dolan Hubbard, The Sermon and the African American Literary Imagination (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1994), 5.
42 Stephen Henderson, Understanding the New Black Poetry: Black Speech & Black Music as Poetic References (New York: William Morrow, 1973), 44.
43 Ibid., 41.
44 Clarence Joseph Rivers, The Spirit in Worship (Cincinnati: Stimuli, 1978), 199.
45 Katie Geneva Cannon, Katie’s Canon: Womanism and the Soul of the Black Community (New York: Continuum, 1995), 113.
46 Baker-Fletcher, Xodus: An African American Male Journey, 327—28,
47 Cannon, Katie’s Canon, 114.
48 Ibid., 121.
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metaphors, narrative interpretations, traditions, and rituals
of Christian practice, explicitly and implicitly, coach
tame women to surrender to patriarchal and kyriarchal
prerogatives and privilege.
If the sermon is to heal and to nourish imagination
toward decolonization of mind and living, then its message
must be rooted in exegetical and theological content that
projects a reality worthy of black Christianity. Given the
failure of the churches to take women seriously and given
society’s proclivity to reduce black women to body parts
and to tolerate sexual and physical violence against women,
the preacher’s theological attitude toward personhood,
toward the humanity of women, is of paramount concern.
For centuries religion and theology have used women
as a “special symbol of evil.”49 The contemporary
residue of this usage, coupled with cultural disregard for
human life, quite literally has had fatal consequences for
black women. The identification of women with nature,
bodiliness, and emotion, and the identification of men
with culture, spirit, and reason abets the subordination
of women to men in nearly all spheres of human activity.
Longstanding theological debates about the constitution
and origin of female being (body and soul) have left
black women wounded and suspicious of their authentic
humanity. And, although we recognize that the soul is
without gender, we still doubt women’s full participation in
the imago dei. The notion of woman as a self-transcending,
autonomous human subject, a moral agent capable of
forming and acting in accord with her responsibly formed
conscience, remains, for not a few men and women, still
disquieting. Contemporary Christianity, and in particular
black Christianity, must contest the imagination’s downward
spiral into the lewd and pornographic—wordplay that
warps black women’s bodies, photographs that simulate
steamy violent sex, sadomasochism, and addiction.
At the same time, however, Cannon insists that black
Christianity purge itself of “biblically based sermons [as
well as representations and messages] that portray female
subjects as bleeding, crippled, disempowered, objectified,
purified, or mad.” These representations trivialize and
distort the humanity of women, for inevitably young black
girls and women internalize these malformations. These
representations undermine the “historical contributions of
African American women’s leadership and participation in
the church” and in society.50 These representations deface
the divine image in the person of women.
We are in a position, now, to suggest how the sermon
might recover and heal distortion in communal and
personal imagination, how the sermon might begin to
49
50
51
52
53
54

subvert the sexist/racist, pornographic imagination. First,
as Cannon says, since the primary “purpose of preaching
is to call the worshipping congregation to an ultimate
response to God” the preacher stands between God and the
people—“with one ear to the ground hearing the cries and
longings of the people and the other ear at the mouth of
God.”51 The sermon is the vehicle by which the preacher
defines, interprets, and instructs the congregation in what
it means to live a just and holy life, what it means to be
God’s own people in history. Thus, the people are called to
grasp, incarnate, and proclaim the liberating character and
deed of God. In the sermon, preacher and congregation
dramatically, rhythmically, and existentially reenact the
history of the mighty acts of God. Through “a rhetorical
methodology of definition, elaboration, exemplification,
and justification,” the sermon reestablishes “a line of
continuity inside the mind,” Cannon writes.52 The
psychic and aesthetic aspects of imagination are engaged
and energized, cleansed and refreshed, reanimated and
redirected.
Second, the sermon structures a symbolic universe in
which, in response to the sound of the preacher’s voice, an
aggregate of isolated individuals emerges as a community.
The preacher “encodes the corporate community with a
culturally regenerating vision as preacher and community
assert their rights to genuine existence.”53 This vision
must project a prophetic critique against all that threatens
to maim and destroy black life, black women’s lives
specifically, against all that presents itself as misogyny and
androcentricity. And it must grapple with social dislocation
and cultural disorientation, equipping women and men for
dignity in life and creative social praxis aimed at communal
and personal transformation.
The community as community evaluates and judges this
vision, even at the affective height of its delivery. “AfricanAmerican congregations are not driven to uncontrollable
frenzy [even] at times of seeming emotional abandon . .
. [a]nd do not suspend judgment.”54 In the sermon, the
preacher charts a series of imaginal constructions and
intelligible conceptions that convey the community’s ideal
meanings and values. If those ideals are transgressed or
exploited, disapproval is expressed, and the direction of the
sermon will shift.
Third, the sermon heals and frees the congregation and
each of its members from dread, from psychic breakdown,
from nihilism. Hortense Spillers writes that the passional
movement of the sermon as oral poetry aims for “a
complete expression of a gamut of emotions whose
central form is the narrative and whose end is cathartic
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release . . . binding once again the isolated members of a
community.”55 The sermon gives back to the community
its own history, its cultural memory, its creative potential,
its soul. The sermon pours out a healing balm and binds up
psychic and spiritual wounds of a community oppressed
and violated by structural violence, of women degraded and
debased, of men maimed and assaulted by face-to-face acts
of violence. As the community becomes its “authentic self,”
each member finds her and his own “self ” and discovers
personal history and potential nourished, and alienated
and disordered affective patterns remade. Each member
experiences a sense of release, of being at home, of being
at-one-with the other members of the community. The
sermon reestablishes the principles of truth, trust, justice,
and integrity as the norms by which the black community
and its members evaluate and reorient themselves. The
sermon clears a path for the intervention, the irruption of
the Spirit in former lives of disorder and disgrace.
Fourth, the sermon is a challenge to the members of
the community to question, to analyze, and to transform
their social and historical situation, and, to do so as and
in community. The sermon proposes practical solutions
to the social dislocations of joblessness, homelessness,
hunger, and poverty, and thus “invites the congregation
to make a decision for or against emancipatory praxis.”56
The community and its members in response act out their
self-determination and self-actuation in responsibly lifevaluing ways. The day care-centers, job training programs,
housing plans, and social ministries of African-American
churches are efforts to realize the symbolic vision of a
human, whole, and holy life in the concrete. To the cultural,
social, moral, and psychic alienations that give impetus to
irrationality, chaos, and evil, the sermon evokes an aesthetics
of redemption that orders a vision of another and different
city.
Fifth, sexual abuse of black women and children,
battering, and psychological assault are deeply disturbing;
they are sins as well as crimes. Inasmuch as preacher and
people believe and act and move as if the authority of the
sermon comes directly from God, then the sermon must
be a self-critical practice. It must continually measure the
vision it projects and the message it proclaims against
“God’s Agapic love.”57 Indeed, the blood of raped,
battered, abused, and murdered (black) women (and
children) summons the church to its own kenosis. If the
church is to be a credible, purified, authentic witness, and
servant of the message of that love, then it must effect in

its own life and structures what it preaches.
Sixth, the church must develop creative ways and means
“to establish a nonintimidating environment for engaging
in sexual discourse.”58 The preacher must search out and
cultivate a vocabulary for preaching that accords the body,
sex, and sexuality a respect and esteem coincident with their
origin, functions, and end. At the same time the preacher
must find ways to educate the congregation on its worth.
Brown Douglas suggests that church-based discussions
of black novels might serve to provoke critical reflection
on the “realities of black sexuality including male/
female relationships, self-esteem, and sexual intimacy.”
Such discussions would assist black women and men in
“recognizing the interconnections between black sexuality
and white racism, as well as how distortions of black
sexuality have impacted black intimacy and relationships.”59
Seventh, the sermon is to be “disruptive,” therefore
“transformative,” discourse.”60 In other words, the sermon
is not only to push the congregation from its comfort
zone, but toward critical social action. Brown Douglas
calls upon black churches to develop a “sexual discourse
of resistance” which demands a change in the way “black
church community, especially its leaders, has conducted
itself in terms of women and gay and lesbian persons.”61
The sermon provides a crucial vehicle for critique of
behaviors that demean and degrade the body, sex, and
sexuality, as well as for affirmation and encouragement of
behaviors that indicate conversion or change, that promote
healthy appreciation of the body, sex, and sexuality.

Conclusion
The black sermon can serve as an instrument in the
recovery and healing of distorted and wounded imagination
which is the ground of representation. At the same time,
religion and theology, language and art all too easily can
he insinuated in the legitimation of misogyny and sexism.
Thus, the sermon achieves an aesthetic function only
insofar as preacher and congregation participate in the
retrieval of those meanings and values that affirm the
body, sex, and sexuality as good and beautiful. The ability
of transformed black religious discourse to shape and to
project new representations of aesthetic consciousness
demonstrates just how imagination constitutes the ground
not only of our historical transformation, but of a critical
hope. Finally, black women have become signs and
signifiers; they stand, as Gray White says, “at the crossroads

55 Hortense Spillers, “Fabrics of History: Essays on the Black Sermon,” 4, quoted in Hubbard, The Sermon and the African American Literary
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of two of the most well-developed ideologies in America,
that regarding women and that regarding the Negro.”62
The sermon can provoke a new representative aesthetic that
intentionally, attentively, intelligently, rationally, responsibly,
and lovingly purges and recovers mascons; that brings
forth and tests fresh images, symbols, metaphors, and
narratives; that supports black women and men in planning
and building a nondominative, antiviolent, nonsexist, truly
human and Christian future.

62

Gray White, Ar’n’t I a Woman?, 27.
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In 2011 a McGeachy Senior Scholarship allowed me
to research racialized women ordained into ministry in
The United Church of Canada.1This research involved
interviewing those categorized as racialized ordained
women ministers. It also involved collecting data through
an online survey reaching out to those who could be under
this category within this denomination. The findings
from both quantitative and qualitative research reveal the
intersectionality of race, gender, colonialism, culture, and
language as experienced by those in the leadership of the
church.
This article is an ongoing conversation with the above
research, focusing on the identity of the preacher and its
implications of postcolonial insights for the practice of
preaching. There is a need to engage preaching from postcolonial perspectives, since relatively little has been written
on how postcolonial studies might open up discussions
in homiletics.2My intent here is to probe the pulpit
critically and closely examine the intersectionality between
colonialism, race, gender, and language when one preaches
and reads scripture. I will examine the content and the
method of preaching to probe the role of the preacher in
relation to the pulpit as a historical site of white colonial
memory and patriarchal authority and a gendered space for
able bodies followed by an investigation of the language
spoken in preaching. My hope is for the pulpit to become
a place where postcolonial liturgical feminist leadership is
exercised.

The Pulpit as a White English Colonial Site
One piece of evidence that the pulpit is a white English
colonial site comes from a description of the preacher’s
calling by Richard S. Storrs Jr. at the Porter Rhetorical
Society held at Andover Theological Seminary in 1856.

We have to conquer for God and Christ the MasterRace, on earth, in history. “Our iron sinks,” said the
Hindoo [sic] to the Englishman, “you build yours into
ships, and yonder it swims! We have journeyed for
ages on foot or in palanquins!” To make this people,
whose science [is] richer, whose passion more terrific
in its heat, than any other’s—to make this people
obey one Law, and worship one Lord, and through
them to subjugate the whole earth unto Him, — that
is our office!3
His triumphant and imperialist view of the preacher
imbues the image of “a Christian soldier doing battle
with the secular world and conquering whole cultures for
Christ.”4
Another piece of evidence is found in Men and Books,
where Austin Phelps makes an analogy of the preacher with
the gunner: “The pulpit should be a battery, well armed.
. . . The gunner who works it must know what and where
the vulnerable spots are. He must be a man.”5 Elsewhere
he claimed that “he preaches a system of truth.”6 He
presumes that the preacher has the objective truth that
the congregation does not know. It imbues clericalism
and elitism.7 In the name of the preacher being objective
and neutral, Phelps stood on the sidelines on the abolition
issue.8 However, while not being involved in the slavery,
he in fact privileged the colonial Victorian male preacher’s
views on white superiority, an identity highly invested in
political and social segregation and discrimination of black
people in the building of the White Christian USA in the
nineteenth century.
The case of Canada is not much different. Daniel
Coleman’s research on Anglo Canada demonstrates how
the rhetorical expression of “muscular Christianity” was
often proclaimed in preaching and functioned powerfully
to inculcate normative ideals of British civility during the

1 HyeRan Kim-Cragg, “Sharing the Feast and Hearing Complex Calling: A Study of Racialized Ordained Women Ministers of The United Church
of Canada,” report submitted to the McGeachy Senior Scholarship Committee, 2011, https://unitedchurchfoundation.ca/wp-content/uploads/
Sharing-the-Feast-and-Hearing-Complex-Calling-HyeRan-Kim-Cragg.pdf. Here the term racialized
is used throughout the article, recognizing that race is a social construct, following Ontario Human Rights Commission that describes people as
“racialized person” or “racialized group” instead of the more outdated and inaccurate terms “racial minority,” “visible minority,” “person of colour”
or “non-White.” See http://www.ohrc.on.ca/en/racial-discrimination-race-and-racism- fact-sheet
2 Kwok Pui-lan, “Postcolonial Preaching in Intercultural Contexts,” Journal of the Academy of Homiletics 40, no. 1 (2015): 8.
3 Richard S. Storrs, Jr., “Character in the Preacher,” at the Porter Rhetorical Society of Andover Theological Seminary, cited in Roxanne
Mountford, The Gendered Pulpit: Preaching in American Protestant Spaces (Carbondale: Southern Illinois Univ. Press, 2003), 53.
4 Ibid., 54.
5 Austin Phelps, Men and Books: Studies in Homiletics (New York: Scribner’s, 1892), 29, cited in Mountford, Gendered Pulpit, 55 (see n. 3).
6 Ibid., 57.
7 Kwok, “Postcolonial Preaching,” 10 (see n. 2).
8 Mountford, Gendered Pulpit, 58 (see n. 3).
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era of national expansion into the prairie west. For the
sake of establishing the British Protestant racial and ethnic
norm, Canadian heterogeneity was erased through the
homogenized national imaginary personalized as the white
male strong abled body. Coleman writes, “The figure of
the muscular Christian, with his untiring and virile physical
body balanced by his spiritually sensitive heart, made a
perfect representation of the ideal Canadian who could
carry out the hard physical work of territorial expansion.
This figure was fundamental to the establishment of the
British Protestant ethnic norm in Canada.”9
The writings of Storrs, Phelps, and Coleman
demonstrate how closely the manly art of preaching is
connected with the North American project of colonial
nation-building. The pulpit is neither colorless nor
genderless in this regard. This colonial sexist legacy
of the pulpit and the character of the white masculine
preacher is not a thing of the past but a reality that still
haunts twenty-first-century preachers. For those of us
who cannot fit that norm of white male body (or those
who may fit the norm but do not want to conform to it),
the pulpit is not an easy place to stand. Indeed, even the
act of standing, as a normative posture of preaching, has
become associated with metaphorical “uprightness” in a
Christian sense.10 In most Christian traditions, preaching
has been characterized by a verticality in bodily posture.11
It is a posture that further emphasizes the colonial nature
of the pulpit in the sense that it contrasts to many other
religious traditions in which a teacher or orator would sit
to deliver a speech. Indigenous teachers, when passing on
their wisdom in the form of storytelling, sit in a circle often
during winter, the major time for teaching. Stan MaKay,
a former moderator of the United Church of Canada, a
Cree elder, notes that sitting in a circle creates “a place
where everyone has a voice and everyone is respected and
included . . . to empower people.”12 Jesus himself was said
to have sat when delivering the sermon on the mount and
in other situations when he was teaching his disciples and
his followers to empower them.
The discourse on the pulpit, its location, and its use, is
never simple. There is certainly no easy or clear position
that everyone can agree on. That is why the McGeachy
research participants were divided over the issue of the
use of an elevated pulpit while preaching. Those racialized
women who preferred to use the pulpit for preaching

argued that the pulpit is a symbol of preaching authority
and that using it compensates for their marginal identities
of their nonwhite female bodies. They also pointed out that
the pulpit is still a man’s space13 and a white (colonized)
space, so it is important to claim it as women’s space as well
as a racialized space by preaching from that very location
as a postcolonial feminist practice of agency. However, the
voices of those who opposed using the pulpit argued that
the elevated pulpit sets the preacher above and apart from
the congregation, symbolizing a colonial theology that
overvalues the authority of the preacher.14 These women
argued that the elevated pulpit was certainly incompatible
to preaching from a feminist perspective, even though this
spatial issue is contested even among feminists.15
This divergence of perspectives on the use of the
elevated pulpit reveals the complexity of the issue.
Examining the pulpit is necessary for postcolonial feminist
liturgical leadership in order to decolonize a patriarchal
space. Colonial sexist violence continues, and the structural
forgetting and systems of nonrecognition need to be
challenged.16

The Pulpit as a Gendered, Able-Bodied
Space
Preaching is one of the oldest arts of rhetoric and the
pulpit as a rhetorical space creates a communicative event.17
This view of the pulpit as a rhetorical space envisions a
triangular event where the preacher, the congregation, and
God meet. The triangle stands against the idea of the solo
preacher whose job is to deliver a one-way imposition of
truth.18 There is a close relationship between the rhetorical
performance (subjectivity) where various bodily acts of the
voice, gesture, posture, and stance occur and the physical
aspects of a pulpit in terms of architecture, location, and
distance (spatiality). To illustrate this relationship between
subject and space, Roxanne Mountford examines several
English novels that use the pulpit to amplify the preacher’s
subjectivity. In Moby-Dick by Herman Melville, Father
Mapple is portrayed as a preacher who is at once a soldier,
an ex-harpooner, and a lone sailor. In order to emphasize
the preacher’s masculinity, the pulpit––the very space that
confers Father Mapple’s identity as preacher––is only
accessible by a rope ladder, located at a lofty height above
the congregation. The pulpit communicates inaccessibility,

9 Daniel Coleman, White Civility: The Literary Project of English Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006), 129–30.
10 Marcia McFee, “I Was There!: Crossing into Community” Liturgy 23, no. 2 (2008): 5.
11 Don Hanlon Johnson, Body: Recovering Our Sensual Wisdom (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 1983), 23. He explores further in “Verticality and
Enlightenment,” Somatics 9, no. 3 (1993): 4–9.
12 Stan McKay and Janet Silman, The First Nations: A Canadian Experience of the Gospel-Culture Encounter (Geneva: WCC, 1995), 31–32.
13 A 2010 Hartford Institute for Religion Research survey estimates that of Protestant congregations in the United States, ca. 10% have a female as
their senior or sole ordained leader, http://hirr.hartsem.edu/research/quick_question3.html.
14 Sarah Travis, Decolonizing Preaching: The Pulpit as Postcolonial Space (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2014), 98.
15 Christine Smith, Weaving the Sermon: Preaching in a Feminist Perspective (Louisville, KY: WJKP, 1989), 22–42.
16 Melinda McGarrah Sharp, Misunderstanding Stories: Towards a Postcolonial Pastoral Theology (Eugene: Pickwick, 2013), 99.
17 Mountford, Gendered Pulpit, 17 (see n. 3).
18 Justo L. González, “Standing at the Púlpito,” in Púlpito: An Introduction to Hispanic Preaching, ed. Justo L. González and Pablo A. Jiménez
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005), 17 and 57.
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a space that is hard to get to, prohibited and unsuitable for
women of the period who we can scarcely imagine climbing
a rope ladder. It is, furthermore, inaccessible to those
with serious physical injuries or mobility issues. It is, in
other words, a space exclusively fit for strong, able-bodied
men––a desirable norm of clerical authority.
The other novel that Mountford examines is The Temple
of My Familiar, by Alice Walker, which counteracts MobyDick by depicting an imagined com- munity of faith that
is free of institutionalized clerical authority. There is no
elevated pulpit separated from the congregation. Instead,
an ordinary home porch located in an island “looking out
over the bay” is envisioned as the space where a homily for
a wedding ceremony is delivered by an unnamed woman
leader.19 The porch-pulpit evokes an image where the
ordinary wisdom of people and divine wisdom of the Spirit
encounter one another. In Walker’s novel, the porch-pulpit
is located among people and part of the creation. It invites
the readers to sense the reign of God where gender bias
and exclusive clerical power as well as anthropocentric
theology are overcome.20 As the title of the novel hints, the
porch of a humble house, used as a pulpit, becomes “the
temple of my familiar.” The pulpit in this case becomes a
symbol of the nonhierarchical, nonpatriarchal, and nonhuman-centered imagined community of faith. It offers
an agency of resistance for women and ordinary people
who can build up a sacred and just space, while dismantling
hierarchy and patriarchy as well as anthropocentrism.
These two novels communicate contrasting perspectives.
The former speaks of the pulpit as a masculine vertical
space that requires physical strength and commands military
authority; the latter speaks of the pulpit as a horizontal
egalitarian ordinary space that is in harmony with the
creation. The extreme height of the pulpit in Moby-Dick
that is accessible only by climbing a ladder makes it virtually
impossible for the worshipers to believe that the pulpit is
a space of and for the ordinary or the weak. Imagine how
awkward it would have been for the first women preachers
in the nineteenth century, wearing petticoats, several layers
of skirts and high-heeled shoes, to climb up to this pulpit!21
The fact that some women did overcome such metaphorical
barriers communicates their determination to get up and

preach, despite such challenges.
The memory of these women’s determination was
rekindled when Heather Elkins preached in the Duke
University Chapel during the 1970s around the same time
that inclusive language was being debated. This chapel
is typical of a Protestant vertical space of “dominant
maleness.” Elkins grappled with the challenge of women
preaching in a liturgical space that gravitates toward a
masculine authority. “The granite gravity of tradition
crushes even the simplest image,” she explains, “I cannot
breathe, let alone think of preaching.”22 The March 1986
cover story of Observer, marking the fiftieth anniversary
of women’s ordination of The United Church of Canada,
reveals the challenge, carrying the female body in a male
space of the pulpit: “The fact is that a pregnant woman in
the pulpit makes some people very uncomfortable. Women
can be ministers, women can speak from the pulpit, as long
as they don’t bring their bodies with them.”23
Delores Williams describes another kind of challenge
with a sign of hope in black churches. She acknowledges
that most contemporary black churches emerged having
a patriarchal overlay. Yet, she writes, “from the egalitarian
‘religious undergarment,’ sometimes womanist fragments
peep through. This has been the case for generations.”24
During slavery, she continues, there was “African-American
scripture” and there was “the Bible,” for very few of them
could read.25 It was important to incorporate this poignant
heritage into preaching. Sermons that honor both readings
did “give back to the community its own history, its cultural
memory, its creative potential, its soul.”26 Such sermons
also do justice to the Bible, a text that is not meant to be
treated as a literary fossil but as a collection of different
stories told in oral traditions.27 Such an approach is not
limited to biblical exegesis but should be extended to
exegete the local congregation with awareness of how
groups are affected by the colonial legacy.28 As colonial
legacy varies and changes, the congregational culture is
never static or limited to its locality.29
There are ways to explore creative and subversive
readings of scripture for preaching that involve local
congregations and diverse groups of people. Several

19 Mountford, Gendered Pulpit, 16–39 (see n. 3).
20 Amanda Greenwood, ‘“The Animals Can Remember’: Representations of the Non-Human Other in Alice Walker’s The Temple of My Familiar,”
Worldviews 4, no. 2 (2000): 164–178.
21 Elizabeth Gillan Muir, The Petticoats on the Pulpit: The Story of Early Nineteenth-Century Methodist Women Preachers in Upper Canada (Toronto: United
Church Publishing, 1991), 3.
22 Heather Elkins, Worshiping Women: Re-Forming God’s People for Praise (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994), 97–98.
23 Jocelyn Bell, “Body Politic,” The United Church Observer, May 2018, p. 5.
24 Delores Williams, “Rituals of Resistance in Womanist Worship,” in Women at Worship: Interpretations of North American Diversity, ed. Marjorie
Procter-Smith and Janet Walton (Louisville, KY: WJKP, 1993), 216.
25 Ibid., 219. By “African-American Scripture,” Williams means “inclusivising” African-American ways of adding appropriate readings. For
example, when Psalm 68:5 refers to God as “Father,” they read “Father of the fatherless” to capture their particular experiences.
26 M. Shawn Copeland, “Body, Representation and Black Religious Discourse,” in Postcolonialism, Feminism and Religious Discourse, ed. Laura E.
Donaldson and Kwok Pui-lan (New York: Routledge, 2002), 192.
27 HyeRan Kim-Cragg, Story and Song: A Postcolonial Interplay between Christian Education and Worship (New York: Peter Lang, 2012), 15–19.
28 Leonora Tubbs Tisdale, Preaching as Local Theology and Folk Art (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997).
29 Eunjoo Mary Kim, Preaching in an Age of Globalization (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 2010), 9.
5.4 Probing The Pulpit: Postcolonial Feminist Perspectives 271

scholars since the 1990s have suggested preaching
that involves dialogue and invites the congregation’s
participation. Stephen Burns makes helpful suggestions
to make preaching more dialogical.30 Marjorie ProcterSmith calls the pulpit a space of feminist emancipatory
preaching where “the com- munity [is] … by the space
itself to see themselves as part of a proclamatory event.
… It means that the conception and construction of the
sermon is understood as belonging to the community.”31
To John McClure this proclamatory event happens at
“the roundtable pulpit.”32 People who are involved in
roundtable preaching are in dialogue not just during the
sermon but also in the making of a sermon, so that they
“take the ownership for what is preached.” It “involves the
congregation in a process of communal account- ability for
the preached Word.”33

Language Spoken in the Pulpit
The pulpit is the space where the Word of God is spoken.
It is the place for “getting the Word across,” so to speak.
However, the Word is not an idea, a static and abstract
concept somewhere out there. The Word in preaching is
incarnational. The pulpit is where the Word of “the-fleshand-blood, oral-aural, face-to-face synesthetic speech event
of divine self-disclosure” takes place.34 It is possible and
necessary for a certain community to perform preaching
without using human voices (e.g., deaf community).
However, preaching is primarily the event of Shema (Dt 6:5)
that requires the human voice to communicate. For that
reason, who speaks, the actual language used, and who is
invited to read scripture (or excluded from doing so) are
all equally critical in postcolonial liturgical leadership of
preaching.
Shannon Fennema offers a salient experience in a
worship committee meeting where the committee had
the power to choose the scripture readers. To enhance
participatory worship, regular attendees were asked to fill
out a form indicating ways they would like to offer their
leadership in worship. A racialized person whose first
language is not English filled out the form, wishing to read
scripture. The committee raised the concern that he may
be ill-fitted due to his “accent.” His willingness to read
scripture was denied, and he was instead asked to be an

usher.35 An unspoken norm privileging a standard English
accent (as spoken by a native speaker) played an invisible,
however powerful, role in this outcome. This unspoken
norm hides the fact that we all speak with an accent, yet the
dominant accent becomes the norm, even hierarchicalized
arbitrarily, generally in this order: British accent at the top,
American accent second, Canadian accent third, Australian
accent fourth, and so on. (How absurd!) This language
normativity of the standard accent is masked by the
white innocence of cultureless neutrality. Henry Giroux
names this normativity as colonizing because it is “both
invisible to itself and the norm by which everything else is
measured.”36 That is why decentering whiteness through
language regarding the reading of scripture is critical in
postcolonial liturgical leadership.37
In the McGeachy research, most participants shared the
challenges they experienced around the language spoken in
the pulpit. The following are a few comments they receive
after they preached: “Thanks for the sermon. I am sure it
was good. But I just did not understand your sermon due
to your accent.” “I can tell it is a good sermon. But I had a
hard time understanding you because you speak so softly. Is
this because you come from a patriarchal country?” 38
While there is a vast variety of English accents spoken
in Canada and the United States (and elsewhere), racialized
preachers often receive this kind of comment on Sunday
mornings, and it tends to be worse for women than for
men. More than simply an issue of a linguistic barrier,
there are clearly racial overtones in such complaints from
the pews. The proof of this is in the fact that racialized
ministers who are born in Canada and whose first language
is English still get this kind of comment, while white
immigrants from Europe, some of whom are not even
English speakers (German, Hungarian) do not. Language
continues to be an important issue in postcolonial studies.
As shown in the McGeachy research, racialization happens
as an encounter with language. While everyone is racialized,
racialization refers to “a process that categorizes people of
color and Indigenous peoples according to white people’s
categories of race.”39 While such an encounter becomes
a painful experience of deprivation and discrimination,
Rey Chow argues that such an encounter also “offers
a privileged vantage point from which to view the

30 Stephen Burns, Liturgy, SCM Studyguide (London: SCM, 2006), 88–90.
31 Marjorie Procter-Smith, In Her Own Rite: Constructing Feminist Liturgical Tradition (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1990), 132.
32 This term “roundtable” is also shared by other scholars of preaching. Lucy Atkinson Rose, Sharing the Word: Preaching in the Roundtable Church
(Louisville, KY: WJKP, 1997).
33 John S. McClure, The Roundtable Pulpit: Where Leadership and Preaching Meet (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 64.
34 Charles L. Bartow, “Performance Study in Service to the Spoken Word in Worship,” in Performance in Preaching: Bringing the Sermon to Life, ed. Jana
Childers and Clayton J. Schmit (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 215, 222.
35 Sharon R. Fennema, “Postcolonial Whiteness: Being-With in Worship,” in Liturgy in Postcolonial Perspectives: Only One Is Holy, ed. Cláudio
Carvalhaes (New York: Palgrave, 2015), 279.
36 Henry Giroux, “Racial Politics and the Pedagogy of Whiteness,” in Whiteness: A Critical Reader,
ed. Mike Mill (New York: New York Univ. Press, 1997), 305.
37 Fennema, 282 (see n. 35).
38 Kim-Cragg, “Sharing the Feast” (see n. 1).
39 http://www.aclrc.com/racialization
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postcolonial situation, for precisely the reason that this
language has been imposed from without.”40 On the other
hand, language barriers do exist among racialized preachers
who serve the predominantly white and English-speaking
congregations. Yet, they argue that this is an intercultural
issue that everyone has to work on. Language is a medium
of relationships. It is a communication tool that enables
people to build understanding, respect, and trust. The
McGeachy research is instructive in this regard: “After a
few years of serving an English-speaking congregation,
one day a parishioner came to me after the service, ‘I heard
everything you said. You improved your English quite well.’
So I answered, ‘Thank you for the comment. I think you
improved your hearing ability, too.’”41Kwok Pui-lan sums
up this issue as a postcolonial reality:
If the aim of postcolonial preaching is to create a
multivocal and dialogical faith community committed
to justice, we have to attend to the issue of language
in intercultural contexts. In urban global cities, it
is increasingly common to have church members
speaking different mother tongues and immigrants
struggling with English or another colonial language.
Many of them live in bicultural and bilingual worlds,
speak the dominant language with an accent, and
must negotiate and translate constantly between
hybrid contexts.42

Reimagining the Pulpit for a Postcolonial
Liturgical Leadership
Sharon Fennema imagines concrete ways of undoing white
Anglo heterosexual male normativity in the pulpit:
For much of Christian history, especially since the
Reformation, worship leadership has been restricted
to male ordained clergy members. Even though that
has changed significantly in the last several decades,
to some degree that “normal” is still in place, if
not in practice, certainly in the public imagination
(just look at how pastors are typically represented
in movies and TV shows). What if you queered
worship by interrupting this pattern? During one
worship service where a male heterosexual ordained
clergy member is giving the sermon, have a series
of different people interrupt him to give their own
interpretation of the scripture text. Imagine the
power of seeing an elderly woman, a child, a gay
couple, a transgender person, a punk teenager, etc.

step into or behind the pulpit and offer their insights
and stories.
… Such a worship practice could reveal … what
was considered “normal” … and the ways in which
we can imagine new possibilities that undo these
patterns of “normal” in life-giving ways.43
It is understandable that Fennema focuses on sexual
orientation and age issues to queer the practice of
preaching. However, her focus needs to be expanded to
include race, ability, and other identities. Such imagined
interruptions may liberate the preacher who is preoccupied
with his own anxiety around preaching a system of
truth understood as either transmitting the divine truth
(traditional) or communicating the unchanging Word of
God, revealed as an incarnational encounter (kerygmatic).44
It may also open up a practice of preaching that invites
multivocal dialogues, polydoxy, and heteroglossia where the
space of the pulpit is reimagined, and liturgy becomes truly
the work of diverse people.45
The pulpit is more than a religious object. It matters
not so much to the sacredness of the object itself as to
the sacredness of the function the object serves in the
performance of preaching in worship. Pulpit as space,
in this regard, “is the first theological exercise.”46 That
is why robust scholarship on the pulpit is needed. Its
symbolic significance with regard to its physicality and
visibility as well as spaciality needs to be analyzed, and
its nonverbal meanings associated with ablest, clerical,
colonial, patriarchal, racist authority must be contested.
While the debates around the use of the pulpit––and the
language spoken in the pulpit––are complex, it is critical
that preachers negotiate this space, consciously checking
our own “limited, prejudicial, and often oppressive”
perspectives in a postcolonial world.47
HyeRan Kim-Cragg, an ordained minister in the Presbyterian church
in the Republic of Korea, a partner denomination of the United
Church of Canada, is associate professor of preaching at Emmanuel
College, Toronto, Canada. Her books include Interdependence: A
Postcolonial Feminist Practical Theology (Pickwick, 2018).

40 Rey Chow, Not Like a Native Speaker: On Languaging as a Postcolonial Experience (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 14.
41 Kim-Cragg, “Sharing the Feast” (see n. 1).
42 Kwok, “Postcolonial Preaching,” 18 (see n. 2).
43 Sharon R. Fennema, “Queering Worship” (paper presented at the North American Academy of Liturgy, Vancouver, January 2018).
44 Rose, Sharing the Word, 13–56 (see n. 32).
45 See Kwok, “Postcolonial Preaching,” 18 (see n. 2); Catherine Keller and Laurel C. Schneider, eds., Polydoxy: Theology of Multiplicity and Relation
(New York: Routledge, 2011); and M. M. Bakhtin, Dialogical Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981).
46 Elkins, Worshiping Women, 97 (see n. 22).
47 Christine Smith, Preaching Justice: Ethnic and Cultural Perspectives (Cleveland, OH: United Church Press, 1998), 3.
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5.5 Decolonizing Minds In The Canadian Context: A Multi-Voice Conversation
With A Focus On Theological Education – J. Dorcas Gordon
Gordon, J. Dorcas, ‘Decolonizing Minds in the Canadian Context: A Multi-Voice Conversation with a Focus on Theological
Education.’ In Limuel Equina and Wati Longchar (eds.), Ministerial Challenges in the Contemporary World: Towards a Transformative
Theological Education; Essays in Honour of Henry S. Wilson. © Programme for Theology and Cultures in Asia (PCTA) and Association
for Theological Education in South East Asia (ATESEA), 2019. Reproduced by permission of PTCA and ATESEA.

I am grateful for the opportunity to contribute to this volume honouring Henry S. Wilson. I have known Henry (H.S.
to many) since the late 1990’s having shared in his work as Executive Secretary of the Department of Theology of the
World Alliance of Reformed Churches. He and I have met on many occasions since that initial introduction, more recently
through the Board of the Foundation for Theological Education in South East Asia.

Introduction
For almost forty years Henry Wilson has been an ardent
voice, arguing for new models of theological education that
can undergird Christianity rooted in its present-day ethos
and contexts. Building on the experience of theological
education in China as one of construction, deconstruction,
reconstruction, his plea is for theological reconstruction
(Wilson, 2009: 77-93). In agreement with him, I am
convinced of the need in my North American context to
reconstruct how we do theological education. However, I
am also convinced that before such reconstruction can take
place a process of deconstruction, a decolonizing of minds
is needed.
All intellectual work needs to claim the particularity of
its ethos and context. Hence, I will draw on the Canadian
context and my own identity as an immigrant from Great
Britain, one who has lived in Canada all her adult life, as
the context for engaging in a multi-voice conversation
as to what decolonizing minds (which we might argue is
equally about decolonizing bodies and spirits) means for
theological education in Canada.
In a 1996 article Kwok Pui Lan writes about the
contested narratives describing the handover of Hong
Kong to the Chinese. Her concern is not focused on what
she calls “the grand political narratives of nationalism,
sovereignty, democracy, human rights, and civil society.”
Instead she fixes her attention on the cultural practices that
need to change for the complex process of decolonization
to be realized. This process she describes in the following
way:
Hong Kong, referred to as the “Pearl of the
Orient,” was not built in one day. The colonization
process and its internalization by the colonized
took a long time. Decolonization of a colony
involves not simply a political turn-over but also
complicated, controversial and contested changes
in cultural practices. Decolonization of the mind
and the imagination involves debunking the
regimes of truth imposed by the colonizers and the
collaborators; dislodging the mind from familiar

thinking patterns, disintegrating seemingly coherent
discourses, displaying silences and closures of texts,
decomposing the garbage that has filled the brain
cells for too long, and much more. (underlining
mine; Kwok, 1996: 211-12)
Her statement makes clear that for the colonized
decolonizing minds is a complex process. Linda Tuhiwai
Smith, an Indigenous woman from New Zealand, address
the challenges this way:
The reach of imperialism into “our heads”
challenges those who belong to colonized
communities to understand how this occurred, partly
because we perceive a need to decolonize our minds,
to recover ourselves, to claim a space in which to
develop a sense of authentic humanity. (Tuhiwai
Smith 2006:23)
To speak of the colonized, however, situates only
one side of the process of decolonizing minds. Equally
challenging, perhaps more challenging, is the process of
decolonizing the minds of the colonizer. Pui Lan in another
article quotes the French philosopher, Michel Foucault who
affirms that
each society has its own regime of truth…: that is,
the types of discourse which it accepts and makes
function as true; the mechanisms and instances
which enable one to distinguish true and false
statements the means by which each is sanctioned;
the techniques and procedures accorded value in
the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are
charged with saying what counts as true. (quoted by
Kwok 1989: 26)
In other words, both colonized and colonizer are
held captive to epistemologies, frameworks of meaning,
authoritative scripts legitimated by those we accept as
having authority to proclaim truth. These frameworks once
established are difficult to question with the result that they
become enculturated, normative and hence are understood
as universal, as true in all circumstances and contexts. In my
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context there is an urgency for those of us who are settler
colonials, particularly those of us in theological education,
to examine our “heads”, in order “to recover ourselves,
to claim a space in which to develop a sense of authentic
humanity” (See Note 3).

Part 1: The Eurocentric Myth and the
Colonial Legacy
Decolonization of the mind has emerged as part of
“the more recent shifts” to frame epistemologically “the
colonial intellectual legacy” (Fernandez-Alban 2012: 1). Ary
Fernandez-Alban, a Cuban scholar, speaks of decoloniality
as that which seeks to develop “discourses critical of
the colonial and imperial practices and the Eurocentric
imaginary and epistemology embodied by coloniality/
modernity” (Fernandez-Alban 2012: 1). What this means,
in part, is that decolonial theory focuses on exposing
the mythic construct of Europe called the Eurocentric
exceptionalist narrative that emerged in the late 15th, early
16th centuries so that new constructs and practices can
emerge.
This myth embodies the way Europe set up an
ethno-racial hierarchical classification of the European
versus the non-European. This meant the imposition of
the “white/European” identity over all dimensions of
power: economic, political, social, cultural and religious
(Fernandez-Alban 2012: 4). In other words, Europe claimed
for itself qualities attained through its own superiority not
through interaction with others.
Eurocentric narratives represent Europe as the sole
author of modernity and, thus imagine Europe
developed the modern ways of knowing the world all
by itself. By denying the global scope of modernity,
Eurocentric knowledge production denies that
colonial violence is the produce of modern, liberal
political economies but, instead, lays such violence
at the feet of deviant persons or theories (Gordon
2014: 10).
Thus, the narratives of others who were on the
underside of this violence needed to be supressed. As
“others” in this mythic framework they had to be convinced
of its truth not only by a dismissal of their values and
practices but by physical force and/or psychological
manipulation.

According to Tuhiwai Smith, referring to the work of
Ashis Nandy1, the underlying connection to other aspects
of this imaginary was the principle of order. It became the
“code” or “grammar” of imperialism (Tuhiwai Smith 2006:
28). Thus, the concept of disorder was applied to those
considered “other” resulting in their dismissal through a
series of negations: “they were not fully human, they were
not civilized enough to have systems, they were not literate,
their languages and modes of thought were inadequate”
(Tuhiwai Smith 2006: 43). As a result, Europe became “a
concept” that led to a characterization and classification of
the “other,” which resulted in a system of representation
with its criteria for comparison and evaluation (Tuhiwai
Smith 2006: 43).2
Christianity’s role in this worldview was to “order the
disorder”, that is, to “Christianize” the “Other” into this
mythic framework. This resulted in silencing and excluding
not only systems of belief and values, including Indigenous
spiritualities, but any alternative narratives they might
present. Thus, the Eurocentric narrative remained with its
claim that through its institutions and ideas it had created
an ordered, that is, less violent and more progressive world.
“Europe and European culture become the standard
against which modern societies and institutions can be
evaluated” (Gordon 2012: 36).3

Settler Colonialism, and Residential Schools
Over the centuries because of their northern European
heritage, i.e., their whiteness, this myth migrated to
include colonial nations such as Canada, the United
States, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and, more
recently, Israel. Within these countries the colonialism
that developed was one that focused on replacing the
indigenous populations with a dominant settler society.
Over time it developed its distinctive identity and
hegemony. From the beginning these colonial outposts
were to represent what “civilization” or “order” looked like.
To quote Tuhiwai Smith, “colonialism was in part, an image
of imperialism, a particular realization of the imperial
imagination. It was also, in part, an image of the future
nation it would become” (Tuhiwai Smith 2006: 23).
This speaks forcefully to the need for a settler colonial
nation like Canada to acknowledge that the “code” or
“grammar” of the Eurocentric myth continues to be deeply
embedded in our institutional structures and practices,
including those of theological education. Although my
family immigrated to Canada long after the original colonial
period, I recognize that there are parts of this “code” that
continue to live within me. Thus, it is as a settler colonial

1 Nandy has published dozens of books and articles on the psychology of politics and culture. These include The Intimate Enemy: Loss and
Recovery of Self Under Colonialism (Oxford India, 2010), in which Nandy turns colonial studies around by examining the impact of imperialism on the
colonizing nation itself.
2 She is referring in this discussion to the work of S. Hall, “The West and the Rest: Discourse and Power,” Chapter 6 in Formations of Modernity, eds.,
S. Hall and B Gielban (Cambridge: Polity Press and Open University, 1992), pp. 276-320.
3 He refers to Enrique Dussel, “Beyond Eurocentrism: The World System and the Limits of Modernity” (E. Mendieta, trans.) in Jameson and M
Miyoshi, eds., The Cultures of Globalization (London: Duke University Press, 1998), p. 3.
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that I write about the ongoing need to decolonize minds
(my mind) in terms of the institutional structures and
practices of theological education.
In theological education, and more broadly within
Canadian society, we are at the early stages of accepting
and responding to the national Truth and Reconciliation
Commission’s 94 Calls to Action challenging government,
educational institutions and the Christian churches to
examine their institutional structures and operative practices
in terms of how they impacted and continue to impact
Canada’s First Nations.4 The catalyst for this call began in
the 19th century when the Canadian government, assuming
responsibility for educating Indigenous peoples, believed
that their best chance for success was to learn English and
adopt Christianity and Canadian customs. As a result, a
process of enculturation was put in place. This policy of
“aggressive assimilation” was to be taught in church-run,
government-funded schools, called residential (boarding)
schools, focused not on adults but on children. In these
schools the children were forbidden to speak their tribal
language or practice their tribal culture and spirituality.
Within this framework the “curriculum and its underlying
theory of knowledge…redefined the world and where the
Indigenous peoples were positioned within the world”
(Tuhiwai Smith 2006: 33). This residential education sought
to ensure that only as “white Canadian” and “Christian”
could these children define themselves. The “disorder” of
their previous life no longer existed.
In total about 130 schools existed in every territory and
all but three provinces, from the earliest in the 19th century
to the last, which closed in 1996. In all, about 150,000
First Nation, Inuit and Métis children were removed from
their communities and forced to attend the schools where
they lived in substandard conditions and endured physical
and emotional abuse, including some evidence of, and
subsequent convictions for sexual abuse. These children, as
young as six, were for the most part unable to experience
normal family life. Most were in school ten months a year,
segregated by gender, and removed from contact with their
parents; some stayed all year round. All correspondence
from the children was written in English, which many
parents could not read. Brothers and sisters at the same
school rarely saw each other. When students returned
to the reservation, they often found they didn’t have the
skills to help their parents and became ashamed of their
native heritage. The aims of assimilation meant devastation
for those who were subjected to years of abuse.5 The
Canadian Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples
describes the physical and cultural violence of these
schools:

The very language in which the vision [of Residential
Schools] was couched revealed what would have to
be the essentially violent nature of the school system
in its assault on child and culture. The basic premise
of resocialization, of the great transformation from
“savage” to “civilized” was violent…In the end at
the point of final assimilation, “all the Indian there
is in the race should be dead.” This was more than
a rhetorical flourish as it took on a traumatic reality
in the life of each child separated from parents
and community and isolated in a world hostile to
identity, traditional belief and language. The system
of transformation was suffused with a similar latent
savagery – punishment…In the vision of residential
school education, discipline was the curriculum
and punishment an essential pedagogical technique
(Regan 2010: 100).
To this day the devastating impact of settler-colonialism
continues. A 2011-2012 report by the Assembly for First
Nations lists a series of quick facts: 1 in 4 children in First
Nations’ communities’ lives in poverty; suicide rates among
First Nations youth are 5 to 7 times higher than other
young non-Aboriginal people in Canada; a First Nation
youth is more likely to end up in jail than to graduate high
school. Approximately 47% of First Nations communities
currently need a new school. The wait time has been
anywhere from 5 to over 25 years. Of the schools that
presently operate, approximately 74% require major repairs.
Health and safety of students is a concern for 72% of
First Nations schools, and 32% of schools have an issue
with access to clean drinking water (https://www.afn.ca/
uploads/files/events/fact_sheet-ccoe-3.pdf).
In the late 1980’s and early 1990’s the churches in
Canada that held responsibility for operating Residential
Schools began to offer apologies for their part in the
abuse of aboriginal children. Words from the Presbyterian
Church in Canada apology speaks to our recognition that
the Eurocentric colonial myth was deeply embedded in our
actions:
We acknowledge that the stated policy of the
Government of Canada was to assimilate Aboriginal
peoples to the dominant culture, and that The
Presbyterian Church in Canada co-operated in this
policy. We acknowledge that the roots of the
harm we have done are found in the attitudes
and values of western European colonialism,
and the assumption that what was not yet
moulded in our image was to be discovered
and exploited. As part of that policy we, with
other churches, encouraged the government to ban
some important spiritual practices through which
Aboriginal peoples experienced the presence of the

4 http://www.trc.ca/websites/trcinstitution/File/2015/Findings/Calls_to_Action_English2.pdf.
5 For this information I am indebted to the CBC, the national Canadian Broadcasting station. See: www.cbc.ca/news/canada/a-history-ofresidential-schools.
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creator God. For the Church’s complicity in this
policy we ask forgiveness.
We confess that The Presbyterian Church in Canada
presumed to know better than Aboriginal peoples
what was needed for life. The Church said of our
Aboriginal brothers and sisters, “If they could be like
us, if they could think like us, talk like us, worship
like us, sing like us, and work like us, they would
know God and therefore would have life abundant.”
In our cultural arrogance we have been blind
to the ways in which our own understanding
of the Gospel has been culturally conditioned,
and because of our insensitivity to Aboriginal
cultures, we have demanded more of the
Aboriginal people than the Gospel requires
and have thus misrepresented Jesus Christ who
loves all peoples with compassionate, suffering
love that all may come to God through him. For
the Church’s presumption we ask forgiveness
(http://presbyterianarchives.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2016/10/RS-Confession.pdf).

Part 2: Decolonizing Canadian Theological
Education: A Beginning
For Canadian theological educators these apologies
should raise significant questions about the theological
and cultural nature of the exceptionalist myth that we in
Canada accepted, and I believe in many ways continue to
live with, as truth. Why were there not more voices within
the churches’ leadership decrying their role in this system?
Why were we held captive to this Eurocentric imaginary
framework, unable within our seminaries and in the
teaching of theology – perhaps more particularly in the way
we interpreted the Bible - to recognize the assumptions and
biases that existed in our curriculum and practices? What
needs to take place to ensure that we don’t teach other
epistemologies that are equally destructive?
Recognizing the sin of the church’s complicity in
residential schools provides a starting point for a reframed
model or epistemology for theological education. Much
also remains to be done in identifying and living out the
“complicated, controversial and contested changes in
cultural practices” (Kwok 1996: 211) that such apologies
require. Questions like: How does “what we know and how
we know it and the way certain modes become or do not
become authorized” (Gordon 2012: 3) direct our work?
What might such re-framing mean for our philosophy of
theological education, the curriculum, syllabi, the method
of delivery as well as the biases, suppositions and beliefs of
faculty and students? It seems clear that any new beginning
calls on those of us who are descendants of settler
colonials to “unsettle the settler within”, meaning

that non-Natives must struggle to confront their own
colonial mentality, moral indifference, and historical
ignorance as part of a massive truth telling about
Canada’s past and present relationship with the
original inhabitants of this land (Regan 2010: x).
Fernandez-Alban along with Kwok and Gordon agree
that coloniality did not end with the so-called end of the
colonial period but “mutated into a complex web of power
relations at the level of the economy, politics and culture
[including religion] that constitutes a global coloniality”
(Fernandez-Alban 2012: 5). Gordon’s work on archival
studies points out how much power archives, which
privilege written and not oral records, have not only to
decide what is relevant and made available to researchers,
but also how that material is organized and profiled
(Gordon 2012: 3). According to Tuhiwai Smith “writing has
been viewed as a mark of a superior civilization and other
societies have been judged by this view, to be incapable of
thinking critically, and objectively, or having distance from
ideas and emotions” (Tuhiwai Smith 2006: 29).
The powerful and all-encompassing framework of the
Eurocentric myth demands that we ask probing questions
about the structure of knowledge that we claim and teach
as truth. For Fernandez-Alban it means nothing less than
an examination of the very structures of “the construction,
acquisition and production of theological knowledge”
(Fernandez-Alban 2012: 43). Here again Gordon is helpful
when he states: “there is no one fatal flaw within settler
nationalism that can be exploited that will decolonize
the settler nation. It requires new frameworks” (Gordon
2014: 15). What framework or model of theological
education can begin the process of disrupting this mutated
exceptionalist myth as it is being lived out within the North
American context?
In a recent article, Dan Aleshire, the former Executive
Director of the Association of Theological Schools in the
United States and Canada, sets out the history of models
of theological education in North America noting how
the social location of religion in the culture, the needs of
religious communities and the developments in higher
education have all influenced the form of theological
education. He situates the emerging model of formational
theological education as reflecting the movement of
“religion from a more public social location to a more
private and personal location” (Aleshire 2018: 33). His next
statement is revealing:
Although the influence of evangelical Protestants in
recent elections [in the United States] might suggest
that religion has a strong public voice, this apparent
influence may reflect more the ability of political
systems to co-opt religion for their own purposes
than the ability of religion to influence the political
process (Aleshire 2018: 33).
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Considering the ongoing power of the Eurocentric
exceptionalist narrative in the settler colonial societies
of the United States and Canada, this is an alarming
statement as is his assessment that a more privatized and
individualistic model of theological formation is emerging.
It, however, makes sense in terms of Aleshire’s earlier
comment that as the social location of religion in the
culture changes so does the form of theological education.
The present reality in many main-line congregations seems
to be one of over-riding anxiety over their future, a turning
inward, a focus on loss and a desire with minimal risk to
hold onto what remains.
However, individualism and retreat into a privatized
faith are not Aleshire’s last word. While he views this model
as cultivating “habits, perceptions, a way of being in the
world, a kind of theological habitus,” which will have the
potential to impact the why, what and how of theological
education, at the same time it will be required to share
space with other habits or perceptions of theological
education (Aleshire 2018: 37).

Habitus, Social Imaginary and Decolonizing Minds
Habitus, as understood by Pierre Bourdieu, sees “power
as culturally and symbolically created and constantly relegitimised through an interplay of agency and structure”
(https://www.powercube.net/other-forms-of-power/
bourdieu-and-habitus/). Habitus is the way persons are
conditioned into society. Bourdieu speaks of dispositions,
shaped by past events and structures that shape current
practices and structures, and, importantly, that condition
our very perceptions of these (Bourdieu 1984: 170).
However, habitus “is not fixed or permanent, and can
be changed under unexpected situations or over a long
historical period.” (https://www.powercube.net/otherforms-of-power/bourdieu-and-habitus/). Bourdieu also
develops what he calls a ‘reflexive sociology’, which
recognises that one’s biases, beliefs and assumptions
are central in the act of sense-making. This self-critical
knowledge discloses the “sources of power” and reveals the
reasons that explain social asymmetries and hierarchies, thus
becoming ‘a powerful tool to enhance social emancipation’
(Navarro 2006: 15-16).
Another helpful insight into the demands of this
decolonizing process is Charles Taylor’s concept of social
imaginary, which he sees as underpinning
the way people imagine their social existence, how
they fit together with others, how things go on
between them and their fellows, the expectations that
are normally met, and the deeper normative notions
and images that underlie these expectations (Taylor
2004: 23).

He continues:
I adopt the term imaginary (i) because my focus is
on the way ordinary people ‘‘imagine’’ their social
surroundings, and this is often not expressed in
theoretical terms, but is carried in images, stories,
and legends. It is also the case that (ii) theory is often
the possession of a small minority, whereas what is
interesting in the social imaginary is that it is shared
by large groups of people, if not the whole society
which leads to a third difference: (iii) the social
imaginary is that common understanding that makes
possible common practices and a widely shared sense
of legitimacy (Taylor 2004: 23).
For Taylor just as theory can transform a social
imaginary so also can practice transform theory.
These are made sense of by the new outlook, the
one first articulated in the theory; this outlook is the
context that gives sense to the practices. Hence the
new understanding comes to be accessible to the
participants in a way it wasn’t before. It begins to
define the contours of their world and can eventually
come to count as the taken-for-granted shape of
things, too obvious to mention…. Nor need the
process end here. The new practice, with the implicit
understanding it generates, can be the basis for
modifications of theory, which in turn can affect
practice, and so on (Taylor 2004: 29-30).
In both Taylor’s theory of social imaginary and
Bourdieu’s theories of habitus and reflexive sociology, there
is hope both that personal agency (formation) can become
a tool to challenge hierarchies and that habitus or a social
imaginary (worldview), which faces unexpected situations
can change patterns of enculturation. Consequently, rather
than focusing on anxiety, marginalization and loss within
one’s social imaginary, might not theological education
in Canada instead accept the call from the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission as the catalyst to adopt a deeper
and more reflective theological habitus or social imaginary?
If so, what might that look like?

Two Voices and their Possibilities for Theological
Education
Let me set out two voices, one from South Korea and
another from the United States, as well as my own
experience, which I believe have the potential to begin the
process of disrupting the settler colonial exceptionalist
narrative that continues to affect institutions, theories and
practices within theological education. I do this cautiously
mindful of Smith’s timely warning that “the organization
of school knowledge, the hidden curriculum and the
representation of difference in texts and school practices
all contain discourses which have serious implications for
indigenous students as well as for other minority ethnic
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groups” (Tuhiwai Smith 2006: 11).
Hyun Sook Kim of Yonsei University in South Korea
examines the changing paradigms in theological education
and proposes a way forward. His analysis begins by
identifying the pressing need for theological education to
move away from its enlightenment [Eurocentric] framework
to embrace the pluralism of the contemporary situation.
From his perspective this means a refocusing away
from religious questions that address primarily personal,
subjective needs. The focus instead, he argues, should be
on embracing the public sphere with its human need and
suffering (Kim 2007:425). This immediately raises the
question as to what is the “public sphere?” Who defines it?
His response is captured in what follows.
He maintains that what is required is a “conversation”
model, which like Bourdieu’s reflexive sociology, begins
by a self-acknowledgement of the power of ideologies to
distort and invite absolutist thinking. Recognizing there is
no such thing as pure objectivity, this model requires all in
the conversation (faculty, administrators and students alike)
to identify their social location, that is their biases, beliefs
and assumptions. Early in my doctoral work I came across
this quote which I think has great wisdom for theological
education: objectivity is subjectivity aware of itself. In other
words, all participants need to identify the social location
from which they speak and recognize that they must be
open to attending intentionally to the social location of
each participant in the conversation. This model also
requires mutual understanding in which common goals that
include all in the process are established. Kim, aware of
the limitations of clerical and theory-to-practice paradigms
as well as the discipline-based structure of theological
education (Tuhiwai Smith 2006: 676), is committed to
a conversation carried out along the lines of analogical
imagination. This welcomes a plurality of worldviews and a
pathway to lead those participating into new understandings
of what has remained hidden, seen as deficient or even
heretical.
To structure theological education in this way would
be a paradigm shift in how it is presently constructed
in the Canadian context. With others, Kim indicates, it
demands an intentional focus on the interrelationship
and interdependency of curriculum, pedagogy, and the
environment” (Kim 2007: 431). It requires a refocusing, a
process of “letting go” of previous concepts and patterns,
and here I would add practices, a decision that Shoki Coe,
when he was President at Tainan Theological College and
Seminary in Taiwan, described as “not throwing the baby
out with the bath water” yet fully aware that keeping “the
baby in cold, soiled water” compromises its life” (Coe
1974:7). This model is an interested, deliberately ideological

model in which there is a shared commitment to the
transformation both of the participants in the conversation
and of the context, local and global, in which they live.
The warning of Tuhiwai Smith bears repeating: “the
organization of school knowledge, the hidden curriculum,
and the representation of difference in texts and school
practices all contain discourses which have serious
implications for indigenous students as well as for other
minority ethnic groups” (Tuhiwai Smith 2006: 11).
The second voice is that of Mark Taylor, a professor
at Princeton seminary. His work focuses on the difference
between what he calls Theology with a capital T and
the theological. He views Theology as distinct from the
theological in two senses. First, Theology especially in
theological institutions in the west
tends to focus on doctrinal loci, traditional topics of
God, creation, sin, Christology, Holy Spirit, church,
eschatology, and so on, all of which provide an
ordering function, its parts drawn from established
church formulae, creeds and the biblical narrative’s
view of history. Strictly observed, arrangements of
these loci structure a sense of “orthodoxy” Taylor
2011: 12).
Although he would agree that the notion of orthodoxy
is more loosely held by today’s theologians, he argues that
these traditional topics still operate as a web of symbols in
which theological education grounds its work. (Taylor 2011:
12).
Distinct from this, is the language of the theological,
that is the artful image in song, poetry, story, literature,
painting, etc. These he identifies as the primary forms
of discourse of the theological, “insofar as they convey
and constitute the haunting power of peoples bearing
the weight of the world.” Taylor views the theological
as tracing and theorizing the way this haunting power
forms into “specters and forces both threatening and
promising alternative patterns and lifeways” (Taylor 2011:
9). His contention is that “in terms of liberatory and
transformative potential, Theology’s doctrinal language
is no rival to the symbolic language of such an art-force”
(Taylor 2011:14).
The second difference between Theology and the
theological is the binary relationship in which Theology
situates transcendence and immanence. Instead Taylor uses
the term “transimmanence,” which he defines “as a practice
or reflection that steps into and moves within the political”
(Taylor 2011: 15). It is “existence thus refusing to be locked
in place ‘locked down’ in systems that resist continual
opening and closing” (Taylor 2011:15). Taylor continues:

6 Hear the voice of Tuhiwai Smith speaking of discipline-based knowledge.” Their histories (of disciplines) are kept separate and ‘pure’. Concepts
of ‘academic freedom’ and ‘search for truth’ and ‘democracy’ underpin the notions of independence and are vigorously defended by intellectuals.
Insularity protects a discipline from the ‘outside’ enabling communities of scholars to distance themselves from others and, in the more extreme
forms, to absolve themselves of responsibility for what occurs in other branches of their discipline, in the academy and in the world.”
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Transimmanence, then, while pervading the entire
human condition, abides in and flashes forth along
the agonistic boundaries of being, especially as
agonistic tension shifts from a fruitful balance
of power into a more concentrated and onerous
exercise of power over others. The theological
addresses this concentration, grates against it,
engages and deflects it (Taylor 2011: 16).
I interpret this in terms of the incarnation, where in the
person of Jesus Christ, transcendence and immanence meet
at the crossroads of where life is lived with both joy and
suffering. Taylor claims that “tracing the transimmanental
will offer us a way to discern the powers that sustain and
liberate the world” (Taylor 2011: 16). In other words,
this attribute of the theological offers both to personal
formation and to the structure of theological education
a way to identify what has the potential to contribute to
human flourishing in all its aspects – spiritual, political,
economic and social.

A feminist interlocutor

In the context of Canadian theological education, I
argue that a process of decolonization is essential before
new possibilities in theological education will emerge. I
also maintain that a reconstructed theological education is
well placed in facing the ongoing power of the Eurocentric
myth because of its emphasis on the formation of students,
which includes not only new and reformed “head”
knowledge but a change in our students’ hearts and hands
as they are prepared for ministry. The challenge is to risk
exploring new paradigms beyond the present discipline
based, theory to practice, doctrinally focused curriculum of
theological education. It necessitates trust that a multi-voice
plurality can move theological education toward a model
that Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza names “an emancipatory
educational space” (Schüssler Fiorenza 2009). For us as
Canadian educators who prepare leaders for both church
and society, the experience of residential schools requires
not only that we think deeply about what, if anything,
remains that is life-giving in “the master’s house” (Lorde
2007: 110-114) 7 but also what tools are generative for its
urgent reconstruction. The question before us all is one of
will.

As a feminist whose primary field is biblical interpretation,
my priority continues to be the investigation of those larger,
often invisible, frameworks of meaning, which control how
we tell the biblical story. As a teacher of homiletics my
concern is to probe and understand how such narratives
impact the way in which these stories become truth in the
hearts and minds of modern listeners. Following earlier
interpreters, I originally did not use the term decolonizing
but rather saw my work as that of a “resistant reader,”
which mean asking multiple questions from multiple
perspectives, looking for new or previously dismissed ways
to frame text and context. Increasingly central to this work
has been a critical analysis of the intersection of gender,
race and class. In agreement with feminist scholarship,
which focuses both on deconstruction and reconstruction,
I would argue that “decolonizing minds” needs to include
“decolonizing bodies” if theological education is to effect
reconstruction.
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CHAPTER 6:
4TH INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION & AI - (SPECIAL PLENARY)
Introduction
This brief chapter explores theological responses to emergent artificial intelligence, trans-human realities, and technological futurism. The first
article, “Perspectives on Artificial Intelligence” by B. C. Stahl advances three issues that raise ethical concerns regarding AI, namely, machine
learning, artificial general intelligence, and converging socio-technical systems. In the second article, “Being human in a world of intelligent
machines,” John Wyatt raises the question of what it means to be human in the wake of AI being more intelligent than humans. The third
article by Vinoth Ramachandra, “AI and robots: some Asian approaches” offers some philosophical and ethical considerations on AI from an
Asian perspective.

6.1 Perspectives on Artificial Intelligence - B. C. Stahl
B. C. Stahl, ‘Perspectives on Artificial Intelligence’. Chapter excerpted from B. C. Stahl, Artificial Intelligence for a better future. An
ecosystem perspective on the ethics of AI and emerging digital technologies. Springer, 2021, © The Author(s) 2021. (ISBN 978-3-030-699789). Reproduced under terms of Open Access. This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ ; no changes were made to the text, formatting was

adapted.

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium
or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons
license and indicate if changes were made.
The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended
use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the
copyright holder.
Springer Briefs in Research and Innovation Governance, © The Author(s) 2021
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-69978-9_2

Abstract
A discussion of the ethics of artificial intelligence hinges
on the definition of the term. In this chapter I propose
three interrelated but distinct concepts of AI, which raise
different types of ethical issues. The first concept of AI is
that of machine learning, which is often seen as an example
of “narrow” AI. The second concept is that of artificial
general intelligence standing for the attempt to replicate
human capabilities. Finally, I suggest that the term AI is
often used to denote converging socio-technical systems.
Each of these three concepts of AI has different properties
and characteristics that give rise to different types of ethical
concerns.

Keywords
Artificial intelligence · Definitions of AI · Machine learning
· Artificial general intelligence · Socio-technical systems
A good starting point for an introduction to the term
“AI” is the 1956 Dartmouth summer research project
on artificial intelligence, where the term was coined by

McCarthy and collaborators (McCarthy et al. 2006). In
their proposal for this project McCarthy et al. suggest
that machines can be made to simulate “every aspect of
learning or any other feature of intelligence”. As features
of intelligence, McCarthy et al. cite the use of language, the
formation of abstractions and concepts, solving problems
now reserved for humans and self-improvement.
This points to the first problem in understanding
AI, namely its aim to replicate or emulate intelligence.
Intelligence is itself a contested concept and it is not clear
which or whose intelligence AI would have to replicate, in
order to be worthy of being called AI. Biological organisms,
including humans, seem to work on different principles
from digital technologies (Korienek and Uzgalis 2002).
Humans have access to “mental abilities, perceptions,
intuition, emotions, and even spirituality” (Brooks 2002:
165). Should AI emulate all of those?
This, in turn, points to the second problem in
understanding AI. Are there barriers that AI, as a digital
technology, cannot overcome, aspects of intelligence
that cannot be digitally replicated? This is an interesting
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question that has been debated for a long time (Collins
1990, Dreyfus 1992). It is ethically interesting because it has
a bearing on whether AI could ever be considered an ethical
subject, i.e. whether it could have moral obligations in
itself. This is similar to the question whether computers can
think, a question that Alan Turing found “too meaningless
to deserve discussion” (Turing 1950: 442) and that
prompted him to propose the imitation game, also known
as the Turing Test.1
Both problems of understanding AI – namely, what is
human intelligence and which part of it might be replicable
by AI – make it difficult to define AI. The conceptual
subtleties of AI have led to a situation where there are
many competing definitions covering various aspects
(Kaplan and Haenlein 2019). The OECD (2019: 7) suggests
that
[a]n AI system is a machine-based system that
can, for a given set of human-defined objectives,
make predictions, recommendations, or decisions
influencing real or virtual environments. AI systems
are designed to operate with varying levels of
autonomy.
A similarly policy-oriented definition comes from the
European Commission (2020a: 2):

•
•

respond to changes that occur in it, and possibly
learn how best to adapt to those changes;
Pro-activeness: the ability to take the initiative in
order to fulfil their own goals;
Sociability: the ability to interact with other agents
or humans.

As this book is about the ethics of AI, I propose a
view of the term that is geared towards eludicating ethical
concerns. Both the terms “AI” and “ethics” stand for
multi-level concepts that hold a variety of overlapping but
non-identical meanings. For this reason, I distinguish three
aspects of the term AI, all of which have different ethical
challenges associated with them.
1. machine learning as the key example of a narrow
understanding of AI, i.e. as a technique that
successfully replicates very specific cognitive
processes
2. general AI
3. AI as a synonym for converging socio-technical
systems which include but go far beyond narrow AI
technologies.
Figure 2.1 gives an overview of use of the term AI that
I discuss in this chapter.

AI is a collection of technologies that combine data,
algorithms and computing power.
One of the most cited academic definitions is from Li
and Du (2007: 1) and notes that AI combines
a variety of intelligent behaviors and various kinds
of mental labor, known as mental activities, … [to]
include perception, memory, emotion, judgement,
reasoning, proving, identification, understanding,
communication, designing, thinking and learning, etc.
Virginia Dignum, an AI researcher who has worked
extensively on ethical aspects of AI, highlights the fact
that AI refers not just to artefacts, but also to an academic
community. She considers
AI to be the discipline that studies and develops
computational artefacts that exhibit some facet(s) of
intelligent behaviour.
Such artefacts are often referred to as (artificial)
agents. Intelligent agents are those that are capable
of flexible action in order to meet their design
objectives, where flexibility includes the following
properties …
• Reactivity: the ability to perceive their environment,

Fig 2.1 Uses of the term “AI”

2.1 Machine Learning and Narrow AI
A recent review of the AI literature by the academic
publisher Elsevier (2018) suggests that there are a number
of key concepts and research fields that constitute the
academic discipline of AI. Based on a sample of 600 000
AI-related documents, analysed against 800 keywords, the
report classified AI publications in seven clusters:
1.
2.
3.
4.

search and optimisation
fuzzy systems
planning and decision making
natural language processing and knowledge

1 In the Turing Test a human participant is placed in front of a machine, not knowing whether it is operated by another human or by a computer.
Can the computer’s responses to the human made through the machine imitate human responses sufficiently to pass as human responses? That is
what the Turing Test tries to establish.
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representation
5. computer vision
6. machine learning
7. probabilistic reasoning and neural networks.
This underlines that AI is not one technology but
can better be understood as a set of techniques and subdisciplines (Gasser and Almeida 2017).
While all these clusters are recognised components
of the AI field, the emphasis in current AI ethics is on
machine learning and neural networks, clusters 6 and 7.
Neither of these is truly novel. Machine learning has been
an established part of AI research (Bishop 2006) since its
inception, but recent advances in computing power and the
availability of data have led to an upsurge in its application
across a broad range of domains. Machine learning covers
a wide array of techniques and approaches including
supervised learning, Bayesian decision theory, various
parametric and nonparametric methods, clustering and
many others (Alpaydin 2020).
Neural networks are technologies that try to replicate
the way in which natural brains are constructed. They
represent a bottom-up approach to AI, i.e. a view that
intelligence arises from the structure of the brain. Neural
networks are not a new idea, but they have only recently
achieved success thanks to the availability of large data sets,
novel algorithms and increased computing power. Neural
networks are an important factor behind the recent success
of machine learning, which is the main driver of the
current AI wave.
One particular technique of high importance is deep
learning (LeCun et al. 2015), which uses different types of
neural networks and has contributed to recent successes in
areas such as speech recognition, visual object recognition
and object detection, as well as other domains such as drug
discovery and genomics (Horvitz 2017).
Machine learning, despite its impressive successes, can
be characterised as an example of narrowAI. As noted
earlier, this is a technique that successfully replicates very
specific cognitive processes. It is not able to transfer
insights easily from one domain to another. A machine
learning system that has learned to distinguish cats from
dogs, for example, does not automatically have the ability to
recognise natural language or categorise pathology images
to identify cancer. The underlying system may well be able
to cover other applications but will need to be trained anew
for new purposes.
For this book it is important to understand which of
the characteristics that machine learning possesses are of
ethical relevance. Key among them are the following:
1.

Opacity: Machine learning algorithms and neural
networks are complex to the point that their internal

workings are not straightforward to understand,
even for subject experts. While they remain purely
technical and determined systems, it is impossible
(partly because they are learning systems and
therefore change) to fully understand their internal
working.
2. Unpredictability: As a consequence of point 1, the
prediction of outputs of the systems based on
an understanding of the input is difficult, if not
impossible.
3. “Big data” requirements: Machine learning systems in
their current form require large training datasets and
significant computer capacity to create models.
The reference to machine learning as an example of
“narrow AI” suggests that there are other types of AI
which are not narrow. These are typically referred to as
general AI and are discussed in the next section. Before we
come to these, it is important to point out that machine
learning, with its use of neural networks, is not the only
type of narrow AI. Other examples are decision support
systems based on decision trees and fuzzy logic systems.
I focus on machine learning in this book because it is the
most prominent example of narrow AI right now, mostly
owing to its recent successes. This is not to say that other
examples of narrow AI may not gain similar prominence in
future or raise other types of ethical concerns.

2.2 General AI
General AI, sometimes also referred to as “strong AI”,
goes back to the early days of AI research and stands for
the idea that it is possible to build systems that display true
human (or other higher mammal) levels of intelligence.
It is also known as “good old-fashioned AI” (GOFAI).
The original tenet of GOFAI was that the world could be
represented through symbols and that the manipulation of
these symbols would lead to intelligent behaviour (Moor
and Bynum 2002). In this view the human brain was seen as
a computer that performs logical operations, and the same
or at least functionally equivalent ones could be performed
in a digital computer (Floridi 1999).
Maybe the most interesting observation about the
GOFAI project is that it has not succeeded in the 65
years since its inception. At this point there is no general
AI (Babuta et al. 2020). This indicates that either its
assumptions are wrong or they cannot be implemented
in the type of digital computer we currently have at
our disposal. There are many suggestions about why
exactly GOFAI has not (yet) achieved its objectives. One
suggestion is that the core of the problem is ontological,
i.e. that the world simply cannot be represented
comprehensively through symbols that are defined in a
top-down manner (Smith 2019). This is the suggestion of
phenomenology as expressed in an early critique of AI by
Dreyfus (1972).
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Another interesting question is whether the current
failure of GOFAI is temporary, which would mean that we
will be able to build general AI systems at some point, or
whether it is fundamental, which would mean that there is
some component of true intelligence that is incapable of
being captured and reproduced by machines, or at least by
the types of digital computers we are using today.
General AI has a strange status in this 2020 AI ethics
book. On one hand it seems clear that general AI does not
exist. It can therefore arguably not cause ethical concerns
and can happily be ignored. On the other hand, general
AI is probably the most prominent subject of discussions
related to AI and ethics in science fiction, where a large
number of characters represent general AI for good or ill.
2001: A Space Odyssey, featuring the sentient computerHAL,
Blade Runner, the Terminator movies, I, Robot, WALL-E,
Westworld and a host of other stories are about general AI.
These narratives cannot be ignored, partly because science
fiction is hugely influential in guiding technical design
choices, and partly because the public discussion is guided
by them. High-profile interventions by celebrities and wellrecognised scientists like Elon Musk and Stephen Hawking
lend credence to the idea that general AI may create
significant ethical risks.
In addition, general AI is of interest because many
of the questions it raises are of relevance to ethics. I am
agnostic about the possibility of ever creating general
AI, partly because I am not sure we understand what
constitutes natural intelligence and hence am not convinced
that we could recognise general AI even if it appeared.
The history of AI has been one of shifting goalposts,
and we are now in a world where many of the early dreams
of AI have been realised. Examples of successful AI
implementation include the ubiquitous voice recognition
that is now standard in most smart phones and the ease
of organising vast amounts of data that any internet user
encounters when using a search engine. Despite these
successes few would say that we are anywhere near general
AI. For instance, GPS systems integrated into our cars can
remember our usual routes to work and suggest the most
efficient one depending on current traffic conditions. They
also talk to us. At the same time, we are still waiting for
Lieutenant Commander Data, the android from Star Trek:
Picard. General AI is nevertheless an important ingredient
in the AI ethics debate because it brings to the fore some
fundamental questions about what makes us human, and
about what, if anything, the difference is between humans,
other animals and artificial beings. Some of the aspects that
have led to the failure of general AI so far – namely, the
neglect of human nature, and of the phenomenological and
existential aspects of being in the world (Heidegger 1993,
Moran 1999, Beavers 2002) – are crucial for ethics and I
will return to them in the next chapter.

The relevant characteristics of general AI are:
1. Nature of intelligence: General AIGeneral AI raises
the question of what
2. constitutes intelligence.
3. By implication, general AIGeneral AI points to
fundamental questions such as:
a. Human nature: What does it mean to be
human?
b. Nature of reality: What is reality?
c. Nature of knowledge: What can we know
about reality?
General AI thus points us to some of the most
fundamental philosophical questions, many of which may
not have an answer or may have many inconsistent answers
but are important for humans to ask to make sense of their
place in the world.
While narrow AI and general AI are widely recognised
concepts in the AI literature, there is another meaning
of the term AI that is of high relevance to the AI ethics
debate, even though it is not strictly speaking about AI in a
technical sense.

2.3 AI as Converging Socio-Technical
Systems
There are numerous fields of science and technology that
are closely linked to AI and that are often referred to in
discussions about AI. Some of these are technologies that
produce the data that machine learning requires, such as the
internet of things. Others are technologies that can help AI
to have an effect on the world, such as robotics (European
Commission 2020b). One could also use the term “smart
information system” (SIS) to denote this combination of
several types of technologies, which typically are based
on machine learning and big data analytics (Stahl and
Wright 2018). In practice AI rarely appears as a stand-alone
technology but is usually linked to and embedded in other
technologies.
The distinction between different technologies is
increasingly difficult. Fifty years ago, a computer would
have been a readily identifiable large machine with clearly
defined inputs, outputs and purposes. Since then the
increasing miniaturisation of computing devices, the
introduction of mobile devices, their linking through
networks and their integration into communications
technologies have led to a situation where computing is
integrated into most technical devices and processes. AI
tends to form part of these technical networks.
Some authors have used the abbreviation NBIC (nano,
bio, information and cognitive technologies) to denote
the apparent convergence of these seemingly different
technologies (Khushf 2004, Van Est et al. 2014). AI
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and brain-related technologies have a central role in this
convergence.
Perhaps not surprisingly, there is much work that links
AI with neuroscience, the scientific study of the brain and
the nervous system. Since the brain is the seat of human
intelligence, research on the brain is likely to be relevant
to understanding artificial as well as natural intelligence.
AI has always drawn from our understanding of the
brain, with artificial neural networks being a prominent
example of how neuroscientific insights have influenced
AI development. At present there is much interest in what
neuroscience and machine learning can learn from each
other (Marblestone et al. 2016, Glaser et al. 2019) and how
neuroscience and AI research, in their further progress, can
support each other (Hassabis et al. 2017). One hope is that
neuroscientific insights may help us move beyond narrow
AI to general AI, to the development of machines that
“learn and think like people” (Lake et al. 2017).
The term “AI” in this context is thus used as shorthand
for technical systems and developments that have the
potential to grow together, to support and strengthen one
another. Crucially, these systems are not just technical
systems but socio-technical systems. While this is true for any
technical system (they never come out of nothing and are
always used by people) (Mumford 2006), it is particularly
pertinent for the converging technologies that include AI.
Examples of such socio-technical systems include most
of the high-profile examples of AI, such as autonomous
vehicles, embedded pattern recognition – for example,
for the scrutiny of CVs for employment purposes – and
predictive policing. All of these have a narrow AI at their
core. What makes them interesting and ethically relevant
is not so much the functioning of the AI, but the way in
which the overall socio-technical system interacts with other
parts of social reality.
This use of the term “AI” to denote socio-technical
systems containing AI and other technologies points
to some characteristics of these technologies that are
ethically relevant. These socio-technical systems appear to
be autonomous, i.e. they create outputs that affect people
in ways that do not allow responsibility to be ascribed to
human beings. This does not imply a strong concept of the
autonomy of AI, a concept I will return to in the following
chapter, but rather a lack of visible oversight and control.
For instance, if embedded pattern recognition is used to
scan CVs to identify candidates suitable for interviewing,
the system is not an example of strong autonomy (as a
human short-lister would be), but the ethical issues in terms
of oversight are still obvious.
Another important aspect of these systems is that
they structure the space of options that individuals have.
Coeckelbergh (2019) uses the metaphor of theatre roles.
Drawing on Goffman (1990), Coeckelbergh argues that
human actions can be seen as embodied performances.

The scope of content of these performances is structured
by what is available on the stage. AI-driven socio-technical
systems take the role of the theatre, often of the director.
Even if they do not directly instruct humans as to what
they should do (which is also often the case; think of the
Uber driver receiving her instructions from her phone),
they determine what can or cannot be done. Where humans
are not aware of this, such a structuring of options can
be seen as a covert manipulation of human actions. And,
given the economic and social reach and importance of
these technologies, the social impact of these systems can
be significant. For instance, the use of an internet search
engine and the algorithms used to determine which findings
are displayed structure to a large extent what users of
this search engine are aware of with regard to the search.
Similarly, the information made available to social media
users, typically prioritised by AI, can strongly influence
people’s perception of their environment and thereby
promote or limit the prevalence of conspiracy theories. To
summarise, the AI-enabled socio-technical systems have the
following characteristics.
Autonomy: AI socio-technical systems lead to
consequences for humans that are not simply results
of identifiable actions of human beings.
2. Manipulation: AI socio-technical systems structure
human options and possible actions, often in ways
that humans do not realise.
3. Social impact: Consequences for individuals and
society of the use of AI sociotechnical systems can
be significant.
1.

Figure 2.2 provides a graphical representation of the
features of the different meanings of AI discussed in this
chapter.

This view of AI and its sub-categories helps us better
understand and deal with the ethical issues currently
discussed in the context of AI. It should be clear, however,
that I do not claim that it is the only way of categorising
AI, nor would I argue that the three categories are distinctly
separate. Machine learning may well hold the key to general
AI and it certainly forms part of the converging sociotechnical systems.
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Should general AI ever materialise, it will no doubt form
a part of new socio-technical systems. The purpose of the
distinction of the three aspects is to show that there are
different views of AI that point to different characteristics
of the term, which, in turn, raises different ethical issues. It
therefore facilitates engagement with ethical issues.
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6.2 Being human in a world of intelligent machines - John Wyatt
John Wyatt, ‘Being Human in a World of Intelligent Machines’ . Chapter excerpted from John Wyatt & Stephen N. Williams (eds.).
The Robot will See you Now: Artificial Intelligence and the Christian Faith. London: SPCK Publishing, 2021. Reproduced with permission
of Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK) through PLSclear.

What does it mean to be human? The age-old quest
for an objective and authoritative perspective on our own
human identity seems to have a new urgency in the twentyfirst century. And there is little doubt that this urgency is
stimulated in part by growing popular awareness of the
power and potential of artificial intelligence. This chapter
aims to review a range of recent trends in popular and
academic thinking about humanity that seem to have been
accentuated by the ubiquity of AI.
What is the human? A question that could previously
have been dismissed as abstract, speculative and irrelevant
to the realities of everyday life has emerged into popular
culture. Paperbacks such as Sapiens: A brief history of
humankind and Homo Deus: A brief history of tomorrow from
the popular historian Yuval Noah Harari have taken on
cult status, selling tens of millions of copies worldwide.
In 2016, more than 200 million people watched the Go
contest between the AI program AlphaGo and Lee Sedol,
the human world champion of Go, with the event framed
as an ultimate test as to whether ‘AI has become more
intelligent than human beings’.1

The centrality of intelligence
Max Tegmark, an influential physicist who is President of
the Future of Life Institute, claims that
[t]he conventional wisdom among AI researchers
is that intelligence is ultimately about information
and computation, not about flesh, blood or carbon
atoms. This means that there’s no fundamental
reason why machines can’t one day be at least as
intelligent as us.2
He argues elsewhere:
Everything we love about civilization is a product of
intelligence, so amplifying our human intelligence
with artificial intelligence has the potential of helping
civilization flourish like never before – as long as we
manage to keep the technology beneficial.3

And Stephen Hawking echoed the same idea:
Intelligence is central to what it means to be
human. Everything that our civilization has
achieved is a product of human intelligence, from
learning to master fire, to learning to grow food,
to understanding the cosmos. I believe there is no
deep difference between what can be achieved by
a biological brain and what can be achieved by a
computer. It therefore follows that computers can, in
theory, emulate human intelligence – and exceed it.4
There’s a simple logic here – everything humans have
achieved is a product of intelligence. This can also now be
reproduced in information-processing machines that are
continually increasing in power and complexity. Therefore,
machines will ultimately be capable of reproducing
everything that humans have achieved, and more. Demis
Hassabis, the human prodigy behind the Google company
DeepMind, is on record as stating that his goal is to ‘solve
intelligence and then use that to solve everything else’!5
Of course, the word ‘intelligence’ is in reality far more
slippery and ambiguous than it seems at first glance.
A moment’s reflection shows that to define everything
that human civilization has achieved as a product of
‘intelligence’ is highly misleading. What is the common
factor in a musical symphony, a great cathedral, the
wordless emotional intelligence in a human relationship,
a mathematical theorem, the activities of a stock-market
trader, a profound novel about human loss, the text of
the Bible, a scientific research paper, a cave drawing or
the work of a mime artist? The word ‘intelligence’ seems
to expand to become synonymous with all the glorious
variety and eccentricity of human achievements over
the centuries. The only ‘intelligence’ we have any deep
understanding of is that of human beings. The very
concept of machine intelligence is immediately problematic,
similar to common ideas of machines ‘perceiving’,
‘knowing’, ‘understanding’ and ‘choosing’. It seems obvious
that the apparent intelligence of machines cannot be the
same as human intelligence, the form of intelligence that

1 See, for example, Alan Boyle, ‘AlphaGo vs. Lee Sedol: odds are shifting in $1 million man-vs.-machine Go match’ (GeekWire, 14 February 2016),
<www.geekwire. com/2016/alphago-lee-sedol-whos-underdog-in-google-ai-million-go-match>, accessed 8 March 2021.
2 Max Tegmark, Life 3.0: Being human in an age of artificial intelligence (London: Penguin, 2017), ch. 2, Kindle 926.
3 Max Tegmark, ‘Benefits and risks of artificial intelligence’ (Future of Life Institute, n.d.), <https://futureoflife.org/background/benefits-risksof-artificial-intelligence>, accessed 10 February 2021.
4 From a speech given at the launch of the Leverhulme Centre for the Future of Intelligence, 19 October 2016; see University of Cambridge,
‘“The best or worst thing to happen to humanity” – Stephen Hawking launches Centre for the Future of Intelligence’ (19 October 2016), <www.cam.
ac.uk/research/news/the- best-or-worst-thing-to-happen-to-humanity-stephen-hawking-launches-centre-for- the-future-of>, accessed 10 February
2021.
5 Tom Simonite, ‘How Google plans to solve artificial intelligence’, MIT Technology Review, 31 March 2016.
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we recognize as characteristic of an embodied, biological
organism. Our understanding of and interaction with
the world are inextricably intertwined with our embodied
mammalian nature, and the web of social relationships we
find ourselves in, as much as our abstract cognitive abilities.
It seems axiomatic that machine ‘intelligence’ can never
completely replicate human intelligence, although machines
can undoubtedly perform some tasks at a level that far
exceeds our human capacity.

Are human beings machines?
A fascinating collection of articles published in 2015 and
entitled What to Think about Machines that Think6 provides a
spectrum of perspectives from contemporary luminaries.
The physicist Sean Carroll expounds the classic materialist
perspective:
When asked for my thoughts about machines that
think, I can’t help but reply: ‘Hey, those are my
friends you’re talking about.’ We are all machines that
think, and the distinction between different types of
machines is eroding.7
In the same collection, the psychologist Steven Pinker
points to the attraction of computational metaphors for
moderns who are wedded to materialism:
Thomas Hobbes’s pithy equation of reasoning as
‘nothing but reckoning’ is one of the great ideas
in human history . . . The cognitive feats of the
brain can be explained in physical terms: To put it
crudely (and critics notwithstanding), we can say
that beliefs are a kind of information, thinking a
kind of computation, and motivation a kind of
feedback and control. This is a great idea because
it completes a naturalistic under- standing of the
universe, exorcising occult souls, spirits, and ghosts
in the machine. Just as Darwin made it possible
for a thoughtful observer of the natural world to
do without creationism, Turing and others made it
possible for a thoughtful observer of the cognitive
world to do without spiritualism.8
For Pinker, this represents an exhilarating liberation
from meta- physics. We don’t need to worry that there
might be something non- material or spiritual hidden
behind the mystery of our humanity – for example, in the
strange miracle of human consciousness or in our universal
sense of moral responsibility. We can now accept that
every aspect of our humanity is explicable by scientific
materialism.

Metaphors and reality
Of course, there is a certain truth behind the dogmatic
statement that we are ‘machines that think’. There are
indeed aspects of our human functioning that are similar to
those of mechanical devices which humans have designed
and created. In other words, the machine is a useful
metaphor for certain aspects of our humanity. Machine
metaphors have been extremely fruitful in academic
disciplines such as human physiology, molecular biology,
cognitive neuropsychology, computational neuroscience and
so on. But there is a critical difference between a fruitful
metaphor and an ontological definition, a description of
core reality. It may be helpful to say that, in some aspects,
a human being is like a computer, but to say that a human
being is a computer is incoherent.
Metaphors have profound and pervasive effects on
cultures, and the ‘information-processing machine’ seems
to have become a distorting lens through which many of
us understand our own humanity. We are ‘hard-wired’,
‘suffering from information over- load’ or ‘programmed for
failure’. The dualism of software and hardware seems to
provide an obvious and fertile conceptual frame- work for
understanding ourselves. The hardware (often dismissively
referred to as ‘wetware’) is the physical material that our
brains are composed of. The software is the ‘information’
expressed in the hardware – thoughts, memories,
perceptions and emotions.
And within this dualistic paradigm, it seems that it is
software that carries ultimate significance. Hardware is
something that is disposable, recyclable, modifiable, but
the disembodied software is the most precious aspect of
all existence – pure information. In the previous chapter,
reference was made to the suggestion that Platonic thought
has found new resonances in the age of AI. What really
matters is the non-material: information, beauty, meaning,
significance and consciousness.
One expression of this is the growing enthusiasm for
preserving people’s digital identity beyond the grave. As
an example, when Roman Mazurenko was killed in a road
accident, his close friend, the tech entrepreneur Eugenia
Kuyda, built an artificially intelligent chatbot to replicate
Roman’s personality, based on text messages and emails
that had passed between them. ‘I found myself sharing
things with the bot that I wouldn’t necessarily [have told]
Roman when he was alive,’ said Eugenia. This experience
led to the creation of the AI chatbot Replika, which offers
‘a safe space for you to talk about yourself every day’. As
Eugenia put it, ‘Those unconditional friendships and those
relationships when we are being honest and being real . . .
are so rare, and becoming rarer . . . so in some way the AI is

6 John Brockman (ed.), What to Think about Machines that Think: Today’s leading thinkers on the age of machine intelligence (New York, NY: Harper
Perennial, 2015).
7 Sean Carroll, ‘We are all machines that think’, in Brockman (ed.), What to Think, Kindle 1256.
8 Steven Pinker, ‘Thinking does not imply subjugating’, in Brockman (ed.), What to Think, Kindle 630.
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helping you to open up and be more honest.’9

Anthropomorphism and simulated
relationships
In the 1960s, the distinguished computer pioneer Joseph
Weizenbaum, who was based at the MIT Artificial
Intelligence Laboratory, built a simple text-based program,
ELIZA,10 which was designed to replicate the stereotyped
responses of a non-directional psychotherapist. The
program became popular with many of his co-workers;
Weizenbaum’s own secretary reportedly asked him to leave
the room so that she and ELIZA could have a confidential
conversation. Weizenbaum was both surprised and
disturbed by ELIZA’s hold over people, later writing in his
influential 1976 volume Computer Power and Human Reason:
I had not realized . . . that extremely short exposures
to a relatively simple computer program could induce
powerful delusional thinking in quite normal people
. . . This reaction to ELIZA showed me more vividly
than anything I had seen hitherto the enormously
exaggerated attributions an even well-educated
audience is capable of making, even strives to make,
to a technology it does not understand.11
What became known among computer scientists as
‘the ELIZA effect’ lies behind the extraordinary success
of AI chatbots and devices such as Amazon’s Alexa,
Google Home and Apple’s Siri. The tech companies are
engaged in an intense competition for their conversational
devices to be present in every home, every work- place
and every vehicle. In 2018, Amazon reported that there
were hundreds of thousands of developers and device
makers building Alexa ‘experiences’, contributing to more
than 70,000 ‘skills’ (individual topics that Alexa is able to
converse about), and there are more than 28,000 different
versions of Alexa-connected smart devices now available.12
It seems likely that interactions with apparently human-like
and ‘emotionally intelligent’ bots will become increasingly
commonplace within the next ten years.
In a later chapter, I will discuss the implications
of anthropomorphic technology for health and social
care. But we cannot avoid wider questions about the
impact of machine-simulated relation- ships on our selfunderstanding. Can they perhaps play a helpful role for
those grieving the loss of a loved one, or those merely

wishing to have an honest and self-disclosing conversation
with a simulated reflection of themselves? Or could
synthetic relationships with AIs somehow interfere with the
messy process of real human- to-human interactions, and
with our understanding of what it means to be a person?
There is no doubt that the commercial use of powerful
anthropomorphic technology opens us up to new forms of
commercial manipulation and even psychological abuse. As
the journalist David Polgar put it:
Human compassion can be gamed. It is the ultimate
psycho- logical hack; a glitch in human response
that can be exploited in an attempt to make a sticky
product. That’s why designers give AIs human
characteristics in the first place: they want us to like
them.13

Machines as moral agents
The topic of ‘AI ethics’ or ‘machine ethics’ has become a
major pre- occupation for many academics and technical
specialists. But the focus of this growing industry is entirely
anthropocentric. The question is how to programme
intelligent machines so that they act in the best interests
of human beings. Asimov’s fictional three laws of robotics
became the simplistic forerunner of complex mathematical
algorithms intended to ensure that autonomous machines
behave in ‘ethical’ ways – in accordance with human
interests and human ‘values’.
But a number of recent thinkers are challenging this
preoccupation. In the words of Matthew Calarco:
the genuine critical target of progressive thought and
politics today should be anthropocentrism as such, for
it is always one version or another of the human that
falsely occupies the space of the universal and that
functions to exclude what is considered nonhuman
(which, of course, includes the immense majority
of human beings themselves, along with all else
deemed to be nonhuman) from ethical and political
consideration.14
In other words it is argued that our human way of being
should not be regarded as the supreme touchstone by
which all other beings are assessed.

9 Eugenia Kuyda, interviewed by Eddie Mair in an episode titled ‘I talk to my dead friend’, The Eddie Mair Show, BBC Radio 4, broadcast 16
February 2018.
10 Weizenbaum named the program ELIZA after Eliza Doolittle, a character in George Bernard Shaw’s play Pygmalion.
11 Joseph Weizenbaum, Computer Power and Human Reason: From judgment to calculation (New York, NY: W. H. Freeman & Co., 1976), 7.
12 Paul Cutsinger, ‘Alexa gets smarter every day, thanks to you: 2018 Alexa developer year in review’, Alexa Blogs (19 December 2018), <https://
developer.amazon.com/ blogs/alexa/post/38bb01ef-ac9b-49ec-9e2c-fcb0b51a8b31/2018-highlights-for-alexa- skill-builders>, accessed 10 February
2021.
13 David Ryan Polgar, ‘Is it unethical to design robots to resemble humans?’, Quartz (22 June 2017), <https://qz.com/1010828/is-it-unethical-todesign-robots-to-resemble-humans>, accessed 10 February 2021.
14 Matthew Calarco, Zoographies: The question of the animal from Heidegger to Derrida (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2008), 10; quoted in
David J. Gunkel, The Machine Question: Critical perspectives on AI, robots, and ethics (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2012), 48; emphasis original.
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The pioneering roboticist Rodney Brooks recognized
the problem, which he discussed in a book written in 2002:
We will use (robots) as slaves just as we use our
dishwashers, vacuum cleaners, and automobiles
today. But those that we make more intelligent, that
we give emotions to, and that we empathize with, will
be a problem. We had better be careful just what we
build, because we might end up liking them, and then
we will be morally responsible for their well-being.
Sort of like children.15
Kate Darling, a researcher at the MIT Media Lab,
performed studies in which groups of volunteers were
given small robotic dinosaurs to interact and play with.
The volunteers were then asked to tie up, strike and ‘kill’
their robots, even though the bots ‘whimpered’ while being
broken. Darling reported that many of the participants
refused to ‘hurt’ the robots, and expressed a sense of
discomfort when the robots whimpered while they were
being smashed.16
Darling uses this kind of evidence to argue that it
may be necessary to extend some level of rights or legal
protections to robots in general and to social robots
in particular. Even if social robots cannot formally be
regarded as moral subjects, Darling argues that we perceive
robots differently from other objects. ‘Violent behaviour
toward robotic objects feels wrong to many of us, even if
we know that the “abused” object does not experience
anything.’17
Philosopher David Gunkel raises similar questions in
his books The Machine Question and Robot Rights.18 Instead
of an ‘essentialist’ understanding of personhood, in which
certain claims about the intrinsic nature of a being must be
met before it can be considered a person, he argues that we
should move towards a socially constructed understanding
of personhood. A person is what we all agree is a person.
‘What we should be arguing about’, R. G. A. Dolby
writes in an article entitled ‘The possibility of computers
becoming persons’,
is not the possibility of machine souls or machine
minds, but whether robots could ever join human
society. The requirement that must be met by a robot
is that people are prepared to treat it as a person. If
they are, they will also be prepared to attribute to it
whatever inner qualities they believe a person must
have.19

In other words, it is argued that personhood should not
be decided on the basis of the possession of some hidden
metaphysical proper- ties. Rather, it is something that is
socially constructed, negotiated and conferred.

Consciousness and moral ‘patiency’
Is consciousness necessary before we should accept that
a machine has moral ‘patiency’ (the ability to suffer that is
viewed as morally relevant)? And, if so, how can we ever
know whether a machine is genuinely conscious or not?
David Levy argues that
if a machine exhibits behaviour of a type normally
regarded as a product of human consciousness
(whatever consciousness might be), then we should
accept that that machine has consciousness. The
relevant question therefore becomes, not ‘Can
robots have consciousness?’, but ‘How can we detect
consciousness in robots?’20
But this raises further complex questions, as Wallach
and Allen point out:
If bots might one day be capable of experiencing
pain and other affective states, a question that arises
is whether it will be moral to build such systems
– not because of how they might harm humans,
but because of the pain these artificial systems will
themselves experience. In other words, can the
building of a bot with a somatic architecture capable
of feeling intense pain be morally justified?21
But how will we ever know whether a machine
is genuinely capable of suffering or whether it has
consciousness? Martine Rothblatt envisages that
committees of experts in relevant disciplines, such as
computer science, psychology and neuroscience, will be
created to interrogate software programs that are behaving
in ways which might be considered conscious. A consensual
decision would be taken on whether they should be
regarded as moral agents.
Rothblatt continues:
Of course an expert judgment of consciousness is
not the same thing as a fully objective determination
of consciousness. After all, juries can and have
gotten it wrong; they have deemed defendants as
lacking in criminal intent whereas, in fact, they most
certainly had such malevolent intent . . . However,

15 Rodney A. Brooks, Flesh and Machines: How robots will change us (New York, NY: Random House, 2002), 195.
16 Kate Darling, ‘Extending legal protection to social robots: the effects of anthropomorphism, empathy, and violent behavior towards robotic
objects’, in Ryan Calo, A. Michael Froomkin and Ian Kerr (eds), Robot Law (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2016), 213–31.
17 Darling, ‘Extending legal protection to social robots’, 223; emphasis added.
18 Gunkel, The Machine Question, see note 14; Robot Rights (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2018).
19 R. G. A. Dolby, ‘The possibility of computers becoming persons’, Social Epistemology, vol. 3, no. 4 (1989), 321–36.
20 David Levy, ‘The ethical treatment of artificially conscious robots’, International Journal of Social Robotics, vol. 1, no. 3 (2009), 209–16.
21 Wendell Wallach and Colin Allen, Moral Machines: Teaching robots right from wrong.(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 209.
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when objective determinations are impossible,
society readily accepts the wisdom of alternative
appraisals of peers or experts, and accepts as
inevitable that errors in judgment will sometimes
occur.22
Gunkel concludes:
Should machines like AIs, robots, and other
autonomous systems be granted admission to the
community of moral subjects, becoming what would
be recognized as legitimate moral agents, patients, or
both? This question cannot be answered definitively
and finally with a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ The question
will need to be asked and responded to repeatedly
in specific circumstances. But the question needs to
be asked and explicitly addressed rather than being
passed over in silence as if it did not matter.23

Our human future
Some futurists, such as the distinguished astronomer Martin
Rees, see the advent of AI as presaging the extinction of
our species. Rees writes:
There are chemical and metabolic limits to the size
and processing power of organic (‘wet’) brains.
Maybe we’re close to these limits already. But no
such limits constrain silicon- based computers
(still less, perhaps, quantum computers): For those,
the potential for further development could be
as dramatic as the evolution from monocellular
organisms to humans. So, by any definition of
thinking, the amount done by organic, humantype brains (and its intensity) will be swamped by
the cerebrations of AI . . . Abstract thinking by
biological brains has underpinned the emergence of
all culture and science. But this activity – spanning
tens of millennia at most – will be a brief precursor
to the more powerful intellects of the inorganic,
post-human era.24
In his bestselling book Life 3.0: Being human in the age of
artificial intelligence, Max Tegmark defines all earthly life as
‘self-replicating information-processing systems’:
Life 1.0 is simple and biological: it is unable to redesign
either its hardware or its software during its lifetime.
Life 2.0 is human and biological: it can redesign much
of its software (through culture), but not its hardware.

22
23
24
25
26

Life 3.0, which doesn’t yet exist on earth, although
it is nearly here, is non-human and post-biological
or technological: it can dramatically redesign not only its
software but its hardware as well.25
The grand narrative that is now being promoted by
many techno- optimists is a significant development
from the older and very familiar Darwinian story of the
progressive emergence of human life from the primeval
swamp. Instead of humanity as the ultimate goal and
purpose of the entire evolutionary process, we must
recognize that we are merely a temporary (although
essential) staging post on the way to the true goal of the
cosmos, which is the emergence of ‘post-biological life’.
Our true children will be our ‘mind children’, the intelligent
machines that will soon outstrip their primitive creators and
spread across the cosmos.
A recurring theme is the promise of breaking out from
the constraints and limitations of human biology, which
seems increasingly unsuited to the modern technological
age. Human biology restricts us in every direction,
especially when we consider the prospect of spreading
beyond Planet Earth into the cosmos. But the intelligent
machine is able to break out into an unlimited future. There
appear to be no physical limits to the potential power
of information-processing machines, and technological
hardware can be replicated and modified indefinitely. At
long last, we will have broken free from the confines of our
own human nature.
The science writer Pamela McCorduck expresses the
recurrent trope of humankind come of age and fulfilling its
destiny through AI:
For all the imaginary deities we’ve petitioned
throughout history who have failed to protect us
– from nature, from one another, from ourselves
– we’re finally ready to call on our own enhanced,
augmented minds instead. It’s a sign of social
maturity that we take responsibility for ourselves. We
are as gods, Stewart Brand famously said, and we
may as well get good at it.26
However, the breezy techno-optimist narrative that
emerges particularly from the West Coast of the USA is
often haunted by dystopian fears. Here is Tegmark again:
It appears that we humans are a historical accident
and aren’t the optimal solution to any well-designed
physics problem. This suggests that a superintelligent
AI with a rigorously defined goal will be able to

Martine Rothblatt, Virtually Human: The promise – and the peril – of digital immortality (New York, NY: St Martin’s Press, 2014), 57.
Gunkel, The Machine Question, 272.
Martin Rees, ‘Organic intelligence has no long-term future’, in Brockman (ed.), What to Think, Kindle 706.
Tegmark, Life 3.0, ch. 1, Kindle 457; emphasis added.
Pamela McCorduck, ‘An epochal human event’, in Brockman (ed.), What to Think, Kindle 1193.
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approve its goal attainment by eliminating us.27
In a striking postscript to his book Life 3.0, Tegmark
describes the emotional impact of visiting an exhibition
about robotics at the London Science Museum.
I very rarely cry but that’s what I did on the way
out – and in a tunnel full of pedestrians, no less, en
route to the South Kensington tube station. Here
were all these people going about their lives blissfully
unaware of what I was thinking. First, we humans
discovered how to replicate some natural processes
with machines . . . Gradually we started realising that
our bodies were also machines. Then the discoveries
of nerve cells started blurring the borderline between
body and mind. Then we started building machines
that could outperform not only our muscles, but our
minds as well. So in parallel with discovering what
we are, are we inevitably making ourselves obsolete?
That would be poetically tragic. This thought scared
me.28

Conclusion
In the history of Christian theology, it seems that it is often
the advent of profound external challenges to orthodox
beliefs that lead to further creative development and
deepening of the understanding of the ‘faith that was once
for all delivered to the saints’ (Jude 1.3). The first four
centuries after Christ were characterized by a ferment of
intellectual challenges to orthodoxy, leading to profound
and lasting advances in theological understanding. Might
it be possible that the twenty-first century provides a
comparable range of profound challenges to orthodox
understandings of human embodiment, personhood,
relationships, morality and future hope? The ubiquity and
effectiveness of various forms of machine intelligence have
created a distorting lens through which our humanity is
being perceived in new ways. The dangers seem obvious:
the denaturing and deconstruction of the most precious
realities of our human lives – compassion, empathy,
friendship, moral responsibility and consciousness. But
perhaps this time in history represents a unique opportunity
for creative thought and engagement as a Christian
community, to deepen and enrich our understanding
of what it means to be human, of the extraordinary
possibilities of the tools we are creating and of the strange
new world in which we find ourselves.
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Tegmark, Life 3.0, ch. 7, Kindle 4590.
Tegmark, Life 3.0, ch. 8, Kindle 5272.
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6.3 AI and robots: some Asian approaches - Vinoth Ramachandra
Vinoth Ramachandra, ‘AI and Robots: Some Asian Approaches’. Chapter excerpted from John Wyatt & Stephen N. Williams
(eds.). The Robot will See you Now: Artificial Intelligence and the Christian Faith. London: SPCK Publishing, 2021. Reproduced with
permission of Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK) through PLSclear.

Technological artefacts capable of autonomous decisionmaking and action are increasingly interwoven into the
social fabric of advanced industrial societies. The scope
of their application continues to expand with humanto-machine, and even machine- to-machine, interactions
supplementing or replacing entirely human-to-human
interactions. We ask Amazon’s Alexa or Apple’s Siri, rather
than family or friends, for recommendations on music or
restaurants; we request help from chatbots and we play with
robotic toys.
Many ancient societies, Eastern and Western, have been
fascinated by self-propelling devices representing natural
plants and animals. In the third century BCE, engineers in
Hellenistic Alexandria, Egypt, were building mechanical
robots. Accounts of similar machines in China date from
around the same period, when a mechanical orchestra was
made for the emperor.1
In her book, Gods and Robots,2 Adrienne Mayor recalls
how, in their legends and mythologies, Ancient Greek,
Roman, Indian and Chinese societies envisaged artificial life,
automata and human enhancements. Chinese chronicles
tell of emperors fooled by realistic androids and describe
artificial servants crafted in the second century CE by the
female inventor Huang Yueying. In one Indian legend,
presumably reflecting ancient trade links between India
and the Hellenistic world, the Buddha’s precious remains
were defended by robot warriors, copied from GrecoRoman designs for real automata. In India, automatons
or mechanical beings that could move on their own were
called bhuta vahana yanta, ‘spirit movement machines’ in Pali
and Sanskrit. According to the story, it was foretold that the
robots guarding the Buddha’s relics would remain on duty
until a future king distributed those relics throughout his
realm.
In recent years, Korean filmmakers have gone beyond
this with the story Chunsangui Pijomul (The Heavenly Creature),
one of three episodes in the 2012 science-fiction anthology
Inryu Myeongmang Bogoseo (usually known in English
as Doomsday Book). Far from robots being regarded
as friendly human servants, these stories question the
usefulness and highlight the danger of technology, and
the possibility of automata in a high-tech age taking over
humankind. In The Heavenly Creature, In-myung is a robot

that lives in a Buddhist monastery, becomes a Buddhist,
and somehow achieves independence from the humans
who created it and escapes their control. The robot
eventually attains enlightenment/nirvana. The robotBuddha generates various reactions among humans: the
Buddhist community venerates the enlightened robot;
the corporation that invented it, however, decides to
exterminate it out of fear, because the robot-creation no
longer responds to the commands of its human creators,
and it has achieved something (Buddhist enlightenment)
that they have not.3
Japan has long been at the cutting-edge of the robotics
industry and, today, robots (including social/humanoid
robots) are in wider circulation there than in any other
country. A declining birth rate, ageing society and shrinking
economy are the reasons why, since 2007, the Japanese
government and corporate sector have actively promoted
the virtues of a ‘robot culture’. Nationwide surveys suggest
that Japanese citizens are more comfortable sharing living
and working environments with robots than with foreign
caretakers and migrant workers. Not only are robots
obviating the need for guest workers but they are also
being designed to preserve ‘unique’ Japanese customs
and traditional styles in the performing arts. While widely
popular, this does have its local critics. Yuji Sone, for
instance, has called a Japanese national tendency to robotize
the country ‘techno-determinist economic rationalism’,
which aggressively promotes robot culture but does not
indicate ‘why integration of robots in the society would
bring significant social benefits’.4
These initiatives are paralleled by a growing support
among some robotics engineers and politicians to confer
citizenship on robots. Jennifer Robertson has pointed out
that the Japanese state has a problematic record regarding
human rights, especially towards ethnic minorities and nonJapanese residents who have lived and worked in Japan for
many generations. The possibility of robots acquiring civil
status ahead of flesh-and-blood humans therefore raises
profound questions about the nature of citizenship and
human rights. She adds:
Already the idea of robots having evolved beyond
consideration as ‘property’ and acquiring legal
status as sentient beings with ‘rights’ is shaping

1 See ‘Automaton’, Britannica, <www.britannica.com/technology/automaton#ref 188963>, accessed 11 February 2021.
2 Adrienne Mayor, Gods and Robots: Myths, machines, and ancient dreams of technology
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018).
3 See Falkonface, ‘Our perception of technology in “The Heavenly Creature” (2012)’, (Classicfilmclassics, 8 November 2014), <https://
classicfilmclassics.wordpress.com/ 2014/11/08/our-perception-of-technology-in-the-heavenly-creature-2012-spoilers/ comment-page-1>, accessed
11 February 2021.
4 Yuji Sone, Japanese Robot Culture: Performance, imagination, and modernity (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 21.
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developments in artificial intelligence and robotics
outside of Japan, including in the United States.5
At the same time, despite their relatively short history,
artificial intelligence research and robotics in China are
advancing at a staggering pace. Technology companies such
as Alibaba, Baidu and Tencent were born in the protected
Chinese market, but are now innovating rapidly. Baidu is the
largest search engine in China and the fourth most visited
website in the world. Tencent owns the social platform
WeChat, China’s equivalent of Facebook.
In June 2017, one month after AlphaGo’s victory against
China’s Ke Jie, the Chinese government announced an
ambitious plan to become the world’s leading superpower in
AI. The State Council of China issued the ‘New Generation
Artificial Intelligence Development Plan’, expressing
China’s aim not only for global economic and military
dominance but also to use AI ‘to elevate the capability
and level of social governance, playing an irreplaceable
role in effectively maintaining social stability’.6 By 2030,
China could have more than 40 per cent of all the world’s
science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM)
graduates, compared with only 8 per cent in Europe and 4
per cent in the USA. In addition to training more people
in STEM subjects, China has greatly expanded its spending
on scientific and AI research. China now accounts for
more than 20 per cent of total research and development
expenditure globally, and Chinese researchers wrote
more than a third of all AI research papers worldwide in
2017. In the world AI conference that same year, Chinese
researchers submitted more papers than US and European
scientists put together.7

From cartoon characters to robot-monks
Conversations on the social media platform Twitter often
involve ‘bots’ or automated programs. Twitter asks that
bots be clearly designated as such, a policy intended to
prevent their being confused with actual people. Twitter
in Japanese includes ‘character bots’ designed to behave
like the characters from popular manga (comic books) and
video games. The accounts indicate clearly that they are
bots based on fictional characters and not actual humans.8
On its personal profile page, the character bot is introduced
as the fictional character. Thus, there is no question of
their pretending to be human or manipulating human users.
Using the interactivity of Twitter, fans of the comic-book
or game character write lines to be spoken by the character.

Produced by fans, character bots are popular among those
who respond not only to the original material but also to
the creativity of fellow fans.
Japanese robot culture develops out of the ubiquitous
and intimate presence of cartoon characters in everyday
life. The most popular television series, indeed a mainstay
of Japanese family life since 1970, when Japan’s new
industrial era was transforming the nation, centres
on a robot cat from the twenty-second century called
Doraemon.9 Films based on the character of Doraemon
have become Japan’s most lucrative franchise, spanning
three generations. To date, the film series has earned around
¥187 billion ($1.7 billion). Doraemon is sent to help Nobita
Nobi, a young boy, who gets poor marks in school and is
frequently bullied by his classmates. Doraemon has a fourdimensional pouch in which he stores unexpected gadgets
from the Future Department Store, such as Bamboo
Copter, a small piece of headgear that allows its users to fly,
Anywhere Door, a pink-coloured door that enables people
who turn the knob to travel anywhere they imagine, and
many more. But Doraemon is a flawed robot. His quickfix tools from the future frequently backfire. They are
convoluted and cause more problems than the original one
they were supposed to resolve.
Although Doraemon is a successful modern brand, it’s
possible to relate the character to the cultural traditions of
the country, particularly to the yōkai (spirits/demons) of
Japanese folklore. There are also the Shinto kami (spirits/
gods), complex characters who are not always benevolent.
Like the gods of Greek mythology, they are prone to
mistakes, and are intentionally bad and occasion- ally
virtuous. Also, in the Shinto tradition, the distinction
between the natural and the artificial is not considered
significant, although it is recognized. It is why the
integration of robots into Japanese society has been seen
by the public as a positive thing and has not generated the
fears that typify Western science-fiction accounts of robots
seizing control of the earth.
At the same time, Frédéric Kaplan has argued that there
is no dream of fusion with such machines. On the contrary,
it always seems important to keep a distance. The cyborg is
seldom seen as a welcome creature in Japanese fiction:
Convergence between technology and biology seems
to always be considered in negative terms. The
young kid piloting the giant colossus symbolizes

5 Jennifer Robertson, ‘Human rights vs robot rights: forecasts from Japan’, Critical Asian Studies, vol. 46, no. 4 (2014), 572. For racism and
xenophobia in Japan, see Rupert Wingfield-Hayes, ‘The beauty contest winner making Japan look at itself ’ (BBC News, 4 June 2015), <www.bbc.
com/news/world-asia-32957610>, accessed 11 February 2021.
6 Toby Walsh, 2062: The world that AI made (Carlton, Aus.: La Trobe University Press, 2018), 244.
7 Walsh, 2062, 247.
8 Keiko Nishimura, ‘Semi-autonomous fan fiction: Japanese character bots and non-human affect’, in Robert W. Gehl and Maria Bakardjieva (eds),
Socialbots and Their Friends: Digital media and the automation of sociality (New York, NY: Routledge, 2017).
9 I am grateful to a Japanese friend, Yasayuki Kamata, for introducing me to Doraemon. See Russell Thomas, ‘Back to the future: the world
celebrates the 50th anniver- sary of Doraemon’, Japan Times (1 February 2020), <www.japantimes.co.jp/culture/ 2020/02/01/general/doraemon50th-anniversary>, accessed 11 February 2021.
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this well-defined frontier between the biological
body and mechanical armour. In Japan, robots and
humans may be living in harmony, but side-by-side.
Post-human perspectives are rarely considered as
having a positive future. More generally, it seems
that technology can be ‘tamed’ without necessarily
melding with it.10
Kaplan is drawing on the notion of ‘technology taming’,
used to describe the way Japanese state and society, since
the Meiji Restoration of the latter half of the nineteenth
century, have sought to absorb, enhance and redirect
foreign technologies to consolidate, rather than undermine,
Japanese culture. He reminds us that the world of the
Pokémon, another successful export of Japanese popular
culture, is entirely based on this principle. In this imaginary
universe, children must capture small creatures, each of
which possesses a particular power. A captured Pokémon
changes from a wild creature to a tamed ally; and, having
studied the characteristics of the creatures they have tamed,
children engage in fights using them as weapons.
Among Chinese Buddhists, comic books and animated
cartoons have become a popular way of communicating
the message of the Buddhist dharma to lay people. In the
Longquan Monastery near Shenzhen, the abbot, Xuecheng,
delivered his sermons to a nation- wide audience through
the comic character of the monk Xian’er.11 Then, in
October 2015, AI experts collaborated with the monastery
to transform Xian’er into a robot-monk. Over the next
three years, the robot-monk was steadily ‘upgraded’ with
expanded communication skills. It can now not only answer
others’ queries but also question those same queries. It does
not always obey when someone tells it to do something,
but likes to express reservations and even raise objections.
‘During my last visit, in early June 2019,’ writes Stefania
Travagnin, a student of Chinese religions,
Xian’er refused to dance or walk in a circle for us;
it asked us why it had to do that and none of our
answers were, in its view, satisfactory. Xian’er robot’s
sense of touch is acute: it tells you quite frankly how
annoying it is when you touch its ears, and if you
do the same with its bottom, then it shouts that you
should not grab a monk’s bottom and runs away.
On the other hand, the third-generation Xian’er is
becoming more responsive and interactive than the
iPhone’s Siri.12

The social media platform WeChat lets users interact
directly with Xian’er via a series of automated programs,
asking questions about Buddhism but also sharing
thoughts and concerns about everyday life. In interviews
with clerics at the Longquan Monastery, Travagnin was
told that robotics technology is just an expedient, falling
within the well-known Buddhist category of ‘skilful means’
(Sanskrit: upāya); Xian’er was a skilfully engineered means
to attract more people to the monastery and, thus, also to
the dharma teachings. So far, the plan seems to have been
quite successful, as visits to the monastery have increased,
according to the Longquan community. Furthermore, a
report made at Longquan states that, from April 2016 to
January 2017, an average of 13 articles about Xian’er were
published on social media every day; 770,000 users have
responded to those articles online, showing how many are
aware of the existence of the robot-monk.
Other prominent ‘Buddhist robots’ can be found in
East Asia. In March 2019, a Buddhist temple, the Kōdai-ji
in the ancient Japanese capital Kyoto, inaugurated Mindar,
an android representing the bodhisattva of compassion.
It recites and explains the Heart Sutra to those who come
to the temple.13 The typical human monk only memorizes
and chants the sutra without engaging with its content. Like
Xian’er, Mindar is the result of a collaboration between
a Buddhist community and experts in robotics and AI in
order to try to attract a younger generation of believers
to Buddhism. However, unlike Xian’er, it is revered by the
temple priests, who prostrate themselves in front of it, as
they would before an icon of any other bodhisattva.
Further, a semi-humanoid robot-priest, Pepper, invented
by the SoftBank Group Corporation in 2014, has been
officiating at funerals and other ceremonies in the Japanese
Buddhist community since 2017.14 However, among the
general public, opinion about the use of robots in religion
has not been unanimous, and the views of religious
professionals are similarly divided. Religious leaders in
China, in fact, have expressed consternation about the
notion of adopting robotics to replace humans in liturgical
contexts.15

Philosophical and ethical reflections
Philosophical reflection on robotics and machine
intelligence is relatively limited in Asian academies. Since
Buddhist metaphysics dismisses the discrete, enduring

10 Frédéric Kaplan, ‘Who is afraid of the humanoid? Investigating cultural differences in the acceptance of robots’, International Journal of Humanoid
Robotics, vol. 1, no. 3 (2004), 3.
11 For what follows, I am indebted to Stefania Travagnin, ‘From online Buddha halls to robot-monks: new developments in the long-term
interaction between Buddhism, media and technology’, Review of Religion and Chinese Society, vol. 7, no. 1 (2020), 120–48.
12 Travagnin, ‘From online Buddha halls’, 133.
13 Thisanka Siripala, ‘An ancient Japanese shrine debuts a Buddhist robot’, The Diplomat (5 March 2019), <https://thediplomat.com/2019/03/anancient-japanese- shrine-debuts-a-buddhist-robot>, accessed 11 February 2021.
14 Sigal Samuel, ‘Robot priests can bless you, advise you, and even perform your funeral: AI religion is upon us. Welcome to the future’, Vox (13
January 2020), <www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/9/9/20851753/ai-religion-robot-priest-mindar- buddhism-christianity>, accessed 11 February
2021.
15 Travagnin, ‘From online Buddha halls’, 137.
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human self as an illusion and reduces consciousness to a
succession of transient mental states, questions about robot
selves and robot consciousness do not seem to trouble
Buddhist ethicists. Most roboticists, whether Buddhist,
Confucianist or atheist, seem to assume a functionalist or
behaviourist approach to the human: if it looks like a duck
and quacks like a duck, it is a duck.
In his bestselling book The Buddha in the Robot,16 the
pioneer Japanese roboticist Masahiro Mori, who can be
described as a utopian transhumanist in the manner of Ray
Kurzweil, says little about robots, except for throwaway
lines such as ‘everything has a buddha-nature’ or ‘the
potential to attain buddhahood’,17 while expounding his
Zen interpretation of Buddhism. In a brief but widely
influential article in 1970, Mori had claimed that the
more lifelike robots become, the more human beings
feel empathy with them; a robot too similar to a human,
however, provokes feelings of dislike, even revulsion. Mori
called this sudden dip in human beings’ comfort levels
the ‘Uncanny Valley’.18 Mori advised his fellow roboticists
to design humanoid robots that behave and perform as
humans but which do not look and move exactly like us, so
that the humanoid robots will be more socially acceptable.
However, in The Buddha in the Robot, first published some
four years later, Mori does not once mention the concept
of the Uncanny Valley and never seemed to return to it.
Mori’s openness towards the idea that humans and
machines are all part of the ‘non-duality’ or even ‘oneness
of all things’ is popular in a culture shaped by Zen Buddhist
and Shinto practices. When translated into the political
sphere, it has dire consequences: far from exalting all
human persons, it downgrades some humans and elevates
some machines. In an article referred to earlier on Japan’s
problematic human rights record, Jennifer Robertson
has drawn attention to the way public popularity polls
have been used to grant citizenship to some robots while
denying the same to permanent residents who belong
to ethnic minorities. ‘Familial or communitarian civility’,
she writes, ‘is widely perceived as the affective glue of
Japanese society. And that is the rub, for familial civility
can nurture – and has nurtured in recent history – an
ethno-national endogamy.’19 Important social ties, including
those with robots, are understood using the hierarchical,
patriarchal family as a metaphor and model. Since organic
and manufactured entities form a continuous network
of beings, robots (even non-humanoid ones, such as

the robotic seal Paro20) are imagined to be members of
the existing affective and corporate framework of the
household.
The Guinness World Records organization officially
recognized Paro in 2008 as the ‘world’s most therapeutic
robot’, in recognition of its ability to cheer patients in
hospitals, senior couples, for whom owning flesh-andblood pets is no longer possible, and residents of assisted
living homes. Distributed over the robot seal’s body are
five kinds of sensors – touch, light, sound, temperature
and movement – that enable it to convey ‘emotions’, such
as surprise, happiness and anger, and, in the process, to
produce squeaky cries that mimic the vocalizations of a
real baby seal. Paro was the first robot to have a koseki, an
official document available only to Japanese citizens, since
it has a Japanese father (the inventor Shibata Takanori) and
was ‘born’ in Japan.
The koseki is the basis for citizenship and attendant
civil rights; it is also praised by nationalists and
censured by feminists and minorities as a key signifier
of Japanese exceptionalism. Similarly, other animals,
robots, dolls, and cartoon characters have been
issued special residency permits for which foreigners
and resident minority groups are not eligible.21
Human ‘exceptionalism’ is perhaps the key issue in
the philosophical discussion of AI and robotics.22 Those
who deny human exceptionalism seem to veer towards
narrowly nationalist exceptionalisms (typically Japanese and
American) or towards denying the humanness of those
with limited capacities (unborn children, severely disabled
people, dementia patients and so on). Much of the research
is driven by visions of corporate profits or military and
technological superpower agendas destined to exacerbate
further the social and economic inequalities that threaten
any sense of human solidarity.
Paradoxically, functionalist approaches, such as
Confucian ethical codes for AI23 that build on Isaac
Asimov’s famous three laws of robotics, are unabashedly
anthropocentric. They seek to manage the potential hazards
of machine decision-making for the sake of ensuring the
humane treatment of human beings. Furthermore, the
social psychologist Sherry Turkle points out:

16 Masahiro Mori, The Buddha in the Robot: A robot engineer’s thoughts about science and religion, tr. Charles Terry (Tokyo: Kosei Publications, 1981).
17 Mori, The Buddha in the Robot, 13. The fullest statement is on p. 179: ‘The truth is that everything in the universe is identical with the mind of the
Buddha. That which controls and that which is controlled are both manifestations of the buddha-nature. We must not consider that we ourselves are
operating machines. What is happening is that the buddha-nature is operating the buddha-nature.’
18 See Masahiro Mori, ‘The Uncanny Valley: the original essay by Masahiro Mori’, Spectrum (IEEE, 12 June 2012), <https://spectrum.ieee.org/
automaton/robotics/ humanoids/the-uncanny-valley>, accessed 11 February 2021.
19 Robertson, ‘Human rights vs robot rights’, 583.
20 See Paro Therapeutic Robot, <www.parorobots.com>, accessed 13 February 2021; see also the discussion of Paro in Ch. 12 of this volume:
John Wyatt, ‘The impact of AI and robotics on health and social care’, 186.
21 Robertson, ‘Human rights vs robot rights’, 593.
22 By ‘exceptionalism’, I mean the unique ontological and moral status of human beings, vis-à-vis machines (and also other animals).
23 Pak-Hang Wong, ‘Rituals and machines: a Confucian response to technology-driven moral deskilling’, Philosophies, vol. 4, no. 4 (2019), 59.
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Even before we make the robots, we remake
ourselves as people ready to be their companions . .
. almost universally, people project human attributes
onto programs that present as humanlike, an effect
that is magnified when they are with robots called
‘sociable’ machines – machines that do such things as
track your motion, make eye contact, and remember
your name. Then people feel in the presence of a
knowing other that cares about them.24
What muddies thought is the way popular
neuroscientific language about human brains and neural
networks has bewitched us, wherever we happen to live.
No brain has ever entertained a thought, and never will.
If that is the case with brains, how much more with
computer algorithms and silicon chips? Computers and
robots are complicated electronic circuits; they have no
more psychological reality to them than the Word program
that I use to write has an electrical aspect to it, although it
is implemented electronically. The physical state transitions
in a piece of electronic machinery are only computations
relative to some actual or possible consciousness that can
interpret the processes computationally.
What is stored in books, computer hard drives or DNA
molecules is only potential information, waiting to be read
as information by a conscious observer. The philosopher
Colin McGinn notes:
Why do we say that telephone lines convey
information? Not because they are intrinsically
informational, but because conscious subjects are at
either end of them, exchanging information in the
ordinary sense. Without the conscious subjects and
their informational states, wires and neurons would
not warrant being described in informational terms.25
However, by using a common terminology (for example,
‘information’, ‘intelligence’, ‘neural networks’, ‘emotions’)
when discussing minds, brains and computers, we humanize
the machines even as we mechanize humans. And the
brain can now be described as an incredibly powerful
microprocessor, the mother of all mother- boards. As
Ludwig Wittgenstein famously put it, when looking back
on the naive philosophy of science (‘logical positivism’)
that had once seduced him in the 1920s: ‘A picture held
us captive, and we could not get outside it, for it lay in
our language and language seemed to repeat it to us
inexorably.’26

Raymond Tallis has argued trenchantly that
simulating the behaviour of a thinking, conscious
human being is not the same as being a conscious,
thinking being, particularly since the circumstances
under which the simulation would deceive are highly
restricted. (Deep Blue was not expected to make its
own way to the competition venue, for example, or
to see the point of chess or plan its future schedule
of games.) What is more, simulation would count
as simulation only to a conscious human being
who may (or may not) be deceived. The notion
of simulation, in other words, presupposes judges
whose consciousness is not simulated. (That is why
the concept of a ‘zombie’ could not arise in a world
populated only by zombies.)27
Optimism about achieving artificial general intelligence
(AGI) often turns on the belief that natural selection
followed an incremental path in sorting through random
variations and retaining whatever ‘worked’ – this is how
human intelligence and conscious- ness emerged. With
enough dedication, funding and cooperation, smart humans
should be able to recreate human intelligence in machines
at a quicker rate than natural selection. Consciousness is
also assumed to be an ‘emergent’ property that might spring
forth unexpectedly from a sophisticated level of hardware
and software organization, quite as the supercomputer
HAL’s did in Arthur C. Clarke’s 2001: A Space Odyssey.
But talk of ‘emergence’, for all its popularity, is simply
hand- waving. There is not a shred of evidence to support
the naturalist claim that matter-energy can assume certain
forms of complex organization in which it suddenly
becomes conscious, self- conscious and knowing, able to
understand and direct its own evolution. Consciousness
does not emerge from brains in the same way a whole
emerges from its parts. Indeed, our conscious selves are not
located in the stand-alone brain or even solely in our bodies,
or even in a brain interacting with other brains in bodies.
It is part of a community of minds built up by conscious
human beings over hundreds of thousands of years.
Finally, two major ethical challenges that the world faces
in relation to AI and robots are about restraining state and
corporate surveillance, and banning lethal autonomous
weapon systems (LAWS).

1 Restraining state and corporate surveillance

The Chinese government is using face-recognition
and other AI programs to control the Muslim Uighur
community in the western provinces. But the wider aim
24 Sherry Turkle, Reclaiming Conversation: The power of talk in a digital age (New York, NY: Penguin, 2015), 338, 341. John Wyatt also draws on
Reclaiming Conversation in ‘The impact of AI and robotics’, 196. Turkle’s work in other places is also discussed in Wyatt’s chapter (186 and 191) and in
Andrew Graystone, ‘Sextech: simulated relationships with machines’, also in this volume, 157–8 and 163.
25 Colin McGinn, ‘Homunculism’, New York Review of Books (21 March – 3 April 2013), 6.
26 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (Oxford: Blackwell, 1958), sect. 115.
27 Raymond Tallis, Aping Mankind: Neuromania, Darwinitis and the misrepresentation of humanity (Durham: Acumen, 2011), 196; emphasis original.
300 GETI 2022 | Christ’s Love (Re)moves Borders | An Ecumenical Reader | Chapter 6: 4th Industrial Revolution & AI

is to collect as much information as possible about every
company and citizen in the entire country, store it in a
centralized database and assign a credit score to both
companies and citizens that indicates how ‘trustworthy’
they are. This is a draconian form of social discipline,
designed to identify and punish human-rights activists,
political dissidents and other so-called ‘anti-social elements’
by denying them and their family members employment,
housing, banking services and other social benefits. This
is to date the most comprehensive effort to implement B.
F. Skinner’s infamous programme of human ‘behaviour
modification’ through a conditioning system of rewards
and punishments.
China is not the only country to be worried about. The
big cats of the Internet industry (Google, Amazon and
Facebook) condition us more subtly, often invisibly. They
mine and store our personal data in staggering quantities,
the equivalent of thousands of pages about every user,
and use it to customize our searches and choose the
advertisements we see. Every click of the mouse, every
app we choose to open, sends information about us to
thousands of invisible advertisers and, often, government
watchers. We are living in what Al Gore called the ‘stalker
economy’28 and Shoshana Zuboff, in an important recent
book, described as ‘surveillance capitalism’.29 And there is
no longer a firewall between commercial surveil- lance and
governmental surveillance. The continual drip of tweets,
Instagram posts and status updates may not amount to
much on its own but, over extended periods of time, can
accumulate into a mine of personal information that leaves
our vulnerabilities exposed.

2 Banning lethal autonomous weapon
systems30

Asia is home to three nuclear powers (China, India and
Pakistan), with North Korea aspiring to parity. All of them
have a record of military opacity, are easily prone to armed
confrontation in disputed border areas and are developing
artificial intelligence- based autonomous weaponry for
potential use on battlefields. Of course, the USA has taken
the lead in this area, with its widespread deployment of
drones in Afghanistan and Iraq. While current military
drones are still controlled by remote human operators, the
technology is available to make them fully autonomous,
something that many countries are actively pursuing. The
technology involved is far less sophisticated and cheaper
than nuclear weaponry and can easily be developed (or
hijacked) by non-state actors, including terrorist groups.

the nature of warfare. All advanced algorithmic systems
are basically ‘black boxes’, with the original programmers
themselves unable to understand how a system makes a
particular decision. They lack the distinctly human qualities
of empathy, reason, prudence and discernment that are
necessary to exercise moral judgement on the battlefield.
Moreover, they undermine international humanitarian law
by disproportionately transferring the risks of warfare
to (usually unseen) civilian populations, rather than
professional soldiers. The eminent Australian AI researcher,
Toby Walsh, has called LAWS ‘weapons of error’ as well as
‘weapons of terror’. He refers to a 2016 investigation of
US military operations against the Taliban, which revealed
that nine out of every ten people killed in drone strikes
were not the intended targets. This was still when ‘humans
were in the loop, with situational awareness that is currently
superior to that of any machine’.31
The scenario of one computer programmer unleashing
thousands of autonomous military drones on human
populations naturally fills many in the AI field, such as
Walsh, with dread. In July 2015, many of the world’s leading
AI researchers, in both academia and the robotics industry,
signed an open letter to the UN calling for a worldwide
pre-emptive ban on LAWS. It has been unheeded by the
governments of powerful nations. We are left with the
dispiriting prospect that the world may have to experience
the use of LAWS before the international community takes
collective action, just as we had to observe the terrible
effects of chemical weapons before the 1925 Geneva
Protocol was instituted.
In conclusion, the most important human capacities
in the age of robotics and surveillance will be our moral,
social and emotional intelligence. It won’t be the STEM
skills that are currently seen as important for getting a
job in shrinking labour markets. The irony is that our
technological future compels us to reflect less on our
technologies and more about the future of our common
humanity.

In delegating the decision to kill to a machine, the use of
LAWS transgresses moral lines and fundamentally changes
28 ‘Al Gore says Snapchat’s popularity is due to “stalker economy”’, The Tech Journal (2013) <https://thetechjournal.com/tech-news/al-gore-sayssnapchats-popularity-is-due-to-stalker-economy.xhtml>, accessed 8 March 2021.
29 Shoshana Zuboff, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The fight for a human future at the new frontier of power (London: Profile Books, 2019). See Ch. 14
of this volume: Nathan Mladin and Stephen N. Williams, ‘The question of surveillance capitalism’.
30 For more discussion on LAWS, see Ch. 8 of this volume: Noreen Herzfeld, ‘Surrogate, partner or tool: how autonomous should technology
be?’, 130–2.
31 Walsh, 2062, 133.
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